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”…maybe it’s those very things we don’t know, maybe that’s exactly what’s relevant in this work of ours, 
as writers, directors, actors, designers. Maybe right at the point where our expertise ends, where we don’t 
know how to do those things our professions and existing forms and conventions would demand of us, per-
haps right at that juncture is where art is able to be realised in us. At the point where we can’t hide from our 
own imperfection. Where we are flawed and inept. Maybe that’s what important and interesting, from the 
perspective of art.” (Milja Sarkola)

Finland is Europe’s most forested country, and the forest has been called the landscape of the Finnish 
soul. The forest has also provided our livelihood. In addition to our massive commercial forests, we 
take pride in the diversity of our sylvan nature, its abundance of species and varying habitats. This also 
involves sustainable forestry: ensuring the future and the renewal of species. The forest has always 
held symbolic significance for us Finns. It has offered solace, strength, and security. It has always been 
a refuge to which we could retire.  

I venture to compare the diverse textual landscape of Finnish drama to the rich natural world of our 
forests. In the 2010s, more plays are being written, commissioned, and performed in Finland than ever 
before. Large numbers of very different plays, often anchored in local reality, are being written and 
performed. Finnish drama speaks to its public. It demonstrates solid links to what is taking place in its 
surroundings. Playwrights enjoy a respected status and have a strong identity. 

As late as the 1990s and early 2000s, playwrights in Finland still experienced themselves as outsiders, 
as risk factors for theatres. This situation has changed. Thanks to the dramaturgy programme at the 
Theatre Academy Helsinki, KOM Teksti, the Labbet text incubators and laboratories, and the playw-
rights’ own Teksti community, drama has once again become a respected genre. A strong professional 
ethic and sense of collaboration reigns among our playwrights. Hence, writing plays also means dia-
logue and the exchange of ideas within a community. In Finland, we safeguard the regeneration of our 
stand of writers, and ensure that individual trees can grow sheltered by others. Drama writers do also 
recognise the commercial side of industrialised production, however, and bulk intended to maximise 
rapid profits is produced alongside prime specimens. Nevertheless, playwrights continue to earn wages 
that are less than head-spinning.   

Textual  
Landscapes – 
The Diversity of 
Finnish Drama
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The nurturing and managing of the stocks of Finnish drama is on solid footing. One example of this 
communal effort was the festival of contemporary Finnish plays organised in autumn 2011 at the 
Finnish National Theatre, the same theatre led by playwright and director Mika Myllyaho. Myllyaho’s 
stint, which began in autumn 2010, has meant an abundance of Finnish premieres. The theatre boasts 
five in-house writers: Juha Jokela, Heini Junkkaala, Sofi Oksanen, Laura Ruohonen, and Paavo Wes-
terberg, and in is in this way committing to long-term investments in Finnish drama. Of the thirteen 
premieres held at the National Theatre In 2011, a stunning nine were Finnish premieres. In addition, 
the city theatres of Kajaani, Kotka, and Kuopio have playwrights-in-residence: Anna Krogerus, Emilia 
Pöyhönen, and Leea Klemola. At the Turku City Theatre, playwright Satu Rasila fills a dramaturg’s 
vacancy. Ryhmäteatteri is being led by Esa Leskinen, who together with Sami Keski-Vähälä wrote and 
directed for the theatre a trilogy dealing with the changing role of work in Finnish society. Sirkku Pel-
tola is, for all practical purposes, the writer-in-residence for the Tampere Workers’ Theatre. Furthermo-
re, several playwrights act simultaneously as dramaturgs, and their dramatisations of literature, such as 
the recent adaptations of Risto Isomäki’s ecological thriller The Sands of Sarasvati, enrich repertoires. 
The lifespan of individual plays has grown longer. Finnish contemporary plays are no longer mayflies 
that die off after their original productions; they continue to live on at other theatres in new interpreta-
tions. Sustainable development is thus ensured in this manner as well. 

Drama and theatre have been forced to rely on  
”the people”. It is crucial that theatre and performances 

be accessible to Finns.

Characters become acquaintances – A new theatre of the people 
Theatres are eager to incorporate premieres of Finnish plays in their programmes, and a Finnish pre-
miere is no longer a risk. Drama and theatre genuinely give meaning to people’s lives and everyday 
experiences in the present. The solid popularity of contemporary Finnish plays may also say somet-
hing about our unquenchable need for narrative. Stories about people focus prominently in the grand 
mainstream of Finnish drama. In a surprising way, the characters from drama live their lives not only 
on the stage, or in the pages of the play, but in the reality of Finns. The characters from narrative-
driven drama are familiar to many of us. It’s as if we personally knew Marja-Terttu or Piano Larsson 
from Leea Klemola’s Arctic Trilogy (Kokkola, Into the Cold, New Karleby); we’re acquainted with the 
Kotala family of Sirkku Peltola’s trilogy (The Finnhorse, Happy to Stand, Warmbloods) or the panic-
stricken, mutually therapising thirty-year-old men from Mika Myllyaho’s Panic or the fed-up women 
being hanged by their circumstances from his Chaos. We also feel a kinship with the characters from 
the classics; they are part of us and part of the national subconscious. Several Finnish novels (The 
Seven Brothers, Under the North Star) have been dramatised, and in such a way that many consider the 
works primarily drama and theatre. Finland is, thanks in large part to theatre, ”an imagined communi-
ty” (Benedict Anderson). Drama and theatre are not the property of the elite, but of the everyman. 

Finland does not have a cultural elite or intelligentsia in the same sense as many other countries do. 
Or if one exists in some form, it is far too small to sustain theatre on its own. Drama and theatre have 
been forced to rely on ”the people”. It is crucial that theatre and performances be accessible to Finns. 
There are professional theatres with permanent ensembles around the country functioning as repertory 
theatres. In terms of cultural policy, it has been critical to maintain democracy and regional equality. 
Because of this strong democratic link to the people, drama and the theatre are not so much read and 
interpreted against a  backdrop of traditions as a backdrop of reality. What is taking place in Finnish 
society is, however, another matter altogether. The trust-based “contractual society” is crumbling, and 
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both the status of the financial elite and the poverty of a million Finns are gradually becoming here-
ditary. This shift is precisely what contemporary drama communicates and addresses. It does not do 
this through voyeuristic, social pornographic means, but by making precise observations about what is 
happening around us in unexpected and edgy ways. The fact that regional realities are very different in 
Finland is also another matter altogether. Life in Lapland, Kainuu, or northern Karelia is utterly unlike 
life in metropolitan Helsinki. But Finnish playwrights and plays do not exist in a bubble, and preci-
sely because of this our city theatres commission a large number of works from local writers. Being 
in touch with people and tangible, encompassing everyday existence is among our dramatists’ most 
valuable immaterial capital, just as our forests act as material capital. This contact also ensures some 
measure of social and moral sustainability and street credibility.  

Playwrights enjoy a respected status and  
have a strong identity.

Playwrights as a community
Several generations of playwrights work currently in Finland. Differences between school and ge-
neration are manifest in differing views of how the status of playwright/scriptwriter or drama/text 
is understood. The differences are evident in varying relationships to the form and content of plays. 
Discussions also revolve around literacy in reading drama or lack thereof, as well as compensation. All 
genres of drama are written in Finland, but increasingly often also performance scripts, in which the 
text has often been created for a specific group, space, or community. In this case, the entire team col-
lectively develops a common idea under the leadership of a playwright-dramaturg. Several playwrights 
in Finland direct their texts themselves, and not only because of that harsh fact that the compensation 
playwrights receive remains minimal, but because directing brings power. 

Writing is often writing directly for the stage. The texts live and change during the rehearsal process. A 
process approach is visible, for instance, in the work of Kristian Smeds, Mika Myllyaho, Leea Klemo-
la, and often other playwrights as well. Playwright Mika Myllyaho, the current director of the Finnish 
National Theatre, describes his personal writing process as constant processing during which he writes 
numerous drafts, reprocesses the text continuously in rehearsal, and encourages actors to change the 
dialogue and comment on their characters: ”The next day I bring the actors a new version to rehear-
sal.” Indeed, the biggest revolution in Finnish drama has taken place in the language spoken on the 
stage. The characters in plays speak informally and in dialect, use the sentence structures of spoken 
language, fragmentarism, and the repetition of phrases and words, make grammatical mistakes. The 
language heard on stage is often a creative mix of different linguistic codes. The dialogue might well 
be realistic, but is still skilfully structured, stylised, poetic language. A text may also range at the fron-
tier between poetry and drama. 

The Theatre Academy Helsinki functions as a comprehensive writing school, and its graduates write 
prose, lyrics, television dramas, and movie scripts in addition to drama. This diversity of expertise 
means that writers are able to earn a living specifically by writing. 

A large group of middle-generation playwrights speak of themselves as theme-driven or as having 
received a thematic education. Drama begins from a theme, from the writer’s personal observations or 
experiences. Juha Jokela offers the following reflections on theme-driven writing: ”—when we are dis-
cussing theme, we are talking about at least two things. One of these is a definable concept applicable 
in, for instance, artistic analysis. The other is a certain fundamentally inadequate attempt at verbalisati-
on. The author strives to define the internal motive for his actions, which repeatedly evades words, be-
cause it has to do not only with words but with the body, the identity, and the subconscious. The theme 
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is some sort of attempt at defining how the artist positions himself in relation to other people and the 
world.” (Juha Jokela, ”Aihelähtöinen kirjoittaminen”, Teatteri&Tanssi 3/2012)

The potential solutions to this theme and perhaps also the problem the writer has established for 
himself are, then, extremely varied in form. The writer and play will surprise us almost every time. 
A process like this also demands time – and of course the author is simultaneously writing in other 
genres, acting or directing – which is why the playwright may, from a ”production forest” economic 
perspective, appear unprofitable. He or she may not produce the sort of grand oeuvre that is easy to 
market and sell. A fine example of diversity is Pirkko Saisio, who has been supremely comfortable in 
mythic themes, depictions firmly grounded in everyday reality, societal issues, psychological relation-
ship dramas (Tunnottomuus, Insensibility, 2003), suspense plays (Syvin kerros, Deepest Level, 2012), 
and anarchistic satire (Homo!, 2011). At this juncture, it is relevant insert a note on the gender perspec-
tive: Finland is home to an exceptionally large group of playwrights who are women. The voices of 
complex, contradictory, and strong women can thus also be heard on the stage.

