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“Finland in 1902? Isn’t that a strange choice for a British writer? Its a rather obscure piece of 

history.” We were intrigued to read about Finland under Russian domination. Knowing as 

we do now that Finland has emerged as a free and democratic country. It can’t have been 

easy for such a small population to have liberated itself. 

By the time we had finished House of Orphans, we had learnt a lot about the social and 

political situation in Finland in the years pre the Russian revolution. In 1902 Finland was 

teetering on civil war, whilst tension was mounting in the capital city Helsinki, the remote 

forested rural areas were somewhat cushioned from civil unrest. The novel is set just before 

a bloodbath - an assassination and the loss of many lives. 

There is a stigma attached to being an orphan, unloved and rejected. Orphans are at the 

bottom of the social ladder.  Why had Helen Dunmore chosen the title - House of Orphans ? 

Orphans have a desire to belong, to be loved. Is Dunmore asking us how we belong to 

ourselves? And what are the political consequences of living in a world where it is not 

always possible to do so; a world in which you may have to be someone's servant or, be 

ruled by your mistakes or by unrequited love?.  

Eeva, the main female character, is an orphan. When her revolutionary father dies, she is 

sent to an orphange in the remote forest areas of the North, miles away from her home in 

Helsinki. The orphanage’s aim is to produce girls for a life of service. But Eeva’s early years 

have given her a strength of purpose, a belief in her own worth. Her father educated her 

and instilled in her a sense of being equal to anyone. She stands out from the others in the 

orphanage. She has a mind of her own. Her will has not been broken. Her first meeting with 

the local country doctor Thomas Eklund is significant.  

Thomas asks her to help look after a sick child, as she comes towards him, he recognises 

that she is different 

“She looked just like the rest of them, but he’d known immediately that he hadn’t seen her 

before. It was the way she moved, which was quick and free, as if she hadn’t learned how to 

walk like an orphan yet...... And she’s dirty. Can you change the flannel and wash her?” 

“ They’re all dirty” commented the girl. “ All of them. They all need changing.”...He felt a 

power in her, as if he had to answer her.” 

The kind, generous doctor doesn’t know at this point how Eeva will impact on his life. 

Thomas is also a kind of orphan, his wife has died recently and he is estranged from his 

daughter Minna. Hardworking yet lonely, he has never experienced the happiness of true 



intimacy with a woman. He gives to others, but has no-one to enrich his life personally. He is 

very endearing, we all warmed to him. He was our favourite character. 

 We were divided on our opinions of his unhappily married friend Lotta. She can seem 

interfering and hard on Eeva, but she is mainly being protective of Thomas. She is 

undoubtedly in love with him but, being very conventional, she will never leave her husband 

Karl. She is the mirror opposite of Eeva. 

“Long ago, rebellion might have found its echo in her. But not now. She’d learned the hard 

way that things are as they are. People had their natures, which couldn’t be changed. Lotta 

the gardener had learnt to bow to the sun, the wind, the rain, the late, piercing frost. She’d 

learned to yield. If she hadn’t had love, she’d had something else. 

We must adapt, thought Lotta. We must shape ourselves to reality, not expect reality to 

shape itself to us.” 

And who is to say that the young, idealistic Eeva won’t have the same views when she is a 

middle-aged woman? Lotta has not had the advantage of good looks and is married to a 

man who does not love her. She has made the most of what life has to offer her. Helen 

Dunmore says that she has great affection for Lotta, as she wrote more about her, she grew 

to like her more and more. Lotta is a kind of orphan too, living without love, without 

children to care for. One or two of us positively disliked her as she seems unkind to Eeva. 

But some of us looked beneath her tough exterior to find a tender heart lurking there.. 

We could have taken the theme of orphans even further. We touched on the nation of 

Finland, its people feeling it should once again belong to itself, to break free from the 

oppression of the Russian Empire. Is it enough to simply belong to yourself or do you need 

to belong to history, politics and revolution for your life to mean something? But, if you do 

that, are you simply taking other's lives as if they belonged to you? Can you make decisions 

for other people or only, ultimately, for yourself?  

These questions are still relevant today and we discussed the motivation of young 

revolutionaries especially in the Middle East. As I write, will the rebels in Libya succeed in 

their goal? We cannot know how our own periods of history will work out. When we read a 

historical novel we have the benefit of hindsight. We know that Finland has evolved into a 

successful, free, democratic society, much admired by the rest of the world. But Dunmore 

has the skill to write the story so that we feel we are living alongside her characters. The 

past becomes now. Rich details of every day life add colour and immediacy.  

There is a lot of cooking and eating in  the House of Orphans: moist buttery almond cake, 

gingerbread, parsley dumplings lowered gently into a beef soup. Food, or the lack of it, is 

very important. Porridge is a luxury for the children in the orphanage, black bread, skimmed 

milk, a bit of cheese, soup makes up their meagre diet. Thomas Eklund tells Eeva that he 

likes plain food. He has the choice, he could afford more exotic food. And a bar of chocolate 



takes on special meaning, when he is walking with Eeva for days and they have limited 

supplies. He generously gives her his chocolate and some wild strawberries.  Magda, Eeva’s 

friend and flatmate in Helsinki, is “hard up” and on a tight budget. But she can still afford to 

go to concerts and coffee houses. Eeva teaches her the art of preserving food for Winter, 

realising that Magda doesn’t know how it is to be so poor that you do not have enough to 

eat.  

