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Introduction


The story of Minna Canth is also the story of the changes that created the foundation of modern Finland in the nineteenth century, told through the life of a woman who became a trailblazer in the new field of Finnish-language literature. Canth is a significant figure in Finnish history, but her international reach has remained limited because her key works have not been translated into English until now. Translations have always been important for the spreading of new ideas and their reshaping into locally meaningful movements. Canth was among the Finns who used translations to familiarise themselves with social and political theories in order to make their small country a more just, prosperous society. She had to read most foreign works in Swedish. By the time of her death, however, translations into Finnish were no longer commercially unviable.


Canth was one of the authors who proved that there were audiences for topical literature and social commentary. She participated in the making of a vibrant culture at a time when Finns had to adapt to monumental shifts in politics, economy, and social structure, and she did so by calling attention to injustices that should be addressed. Canth had faith that acknowledgement of their existence would strengthen Finland by clearing the path for reform. She made herself a champion for her causes, a public figure who presented indictments of the ways in which Finns were failed by their society and visions of how much more they could become.


Between Sweden to the west and Russia to the east, Finland was long one of the battlegrounds where the two great powers of Northern Europe clashed. In the Middle Ages Sweden gradually expanded into the regions today known as Finland, then inhabited by various groups that spoke non-Scandinavian languages. The peace treaty of 1323 between Sweden and Novgorod defined Finland’s eastern border and established the majority of it as belonging to the Swedish state: for the first time, a Finland came into being, yet only as part of a greater whole to which it was subject. The Great Northern War (1700–21) led to the decline of the Swedish Empire while Russia rose. The eighteenth century witnessed its two destructive occupations of Finland, the Great Wrath (1713– 21) and the Lesser Wrath (1742–43).


In the turmoil of the Napoleonic Wars, Russia seized Finland and Sweden recognised this in the peace treaty of 1809. One of the benefits to Russia was obvious: Saint Petersburg’s location at the eastern end of the Gulf of Finland became more defensible against any foreign enemy that might try to reach the capital by land or sea. The brutality of the previous occupations was not repeated in a political climate in which the Russian emperor wanted to gain lasting control over the land by winning the compliance of its elites. Separated by the Gulf of Bothnia from most of Sweden proper, Finland had enough geographical distance to its old ruler that it was possible to contemplate new arrangements.


The Diet assembled the representatives of Finland’s four Estates (nobility, clergy, burghers, and peasants), who pledged their allegiance to Alexander I not as the Emperor of Russia but as the Grand Duke of Finland. Finland became an autonomous grand duchy whose estates, laws, and Lutheran religion Alexander promised to respect. This served his interests, allowing the empire to expand with relatively little effort since local elites would not have to be remade, merely reoriented from Stockholm to the west towards Saint Petersburg to the southeast. Alexander was prepared to be obliging in order to secure his gains and free himself to concentrate on the greater European conflict. Yet the question that was left open to debate was whether the Diet of 1809 had established Finland as a separate state ruled by a Russian grand duke or merely made it a province of Russia, with Finns arguing in favour of the former view and Russians imposing their power in accordance with the latter.1 Finland’s society, culture, religion, and languages acted as a foundation of difference that only strengthened over time. During the 108 years that Finland spent as part of the Russian Empire, emperors would not always feel as bound to respect Finnish autonomy as Finns believed they should be. In the final decades of this period, harsh measures of Russification that aimed at reducing autonomy and cultural distinctness inspired a Finnish struggle for independence.


As the era of autonomy began, there was a need to create institutions so that administrative tasks that had been carried out in Sweden for Finland could be carried out in Finland itself. This bureaucracy meant increased opportunities for the nobility but gradually undermined its position by giving newcomers a path to power as well. The administration of the grand duchy had been made separate from that of Russia: Russian civil servants did not have the authority to decide Finnish matters. The grand duke was the head of state, represented by the governor-general, who commanded the military forces present in Finland. The administration was handled by the Senate, which was active throughout the era and subject to the grand duke alone.


The Diet of the Estates formed Finland’s legislative assembly, but after 1809 it would not convene again until 1863, in the reign of Alexander II. Battered by the Crimean War and revolts in the empire, the new emperor wanted to revitalise Russia by modernising political processes and ending some of the old abuses, such as serfdom (which did not exist in Finland, another key difference that influenced the way political culture developed in the two countries). Alexander sought to reward Finland for having avoided unrest and improve Russia’s damaged reputation abroad by giving the autonomous grand duchy control over itself. To the Finns, the Diet of 1863 came to be seen as confirmation of statehood.2 From this point onwards, the Diet convened every few years until the Great Strike of 1905 ended the first period of Russification (1899–1905). This led to universal suffrage and the creation of Finland’s own parliament in 1906.


Culturally, these political changes inspired a growing sense of Finland as a nation. In the words of a slogan that is still remembered two hundred years later, ‘Swedes we are not, Russians we will never be, so let us be Finns.’3 But what was a Finn? In the eighteenth century politicians had begun to envision futures for Finland in which its efforts were to be more firmly focused on developing itself rather than supporting Sweden; scholars initiated a search for signs of the pre-Swedish past, from preserved myths to surviving customs, and encouraged an early awareness among the elite of a Finnish identity subject to but separate from Sweden.4 As a result of autonomy, the institutions that a nation required were being built. The ‘constitution’ from the Swedish era was not set in stone but nonetheless represented a general set of laws and political customs. There was religious unity with Lutheran Christianity firmly established; Orthodoxy had small footholds in the east.


Yet linguistically, there was a clear divide. The Scandinavian languages of Swedish, Norwegian, and Danish are mutually intelligible; the countries share a pre-Christian Viking culture. Though Finland is Nordic, it is not part of Scandinavia, two terms that are often confused with each other. When the Swedes brought Christianity to Finland, the old gods it displaced were not the Viking gods. Nothing demonstrates the difference more clearly than Finnish: it belongs to the Finno-Ugric language family (of which Hungarian and Estonian are the other major languages) and is unintelligible to Scandinavians.


The society that developed over six centuries of Swedish rule became much like those in the Scandinavian countries, but it was one in which the majority did not have a voice in their own language. When part of Sweden, they had been a minority, ruled from Stockholm. In the beginning of the nineteenth century, autonomy changed this. With the proverbial stroke of a pen, in a Finland defined as its own administrative entity that was governed from Helsinki, Finnish was repositioned as the language of 87 per cent of the population.5 Yet at the same time, nothing changed. Swedish was still the language of the established elite, of administration, education, trade, literature. Those in power had no obligation to use Finnish even in their legal dealings with Finnish speakers. If you wanted to go to school, have your case heard in court, rise higher in your profession, you had to be able to speak Swedish. This situation had been tenable under the old system in which Finland was part of Sweden and there was little social mobility, but no longer.


In the early years of autonomy, Russian studies increased significantly. Knowledge of Russian became a requirement to be appointed to civil service or receive a degree. Yet the reality was different. Soon enough the governor-general had cause to complain that a university certificate only attested that its recipient was capable of reading Russian, not necessarily of comprehending it.6 However, the harshest attempts to impose Russian on Finland would wait until the February Manifesto of 1899 and its notorious measures of Russification; these included the dissolution of institutions that symbolised Finland’s autonomy, such as its customs office and currency, and the establishment of Russian as the language of government and secondary schools.


Initially, Russia did not feel threatened by the Fennomans, supporters of the Finnish language and eventually of Finnish nationalism. It welcomed the separation of Finland from Scandinavian culture: the belief was that Finnish would not only replace Swedish but also be joined by Russian, the language of the new masters. The weaker the ties between Finland and Sweden, the easier it would be for Russia to retain control over what was said in Finland and prevent it from acting as a pathway through which unwelcome ideologies made their way to Russia.7 Yet though Finland created an identity that was not tied to Sweden, this did not, in the end, have the result that Russia intended.