The family as society in miniature, the real problems of real people 
The ethical shift in society is seen in contemporary plays that speak of the real problems of real people, 
including much ethical and moral soul-searching and conflicts of identity or identities. Power relation-
ships and generation gaps within the family open up a view onto personal choice and responsibility, 
but also a more expansive view of society. The world thrusts its way into the realities of families. The 
value conflicts between the prosperous baby-boom generation that built the welfare state and their 
children, the ”therapy generation” born in the 1970-80s, are revealed in numerous texts. Drama reflects 
the trauma of the recession generation of the 1990s and the value conflicts of those who have lived 
through the ethical shift.  

In Juha Jokela’s Patriarkka (The Patriarch), a paterfamilias who has spent his retirement years in 
Normandy wants to return to Finland. Through its characters’ set-up – the mutual ties between and life 
perspectives of a couple that moved to France to enjoy an early retirement and their two barely middle-
aged children – Patriarkka illuminates the ideals and crisis of the welfare state and social democracy, 
the ecological crisis, and nuclear politics. Jokela smuggles a larger societal and ethical perspective Into 
the backdrop behind lifestyle choices and personal relationships. ”But do you comprehend the absur-
dity? The world is an uproar, and I’m sitting here playing chess incredibly goddamn far from my real 
chessboard.” 
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The project that demonstrated the social responsibility of this builder of the planned society and the 
realisation of his dreams has simultaneously been self-deceit and the neglect of loved ones. In this play, 
his project and chessboard become private: caring for one’s relationship and love for one’s spouse. 

Nationality and cultural hybridity are dealt with in Emilia Pöyhönen’s Tsaarin kakarat (The Tsar’s 
Brats).  Here problems arise in multicultural families representing two different cultural backgrounds, 
as well as in children’s relationship to their parents’ homelands, Finland and Russia. The focus of 
examination is the relationship of Finns and Russians to each other. Pöyhönen’s play is also a timely 
depiction of the mixed marriages of the frontier and of dual nationality. An acute social-political layer 
cross-pollinates with the problems of a contemporary family and those of the historical family of the 
Russia tsar. The play crystallises in the question of one’s own personal identity and the desire and cou-
rage to see ”the other”, and ”the other” within one’s self. 

The inability to find the path to one’s self or the other is depicted by Paavo Westerberg in his play He 
eivät asu täällä enää (They Don’t Live Here Anymore). The play deals with two middle-class mar-
ried couple’s crisis, of success that is discreetly and properly muted. It shows the insecurity of once-
prosperous bourgeois people when the safety structures give way due to personal tragedy. Here 9/11 is 
compared to private loss. In his play Myötätunto (Compassion), Veikko Nuutinen makes keen obser-
vations about the everyday life of an superficially decent, successful bourgeois family, and the mutual 
relationships and values of its members. In Myötätunto, the atmosphere is one of a chilling disquiet, as 
the family portrait is continuously disrupted by violence and sex. 

The personal and the many faces of identity 
Saara Turunen’s Broken Heart Story shines an ironic double-exposure on the conflicting pressures 
faced by a female artist. Should she create art about major (masculine) themes that will be taken 
seriously, or throw herself into the role of a woman who loves? The characters of the play, the Soul 
and the Author, bear a split Janus face. Questions of identity and the politicisation of the personal is 
quintessential Saara Turunen: the pressures of identity placed on women are also evident in her Bunny 
Girl. Milja Sarkola’s Perheenjäsen (The Family Member) focuses on a generational conflict, the moral 
choices of daughter and father, the daughter’s relationship to her father on the one hand and her child 
on the other. The parent–child relationship produces an intimate confessionalism and simultaneously 
an estrangement.  Katja Krohn’s Pikkujättiläinen (Little Giant) deals with mankind’s ecological res-
ponsibility for climate change, people’s individual choices, and a family relationship from the perspec-
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tive of mother and son, while revealing the way the middle class or intelligentsia relates to the world 
and their own personal problems. Two worldviews are in opposition: the scientist mother’s up-for-sale 
research ethics and her son’s environmental activism. Krohn wanted ”to write about a female scientist 
who, stumbling on her own infantile needs and in the throes of narcissistic delusion, thinks her inventi-
on will solve the problems caused by our lifestyle.” 

Jussi Moila has moved from his play Knives Cut the Air, which dealt with family, relatives and his own 
personal history, to address problems of immigration and global inequality. Paradise is about Finnish 
racism. Tuomas Timonen’s play Megan’s Story, the text selected as play of the year 2010 and as the 
Finnish representative for the Nordic Drama Train event, deals with virtual identities and online bul-
lying. ”An agonisingly topical, effective and wise play that forces us to think about fundamental issues 
of human nature,” declared the jury. 

How open are societies and individuals to accepting their own homosexuality or that of another, or 
identity in general? Heini Junkkaala’s Soita minulle, Billy (Play for Me, Billy) reveals the stunning sto-
ry of Billy Tipton/Dorothy Tipton (1914–1989), an American jazz musician who hid her gender. Pirkko 
Saisio’s anarchistic musical farce Homo! (Homo!) relies on satire to depict the history of homosexua-
lity and attitudes in contemporary Finland. The play received the 2011 Lea Award for play of the year, 
with the jury noting that Saisio had revived ”the Cloud Cuckooland realm of Aristophanes’ The Birds” 
in its background. 

Animals or odd creatures take action and are taken  
seriously. Spotted hyenas are guileless, hapless  

bachelors horny for sex. 

Politics, power structures, and animals of every description
Politicality takes various forms in drama. Documentary drama and theatre are also topical in Finland. 
Susanna Kuparinen’s documentary dramas (Valtuusto, Eduskunta, Council, Parliament) are investigati-
ve, performative journalism. They are based on the minutes of city council and parliamentary sessions, 
revealing the ways politics are practiced in Finland, how power is used, who possesses real power, and 
who rakes in the dough.  

One of the key political thinkers among playwrights is Juha Jokela. Fundamentalist deals with faith 
and believing. The question the play poses is directed at each of us: what fundamentalism exists within 
in us, how closed or based on selective observations are our world views, how tenaciously do we cling 
to existing paradigms and belief systems without daring to face the contradictions and diversity of the 
world? In the world of The Performance Economy, the economy, the media, and politics are enmeshed. 
Everything is performance. The concept of performance economics that Jokela created stands along-
side the image economics or attention economics of today, ingeniously depicting the mechanisms of 
media-saturated society, economy, and politics. The Performance Economy is a cynical-realistic depic-
tion of a narcissistic society.

Okko Leo’s The Pitch depicts the attempts of two playing-field groundskeepers to create meaning for 
and imagine their lives. The play is a northern version of Beckett’s Waiting for Godot: the vanishing of 
meaning and the passing of time. According to the author, the play is a ”depiction of a society in which 
the individual person has been stunted from an active subject to a bystander in his or her own life. It is 
a totalitarian picture of people isolated from society. Repression has become anonymous and faceless.” 
In The Pitch, that which exists outside, the foreman’s Lada, is compared to the Monitor who keeps an 
eye on workers from his cubicle of one-sided glass in Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish.     
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This replacing of the wide-angle perspective with the viewpoint of the little person is a significant 
political shift. In Laura Ruohonen’s plays, animals take on symbolic meaning while people take stock 
of their relationship to nature, or find themselves helpless at nature’s mercy, as in Razorbill; or, alterna-
tely, gender takes centre stage: Queen C represents the third gender. Myllyaho’s Panic turns the image 
of men on its head by depicting men on the verge of a nervous breakdown laying bare their lives, à la 
Almodovar, while his Chaos gives voice to the connection between women. As a whole, the Myllyaho 
trilogy of Panic, Chaos, and Harmony can be considered a perceptive arena of gender-political discus-
sion, and as the therapy generation’s accounting for their own lives, but also as a depiction of contem-
porary society. Pasi Lampela’s Meidän poika (Our Son) becomes a mass murderer, a school bomber. 
Through the extreme act we look at the crossroads in a young man’s life where things could have gone 
down a different road. Meidän Poika reveals a society in which competitiveness is ratcheted to the 
extreme, in which people are either winners or losers.

The new theatre of the people knows no limits when it comes to imagination. It embraces both fairy-
tale theatre and a raucous theatre of the people. Sirkku Peltola’s Kotala trilogy is a carnivalistic caval-
cade of contemporary Finland. Whereas Pieni raha (A Little Money) was a small play, Warmbloods 
is a spectacle whose magical or dreamlike realism softens the fact that the family lives at a motorway 
exchange under construction, with Roma beggars and skid-row alcoholics as their nearest neighbours.

In Leea Klemola’s Kokkola trilogy (Kokkola, Into the Cold, New Karleby) and her play Jessikan pentu 
(Jessica’s Puppy), a connection is formed between nature and human nature. When you rub off the ve-
neer of civilisation, man is more animal than human.  Klemola makes provocative moves, whether fo-
cusing on the relationship between mother and son, man and woman, or human and animal. Klemola’s 
world is full of transformation: a human might become a seal, or a person might grow a tail. Animals 
or odd creatures take action and are taken seriously. Spotted hyenas are guileless, hapless bachelors 
horny for sex. Klemola’s plays demonstrate the ambivalence between the control of civilisation and 
the wildness of nature. Klemola’s eco-politics question the superiority and noble efforts of humans and 
throws down a moral-philosophical challenge to try and see and understand animals purely as other, 
distinct. In addition, Kokkola has been considered an example of queer Finnish text or theatre. 

Perhaps the best thing is that so many texts break all kinds of normative practices. Finland is home to 
writers who are In a good sense intractable, who write original worlds, rash and inappropriate stories 
about people and things that our everyday daily observations have not yet numbed into invisibility. 
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I compared Finnish drama to the diversity of the forest. At their worst, commercial forests are depres-
sing clear-cuts or uniform fields of trees, whereas a small square of natural forest can contain trees of 
all ages, sizes, and species. Real forests exhibit strata of time and space; rare and threatened species 
thrive in the protection of large natural woods. Saplings rise and grow in the shade of mature trees, 
allowing them to develop slowly. The forest has a natural tendency to grow in layers, it brings up new 
growth in its own time. The forest also provides material for domestic needs. This means firewood for 
the house or cabin, birch whisks to be bound for Midsummer saunas, Christmas trees for the cutting, 
spruce boughs for snowy stoops, decorative items to be made by hand.  

Finland is a natural forest of drama, is it not? We do understand its value, don’t we? And there will 
always be those among us willing to protect forests in their natural state, won’t there? Won’t there? 

Thanks to playwright Satu Rasila and translator Jukka-Pekka Pajunen for their critical comments and 
additional remarks.

Hanna Helavuori, Director,  
TINFO – Theatre Info Finland
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How does the commissioning of new texts take place  
at the Finnish National Theatre?

