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Abstract

The Alvar Aalto designed Toppila Silo was constructed in 1931 as a part of the
Toppila Pulp Mill in Oulu, Finland. The factory was closed in 1985, leaving the
SR-1 protected silo to deteriorate as reuse plans have repeatedly fallen short.
In 2020, the silo was auctioned by the City of Oulu to the Factum Foundation.
Their plan is to turn the silo into a research centre.
In 2009, the Toppila Silo was voted ‘The Ugliest Building in Oulu’ in a reader poll
held by the local newspaper Kaleva. This thesis is a collection of three essays
in architectural theory that take the silo's title as ‘The Ugliest Building in Oulu’
as a starting point for exploring the aesthetics of ugliness.
Ugliness is used as a theoretical framework for questioning aesthetic rules
and categories. It is understood, first and foremost, as a cultural construct. It is
a deviation from the ‘norm’, telling us more about the subject viewing an object
than it does of the object being evaluated.
The first essay examines how ugliness, in the form of an industrial aesthetic,
was used by early 20th-century modernist architects as a mechanism of aesthetic friction. The modernists intended to extract an aesthetic ‘out of’ industrial construction. By adopting a style that radically differentiated from prevailing
aesthetic conventions, their aim was to maintain relevance in an industrialized
world.
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The second essay discusses Aalto’s relationship to the modernist industrial
aesthetic. Aalto’s work in Toppila is in contrast with the industrial aesthetic,
insofar as he aimed to insert an aesthetic ‘onto’ industrial construction. Aalto’s
work is seen as reflecting a design method emphasizing intuitive free expression, where ugliness was understood as a conflicting force, capable of either
deforming or strengthening the totality of an art work.
The third essay approaches ugliness from a more contemporary point of view.
The perceived ugliness of the Toppila Silo, in its current state of decay, is examined through the concepts of ruin porn, dirt and decay, heterotopia and monstrosity. By doing so, the essay speculates on the possibility of finding sustainable modes of practice from embracing that which is currently outside of
normative aesthetic criteria.
Together, the three essays form a narrative of the Toppila Silo, spanning from
its links to the modernist industrial aesthetic, to the derelict silo as a structure that continues to question what is conventionally accepted as aesthetically
pleasing.

Tiivistelmä

Alvar Aallon suunnittelema Toppilan Siilo valmistui Ouluun vuonna 1931 osana Toppilan sellutehdasta. Tehdas suljettiin vuonna 1985, jonka seurauksena
SR-1 suojelumerkitty siilo on päässyt rapistumaan. Suunnitelmat siilon uusiokäytöstä ovat toistuvasti kaatuneet. Vuonna 2020 siilo huutokaupattiin Oulun kaupungin toimesta Factum Foundation -säätiölle, jonka tarkoituksena on
muuntaa siilo tutkimuskeskukseksi.
Vuonna 2009 Toppilan Siilo äänestettiin Kaleva-lehden lukijaäänestyksessä
‘Oulun rumimmaksi rakennukseksi’. Tämä arkkitehtuurin teorian diplomityö
koostuu kolmesta esseestä, jotka käsittelevät rumuuden estetiikkaa lähtökohtanaan siilon titteli ‘Oulun rumimpana rakennuksena’.
Rumuuden käsite tarjoaa työlle teoreettisen viitekehyksen, jonka kautta esteettisiä sääntöjä ja kategorioita on mahdollista kyseenalaistaa. Rumuus on
ensisijaisesti kulttuurinen konstruktio. Se on poikkeama normista, joka kertoo
enemmän objektia katsovasta subjektista kuin arvostelun kohteena olevasta
objektista.
Työn ensimmäinen essee tarkastelee miten 1900-luvun alun modernistiset
arkkitehdit käyttivät rumana pidettyä teollista estetiikkaa keinona erottautua
radikaalisti vallitsevasta estetiikasta. Varhaisten modernistien tarkoituksena
oli luoda suoraan teollisuusrakentamisesta johdettu tyyli. Erottautumalla radikaalisti vallalla olevasta estetiikasta, pyrkimyksenä oli toimijuuden säilyttäminen teollistuneessa maailmassa.
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Toinen essee käsittelee Aallon suhdetta modernistiseen teolliseen estetiikkaan. Toppilan toimeksianto nähdään kontrastina varhaisten modernistien
teollisuutta ihailevalle estetiikalle, sillä Aallon keskeisenä pyrkimyksenä oli
estetiikan ‘syöttäminen’ teollisuusrakentamiseen. Aalto omaksui suunnittelumetodologian, jonka keskiössä oli intuitiivinen itseilmaisu. Tälle metodologialle tyypillistä oli ymmärrys rumuudesta ristiriitaisena voimana, joka saattoi
joko vääristää tai voimistaa taiteellista kokonaisuutta.
Kolmas essee lähestyy rumuuden käsitettä ajankohtaisemmasta näkökulmasta. Toppilan Siilon koettua rumuutta käsitellään rauniopornon, lian ja rappion,
heterotopian sekä hirviön käsitteiden kautta. Tarkastelemalla siiloa poikkeamana nykyisestä esteettisestä normista, essee spekuloi mahdollisuudella
löytää uusia ja kestäviä toimijuuden tapoja.
Yhdessä esseiden toisistaan poikkeavat näkökulmat muodostavat narratiivin
Toppilan Siilosta, joka linkittää modernistista teollisesta estetiikkaa edustavan
siilon, ajatukseen raunioituneesta siilosta rakennuksena, joka jatkaa esteettisten konventioiden kyseenalaistamista.
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Image 1: The Toppila
Wood Chip Silo photographed in the year of
its completion (1931) by
the newspaper Kaleva.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation

Foreword

1

2

Facilitated by the generalization of remote work due to the corona pandemic,
the collaboration with the Factum Foundation and Skene Catling de la Peña
Architects took the form of a number of Zoom discussions spanning between
Helsinki, Oulu, London and Madrid during the spring and summer of 2021.
Being involved in the early stages of the project meant that much of the work
was centered around information gathering, concept sketching and PR-work
related to the ongoing fundraising lead by Cathy Giangrande and Mauricio Torres from the Factum Foundation.
The Ugliest Building in Oulu

Discussions on early design concepts were held together with a team consisting of Charlotte Skene Catling, Adam Lowe, Laura Heinonen, Valentino Tignanelli and Antje Weihen. Leo Youngman and Stephen Haskins from Engineers
HRW were consulted on constructional issues. I started out by producing a
set of digitized drawings together with a BIM-model of the Toppila Silo. I was
also closely involved in gathering the existing archive and literary material of
the Toppila Pulp Mill, much of which is stored in the archives of the Alvar Aalto
foundation. A curated collection of the archive material was published in an
online capsule related to the screening of Virpi Suutari’s Aalto documentary at
the London Architecture Film Festival in the spring of 2021.
Moreover, I had the privilege of participating in and organizing a number of
Zoom meetings with possible collaborators in the restoration process. Tero
Luukkonen from the University of Oulu shared his knowledge on alkali-activated eco-concrete. Sound designer Nathaniel Mann was helpful with planning the recording of the peculiar soundscape of the silo, consisting of echoey
pigeon sounds and musicians using the silo as a musical instrument. Heikki
Myllylahti from the non-profit organization Oulu Urban Culture was involved
in meetings concerning the possibility of organizing pop-up events in the silo
during the early stages of the restoration process. People’s memories of industrial heritage were talked about with archeologists Tiina Äikäs and Marjo
Juola working on a research project on the topic titled Pipe Memories. Heritage and construction technology expertise was shared by Olli-Paavo Koponen,
Markku Karjalainen, Satu Huuhka, Teemu Hirvilammi and Iida Kalakoski from
the architectural department of the University of Tampere. Lidar-scanning the
silo in its current state was agreed upon in a shared venture with OAMK and
the Factum Foundation.
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All in all, the collaboration with the Factum Foundation and Skene Catling de la
Peña Architects has been a fruitful open-ended discussion, where participants
have been feeding off each other’s ideas. I have felt inspired by their sensitive and ambitious approach towards the restoration of the silo, defined by a
curiosity towards unconventional ways of production and restoration process
aiming at minimal intervention. I am grateful for having been treated as an
equal colleague in the process, without the conventional hierarchy of student
and professional.
However, with so much going on in the project, the challenge for me was to find
a personal angle for examining the Toppila Silo. This thesis process has been
defined by a balancing act between acknowledging the practical realities of the
reuse process and maintaining a sense of creative freedom I felt necessary for
a thesis in architectural theory. For much of the thesis process, I was working
parallel on a written investigation and a conceptual design for the reuse of
the silo. Towards the end of the process I decided to drop the design part and
focus solely on the written investigation; this was a decision motivated partly
by a lack of time and the pressure of a nearing deadline. Most importantly, I
felt that the Toppila Silo provided a rich enough starting point for a theoretical
investigation that could stand on its own right, without the need to suggest any
fixed solutions in the form of a design.
On a personal level, this work stems from a process of unlearning: a movement
away from self-inflicted censorship. After years of working in the professional
field of architecture and studying in a program that emphasizes the practical
realities of the construction industry, it has felt both difficult and inspiring to
ask questions beyond what is feasible, rational or cost-efficient. Working on
an investigative thesis instead of a design-based one has required a shift of
mindset. The aim has been to understand and interpret by asking questions
without searching for any definitive answers: a reflective approach instead of
a solutionist one. As such, the process has been a welcome break away from
the function-driven mindset of problem and solution, still at the core of most
architectural production. After all, I feel that academia should provide a platform for free experimentation, a world parallel to the constrained reality of the
construction site.
In a way, the result is a love letter to the Toppila Silo. It is a collection of observations stemming from an affection towards the strange and unruly qualities of
the silo. The intention is to take distance from the conventional role of the architect as a designer. Instead, the creative process has been grounded in a curatorial position. A process defined by the selection and refinement of already
existing material. The aim has not been to claim anything new, but rather to
observe, take note of and paste together a series of intertwined and interconnected fragments. By representing a personal thought process inspired by the
Toppila Silo, the intention is to make the already existing appear in a new light.
Examining historical ties bears the value of recognizing where we are coming
from and possibly pointing out guidelines for where we are going.
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Foreword