The great movements of the nineteenth century influenced increasing numbers of Finns from both the Swedish-speaking elite and the Finnish-speaking majority: Fennoman nationalism offered a vision of Finland as a country in its own right, industrialisation reshaped the social order through wide-ranging changes to the economy, and socialist and feminist ideas began to reach those excluded from the growing prosperity and power around them. Cultural forces paved the way for a political solution to the language question: Finnish was accepted as a language capable of creating works of genuine artistic value and became an official language of administration and education, equal to Swedish. In the 1890s, empowered by a shared national identity, Finns crossed the old language barrier to unite in opposition to Russification. Together with the expansion of modern democracy, these developments allowed Finland to affirm its right to exist as a nation and ultimately to declare independence in 1917, seizing the opportunity provided by the Russian Revolution.


Minna Canth’s life, from 1844 to 1897, illustrates the shaping of this new Finland. A native Finnish speaker, she spent her early childhood in Tampere, the first industrial city. Her father was born an illegitimate rural peasant, hired as a teenager by a textile factory, then promoted to foreman, and finally became an independent merchant after he assumed control of the draper’s shop he ran for the factory. This enabled him to give his daughter the best Swedish- language education that girls’ schools offered in the 1850s. Canth studied in the country’s first Finnish-language teachers’ seminary in Jyväskylä, a city in the central Lakeland region. Yet when she married her lecturer and became the mother of a large family, her career seemed to have ended before it began. However, her husband took up a second job as a journalist that gradually became his wife’s work instead. In the 1870s, a period of major expansion for newspapers, Canth wrote her first political articles and published short stories. After she was widowed at the age of thirty-five, she discovered her talent for business upon taking over her late father’s shop in Kuopio, a city in Eastern Finland that became an important trading hub. There, in the 1880s, Canth wrote plays that helped validate the newly founded Finnish Theatre’s mission of bringing art to the masses in the capital city of Helsinki and on regional tours. She lived a provincial life, tied down by her responsibilities, but from within the walls of her home she made an impact on a national scale.


Canth was a nineteenth-century woman who managed to survive and thrive while balancing the demands of multiple careers. She was one of the first authors, and the first woman, to win fame by writing what are now considered classics in the Finnish language. Canth brought urban workers to the stage and examined how women from various classes responded to the pressures of society, whether moral, sexual, or financial. She was involved in the political debates of her era as both author and journalist, known for her writings on the woman question and workers’ rights in particular. A respectable widow, she courted controversy with her public statements and artistic choices. Canth’s salon brought together established cultural figures and newcomers from various backgrounds to debate the topics of the day, from social and natural sciences to new European ideas on literature, in an environment where the hostess made everyone feel welcome. As she carried out her literary and social activity, she also raised the draper’s shop to greater success than it had known under her father.


Canth advocated for future prosperity through present-day reform at a crucial moment in Finnish history. A century of change led to the reshaping of Finland from the backwater region of a fading Sweden to an autonomous, suddenly prosperous grand duchy of Russia and, finally, a small democracy that led the way on a global scale with its universal suffrage and the election of the world’s first woman members of parliament. This is a vital, fascinating piece of European history, presented through the life of a woman who discovered how much she had to say and said it, without fear.










1. A Factory Family


Canth spent her life in three cities that each left their mark on her as a person and an author. The briefest of these periods was the first, yet it would acquire a fitting resonance as Canth grew from Miinu Johnson, the worker’s daughter, to Minna Canth, the workers’ champion. Her road began in a city that rose from obscurity as the Manchester of Finland: factories sprang up in the midst of forests and lakes. It was founded in 1779 by King Gustav III of Sweden and given the name of Tammerfors after the Tammer rapids. Most cities had both Swedish and Finnish names; the future capital was thus called Helsingfors or Helsinki, depending on the speaker. For a city to have only a Finnish name was an indication of newness or remoteness. Yet though its official founding dated to the era of Swedish rule, Tampere became an emblem of modernity as an industrial city dominated by Finnish speakers.


The king had established an important right: Tampere’s citizens were allowed to practise their trades freely, without being restricted by the edicts of guilds. The only free city in Finland, located on a site where a twice-yearly fair had been held since the seventeenth century, Tampere would also benefit from its rapids during industrialisation. In the 1810s it was still more of a village in truth, home to artisans and a paper mill. Baize was manufactured in small factories that barely merited the title. There was little sign of planning: houses were humble, mostly with roofs of peat or thatch and without stone foundations, and surrounded by signs of rural life, such as barns and pigsties, even though the city’s charter banned farming within it. Since there was insufficient industry to provide for the people, authorities ignored the cattle that could be seen in the streets. Yet the presence of shops and artisans’ signs showed that this was a hub that served the surrounding countryside.1


An event that shaped Tampere’s future took place in 1820 when James Finlayson founded his textile factory. He was a Scot who had acquired experience as an engineer and specialised in spinning machines. Since the United Kingdom banned the export of machines, Finlayson was one of the many professionals to be lured abroad by promises of great rewards. He came to Saint Petersburg where Emperor Alexander I, seeking to improve Russian industry, had founded factories. In time his health made him resign from his job, which freed him to follow a friend’s advice and visit Tampere. Finlayson saw that the rapids were a convenient source of power, workers could be hired from the countryside, prices were low, and textile materials were available.


Tampere had been eyed by Russia as a site for potential development and Alexander I visited it during his 1819 tour of Finland. When Finlayson, an employee of proven talent, petitioned the state for support, the time had come to see whether Tampere could indeed supply Russia with products it wanted. Finlayson received a loan, as well as various privileges (including freedom from taxation for his foreign professionals), to help him on his way. It was a further sign of the importance that Russia assigned to the factory planned for this remote inland region of Finland that Finlayson received burghers’ rights immediately even though the process often stalled for those without prominent backers. The Russian state bet on the right horse. The Finlayson factory would grow to become the largest in the Nordic countries, a position it held for the entire nineteenth century.2


Though the domestic materials of wool and flax were initially used, it was cotton that became the main product and defined the image of the factory. 1828 marked the year when Finlayson began to produce cotton yarn with water-powered spinning machines. The demand grew swiftly and by the next year the factory had dedicated itself solely to cotton. The privileges of 1820 gave the right to duty-free export to Russia, a market far larger than Finland. As the factory expanded in the 1830s, its products were aimed across the eastern border, but there was growing demand for cotton yarn domestically as well.3 In the early 1850s this would lead Finlayson to make Canth’s father a merchant and send him further inland to sell its yarn in the draper’s shop that the factory established.


Finlayson initiated the custom for factories to form little communities of their own. In a village that would increase in size until it lived up to its designation as a city, there were not enough established institutions that could meet all of Tampere’s needs. Finlayson responded by providing its employees with all manner of benefits that were meant to keep workers productive and attached to their jobs. Young people from the rural surplus population arrived from the 1820s onwards in search of relative prosperity greater than what they could expect in agriculture or service; they included large numbers of women and children. In 1839 a factory school was founded, attended by both child workers and workers’ children. There would be a workers’ association, a workers’ library, a sickness benefit fund, a hospital where the factory paid the workers’ expenses. Two policemen were employed to keep an eye on the fights that broke out. 300 workers formed a fire brigade. In the 1840s the factory bought large plots of land for workers’ housing, further tying them to their jobs.4


James Finlayson and his wife Margaret were pious Quakers who saw it as their duty to support the spiritual and intellectual growth of the workers. However, as a businessman Finlayson was not quite up to par with his talents as engineer and benefactor, unable to plan sufficiently for the future or manage his financial assets. In 1836 he sold the factory to Carl Samuel Nottbeck and Georg Adolf Rauch, the kind of Baltic Germans that played an important role as the Russian Empire industrialised. The new owners committed themselves to respect the founder’s Christian principles and continued improving the workers’ conditions. They initiated a swift expansion that transformed the factory. Technological improvements included mechanical weaving, which began in 1839 and initiated the period of true industrial growth.5 In such a distant corner of Europe, foreign capital played a key role: the first three owners of Finlayson were immigrants. Finnish citizenship was easily granted to entrepreneurs, most of them Swedes, Russians, or Germans, who had been born and educated abroad; they had the means to found some of the biggest factories in Finland.6


Yet however the change had begun, the impact of industrialisation on Finland would repeat the patterns already familiar from other countries. The Finlayson factory offered workers and their families both stability and opportunity. Tampere grew from its modest beginnings into a genuine industrial city, a rarity in a country where 90 per cent were employed in agriculture in the mid-nineteenth century. In Tampere, however, 80 per cent of people would be part of the new class of urban workers by 1870.7


The labour of this working class took place in a factory rather than inside or in connection to a household. There was a regular daily and yearly schedule without seasonal variations. Wages were paid in cash. All members of a family could find employment in a factory without working together as a family. They were able to live and work in the same place and also to become part of the factory’s community, but they had a certain independence in how they used the money they earned and, living in their own households, were free from the control and physical discipline that employer–employee relationships involved under the same roof.