Mika Myllyaho, the director of the Finnish National Theatre:  
We have three avenues. The first consists of our five in-house wri-
ters: Juha Jokela, Heini Junkkaala, Sofi Oksanen, Laura Ruohonen 
and Paavo Westerberg, for whom a certain continuity is guaran-
teed. For them, the National Theatre is a resident theatre under the 
patronage of which they can develop as playwrights. I have signed 
agreements with our in-house writers for three plays over ten years.

Another way to get new texts for the theatre is to ask directly from 
certain authors, for instance Pirkko Saisio or Katja Krohn.

Thirdly, there is an active community of playwrights here in Fin-
land, and new texts are proposed to us from these circles as well as 
others. Recent finds are Paula Salminen’s 13 Lost Years and Elina 
Snicker’s Homeland. 

Our dramaturgs Minna Leino and Eva Buchwald read the texts 
being brought into our repertoire in good time. Our aim is to have the production team established a 
year before the premiere, so the writer will have a chance to test the texts with the actors during rea-
dings. This opportunity to try out incomplete texts has had the effect of writers increasingly daring to 
open up works in progress for discussion. It also demonstrates the solid professional skill of our dra-
maturgs that they are capable of engaging in these types of conversations with writers and the produc-
tion team. 

I noticed myself as a playwright, before my time here at the National Theatre, what an enormous 
resource it is to get informed feedback during the writing process. The writers who write for the Natio-
nal Theatre get as much support as possible from our dramaturgs. On occasion I have also hired exter-
nal professional performance dramaturgs to watch rehearsals and offer their observations. Playwright 
and director Heini Junkkaala is an example of someone who is able to verbalise what she sees and 
distinguish problems related to form, for instance. 

”Write What You 
Have to Write”
– The Finnish  
National Theatre 
as a Dramaturgic 
Incubator
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What gets written for you, and how?

When I talk with the writers, I’m not commissioning anything specific from them per se, I just tell 
them: write what you have to write. We’re in a good situation here in Finland, because we have a lot 
of gifted artists. Many writers also direct their own texts. There were 10 premieres based on contem-
porary Finnish texts here at the Finnish National Theatre in 2011, out of a total of 13 premieres. On an 
international scale this is absolutely exceptional. Still, there are also a lot of dramatisations of novels, 
because they seem to give the director greater license to create theatre.

In Finland, drama is clearly not yet a form for experimentation with new aesthetics, rather stories are 
created for the stage with complete characters. Aristotelian chamber drama has made a comeback, and 
its viewer friendliness has led to a situation in which plays commissioned for the National Theatre are 
also in demand elsewhere. The works are replicable by different ensembles.

One common denominator linking all of our current writers appears to be personal experience: the 
need to write from up close, from one’s own experiential sphere. One’s personal observation acts as the 
dramaturgic point of departure. This stems in large part from the way of approaching dramaturgy that 
has been taught at Theatre Academy Helsinki for the past twenty years.

The writer’s own conflicting body of experience produces texts that offer viewers touch-points for 
identification. Stories of so-called normal people move us more deeply than if the writer had written a 
play about the world of a terrorist or a paedophile. 

I would like to bring together here at the National those creators of theatre who are strong at the mo-
ment, such as Leea Klemola, Kristian Smeds, Pirkko Saisio and Laura Ruohonen. I believe that this 
potent group possesses so much vitality that it will have a positive effect on Finnish theatre as a whole: 
everyone will be able to feel that they are in their prime. 

Written here versus written elsewhere?

European plays, for instance German or British plays, are often very politically charged. In those so-
cieties, the extremes are more distinctly visible than for us here in Finland, at least for the time being. 
Numerous texts written by immigrants can already be seen in Swedish theatre. At the National Theatre 
we are performing two contemporary Swedish plays that are both – which is illustrative in and of itself 
– written by immigrant authors.

I would be interested in reading texts that deal with our relationship to our changing country, to a 
changing Europe. Values and identity. Juha Jokela’s The Patriarch (to premiere in autumn 2012) is one 
such work.

Your plan for the upcoming years at the Finnish National Theatre?

There is no one god that needs to be respected. There are and will continue to be many new Finnish 
plays in our repertoire, but for instance in 2013 the world classics will have their turn. We will host two 
visiting directors from abroad: Yana Ross will direct a text adapted from Euridyce and Andriy Zholdak 
will do The Three Sisters. In other ways as well we intend on concentrating on the art of the director in 
upcoming years.

I also see the National Theatre acting as a link between lands north of the Arctic Circle and Europe. 
The thinking of the Sami, Finland’s domestic indigenous people, will be made visible in a co-produc-
tion with the new Ruska Ensemble, led by Ari-Pekka and Jarkko Lahti. The production, which tells 
about the artist Nils Aslak Valkeapää, will feature some Sami actors among the cast. The collaborating 
theatre in this project is the Sami national theatre, Beaivváš Sámi Teáhter from Norway.

A separate branch will be established at the Finnish National Theatre for international co-productions. 
I think it’s important that we engage in continuous international interaction, and it’s natural for us to 
seek out cooperation with major players like ourselves.

Mika Myllyaho spoke with Sari Havukainen
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The Finnish National Theatre (FNT)
●Founded in 1872, is the oldest Finnish-language 
professional theatre in the country.  

●For the first thirty years of its existence, the theat-
re functioned primarily as a touring company. The 
theatre did not acquire a permanent home until 1902.

●In addition to the Main Stage (Suuri näyttämö), the 
theatre comprises the Small Stage (Pieni näyttämö) 
built in 1954, the Willensauna Stage built in 1976, 
and the Omapohja studio built in 1987.

●The current director of Finnish National Theatre is 
Mika Myllyaho

●The theatre also established a new production 
unit in 2010, which was given the name of Touring 
Stage. This unit, which has no fixed stage, aims to 
take small-scale touring performances to locations 
throughout the country which have little or no access 
to theatre.

●In January 2011 the theatre’s former restaurant 
reopened as the Club Scene, transformed into a late-
evening club-like entertainment spot. 

●Throughout its history the FNT has also maintained 
international links in various forms of partnership 
with foreign theatres and festivals.
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What is M.E.T.?  How does it work?
I set up the Magasin d’Ecriture Théâtrale [The Dramatic Writing Store] over 20 years ago, in the face 
of difficulties that I experienced as a well-known director in putting on contemporary playwrights in 
publicly-funded theatres. I was putting forward living playwrights and instead I was asked for Goethe, 
Shakespeare or Molière. Often the modern texts that I suggested weren’t read or only by a few.

So to get these new texts heard and watch them come alive on stage, I resorted to performance-rea-
dings - an intermediate method whereby actors spread out in the room, with the script in hand, help us 
to discover unknown works. 

It’s a special way of working which allows the audience to get a feel of what a true interpretation of the 
text might be like.

I was one of the first in Europe to develop this technique (which came to us from the US via Québec).This 
practice soon proved to be highly effective and plays often found producers as a result of these readings.

Today contemporary texts have, for the most part, raised their profile on our stages, and performance-
readings are very widespread. To date M.E.T. has produced over 250 readings, from which around 
40% have found producers as a result. In addition to readings, M.E.T circulates texts in DVD format 
(recordings from readings), brochures, emails, and translation and version research. It puts actors on 
the cultural scene in touch with playwrights. 

M.E.T. has worked with many countries in text exchanges and co-productions (France, Switzerland, 
Québec, Belgium, Portugal, Spain, Romania, Mexico and Senegal amongst others) M.E.T. doesn’t 
have a fixed base; it seeks out partnerships with various theatres and goes from country to country, 
working both in private and public theatre.

It is supported by the Service de la Promotion des Lettres de la Fédération Wallonie-Bruxelles [De-
partment for Arts Promotion of the Wallonia-Brussels Federation], the Commission Communautaire 
Française de la Région de Bruxelles-Capitale [French Community Commission for the Brussels-
Capital Region], the Association Beaumarchais-S.A.C.D., and various other national and international 
cultural operators.

Jean-Claude Idée: 
Finnish  
Playwriting –  
A Taste for the 
Grotesque and 
Self-deprecation
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In the recent years you have familiarised yourself with Finnish theatre.  What 
do you think about what is being written and its development process in Fin-
land?
I found out about Finnish dramatic writing through scripts which were forwarded to me by the Finnish 
Cultural Institute in Brussels, thanks to the Belgian actor Isabelle Paternotte.

To date I’ve read about thirty scripts – everything that is available in French as far as I know and some 
texts in English. I’m so thrilled to have discovered writing that is really of the moment and that tackles 
societal issues in often a very original way.

Beyond the inherent characteristics of the journey and world of each author, in these texts you can feel 
the profound influence of great Scandinavian writers such as Ibsen, Strindberg, Ingmar Bergman, but 
also Russian influences, and German and American theatre too, as well as international cinema (Almo-
dovar amongst others).

In your opinion, do Finnish texts have special features compared to plays 
written in other countries?
The characteristic feature of Finnish dramatic writing is the cultural eclecticism and acceptance of 
external influences that work in a delicate synergy with the deep-rooted, traditional, regional culture 
of this small country with its own specific language. Universalism and a distinctive identity permeate 
through the subject areas tackled by playwrights.

A parallel can be made with Belgian playwrights, who also come from a small country and are similar-
ly open to external influences without fear of losing their identity. 

There is an obvious kinship between our two writing styles.This parallel is further demonstrated in 
the penchant for breakthrough styles, and in the mix of comedy and tragedy. A taste for the grotesque 
and self-deprecation is another similarity in our perception of the universe. For my own part, I would 
be delighted to enlighten Finnish theatre audiences in the aspects of Belgian dramatic writing, if the 
opportunity were to arise.

One feature that is more distinctive of Finnish writing is the significance of psychology, analysis, 
subconscious and even self-analysis that charac-
ters are often lead to indulge in. The hysterias 
and pathologies are often very apparent. This is 
frequently shown in the form of physical violence 
in everyday life, which seems quite original to me 
- with the characters passing rapidly from hot to 
cold, like a sauna. You also often sense the mark 
left by the protestant religion even just as reactive 
or residual element.

In short, it’s young, modern and dynamic theatre 
that is careful to stay close to its roots while still 
being open to the world - theatre that is infinitely 
more dynamic than that of some larger countries 
that are burdened by their serious traditions.

Jean-Claude Idée
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Laura Gustafsson: I’ve given a lot of thought recently to the phrase “writing for the sta-
ge.” I’m not completely sure what it means.

When I’m writing, it feels natural to me to directly address the audience/reader. I don’t like 
to pretend as if the reading event, the relationship between myself and the receiver, doesn’t 

exist, I’m not interested in creating an illusion this way. Or if I do create it, I want to break it now and 
again.

