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Science fiction author Hannu Rajaniemi.

Second-language
literary trailblazers

A new crop of Finnish novelists have discovered a different path to
selling books abroad from securing a translation deal.

ALLAN BAIN
HELSINKI TIMES

FORAFINN to get one of their
novels translated is a big ac-
complishment. The Finnish-
language book market is so
small that translations hold
the key to expanding an au-
thor’s audience. However,
only a handful of novels from
this country get translated
each year, so most Finnish
authors have to make do with
a purely domestic audience.
Finland-Swede writers are in
a slightly better position but
face the same problem if they
want to sell books outside of
the Nordic countries.

There is, of course, an-
other route to getting non-
Finns/non-Scandinavians to
read something you write —
write it in a more widely used
language! Yet this is beyond
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most writers. Finlandia Prize
winner Soft Oksanen, for ex-
ample, felt understandably
bewildered when British re-
porters asked her why she
didn’t write in English while
she was promoting the Eng-
lish-language translation of
her novel Puhdistus (Purge).

But all this doesn’'t mean
writing a novel in one’s sec-
ond language is impossible.
Slovak author Alexandra
Salmela has proven this to
literature enthusiasts in Fin-
land, but the small group of
courageous Finns forgoing
writing in their native tongue
are less celebrated.

Breaking new ground

One member of the group is
Heikki Hietala, who pub-
lished his debut novel Tulagi
Hotel in April last year, mak-
ing it, by the author’s own
reckoning, the first novel by a

native Finn to be published in
English outside the country.

“I' " remembered there
was some noise made about
someone who wrote a book in
English a few years back that
probably never got past the
publishing hurdle. I did a fair
bit of research into this, ask-
ing FILI [the main association
that promotes Finnish litera-
ture abroad] and many other
organisations whether they
knew of one, but no one did,’
explains Hietala.

“I am of course aware of
Anselm Hollo, whose poetry
was published already in the
sixties, but he’s been an ex-
pat since 1958,” he adds.

Hietala certainly has had
time to ponder the issue, as
the writing and publishing of
Tulagi Hotel, anovel set in the
post-WWII Solomon Islands,
was a 12-year process. What
he didn't really consider dur-
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ing that time was changing
the language the novel was
written in.

“Iwas aiming for the glob-
al market from the start, and
it is easier to get ahead with
an English-language book
than first getting it published
in Finnish and then getting
lucky again with the transla-
tion,” Hietala points out.

“of course, there were
moments when I had the per-
fect line for a situation, but
in Finnish! — hunting for the
right translation was part of
the fun of writing.”

Another major reason
for sticking with the English
language was the special-
ised subject matter: US ma-
rine aviation in WWII, not
the most popular topic in
Finnish!

“To write in Finnish would
have meant a massive hunt
for terms, and then again
in the other direction if the
book was translated into
English,” he says.

The leader of the pack

Probably the best-known
Finnish author plying their
trade in a foreign language
at present is UK-based Han-
nu Rajaniemi, whose book
The Quantum Thief, also re-
leased last year, has been
extremely well received, par-
ticularly in his adopted coun-
try and the US. The book has
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Rajaniemi is currently working on the next volume
in the Quantum Thieftrilogy, entitled The Fractal
Prince, which will come out in March 2012. Hieta-
la has recently had two short stories published in
Words to Music: A Short Story Collection, a book
containing the work of 40 authors from 12 coun-
tries. His short story collection Slivers will be pub-
lished by PfoxChase Publishing in August.
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Heikki Hietala, whose debut novel Tulagi Hotel was the first nov-
el by a native Finn to be published in English outside of Finland.

received such praise that it’s
even made its way into Finn-
ish translation, with reaction
in his homeland being de-
scribed by the author himself
as “phenomenal”.

It would be easy to pre-
sume, without reading his
book, that Rajaniemi’s suc-
cess is at least partly a re-
sult of the novelty value of a
non-native English speaker
writing so-called hard scifi,
using terminology most na-
tive speakers would have dif-
ficulties understanding let
alone producing themselves.
However, Rajaniemi doesn’t
think this has been the case.

“As far as | can tell, the
‘second language’ aspect was
mentioned in a couple of re-
views in the UK immediately
after the publication but has
completely disappeared from
all American reviews and sub-
sequent UK reviews. So the
book seems to stand on its
own merits, which of course
makes me very happy.”

Hietala has had a similar
experience.

“In the reviews of the
book, my nationality and
native language has nev-
er been mentioned. The
book had three full edit-
ing rounds by native Eng-
lish speakers, as do all books
that are published, and I can
safely say they added value
immensely.”

Unlike Hietala, though,
Rajaniemi’s decision to write
in English was mostly the re-
sult of circumstance rath-
er than design. Although the
author had previously writ-
ten in Finnish, upon joining a
writers’ group in Edinburgh
it made sense when his turn
came to present his own
work to have writteninalan-
guage other members of the
group could understand, “be-
cause then I could learn from
everybody else, get input and
be part of that community,”
he explains.

“I'd also read a lot in Eng-
lish and my everyday envi-
ronment was in English, so it
felt like a natural choice. Al-

so, early on it was easier to go
through the growing pains of
writing by having something
that was one step removed
from your emotions and gut
reactions to criticism, for ex-
ample. It was easier to view
the text analytically in a sec-
ond language.”

At the same time, Rajanie-
mi, echoing Hietala, notes
that, “all the concepts I've
been exposed to and that
come into my writing are in
English.”

Influence of the web
Like most aspects of mod-
ern life, new technology has
affected the way a novel is
written, published and sold.
Nowadays, numerous writ-
ing fora exist on the internet
where aspiring authors post
their own work and comment
on the texts others have pro-
duced. Additionally, a pos-
itive blog entry or review
on the right website about
an author’s work can also
help to increase populari-
ty, while social networking
sites can be used to both plug
books and meet like-minded
authors.

“My first published short
story Shibuya no Love was in
the online market Futuris-
mic.com and it got quite a bit
of attention after being fea-
tured in the popular blog Bo-
ing Boing,” says Rajaniemi.

“But,” he continues, “my
breakthrough story, Deus
ex Homine, which eventual-
ly attracted the attention of
my agent John Jarrold, was
actually via a more tradi-
tional short story anthology
route. So it [i.e. publishing/
sharing stories on the inter-
net] has helped but, in my
case, has not been the criti-
cal element.”

Hietala has made more
use of the internet.

“Ten years back it would
have been well nigh impossi-
ble for a Finn to get published
in England. But with the in-
ternet, my net presence is
justas big or small as it would
be if  were based in Britain.”



