
275

Joutsen / Svanen 2026

ARVOSTELUT
RECENSIONER

ANTTI AHMALA

Finnish Literary Decadence at its Zenith: A Translation and 
Critical Edition of L. Onerva’s novel Mirdja

L. Onerva 2025 (1908): Mirdja: A Decadent New Woman. Translated by Eva 
Buchwald, with an introduction and notes by Viola Parente-Čapková. Jeweled 
Tortoise series, volume 11. Cambridge, UK: Modern Humanities Research 
Association. 291 pages.

The Finnish author Hilja Onerva Lehtinen, known by her pen name  
L. Onerva, was born in 1882 in Helsinki, which was at the time the capi-
tal of the Grand Duchy of Finland, an autonomous region of the Russian 
Empire. Onerva was among the pioneering female intellectuals of her 
generation. The gifted author studied aesthetics, art history, and Romance 
philology at the University of Helsinki and even planned a doctoral dis-
sertation on the Rococo period in art history. Her extensive literary 
oeuvre comprises poetry, prose, drama, essays, art reviews, and transla-
tions, including Hippolyte Taine’s Philosophie de l’Art (1865–82), published 
in 1915. Onerva died in 1972 at the age of 89 thinking she had been for-
gotten, but the author has since been “re-discovered” by many scholars 
and new generations of readers. The early period of Onerva’s writing 
career was marked by a strong influence of Decadent poetics, particu-
larly in the novel Mirdja (1908), which received the state prize of litera-
ture but was also met with criticism from conservative circles and the 
middle-class feminist movement for portraying a non-conformist female 
character and the theme of “free love”.

The Modern Humanities Research Association (MHRA) has pub-
lished an English translation and critical edition of Mirdja with the sub-
title ”A Decadent New Woman” in 2025 in the MHRA’s Jeweled Tortoise 
series.1 In addition to the translation of Onerva’s novel by dramaturge 
and translator Eva Buchwald, the edition includes an introduction and 
scholarly footnotes by professor of Finnish literature Viola Parente-

1 The name of the book series refers to Joris-Karl Huysmans’ novel Á rebours (1884), 
a paradigmatic work of Decadence. In one of his strange aesthetic experiments, the 
protagonist, count Jean Floressas des Esseintes, decorates the shell of a living tortoise 
with jewels.
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Čapková who has studied the novel extensively, most notably in her 
dissertation study Decadent New Woman (un)bound: Mimetic Strategies in  
L. Onerva’s ‘Mirdja’ (2014). The book also contains an Onerva bibliography, 
a chronology of Onerva’s life and works, and two contemporary reviews 
of the novel, one by the conservative author V. A. Koskenniemi and the 
other by Onerva’s friend and thoroughly Nietzschean poet and trans-
lator Aarni Kouta. As Parente-Capková (2025: 2) describes the motiva-
tion behind the critical edition, the book is “designed to introduce the 
English-speaking public to a Decadent woman writer from north-eastern 
Europe and to open a window on Nordic Decadence more broadly”. 

The story of Mirdja is centred around the protagonist Mirdja 
Ast, a young woman who is involved with bohemian artistic circles and 
decadent dilettantes as well as more ordinary middle-class people in the 
Finnish capital. Though the name of the city in which the story is set is 
never mentioned, it is obvious that the narrator means Helsinki when 
the city is characterized as “that familiar small town, which is the biggest 
city of her native country” (Mirdja: 176). The central theme of the novel 
is the protagonist’s search for a satisfactory identity and way of life as 
a woman in a male-centred world. Mirdja’s search for herself involves 
trying on a multitude of different roles, appropriated largely from litera-
ture and art. It also includes many relationships with men, and the novel’s 
initial provocative title was “Free Love” (Vapaa rakkaus).

Mirdja can be considered a high point of Finnish Decadence as 
well as a prime instance of Nietzscheanism. Decadence is manifested in 
many aspects of the novel: character depiction and themes, pronounced 
and programmatic intertextuality, the fragmentation of the narrative, the 
relative unimportance of the plot, and in what Parente-Capková (2025: 
29) describes as “constant narratorial shifts”. Except for the section 
‘Soliloquies Abroad’ (Mirdja: 162–75), the novel is narrated in the third 
person, but the whole narrative is pronouncedly polyphonic, with various 
competing voices commenting on each other and the protagonist’s 
thoughts, illustrating Mirdja’s fragmented self. As the translator notes, 
“the narrative shifts effortlessly between the narrator’s objective view-
point and the protagonist’s subjective experience, allowing the author to 
play with both irony and self-irony in her viewpoint” (Buchwald: 50). The 
Decadent cult of ambivalence is also manifested in the evolution of the 
novel’s style from “a relatively realistic narrative in the first chapter to a 
feverish, decomposing form of expression in the last sections” (Parente-
Capková 2025, 29). Reminiscent of the paradigmatic core Decadence of 
Huysmans’ novel Á rebours (1884), the novel contains direct and indirect 
allusions to many works of philosophy, literature and other art forms, 
including Shakespeare, Goethe, Verlaine, Bourget, Nietzsche, and the 
music of Tschaikovsky and Grieg. Like Huysmans’ main character Count 
des Esseintes, Mirdja is prone to analysing herself into pieces, and like 
Huysmans or for instance Baudelaire, she is plagued by a spiritual void 
and longs for religious experience. She is fascinated by Catholicism.