As I was looking for a thesis topic in the winter of 2020, I stumbled upon the
Toppila Wood Chip Silo in the midst of a frantic internet search involving far
too many open tabs. I was immediately and inexplicably fascinated by the alien
shape of the structure. I quickly learned that the silo was designed by Alvar
Aalto in the 1930s and discovered that the silo had recently been auctioned
to the Factum Foundation for Digital Technology in Conservation by the City
of Oulu. A series of lucky coincidences helped me get in touch with Charlotte
Skene Catling, co-founder of Skene Catling de la Peña architects and the architect in charge of the project, and got myself involved in the early stages of
the reuse process.

Image 2: Alvar Aalto
photographed by the
newspaper Kaleva
during the inauguration
of the Toppila Pulp Mill.
18.7.1931.
Courtesy: Finnish Heritage Agency

Introduction

The Toppila Pulp Mill (1930–31) was the first large-scale industrial commission acquired by the architect Alvar Aalto (1893–1976).
The pulp mill was established by Peter Dixon & Son Ltd, an English paper mill company wishing to expand their pulp production
to the Oulu region in Northern Finland.
The mill owner and former school friend of Aalto, Gösta Serlachius (1876–1942) was the chairman of the board for the Toppila
company and was thus involved in overseeing the design process.
It was Serlachius who, albeit expressing his concerns towards
Aalto’s rationalist style, suggested hiring him as the architect for
the project.1The Toppila Wood Chip Silo was completed in 1931 as
a part of the Toppila Pulp Mill project.

1

Korvenmaa 2004, 162

The Toppila Wood Chip Silo photographed by Aino Marsio-Aalto
5
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The silo is a 28-metre-high concrete building elevated from a narrow, 10x26
metre, rectangular base. Originally, the silo consisted of two bays, but was
extended with an additional third bay in 1959. Plans for the extension were
drawn out by engineer E.Niemelä. Each bay houses a steel hopper for holding
wood chips, suspended from a concrete ring beam by flexible steel joints. The
walls and roof consist of only 100mm thin cast in-situ concrete, structurally
held together by rigid fin-like frames that accentuate the facade. A conveyor
chute parallel to the tapered roof was used to carry chipped wood to the top
for distribution. Bitumen spread directly onto the concrete surface served as
weatherproofing. The silo is characterized by an oddly-proportioned ratio of
height to width, paired with an upwards tapered silhouette reminiscent of a cathedral, and it is seemingly out of place in the otherwise mundane residential
area of Toppila.

Image 3: Exploded Axonometric of the Toppila
Silo. 1:500.
1. Third silo added in 1958.
2.Conveyor chute leading out of
the silo.
3. Structural frames spaced
2.8m apart hold together the
100mm thin concrete shell roof.
4. Conveyor chute carrying wood
chips on the top for distribution.

5.

5. Bitumen was spread on the
roof for weather protection.
6. Structural ‘fins’ accentuate
the facade.

6.

The Toppila Pulp Mill was closed down in 1985. As a result, a number of the
buildings on-site were demolished to make way for a new residential area. The
wood chip silo, dryer hall, digester hall and turbine hall were left intact. Unlike
other remaining buildings on site, the SR-1 protected silo has been largely unused since the closure of the Toppila Pulp Mill, leaving the silo to deteriorate
as reuse plans have repeatedly fallen short2.