Women, especially the daughters of the rural landless poor, were drawn to the Finlayson factory. There were not enough men to meet the demand for workers and the wages were good, equal to those of single men performing the same tasks; this was in contrast to the general standard that also applied to most industrial jobs and made women’s wages half those of men, who were expected to provide for their families if they married. Marriage was seen as a source of financial security but often proved the opposite for factory women, who customarily left their jobs when they became wives and always lost control over their savings and income to their husbands, a dilemma that Canth addressed in her fiction.8 Over time women came to form the majority of the textile industry’s workers, though in all industries the decrease in physically demanding work and corresponding increase in routine or automated tasks led to more women being hired. From the 1850s until the end of the century, women comprised 20 to 25 per cent of industrial workers.9


Both of Minna Canth’s parents came from the poor rural peasantry. In 1831 Gustaf Wilhelm, a boy from a nearby municipality, was listed among the underage employees of the Finlayson factory. Born in 1816, he was fifteen years old, with few traces of his kin on record apart from his mother Maria Antintytär, a maid on the farm where he had come from. His birthplace was unknown and he was illegitimate, like his two younger siblings; after the birth of her third child, Maria received a punishment from the church.10 A woman who kept on having children without finding a man willing to provide for them was considered a strain on the community; the church was responsible for the care of the local poor before the reforms of the 1870s. Statistically, rural women who had three or more illegitimate children were at risk of becoming vagrants, a category below that of servants or temporarily employed workers.11 Maria could likely do little for Gustaf, but cities offered ever greater prospects for boys who had few at home.


A surname was chosen by or for Gustaf when he became an employee of Finlayson. Surnames were already in widespread use even among peasants in Eastern Finland, but elsewhere they began to be adopted over the course of the nineteenth century. As bureaucracy and documentation increased, so did the desire for regularity in names, until surnames became mandatory in 1920. People would no longer go through life with patronyms alone or, as had been the case for Gustaf, without even that to provide familial ties. In a factory founded by a Scot, he received the English surname of Johnson, which resembled the Swedish Jonsson. A Swedish name was an asset in this era when it was still very nearly the sole language of the upper classes and educated people. Only later in the century was there a trend in the opposite direction when Swedish speakers Finnicised their names to signal their commitment to Finland as its own political and cultural entity. Gustaf Johnson moved forward with his new name and left behind any kin that he had: they would never be part of his daughter’s life.


Gustaf’s future wife, Ulrika Antintytär, was a crofter’s daughter born in 1812. This information was unearthed from a record of baptisms: the earliest biographies of Canth listed 1811 as the year of Ulrika’s birth, an error that reflects the obscurity of her origins. In keeping with the old style, Ulrika was identified by her patronym (‘Antti’s daughter’), a custom that did not lead to the development of hereditary surnames in Finland as it did in Scandinavian countries with their Jonssons and Johnsens. Her family eventually adopted the unusual surname of Archelin, which was applied to her in the obituaries of her famous daughter but does not appear in the records that remain of her youth, suggesting that she did not use it then. The Swedish-sounding Ulrika Archelin would have had a more respectable air than Ulrika Antintytär with its lower-class connotations of a Finnish family that did not extend beyond the father. Ulrika, however she was known, left her home to begin working as a maid in 1827. She moved from one Tampere household to the next, as was common, until she was married at the age of twenty-seven to Gustaf, four years her junior.12 It was usual for working-class people to marry in their mid-twenties, though the few years’ age difference tended to be in the husband’s favour.


By the time of the wedding, 17 March 1839, the groom had risen to become a foreman in the Finlayson factory, Finland’s biggest industrial enterprise. The bride was pregnant. There was nothing strange in itself about a couple’s first child being conceived before marriage. Despite the disapproval of the church, working-class couples frequently ignored propriety. If they came to an agreement that marriage would follow at some point, this could be a reason to begin sexual activity, with pregnancy serving as a sign that it was time to carry out the plans. Their communities tolerated premarital sex if there was an assumption that the couple in question did intend to marry. By the end of the nineteenth century changes in social mores would lead to a decline in the number of illegitimate children, but for now the timing of the Johnsons’ marriage fit within an acknowledged pattern.13 The child, Adolf, was born six months after the wedding and died on the same day; his name was not even written down in the family Bible.14 Years passed before 1844 witnessed the birth of the second child.


Born on 19 March, now celebrated as Minna Canth Day and Day of Equality, the child received the baptismal name of Ulrika Wilhelmina that honoured both her parents. She was called Miinu and spent six years as an only child before she was joined by a brother, named Gustaf Wilhelm like his father but known as Gusti, and two years after that by a sister, Augusta Katharina. Despite the Swedish first names of Miinu’s family, the language spoken in their home was Finnish. They lived on a block that was owned by Finlayson, in quarters rented from a burgher whose wooden house had a little porch, a hallway, a kitchen, and two spacious rooms. Workers in the surrounding buildings shared houses and kitchens. Their yards had space for small vegetable plots, perhaps chickens, even a pig.15 Not yet prosperous, the Johnson family was nonetheless in a secure position.


It was Miinu’s good fortune to have a father who supported her education. ‘From an early age I was the apple of my father’s eye, and I still remember how pleased he was to boast a little about my skills to those simple workers who formed our circle at the time.’16 Gustaf had her show off by singing hymns and playing the psalmodicon, a simple Scandinavian stringed instrument, and in the decades to come Canth would enjoy singing the sentimental songs of her youth to her guests. There are no recollections of any other cultural interests in the Canth home, in stark contrast to the childhoods of authors and artists from wealthier backgrounds. The parish register noted that Gustaf read ‘correctly’, perhaps thanks to education offered by Finlayson, while Ulrika read ‘satisfactorily’ and would improve as an old widow when she had time to spare for devotional books.17


Though Ulrika later carried out small-scale business enterprises on the premises of the family home in Kuopio, she would be remembered for her piety above all. When her mother was in her eighties, Canth observed that she ‘now reads spiritual literature every day with, I suppose, as much eagerness as I read secular literature.’18 Ulrika laid the foundation for Canth’s religious convictions, but the daughter would be far more inclined to challenge the conventional interpretations of her faith. Canth wrote:


I find it difficult to say from which of my parents I have inherited my talent as an author—if I do have any such thing by nature. But I assume that in the same way that I have inherited the features of the face and shape of the head from the father, while the colour of the skin comes from the mother, so have I inherited the attributes of the soul from both in part. In the sense that the emotional life with its impulses, affects, is from the mother, whereas all that relates to the life of the mind is likely inherited more from the father.19


Augusta had their father’s black hair and brown eyes, but Miinu was fair like their mother, with light eyes and hair that grew darker over the years.


Augusta, the family beauty with her Greek profile, died in her twenties. The least trace of all remains of her, though she was known to be musical and for some years in the 1870s she kept the Johnsons’ shop going with moderate success. However, good-natured Gusti would give cause for comment all too often and for the wrong reasons. Lacking his father’s head for business, for years he would be indulged by his mother and supported with loving frustration by his older sister, almost an eighth child to add to her seven.


Due to the family’s modest origins and the absence of ties to either kin or friends that would have been maintained by letter, life in the Johnson household must be reconstructed in brief glimpses that rely on Canth’s later accounts, either written by her or recollected by others after her death. Only in the late 1870s did her world truly begin to expand, resulting in a web of correspondence that allowed her to comment on events great and small, share her creative processes, and bare her heart. But for some time longer yet, the Johnsons’ voices will remain as lost to history as those of their unknown neighbours.


