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			seductively weird

			 

			As Finland celebrates 100 years of independence this year, Finnish science fiction and fantasy literature is in outstanding shape. In the year 2000, Johanna Sinisalo’s Finlandia Prize for her novel Troll: A Love Story (published as Not Before Sundown in the UK) was something that the sceptics could write off as just a momentary anomaly in a field dominated by realism.

			History has proven them wrong. Since then, the Finlandia Prize has been awarded to many works that could fall under the umbrella of speculative fiction. Attitudes have changed both in publishing houses and among readers. The grassroots are thriving, launching the careers of many unique sf/f voices, and many mainstream authors have adopted the tools of speculative fiction in their own work. The trailblazers of Finnish fandom, both professionals and passionate amateurs, have created opportunities and spread the word about Finnish Weird.

			The border between realism and fantasy has blurred. It is this desire to explore the borderlands between reality and fiction and a dose of northern melancholy that are the wellspring of our unique Finnish form of weird literature. Finnish speculative fiction is not a solitary island, but an integrated part of the mainstream. Part of the reason for this is probably that we never developed commercial markets for people wanting to publish nothing but genre fiction. We have had to infiltrate, adapt and fight for room in the mainstream. It is this underdog experience that has taught Finnish Weird to react to current events and be sensitive to various social issues.

			This magazine follows previous issues of Finnish Weird, being the fourth of its name. The past ten years has seen a major boost for Finnish speculative fiction. New names have burst onto the scene and veterans, too, have found the passion to explore reality from new angles.

			Magdalena Hai is one of this decade’s new arrivals. She brought steampunk to Finland by writing our first proper steampunk work. Her Henry and Gigi YA series is a bildungsroman set in an alternate Europe. Hai has also gained recognition by winning the Atorox prize for the best Finnish science fiction or fantasy short story and the Estonian Stalker short story award.

			J. S. Meresmaa is known for her fantasy works, particularly her Mifonki fantasy novels, which places power and love on center stage. Meresmaa is equally at home writing epic fantasy novels and short stories. Hai and Meresmaa are also both members of the Osuuskumma publishing cooperative. Osuuskumma is broadening the Finnish publishing field, giving the writers themselves the opportunity to call the shots.

			The publishing scene is changing shape, and writers are slowly becoming something like renaissance artists. In Osuuskumma, they form a collective like a many-headed hydra. In addition to their main craft of writing, each author has some other skill to bring to the shared table. The end result is a publishing house that is not afraid to seek out new voices and perspectives while also maintaining high standards.

			The third author presented in this issue is Viivi Hyvönen, who began her career in the 1990s. Her third novel, The Monkey and the New Moon is a multifaceted, mind-blowing science fiction detective novel, whose private detective, an intelligent monkey named Hanuman, delves deep into humanity.

			Finnish Weird is calling out to international readers, waiting for the opportunity to seduce you!

			 

    Anne Leinonen

			Author, editor and organizer

			 

		

	
		
		

		

		
			magdalena hai

			Steampunk and Cryptozoological Investigations

			 

			Magdalena Hai arrived on the Finnish speculative fiction scene in the 2010s. She has been called the queen of Finnish steampunk, the author who brought steampunk to Finnish literature.

			These are big boots to fill, and Magdalena has not only filled them but taken seven-league strides. She has written for children, young adults, and adults, and the first part of her Gigi and Henry trilogy was the first Finnish steampunk novel to be published in hardback. In addition, Hai’s short story “The Beautiful Boy” won the Atorox prize as the best Finnish science fiction or fantasy story in 2015.

			 

			Geekiness as a Way of Life

			 

			The seeds for Hai’s life as a writer were sown already in early childhood: she admits to having been a nerdy child. Her childhood games of spies and snow leopards came so alive in her imagination that she could almost believe in them. Soon young Hai shifted her interests from the make-believe things of childhood towards the fantastic sides of the real world. Her interest shifted to science and science fiction, and curiosity drove her to seek miracles in the world.

			Hai has always felt the need to create something. To begin with, she found an outlet in crafting, drawing, photography, and sewing. She did not start to write until adulthood, at the age of 28. A university education provided her with the skills to research information and handle large bodies of material, but she never aimed to become a scientist.

			“I realized I enjoyed making things up more than research,” Hai characterizes her choice with a laugh.

