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THE FIRST NOBEL PRIZE FOR MEDICINE 
TO THE NORDIC COUNTRIES (NIELS RYBERG FINSEN, 1903) 

Alfred Nobel (1833-96), w h o could t r a c e his ances t ry on t h e distaff s ide t o t h e 
g rea t 17th c e n t u r y a n a t o m i s t , Olof Rudbeck , Professor of Medic ine a t Uppsala, 
spent m a n y yea r s in Par i s . I t w a s h e r e tha t , d i sda in ing l awyers , h e d r e w up h i s 
wil l w i t h o u t legal a s s i s t ance on N o v e m b e r 27th, 1895. Nobel h a d a m a s s e d h is 
fo r tune — a t t h a t t i m e a m o u n t i n g to 31 mi l l ion Swed i sh c ro w n s , by 1931 wel l 
a d m i n i s t e r e d to 362 mil l ion — as a r e su l t of h i s inven t ions p r imar i l y of explosives, 
d y n a m i t e being t h e bes t k n o w n . H e w a s of a phi losophical t u r n of m i n d , a lover 
of peace . I t is a m o o t po in t w h e t h e r t h e dona t ion should b e r e g a r d e d as a n 
express ion of pen i t ence o r of t h e des i re to c r ea t e a m o n u m e n t . 

The f irst Dis t r ibu t ion of t h e Nobel Pr ize w a s he ld in 1901, w h e n E m i l von 
Beh r ing w o n t h e Pr ize for Medic ine a n d Wi lhe lm Conrad Rdn tgen took t h e 
Phys ics Prize. In the following y e a r t h e Medic ine Pr ize w e n t t o t h e E n g l i s h m a n 
Rona ld Ross « for his w o r k on m a l a r i a ». Nex t t i m e r o u n d a S c a n d i n a v i a n w a s 
r e w a r d e d in t h e m e d i c a l s ec to r — the Dane Niels Ryberg F insen . 

Al toge ther n ine med ic ine pr izes h a v e been w o n by Nord i c sc ien t i s t s t h r o u g h 
t h e yea r s , four going to D e n m a r k a n d five to Sweden . 

Niels Ryberg F insen w a s bo rn on December 15th, 1860 in T h o r s h a v n on t h e 
F a e r o e I s l ands . H i s f a the r c a m e f rom a n old Ice land ic family, a n d in Oc tobe r 
1876 Niels Ryberg a r r ived in Reykjavik on I ce l and w h e r e h e lodged w i t h h is 
p a t e r n a l g r a n d m o t h e r , a n d h a d m a n y o t h e r re la t ives in t h e town . H e a t t e n d e d 
school a n d took h i s un ive r s i ty e n t r a n c e e x a m i n a t i o n in 1882. Already as a young 
s t u d e n t (1883) h e no t iced s y m p t o m s of a ch ron ic h e a r t a n d l iver a i l m e n t ( m o r b u s 
Pick) w h i c h h e wou ld fight for t he r e s t of h is life, a n d w h i c h m e a n t t h a t h e 
w a s a lways cold. After h i s e x a m i n a t i o n h e w e n t to Copenhagen to s t u d y med ic ine . 
H e ob ta ined h i s M.B. a n d Ch.B. in 1890, a n d t h a t s a m e y e a r b e c a m e p r o s e c t o r 
in a n a t o m y a t Copenhagen Univers i ty , a pos t w h i c h h e res igned, however , in 1893 
in o r d e r to devote h imsel f exclusively to scient if ic work . 

F insen ' s o w n pathologica l s y m p t o m s a t t r a c t e d h is i n t e r e s t t o t h e field in 
wh ich h e wou ld m a k e h is g rea t con t r ibu t ion to sc ience : t h e biological ques t ion 
of t h e i m p o r t a n c e of l ight for h u m a n life a n d h e a l t h a n d for t h e c u r e of d i sease . 

The young s t u d e n t ' s r o o m faced n o r t h , a n d never caugh t t he sun . B u t h e 
b e g a n to t a k e w a l k s in the s u n s h i n e a n d no t i ced the beneficial effect. A seemingly 
t r iv ia l observa t ion of a ca t w h i c h lay s u n n i n g itself on a flat roof below h i s 
w indow, a n d m o v e d to follow t h e solar hea t , p r o m p t e d h i s a s s u m p t i o n t h a t t h e 
sun l igh t prof i ted t h e cat . I n d e e d h e b e c a m e envious of t h e ca t w h i c h could lie 
in t h e sun in th is way ! 