I believe my play texts work best on stage without a fourth wall. However, this doesn’t mean that I 
include performance instructions in my work. As a matter of fact, my plays are very coherent, even 
closed worlds in the sense that I write the reality of the work into them, not the reality of the stage. In 
other words, I do not write stage directions to be executed “as is” into the text; instead I might be more 
likely to indicate that the characters are in an airplane or at the zoo. I trust that the director and the 
other members of the team will come up with better methods of realisation for the stage than I would.

I consider the stage a place for experimenting with texts. Unfortunately, plays rarely have the same 
sort of professional reader that for instance novels do. Plays could be a lot better if they also had copy 
editors. Maybe a reading dramaturg is what is called for here. In any case, because of this odd situati-
on, I consider it the playwright’s responsibility to be prepared to finalise their text during the directing 
process – at least if they don’t want to turn this task over to the artistic or production team.  

As far as I’m concerned, the more I’m able to be present during the directing, the more changes I make 
to the text. Sometimes I’m present a lot, sometimes not at all. I believe that so-called text-driven per-
formances could be a lot better if the director and the writer engaged in an active dialogue right from 
the planning phases. 

The Writers’ Talk

Laura Gustafsson 
Okko Leo 
Jussi Moila  
Emilia Pöyhönen
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Okko Leo: The way my writing process progresses varies. Usually I’m already experien-
cing some vague feeling, state, or pressure that I try to write into visibility. For me, writing 
is generally a rhythmic experience. I don’t think much about particular situations or struc-
tures until the play is already pretty far along. In most cases I give the characters/lines in 
my plays the free will to do and go as they please: I follow along behind them and clean up 

their tracks as best I can within the bounds of my expertise. 

I feel that I have just now begun to understand what writing for the stage means. I enjoy it immensely 
and find it inspiring. I think perhaps more along the lines that the text should question or challenge the 
stage, or at least pose it a question. Of course, this doesn’t always succeed. 

I’d like to participate in the rehearsal process more frequently. Usually there simply isn’t time to do so, 
or it has been so long since I wrote the play that the text is no longer ”burning” for me. Unfortunately, 
theatres do not provide the financial resources for the writer to be present during rehearsals. This is a 
huge detriment. Lately I’ve begun to offer the director completely free rein to alter the play. I used to 
represent the other extreme when it came to making changes to my texts. I justify this with the thinking 
that a performance is being created here, not my text. I feel that participating in the rehearsal process 
makes sense, particularly when it comes to the text. You’re not going to be able to resolve or discover 
everything sitting at your desk, but on the stage and in dialogue with the team. 

I have a tendency to think that my works are not lonely 
cries into the void, but that all art is dialogue

Jussi Moila: There is no single one way. There’s a different process for each work, or at 
least that’s what I aim for. The process can be seen in the end result, which is why it’s a 
good idea to change the process continuously unless you want to write the same play over 
and over. Sometimes I make a lot of changes during the directing process, other times none 
at all. I have sat in on or directed all of the premieres of my texts. I always strive to write 

for the stage when I write theatre texts. I believe it makes sense to keep the stage in mind when writing 
plays, and for me the stage is an inspiration, not a limitation. Usually I think a lot about the performan-
ce space and the stage during the writing phase. 

Emilia Pöyhönen: The writing process begins surreptitiously, without me realising it. The 
physical writing is only a small part of the process, which for me is more of a process of 
absent-minded association and making connections between things. Getting to the writing 
process proper takes me a long time, and it is preceded by a long phase of research and 
surrogate activity. The most important thing when writing is a state of absent-mindedness, 

in which thoughts and images drift and I can follow them or leave them unfollowed.

I work very intuitively. I read a lot; I spend a lot of time searching for language and form. I know that 
the writing process is coming to an end when the work starts to autonomously take on a form of its 
own, reject the things that do not belong in it, when I can no longer define it myself. When the work 
transforms into something unknown to me and I begin to look at it like a foreign entity, I know that it’s 
approaching completion.  

I consider myself a writer who writes dramatic literature, in other words I write complete works, plays. 
They are ready in and of themselves, independent works of art. If there is a performance version where 
the director selects a perspective and has an artistic vision that emphasises certain things, it might 
sometimes be justified to make changes that support these dimensions (the same of course goes for the 
actor and the other members of the artistic team). However, these are changes to (each of) the perfor-
mance versions, not the play itself as a work.

(Emilia Pöyhönen)
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Collaboration/independence. Do you have sparring partners/commenters, 
with whom you share your writing process while it’s in progress? What sort 
of significance does commenting of this sort have? What significance does it 
have if/when a theatre commissions a text from you?

LG: I work with someone who reads the texts they will be directing right from the very 
start. When I write for public radio, I have a reading dramaturg in addition to this collea-
gue. Expert feedback coming from two different points of view is an excellent thing; I feel 
downright privileged. Although on the other hand, that’s the way it should always be: why 
should a playwright be expected to write a work by herself, when that is not expected of a 

prose author, or a poet? For me it’s extremely important that these readers are not personal friends who 
are writers and forced to read my texts above and beyond their own work, but people who are paid to 
do it. 

OL: Having a community is very important to me. A community also helps me survive 
this profession in one piece. I usually give my texts to more than one person to read. I have 
learned to share my texts at a very early stage. My idea behind doing so is that it’s hard to 
say anything about a play that’s already pretty far along. It’s already ”closed”, the big deci-
sions have already been made, and it’s no longer possible to engage in discussions about 

it in the same way; instead the author starts instead defending and justifying their choices, not asking 
or considering. Perhaps the most interesting discussions occur when the theme, etc., are not yet totally 
clear and it is possible to speak of that certain open-endedness. This is when bigger insights and dis-
coveries are made. I have come to realise that the most successful discussions around a text take place 
when I’ve asked a colleague to read the play ”lazily” or superficially, without trying to understand too 
hard or interpret too much. 

Language is always dangerous, and it’s particularly dangerous 
when the writer is not aware of this. Good language has the right 
proportion of poetry and witchcraft, poison and medicine.

I have also written collaborative texts and I’ve had good experiences with that. For instance the play 
Mistä isot pojat on tehty (What Are Big Boys Made Of), written with Marko Järvikallas and Harri 
Virtanen, emerged from conversations that took place over a period of two and a half years. We agreed 
among us that each other’s themes, ideas, thoughts, and sensitivities can be exploited freely. We were 
also allowed to rework or edit scenes written by the others. I think this generated particularly good 
material, and deepened the treatment of the theme. 

JM: I have a few trusted readers. They are directors and writers. These people are very 
important, but when I write I generally do it alone. This doesn’t mean that I’m not happy 
to cooperate with directors. I find the process of adapting the text for the stage interes-
ting. The concept of “play” has also changed. A play is no longer simply “good drama.” 
My plays are stage-friendly texts, literature intended to be performed and also intended to 

adapt to the conditions of the performance, and not just vice versa. For instance, in translations of the 
text of my play Knives Cut the Air, I’ve hoped that the entire cultural reality would be translated into 
the reality of the performance venue. Knives Cut the Air is very personal for me, which is why I hope it 
can open up as a personal work to viewers from other countries through this sort of cultural translation.  

(Okko Leo)
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This was done with the Hungarian translation, and in the new English translation the play is being 
translated into the cultural reality of Scotland. A Finn with a Scots background, Aleksis Meaney, and 
a Scot, Catherine Grosvenor, are collaborating on this together. This is fascinating to me. This sort of 
adaptive work did not take place in the Italian translation; the texts were translated directly – but it still 
worked as a performance, because the performing group allowed its Italianness to show forcefully in 
its interpretation of the text. This generated a really interesting and fun performance, because the text 
was so foreign to it and the ”tragedy” was performed by thoroughly ironic and gifted comics in the 
Italian style.

EP: I have a tendency to think that my works are not lonely cries into the void, but that all 
art is dialogue. This dialogue can be with various works, including those that are 2000 yea-
rs old, or with dead colleagues, living colleagues, scientists, some philosophy, my mother, 
my friends, the immigration authorities, the public health care structure, or other elements. 
And of course the more engaging works contemporary colleagues write in their own langu-

age, the more stimulating discussion it’s possible to participate in with one’s own works.

The work of a reading dramaturg, or the feedback of colleagues, raises the level of texts noticeably 
overall, and is for me very important at all phases of the process. An unfinished work is, however, very 
fragile and sensitive to light, and only a select few are allowed to see it, and even then reluctantly and 
accompanied by immense shame. Discussion with a trusted dramaturg or a colleague is nevertheless 
necessary in order for the work to progress. All in all I think that even if the solitude of writing is enjo-
yable and necessary, very few people in the end of all write completely alone. Protecting an incomplete 
work is still very important, because a work that is faced with the wrong types of questions too early 
and exposed to the wrong eyes can destroy the entire process so that the play isn’t able to emerge at 
all. For this reason, I always ask all the party commissioning the play to respect the writer’s unfinished 
process, even if it sometimes feels like paranoid escapism or concealment. There’s a reason for the 
protection, and it facilitates the creation of the best possible result. When reading an incomplete text 
and discussing it, respecting those parts that do not yet stand critical examination is vital.

A form relevant for the theme. The shape of the play. Finnish playwrights 
diverge from perhaps many others in that you try to discover a unique form 
for each theme or content. Heini Junkkaala has referred to some playwrights 
as “the school of thematic theatre”. There is, then, no single form or style in 
which you write. Do you subscribe to this when it comes to your own works? 
How do you see this? 

LG: I’m very interested in form, but perhaps my texts appear more theme-driven. Both 
form and theme come to me only after I start writing; I don’t pick either in advance. They 
are both entity and end result, visible only after the play is well underway. The same goes 
for the story or plot. If there’s someplace I start from, then it’s from some sort of black spot 
or smudge that nags at me.

OL: I agree with Heini’s assertion when it comes to my work. I think of styles as tools. 
The play selects its style and form of becoming visible. You can’t rate different styles as 
being more or less valuable. I vary styles and forms, as well as my way of writing.

(Okko Leo)
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Language also involves the question of understanding, and 
understanding involves isolation on the one hand and  
finding a connection on the other, which are important  
themes of our day.  

