Impola’s Translations of Canth Plays Wonderful

Minna Canth. The Burglary [Murtovarkaus, original publication 1882], and The House of Roinila [Roinilan talossa, original publication 1883]. 2010. Trans. Richard Impola. Preface by Börje Vähämäki. Beaverton, Ontario, Canada: Aspasia Books. 144 pp. photo, preface.
Richard Impola has completed yet another translation to bring the work of Finnish Literary giants to an English audience. In this work, Impola has translated two early plays by Minna Canth, nineteenth century Finnish playwright, with his usual accuracy and nuanced genius. It is a wonderful book in hard cover. 
In the detailed Preface, Börje Vähämäki sets the historical context of Canth’s work and her contributions to Finnish literary culture. Canth began her writing career following the death of her husband, science teacher Johan Ferdinand Canth, while raising her seven children. Moving from Jyväskylä to Kuopio to take over her father’s yarn shop, Canth also opened a literary salon where the county’s foremost literary and scholarly figures frequented, including Matti Kurikka and A. B. Mäkelä, Elisabeth Järnefelt, Arvid and Eero Järnefelt, and Juhani Aho, among others. Kurikka and Mäkelä, of course, were founders of the Sointula commune experiment in Canada, Elisabeth Järnefelt was commonly known as the Mother of Finnish art and culture, and Juhani Aho was a renowned Finnish author. 
In the milieu of radical ideas in circulation the nineteenth century and contemporary of John Stewart Mills, Henrique Ibsen, and the like, Minna Canth thrived and became known as a feminist and intellectual, her work showing three distinct phases, “innocence, social radicalism, and serenity” (Vähämäki, p. 5). The Burglary [Murtovarkaus], 1882, and The House of Roinila [Roinilan talossa], 1883, the two plays translated in this volume, made up the period of innocence in Canth’s oeuvre and were published before her activism. Her social radicalism  found its way into expression in her plays of her social radicalism period with her penning of The Workman’s Wife [Työmiehen vaimo], 1885, The Parson’s Family [Papin perhe], 1891, and Anna-Liisa, 1895, where her reputation as a playwright was cemented. The early works that are published in this Impola translation form the foundation on which her later works built. 
The five-act play, The Burglary, addresses the lives and concerns of “ordinary people” who populated the region where Canth lived. The play is set in rural Finland and the central conflict of the work has to do with family loyalty and class position when Niilo, the son of a land owner, falls in love with Helena, the daughter of a tenant farmer, at the same moment his father is negotiating Niilo’s betrothal to Loviisa, a woman of his social position on a neighboring farm. Of course, the plot is complicated by happenstance and human error, in this play being depicted in a father’s tendency toward alcoholism and the erroneous assumptions of his well-meaning daughter to spare him pain of incarceration as well as in the conniving tactics of a fake wizard who sets out to sabotage the young man’s intentions toward his love at the behest of the father of his betrothed who, of course, is not the woman he loves. The twists of the plot play out to a happy resolution.
The House of Roinila, set in eastern Finland, also examines the lives of ordinary people, as Dr. Vähämäki notes. In the main plot, a young woman, Elli, is cheated out of her inheritance by an unscrupulous man, Olli, and must sustain herself through employment at the neighboring farm, Roinila, Eero, the son of the landowner at Roinila, is smitten with Elli, and she returns his love but is concerned with their unequal social status. The daughter of Roinila, Anna engages in a flirtation with Mauno, a manservant at Roinila, while she simultaneously chastises her brother because of the apparent inappropriateness of his choice in love. Meanwhile, the conniving farmer Olli seeks to trick Elli into marriage while he goes to great lengths to cover up his duplicity in the theft of her inheritance. The play works out the entanglements between Eero, Olli, and Elli as well as the romantic problems with the relationship between Anna and Mauno. 
In both plays, the playwright masterfully moves her audience through the action that questions the norms and mores of society but which leaves the social structure basically intact. The result is a tension of plot built around the maintenance of social order when it is threatened. The conclusions both surprise and please the audience.  
Finally, located at the moment when Canth opens her literary career, these works set the groundwork for what comes next in her development as an artist. In the works, one witnesses the nascent ideas that will develop with her developing radicalism. Questions she frames here will come to literary fruition in her later and more radical plays. To understand the sum of Canth, one must start here at the beginning. 

Richard Impola does a wonderful job of translating the two plays in a handsome hardbound copy from Aspasia Books. ISBN 978-0-9867164-0-9. See www.aspasiabooks.com. 