			“I’ve always spun stories about my environment, it’s a very strong feature of my personality. When I was younger, I used to draw people I knew as fantastic creatures. One boyfriend was a gnome being born from the bog, another was a Roman soldier. In a way, this is how I saw them: to me, the story portrayed something essential about them as people. This is probably why I always take my own stories very seriously and write with my heart’s blood. I always aim to tell a story that reaches something real through the magical, metaphorical, and symbolic.”

			Magdalena Hai is a pen name that was born in 2010, when the website “Kryptozoologisia tutkimuksia” [“Cryptozoological Investigations”] was first published online. The website was inspired by the cryptozoological scams of the early 20th century, the tales of the Loch Ness monster, the Cottingley fairy pictures, and the Book of Imaginary Beings (1957) by Jorge Luis Borges.

			“I was drawn to the world and atmosphere of the first decades of the 20th century. The first Magdalena Hai photos have the vibe of a 1920s archaeologist on a dig. Steampunk did not enter the picture until later.”

			On the website, the cryptozoologist began to report strange phenomena and observations in the form of small stories. The site balanced on the boundary of fact and fiction, and it included deliberately poorly edited photos of supernatural creatures, toy dinosaurs, and a troll named Börtti. However, the project soon grew beyond the limits of a smokescreen allowing the person behind the pen name to interact online.

			“The cryptozoologist Magdalena Hai shared many features with me, but she was a fictional character at the same time,” Hai says. 

			One reason for starting up a website was that Hai found it very hard to let others read her writing. The Internet was a suitably anonymous way to publish her stories. At the same time, the person behind the pen name grew to be a writer.

			“When I wrote a fictional story once every two weeks, writing became a routine, because I was committed to producing text. In the beginning, clicking the Send button made me so nervous that I felt like throwing up. It was hard to give anything of myself up to public view,” Hai describes her difficulties starting out.

			The website has now changed into an author page that showcases Hai’s work, but all her old stories are still available for reading. The stories also provide a window on the process of how a writer becomes a published author. 

			As for old pictures and legends, Hai is still fascinated by how ready people are to believe in the impossible, in fairy tales and stories. The world of Cryptozoological Investigations was largely based on the idea of what if there were a storyteller who really believed that fairies existed.

			“Throughout the years, it has come as rather a big surprise to find how many people ask whether I really believe in fairies and elves. After all, the stories told by cryptozoologist Magdalena Hai are really crazy. But maybe this says something about the strange world we live in.”

			 

			Steampunk!

			 

			The steampunk phenomenon has been criticized as trendy. However, steampunk is more broadly connected to a culture in which fans want to be more than passive consumers: they want to participate, make their own accessories, and become active producers who shape the field according to their own tastes.

			Hai discovered steampunk in a natural way, just by being herself.

			“At a burlesque event, a new friend of mine noted that my clothes were steampunkish in style. My interest in history and my hobby of sewing costumes also made me a steampunker.”

			Having found a common name for her random interests, it was also easy for her to start looking at movies and literature in a new way. Hai lists many works important to her.

			“The Difference Engine (1990) by William Gibson and Bruce Sterling must have been the book that finally converted me. Other influential works include China Miéville’s Perdido Street Station (2000) and Mark Hodder’s The Strange Affair of the Spring-Heeled Jack (2010).”

			In steampunk, Hai was most drawn to mixing and breaking boundaries. In works of fiction, the portrayal of the 19th century might be very detailed and accurate, but suddenly the story would break down and something strange would happen. Steampunk was not only fantasy, science fiction, or history, but a mixture of them all. And the genre with all its features was connected to Hai’s own ideas and objectives.

			“At that point, I was thinking about writing a science fiction novel for children of about ten and older. I had even heard the claim that Finnish publishers do not want science fiction—this was during the golden age of paranormal romance in Finland.” 

			“It was late 2009 and I was thinking of the kind of story that I myself would be interested in when steampunk just sucked me in. I sat down and the protagonist Gigi introduced herself to me through the keyboard. During one weekend, I wrote about 20–30 pages and realized that it was going to be a book. It was so painless, and even the central characters came to me just like that. Perhaps the entire world of the book already existed in my subconscious.”

			To begin with, Hai did not know she was writing a trilogy, but the whole story took shape during the writing. Kerjäläisprinsessa [The Beggar Princess] (2012) is meant to be read as a stand-alone story, but essential elements for the sequels are hidden within the plot. 

			“Gigi appealed to me as a character perhaps because she is treated badly during the course of the story. At the same time, she is an ordinary girl who grows up to be a very extraordinary young adult. How the exceptional grows out of the everyday is fascinating to me: how a person’s experiences and the effect of other people build the personality of an individual.”