Unlike many early women authors, in Finland or elsewhere in Europe, Canth did not find her road smoothed by class. She lacked the knowledge and social capital that came from being born into the gentry (whether wealthy or impoverished) and presented women with some tools to use in navigating the process of getting published. Fredrika Runeberg, great-niece of Finland’s first archbishop and wife of its most celebrated poet, was helped by her proximity to major literary figures when she began to publish her Swedish-language short stories in the 1840s, under a discreet pseudonym. Canth did not have these kinds of advantageous connections. Any attempt to delve into her lineage in a meaningful sense comes to a halt with her parents. There does not survive a single story that would hint at her grandparents’ individual characters or the role they played in their children’s lives. When Canth’s own children put together a genealogical table in 1929, its history began with Gustaf and Ulrika. For Ulrika, neither patronym nor maiden name was listed. For both, there was no date of birth; that knowledge had already been lost, to be unearthed by future historians.20


Canth’s nearness to the anonymity of the generations of kin who left behind names in parish registers and nothing more makes her achievements all the more remarkable from a historical perspective. However, it played no role in the contemporary response to her. By the time she did reach fame in the 1880s, education, marriage, and success in trade had blurred the facts of her birth so that it was neither generally discussed nor held against her. Canth fit in with the more intellectual sections of the gentry and was at worst condescended to as a merchant who had to learn her confidence instead of having imbibed it from her surroundings since childhood. Still, her instinctive identification with the working class, rather than the new middle class into which her father raised his family and where her own work secured her position, remained with her all her life. That it was founded on genuine experience is given proof by this absence of physical or written traces of lives lived: had Miinu Johnson died in her youth and never become Minna Canth, even the scraps of information that have been recovered would have been lost.


Miinu did not experience privation in her home, but she lived within sight of the kind of poverty that in adulthood she would not return to, save in the form of visits undertaken for charity. Though the foreman was a notch above the rest of the workers by now, his daughter was free of the social expectations that she would deplore in the education of the daughters of the gentry. Another benefit of her family’s swift rise was that Canth could adopt the values and causes that she felt to be right without having to repudiate her past or her community. The Johnsons began with next to nothing. There were no remaining ties to blood kin on either side of the family. As an author and a merchant, Canth would face disapproval, sometimes feel the sting of it bitterly, but she would never be deterred from what she wanted to say or do by the thought of social shaming. With few preconceptions about culture or ideology, she eagerly embraced the new currents that emerged and built her self on them as she wished, keeping her foundational principles of faith, patriotism, and justice for all while taking them in directions with which many fervently disagreed.


Gustaf hoped that his elder daughter would become a teacher. ‘It was the highest purpose that he could imagine for a child whom he thought to be so brilliantly talented.’21 He contemplated sending Miinu to Turku (Åbo in Swedish), the former capital on the western coast, because there was no girls’ school in Tampere. In the end, she attended the Finlayson factory school. The pupils ranged in age from four to sixteen, their number from 100 to 140. The teacher, Maria Charlotta Hydén, was a captain’s daughter who received her professional education in Sweden and dedicated her life to the school. She was remembered with warmth for her ability to make the school such a pleasant place that children hurried back there once they had finished their lunch. Addressed as mamselli (derived from the French mademoiselle), she greeted children by the hand at the beginning and end of the day. Hydén was also noted for her sincere religious beliefs and offered Miinu an example of how education and faith could coexist in a woman.


Miinu was able to read at the age of five, so she either entered the school early or had been taught at home. The lessons were held in Swedish. At the time, Finnish was not considered a suitable language for education. It did not matter that the workers spoke Finnish when there were no schoolbooks in Finnish for any education apart from religious instruction. However, it is likely that Hydén, who spoke Finnish, translated her lessons so that workers’ children could understand them, with the use of Swedish increasing for the older pupils.22 Placed in this environment at an age when she could easily adopt the proper grammar and accent, Miinu was put on the path to becoming a fluent Swedish speaker. This was a vital skill for any Finnish speaker who sought to rise higher in a society where class divisions were marked by this division of language.


The factory school consisted of a single large room that resembled an amphitheatre where children were seated on the stairs according to age. Someone who made progress was moved up a bench, getting ever closer to the eldest pupils, whose benches were near the roof. Girls sat on the right, boys on the left, but they shared their lessons; Canth’s early experience thus proved that a co-ed school could function. Writing and mathematics were key skills, while religious instruction also acted as reading practice. The afternoon lessons began with handicrafts. Younger children played with blocks on the floor as the older girls sewed and boys sketched. Hydén concluded the day with a fairy tale that illustrated the proper way for children to behave, winning the pupils’ rapt attention with her compelling performances.23


Canth would remember herself as a child who lived vividly through her imagination. Dreams showed her what to do when she felt unsure of herself. Learning from her mother and mamselli to be deeply religious, Miinu had visions of being admonished when she had done something that she knew would be disapproved of. Trying to make sense of religion with a child’s understanding, she was at one point seized by the fear that God did not love her: if He called those children to Him whom He loved the best, what was she to make of the fact that she kept on living? ‘Yet soon I was comforted by the thought that perhaps there was a deeper meaning to it, and now I believed firmly that I had a task to perform.’24


Such childish attempts to make sense of beliefs that were presented to her as fact paved the way for Canth’s adult love of debate. She would always enjoy discovering new ideas, sorting out how they fit within existing narratives, and deciding whether they were compatible with what she saw as her core values. The sense of being called, too, added strength to her purpose. First in her education as a teacher, then in her work as an author, Canth was drawn to causes that let her feel that she made a difference. Her opportunities to do so would be greater than those within the reach of her mother’s generation.


At the time of Canth’s birth, legislation in Finland had not yet undergone the kinds of reforms with which European powers had responded to the turmoil of the past fifty years. The Swedish Civil Code of 1734 remained in place even after Finland became part of Russia. The situation began to change slowly in the mid-nineteenth century. In 1863 the law regarding guardianship was reformed so that a single woman was granted self-governance at the age of twenty-five; a married one still passed from her father’s control to her husband’s. The matchmaker system traditionally gave the parents, especially the father, control over a daughter’s marriage; without the matchmaker’s consent, a betrothal was invalid. Now a woman of twenty-one was free to marry at her own will. Another reform of the Diet of 1863 was to give financially independent women (with money and without a husband— unmarried, widowed, or divorced) the vote in rural municipal elections, which was extended in 1872 when cities were given municipal status; universal suffrage would arrive in 1906. The attempt to give daughters the same inheritance rights as sons failed on this occasion, though it would succeed in 1878. The introduction of freedom of trade in 1879 allowed unmarried women and widows to do business in their own right (married women would have to wait until 1919). There was no sustained interest in clarifying divorce legislation when that would have required expanding the grounds for dissolution of marriage.25


On the whole, these reforms were part of a wider effort to adjust to a modern economy in which the household of the estate-based order was superseded by the individual as the key unit. They made unmarried women better able to provide for themselves and thus reduced the financial strain they were feared to pose. Married women remained the most subject to male control in terms of both person and property. The lives of widows were the least curtailed.


The rights that women did have were largely tied to the existing social structure and, most importantly, money. In both cities and the countryside, taxes were used as the basis on which votes were granted. A person who controlled his, or her, money without being subject to the authority of another was held to be competent to vote. This excluded groups such as urban and rural servants, the industrial working class, and crofters, tenant farmers whose position became more vulnerable due to the modernisation of agriculture and eventually extended the fight for workers’ rights beyond cities. Due to these qualifications, 70 per cent of Finnish men would still lack the vote in 1890; counting women, the figure of the excluded rose to 85 per cent of the population.26 Money offered freedom from want, the intangibles of social elevation, and the right to participate in democracy. The wives and daughters of merchants were poised to acquire the everyday competence required to run a business even without a formal education, but if they wanted to be the ones making the decisions they could only do so if they were widowed or remained unmarried. Such rights, or their absence, would become one of the defining themes of Canth’s fiction.


Though Canth loved her father and was supported by him, she was intensely aware of women’s vulnerability under guardianship. Her husband gave her the opportunity to take her first steps as a journalist, yet a different man could have stopped her work before it ever began. As a widow it was the money she earned in the draper’s shop, a trade she was able to practise as a legally independent woman, that allowed her to write at a time when professional Finnish-language authors had great difficulty providing for themselves on an author’s income alone. Despite the absence of social connections or a cultured background, in certain ways she would be well positioned for a career that she did not even imagine as a possibility until she was in her thirties.










