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Alvar Aalto's unknown giant concrete building discovered in Oulu, Finland!

This article is an automatic translation from Japanese. The original version can be found here.
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Oulu, the second largest city in Finland, was selected as the European Capital of Culture for
2026. In the north of this city, there is a huge concrete building designed by Aalto.

A silo for a paper mill in Oulu, Finland, designed by Aalto. After closing in 1985, the building
had fallen into disrepair, but is now on the path to restoration. Photo_Ruiz Romero for the Oulu
2026 European Capital of Culture Foundation

Oulu, the second largest city in Finland, is located 800km north of Helsinki, exactly in the center
of Finland, a long country from north to south, on the border with Lapland. It is home to Nokia
and is now known as the center of the European IT industry, but what is less known is that it is
also home to factories and landscapes designed by Alvar Aalto.


https://casabrutus.com/categories/architecture/435058
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Oulu will be the European Capital of Culture in 2026 (a city designated by the EU that hosts a
variety of intensive cultural events over the course of a year). Events and conferences are
planned for the area around the silo.

Taking advantage of its location on the Gulf of Bothnia and abundant forest resources, Oulu
once flourished as a pulp industry, which produced tar, essential for shipbuilding, and paper.
Between the 1930s and 1960s, Aalto worked on factory-related projects in two areas. One of
these was a paper mill in the Toppila district. This was closed in 1985, and some of the
buildings have been converted into public housing under city management. Among these, the
28-meter-tall concrete silo with trapezoidal columns is a unique piece of Aalto's architecture.
While it has great historical importance, it has been difficult to reuse in renovations and has
been unused for many years. With no buyer to be found, the city put the silo up for auction
online as a last resort. Charlotte Skene Catling happened to come across it and won the bid at
the lowest price of 6,250 euros (about 700,000 yen). We spoke to her about the background to
this and her future plans.



Charlotte Skene Catling, who is currently restoring and revitalizing the Aalto Silo, is the director
of the architectural firm Skene Catling de la Pefia. https://scdlp.net/

e Meeting at an auction

The silo, which no longer serves as a wood chip storage facility, was once chosen as the "ugliest
building" in the area, but it was spared demolition because it was Aalto's first industrial
building. Photo by Megumi Yamashita



—How did you find the silo in the first place?

It was during the summer of 2019, during the COVID-19 pandemic, during the lockdown in
Valencia, Spain. The heat was so intense that it reached 50 degrees outside, and | couldn't go
for a walk, so | was distracting myself by surfing the internet, when | came across an article that
said, "Aalto's first industrial building is for sale." I'm an architect and | knew about Aalto's
architecture, but | had never heard of it before. When | looked into it further online, | found
several Aalto auctions. On a New York site, lighting fixtures and door handles were being
traded at amazing prices. Then | came across an auction site in Finland that handled
everything.

It was an auction site that handled everything, from cars to home appliances to clothes. There,
"Aalto's silo" was on display. The seller was the city of Oulu, and the starting price was 6,000
euros (about 700,000 yen at the exchange rate at the time). Aalto's architecture in the north
sounds attractive in the heat of the day. | asked my husband, and we paid the 250 euro bid
registration fee for the time being.

—Did you bid without seeing the actual building?

We couldn't move around because of the lockdown. We were just looking around because we
knew it would be a huge price. We watched the actual auction online as a bystander. But no
one made a bid! In other words, it ended up in our hands at the minimum bid of 6,000 euros
plus the registration fee.

The interior of the silo is dimly lit and windowless, but it gives the impression of great
potential. Photo by Megumi Yamashita



eNow, to Oulu.

Photo from when it was operating as a pulp mill. ©Ruiz Romero for the Oulu 2026 European
Capital of Culture Foundation

—You didn't know much about Oulu, did you?

It’s only when we won the bid that | asked myself, "Where is Oulu?" (laughs). It was reported
on the news that a curious foreigner had bought it, so various people contacted me, and one



coincidence after another came up. I'm originally from Ireland and my grandmother is Swedish,
but | learned for the first time that my roots are in Finland, and | felt a fateful connection.