The sc ien t i s t s in t h e Nord i c coun t r i e s , w h i c h h a r d l y see t h e sun for m u c h 
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of the year , t h e n evinced l i t t le i n t e r e s t in the effect of sun l igh t on t h e body, 
whi le of cou r se m a n y people k n e w by p rac t i ca l exper ience t h a t s u n b a t h i n g 
appea red beneficial . 

The S w e d i s h oph ta lmolog i s t E r i k J o h a n W i d m a r k (1850-1909), Professor in 
O p h t a l m i a t r i c s a t t h e Ka ro l i n ska I n s t i t u t e f rom 1891, m a d e a con t r ibu t ion of 
c ruc ia l s ignif icance in th i s sphere . On the basis of h i s o w n e x p e r i m e n t s W i d m a r k 
cou ld n o w s t a t e t h a t so-called eczema ( e r y t h e m a ) solare , w h i c h w a s previous ly 
r e g a r d e d as a f o r m of eczema ca lo r i cum d u e to so lar hea t , is c aused by t h e 
u l t rav io le t r ays — f rom both so lar r a d i a t i o n a n d e lec t r ica l a r c l ight . 

Al ready far b a c k in t i m e a t t e m p t s h a d been m a d e , desp i te t h e lack of 
scientif ic g r o u n d s , to a t t a i n b e t t e r hea l ing of sk in e rup t ions in smal lpox by pro
t e c t i ng t h e pa t i en t f rom h a r m f u l l ight rays . F insen found a n i t e m by t h e 
E n g l i s h m a n C. Black (1867) to the effect t h a t smal lpox passes m o r e easily a n d 
leaves no s c a r s if t he pa t i en t can lie in a d a r k room. As a r e su l t of W i d m a r k ' s 
inves t iga t ions F insen b e c a m e i n t e r e s t e d in t h e possibil i ty of a less d r a s t i c 
p ro t ec t i on of t h e smal lpox pa t i en t ' s sk in by m e a n s of r ed g lass , r ed c u r t a i n s a t 
t h e w i n d o w s e t c , to exc lude the u l t r av io le t r ays . B u t « t h e r e d r o o m pr inciple » 
involved a « nega t ive » m o d e of the rapy . H e w o u l d soon p r e s e n t a posi t ive. 

I n an a r t ic le « Lyset som I n c i t a m e n t » (Light as S t i m u l u s ) in 1895 in 
Hospitalstidende F insen for t h e f i rs t t i m e proposed t h e u s e of genera l l ight 
r ad i a t i on — in a n a t u r a l o r ar t i f ic ia l l ight ba th . In th i s thes i s Om Anvendelse i 
Medicinen af Koncentrerede Kemiske Lysstraaler (On t h e Use in Medic ine of 
C o n c e n t r a t e d Chemica l Light Rays) he descr ibes t h e m e t h o d w h i c h wou ld c r e a t e 
h i s f ame . 

I t could b e conf i rmed t h a t it is t h e u l t rav io le t r ays w h i c h in s u n s h i n e 
p r o d u c e life a n d m o v e m e n t in n a t u r e . Already t h e n a g rea t deal w a s k n o w n 
abou t t h e effect of l ight on mic ro -o rgan i sms , a n d sc ien t i s t s w e r e a w a r e of t h e 
l akes ' « self pur i f ica t ion » f rom bac t e r i a by agency of t h e sun l igh t a s a d i s in fec tan t . 
S ince l iving t i s sues a r e h ighly p e r m e a b l e t o sun l igh t , t h e effects of t h e sun l igh t is 
t h e r e m u c h g rea te r . F insen says : « T h u s w e n o w see t h a t f rom a theore t i ca l 
v iewpoin t t h e r e is n o obs tac le to , on t h e c o n t r a r y t h e r e is every ind ica t ion in 
favour of a u s e of t he l ight in local , ex te rna l , bac t e r i a l sk in d i s e a s e s . » H e 
h imsel f h a d for a yea r b e e n p u r s u i n g inves t iga t ions of h o w to u s e l ight as a d rug , 
a n d of i t s abi l i ty to p e n e t r a t e t h e t i s sues . 