And there is a wealth of physical detail: the sickroom smell of urine, sweat and medicine, 

the agonies and exhaustion of a breech birth, the splash of a boatman’s oars, the frozen lake 

stretching for miles where people are skating like spiders, the blue shadows thrown by 

heaped snow.  

“The crust of snow was a foot thick, but it was softening and it had a greyish tinge. The first 

melt was ticking off the eaves, drop by drop. It would freeze again tonight, but the process 

had begun. The long thaw that’s half feared and half desired......You had to face it every 

year, and then you got used to it. The sight of everything that the snow hides , everything 

that’s flawed or damaged and needs work.” 

Living in Berlin, we understood this very well. The conditions are not usually as extreme 

here as in Finland but last year we had non - stop snow from November to March. 

The action of the story divides between the rural lifestyle and the city of Helsinki, to which 

Eeva eventually flees. Both are richly evoked: Eklund’s house with its heirloom china, the 

kitchen in which Eeva learns how to make barley soup, how to stud a ham with cloves, the 

sauna in the garden; and then the bustle of Helsinki, the bookshop in which Eeva gets a job, 

the cramped living spaces of the young revolutionaries she has joined. She goes there in 

search of Lauri, the childhood friend who becomes her lover, only to find him living with his 

new friend, the volatile and enigmatic Sasha, who is himself involved with nameless terrorist 

operatives. Sasha turns out to be a double, double agent – a thoroughly nasty individual. 

The first part of the novel is very powerful, the delicate and haunting unrequited love that 

Thomas has for Eeva, is very moving. The second part is more fragmented and some of us 

missed the intensity of the first part. But city life is faster and more fragmented than 

country life, and it can be argued that Dunmore has cleverly crafted the novel to reflect 

these differences. 

Our Comments 

“ I am familiar with Finnish history. I was expecting a different kind of book. But I still 

enjoyed reading it. I can understand how someone can become a terrorist when living under 

a dictatorship.” 

“ I liked the mingling of the Finnish, Swedish and Russian languages. The depiction of the 

place in society of the Finns, the Swedish Finns and the Russians.” 



“ I loved it until the rupture in the middle. I had been engrossed by Thomas and Eeva’s story 

and the second part lost my interest a little.” 

“ I appreciated the writing but I had expected more about Lauri and Sasha’s background.” 

“Finland a hundred years ago was a completely new experience for me. I appreciated 

learning about something new. “ 

“ Unfortunately I wasn’t convinced by the characters. Eeva seemed too perfect and Thomas 

too kind. But the descriptions of the landscape were powerful and worked for me.” 

“ I felt it lacked development, the characters didn’t seem to grow. And it lacked a clear 

ending.” 

“I was intrigued by Finnish history. The only person I liked was Thomas.” 

“I didn’t like the book at all. The only thing I liked was the historical setting.” 

“ A good read. Thomas stood out for me as a very brave character who forgets about 

convention. He helps those worse off than himself and is very honourable.” 

“ I loved it. I have always been fascinated by Russian history. I disagree about the characters, 

I thought they were very well developed. Sasha is like a Russian doll, there are layers and 

layers to remove before finding out who he is.” 

“Russian workers generally are much more intellectual than those in the West. They have a 

far deeper cultural awareness.” 

“I enjoyed it very much indeed. The ending was left in the air but that felt right.” 

“A very good book. Everything resonated- the thick forests, the darkness, the sense of 

workers going to the opera in their shirtsleeves... I travelled through Finland in the sixties.” 

“ The attitudes that existed at the time came across well- the contrast between the rich and 

poor. I empathised with Eeva wanting to find her own identity.” 

“ Dunmore has a sensuality when she writes. She combines domestic and political situations 

very well.” 

“The slow music of the forest becomes the staccato clamour of a city . Even though I’m a 

city person I preferred the slow music of the first part of the novel.” 

“ Dunmore seems to lose patience a little with the characters, I felt she got bored and 

wanted to finish the book quickly.” 

“ It was effective to start the novel in the orphanage, and then learn about Eeva’s past. A 

srtict chronological order would have been rather dull.” 



“ The time of great change – of mass migration to Helsinki – was well shown. The 

destruction of the wooden houses, the more modern blocks rising up.” 

“ Thomas represents the “well-meaning” individual doing what he can to change society for 

the better through healing. He is in sharp contrast with Sasha, who doesn’t mind who he 

harms, with the fantatical zeal of the revolutionary.” 

“ Dunmore has meticulously researched her subject. I believe she lived in Finland for a time 

and clearly has a real feel for the country.” 

“I found the characters very compelling. Dunmore uses her minor characters wisely. Thomas 

and Eeva are richly drawn – the minor characters are partly in the shadows – but that 

seemed right.” 

“ I agree. Some writers introduce far too many characters. It can be very confusing.” 

“Eeva has a sense of justice and of her own integrity and she can read and write. She is a 

strong female and to be repected for her resilience. It would have been very difficult in 1902 

to be as independent as she is. It would have been easy to settle for a comfortable and 

secure life as the doctor’s wife. So many women did.” 

“ Yes, she doesn’t seem unusual in 2011, but she would have been exceptional in 1902.” 

“ I loved Dunmore’s writing and now want to read all of her other novels.” 

“ I would recommend The Siege and A Spell of Winter. But I have enjoyed them all.” 

Highly Recommended 

A very good historical novel. Beautifully written.  Haunting and moving. Helen Dunmore is a 

great storyteller. 