4.
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In 2020, the City of Oulu auctioned the silo to the Factum Foundation for Digital
Technology in Conservation, with a hammer price of 6251 euros3. The Factum
Foundation together with Skene Catling de la Peña architects aim to transform the silo into a research centre promoting architectural preservation and
reuse. Their plans involve the silo becoming “a point of focus for digitizing and
communicating the importance of the industrial architecture of the north and – in
turn - the impact industry has had on the environment.”4
This thesis is not a comprehensive historical survey of the Alvar Aalto -designed silo, nor is it a meticulous research into the technical and material
aspects involved in the ongoing restoration of the silo. The aforementioned
themes have been explored in previous diploma works produced in the University of Oulu by Heikki Riitahuhta and Francesca Piccolo and continue to be
explored by the Factum Foundation and Skene Catling de la Peña architects,
currently working on the silo’s reuse and restoration plans.
Rather, it is an investigation stemming from a personal affection and curiosity
towards the strange and unruly qualities of the silo, centered around an interest in finding a language to describe and understand these feelings. The goal
is to use the Toppila Silo as a starting point for extracting meaning from the
cultural history of architecture that somehow resonates with or makes sense
of my subjective experience. In doing so, this investigation hopefully manages
to provide an understanding of the Toppila Silo in all its complexity, both historically speaking and in its present state of decay.

3.

1.

2.

2
3
4

Hipeli 2004, 99
Rättilä 2020.
Harrouk 2021.
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This thesis entertains the idea of the Toppila Silo as ‘The Ugliest Building in
Oulu’. By expanding upon the title given to the Toppila silo by the readers of
Kaleva, the aim is to provide a critical understanding of the silo. Importantly,
ugliness is understood first and foremost as a cultural construct. It is local,
relational and context specific, rather than a universal value. Thus, any definitions of what constitutes as ugly are fleeting and particular at best. Due to
its relational nature, ugliness tends to be trivialized and discarded as simply a
matter of taste.7

The Ugliest Building in Oulu

However, considering ugliness as a theoretical framework is relevant precisely because of the ambivalent, uncomfortable and unclassifiable status of the
concept8. Operating from outside of our systems of categorization, ugliness
has the potential of recalibrating the rules and categories of aesthetic canons
and conventions by questioning them9. The argument here is that ugliness is
often what pushes the boundaries of artistic creation and acts as a driving
force for the development of new aesthetic styles and movements.
Thus, the point of this thesis is not to make any sort of aesthetic judgement as
to whether or not the silo is in fact ugly. Were that to be the case, there would
not be much to say, other than that some people say one thing, some another.
Rather, the perceived ugliness of the silo is used as an analytical tool, telling
us more about the subject viewing an object than it does of the object being
evaluated. The focus is therefore on the cultural and social context surrounding aesthetic judgements of the Toppila Silo.
The research questions addressed by this thesis can thus be phrased as follows: why is the Toppila Silo perceived as ugly? How does the perceived ugliness of the Toppila Silo reflect the modernist idealization of an industrial
aesthetic? What does this perceived ugliness tell us about the socio-cultural
nature of aesthetic judgement? Is there value to be found in the sensation of
aesthetic displeasure triggered by the silo? These questions are based on the
suggestion that ugliness, understood as a deviation from aesthetic norms and
conventions, is a key concept that defines the silo, both in its historical context
of architectural modernism and in the way it is perceived in its current state
of decay.

5
6
7
8
9

Kaleva 2009.
Jokelin 2021.
Henderson 2015, 13; Eco 2007, 10
Sohn 2020, 78
Schrijver 2020, 245

