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Chorus in a car park

There is a corner of Eﬂglanu:l that is for ever Finnish. And

oW it's getting its own opera. Nick Coleman Explams

= t thafar side of the ‘W shall the cnset of the Crimean war, leach
o cemetery o Lewes, remember them Inbo the world ol 21si-contiry Tewes,
. you will see a monu- o« Arighif Lowes's | [t a metg-ghost story, founded in
. ment,a stone splke monument to the | Bistorleal fact, In 1854, shortly alter
Jn. - rsingout of the green- | prisonersof war; | declaring war on imperialist Russia, the
& ery, It is decombed with | ¢befow) director | Britheh and French allies staged a pre-
|n5mpt|.m d.nﬁgﬂm-]aud 28 names, Susannah Waters | empiive strike on the Baltsc fortress of
This is all that remains on English sall | Bemarsund., They came girt with Goo
| of the 300 Finnish prisoners of war prizoners as political trophies.
Wi, 150 yoars age, wore the most The fortress had been gammisomed not
calebrated group in this East Sustey with Fusslan reguiars but with Flanish
toawn. These 28 men died hzhting not comscripts, Finland EhE:I'IhFTnE.'IEIlh-
theelr captors, but tabercubosis, state within the Fussian empive. Half

| s this all that remains? Back down | The PoWs thecaptives were shipped back to Brit-

- the hill, inawarehouse at the Phoeniy : win to sseoart the warin Lewess, While
Ironworks, the director Susannah [ “h_ ) WETE | thieotficers were billeted in town houses
Waters s takling o ot members officers and spent thelr time waltzineg around
through a ley scenein apewopers, The | ——————— | the dmwing rooms of the borgesisie,
Frvish Prisomer. She and ler co-crealors w | theordinary soldbers foand thenaelves

| = composer Criando Gough and [ their time banged up in the old civil prison, newly

| Bbreitisr Stephen Plalce — ame irying o
| decde whether to introduoe an urchin
| with a Game Boy to s sorangely old-
fashionad-seeming seduchon scena,
The scene is one of severad in the
opera in which the events of 16854, at
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' the drawing
rooms of the
bourgeoisie |

|- requisitioned as a prisoaer-of-war camp.
Mevertheless, the Finns went down a
st in Lewes. Locals and toarisns
visited the prson, and tha Finns made
children's toys for visitors to buy, The
parting &t the end of the war is said
e been genuinedy soreovwiil and
entaibed a formal civic farewelL
Tt wis Plaice who uncoversd the
story during a spell as writer-in-
{ residenceat Lewes's modern-day
peison, five years ago. When Waters
cama cabling for ideas, out it popped,
ned entbeely Tormed, "1 dido' s it e
be a period plece," he =ays. "1 wanted it
to reflect the present-day community
| |nrelation todrs histony: There's anddea
im Lhe pdece thatl pot anly do long-time
inhabitants of a place retain some kind
aof genetic memory of mportant events
that ocour, bat that the place iksalf
e ko hold on to those events ima
stramge kind of way. So we osed the
sotting of the modern car park, where
the prison wsed to stanad; P car-
park attendant doubles with the
tgth-century prizon warder —
the watchers, the jailers of
ur Enciety”
The story of The Finnish
Prisaner begins with a local
wionar, Cor, carrying back to
| her cura picture of her
great-grandmother as a
YOURE Worman. Cor

| deactivates the car's
central locking,

| triggering the appear-

I anceof & 19th-cemtury

an:rshcmpmal.m

the site of whose coll she has parked 154
years laker, Thie bleep also trggers a nai-
rative in which two paratlel realities get

tangled wp with one another, one a1 in

a car park, the other in & prison yard.

Bt 1% 2 clefmitively local productiod
of the three choruses joindng the
professional salodsts, one is made up
of Lewes citizens, another of focal
chilldren. Alongside them will be nine
members of the Finndsh Metional
Oipera, |'I3.-i|'|g i specially to participate

Waters has just conducted the firs
full rehiearsal with the B5-strong cast,
she crackles with the same energy as
her brather, the actor and fommer Globa
directior Mark Rylanee, “Tt was great,™
she says. “The oommunity choras baurst
inio Spoatansods appdatise at the soind
of the Finns. They*ve really given usall
2 LI, Tr's an incred By exciting soind,
Simpie, opan-throated singing fres of
operatii airs."

Goagh lan't trowbled by operatic ajrs
gither, “T'm not sure, actually, that it is
an opera gt all,” e says, YIEisn'l
thrcugh-written; it's got & kot of spoken
dizlopusin it; and I'm wery keen on
wiiting somgs. ['d say it was a mausical,
perhaps nearest to Sondheim i style,
but based in Scandinavian folk music, [t
loaks ke @ musicad tome,”

It 15 cartainly Fair to2ay that not
many apems come scored fior three
large choruses and & small
inatrimental cisemble
resembling a kdezmer band.
“Lavwies has a long tradition of
non-conformism,” Flajce says,
“But what's partionlarly interesting
about the story we're telling here |
is that it's sbout the way we're
haunted by the vofces of our
anoestors, and what theyd
think of ws"

Fimnish Prisaner i gk Unit 8,
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