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A lthough the reception of visual communi-
l{ cation, especially film, appears as an import-

I \ antfield, ithasnotfrequentlybeensubjected
to empirical investigation. ln this article we present
empirical data on the reception of a war film in Fin-
land. In Finnish people's hearts, a special meaning is
attached to this very film. However, we trust that our
method and notions on postmodernism and on the
possibility of conveying an anti-war message by means
of visual communication might prove useful in the
research of the reception of war films in other count-
ries, too.

For more than thirty years, Viiind Linna's novel
The Unknown Soldier has been the subject of lively
discussion. Its realistic story about Finns in the 2nd
World War has often been compared to All Quiet on
the Western Front by Erich Maria Remarque. The
novel was first published in 1954 (English trans. 1957)
and filmed by Edvin Laine the year after. The popula-
rity of both the novel and the film has been unprece-
dented in Finland, and even in 1984, in an investiga-
tion made among readers, Viiincjr Linna was ranked
the most popular author in Finland. Furthermore,
The Unknown Soldier has been translated into more

than twenty languages, and the first film version has
been one of the best-known Finnish films abroad. In
Finland, 90 per cent of the adult population has seen
Laine's film and nearly everybody is familiar with the
main characters of th6 film.-Thai one sinsle art Dro-
duct should enjoy a popularity as broad as t-his app'ears
exceptional as compared to any western countrv. Yet
this phenomenon is typical of Fjnland, where clats dis-
tinctions do not traditionally involve remarkable cul-
tural differencies.

The underlying idea in The Unknown Soldier is
comparable to Stanley Kubrick's Full Metal lacket
(1987) or Oliver Stone's Platoon (1986). These films
look at war from the point of view of an ordinarv sol-
dier, who never wishbd to be sent to the front i'n the
first place. They attempt to grasp the real war expe-
riences and the emotions involved. ln the 195-0's
Viiin<i Linna's novel became a great success because,
for the first time after the war, lhe Finnish public was
presented a work of art through which thev could
relate to their own war experiEnces instead of the
canonized, national interpretations. For Americans
the most recent films depicting the war in Vietnam
have had a similar therapiutic 6eaning.
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Some concepts of reception research
J) A.ltistr media scholars have investigated the

I)[::8,:ii:,'"t"';'"TlB',"".i::':'i?,:?i',,',trifi B:.
ley L980; Walkerdine 1986). However, when studying
a film generally classified as art. German recepiion
aesthetics provided us with useful concepts, *hich
leave the art product open to any interpretations (Ho-
lub 1984).

The concept 'reception', as used in this context, is
derived from German aesthetics (Jauss 1970). Recep-
tion is a process where the reader ionstructs fhe text in
his mind. In every art work or 'text' there are open
spaces, which the public will fill in with the meanings
they attach to them. The recipient of a work of art is [o
solve the indeterminancies of the work (Chatman
1980). However, as there are no definitely right or
wrong alternatives. questioning such a poiit ai who
"comprehended" the novel appears irrelevant.

In a viewing situation the historical, social and cul-
tural context forms the basis for the spectator's hori-
zon of expectations, a term launched 6y Hans Robert
Jauss (1970). The horizon of expectations is an inter-
related system ofexpectations, in which each art work
is born at the moment of its historical appearance. Itis
based on the spectator's knowledge of [he forms and
themes of works and genres thai already exist. No
meanings can be given without previous meanings,
and this intertextuality provides the substance for the
production ofliterary conventions (Culler 1983). The
spectator can receive the new work against the hori-
zon of his literary or artistic experienie, or by using
the broader horiion of his life Lxperiences. fiien TI
Segers (1985) gives specific emphasis to rhese two
aspects of the horizon of expectations; he calls them"the socio-cultural" and '1he Iiterarv horizon of
expectations". The relevant point herd is, however,
that as for every individual work of art, the horizon of
expectations is subjected to continous change.

_ The premidre of the film The Unknbwn Soldierby
Rauni Mollberg in 1985, on Finland's Independencb
Day, December 6th, was preceded by greai advance
publicity. When the new film version was released, we
became interested in assessing the significance of the
story, written in the 1950's, and its subject marter in
particular, to the Finns of the 1980s. Since social and
cultural changes have occurred, interpretations of the
same theme are likely to have changeil, too. The topic
under discussion is whether Finnish culture is charac-
terized by uniformity or, as would be the opposite
case,,by_new cultural differences, either regional or
social. That is to say, our purpose is to ana-lyze con-
temporary Finnish culture by means of studying the
reception of the new film version of this old itory
about the war.