2. The Merchant’s Daughter


This first period of Miinu’s education came to an end in 1853 when the family moved to the city of Kuopio, a two days’ journey to the east. Finlayson founded shops in various cities to sell the factory’s products. Gustaf Johnson was placed in charge of the Kuopio shop, working with a man named Johan Michelson. They operated under the name of Tampereen lankakauppa (‘Tampere yarn shop’). Though work would bring Canth to Tampere for visits, she now said goodbye to her most immediate contact with industrialisation. As an adult, she would write about working-class lives with empathy, but she would do so from the outside: the Johnsons had taken a decisive step away from their origins.


King Gustav III established Kuopio as the centre of the Savonia region in 1775. With around three thousand inhabitants, it was, like Tampere, a city more in terms of its status than its size, but it was to benefit from the great increase in population and economic prosperity that nineteenth-century Finland underwent. Kuopio was characterised by the influence of civil servants and the educated classes. In 1850 a bishopric was established and the governor of the province resided in the city as well. Within reach of the Russian border, it was affected by trade and linguistic influences from the east to a greater degree than the Swedish-speaking regions of the western coast that traditionally dominated Finland.1


Culturally, Kuopio would be known in the 1840s as the home of J. V. Snellman, the philosopher and statesman who called for the expansion of the rights and use of Finnish. Snellman wrote in Swedish, the only language in which the educated classes could be addressed, to point out that they were on the periphery of the old Swedish empire. It was his argument that Swedish-language literature could make only minor contributions in comparison with the literature of Sweden itself, but literature in Finnish could build the future of Finland as an independent nation. Reforms that Snellman proposed were the adoption of Finnish by the Swedish-speaking elite, the improvement of literacy among the Finnish-speaking majority population (which would be accomplished through the establishment of a Finnish educational system), and the elevation of Finnish as the language of administration alongside Swedish. This, he predicted, would have the long-term effect of strengthening Finland’s political and economic self-sufficiency by empowering people to pursue their callings to the best of their ability.2 In brief, the people had to be educated and the educated had to be made part of the people.


Education was traditionally the responsibility of the clergy, but Snellman wanted the state to found a public school system in which every Finn could receive a general education. Institutions of higher learning should also be developed so that they would be ready to receive larger numbers of students in the future. In addition, adult self-education should be supported by the expansion of Finnish-language publications, which were then limited to religious and financial topics. Libraries and reading rooms would make literature accessible. The duty of the press was to present the views of the public and offer a stage for debates on topical issues. Furthermore, Snellman believed that swift action was necessary: a strong foundation for Finnish had to be built before the Russian language could be imposed on the grand duchy, taking over the position of authority that Swedish occupied.3


Because Russia wanted to secure its control over Finland with the least amount of trouble, it left the existing social structure intact instead of compelling the new subjects to use its language. There were attempts to make Russian mandatory to bureaucrats and students, but they did not lead to the widespread adoption of Russian even in administration. Since Finland had not rebelled and posed little threat, it had largely been left to itself; censorship seemed sufficient to address what interest there was in liberal European ideas.4 Snellman knew that if Russia changed its policy, its power could overwhelm Finland. Strengthening the masses and their sense of national identity was one safeguard against this.


Snellman also appealed directly to women and believed that they should participate in the improvement of education. He found it indefensible that the mother, who was responsible for education within the household, was kept in ignorance of the society for which she should prepare her children. In 1844 Snellman wrote in his Swedish-language newspaper Saima that there was no reason why the education of women should not be the same as that of men. However, he denied that he was calling for equal rights in all fields of life. Snellman argued strongly for women’s education, but he did not take the next step of seeing education as an end in itself, valuable for what it gave to the woman rather than what it enabled her to give as a wife and mother.5 Nonetheless, his criticism of girls’ schools brought to light deficiencies that were gradually being acknowledged.


There had been some private education available for girls, but a step towards state education was made in 1844 with the establishment of two ladies’ schools, open at this point only to the daughters of civil servants and others of the educated classes: in Helsinki on the southern coast, which was made the new capital in 1812 in a Russian effort to reduce Swedish influence, and Turku on the western coast, Finland’s capital during the era of Swedish rule. The lessons were in Swedish. Private schools would eventually be swift to adopt Finnish; many were founded specifically with this aim in mind.6


It would take decades before Snellman’s ideas about the importance of Finnish became widely accepted, in Kuopio or elsewhere. The upper classes spoke Swedish and remained class-conscious, which meant that any Finnish speaker who managed to prosper was nudged towards the adoption of Swedish in society, often at home as well, in addition to being obliged to use it in official dealings. Yet when the change did begin to gain speed, both the old social boundaries and the neglect of Finnish would be challenged by newcomers who were born to peasants, artisans, or urban workers but made their way upwards. Even Swedish ceased to be a secure indicator of status when the Swedish-speaking lower classes of the coastal regions gained their own schools, benefiting from the wave of support for public education that had been initiated with the Finnish-speaking population in mind. Mostly men but with the small number of women steadily increasing, these people turned to the educational institutions that Snellman had fought for and created a new middle class. Economic opportunity, in turn, fed cultural confidence. Minna Canth would place herself at the heart of the reshaping of literature, but first the Johnsons secured the social position that allowed her to get the best possible education for a young woman of her generation.


Kuopio was increasingly defined by trade as merchants flourished. The city was located by the many waterways of the Finnish Lakeland, which expedited the transport of goods. In this era trade was still governed by mediaeval regulations and heavily concentrated in the hands of tradesmen and their guilds. Fairs also brought less formal economic activity to the city, crowded with the pedlars that Canth would portray in her fiction. Though Finland was an agrarian society where 90 per cent of the population lived in the countryside, regulations limited rural trade and compelled people to make their purchases in town. Pedlars and smugglers helped rural people circumvent the rules, but even after 1859, when rural shops with a limited range of goods were allowed to be set up in remote locations, visits to town were a frequent necessity. Another significant change was on its way when legally independent women began to run businesses in rising numbers. From the 1840s onwards the fading of old policies and increasing competition between merchants led to the adoption of innovations in products and sales techniques. There were more business trips (domestic and foreign), luxury goods appeared on the shelves, and the use of cash became common where barter had dominated.7


In the last decades of the nineteenth century, inland cities such as Kuopio found themselves further strengthened by improvements to the waterways, such as new canals, and the railway, which reached the city in 1888. In Kuopio fabrics had been sold by travelling salesmen, who often came from Russia but also from Finnish cities. Most foreign fabrics were from Germany. In the 1850s shops in cities began to specialise in certain goods more frequently, beginning with hardware shops and expanding to other merchandise. In particular, the demand for draper’s shops grew.8 Factories like Finlayson benefited: the privileges granted by the emperor in 1820 included the right to sell products without being part of the burghers’ estate. Russia would remain an important market for the grand duchy’s products, but it was the rise of the purchasing power of Finns, even in the countryside, that truly reshaped the way people shopped. In the 1880s, when Canth took over the family business, the domestic demand for textiles would double.9


During the Crimean War of 1853–56, Alexander II became emperor following the death of his father, the conservative autocrat Nicholas I. The war turned into a humbling experience for Russia and showed how far behind the Western European powers its military lagged. Upon its conclusion, it was clear that the system was rotten; one of the major reforms that resulted was the emancipation of Russian serfs, as Alexander believed that he could not afford to risk revolution from below. Finland had seen action when the British and French navies bombarded the coast, but on the whole, it remained a peaceful corner of the Russian Empire: turmoil did not come from within but was brought to its shores. In Poland, on the other hand, various uprisings that sought the restoration of independence were brutally crushed in the nineteenth century. This led to a rise in anti-Russian sentiment across Europe.


The new emperor took action. By allowing Finland to become more autonomous in fact rather than in name alone, he reduced the risk of another rebellion (one that would have been dangerously close to Saint Petersburg), presented a counter to reports of Russian tyranny in Poland, and supported the old goal of detaching Finland from its Swedish ties.10 Alexander empowered Finnish politicians to begin enacting legislation that removed existing barriers of many kinds, legal, linguistic, and cultural—and restrictions on trade. In 1860 Finland received its own currency, the markka or mark. When Russia’s enemies blockaded the western coast during the war, Kuopio was the heart of a route that Finnish products could still take to Russia. A new canal provided a connection from the waterways of the interior to the sea.11


In this city poised to prosper, the Johnsons’ new home was a long wooden house on a corner lot, at a central location opposite the Kuopio Cathedral and its park, within a short distance of the square and harbour. It consisted of two buildings, one on the corner of two streets, the other smaller and accessible by the gate that led to a yard with a porch and room for apple trees. The larger corner building would be home to the family’s general shop and the smaller one, which faced the cathedral, to the draper’s shop.12 The street is now named after Minna Canth.