			The first part of the series introduces the reader to an alternative Europe of the 1860s. Instead of Greenland, there is a flourishing Green Island and a city named Keloburg. A change of direction in the Gulf Stream has affected the climate in the area, and the place is abustle with traders, smugglers, and werewolves.

			Gigi comes from a royal family, but she and her family have had to flee the revolution in Umbrovia and now live in conditions that are considerably poorer than their former glory. Gigi’s father is a talented inventor whose skills arouse the interest of many parties. When the family is struck by tragedy, they find themselves persecuted again. Gigi has to use her resourcefulness and contacts to protect her family.

			“From the start of the story, Gigi holds the seeds of courage and persistence, but it takes a tragic event to make her bloom. Her family, her friends, and her pack are the most important things to her.”

			The Gigi and Henry trilogy also emphasizes the fact that often people have to take responsibility in surprising situations.

			“The joy and pain of adulthood consists of having to take responsibility but also having the freedom to make independent choices. Gigi has to make terrible decisions much too early.”

			Hai thinks sometimes our modern society also demands too much of children. It is commonly assumed that all children have caring parents, even though that is not always the case. Many girls and young women have identified strongly with Gigi, but the series also appeals to boy readers.

			“Boys don’t even think of the fact that Gigi is a girl. They don’t care about who is having adventures in a book, as long as the adventure itself is fascinating.”

			On a strongly gendered market, this is great news for any writer.

			Hai drew the maps of her world herself and used them to immerse herself in creating a consistent world. In the Gigi and Henry series, the reader gets to enjoy the alternative world of Keloburg. 

			“I get a lot of fun out of drawing maps and doing background research. I especially enjoyed researching 1860s Paris for Susikuningatar [The Wolf Queen] (2014), and perhaps I will be able to visit it again with another story.”

			“For me, the milieu and the world are of paramount importance for the story. They have to feel real, and that requires total immersion. On the other hand, one may ask whether this kind of writing style is simply due to my habit of doing everything to the fullest. Using a pen name is a part of this characteristic of mine. When I’m in the role of a writer, I’m kind of like a different person. What touches the writer also touches the reader.”

			“In steampunk, I was fascinated by the combination of literature and aesthetics. I could write steampunk and also enact it visually in my own life. On the other hand, I tend to think of writing steampunk and the steampunk aesthetic as different parts of my own life. Steampunkish clothes are related more to my crafting and costume history hobbies, whereas my writing is based on my longer ‘career’ as a science fiction reader and writer.” 

			 

			Smelly Horror for Teens

			 

			Short stories have been a part of Hai’s repertoire since the very beginning. 

			“Short stories are refreshing to write. They enable me to try out different things and genres in a limited space. Short stories come easily to me and I have a habit of writing them as a pastime in between novel-length manuscripts.”

			Hai notes that many of her short stories have allowed her to expand her audience to adults.  

			Hai is working on a novel-length urban fantasy that requires time to mature. In the meantime, she discovered she could write horror. Hai’s most recent short story collection is a book of horror tales for young people, Haiseva käsi ja muita kauheita tarinoita Uhriniituntakaisesta [The Smelly Hand and Other Dreadful Stories from Uhriniituntakainen] (2016). The book was nominated for the Topelius prize as one of the best books for young people published in 2016. 

			“Just for the fun of it, I started to write short stories that are clearly aimed at young people. I was inspired by the TV series American Horror Stories and online ghost stories.”

			The book is aimed at teens from about 12 to 16. The stories are set in a place called “Uhriniituntakainen”, which could be translated as “Beyond the Field of Sacrifice”. This place is the prototype of a small Finnish town with a few thousand inhabitants. Strange things happen there: the dead come back to life and a good witch battles the forces of evil, but humor is always involved.

			“The Smelly Hand project continues my enthusiasm for and interest in stories that are claimed to be true. It was incredibly fascinating to read ghost sites on the Internet, Creepypasta and stuff like that. They are hugely popular in spite of the fact that the traditional ghost story is a really formulaic type of story. The surprise never comes as a surprise because the formula of a ghost story is simply so straightforward. Instead, a feeling of horror is created by ideas of ‘what if?’ and the reader’s disbelieving belief in the impossible. What if the story about the living doll were true? What if Bloody Mary really did look out of the mirror?”

			Hai describes how horror can be used to discuss real problems in the daily lives of young people, but externalized to a safe level through a supernatural element. The stories in her book deal with loneliness and bullying, for example, but also things that children and teens read about in the news and hear adults discussing.