Postmodern characteristics in
reception?
f n the 1960s and early 1970s Finland underwent a
! rapid structural change. Up to the 1950s Finland

* ryuq predominantly an agricultural society, but in
the 1960s and 1970s the percentage of peoplti emplo-
yed in primary production declined, whereas the num-
ber of manual and whitecollar workers in industry and
in the service branch increased remarkably. At the
same time a modern welfare state was being 

-built, 
and

the standard of living improved. This radical transfor-
mation in the labour market was accomDanied bv a
great flood of migration: hundreds of thousandiof
people migrated from the countryside to big cities in
Southern Finland or even to Sweiien, Finland's Scan-

dinavian neighbour. 'The great structural change'is a
concept frequently used when referring to this pheno-
menon in this context.

The essential question brought up in our study is,
what kind of cultural change coincided with this great
structural change. In the United States and Western
Europe certain cultural changes can be detected that
followed the post-war reconstruction. A considerable
number of rapid cultural changes have occurred since
the 1950s and'60s. One of the particularfields of inte-
rest in the discussion related to the phenomenon has
been the transition from modern to pbstmodern cultu-
re. Fredric Jameson (1984, 53-58) has pointed out that
postmodern culture typically comprises pastiche, a
mimicry of styles, a lack of historical peripective or
perhaps even a loss of the sense of history, the bre-
aking up a national states, heterogeneity as well as the
growing importance of the multinational culture indu-
stry and the new high tech media. In this process. one
of the most essential parts is the integration of aesthe-
tic production into commodity production.

As to the reception of the film The Unknown Sol-
dier, by altering the view maintained by more stere-
otypical history the new postmodern culture might
cause a change in the attitudes towards the war and
towards the authenticity of the novel and the film. The
past would then be given new meaning, which might
lead to the novel being interpreted in several ways.
thus reducing the uniform frame of interpretation.
Although we can question the idea of Finnish culture
turning towards postmodernism (and perhaps the
entire concept of postmodernism), we still believe
that there is a general direction towards a more super-
ficial and a more heterogeneous culture, perhaps due
to the mass media and the vast breakthrough of the
culture industry. The trend seems to be distinguisha-
ble even in the reception of The Unknown Soldier.

According to Jean-Francois Lyotard (1984), it is
characteristic ofthe transition from the modern to the
postmodern state that technological development and
the growing use of computers change the nature of
information and. consequently, the nature of culture,
too. As the manageability and transferability of infor-
mation gain more importance, information is justified
by its usefulness, and the principal functions of infor-
mation and knowledge are seldom questioned. On the
cultural level this process may lead to great legitima-
tive narratives gradually losing their significance. The
old meanings disintegrate, and the cultural understan-
ding of people living in modern society will be based
on new codes more focussed on the individual. The
Unknown Soldier has perhaps ceased to function as
the great narrative of the people, as some kind of nati-
onal therapy used to soothe its traumatic war expe-
riences and to establish a national identity. In present-
day Finland more subjective, varied and individual
meanings are being attached to it.

Yet we should keep in mind that the cultural deve-
lopment in Finland has certain individual characteris-
tics. We cannot off-hand compare Finnish culture
with the culture of advanced Western European
countries. Moreover, the great structural change did
not transform Finnish culture evenly. How can we
then characterize contemporary Finnish culture and
the change which have taken place in it?

Method: interviews and press
coverage
7-f-! n. material for the study was collected in two

I cities, Helsinki, the capital, and Jyviiskylii inI Cenrral Finland, a city of i0 000 inhabitants
and a centre of a fairly large rural area. The choice of
the cities enabled regional comparisons. After the
performances of the film altogether 86 spectators



\'/ere interviewed in a ftearby L:af(j. Approximatciy
cve 11' se cond spcciat()r qucstioned *'as willing to pal-
ticipate in thc study. \il't ntanaged to get good vari-
atioe in the interr.iewecs'backgrorind and agc: one
third of them wcre women. All interviews took placc
in less than rwo week's time afti:r the premidre.

During the thirty-miuute interviews the inten,ie-
wees were asked whether they had tbund any of thc
incidents or charactcrs in the fihn particularly impres-
sive and rrvhat kind of rncssage they thought the filnr
would convey to a present-day F-inn. Above all. the
spectators were encouraged to talk about their perso-
nal feelings about the film, and the interviewer avoi-
ded leading thern in thcir reception cf the filrn. l'hc
interviews were nrainly analyzed with qualitative rnet-
hods.

l'art of the material for the study is denved from
press covcrage: everything relatcd to the subject in
the local newspaper. from news and columns to letters
to the editor and even ads, was noied during a period
of six months. 'Ihe newspaper clippings from Helsin-
gin Sanornat (the major newsparer in the capital)
totalled 82 and thcse from Keskisuomalainen (in the
Jyv:iskylii area) 25. The fact that the film was a current
issue with wider media coverage errabled us to krok
more closely in to the irnpact that the press had on the
spectators' opinions; whether it actually preinfluen-
ced their interpretatitxs of the film.