JM: Form is very important to me. Content and form are one and the same. A certain 
form commits you to certain themes. It isn’t possible to deal with all topics through the 
mechanisms of a chamber drama. In my work, I have striven to find forms that make it 
possible to deal with more conceptual themes than psychorealism allows. This demands 
breaking away from realism. In my play Paradise, I strive to deal with a downright ci-

nematic story in which there are hundreds of locations and a huge number of characters. In addition, 
various meta-theatrical tools reveal the conflict between the performers and the characters in it, which 
is also part of the theme. I’ve been dismayed by the fact Paradise has been criticised so much for 
being naïve and programmatic, although I myself see it as a multi-layered, very conceptual and self-
questioning text, and this is revealed specifically through its form. It is difficult to read the form, and 
the responsibility for an understandable form lies of course with the writer himself.  

EP: I myself try to find the form inherent to each work. The form is very closely bound to 
language, and I don’t always know how to separate them from each other. Still, the questi-
on of theme is very complicated for me, and perhaps I don’t know what is meant by ”the-
me” or what I would mean by that myself. Perhaps I would express it in that certain forms 
make talking about certain things or certain experiences or dimensions possible, make their 

treatment or presence possible, that certain forms make certain things possible and shut out others. 
Form is, of course, the boundaries of the world of the work, that which fits in to the world of the work. 
A fragmentary-associative structure makes it possible to talk about different things, makes a different 
worldview and different reading/viewing/reception/dialogue experience possible for the reader/viewer/
receiver than, for instance, a protagonist-centred tragedy progressing inexorably towards its conclusion. 

For me, art is always about sharing and also about who and whose experience is given voice and are 
thereby shared with others of its kind. One other aspect of putting one’s self forward is that people 
who don’t share the experience and whose worldview is perhaps totally different are forced to consider 
some way of thinking and taking a stance on it. For this reason, form and the interpretation of different 
forms are for me also very much a worldview–political issue – whose form, whose language, whose 
themes, whose experience? What is ”too marginal”, what is ”to be shared”? What sort of logic is the 
work, the world, allowed to have, and what logic isn’t it? Whose logic is fuzzy, whose isn’t, whose 
world is real, whose isn’t, what is believable, what is appropriate, what is excessive and why, and so 
on.

For me it’s extremely important that these readers are 
not personal friends who are writers and forced to read 
my texts above and beyond their own work, but people 
who are paid to do it.

(Jussi Moila)

(Laura Gustafsson)
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Your relationship to the language spoken on the stage. What sort of language 
do you strive for?

LG: I like to use informal and vulgar language, but I am very particular that the langu-
age not sound sensationalistic or embarrassing. The poorly conceived youth language 
you come across in some plays is a travesty. The same goes for the use of other default 
registers, for instance the teacher/middle-aged person/king who speaks formally because 
it hasn’t occurred to the writer that the person could speak in some other way. Language 

always needs to be chosen. You have to think about what using formal written language means and if it’s  
interesting or something being sought after, for instance do you want for the person to be striving for high 
status. I enjoy mixing registers. I hate a certain style of generic language in both plays and other texts. But 
for some reason even that can still work on the stage – I mean when performed, spoken, by actors.

OL: The play selects its language. Language is not a prop for expressing thoughts, but con-
tent and form in and of themselves. The conventions of language are always power struc-
tures, and the writer should be conscious of this. Language is always political and manipu-
lative. I hate the synthetic “generic spoken language” in plays that is nothing and no one’s 
language. The demand for the “clarity” or “comprehensibility” of language is bullshit and a 

conspiracy. Language is always dangerous, and it’s particularly dangerous when the writer is not aware 
of this. Plays don’t always find their own grammar, and that is sad and depressing. Good language has 
the right proportion of poetry and witchcraft, poison and medicine.

JM: I believe that a writer should be able to master as many different “linguistic tools” as 
possible. I am equally excited by precise naturalism as skilfully stylised language. In lan-
guage written for the stage, the key thing is that it be appropriate for the theme. In terms of 
language, Knives Cut the Air is a special case because in it, a very elevated “poetry style” 
at times encounters an even naturalistic north Karelian dialect. The language emerges in 

Paradise as well, but in a different way. It makes use of three or actually four languages (Finnish, Eng-
lish, Hungarian, and Wolof), which has a powerful impact in terms of content. Language also involves 
the question of understanding, and understanding involves isolation on the one hand and finding a 
connection on the other, which are important themes of our day. 

In a theoretical sense, language is one of the most important targets of imitation in drama. After all, 
drama is people talking. Drama’s relationship to reality is different than that of other literary genres, 
which imitate reality more broadly. Drama focuses specifically on imitating the thinking and speaking 
of living people. Now I don’t mean simply naive mimesis; I’m speaking more extensively of the entire 
art form’s relationship to reality. 

EP: I think language is the most central characteristic of a work. For me, the most crucial 
phase during the writing process is finding the language; it is precisely what makes the 
final shaping of the work possible.

Language or ”desired language” is difficult to describe, because language is world, depth, 
scale, also worldview. Specifically in plays, language must be three-dimensional, so that there is room 
for the stage in the work, and fleshy, corporal, so that the actor’s work can have a fruitful relationship 
to it. To put it in banal terms, one could perhaps say something like there needs to be more between 
the lines and the words than in the lines themselves, but it’s a difficult thing to achieve. The old term 
“stage poetry” aptly describes my thinking in the sense that I think that language written for the stage 
has to be poetry that breathes according to its own rhythm. How this happens is a mystery, but you re-
cognise it when you see it. For this reason, synopsis-type thinking is difficult for me; I can’t really get 
a grasp on a work if I haven’t experienced its language yet. 
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Do people in the field in Finland know how to read plays? Do the artistic 
directors of theatres and directors read plays? Would we need more reading, 
commenting dramaturgs, which are currently few and far between in theatres?

LG: We definitely do, both in planning theatre programming as well as to assist writers.

Especially the reading and understanding of incomplete plays demands a pretty well-de-
veloped imagination. I would, however, expect a professionally trained director to possess 
such skills. 

OL: Theatres badly need reading and commenting dramaturgs. Their lack is evident in 
the production choices theatres make and their programmes. However, the fact that few 
theatres have a dramaturg anymore doesn’t mean that the profession of dramaturg is disap-
pearing. Just the opposite: there’s more of the work of a dramaturg being done nowadays 
than before. It’s just that no one pays for it, and it takes place through mutual assistance 

among writers and, for instance, in the Teksti reading groups. It would be to the theatres’ great advan-
tage to have a dramaturg in-house. Instead, certain theatres try to control the writing process by asking 
writers to create various synopses of a play that doesn’t exist yet. This speaks to me of a surface and 
worryingly production-economic approach to artistic processes. Art cannot be controlled with synop-
ses. Art is always a risk, and a theatre is an institution that exists for the purpose of taking artistic risks. 
Playwrights are the only artists of whom it’s considered conceivable to ask them to provide a “sample” 
or “sketch” or “version” of what is to come. I’ll be fascinated to see the day when some director or 
lighting designer is asked to sketch out a play before they’re hired. 

JM: Of course everyone knows how to read. Some people know how to read the way I 
want them to and others read from other perspectives. I referred to Paradise earlier, which 
I don’t feel was read the way I wanted. This risk always exists, however, and I hold my-
self responsible for being understood. There’s no point blaming others if you can’t express 
yourself clearly enough. 

The skill of a dramaturg should be respected more, because a dramaturg could produce very significant 
content value for theatres. A dramaturg should have views regarding not only the programme, but also 
the marketing of performances, philosophy of art, and politics. A dramaturg could be in a very broad 
sense a cultural player and the theatre’s own “copy editor”.

EP: The biggest problem of playwrights and drama in Finland is namely the lack of kno-
wledgeable readers, or their low level of literacy. This is particularly the case with texts 
that do not immediately announce themselves, for which a careless scan through the first 
three scenes doesn’t reveal that OK, here are these three actors and this is about this, and 
this could be resolved this way. The biggest problem is the lack of dramaturgs, but another 

particularly big one is a general lack of curiosity and lack of interest in tackling challenges. Another 
significant problem is also the fact that many professionals do not themselves understand that they 
don’t know how to read plays. Plays are a demanding genre, the reading of which I am currently 
learning myself. And in a total class of its own, then, is the skill of reading incomplete texts, which is 
even more difficult and has even fewer practitioners. Through mutual cooperation among playwrights, 
however, a new generation of reading dramaturgs trained in the reading of incomplete and complete 
texts has now emerged, and also works on the performing side of the field. And so I’m guessing that 
the profession of dramaturg is experiencing some sort of renaissance, perhaps in a slightly different 
form than before, but an in interesting way. Theatres and parties awarding grants would do well to 
draw their attention to this development and promote activity of this nature.
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Why do or why don’t you direct your own texts? 

LG: I don’t have the skill or the inclination to direct. I don’t know how to think about the 
stage in such a versatile way. And besides, I’m not good at speaking.

 
OL: I don’t know how to direct. I’ve never tried. I don’t dare. I might be interested in 
trying. Art doesn’t need directors who direct without passion and a calling for the art of 
directing. I admire playwrights who know how to direct, such as Saara Turunen and Kristi-
an Smeds.

JM: I direct because it’s fun and because I have points of view as a director as well. I’ve 
noticed that I’m the only one who can direct my texts in a certain way. Other people can do 
it just as well or better, but there is a certain way that only I can get my text to exist on the 
stage. I don’t consider myself primarily a director, but I do believe I can offer the directing 
art perspectives that deserve to be taken seriously. My weakness as a director is teamwork, 

because I have such a hard time as a director trusting designers. My other weakness is text-centered-
ness and trouble removing myself from the text. I would like to get better at these. As a director I am 
perhaps a bit of a dictator, although as a writer I don’t consider myself one.

EP: I view the work of a director as a completely different profession than the work of a 
(play) writer. A good director is a great gift to a playwright and can elicit things from the 
text that the writer never guessed existed in it. In the best case, something bigger than the 
work of either emerges from the joint work, the performance.

In addition to writing works for the stage, I have also acted as a scriptwriter at performances where the 
text is produced more or less as a group for the needs of a certain production. For me, this is a comp-
letely different thing than writing a play (to live on as literature, as an independent work), and in these 
cases I consider myself more of a writing dramaturg. This is not a question of a difference in worth, 
simply of different ways of working. The result is not (usually) a play, but a performance script. In this 
type of collaboration, the jobs of director and dramaturg often overlap, if it’s natural.

Through mutual cooperation among playwrights,  
however, a new generation of reading dramaturgs 
trained in the reading of incomplete and complete  

texts has now emerged, and also works on the  
performing side of the field.

(Emilia Pöyhönen)



26

What have your plays eaten?  Who are your role models? Who are the artists 
whose work has been important to you? 

