
The Nobel Prize for 
Physiology or Medicine

Some history

The inscription reads “Inventas vitam juvat excoluisse per artes” (inventions 
enhance life which is beautified through art.), or, loosely translated, "they who 

bettered life on earth by their newly found mastery." 



History of the Nobel Prize for 
Physiology or Medicine

• At his death Alfred Nobel bequeathed some kr32 million (Kronor) to 
the prize fund (the 2014 equivalent of kr1,702,000,000 
[$194,449,755]. As of 2011, the foundation reported assets of 
Kr2,968,547,000 ($339,149,964)

• The original prize in 1901 was valued at kr150,782, equivalent to 
kr8,178,781 in 2014 ($933,082). The prize in 2014 was valued at 
kr8,000,000 ($ 912,686).
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Value of prize relaive to 1901

The amount of the prize has varied considerably: 
it has been as low as kr2,269,498 (1919) and as 
high as kr11,737,705 (2001)



History of the Nobel Prize for 
Physiology or Medicine

• As described in Nobel's will, one prize was to be dedicated to "the person 
who shall have made the most important discovery within the domain of 
physiology or medicine". 

• 105 Nobel Prizes in Physiology or Medicine have been awarded since 1901 
to a total of 207 recipients. 

• None were awarded during the war years of 1915-1918 and 1940-1942.

• None were awarded in 1921 and 1925. The statutes of the Nobel 
Foundation say that: "If none of the works under consideration is found to 
be of the importance indicated in the first paragraph, the prize money shall 
be reserved until the following year. If, even then, the prize cannot be 
awarded, the amount shall be added to the Foundation's restricted funds."



History of the Nobel Prize for 
Physiology or Medicine

• A prize amount may be equally divided between two individual works 
if each is considered to merit a prize. If a work that is being rewarded 
has been produced by two or three persons, the prize is awarded to 
them jointly. In no case may a prize amount be divided between more 
than three persons.

• Shared and Unshared Nobel Prizes in Physiology or Medicine
• 38 Medicine Prizes have been given to one Laureate only.

• 32 Medicine Prizes have been shared by two Laureates.

• 35 Medicine Prizes have been shared between three Laureates.



History of the Nobel Prize for 
Physiology or Medicine

• From 1974, the Statutes of the Nobel Foundation stipulate that a 
Prize cannot be awarded posthumously, unless death has occurred 
after the announcement of the Nobel Prize. 
• Before 1974, the Nobel Prize had only been awarded posthumously twice: to 

Dag Hammarskjöld (Nobel Peace Prize 1961) and Erik Axel Karlfeldt (Nobel 
Prize in Literature 1931).

Following the 2011 announcement of the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine, it was discovered that one of 
the Medicine Laureates, Ralph Steinman, had passed away three days earlier. The Board of the Nobel Foundation 
examined the statutes, and an interpretation of the purpose of the rule above lead to the conclusion that Ralph 
Steinman should continue to remain a Nobel Laureate, as the Nobel Assembly at Karolinska Institutet had 
announced the 2011 Nobel Laureates in Physiology or Medicine without knowing of his death.



History of the Nobel Prize for 
Physiology or Medicine

• The youngest Nobel Laureate in Physiology or Medicine to date is 
Frederick G. Banting (1923), 32 years old.

• The oldest Nobel Laureate in Physiology or Medicine to date is Peyton 
Rous (1966), 87 years old.

• Of the 207 recipients, only 11 (5%) are women. Of these, Barbara 
McClintock (1983) is the only one who received Nobel Prize not 
shared by men (the first, Gerty Cori [1947], and the most recent, 
May-Brit Moser [2014], shared it with their husbands).

• No woman won the prize again after Cori until 1977 (Rosalyn Yallow). 
Since then nine more women have won prizes ( 10 out of 86, about 
12%).