The film received exceptional publisitv in thcl
papers! rnost of it very encouraging. This publicity,
naturally. had an irnpact on the discussions after the
rclease of the film. Several therncs that the spectators
found important had already been discussed in the
papers before the premiire, for example the realism
and thc anti-war rnessage of the film. E,;en though
several interviewees referred to these themes. one
cannot claim that the press should havc dictated the
spectators' respouse to the film. l'he fact that thes.
particuiar themes did become so central was largely
due to the director's deliberatc intentions which yiel-
ded response in the audience.

The changing heroes of war and
peace
fTt tr" characte rs of the filn-r arouscd particular in-

I terest arnong thc spcctators. Iror throe decadesI thcse characters had becn kcpt alive h1 frcqu-
trlt iiltcrtcxtual refercrrccs iir rrcwspapcrs. b.roks. dis-
cussions ctc. After the release of the film , for instance,
llc'lsingin Sanomat compareil Mauno Koivisto. th:
Plesiilent of Finland to lieutenant Krrskela.

The media publicity centered conspicuously cn thc
chalacter of Antti R.okka. Morc than the other main
characters, he rerrrinds of a traditional hero. it is he
who, for exanrple, machineguns a platoon of Russian
soldiers. Rokka is a symbol of agrarian peasant Fin-
land, which ceased to exist decades ago. Even for the
Finns of the 1980s manual labour, the outcome of air
individual's work and survival in hard circumstances
appear as unquestioned values.

Yet some cultural changes arc iaking place at pre-
sent. There is a transition of interest from Rokka, a
representative of agrarian peasant Finland and a tra-
ditional hero, to other characters on the side. This
transition was already perceived when studying the
rcception of Linna's novel in the 1970s and 1980s (Irs-
kola 1984). but the changc was much more conspi.
cuous in the reception of the film. In this respect ii is
possible to claim that the publicity work failed. The
spectators also appreciated more oidinary characters
than Rokka. for exanrple sergeant Hietanen and lieu-
tenant Koskela.

Ilc,th Hietanen and Knskela have a strong sense of
justice, and Hietanen also expresses his feelings, from
fear to attraction. Koskcla was respected for his anti-
authoritarian leadership. Koskela is the kind ofleader
that present-day enrployees would approve of. With
his rratural authority Koskcla soothes the differences,
brings the disputin! parties together. He understands
his men and wants to be one of them and share their
hard life. IIe never requests any privileges. Hardly
ever does he give orders. A middle-aged engineer
described Koskela's talent as leader as follows:

I think that to make a Finnish fitan move, u special touch
is ne e d t d. Ll t will n o r ga if he is told or threatene d to do so.
l'ou need t ccrtain nulh with him, and it is important to
live the re umong the nen to make it possible. This Koskela
dd well but it you titk me, he still was not the same as the
pret ious Kaskela.

As a sign of tinlc, not by nrere coincidence, the
resemblan-cc between the cti:rracteristics and roles of
licutenant Koskela and sergeant Elias in Stone's Pla-
toon is remarkable. Thus, Koskela's characteristics
drc also necessary and held in esteem in modern wor-
king-life and in the Finnish society in general. The
modernization proccss in postwar Finland. i.e. indu-
strialization ancl the changes in the occupational struc-
ture. urbanization and migration from the North to
the South, have paved the way for cultural changes.
Younger age groups have learned how to live in cities,
they are more educated, and their ties to the country-
side and the rebuilding period of Finland are weaken-
ing. New heroes symbolizing modern, urbanized and
industrializcd Finland arc becoming more popular.

Protllems of anti-war message

A ndre Bazin (197-1, 55-56) has argued that for
l.l most people. the ideal of a film is the repre-

I \ sentaiion'of reality as completely as possible.
Similarly, in The Llnknowri Soldieithe r6alisiic quali-
ties and the anti- war message were important for
most spc-ctators. Realism was considered a highly
positive charactclistic of the film. For instance. a stu-
dent of political sciencc commented:

lt wds u very realistit rescription of how brutul war is. lt
v. es not lefl as an ubslract description, but rather the oppo-
site. The film also alenrly showed that an ordinary soldier
did nrt know why he had to fighr.

The realisnr, however, was viewed from a number
of perspectives: one spectator compared it to his own
wai experienccs; another one to documented history;
a third crne to his subjective impressions or to the ear-
lier fihn version. Presunrably the way people view
reality and authentic documented history is largely
clepcndent on their personal experiences and stere-
otypes. Perhaps the products of multinational com-
meicial culture rnediated through the television and
the other media are the most important sources of
these stereotypes. From this point ofview it is possible
to find postmoclern characteristics in the reception of
thc filnr.