			“Adults would like to think that the problems of the adult world do not concern young people, but kids have to face these problems from a very early age whether they want to or not.”

			Hai views the short story as providing a vehicle for experiments related to form, length, and themes.

			“The Smelly Hand collection includes a couple of horror stories told in the traditional ghost story format, because I wanted to try and see how this form of story works,” Hai says. “But a ghost story told at the campfire as a ‘true’ story can’t really include other levels or themes, there’s just the boo factor. Most stories in the collection are clearly more literary: they have themes, plots, and carefully constructed characters.”

			School visits convinced the author that there is a demand for horror stories among young people.

			“The short form is suited for classroom use, for example. Even my novel The Beggar Princess is narrated at a swift pace so that easily bored readers will not be put off.”

			Hai considers it important to keep the quality equally high regardless of whether she is writing for kids or for adults. A young readership doesn’t mean shoddy writing.

			 

			Outsiders and Shapeshifters

			 

			On the level of themes, Hai writes a lot about feeling like an outsider and being different. In her stories, the characters do not feel at home and have to grow up and take responsibility. Already in her children’s book Mörkö Möö ja Mikko Pöö [The Monster and the Boy] (2012), a monster and a little child meet each other and their viewpoints are treated as equal. Many of Hai’s stories also include shapeshifting, a good example of which is a short story about dragons, “Hänen kuvansa” [“In Her Image”] (2015).

			Hai’s photographic projects also consist of shapeshifting of a kind. In addition to a steampunk scientist, she has pictures of herself as a Mad Max type desert warrior, a werewolf, and Evil Doll, a pretty but lethal doll character.

			“Evil Doll is the most versatile of my fictional personas. Even though she was born on a whim, she clearly has substance. She’s appeared in a couple of photo projects and in Shimo Suntila’s short story ‘Bibliofiili ja pahanukke’ [‘The Bibliophile and the Evil Doll’] (2015). I have given other writers permission to use the character in their projects, because she clearly has a life of her own.”

			Being photographed is a form of carnivalism and playing with roles.

			“I think my characters and alternate personas are parts of some kind of inner project of being seen. From the very beginning I have rebelled against the idea being just a writer.” 

			Where does Magdalena Hai find inspiration for her work?

			“In real life, of course. Many of the stories in the Smelly Hand collection had their start in the sorrows and fears of real children and young people, even though the stories have been worked over many times in the engine of my imagination. What is ultimately left between the covers is completely a work of art created by me, not stolen snatches of other people’s lives and experiences. Inspiration is the key.”

			“I’m also inspired by art made by other people. Music, movies, paintings. Works of art create atmospheres and insights that can be used to start building something of my own. Just like a book can transport the reader to another world, music can transport the writer.”

			Hai’s tastes in music are broad. She often chooses to listen to heavy metal: Disturbed, Rammstein, and Die Antwoord have been recent favorites. On the other hand, she also likes swing and electro swing, such as Caravan Palace. She also listens to music from the early 20th century.

			“It often feels like I inadvertently tend to listen to the same artists or songs over and over again while writing a certain story. YouTube’s autoplay feature is a useful tool here: sometimes it takes me to strange places and gives me new insights. On the other hand, certain songs do tend to imprint strongly on my writing for a long time afterwards. For example, if I hear Emilie Autumn’s Faces Like Mine, it sweeps me away to the world of the Wolf Queen with Gigi.”

			Playlists help Hai keep her projects separate. A certain musical style or atmosphere gets her firmly anchored to a certain manuscript.

			“My working day begins when I put on a playlist. On the other hand, if I switch styles in the middle of the day when I’m working on two things at once, changing the music helps me avoid getting the worlds of the two stories mixed up or bringing the atmosphere of the first story over to the second. Some characters have their own songs, but not nearly all of them, and not necessarily in their order of importance. A side character may have a song of their own, but the protagonist won’t.”

			“Music videos don’t work in the same way as plain music, because the music and the video together already tell their own story that I have nothing to contribute to. There are a few exceptions, though. My not-so-secret vice, K-pop, appeals to me in part because of its excessive visual style. Melanie Martinez was the artist whose music inspired me when I was writing the Smelly Hand stories. In her album Cry Baby, I was fascinated by the combination of her music and her persona as a performer. The album is a successful collection of disturbed tales of an unhappy childhood, but in such a way that it inspired me to write.”

			 

			Writers in Transition

			 

			The role of a writer is in transition because the publishing field has become so fragmented. What does Hai think of this age of renaissance writers, who can transition from storyteller to editor, graphic artist, or publishing company salesperson?