The p rob lem n o w w a s to r e m o v e f rom t h e sun l igh t t h e non-bacter ic ida l , 
h o t r a y s w h i c h p r o d u c e b u r n s — t h e u l t r a r e d (wh ich a re exc luded w h e n t h e l ight 
is pas sed t h r o u g h a w a t e r f i l ter) a n d the red, o r a n g e a n d yellow (which could 
be e l im ina t ed inter alia by s t a in ing t h e w a t e r w i t h m e t h y l e n e b lue) . As s u b s t i t u t e 
for t h e sun l igh t w h i c h is so m e a g r e in o u r coun t r i e s F insen could only accept 
ca rbon a r c l ight . 

T h e nex t p rob lem w a s to c o n c e n t r a t e the l ight. Fo r th is pu rpose he devised 
special a p p a r a t u s for sun l igh t a n d e lec t r ic a r c l ight respect ive ly . 

The d i sease lupus vu lgar i s — w h i c h h a d h i t h e r t o p roved the rapy- res i s t an t — 
w a s cons ide red to have f ea tu re s w h i c h m a d e it su i tab le for t e s t i ng of t he m e t h o d : 
it is a bac te r i a l d isease , w h i c h is local ised a n d m o r e o v e r usua l ly superf icial , so 
t h a t t h e l ight cou ld exer t a bac te r i c ida l effect. 

The t r e a t m e n t con t inued for t w o h o u r s each day, a n d w a s a d m i n i s t e r e d for 
severa l days or s o m e w e e k s a t a t i m e . E a c h t i m e a smal l a r e a of t he pa t i en t ' s 
skin, r ang ing in size f rom a one ore coin to a t w o c r o w n piece, w a s i r r a d i a t e d . 
T h e focus of t he r apy w a s m o v e d f rom place to p lace un t i l all t h e affl icted sk in 
h a d b e e n t r e a t e d . 

In consequence of F insen ' s b r i l l i an t r e su l t s t h e pa t i en t s c a m e flocking. In 1896 
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t h e m o d e s t « F insens Medic inske Lys ins t i tu t » (F insen ' s Medica l Light I n s t i t u t e ) 
w a s opened in Copenhagen . I n 1900, t h a n k s t o p r iva te dona t ions a n d s t a t e subs id ies 
it could move in to an impos ing bui ld ing on Rosenvaenge t s Alle. The lupus p a t i e n t s 
s t ayed at bord ing-houses in t h e ci ty superv i sed by doc to r s a t t h e I n s t i t u t e . An 
evening school w a s e s t ab l i shed in a c c o m m o d a t i o n a t t h e In s t i t u t e , a n d i n s t r u c t i o n 
given in read ing , wr i t ing , sewing, a n d o t h e r h a n d w o r k (which also afforded t h e 
pa t i en t s oppor tun i ty to e a r n a l i t t le m o n e y d u r i n g t h e long c o u r s e of t r e a t m e n t ) . 

F insen w a s n o w busy in a n o t h e r field of med ic ine . The obse rva t ions he m a d e 
of h imsel f a n d his own d isease inspi red h i m to t ry t o found a hosp i t a l special is ing 
in ch ron ic h e a r t a n d l iver a i l m e n t s . 

I n d e e d for bo th theore t i ca l a n d p rac t i ca l r ea sons the infec t ious d i seases w e r e 
t h e focus of a t t e n t i o n a t t h e t u r n of t h e 20th c e n t u r y . At t h e prospec t of t he a w a r d 
t o t h e f irs t Nobel Pr izes in 1901, therefore , it w a s n a t u r a l t h a t a c h i e v e m e n t s in 
th is field w e r e of p r i m e c o n c e r n to t h e j u d g e s . Apar t f rom B e h r i n g a n d Ross , 
howeve r , Rober t Koch ' s a n d F insen ' s n a m e s inter alios w e r e d i scussed a l r eady 
t h e n . 

When the Nobel Prize for Medic ine w a s t o be a w a r d e d in 1903 the j u d g e s 
h a d s o m e 30 c a n d i d a t e s on w h i c h to dec ide . F u r t h e r m o r e t h e r e w a s special in te res t 
in tubercu los i s . 

The M e d i c i n e / S u r g e r y g roup h a d p roposed P. Det twei le r , N. F insen (whose 
c a n d i d a c y w a s p r o m o t e d b y t h e Professors I. B j e r s u m , L. Meyer , K. Faber , O. Wan-
scher , all of Copenhagen , a n d J . W i d m a r k of S t o c k h o l m ) , E. Kdber le + R. Koch 
( s h a r e d prize) , J. L i s te r a n d Lyder -Bor then (an o p h t a l m i a t r i s t in T r o n d h e i m ) . 

