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European Capital of Culture Oulu

Residual Light in the North

Text Ulf Meyer Date 06.03.2026

© JOUKO LEHTOLA GMBH

Jouko Lehtola, "Young Heroes Serie’, 2025, aus der Ausstellung "Play” 2026

The Finnish city of Oulu is the European Capital of Culture 2026. Amid Aalto’s industrial
buildings, abandoned shopping centres and the Arctic winter, a surprisingly vibrant art

scene emerges in the far north. A visit reveals its richness.

The fact that more and more small cities hold the title of “European Capital of Culture” for a year has
many advantages. It fundamentally changes the nature of the event. The organisation becomes less
institutionalised, and art and culture reach all corners of the continent. Cities with 200,000 inhabitants
or fewer must come up with something distinctive as “European Capital of Culture” in order not to

appear provincial.

Oulu is not among the four largest cities in Finland—and even those would be difficult for many in the
rest of Europe to name. Yet Oulu turns this lack of recognition into an advantage: for most culturally

minded travellers, this university city on the Gulf of Bothnia remains largely uncharted territory.
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The best example of Oulu’s cultural inventiveness is a vast concrete ruin on the edge of the city, the so-
called Aalto Silo. Its demolition was prevented when the 1930s colossus was purchased for the symbolic
price of exactly €6,251 by the Factum Foundation, led by Adam Lowe, based in London and Madrid.
The woodchip silo was designed by the Finnish architectural duo Alvar Aalto and Aino Aalto as part of
the Toppila pulp mill, which ceased operations in 1985.

There is little trace here yet of Aalto’s later organic, human-centred architecture that would bring him
global fame. The British entreprenecur Joseph Dixon once used the plant to secure the supply of his
newspaper factories in the United Kingdom. When he was forced to close his Grimsby paper mill in
1973, all 320 employees in Oulu were laid off. Many factory buildings were demolished in the late
1980s. One of the remaining structures, however, is the woodchip silo, now repurposed as one of

northern Finland’s most compelling art venues.

Foto: Factum Foundation

"Bernd Nicolaisen: Restlicht”, Installationsansicht, 2026, AaltoSiilo, Oulu

The Swiss photographic artist Bernd Nicolaisen is currently presenting his exhibition “Residual Light” in
the bare silo—“findings from Earth’s history” discovered in untouched glacial crevasses in Iceland.
Working alongside a glaciologist, he explores tunnels and examines what he calls the unique
“interaction of light in and on water and ice.” His photographs are titled “Views of Layers.” The magical

ice-blue colour results from the refraction of light in oxygen-poor ice.

The Aalto Silo cannot be heated, and during Oulu’s winter temperatures inside drop to minus 20
degrees Celsius. In this austere interior, the glacier photographs take on a particular intensity.

Nicolaisen began the series in large-format 8X10 inch photography; presented as lightboxes, they are
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especially effective in the silo ruin. The abstract natural forms depict environmental transformation and
resonate—perhaps unintentionally—with the Cultural Capital year’s slogan: “Cultural Climate

Change.”

In comparison to “Residual Light,” the exhibition “Play,” contributed by Fotografiska Tallinn to Oulu’s
programme, feels more interchangeable. This group exhibition of 17 artists explores “play as a source of
joy and distraction,” and “as a non-verbal language”™—a broad and somewhat diffuse theme. Memorable,
in the exhibition curated by Jorven Viilik, are above all the melancholic series by Karolina Wojtas and
Deanna Dikeman. The exhibition is accompanied by a specially arranged sound design by Erki Parnoja.
The museum for contemporary photography, founded in Stockholm in 2010 and with additional
locations in Berlin and Shanghai, presents the show—somewhat incongruously—in a bleak, vacant

shopping mall.

Not staged but manipulated are the photographs of the Boston-based artist Pelle Cass. His “Still-Time
Raps” from the series “Crowded Fields” include the striking image from Hong Kong titled “Choi Hung
Estate Basketball.” Over two days, Cass took 23,800 photographs and selected more than a thousand for
composition. He captured not only the basketball players but also every surrounding detail, such as
neighbours hanging laundry from nearby high-rise windows. Cass compresses events from different
moments into a single image. His “still time-lapse” works blur the boundaries between time and space.
By combining hundreds of photographs into one, he dissolves sequence altogether—without altering a

single pixel. He merely selects; all elements remain in their original positions.

Foto: Pelle Cass

Choi Hung Estate "Day Two", 2023
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A more macabre form of “play” appears in works such as “Snack Time” (2014) by the American
photographer Roger Ballen, who lives in South Africa. His surreal, unsettling images depict a complex
relationship between humans and animals, “blurring the boundaries between reality and drama and

reflecting the absurd,” as he describes it.

Human—animal hybrids also feature in an exhibition at Oulu City Hall. Titled “Earworm,” the show—
assembled by the Kiasma—brings together video works with music and sound from different decades,
including music videos by Pipilotti Rist and an early black-and-white clip by Mika Taanila. These works
illustrate how rapidly technology has transformed digital media culture. Curator Saara Karhunen
selected Taanila because he has created “short and long, narrative and abstract films and videos” that
exemplify this change. Since 1989, he has directed more than 20 short and documentary films. In a
1993 music video for the Finnish rock-pop band 22-Pistepirkko, he presents a “Birdman.” At the time,
the band was considered “Finland’s answer to The Velvet Underground.” The video is readily accessible
on YouTube today, but in the “Earworm” exhibition it is shown as it would have been in the early
1990s: on a boxy black CRT monitor from a well-known Japanese brand—an accessory that no art

exhibition of that decade would have been without.

The cultural programme for Oulu 2026 extends across the entire North Ostrobothnia region, reaching
to the Russian border and covering an area larger than Belgium. Many Finns jokingly refer to this part of
the country as “the landmass between Helsinki and Lapland.” The organisers of the European Capital of
Culture year hope that the programme will not be a fleeting cultural spark, but will instead “embed new
competencies and ensure that activities continue beyond 2026.” Their stated goal is a transformation in

the life of the city, leading to a “richer cultural offering.”
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