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Stage set for Oulu

Valentino Tignanelli stands on uneven sandy ground inside a structure that rises above him like the nave
of a concrete cathedral. For the Argentine-Italian architect, this building is a 30-metre-high challenge. It
once served as a silo for a pulp factory and is the work of two architectural icons: Alvar Aalto and Aino

Aalto. The pair came from Helsinki, but their work is present across Finland, including here in Oulu.

The silo, in operation from 1931 to 1985, was left to its own devices for the past four decades,
becoming home to colonies of pigeons. Now shovels lean against graffiti-covered walls, and beside the
entrance stands a green excavator that recently removed sections of the broken concrete floor.
Tignanelli, wearing a baseball cap over his dark curls, points to loose cables hanging from the wall.
“Installing the electricity will be the most difficult part. But it’s like building a medieval cathedral: it
progresses step by step, with the help of many.”

Outside, students and local residents have used leftover materials from the silo—pallets, stones, metal
barrels—to create a communal area with benches and raised beds for neighbours in the surrounding
housing blocks. “My mother was visiting from Buenos Aires at the time and handed out coffee and pizza
on the construction site. When she left, she said: ‘Everyone pitches in here! People in Oulu are truly

exceptionally kind.””

Team spirit and enthusiasm—at the listed Aalto Silo, what planners hope to achieve after its opening in

2026 is already taking shape: bringing people together. It is set to become an extraordinary venue for

concerts and exhibitions, including works by Marina AbramoviC.

But it will also be a space for residents, with a rooftop bar, co-working spaces and—this being
Finland—a public sauna. Like the silo, located about fifteen minutes by bicycle from the city centre, the

entire city is preparing for its moment in the spotlight.

The year 2026 will be a special one for this city of 200,000 inhabitants on the northeastern edge of the
Baltic Sea. Alongside TrenCin, Oulu is a European Capital of Culture 2026. Culture will not only be
brought into the city centre—where galleries, stages and clubs are all within walking distance—but also
into unconventional spaces: the theatre, a massive concrete block from the 1970s, or the Valve cultural

centre, a pink-plastered 19th-century building adorned with stucco.

Even the frozen Baltic Sea in winter will be used—for a music festival—while the vast underground car
park beneath the old town will host a sound and light installation. And on idyllic Pikisaari—one of the
islands in the Oulujoki delta, with colourful wooden houses, a design museum and studios—there will
be an art trail. Culture will take place everywhere this year: in the old town, in the suburbs and across

the 39 municipalities in the surrounding region.

Oulu has been preparing for this for years. One of those involved is the artist Momo Yoshino. Since

2022, international artists have been creating large-scale street art on building fagades, with the final
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mural to be completed during 2026. Residents themselves voted on which neighbourhoods would host
the open-air artworks. Yoshino will paint her piece in Toppila, where she is living during the project,

using a special paint that withstands temperatures of minus 30 degrees Celsius.

For now, she parks her bicycle outside the museum of modern art in the city centre. For weeks, she has
been exploring the city in search of inspiration for her 120-square-metre mural. She particularly enjoys
cycling through the forests in and around Oulu. “The contrast with my home is so striking—how green
it is here. And how quiet,” says Yoshino, who normally lives in Saitama, part of the Tokyo metropolitan

region of 38 million people.

From Oulu’s centre—with its park and river delta islands just behind the theatre—and even from
Toppila with its high-rise blocks, green spaces with birch and pine trees are never far away. “In Japan,
forests are not always easy to access, as they are often in the mountains,” she explains. “Here you
constantly see people fishing along the river—even in the middle of the city—or foraging for berries

and mushrooms in the woods.” This, she believes, contributes to the relaxed nature of Finnish life.