			“There are still many writers of the traditional kind with just one contact person in a publishing house, and that’s fine. But it was a role that I wasn’t entirely comfortable with. I need a broader connection.”

			With respect to the do-it-yourself ethos, Hai points to the Osuuskumma publishing cooperative, of which she is an active member. A cooperative organization allows members to learn the ropes of the publishing business by doing things themselves, and membership in a small publishing house is also a route to doing experimental things. The traditional genre divisions of the publishing world mean that most large publishers still automatically classify speculative fiction as books for children and young adults.

			“This affects the kind of literature that gets published in Finland and the way in which manuscripts selected for publication are edited to suit various target groups. At Osuuskumma, we wanted to provide a professional publishing route, including editing, layout, and distribution channels, to manuscripts representing speculative fiction for adults, often considered more marginal.”

			Osuuskumma publishes thematic anthologies of short stories and two or three short story collections or independent novels per year. The books cover the entire spectrum of speculative fiction: science fiction, alternative history, steampunk, fantasy, and new weird. 

			“Finnish speculative fiction must become more professional, and that is exactly what’s happening right now,” Hai states.

			“Fandom has a large variety of skills that big publishers have failed to appreciate. Even good stories may not be accepted. In addition to publication channels, it is important that there are more and more adult readers who have grown up never thinking that speculative fiction is something just for children.”

			Now that publishers are starting to understand that things can be said in many ways and good stories can be told in any genre, how could readers be encouraged to discover Finnish speculative fiction?

			“Speculative fiction has become more mainstream, but I still run into walls,” Hai notes. “Surprisingly often I meet people who say that they only read about things that are real”

			Finnish literature is sold abroad as realistic even though speculative elements may be present. At the same time, a fantasy author may find out that fantasy books won’t sell in Finland in spite of fantasy being the bestselling genre in other countries.

			“Genres of speculative fiction that are successful in other countries are still considered somehow suspicious when approached by a Finnish author. Foreign bestsellers are marketed at huge volumes to Finnish readers at the same time as similar works by Finnish authors are rejected because ‘fantasy doesn’t sell’.”

			Hai also challenges readers to face up to their prejudices.

			“We’ve relied so much on fantasy written in English that consumers might not even realize yet how much is happening in Finland. It’s still not uncommon to encounter the idea that Finnish books in the genre are few and of inferior quality.”

			“Finnish readers assume that any random Finnish speculative fiction book that they pick up should cater exactly to their reading tastes. If it does not, they conclude that all Finnish fantasy is boring.”

			Paranormal tales of werewolves and shapeshifters have found readers, but Hai hopes that awareness of the myriad offerings of speculative fiction will increase through means such as educating teachers of Finnish and making school visits.

			“When the first part in the Gigi and Henry series came out, gamers and other people working in computers knew the genre, because the visual look of steampunk was familiar to them. On the other hand, practically nobody in the traditional field of literature seemed to know anything about the subject.”

			Hai has seen the many possibilities of steampunk in Finland.

			“It has also appealed to people who might not read fantasy because steampunk includes the historical aspect.”

			Finnish steampunk has taken off in a big way. Osuuskumma has published three steampunk anthologies, as well as Anni Nupponen’s novel Kauheat lapset [The Terrible Children] (2015) and J. S. Meresmaa’s novel Naakkamestari [The Jackdaw Master] (2016).

			“In my opinion, the strength of science fiction in general lies in believable and special characters, the description of gender and sexuality, and a certain strangeness caused by being an outsider. The Finns are a small people that are culturally separate even from their next-door neighbors, the Scandinavian countries and Russia. We’re used to looking at things from the outside, as observers.”

			“On the other hand, we have a historically strong ideal of a society of equality. Even though there is still room for improvement in certain things, women have long been equal to men and held visible roles in Finnish society. This is why Finnish prose, especially speculative fiction, contains so many strong female characters. Descriptions of gender and ethnicity could also be said to be very pluralistic, natural, and fluent.”

			Hai notes that another reason that our speculative fiction is lively and versatile is probably because the general level of education in Finland is rather high and we are a technologically oriented people.

			“In her book Not Before Sundown (2000), Johanna Sinisalo has conveyed something essential about Finland and the Finns: we are idealistic futurists in the skins of trolls.”

			 

			anne leinonen

			Translated by Sarianna Silvonen

			Updated version of an article published 
in Tähtivaeltaja magazine 3/2016
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