Although the spcctators considered Mollberg's film
authentic in its approach to real history and emphasi-
zed that in the 1980s it is possible to tell the whole
truth about the war in a film. they still - probably una-
ware of it themselves -.compared Mollberg's interpre-
tation of histor)' to that of the previous 'original' film,
to the one interpretation which, in fact, represents
reality to thenr. A spectator commented:

'l hc story in itself wasn't different from the book - and it
wasn't different frorn lhe rcality either.
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The spectators interpreted the anti-war message of
the film in a number of ways, though their reasons
were stated only briefly. Several different attitudes
towards war were revealed: for some spectators, the
message of the film was the necessity of disarmament;
for some, on the contrary, the film emphasized the
traditional defence policy; a few spectators even
brought up the idea of pacifist thoughts being totally
unrealistic and disagreeable. In any case, the possibili-
ties of a work of art to shape attitudes turned out to be
problematic, since each interviewee referred above all
to his individual horizon of expectations. Moreover,
since the reason for going to the cinema tends to be
entertainment. and the desire to participate by laug-
hing is strong, the possibility of a pacifist message
transmitted to the audience remains questionable.
Horkheimer and Adorno (1982, 140) write: "There is
laughter because there is nothing to laugh at. Laugh-
ter, whether conciliatory or terrible, always occurs
when some fear passes. It indicates liberation either
from physical danger or from the grip of logic."

Since the spectators focussed their attention on a
whole range of details in the film, the story cannot
have a field of meanings shared by all. The spectators'
war experiences or their lack of thcm, their social sta-
tus as well as their gender had impacts on the recep-
tion of the film. People in a high social position and
without war experiences were about the only to refer
to the film as a work of art.

The sexual distinctions, in particular, were conspi-
cuous: the women emphasized the emotional side, for
example, the soldiers' feelings about the war, their
motives and their feelings about the homefront. The
men, on the other hand, paid more attention to exter-
nal factors, the plot, the authenticity of the scenes,
and the relationships between people and objets rat-
her than the characters' emr>tions and intentions.
Seen from a larger perspective, these different appro-
aches may be connected to the division of labour in
society: women's tasks are still centred around repro-
duction, whereas men have always chosen fields
where visible power is more important than human
relations, and where it is possible to influence structu-
res rather than individuals. The two following com-
ments reveal this gender-oriented reception. The for-
mer is by a female researcher and the latter is by a
male businessman.

This war was represented. as a completely isolated pheno-
menon. Evacuees from eastern Finland were not shown
much and I would also have liked to learn about thesa
men's background and their families. And aln their cor-
respondence with their families. That wasn't brought in at
all.

Only if you watched carefulll,, could you notice that the
aerctplanes were too new- I must admit that it is not possi-
ble to get original planes but the armors and troops looked
authentic. And the g,uns. All these explosions arul shells
were very well done-

in Vietnam. especially if the reception of these films
was studied immediately after the premiCre, and for a
second time e.g. after ten years, might reveal rapid
changes in attitudes towards real history.

The Unknown Soldier continues to be of great
importance to Finns, yet today it lacks a single, clear
theme that everyone would agree upon, as it used to
have up to a remarkable extent. The spectators res-
pond to the novel or to the film mainly according to
their own experiences. their gender and social positi-
on. Consequently, one can presume that the story no
longer has the same significance to everyone; the
spectators interpret the story according to their own
horizon of expectations. When comparing the specta-
tors' responses in Helsinki and Jyviiskylii, we did not
detect a;y great differences. If ihe uniform Finnish
culture is falling apart, a change of this kind does not
seem t() depend on geographical factors, More impor-
tant are the distinctions between men and women,
and between the ordinary people and people in high
social positions. Also, warexperiencesorlack of them
was a distinctive factor: people with war experiences
were not capable or willing to presume any aesthetic
distance to the film.

Even though the war and the shared experience no
longer carry such great significance to Finns, because
of the story itself and its popularity The Unknown Sol-
dier continues to be important. Most Finns know their
"Unknown" so thoroughly that many of its lines have
turned into clich6s, the origin of which their users do
not always even know. In the days it was written, the
novel had a strong real-life of its own, and while
reading or watching it, people can refer to the issues
they find important, yet these points do not necessa-
rily have to apply to the whole of Finland.
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Conclusion
7Tt t 

" 
reception research offered us the possibility

! not only to study the ways meanings are given
L to a certain product ofculture, but by studying

the reception of this very product we could also appro-
ach some more general changes in society, At the
same time our study indicates clearly how a work of
art - or a product of culture industry - is shaped at the
moment of its reception, and this reception is in cons-
tant change. Although the meanings attached to a
piece of art may seem questions of individualistic tas-
te, they are always related to specific groups and the
historical time and society, where the work of art is
received. A similar study on some films about the war