At the m e e t i n g of t h e Medica l Nobel C o m m i t t e e on M a r c h 28th, 1903 it w a s 
dec ided to e x a m i n e t h e w o r k of inter alios C. Golgi, LP . Pavlov, N . F insen , 
G. A r m a u e r H a n s e n , R. Koch a n d P. Ehr l i ch . On S e p t e m b e r 23rd t h e C o m m i t t e e 
resolved only to inc lude t h e w o r k of F insen a n d Koch. Severa l m e m b e r s s t r e s s e d 
Koch ' s g r e a t e r scient if ic m e r i t s vis-a-vis F insen ' s m o r e p rac t i ca l r e su l t s . The 
r e c o m m a n d a t i o n w a s passed by four votes of five t h a t t h e Pr ize should go to 
F insen . And on Oc tobe r 15th, 1903 t h e staff of t he K a r o l i n s k a I n s t i t u t e dec ided to 
a w a r d h i m t h e Pr ize . 

The 1903 Dis t r ibu t ion of t h e Nobel Pr izes ce remonia l ly o c c u r r e d in t h e g r e a t 
hal l of w h a t w a s t h e n t h e Royal A c a d e m y of Mus ic in t h e p r e s e n c e of inter alios 
m a n y m e m b e r s of t h e S w e d i s h Royal Fami ly , w i t h K ing O s c a r I I p r e s e n t i n g t h e 
Pr izes . 

The Nobel Prize w i n n e r s t h i s y e a r c o n s t i t u t e d an i l lus t r ious b a n d : f rom F r a n c e 
— Henr i -Antoine Becque re l a n d P ie r r e a n d Mar i e S k l o d o w s k a Cur i e (Phys ics — for 
t h e d iscovery of spon taneous radio-act ivi ty , a n d w o r k i l l u s t r a t ing t h e p h e n o m e n o n 
of r a d i a t i o n in assoc ia t ion w i t h Becquere l ' s d iscovery r e s p e c t i v e l y ) : f rom S w e d e n — 
S v a n t e Augus t Ar rhen iu s ( C h e m i s t r y — for t h e t heo ry of e lec t ro ly t ic d i ssoc ia t ion) : 
f rom D e n m a r k — Niels Ryberg F insen (Medicine) : f rom N o r w a y — B j d r n s t j e r n e 
B j o r n s s o n ( L i t e r a t u r e ) a n d f r o m E n g l a n d — Wil l iam R a n d a l C remer , M.P. a n d 
S e c r e t a r y of t h e I n t e r n a t i o n a l Arb i t r a t ion League (Peace Prize, a w a r d e d by t h e 
Nobel C o m m i t t e e of t h e N o r w e g i a n Storting). 

A m o n g the Pr ize w i n n e r s M. a n d M m e Curie a n d F insen w e r e u n a b l e t o a t t e n d . 
F insen d o n a t e d 50,000 c r o w n s of t h e Pr ize m o n e y to t h e Light I n s t i t u t e , a n d 

60,000 c rowns to t h e S a n a t o r i u m for H e a r t a n d Liver Diseases . 

The w i n n e r of the 1903 Medic ine Prize d id no t ho ld any Nobe l l ec tu re . H i s 
h e a l t h s teadi ly d e t e r i o r a t e d a n d on S e p t e m b r e 23rd, 1904 h i s long suffer ing c a m e 
t o a n end . H e h a d been m a r r i e d s ince 1892 to Ingeborg Bals lev, w i t h w h o m he h a d 
t w o sons a n d t w o d a u g h t e r s . 
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In a m e m o i r of Niels Ryberg F insen M a g n u s Moller, t he syphil idologist a n d 
l a t e r Professor , w r o t e : 

« H e d ied as h e h a d lived, quie t ly , beaut i ful ly a n d w i t h r e s t r a i n t , on a c lea r 
S e p t e m b e r evening , wh i l e t h e sun w a s s e t t i ng b e h i n d t h e f ad ing l indens of Rosen-
vaenge t . 

H e w a s a t r u e se rvan t of n a t u r a l sc ience , one of h u m a n i t y ' s nob lemen . » 

The a u t h o r offers t o t h e Medica l Nobel C o m m i t t e e of t h e K a r o l i n s k a I n s t i t u t e 
h i s p ro found g r a t i t u d e for pe rmi s s ion t o r e a d t h e d o c u m e n t s p e r t a i n i n g t o t h e a w a r d 
of t h e 1901 a n d 1903 Nobel Pr izes . 
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