Gustaf Johnson had come to the right place at the right time. By 1859 the draper’s shop was responsible for 8 per cent of Finlayson’s sales. In 1860, seven years after his arrival, Johnson was prosperous enough to buy the house and its entire plot. He also claimed the draper’s shop itself, applying to the administrative court and being granted the right to act as an independent merchant even though he had never served the traditional many years’ apprenticeship as a shop assistant. In Finland, as in most of Europe, merchants’ guilds controlled access to trade and burghers’ rights; these regulations were abolished in 1868.13 That Johnson was able to become a merchant demonstrated both that people already knew the old system was nearing its end and his own success in avoiding its restrictions while they were legally still in place. Michelson, his former partner, started his own business on a neighbouring plot. The draper’s shop expanded its stock and in 1865 Johnson opened a general shop that sold food and household goods. Flour was the most important product since bread was the most affordable food for the poor, consumed in great quantities.14


All this solidified Johnson’s position. Among the factory workers the foreman had been the proverbial big fish in a little pond. In Kuopio he took a further step upwards, but this also reoriented him as being closer to the bottom than the top: Gustaf and his family faced their share of condescension from those who were already established. His journey would be completed in time by Minna Canth, who had reached the home where she would spend most of her life and end her days as one of the city’s most celebrated figures. When Canth wrote her fiction, she would remain intensely aware of the importance of money, regardless of class. It was necessary to social advancement, self-actualisation, bare survival. Her parents had escaped the need to worry about the last of these three: it was time for their daughter to benefit from their work and experience the first two.


Kuopio, far removed from the older and more socially and politically established cities on the coast, was a good place for an inquisitive, sociable girl. Helping out with the family business, Miinu began a second, less formal education. Canth would have fond memories of the shop where she was sometimes allowed to replace the assistant behind the counter and conduct the sales herself. Her friend Lucina Hagman recalled Canth’s stories:


For a long time, she was not able to reach the counter, she always had to stand on top of a ball of yarn to be able to serve the customers. She was so steadfast at her task that she stood and bustled there behind the table for hours on end. Only when she had to read her homework or go to school did the little merchant leave her spot, then returned there in a hurry as soon as she could come back from school.15


With her open, friendly manners, Miinu was a natural with the customers. She was learning the price of merchandise, how to measure cloth and thread, and the benefits of polite manners, which included adding the occasional little gift on top of the purchase.


Gradually, Miinu also began to pay attention to the things the owner had to keep in mind: what sold best, what did the customers ask for, what could be better in quality? These observations she shared with her parents. A shop assistant had a constant need for organisation, initiative, and mathematics. It was a further adventure when she accompanied Gustaf on business trips, back to Tampere (where the visit cured her of homesickness), even as far away as Saint Petersburg.16 These experiences would serve Canth well when she became a merchant, but there was an additional benefit to the future author. Though the division between the Finnish and Swedish languages was the key linguistic conflict of the nineteenth century, Finnish was also characterised by the number of its regional dialects. Talking with customers who spoke the Savonian dialect, Miinu learnt new ways of using her mother tongue that further contributed to the breadth of the vocabulary she possessed.


As the shop prospered, the Johnsons were able to redecorate their home. New furniture, new curtains and carpets, wallpapers, all spoke of a family preparing to entertain guests. With another step taken on the path to gentility, Gustaf arranged for Miinu to take advantage of the opportunities Kuopio offered for girls’ education. She continued her lessons in reading and writing in two preparatory schools. The first was run by Elise Heintzie: founded at J. V. Snellman’s initiative, it offered a rare Finnish-language education to working-class girls. The second was the school of the Swedish-speaking Soldans, a fashionable place for gentry girls; of the three sisters, Miinu’s favourite was the fiery Edla, who received a state grant to travel to Switzerland in preparation for her job at the groundbreaking Jyväskylä Teachers’ Seminary. These schools were both private because there were no public girls’ schools yet. With a cheerful temper, a readiness to make friends, and a wish to be helpful that had been further honed by her hours in the shop, Miinu fit in well. She wore a bright yellow cotton dress on her first day at the Soldans’ school. The draper’s shop provided material for the Johnson girls’ dresses and coats: they wore cotton almost the whole year through.17 In time Canth would dress her own daughters from the shop as well.


However, the education Miinu received from the Soldans was still a rudimentary one. There was a relative improvement when she entered a state school, the ‘ladies’ school’ that had been founded in 1857 for Swedish-speaking daughters of the gentry. The education offered by this institution, two years that were extended to three in 1860, included subjects such as religion, history, mathematics, and, most prominently, handicrafts, which took up over half the hours allotted to the girls’ lessons. Here Miinu was introduced to German and French.18 She was a Finnish speaker, but the Swedish she had learnt in her previous schools enabled her to meet the first requirement for entry. The language barrier kept a great many working- and even middle-class girls from even attempting to acquire the education that ladies’ schools offered.


It was the second requirement that proved more contentious in Miinu’s case: could the daughter of a cotton salesman from nowhere be counted among the gentry? In Finland they were comprised of the Swedish-speaking nobility, clergy, and civil servants, who were not, on the whole, major landowners. 1809 brought an end to careers in the Swedish Army, where Finnish units had played a major role. Though the Imperial Russian Army would be home to celebrated Finnish officers, autonomy forced a reimagining of duty to the state. The nobility turned to civil service in its various forms: many shifted their residences from the countryside to the cities and were paid in cash instead of receiving their due in the form of peasants’ labour and products. The importance of education, which grew along with the civil service, was reflected in the new titles handed out by the Russian emperor: those appointed to a key office, such as rector of a university, were ennobled. This kind of elite was not as likely to find its interests in conflict with the peasants, who owned more of the land than was common in European countries.19 The rise of Finland’s forest industry led to an increasingly wealthy rural population; in the cities trade and industrialisation achieved the same for the landless.


Even in this remote region of Finland, the answer to the question of social acceptability was ultimately the one that was echoed across the West as barriers of class were hammered down by an even stronger force: money said yes. Gustaf Johnson had come far from his days as a child labourer. He got Miinu a seat next to the daughters of the gentry that formed the cream of Kuopio’s society.


Miinu herself was not spared entirely from snobbery. Her schoolfriend Ida Grahn, the daughter of a civil servant, had to see her in secret since her parents had forbidden the association. It took some time before the Johnsons were deemed respectable enough for mutual visits. Yet Miinu knew that things could have been worse. Selma Backlund, a girl her age, was rejected on the grounds that her mother was a midwife. The schoolmistress would have been willing to accept her, but the clergymen who had the final say would not. The compassion that this inspired in Miinu led to a lasting friendship with Selma, whose parents arranged for her to have private lessons instead.20


Whatever the doubts, Miinu was in the ladies’ school now, her status officially established as sufficiently respectable. She became known as a diligent, talented pupil and a good friend. A natural extrovert, Miinu was already happy in a crowd. The testimonies about her school years are from accounts collected after the author’s death, so a little posthumous polishing is not inconceivable, yet Canth’s lifelong commitment to learning, her eagerness to absorb all that was within her reach, comes through in a way that suggests Miinu Johnson was already building the foundation of Minna Canth. One fondly remembered story concerned the first time she had to write an essay at home. Miinu mentioned her fear to a teacher, who kindly offered to help her. This continued until Miinu realised that she might get in trouble if she did not learn how to do the work by herself. Screwing up her courage, she wrote an essay and waited for the moment when the teacher returned it. Then she was in trouble: the teacher though it was too skilfully written to be hers. Miinu managed to convince her and was on her way to earning a reputation as the school’s best writer of essays.21


The first time we hear the voice of Canth herself, however, it is not the voice of an author in the making. In 1860 she wrote letters to her schoolfriends with all the fervour of the infatuated teenager. Though the means of communication change, the sentiments remain the same: ‘Oh, oh, now the clock already struck 12. Mother has already told me many times to lie down; but I would so like to write something more yet.’22 Ida Grahn received assurances of a true friendship in which there were to be no secrets between the girls and nothing on earth could part them.