LG: The following is a list of things and people who I believe have influenced me as a 
writer: horror movies, American reality television, cartoons, Marilyn Manson, black metal, 
pop music, high-school history classes, 1990s MTV, The Sandman, Sin City, Rosa Liksom, 
Pirkko Lindberg, Christa Wolf, The Unknown Soldier, Finnish and French literature of the 
late 19th and early 20th century, the poems of Mayakovsky, Simone de Beauvoir, women’s 

studies, Brecht’s concept of the theatre, Eeva-Liisa Manner, Sarah Kane, Tuomas Timonen, Sirkku 
Peltola.

OL: Colleagues (living and dead). 

JM: Here goes, in no certain order: Brecht, Müller, Turkka, Tuomas Timonen, Michel 
Foucault, Kristian Smeds, Judith Butler, Luce Irigaray, Tennessee Williams, Arthur Mil-
ler, Büchner, Juha-Pekka Hotinen, Kafka, Katariina Numminen, Jussi Parviainen, Laura 
Ruohonen, Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire, Eeva-Liisa Manner, Chekhov, Shakespeare, Lukas 
Moodysson, Lars von Trier, Stanley Kubrik, Michael Haneke, Leea Klemola, Juha Jokela, 

Saara Turunen, Veikko Nuutinen, Uuno Kailas, Pentti Saarikoski, Dylan Thomas, Väinö Linna, Mika 
Waltari, Paulo Freire, William Faulkner, Oscar Wilde, Slavoj Zizek, Antti Nylén, Asa, Talib Kweli, 
Abd al Malik, Promoe, Risto Ylihärsilä and the band Risto, Morrissey and The Smiths, Timo K. Muk-
ka, Kalervo Palsa, Francis Bacon, Vincent van Gogh, Bill Viola, Beckett, Ionesco, Joyce, Dostoyevsky, 
Eino Leino… ,

I could probably go on a lot longer. These were the first to come to mind. 

EP: My various works always have a lot of sister works, I read a lot and for a long time 
before beginning every writing process, and in some sense I always consider my texts as 
being some sort of margin notes on existing works. There are numerous important or influ-
ential works from various fields, so here I limit myself more or less to writers. In plays, the 
German, ”literary” dramatic tradition has been closer than the Western European “well-ma-

de play”. Ödon von Horvath, Büchner, Brecht, Dea Loher, among others. Shakespeare is also endlessly 
fascinating. 

Of novelists, Vladimir Sorokin’s bold way of approaching form and Vladimir Soloukhin’s meandering 
essayistic style have proven inspirational. Those poets who have been important to me with regard to 
lucid language have been Tua Forsström, especially her prose poems, as well as Eeva-Liisa Manner, 
Tomas Tranströmer. With filmmakers, particularly Fassbinder and Antonioni’s way of depicting the 
poetry of the landscape have been important. 

And during the writing phase, I read everything under the sun, including physics and true crime-style 
magazines, so my plays have eaten this, that, and the other.

 



The following writers participated in the conversation:

Laura Gustafsson (b. 1983) is a Helsinki-based author and scriptwriter. 
She graduated from the Theatre Academy Helsinki in 2012. Her works 
include Huorasatu (Whorestory, a novel), SupersankariTAR (Superhe-
roINE, a play for Koko-teatteri), Hevoshullu (Horse-crazy, a play for 
the Lappeenranta City Theatre). At the moment, she is writing a series 
of erotic thrillers for Finnish public radio and working with a colleague 
on creating a performance script of Huorasatu. The radio plays will be 
broadcast in autumn 2012; Huorasatu will premiere at Ryhmäteatteri in 
February 2013. 

Jussi Moila (b. 1981) is a playwright and stage director. His works include Knives 
Cut the Air (Veitset leikkaa ilman, 2006), Nevermind - tarinoita nuoruudesta (Never-
mind - Stories of Youth, 2008), and Paradise (Paratiisi, 2011). He is currently writing 
a piece of community theatre, Neuvostoliitto (The Soviet Union, 2012).

Emilia Pöyhönen (b. 1982) is a play-
wright and dramaturg. She has written 
numerous plays and worked in the 
capacity of text-development dra-
maturg, performance dramaturg, and 
programme dramaturg. Pöyhönen has 
also authored adaptations and transla-
tions. She has studied dramaturgy at 
the Theatre Academy Helsinki and the 
Ernst Busch Hochschule in Berlin as 
well as political science at the Univer-
sity of Helsinki.

Okko Leo (b. 1971) is a dramaturg and playwright who graduated from the Theatre 
Academy Helsinki as a master of theatre arts in 2011. His works include The Pitch 
(Kenttä, 2006), the radio play The Sun is Dangerous (Aurinko on vaarallinen, 2006), 
Nimeni on rakkaus (My Name is Love, 2007), Täyspuuvillakuosi (100% Cotton), 
which was part of the Siniväriset (Shades of Blue) production at Q-Teatteri (2009), 
Mistä on isot pojat tehty (What are Big Boys Made Of, together with Marko Järvi-
kallas and Harri Virtanen, 2011), Kansallissankari (National Hero, 2012) as well as 
Maailma luottaa meihin (The World is Counting on Us, 2010), which has been per-
formed at KOM-teatteri and the Finnish National Theatre as a reading. A production 
of The Pitch directed by Mikko Roiha opened in Berlin at Ballhaus Ost in spring 2012.
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One of the things I wanted to find out during my time in Finland was what differences exist between 
the English and the Finns, and how these differences influence and are manifest in theatre. To see for 
myself, I sat down, made myself comfortable, and began to read half a dozen Finnish plays that have 
been helpfully translated into English.

Two in particular that caught my eye were Bunny Girl and Broken Heart Story, both fairly short plays 
by Saara Turunen that explore themes of female identity, the former focusing on sexuality and inde-
pendence and the latter also exploring creativity. The characters in Broken Heart Story write a play, the 
plot of which seems quite familiar if you have read Bunny Girl. It is hard to avoid the feeling there is a 
degree of autobiography in these works.

I caught up with Saara Turunen to have a quick chat about writing, plays, and writing plays. I wanted 
to find out how a Finnish playwright might see things differently from an aspiring English one. As the 
conversation progressed, I was pleased to discover that we were not very different in our outlooks at 
all.

I avoided asking the dreaded “Where do you get your ideas?” – any writer worth their salt ought not 
to be able to stop having ideas; the tricky part is polishing these rough ideas into intricately crafted 
stories. Instead, I opted for asking what she always wanted to be when she grew up: “A writer. I noti-
ced back in high school that the only thing that really interests me is writing. That’s the road I’m on. I 
graduated from the Theatre Academy Helsinki with a degree in dramaturgy.” 

Saara tells me she feels she has always been creative, keeping diaries and then notebooks full of ideas 
as she turned to writing. Sometimes separate ideas will connect and suggest stories without much 
prompting, but more often she is commissioned to write a play, and then she can go back over those 
notebooks to find elements that suit the concept she has planned.

Much like the characters of the Author and her Soul in Broken Heart Story, Turunen admits she her-
self feels the dichotomy between writing about subjects close to her heart and those that are weightier, 
perhaps considered more worthy.  “Capitalism and Death!” as is proclaimed in the play.

Bunny Girl and 
Broken Heart Story 
– An Interview  
with Playwright 
Saara Turunen
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Of late, Saara has been working as a director, overseeing the production of several of her own works. 
I asked her how comfortable she feels in the director’s chair. She tells me that becoming a director felt 
like a good change of pace, something different enough from writing to keep a variety of other skills 
honed.

I’m aware some writers feel possessive of their scripts, fearing that if they hand control over to a direc-
tor that their precious work will be misinterpreted or made into something not representative of their 
original concept. Turunen understands, saying that directing one’s own work does make it easier to get 
it “right” – there is certainly less time involved in getting to know the script.

However, she also feels that a script should stand on its own, and one should be relaxed about the pos-
sible interpretations of certain elements. There is a trend towards realism in certain sectors, and while 
this is one way of treating theatre, it doesn’t necessarily have to be so. One scene in Broken Heart Sto-
ry calls for rivers of ketchup flowing across the set. Easier to visualise than stage, but an opportunity 
for a director and designer to exercise their creativity in realising the concept.

Turunen also tells me that one benefit of being a director is public perception. Directors are visible in 
their work, always busy, always moving from one issue to the next, while most writers work behind 
closed doors. If people never see writers writing, there is a tendency to assume the worst.

I ask Saara if she is content to be labeled a playwright, or if she prefers being a writer or even a direc-
tor. In fact she likes none of these, and is emphatic that what she really is, is an artist.

This doesn’t mean she’s claiming to be the next Picasso, she explains, but that she feels that placing 
oneself outside society gives an artist the freedom to question structures such as politics, and take on 
the responsibility of asking difficult questions.

For Finns, in a country not yet a century old, nationality is still something newly won, and many are 
rightly proud to be Finnish. This influence can be seen in many places, from theatres to polling booths.

But what I think is a far stronger influence is language itself. Each language has a character that in-
fluences the stories that have been and will be told in it. Saara asks me if I enjoyed reading her plays, 
which I did. 

Saara says that even if she doesn’t write about particularly Finnish topics or topics exclusive to Fin-
land, the text becomes Finnish because of the language it is written in. The Finnish language is what 
links her plays to Finland. Completely new elements can enter the text in translations, when the langu-
age (context) changes.

 
Tom Black

 

Each language has a character that influences the  
stories that have been and will be told in it.
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Bunny Girl | Theatre Academy Helsinki and Helsinki City 
Theatre | Photo Kati Lamppu

Bunny Girl | Színház Theatre, Budapest

Bunny Girl | Színház Theatre, Budapest

Broken Heart Story| Q-Theatre | Photo Patrik Pesonius
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A man swimming in a moonlit river. A truck driving over a suburban flowerbed. A barbecue party 
somewhere in the US. Reading Tuomas Timonen’s play Megan’s Story I cannot help but imagine the 
scenes unfolding cinematically on a huge stage, vast and overwhelming, with all the magic tricks  
theatre has to offer. This is the director in me, taking simple words from a page and transforming them 
into staged images in my mind’s eye. And that’s what Timonen offers, simple words forming straight-
forward dialogues. Not a word too much, concrete situations, recognisable characters, clear dramaturgy 
and strong images. And yet something is missing: the one thing you’ll look for in vain is a monologue 
explaining “it all”. 

Megan’s
Story –
What Does 
it Tell Us? 
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Megan’s Story is based on true events. A teenage girl with low self-esteem, fighting with her best fri-
end and struggling with her appearance, bullying and her first online crush interacts with parents who 
have problems of their own, parents who interfere in childish play. This could happen anytime, any-
where, and it does. Only Megan’s story doesn’t end with the awakening of an adult confidence, with 
leaving the parental home for the university, a job and the subsequent “et cetera”. Instead, Megan ends 
her story herself: she takes her own life in the safety of her closet, hangs her future on a hanger next to 
her birthday dress.