History of the Nobel Prize for 
Physiology or Medicine

• Nobel Families in Physiology or Medicine
• Married couples: 

• Gerty Cori and Carl Cori, 1947

• May-Britt Moser and Edvard I. Moser, 2014

Partners Sharing the prize Years of Partnership Dates
Michael S. Brown & Joseph L. Goldstein (1985) 40 1972-present

Carl Cori & Gerty Cori (1947) 34 1922-56

André F. Cournand & Dickinson W. Richards (1956) 30 1932-62
George H. Hitchings & Gertrude B. Elion (1988) 23 1944-67
David H. Hubel & Torsten N. Wiesel (1981) 20 1958-78
J. Michael Bishop & Harold E. Varmus (1989) 19 1971-90

May-Britt Moser and Edvard I. Moser (2014) 18 1996-present
Philip S. Hench & Edward C. Kendall (1950) 16 1934-50

Edmond H. Fischer & Edwin G. Krebs (1992) 11 1953-64
François Jacob & Jacques Monod (1965) 9 1957-66
James Watson & Francis Crick 2 1951-53



History of the Nobel Prize for 
Physiology or Medicine

• Adolf Hitler forbade three German Nobel Laureates from accepting 
the Nobel Prize because the Nazi-critical Carl von Ossietzky had won 
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1935, which angered the German 
government and resulted in three German nationals not being 
permitted to accept the Nobel Prize.
• Gerhard Domagk was awarded the 1939 Nobel Prize in Physiology or 

Medicine for sulfonamide Prontosil, the first drug effective against bacterial 
infections. He was forced to refuse the prize and was arrested by the Gestapo. 
After the war, in 1947, Domagk was finally able to receive his Nobel Prize, but 
not the monetary portion of the prize due to the time that had elapsed.

• The other two Laureates were awarded the Nobel Prize in Chemistry, Richard 
Kuhn in 1938 and Adolf Butenandt in 1939. Like Domagk, they later received 
the Nobel Prize Diploma and Medal, but not the prize amount.



History of the Nobel Prize for 
Physiology or Medicine

• Who gets to nominate laureates?
• Members of the Nobel Assembly at Karolinska Institutet, Stockholm;
• Swedish and foreign members of the the Medicine and Biology classes of the Royal 

Swedish Academy of Sciences;
• Nobel Laureates in Physiology or Medicine and Chemistry;
• Members of the Nobel Committee not qualified under paragraph 1 above;
• Holders of established posts as full professors at the faculties of medicine in Sweden 

and holders of similar posts at the faculties of medicine or similar institutions in 
Denmark, Finland, Iceland and Norway;

• Holders of similar posts at no fewer than six other faculties of medicine at 
universities around the world, selected by the Nobel Assembly, with a view to 
ensuring the appropriate distribution of the task among various countries.

• Scientists whom the Nobel Assembly may otherwise see fit to approach.

• No self-nominations are considered.



History of the Nobel Prize for 
Physiology or Medicine

• 327 scientists have been nominated for the 2015 Nobel Prize in Physiology 
or Medicine. Among them, 57 individuals were nominated for the first 
time. (The deadline for nominations for the 2015 Nobel Prize was 31 
January, in case you missed it.)

• The nominations for the Nobel Prizes are kept secret for 50 years.

• Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) was nominated 32 times for the Nobel Prize in 
Physiology or Medicine, but never received it.
• In 1929, the Nobel Committee for Medicine engaged an expert who concluded that 

further investigation into Freud’s work was not necessary, since the work was of no 
proven scientific value.

• Freud was also nominated once for the 1936 Nobel Prize in Literature by Nobel 
Laureate Romain Rolland, an acquaintance of Freud. (He didn’t win that either.)
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• Some of the more famous (and infamous) Nobel Laureates:
• Sir Frederick Banting and John Richard Macleod, 1923: “for the 

discovery of insulin.”

• Karl Landsteiner, 1930: “for his discovery of blood groups.”

• Sir Alexander Fleming, Sir Ernest Chain and Howard Florey, 1945: 
“for the discovery of penicillin and its curative effect on various 
infectious diseases.”

• António Moniz, 1949: “for his discovery of the therapeutic value of 
leucotomy (lobotomy) in certain psychoses.”


