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AaltoSiilo in 2020, when it was for sale for €6,000
Photo: Otto Lowe
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Aalto’s Legacy
Text: Héléna Yllmark

A rough—hewn giant takes centre stage during the cultural capital year in Oulu. Architect Charlotte

Skene Catling has transformed the Aaltos’ silo into a cultural venue without erasing its patina.

Originally published in Swedish
(view original)


https://www.factum-arte.com/resources/aal/fil/00066.pdf
https://etidning.tidskriftenrum.se/p/tidskriften-rum/2026-02-03/a/arvet-efter-aalto/9077/2094686/69551490
https://etidning.tidskriftenrum.se/p/tidskriften-rum/2026-02-03/a/arvet-efter-aalto/9077/2094686/69551490

Tidskriften Rum
February 2026

During the pandemic, Skene Catling was in lockdown in Seville, browsing archives and auction sites,
when she came across a listing from the city of Oulu: the first industrial building by Alvar Aalto and
Aino Aalto was for sale for €6,000. She showed it to her partner Adam Lowe, founder of the Factum
Foundation in Madrid, and they immediately decided to place a bid.

A few months later, they owned the building. It was 2020, and travel restrictions prevented them from
visiting. Yet the more they studied it, the more fascinated they became: a silo combining the symmetry

and rhythm of classicism with a form that anticipates modernism.
For Skene Catling, the purchase was both impulsive and logical.

“It was as if the building was calling to me—a body of concrete carrying something not yet articulated.
The silo form, its history, and its decay opened up a new possibility: to explore what a single building

can teach us about time and sustainability.”

Skene Catling founded the London-based architectural practice Skene Catling de la Pefia (SCDLP)
together with architect Jaime de la Pefa in 2003. They describe their working method as
“Geoarchacology”—a way of reading the landscape. By analysing historical layers of time, she explains,

they develop an architecture grounded in the identity of a place.

One of their most recent projects is AaltoSiilo in Finland, the first industrial building by Alvar and Aino
Aalto: a 28-metre-high woodchip silo built in 1931 for Toppila Oy in Oulu. The building is considered

an early breakthrough for Aalto: here he moved away from classicism and towards a more experimental
approach. Although the silo has officially been attributed to Alvar, Aino was working in the office at the
time and likely contributed to its design. The concrete structure was their first attempt to shape a

functional production space.

When the factory closed in the 1980s, the silo was abandoned. It was too expensive to demolish and too

difficult to reuse. Time, moisture, and cold gradually consumed it until it resembled an industrial ruin.

Four decades later, everything changed when SCDLP took on the building. What began as a
spontaneous acquisition evolved into a model for how the architecture of the industrial age can be
reused and reinterpreted. It was here that the idea of the so-called Oulu Protocol was born: a strategy

for sustainable demolition in which materials are reused in new buildings.

The project was carried out in collaboration with the Factum Foundation, which operates at the
intersection of art, science, and digital technology. Through advanced 3D scanning, it recreates cultural

heritage sites around the world, from pharaonic tombs to modernist icons.

Together, the foundation and SCDLP have produced a complete documentation of AaltoSiilo, recording
every scratch and cavity. In this way, both the building’s form and its wear are preserved. The intention
is to make decay part of the narrative, creating “a poetic example” of how industrial heritage can be

conserved.

“We do not want to restore the silo to its original condition,” says Skene Catling.
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When she first entered the silo, she recalls, she was met with silence, dust, and pigeons—but also with
something larger. The space was monumental. Light filtered through the walls like a starry sky, and the

concrete was surprisingly intact.

“It was like stepping into an industrial cathedral. Every sound carried an echo; every shaft of light felt

sacred.”

Since then, AaltoSiilo has become a study in what Skene Catling calls “the choreography of movement.”
Standing at the centre today, surrounded by its high walls, it feels as if the world pauses. Time is no

longer linear, but circular.

The architects have preserved the imperfections in the walls, as well as the openings for light. In the
small holes left by wooden plugs from the casting process, glass pins have been inserted, allowing
daylight to form glowing points throughout the space. Visitors are guided through the building in the
same direction that materials once moved through it during the industrial process. The old woodchip
lift, for example, has been transformed into a public elevator. The route through the silo remains the

same, but the experience has changed.
“Moving through the space is like following a narrative,” says Skene Catling.

“Light and sound are part of the construction. Architecture becomes something you experience, not just

see.”
AaltoSiilo is now an ongoing, collective project involving SCDLP, the Factum Foundation, the City of
Oulu, Oulu 2026, the New European Bauhaus, and local partners.

“The project works because it is entirely collective. Every decision, from construction to surface

treatment, is made together. We try to understand the building, rather than overwrite it.”

The transformation aims to turn the silo into both a laboratory for ideas and a new kind of cultural
venue. A multimedia stage and exhibition space are emerging, along with the rooftop Tar Bar and the
Social Sauna bathhouse. A new research laboratory is being built from recycled concrete elements

sourced from local demolition projects.

Skene Catling describes the approach as “design through preservation”: creating the new by preserving

the old—the opposite of the usual logic in contemporary architecture.

“We want people to feel the place, not just see it. The physical building becomes a stage for human

traces. The role of architecture here is to open up, rather than to enclose.”

A new generation has also played a role in the project. Students from OSAO, Oulu’s vocational college,
have contributed by laying floors made of recycled brick. They experiment with patterns and
techniques, bringing the site’s history into the present.

Skene Catling herself describes AaltoSiilo as a composition in concrete: dissonant, uneven, and deeply
human. In an age of polished architecture, she prefers to highlight its roughness.
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“We must learn to see the beauty in the unfinished. Only then can we understand what a place is trying

to tell us.”
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