It’s easy to blame the Internet as a source of all evil. Someone like Megan wouldn’t have died were it 
not for the cruel messages she received and the mass bullying she fell victim to online. It’s human to 
look for offenders, to explain the inexplicable – as Megan’s father says in the play: “I believe there’s 
a reason for everything. Just because we don’t know what it is, doesn’t mean that it doesn’t exist.” 
Timonen’s play, however, skilfully evades both the trap of ready solutions and the trap of emotion-
laden revenge. It doesn’t present the Internet as an entity of its own with a sense of morality and de-
cency, but rather a way for real people to interact with other real people. Nor does it try to unravel the 
motives and traumas of the characters. The play presents a slice of life without telling us why life is the 
way it is. The question that remains is: what does this story tell us?

One answer I find centres on the issue of justice. It is a story of great injustice where the weak, the 
outsiders, and the insecure are left to their own devices because they live in a world that does not 
understand their difficulties or their agony. In contrast, justice is awarded to those whose problems and 
concerns fit the logic of a material world. As a director, I see the text as just one small piece of a much 
bigger mosaic. Timonen’s dialogues are the close-ups in the dramatic sequences of this wide-screen 
epic. For the translator, the words on the page are everything. I think of rhythm and style, words and 
sounds, choices of interpretation. And I find another answer to what this story tells us in the missed 
opportunities of the characters to have a real encounter, in misunderstandings or words that don’t reach 
their addressee. And as I’m thinking about all the things this story can mean, I start to feel a great sense 
of sadness. This is life? Plays are rarely simply the fruits of a perverted dramatist-mind... Sometimes 
people truly are cruel: they offer hope, feed dreams, and then, with the click of a mouse, destroy it all. 
So what does this story tell us? The blanks between the lines remain, to be filled again and again by 
directors and actors, by readers and spectators, by people like you and me - a bit like in real life.

Martina Marti 
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The Artistic Director Simon Boberg on the Festival for European  
Contemporary Playwrights 2012, at Husets Teater in Copenhagen 

“Among playwrights and theatre people all over Europe, the festival has 
become known as an interesting venue for getting one’s work presented,” 
says Simon Boberg, one of Husets Teater’s two Artistic Directors. He has 
been running the theatre with actor Mads Wille since 2008. 

“The festival is also popular because of its atmosphere, created through 
informal gatherings, mutual inspiration and powerful experiences from 
encounters between actors and playwrights,” says Boberg. 

Finnish contributions have sustained a delightfully high level. Juha Jokela 
from Finland participated with a version of The Performance Economy, 
which was still being worked on at the time of its performance.  
In 2010, War Tourists by Laura Ruohonen was performed, and last year, 

Saara Turunen participated with Broken Heart Story. The play’s premiere was at Q-teatteri in Helsinki 
in September of the same year. 

“Every year, Finnish playwrights have come up with something different, surprising and unique even 
on a European level. Thanks to the festival, we have managed to create the basis of a unique network 
of European organisations and theatres with a focus on creating new drama,” says Boberg. 

This year, Husets Teater will be doing coproductions with Theatre de l’Atelier from Lyon, France, Sala 
Beckett from Barcelona, and Actors Touring Company from London.

“The festival is also a unique opportunity for Danish theatres, directors and producers to experience 
the newest drama and get to meet playwrights. This year, we are cooperating with Teater Republique 
and Holland House in presenting Danish drama and performing arts.” 

“The Festival for European Contemporary Playwrights is a window into Europe, a platform for buil-
ding and strengthening a network across boundaries and genres,” says Simon Boberg. 

The festival will be held again on 13-16 June 2012. For more information: www.husetsteater.dk.

Simon Boberg spoke to Lasse Garoff

Something
Different,
Surprising 
and Unique 

Simon Boberg | Photo Henrik 
Ohsten Rasmussen
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What are new Finnish children’s and youth plays like? What are they about, and what kinds of children 
appear in them? What sort of world do the youth in these plays inhabit? What brings them down, what 
brings them joy, what are they in danger of losing? 

In this overview, I will be presenting fourteen relatively recent Finnish children’s and youth plays. My 
overall impression of these works is that they are earnest, offer consolation, and abound with understa-
ted humour. Not one of them talks down, not one of them lies. Children and young people are addres-
sed matter-of-factly about the big questions in life, and intermittently everyone giggles together at its 
quirks. 

Almost without exception, the plays are marked by realism. I would call the reality of children’s plays 
“enchanted everyday”. The everyday world is recognisably present in nearly all of them, but fantasy 
and animism continue to colour that world. The youth plays, for their part, take place in a reality that is 
very much like our daily reality. 

Children’s plays concentrate first and foremost on the sphere of the family and the home. The 
children’s world teeters between security and insecurity, and it is in this terrain that they face their 
hopes and fears. Youth plays are oriented not only towards the family, but also to their surroundings 
and society more broadly. The young people almost never find adults to be sources of support and un-
derstanding, although in many of the plays an adult figure works hard to fulfil their role as parent and 
responsible adult. In these works, however, the adults are not allowed to hide behind their roles; they 
are presented, as helpless and exposed as the young people at their sides, with all of their inadequacies 
and fears. The world is seen through the eyes of the young people, who are full of emotions, anxieties, 
and wonderment. The world loses its innocence and becomes a less-secure place. During this trans-
formation, those isolated islets where the young person can live without fear emerge as increasingly 
important and necessary. 

The children of the plays are loveable, shy, timid, and full of pep. A belief in joy, play, and love car-
ries them on towards the future. They are active, resourceful, and confident. Meanwhile, their parents 
bury themselves under their blankets and are incapable of picking themselves up from their sorrow and 
depression. Fathers escape into their work or obsessions, and more than one is kept leashed by alcohol. 

Girls, Boys,  
Families and  
Other Creatures
 
14 Children’s and 
Youth Plays 
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Bullying appears in all of the youth plays in one form or another. The young ones themselves exude a 
black humour, a refreshing rage, recklessness, and caprice, and alternately curl in on themselves, shield 
their sensitivity from the gaze of others, are conscious of their extreme vulnerability. They sink into 
depression and hope for death, but even more they hope for love. Their love is skittish and passionate – 
and the first time it is ignited, it changes the whole world. 

In nine of these fourteen plays, one of the parents isn’t around. The world of the plays is tinged by 
divorce, or the death or deep depression of one parent. Something is missing, there is a lack of so-
mething, and it is not always possible to redress this loss. The young person must learn to live with it. 
The plays trust in the children’s fortitude to survive loss and change. They understand the sorrow and 
helplessness of adults, but do not absolve the parents of the adult responsibility and accountability that 
belong to them.

Even if none of the plays exists in an utterly grim world, the undercurrent is often one of sorrow, loss 
and longing. Play, laughter, and love emerge as counterbalances. As does truth. Truth and its telling are 
experienced as healing and comforting, it is a prerequisite for a good life. 

“My tears are all hiding behind Mom. I can’t get them out of there.” (Aina)
Six-year-old Aino’s dad has buried himself under his blankets. In the play Isin talviuni (Daddy’s Winter 
Dream, Krogerus, 2005), Dad burns out from the stress of his new job. Through the experiential and 
conceptual world of a child, the play depicts a child’s fear of losing a parent or having a parent change. 
In Aino’s eyes, her depressed father turns into a bear, so frightening that she doesn’t always even dare 
to give him a kiss. Lousy Larry appears at Aino’s side, however, and with his help she is able to work 
through her anxieties, frustrations, and fears. She makes messes and throws tantrums to get her parents’ 
attention. 

Winner of the Theatre Achievement for Children or Youth prize and the Lea Award for Finnish play of 
the year, Aina (Kaartinen, 2009) tells about a family where the father has died in a car accident – one 
he caused himself, older viewers will understand. Through soft, precise strokes, the play illustrates life 
in a family that has endured loss. 

The play’s flyleaf bears Principle 8 of the UN Declaration of the Rights of the Child: “The child shall 
in all circumstances be among the first to receive protection and relief.” The message of the work is 
two-pronged: it reassures children that they have the strength to survive the challenges of life, and it 
charges adults to care for children, to give them protection, food, and an upbringing. One cannot give 
this responsibility away, nor can one refuse to shoulder it. 
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”Not everyone can be a gamer girl, especially if they happen to be a boy.” (Glutton)
Spirited, sensitive, and headstrong girls have conquered the world of children’s plays. Saara, the 
protagonist of the family play Juakse ko hullu (Run Like Hell, Niemi, 2002), is closely related to the 
anarchy and non-conformism of Pippi Longstocking. Saara states truths that adults try to hush up and 
refuses to uphold the codes of convention; she believes she is capable of anything and is stronger than 
anyone else. 

But unlike Pippi, Saara exists in a reality that the play doesn’t sugar-coat in the least. Her family lives 
in a tent; their house-building project is at a standstill because Dad drinks too much. Saara’s uncle 
tries to train her into the runner he was never able to become. Mom, who is expecting a little sister, is 
completely fed up with her husband’s drinking. The family’s disintegrating small-town existence is 
kept intact by Grandma, who even at her own funeral manages to rise from the coffin to keep everyone 
in line. 

The girls in these plays are sure of their abilities, but this self-confidence can be toppled by the smal-
lest setback. Boys are often little brothers or elsewise more childish than the girls. Gender norms are 
rocked, and alternatives to them are sought. 

In the musical Ahmatti (Glutton, Lonka, 2007) the main characters are the shy boy Knot, who is afraid 
of accidents and always carries a first-aid kit with him wherever he goes. The Glutton slot machine has 
gobbled down all of the other kids in town; only Knot and the sassy girl Breeze are left. The Glutton 
challenges them to a game. A win would save the other children, but Knot and Breeze themselves 
would be the stakes. Breeze is carried away by the thrills of the world of gaming, wins and loses, 
blossoms and is demoralised. She veils her uncertainty in a forced positivity, whereas Knot is openly 
anxious. Through the unconventionally timid boy, the play deals with worry, fear, and anxiety as well 
as joy, elation, and success.

