Opera Opens Doors to the World of Children’s Fantasy
The Institute of Finland in Saint Petersburg has been implementing the PROMOTION OF FINNISH CHILDREN’S OPERA PROJECT with support from the Finnish Ministry of Education and the Finnish Musical Information Center since 2008.  In 2009, the project became a part of the joint Russian-Finnish Seeds of Imagination project, which receives support from the European Union and is aimed at establishing and developing long-term cooperation between the theaters of Russia and Finland. 

The project is meant to broaden people’s understanding of contemporary children’s opera and attract the attention of Russian theaters to the children’s opera genre. Russian music and opera theaters gain a chance to learn more about interesting contemporary productions and works staged in Finland over the past 40 years.

During the project development stage, the Institute first inspected the current state of Finnish and Russian music theaters, looking at their work with children’s audiences. It then collected and updated a contacts database of Finnish and Russian organizations that not only work with musical repertoires and children’s audiences, but also provide support to such projects.  

February 2008 saw the Zazerkale (Behind the Looking Glass) Saint Petersburg State Music Theater premiere of Finnish composer Kirmo Lintinen’s new children’s opera.  This premiere was an interesting experiment for all those involved in the production. The opera’s material was included in a Russian-language booklet called Contemporary Finnish Opera for Russian Theater, which was produced and published in early 2009.

This booklet includes material from six Finnish opera premieres – works by leading composers that merge contemporary sound with works of leading Finnish authors: Ilkka Kuusisto’s MUMMY OPERA, Jaakko Kuusisto’s THE CANINE KALEVALA, Kirmo Lintinen’s MY OH MY!, Markus Fagerudd’s THE STRAW HAT, FELT SLIPPER AND BIG EXPLOSION, Seppo Pohjola’s THE ARABIAN RABBIT, and Harri Wessman’s THE INSECT OPERA.  All of these works are tremendously popular both in Finland and abroad. The literary basis for most of these operas comes from popular books of renowned Finnish authors whose works are frequently translated and published in Russia.

In April 2009, the booklet was presented for the first time at the Sixth Arlekin National Festival of Children’s Theater Arts. It appeared within the frameworks of a seminar entitled MY OH MY!.. Contemporary Children’s Theater – the Finnish Experience, which included the participation of theater critics and artistic directors.  This was followed by a whole series of presentations, first at the Council of the Musical Theater Association, then the STD Music Department’s literary directors’ club, the Great Change festival’s Theater for the Smallest conference, and so on. The booklets and accompanying cooperation proposals were also mailed to every music theater in Russia.  

At the moment, The Institute of Finland in Saint Petersburg is working with theaters that responded to this proposal, which covered issues involving the musical adaptation of texts, copyright law and etc. Several of the productions are due to appear in Russian theaters in 2010. Negotiations are currently proceeding with theaters in Saint Petersburg, Kirov, Moscow, Petrozavodsk and Perm. 

The project is meant to provide the basis for closer cooperation in the Russian and Finnish cultural spheres. A group of Russian music theater specialists paid a visit to Helsinki within the project’s frameworks in autumn 2009.  The trip had the specific aim of introducing the team to Finnish theaters and teaching them about the principles of their operation. The group also sought to exchange ideas and resources necessary for developing future joint projects. The trip resulted in The Buff – Saint Petersburg State Theater of Music and Drama signing a long-term cooperation agreement with the Kapsaäkki Music Theater.

The PROMOTION OF FINNISH CHILDREN’S OPERA PROJECT is this genre’s pilot “export” project for Finland. After it was published in Russian, the booklet almost immediately had to be translated into English to ensure the project’s further development and territorial expansion. The project’s materials were distributed among the Institute of Finland branches across the world and received tremendous interest from them.

The project’s organizer – The Institute of Finland in Saint Petersburg – hopes that the established contacts will create a good foundation for the production and implementation of joint Russo-Finnish and European theater projects, and that the project serves to further expand the dialogue of cultures.
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