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A Giant Awakens
EUROPEAN CAPITAL OF CULTURE — In Oulu, Finland, European Capital of Culture 2026, a

silo designed by Alvar and Aino Aalto is being transformed into a cultural space.

The verdict was far from a declaration of love: in 2009, the residents of Oulu, Finland, voted the “Aalto
Silo” the ugliest building in their city. Designed by Alvar and Aino Aalto in the modernist style, the
former woodchip storage facility of a cellulose factory had become a lost place, used only by graffiti
artists and flocks of pigeons. Now, however, it is emerging as the architectural heart of the city. And in
Oulu — which, together with TrenCin in Slovakia, is European Capital of Culture 2026 — that heart is
beating particularly loudly.

Located on Finland’s west coast, the northernmost major city in the EU will celebrate culture with
more than 1,000 events across a wide range of venues — in the town hall, the museum of
contemporary art, the forest, and even on the frozen Baltic Sea in winter. Yet the place currently

drawing the most attention is the Aalto Silo, completed in 1931.

It could almost be overlooked: although it rises to 28 metres, the functional concrete structure —
reminiscent of a church — appears almost delicate, surrounded by trees, high-rise housing blocks, and
the abandoned factory halls of the Meri-Toppila district, once a working-class neighbourhood. For
Charlotte Skene Catling, it was love at first sight. “It radiates that humanist modernism — attentive to

people and nature — that distinguishes Aalto’s work from that of his contemporaries,” she says.

The British architect works with the Factum Foundation for Digital Technology in Preservation, which
acquired the derelict silo six years ago at an online auction for €6,250. It is now being carefully and
sustainably restored. Wherever possible, original elements are being preserved, and historic materials
are being reused. New materials — such as timber and pine tar for the roof — are sourced largely from
the region. The aim is to keep the carbon footprint of the renovation as low as possible, in line with the
Capital of Culture theme “Cultural Climate Change,” which seeks to highlight the impacts of climate

change and propose solutions.

Around 200 kilometres to the north lies the Arctic, a region particularly affected by rising temperatures
— along with, for example, the traditional way of life of the Indigenous Sami people. Since 2024, the
silo project has been part of the New European Bauhaus network, which promotes sustainable building
practices. A new building planned next to the silo will house a research centre dedicated to the

preservation and reuse of industrial heritage.

The silo is seen as a flagship project — demonstrating that industrial ruins can be preserved and made
accessible, rather than demolished. Because this takes time and additional support, project manager
Valentino Tignanelli compares the process to the construction of a medieval cathedral: “It progresses
step by step, with the help of many.” This is also part of the concept: wherever possible, local residents
are involved. In workshops, neighbours helped build a pop-up park using timber, barrels, and stones

found in the silo. Students from the OSAO vocational school restored the old windows and laid
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foundation stones salvaged from other former factories in the area. The patchwork-like pattern echoes

Aalto’s brick experimental house on Lake Piijanne (1954).

Skene Catling has introduced only a few design interventions. Over time, wooden plugs in the walls —
once used to seal hose openings — had rotted away. These have now been replaced with coloured glass,

so that in sunlight, small points of light fill the silo like stars.

The transformation of the silo is not only an architectural experiment, but also a social one. Residents
are encouraged to see it as part of their neighbourhood — as a living space. It will include co-working
areas, a café, a bar, a sauna, and spaces for theatre, concerts, and exhibitions. In the not particularly
sought-after district of Meri-Toppila, high-profile events are already planned, including one with

Marina Abramovi€ from 5 to 7 September.

For Alvar Aalto, too — who had yet to achieve international recognition — the silo, completed in
1931, was new territory. It was his first concrete building and his first industrial project. When he
received the commission in 1929, he had to respond to the needs of engineers and the demands of the
production process. It was also the year he encountered pioneers of modernism such as Le Corbusier
and Walter Gropius, and was deeply influenced by the technological enthusiasm of the 1920s.
“Functionalist silos, like those in the United States, were particularly fascinating to architects of classical

modernism,” says Skene Catling.

The silo in Oulu spent decades as a sleeping giant. Tignanelli describes it as a mythical being, waiting to

awaken after a long slumber.

— Silvia Tyburski
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