”You don’t have a clue about what family means!” (Ten Sticks on a Board)
The threat of divorce hangs over the plays Kymmenen tikkua laudalla and Juakse ko hullu. Kymmenen 
tikkua laudalla (Ten Sticks on a Board, Junkkaala, 2008), winner of the 2010 Nordic Drama Award, 
is the story of family’s summer-vacation trip to grandma’s that doesn’t go as planned. Mom is tired 
of Dad being such a workaholic. She gives him the vacation to prove that he’s capable of dedicating 
himself to his family. Dad takes the challenge seriously, but in a different way than Mom had hoped. 
He spends his days making summertime toys for the kids in the workshop, as absent as ever. Anna, the 
daughter, tries to repair things by immersing her little brother in play. The work moves fluidly at the 
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boundary of two worlds: in it, play, the logic of play, magic and scale mingle with the family’s reality 
and the threat of catastrophe. 

The issues faced by blended families are dealt with in a new interpretation of the classic fairy tale: 
Tuhkimo – tuhkaa ja höyheniä (Cinderella – Ash and Feathers, Lonka, 2011). Cinderella is forced to 
live in an unfair family and has to adjust to the world of her stepsisters, which is steeped in competiti-
veness and jealousy. Her challenge is growing independently into her own person within the confines 
of a near-impossible family. 

The play Kjartan – vimmatun maahisen poika (Kjartan – The Raving Hobgoblin’s Son, Lonka, 2006) 
also deals with a broken family. Kjartan’s mother refuses to tell her son who his father is, and their 
argument ends with Kjartan running away the night before his birthday. The boy is cast into a world 
of adventure with the hobgoblins, and he comes to learn what really happened the night he was born. 
The play, which is set on the fairy-tale island of Iceland, tells of the hardships of meeting an unknown 
father and sister. Their first encounter does not go the way Kjartan envisioned.  

”Cheeribaloo and tiddlydings, life’s a plate of chicken wings!” (Night Owls)
The musical Yökyöpelit (Night Owls Ruohonen, 2011) is situated in a world completely of its own. In 
terms of narrative, Yökyöpelit is a traditional adventure and detective story: someone in the house of 
the night owls is eating cars, doors, and the plumbing, the brilliant agent Strand tries to find the culprit, 
and during investigations encounters the bizarre residents of the house. In terms of its language and 
strange creatures, however, the work is in a class of its own. The play, which deals in absurdity and 
imaginative hurly-burly, accesses the profundity of children’s guffawing and giggling. The language of 
the play taps the same spring that fed the nonsense poetry of Lewis Carroll and the linguistic exuberan-
ce and virtuosic rhyming of Lennart Hellsing. Yökyöpelit is a romp revelling in discoveries, joy, rich 
associations, and language that reaches beyond meaning.

”...the law does not recognize crimes such as malice, idiocy, or immaturity.” 
(Megan’s Story)
In the youth plays, the relationships between youth and adults and among young people themselves 
take centre stage. First love, sexuality, power relationships, and bullying now enter the thematic world 
of the works.  

The youth play Megan’s Story (Meganin tarina, Timonen, 2010), the Lea Award winner selected to 
represent Finland at the Nordic Drama Train, is based on real-life events. Megan’s best friend’s mot-
her conspires with her daughter to create an online alias, under the guise of which they and a sizable 
group of people they incite harass the teenage Megan, who eventually kills herself. The play is satura-
ted in guilt, self-deception, revenge and grief. Hearts chilled, we follow the bullying mother’s and her 
family’s astounding incapacity to recognise and admit the egregiousness and destructiveness of their 
actions, as well as Megan’s parents’ desperate desire for justice for the daughter they lost. The structu-
re of the play exposes the critical moments where different choices could have led developments in a 
different direction.

Adults both bully and are bullied in the play Toinen vasemmalta (The Second from the Left, Junkkaa-
la 2010). A school principal launches a graphically impressive anti-bullying campaign, but does not 
recognise the bully in himself, nor is he capable of hearing the urgent need of a bullied teacher. Igno-
rance and inability to take into consideration the emotional world of other human beings culminate in 
the main character, Joona. Joona’s father dies in the early autumn, and Joona tries to conceal his loss 
and vulnerability from others. His behaviour changes; his friendships slide into conflict and a cycle 
of harassment. The play tells of the healing power of the truth. When Joona hears the true story of his 
father’s death, he is able to open up to sorrow. 
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Räjähdysvaara (Falling, Salo, 2007), which tells of the death of a parent, the depression of an ado-
lescent, and the inability of adult and child to encounter each other, is partially set in the world of the 
internet. Young people appear online under cover of aliases and say things more directly and boldly 
than they’re able to in the normal world. First love brings happiness, but also a new vulnerability. For 
the protagonist Elena, everything appears fine on the surface, but that doesn’t make her feel any better 
on the inside. 

”I don’t even know what I am. I want to know.” (To Ähtäri)
In the plays Sexton (“Sexton”, Junkkaala, 2006) and Ähtäriin (To Ähtäri, Halttunen, 2008), friendship 
surreptitiously transforms into love. Sexton, which takes place at a Lutheran confirmation camp, is the 
story of a young man’s innocence and susceptibility to adult power. A youth counsellor shows interest 
in the shy Sexton, and the attention flatters and confuses the boy. At the same time, his best friend Lel-
le starts looking frighteningly like a girl. The play engages us to think about power and its use, faith, 
freedom, the relationships between parents and young people, as well as friendship and love.

We also make a stop at conformation camp during the play Ähtäriin eli kaunein poika heti Morrisonin 
jälkeen (To Ähtäri, or the Most Beautiful Boy Since Morrison). The writer of the play, Iira Halttunen, 
was only fourteen and had not yet attended confirmation camp herself when the play premiered. Äh-
täriin is a loving and volatile play about siblings going through an intense adolescence in an unstable 
world. Their hometown Ähtäri feels stagnant; it promises them neither a youth nor a future. Satu is 
living the final moments of her childhood and, her heart brimming with love for her brother, witnesses 
his adolescent anxiety, uncertainty and first love. Kurt Cobain’s death turns the world of these young 
people upside down, and a hidden sexuality is revealed in all of its attendant confusion and astonish-
ment. 

These young people are acutely aware of living their youth right now. They are cognisant of the bewil-
derment, emotional turmoil and uncertainty this brings, but knowledge of these feelings does not make 
them any easier to live with. 

“A child doesn’t hate her parents unless there’s a reason for it.”  
(An Island Far From Here)
An Island Far From Here (Saari kaukana täältä, Ruohonen, 2005) asks questions about love that aren’t 
often asked:  Could it be better to live without love? What deeds does love justify? Why is it permis-
sible to do things in the name of love that according to other standards would be considered mean, stu-
pid, or dangerous? Can a child be in the wrong if she hates her parents? Isn’t there always some reason 
for it? And what would a parent have had to do to earn a child’s hatred? The idiosyncratic and radical 
way the play poses these questions makes us cringe: life can also be like this. It is also like this. 

The girls of the play have a notion about an island where life is austere and beautiful. They practise 
surviving in extreme conditions. As teenagers, they are still capable of imagining a world that doesn’t 
exist. They are capable of thinking that the world can change into the kind of world they want. And 
they are practising for the world they intend to grow up in.  

Note: The titles of plays available in English translation are presented with the original Finnish title follo-
wing in parentheses. For works that have not yet been translated into English, a gloss follows the original 
Finnish title.

Excerpt from Aina translated by Doug Robinson

Excerpt from An Island Far From Here translated by David Hackston.

Pipsa Lonka
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The studies in this programme revolve around drama and dramaturgy. Through observation, perfor-
mances, and various scripts and plays, dramaturgic thinking engages in a dialogue with theatre, other 
art forms, and the surrounding world. 

The programme in dramaturgy does not prepare students directly for any one profession, rather the 
emphasis of study is determined by each student’s personal orientation or interests and choices they 
make during their time in the programme. The educational programme offers the skills necessary to 
work in any of a variety of spheres of writing – as a playwright, dramaturg, screenwriter, reader and 
developer of various types of dramatic texts, practitioner of contemporary theatre, performance dra-
maturg, or researcher – or to combine these into a unique, multi-disciplinary professional profile. A 
total of 1-4 students per year are selected to participate in the dramaturgy programme. The instruction, 
which focuses on thorough familiarity with the literature and traditions of drama as well as concrete 
work in the theatre, provides students with the tools necessary to create works of dramatic art that give 
form to and develop the key ideas and concepts of our time involving theatre, aesthetics, and world-
view. Writing is integral to the programme throughout its duration and is the form of expression that 
brings unity to its multi-disciplinary nature.

The living and ever-changing job description of a dramaturg takes advantage of the ability to observe 
reality and turn analysis and exploration into tools of the trade. A student of dramaturgy learns to tole-
rate the sensations of incompleteness, uncertainty, and ambiguity and perhaps to utilise them as well. 
The capacity to see the connections between theory and praxis deepens into an inherent aspect of one’s 
own artistic process. The programme aims at an atmosphere of openness, curiosity, and interaction, as 
well as the courage to creatively and critically face questions that challenge theatre, art, and society. 

The objective of the dramaturgy programme is to ensure that the graduating student possess versatile 
verbal, literary, dramatic, dramaturgic, and theatre skills. In addition, he or she will acquire a perspec-
tive on independent professional work. The dramaturgy degree programme is built on a foundation of 
introductory studies that orient students to working in the theatre (these are executed in co-operation 
with students from the directing, acting, scenography, light and sound design, dance and choreography, 
and pedagogy programmes); theoretical instruction; one’s own writing; as well as studies in the app-
lications of drama and dramaturgy, the performing arts, and the audio-visual arts. The goal is for the 
student to understand him- or herself as an artist in relation to broader discourses on humanity. 

Laura Ruohonen

BA/MA Programme 
in Dramaturgy  
at the  
Theatre Academy  
Helsinki
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TINFO co-operates with performing arts professionals: artists, theatre producers and festival directors. 

TINFO facilitates artistic networks by organizing events, seminars, workshops, drama readings and showcases 
in co-operation with different partners.

TINFO produces theatre information and statistics on Finnish theatre.

TINFO provides material and advice on mobility, international networks, artist exchanges and Finnish theatres 
and artists.

 
TINFO co-operates with other performing art information centres: Dance Info Finland (www.danceinfo.fi) and 
the Finnish Circus Information Centre (www.sirkusinfo.fi).
 
TINFO also takes part in various international networks, including IETM – International Network for Contem-
porary Performing Arts and ITI – International Theatre Institute. TINFO is the Finnish centre of the ITI.

TINFO admits annually 10–12 translation grants for new translations of Finnish plays which have a production 
plan of staging.
 

Ask us for information about international mobility and Finnish:
● touring theatre companies and performances
● new drama in translation
● theatre contacts
● theatre statistics

TINFO News / TINFO e-News:
● a magazine on Finnish theatre in English, view it on our website: www.tinfo.fi 
● a newsletter, to subscribe write us at: tinfo@tinfo.fi
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