Parente-Čapková’s introduction, which includes 152 footnotes in 
the MHRA style, gives an account of Onerva’s life and career, focusing 
on her early period. Onerva’s formative experiences, which affected her 
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literary works, include a deep childhood trauma: her mentally ill mother 
suffered from violent fits, during which she physically abused her daugh-
ter, and the mother was interned in a mental asylum when Onerva was 
only seven years old. Onerva herself underwent a period of confinement 
in a psychiatric hospital in the 1940s. The author married twice and had 
a multi-faceted relationship with the “national poet” Eino Leino who in 
part inspired the depiction of the character Rolf Tanne in Mirdja, a “bar 
philosopher”, Mirdja’s mentor, and a decadent Pygmalion character who 
tries to mould Mirdja according to his ideal image of her.

In addition to outlining the author’s life and works, Parente-
Čapková’s introduction familiarizes the reader with the historical 
and cultural context in which Onerva wrote Mirdja, particularly the 
Symbolist, Decadent, and Nietzschean currents of the literature of the 
time. Parente-Čapková describes, among other things, the background 
of nationalist themes, which were an important part of Finnish literature 
especially at the time of the two “periods of oppression” (1899–1905 and 
1908–1917), during which the Russian empire implemented Russification 
efforts in Finland. Mirdja Ast distances herself from middle-class nationa-
list circles and their ideals of womanhood and motherhood, and at the 
same time she feels disconnected from the common people, “the folk”, 
which was idealized in the early Finnish nationalist thought of the 19th 
century. Mirdja sees “social motherhood”, an idealized role of women 
that was tied to nationalist thought, as alien to her.

The introduction gives due attention to Nietzscheanism, which 
plays a significant role in the novel’s large network of intertexts. In Mirdja, 
Nietzschean ideas concerning women, femininity, and gender appear as 
both infuriating and as stimuli in Mirdja’s search for herself. Moreover, 
Nietzsche’s and Nietzscheanism’s complex relationship with Decadence 
also plays a part in Mirdja’s constellation of intermingled and conflicting 
fin de siècle discourses. Both Nietzsche and most Decadent writers 
rejected the cause of women’s emancipation, yet like Onerva, many femi-
nist thinkers and authors of the early 20th century drew inspiration from 
Nietzsche’s thought.

As Parente-Čapková describes, in addition to Decadence and 
Nietzscheanism Mirdja manifests many features of New Woman fiction, 
a concept coined by the British writer Sarah Grand. The concept points 
to “the various means by which fin-de-siècle thinkers and artists/writers  
created a progressive idea of female subjectivity that differed from 
previous conceptions”. (Parente-Čapková 2025: 26.) Onerva’s Mirdja 
attempts to form herself amidst a male-dominated society and the male-
centred intellectual world of fin de siècle culture and literary and artistic 
Decadence. Some of the central male figures in her life try to sculpt her 
according to their own ideal, a perfect creature combining nature and 
artifice and the masculine and the feminine. As is typical of Decadence, 
the story ends in the protagonist’s madness and the dissolution of her 
fragmented self.

The critical edition contains 160 footnotes commenting on the 
text of Onerva’s novel. The small footnote number 9 (Mirdja: 57), for 
instance, points out that the name of Mirdja’s mentor, Rolf Tanne, is a 
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pronouncedly un-Finnish name, while the larger footnote number 4 
(Mirdja: 54) comments on “linguistic nationalism”, which entailed among 
other things many people changing their Swedish-language names into 
Finnish-language ones. Footnote 49 comments on Rolf Tanne’s descrip-
tion of Mirdja: “You are a strange girl, in your egoistic altruism, your shat-
tered wholeness, your carelessly proud self-esteem.”  The footnote is 
an example of detailed contextual and intertextual analysis. It interprets 
the striving for wholeness, the opposite of Decadent fragmentation, as a 
recurring motif/theme in Finnish fin de siècle literature. It also points out 
that Rolf Tanne’s words probably allude to Goethe’s praise for Ganzheit 
(wholeness, unity, integrity), since Goethe was an important author for 
Onerva and her generation of writers. (Mirdja: 114.)

Onerva was among a very small number of Finnish female wri-
ters who engaged in Decadent literary strategies. Her debut novel Mirdja 
deserves to be regarded as a classic of early 20th century Finnish lite-
rature, and it is a highly interesting instance of experimental Decadent 
prose in the international context as well. The translation and critical 
edition published by the MHRA finally makes it available to an internatio-
nal readership and provides readers with detailed analysis, interpretation, 
and contextualization of the novel.
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