The sixteen-year-old Miinu dared pour out the misery of her infatuation with a boy named Sassa Streng, describing how her attempts to keep him out of her mind failed: ‘Can any pain be compared with that caused by unrequited love! … Oh, if only I could waltz with him one more time! only one more time! for the sake of that night alone for the sake of that night I would then live. I wonder, what is the reason why I too must live? what is the purpose of my endeavours? I know that I cannot become happy in this life … the one to come?’23 Miinu went into rhapsodies over Sassa’s soulful eyes and charming manners: ‘It may be that Angel Satan is false (a little) yet he is still so marvellously sweet!’24 The next day, however, she added a postscript to confess that she had dreamt not of him but another boy. The more she tried to fight such feelings, the more intense they seemed. ‘Oh, how many times have I decided that I will never, never think about the Divine Donkey again, but that is like throwing ash on the wind.’25


Miinu also shared with Ida the story of a man who had confessed his love to her. He deflected her attempts to use her young age as a means to withdraw from their interaction and then told Ulrika Johnson that Miinu’s refusal was to be blamed for making him unhappy. This created an awkward situation as the man, likely an older one, was part of their social circle and Miinu had to be on her guard to avoid bringing about a revival of his attentions: ‘You can never imagine how terribly it bothers me when I am left alone with him and no one else happens to be in the room. And even though we are not in private, even though Mother and everyone is in the house, it is just as difficult for me.’26 Canth’s fiction would return to the question of how girls escape male advances, whether they come from strangers in the streets or a sweetheart whose touches grow too insistent.


To another friend, Olga Svahn, Miinu wrote with the teenage worldliness that is acquired through the first exposure to adult emotions. Angel Satan had incurred her displeasure by telling another girl that it was inappropriate for a woman to be the one who fell in love first: it should be the other way around, with the man choosing to inspire her affection. ‘Bah, it is only trouble, love itself. The man does not exist who would deserve to be the object of the flame of a young girl’s love. Quite the opposite, it is much better to lead an unmarried life. You should no longer bother with love either!’27 Miinu’s infatuations allowed her to present herself as the wiser mentor to her peer, but in time she moved from platitudes to introspection.


In her novellas Canth revived the memory of this awkwardness and vulnerability, describing the intensity of girls’ first experiences of romantic and even sexual longing, as well as the dimly understood yet real revulsion felt for unwanted suitors. She had an eye for the everyday incidents through which girls fumbled their way towards an understanding of their selves and the social expectations placed upon them. Yet the language in which she expressed herself would change: these letters are in Swedish, with a smattering of schoolgirl German and the rare Finnish sentence (inconsistently spelled in this era before standardisation).


The amusements offered to the young involved little contact with the wider world. After their Christian confirmation in their mid-teens, girls put their dresses down and hair up. They could attend dances, while schools provided another stage for entertainments. One such occasion, an amateur performance of a fairy tale, offers a rare description of the young Canth by an outside observer. Her future friend Robert Kiljander was present when the eldest pupils of the ladies’ school staged a performance that was intended only for women. He and a few other boys managed to slip in and looked around the decorated room, where his attention was caught by one of the girls.


She was tall and slender, her eyes very lively and intelligent, and beautiful fair hair hung loose over her shoulders. She did not speak her words as though they were mere homework, like her companions, but with great solemnity and emotion, which awakened the compassion of all. In other ways as well, her entire performance gave the impression that her acting was no game but the plain truth, which the spectators should see as an example to learn from.28


Kiljander observed an exchange between boys that marked the reputation Miinu had earned:


‘Who is that girl who plays the role of the angel?’ one of us quietly asked the fellow next to him.


‘Don’t you know her? That’s Minna Johnson, rich Johnson’s daughter’, the answer came.


‘So that’s her! I hear the girl has a good head on her shoulders. Writes the best essays in the entire school. She could even be an actress’, mused the former.


‘I suppose so, but I hear she’s heading to the seminary in the autumn …’29


Kiljander’s memory is coloured by later events, for at this point Miinu had not yet adopted the more mature-sounding name or set her thoughts on the seminary. Yet it sums up her situation: she had a father whose business fared well, she was recognised for her cleverness, and she did not fear attention. Inventing and selecting stories for performances, decorating the stage and actors with what was available, Miinu also gained a rough understanding of drama. However meagre this practical education was, it lay behind the confidence with which she would one day decide to channel her renewed enthusiasm for theatre into writing a play of her own.


Miinu left the ladies’ school in 1861 with an education that was the best available to a girl but with no qualifications for a profession. She could not continue her education in a higher institution; in the 1870s some university studies would become available to women by special permit. The school provided her with accomplishments that would make her a suitable wife in the society to which her father’s money gave her access. Yet that money was not hers to earn: while little Miinu had been a charming presence in the draper’s shop, indulgently observed by customers, Miss Johnson would risk the erosion of her new social position by returning to the shop as a genuine saleswoman. The informal education she had received there had been participation in the family business, not preparation for her future. Miinu still took part, but not as much as in childhood. Gusti, despite the efforts of their parents, had to leave school, for which he had neither the desire nor the talent. Though he helped his father in the shop, it was clear that the only son was not a promising heir. Yet Gusti’s lethargy did not lead to a reconsideration of Miinu’s potential.30


Johnson’s increasing prosperity expanded his social circle and his home made a respectable enough place for young people to enjoy themselves. This was not a wholly negative experience for the extroverted teenager, as she recalled: ‘Although from time to time I was oppressed by a deep melancholy, there were also occasions when I could surrender myself to dancing and amusements with all my soul.’31 Yet amusements were not enough. Miinu had no meaningful outlet for the intelligence and drive that led her to excel in school. She was unimpressed by her parents’ attempts to bring suitors home. Surrounded by young men who were beginning to embark on their careers, she wanted to seek out her own place in the world.


The solution, by sheer good fortune, was the Jyväskylä Teachers’ Seminary: it was established in 1863 to educate both men and women as teachers for Finnish-language schools. Having found no husband, Miinu was free to persuade her parents that she should be among the seminary’s first students. In the August of that year, at the age of nineteen, she set out on the journey of almost twenty miles by carriage and came to the third of the cities that shaped Minna Canth.32










3. The Lecturer’s Wife


Jyväskylä was founded in 1837, seven years before Canth’s birth. The spot was the site of a fair and had a church, but there was little else to be seen. Yet the opportunities for transport were promising: Jyväskylä was at the crossroads of waterways and highways. They would gradually help it grow, but in 1860 it had a population of less than one thousand, earning its title as a city due to its role as a hub for the local countryside. One benefit of starting from nothing was that Jyväskylä had an orderly city plan.1 Located by a lake, as are so many Finnish cities, it was still close to untouched wilderness: bears and wolves were a danger to those who ventured beyond the charming wooden houses. This nearness of archetypal Finnish nature made Jyväskylä a fitting choice for the seminary where Finnish-language teachers would be taught. In less positive ways, however, the city could also reflect the old ways of rural isolation and wariness of the new or strange. Here, too, there was a growing underclass whose poverty was worsened by alcoholism. The fairs that were held five times a year drew people from afar and led to frequent disorder, drunken fights that spread from markets to streets.2


High hopes for the future of poor Finns existed alongside the rough reality of their lives. Yet increasingly, those hopes would be realised. In 1878 Canth would be able to write in her newspaper column:


Our city can indeed be called a city of schools; when the institutions of learning are closed, life is quiet and dry, nearly half dead, but as soon as they have begun to operate, all revives to find new strength. … New buildings rise up one after the other, a new church is beginning to be built, there are also plans for a new prison, and trade in the public markets, which has made visible progress, is proof that the inhabitants of the region are learning to be industrious.3


A key symbol of Jyväskylä’s rise was the Teachers’ Seminary. It resulted from the efforts of Uno Cygnaeus, a pastor who is remembered as the father of the Finnish public school.