Toppila OY, ca. 1974
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The factory closed in 1985, but this photo, taken around 1975, shows that the facility was
already abandoned.

So, when the COVID-19 pandemic was over, | went to Oulu for the first time. Oulu itself is a city
known for its IT industry and universities, but | had heard that the area around Toppila, where
the silo is located, was a bit unsafe. However, my actual impression was not bad at all. The silo
was in ruins as | had imagined, but | was overwhelmed by its huge volume and sculptural
appearance. | was also overwhelmed by the sense of responsibility for how to utilize this
wonderful structure.



The interior of the silo is dimly lit and windowless, but it gives the impression of great
potential. Photo by Megumi Yamashita

The silo

It was built as a storage facility for wood chips and was one of the facilities built for the
production of wood pulp and cellulose, which are essential for paper manufacturing. It was
designed by Alvar and Aino Aalto and opened in 1931.



The factory facilities next to the silo are currently used as a gym and climbing center. Photo by
Megumi Yamashita

It was the Paimio Sanatorium, opened in 1932, that brought Aalto worldwide fame, and this
silo was built at the same time. It is 28 metres high and was built from roof to walls using
poured concrete. The concrete is only 10cm thick, but it is still standing today.
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Overall view of the factory designed by Aalto, showing the chimney and some parts that have
been demolished and remodeled.

At the time, Finland was a poor country, but there was a demand for wood tar, made by
burning wood, the only natural resource, to waterproof ships, and there were people known as
the "tar bourgeoisie" who made their fortunes from this. Finnish tar was of high quality, and
one theory is that Britain conquered the seven seas because they used Finnish tar for
shipbuilding. The tar used in France and Spain apparently came from a different source. This
factory was also built by a British paper company.

-What is the history of silos?
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In his book "Objectives in Architecture" (1923), Le Corbusier includes a photograph of a silo as
an example of a building whose form expresses its function.

—When did silos first appear in the history of architecture?

Silos have played an important role in the history of modern architecture and in capitalism. The
first silo appeared in Buffalo, New York in 1842. An inventor named Joseph Dartin invented a
"grain elevator" using a steam engine, and the silo, a huge grain warehouse also known as a
"country elevator," appeared. Silos don't work without the technology to transport things to
the top. If you can store grain and distribute it as needed, you can control the market. This is
how the futures market began. So the role of silos in capitalism is really interesting. Author
Anthony Trollope describes this phenomenon as "a hungry, greedy monster." Silos have also
become a topic of conversation among European architects, with Walter Gropius, Bruno Taut,
and Le Corbusier writing about and publishing photos of silos. Eric Mendelsohn actually visited
them and took photos.

When the silo was completed in 1931, Laszlé6 Moholy-Nagy, who taught at the Bauhaus, was
invited by Aalto. He took photos of the Bauhaus-style silo. Aino Aalto was also a good
photographer, and her photos were published in architecture magazines.

Reyner Banham's book "A Concrete Atlantis" also talks about American silos, and | was
surprised to learn for the first time that silos are connected to European modernism. 1931 was
a turbulent time when the Nazis rose to power and Europe began to split, and both Moholy-
Nagy and Gropius later travelled to England. At the time, Aalto was a member of a film club
that screened German Expressionist and Russian films. Perhaps for this reason, | think the silo
he designed became an expressionist cathedral-like building, completely different from
American silos, which are nothing more than concrete cylinders.

Paimio's sanatorium is notable for its careful design, with radiant heaters above the beds and
silent sinks. The colors are also striking.

But the silo was designed for a process, not for people. That's what makes it unique. It's a
building designed for a brutal process, not for people, so it has no windows.



eHow to use silos?

An event was held at the silo in September 2024. The aim is to create a hub for local people to
gather and revitalise the area.

--What is your vision for the future?

The silo was once chosen as the "ugliest building" in the local area, and the city apparently
wanted to demolish it, but couldn't because it was a designated preserved structure. However,
from the perspective of an architecture enthusiast, this building has great potential. First of all,
we need to patiently continue with the restoration. To do that, we will need subsidies and
other funding. We are working towards a vision that goes beyond simply preserving cultural
assets, making it a base for regional revitalization and the conservation of the natural
environment.