That sense of ease is also supported by Oulu’s 930-kilometre cycling network, which allows the city to
be explored without stress. Cyclists share the paths peacefully with cross-country skiers training on
roller skis in summer. Even teenagers practising wheelies make way for others. The university city,
where nearly one-fifth of residents are students, is considered one of the most bicycle-friendly in the
world, with winter services clearing the cycle paths. In 2026, guided bike tours will lead visitors to

Yoshino’s and other street art works.

One particularly popular and highly visible piece, on an eight-storey residential building in the Rajakyla
district, is “Turning Point” by British artist Eloise Gillow. It depicts five identical-looking women—or

perhaps the same woman repeated—walking barefoot into a birch forest, choosing between two paths.

Soana Kuivas passes it almost daily as her children attend school nearby. The 36-year-old medical
student voted for Rajakyla as a location for public art. “This is not the wealthiest part of Oulu,” she says.
“That’s why the neighbourhood deserves this artwork. It can have a positive influence, especially on
children, to see something beautiful being created where they live.” In winter, it also serves as a
reminder that the birch trees beside the building will turn green again, even when daylight only appears

between 10 a.m. and 2 p.m.

And until summer returns, there is always the sauna—and ice swimming—to lift spirits. Around one-
fifth of Finns swim outdoors even in winter, and more than 200 ice-swimming clubs exist nationwide.
Oulu has year-round bathing sites with showers and changing facilities; when the ice is thick enough, a

city worker cuts a hole with a chainsaw.

The architectural office JKMM Architects—also responsible for the planned National Museum in
Helsinki—is currently building a floating design sauna in the Tuira district, not far from the art

museum. Warming up in a wooden hut beside hot stones, then plunging into icy water and emerging
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feeling invincible—perhaps it is no surprise that Finland was once again ranked the happiest country in
the world in 2025.

To understand the Finnish recipe for happiness even better, one can travel to the small town of Raahe,
south of Oulu. With its colourful wooden houses and nearby archipelago, it once exported tar for
shipbuilding as far as Bordeaux, Marseille and Halifax. In the 18th century, the resulting wealth made its

harbour the largest in Finland, and much of the town centre still dates from that era.

In Raahe, jazz festivals are held every summer, and a local association lovingly maintains film culture. At
its heart is the charming Cinema Sofia. Tatu Hirvonen, once an economics student in Oulu, now runs
the cinema. Outside, a cargo bike leans against the wall—used to bring a mobile mini-cinema to more

remote locations.

“Recently, we screened Jaws on one of the islands near Raahe,” he says, standing by the popcorn
machine. Inside, posters of classic films line blue-painted walls above old upholstered seats. The small

theatre has 26 seats and screens everything from blockbusters to silent films.

Sometimes, Hirvonen fulfils special requests—such as when three twelve-year-olds asked to watch The
Wizard of Oz starring Judy Garland. They were working on their own remake. “It was incredible what
they created with their phones,” he says. “They even recreated the tornado using a drill with a mop

attached.”

This, he believes—alongside the strong education system and close relationship with nature—is one
reason why Finns are so satisfied with their lives: “It’s in our DNA to make things ourselves—whether
it’s a film or a garden sauna. By taking action, we feel capable of navigating a sometimes uncertain

world.”

During the cultural capital year, alongside major events such as the first Sami opera, residents and
visitors will have many opportunities to do exactly that: to experiment with crafts and create things
together. Textile artists will host workshops to sew three-dimensional pieces that will be assembled into

a large installation to be displayed on a building fagade in autumn.

For a video project titled “The Most Valuable Clock in the World,” initiated by performance artists
Tellervo Kalleinen and Oliver Kochta-Kalleinen, people in Oulu can record moments that make them
happy and submit them via mobile phone. In June, the resulting film will be shown along an art trail

around the city.

What is already becoming clear: cats, children and exuberantly joyful dogs feature prominently—
alongside shared ice skating with friends and quiet moments in nature, such as rowing on a river.
Hundreds of contributions have been submitted. The cultural capital fever, it seems, is genuinely

contagious.
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