Cygnaeus called for the establishment of an institution that would provide education for all sectors of the population, especially the poor. The Senate funded his travels to European countries to examine their educational systems. Upon his return, Cygnaeus proposed the creation of a public school system (enacted in 1866) and a seminary for teachers (established in 1863). The latter had to precede the former, for without properly trained teachers the results that Cygnaeus saw as essential could not be reached: children should learn through disciplined work, receive comprehensive instruction in the chosen subjects, and become able to discuss what they had been taught. Teaching was to become its own career, not merely one aspect of a clergyman’s duties. Two of Cygnaeus’s key principles were that boys and girls should receive the same education in public schools and that both men and women should be employed as teachers and given the same training in the same institution. He particularly wanted educated young women in the seminary: they would provide respectability to a profession that needed to establish itself.4


Canth would remember Cygnaeus fondly. She also recognised some of his flaws: ‘in the same manner that the cause of democracy, upon its first appearance, turned the “nation” into a theoretical ideal, so did Cygnaeus admire the “woman” excessively and raised her far too high. That was a mistake that is common to all causes. C. too did come to see that women are no angels, but it did not make him lose faith in women.’5 For Canth, with her practical turn of mind, it was a point in his favour that he wanted to include cooking lessons in the seminary, just as he wanted them to be included in public schools. This plan fell apart due to the opposition of the seminary’s housekeeper, who wanted to run her kitchen without interference. After Canth became the mistress of her own household, she reflected bitterly on her inexperience and the mistakes that might be avoided if women were actually taught about the tasks they were expected to carry out or supervise. As a child she lacked interest in women’s domestic chores. Though her parents allowed her to neglect them in favour of school, with an adult’s perspective she would come to place greater value on such domestic learning.


The career that Miinu planned, in the form it took, was not apolitical. Teaching in Finnish meant commitment to a new vision of education. Whether one believed that a Finnish identity was being rediscovered from the distant past or merely constructed in response to the creation of the Grand Duchy of Finland in 1809, an identity would not have power until it was embraced by the people. To do so, they first had to be made aware of Finnishness, of how aspects of their everyday lives represented something larger than themselves. The creation of the public school system proved an important element of this process. It spread literacy, which in turn allowed printed literature, whether news or fiction, to show what Finland was or should be, and created a unifying experience across borders of class, region, and language.


Initially, language played no part in the development of a Finnish identity after the end of Swedish rule: Swedish speakers who tried to envision what the grand duchy might become saw no conflict between their language and their new nationality. It was after the 1840s, when the movement actively expanded towards the Finnish-speaking majority, that the position of Swedish could no longer be taken for granted. Swedish speakers had to answer the question of whether or to what degree the Swedish-speaking portion of a majority Finnish-speaking nation could speak for the whole. It had been assumed that they could, but increasingly there were other voices capable of reaching beyond their own social circle: the spread of education, literacy, and print publications, as well as the founding of mass organisations, moved the debate on Finnishness beyond the control of the old upper classes.


Finnish itself had many regional dialects. The Sámi people of the northernmost regions spoke their own Uralic languages. There were also scattered groups of speakers of foreign languages such as Russian and German. Yet the great language question of the nineteenth century was the quarrel over the coexistence of Swedish and Finnish. Swedish control over institutions made way for the rise of Finnish as it achieved legally equal and socially dominant status. Only in the 1890s, when the imposition of Russian became an acute threat, were the political proponents of the two main languages brought together once more.


The Langue Decree of 1863 declared that though Swedish would remain the official language, the Finnish-speaking population was to have the right to use its own language in administrative dealings. Authorities became obliged to receive Finnish-language documents and in twenty years’ time they would be obliged to present their response in Finnish as well.6 There would be a rising need for Finnish speakers among civil servants, which further emboldened calls for Finnish-language education.


The Jyväskylä seminary was one of the institutions founded in response. It held an entrance exam and accepted thirty-three men and sixteen women, who varied widely in age. Natural ability and readiness to learn were considered more important than pre-existing knowledge. The students were men with patchy formal educations, who had previously been in agriculture or trade, and women from the gentry, who came in search of a cause to which they could turn the education they had received in girls’ schools. Both found their purpose in the call to contribute through education to the development of a Finnish national identity that would empower people from beyond the old Swedish-speaking circles of the upper classes. Men and women were taught in the same institution, though separately. Discipline, service, and selflessness were the principles that were to be instilled in them. The days were long, with the students rising at five in the morning, beginning their lessons at seven, and concluding them at seven in the evening. A great deal of note-taking was required: there were no Finnish textbooks yet and the teachers wrote them in their free time. The official language used in the lessons was Finnish, but the teachers themselves were only learning to speak Finnish and Swedish was the language of casual interactions.7


Education had long been supervised by the church. Locally or at home, children were expected to be educated in the essentials of reading, writing, and Christianity. The ability to write lagged noticeably behind the ability to read, which was required of anyone who wanted to be confirmed in the Lutheran Church. The rote recitation of religious works could hide that a person listed as literate by a clergyman in the examination record was unable to comprehend unfamiliar texts.8


In the cities, factory schools sought to educate children and to establish habits of discipline and moral behaviour. Rurally, parish schools funded by benefactors served a similar purpose. The curriculum had a heavy emphasis on religion, but over the course of the nineteenth century there was an effort to dedicate more time to the sciences and humanities as education changed to meet the needs of an industrialising society. In the 1840s Snellman argued that Finland’s prosperity depended on the education of its people. The debates that sprung up prepared the ground for the establishment of the public school system in 1866. Children were still expected to have reading and Christianity taught to them at home and then to attend school between the ages of eight to fourteen. Any municipality, organisation, or individual that wanted to set up a public school could apply for funding from the state. This education was easier to realise in cities, while the countryside was often served by travelling teachers. Secondary education, however, was still out of reach for most: in the second half of the century, the expansion of preparatory schools, girls’ schools, and eventually co-ed schools worked to address this.9


Canth had great respect for the seminary, especially the role it played for women. ‘There they were allowed to continue their studies, even as this opened up a career for them in which they got to use their powers for the good of their nation and humankind. The hunger for knowledge that women already possessed, the desperate need that was satisfied by the seminary, was shown by the flood of students that applied there.’10 This was a professional education that prepared women for a career in which they would earn an income in their own right. Of the sixteen women students of 1863, only one did not come from the gentry. Yet as their numbers increased, women teachers’ backgrounds became more varied. By the 1880s the majority of public school teachers would be women, with farmer’s daughters the leading group among those who were beginning their studies. The downside was that the perception of teaching as a profession for single women meant that their salaries were smaller than those of men, who were expected to have families to support.11


Nonetheless, teaching was a pathway to independence outside the home for the gentry, away from labour and service for the lower classes. Many of the women Canth came to know through her involvement in women’s rights worked as teachers at some point in their lives. Furthermore, teaching offered independence by stealth, as it were. By dedicating herself to the education of children, a woman appeared to simply transfer her devotion to the wellbeing of others outside the home instead of rejecting it outright. This helped make the career acceptable even to more conservative families.


Miinu fared well enough in the exam that she was accepted as a boarder. However, when she discovered that other young women came from homes less financially secure than hers, she gave up her right to the facility that housed students and moved in with Edla Soldan, one of the sisters who had taught her as a girl in Kuopio, now the seminary’s teacher of Finnish and drawing.


With a profession in view, Miinu began to use the name by which she would become known. Minna had a more adult ring to it. Furthermore, in a country where language was an indicator of class, Miinu was the clearly Finnish way to derive one’s name from Wilhelmina. Finnish was Minna’s mother tongue, but Swedish had been the language of her education since her early childhood, the language she used when writing to her friends, even to her brother and sister. The Johnsons adopted it as they began to prosper and though Gustaf and Ulrika spoke with an accent, there was nothing unusual about that in the days when any Finnish speakers who rose in society were expected to learn Swedish as adults.


There was a connection for Minna between Swedish and self-expression. Only later would her social circle expand to include Finnish speakers among her peers, not only her servants or customers, and her letters become primarily Finnish. This process can be tracked to a degree by paying attention to the names of those who cross her path. They are initially Swedish and occasionally Russian, reflecting the established upper classes and educated sections of society. Then they become increasingly but never entirely Finnish, which illustrates the growing opportunities for social mobility and the rising tendency to Finnicise names as a sign of commitment to the new national identity.
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