The aim is to restore the silo in stages, from repairs to expansion. (c) Skene Catling de la Pefia

First, we registered the silo as AaltoSiilo, which is run by the non-profit organization Factum
Foundation. The foundation was established in Madrid in 2009 by my husband, the British
Adam Lowe. For many years, he has been creating digital works for major artists, and has
poured his earnings into a business that 3D scans cultural heritage and other things to create
digital archives. For example, he scanned Tutankhamun's tomb to create a high-resolution
replica model. These are made available for free as open source. The mission of the Factum
Foundation is not to make a profit, but to leave a record for the future.



e A cornerstone of regional revitalization

The part that has been renovated into an apartment complex. Many of the residents are low-
income earners or refugees. Photo by Megumi Yamashita

There is also an old factory that has been converted into an apartment building around the silo,
and many refugees from Somalia and other countries live there, so it is a very multinational
area. They have almost no political voice, so the area has been neglected quite a bit. Even if it
was an Aalto building, no one would touch it for investment purposes. The devastation of the



area is also related to the lack of places for people to gather. First of all, we plan to create a
public square, an amphitheatre, a sauna, and a garden. We are brainstorming various ideas,
such as using the heat from the sauna to warm the building. Then we would like to have a cafe,
a bar, and eventually turn the silo building into a research center.

There are also plans to build a sauna and an amphitheater. (c) Skene Catling de la Pefia

Oulu has been designated as the European Capital of Culture in 2026, and in preparation for
this, the city has received funding to build a pavilion called the Black Box next to the Silo. This
will be linked to the Finnish Pavilion at the Venice Biennale in the same year. It has also been
decided that the Aalto Conference will be held in the summer of 2026.
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An event held at the silo in September 2024. The highlight was the performance by acrobats
who made use of the architecture. Photo_Megumi Yamashita

Oulu is at the entrance to the Arctic Circle and is on the front line of the global warming crisis.
Therefore, we aim to use Factom's digital technology to create a digital archive of nature and to
use it as a base for activities to leave records for future generations. It is a happy coincidence
that Oulu is a center of IT and digital technology. We are also researching ways to reuse
building materials from demolished buildings. We have just been certified as a partner of the
EU-led "New European Bauhaus." As part of the "European Green Deal," which aims for zero
carbon emissions by 2050 and aims for sustainable economic growth, the plan is to promote
architecture and urban development by comprehensively capturing art, culture, science,
environment, and economy, just like the Bauhaus. Although we unexpectedly won the bid for
Aalto's silo, we will do our best to go beyond preserving the building and contribute to the local
community and the planet, so please support us. (Charlotte Skene Catling)



More Aalto architecture

A fountain spouting from the Oulu River. The entire landscape and plan were designed by
Aalto. Photo by Megumi Yamashita

Oulu also has landscapes that Aalto designed. Around the Koskikeskus district, where the Oulu
River forks, beautiful tree-lined avenues and riverside promenades have been developed.
These were designed by Aalto in the 1930s when a hydroelectric power station was built to
harness the flow of the Oulu River to generate electricity. Not all of Aalto's vision was realized,
but you can still sense his extraordinary design talent in designs such as the fountain that
shoots up from the middle of the river.



A building at the entrance to the factory facility with the Eastman sign. Photo by Megumi
Yamashita

There is also a building like this that reminds me of the Finnish Pavilion at the Venice Biennale.
Photo by Megumi Yamashita



The factory facilities and housing for the president and employees in the Takalaanila district
were also designed by Aalto, and many of them remain intact and are currently used as
chemical facilities and housing for Eastman. In 2026, Aalto expert Professor Pia Krogius of the
University of Oulu is planning an Aalto tour, so it would be great to take a look around.



Pia Krogius, an expert on Aalto architecture in Oulu and a lecturer at the University of Oulu.
Photo by Megumi Yamashita

A concrete panel bearing Aalto's handprint is on display at the University of Oulu. Photo by
Megumi Yamashita