The research method of this thesis is a critical literature review structured
in the form of an argumentative essay. Instead of providing a detached and
wide-ranging analysis of the given topic from a number of different perspectives, the aim is to argue for a specific understanding of the topic by using
source material selectively to support arguments. This methodology was chosen because it leaves room for the subjective voice of the researcher.
The thesis is structured as a collection of three essays. Each essay aims to
be a cohesive piece of writing with a point of view of its own. Yet together, the
three distinct approaches form a narrative of the silo spanning from its links
to the unconventional industrial aesthetic of the early 20th-century modernist
architectural discourse to the contemporary significance of the derelict silo as
a structure that continues to question what is conventionally accepted as aesthetically pleasing. The essays are complemented by photographs of the silo
taken by Aino Marsio-Aalto and László Moholy-Nagy during its inauguration, a
selection of Alvar Aalto’s working drawings of the Toppila project and a set of
photographs and illustrations produced for the purposes of this thesis.
The term modernism is used acknowledging that what is referred to as modernism was by no means a movement with one unified agenda, but a plethora
of varying and conflicting avant-garde ideologies retrospectively defined as a
unified movement10. For the purposes of this thesis, the term early 20th-century modernist architecture refers primarily to the Central European, rational-minded architecture discourse of the first decades of the 20th-century. This
discourse was centered around the Deutscher Werkbund, the German Association of Craftsmen founded in 1907. The Werkbund emphasized the relationship of architecture to mechanical production. Specifically, the focus was on
the aesthetics of engineering construction.11
Much of the literature on Alvar Aalto is written from a glorifying point of view12.
By examining Alvar Aalto’s work in Toppila in relation to the architectural discourse of the early 20th-century, the aim is not to put Aalto any higher on a
pedestal. Rather, a critical understanding of Alvar Aalto’s role in the canon of
modern architecture hopefully manages to question or debunk some of the
mythical aura associated with Aalto’s persona.
Moreover, the analysis of the Toppila silo in its current state of decay aims to
find parallels between the silo’s modernist history and our contemporary condition, defined by an impending eco-crisis. This point of view is based on the
assumption that the existential crisis that brought about modernity is in some
ways comparable to the defining existential crisis of our current time.
The first essay focuses on how ugliness, in the form of an industrial aesthetic, was intentionally engaged with by early 20th-century modernist architects
as a means to radically differentiate from dominant aesthetic categories. This
industrial aesthetic is understood as stemming from an interdependent rela-

10
11
12

9

Heynen 1999, 2-7
Banham 1967, 68-69
Niskanen 2018. 98
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Introduction

In 2009, the Toppila Silo was voted ‘The Ugliest Building in Oulu’ in a readers
poll held by the regional newspaper Kaleva. The silo was voted as winner of the
tragicomic title from a shortlist including of The Oulu City library and Theatre,
The Oulu University Campus, The Bank of Finland building and the Radisson
SAS Hotel.5 More recently, the Toppila Silo was featured in the journalist Jantso Jokelin’s (1986–) article Avaruusseikkailu 2021, searching for the lousiest
attractions in Finland. Jokelin stresses that often the lousiest attractions are
in fact the most fascinating and touching ones.6

tionship between the human and the machine and reflecting an assumed connection between beauty and moral righteousness. By extracting an aesthetic
‘out of’ industrial construction, modernist architects attempted to maintain
relevance in a world defined by industrialization. The essay’s main sources are
A Concrete Atlantis (1986) by Reyner Banham and Are We Human? Notes on an
Archeology of Design (2016) by Beatriz Colomina and Mark Wigley.
The second essay discusses Alvar Aalto’s relationship to the industrial aesthetic. The Toppila Silo is seen as foreshadowing Aalto’s shift towards a design
process emphasizing intuitive free expression over deterministic rationalism.
Accounts of the nature of genius show how architects advocating intuitive free
expression understood ugliness as a productive force, capable of either deforming or strengthening a work. By inserting an aesthetic ‘onto’ industrial
construction, Aalto attempted to respond to the interdependency between the
human and the machine in a manner that would validate the human. The essay’s main sources are Aalto in His Own Words (1997) by Göran Schildt and
Typology and Design Method (1969) by Alan Colquhuon.

Image 4: Aerial photograph taken of the
Toppila Pulp Mill during
year of its closure.
22.5.1985.
Courtesy: Kaleva
Archives
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The third essay looks at the Toppila Silo from a contemporary point of view. The
concepts of ruin-porn, dirt and decay, heterotopia and monstrosity are used as
a framework for examining the perceived ugliness of the silo. By doing so, the
essay speculates on the possibility of finding sustainable modes of practice
from embracing that which is currently outside of normative aesthetic criteria.
The essay’s main sources are Architecture and Ugliness: Anti-Aesthetics and the
Ugly in Postmodern Architecture (2020) edited by Wouter Van Ecker and Thomas
Mical and The Ugly parts I,II and III (1994-1995) by Mark Cousins.

Haluisko tähän vertailun alkuperäisen tehdaskompleksin kanssa. ns. ajalliset kerrostumat?
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Image 10: Short Section 1:400
Image 11: Hopper Level Plan 1:400

GSEducationalVersion

16

Image 12: Sheeler,
Charles. 1927. Crisscrossed conveyors, River
Rouge Plant, Ford Motor
Company.
Courtesy: The Lane
Collection, Museum of
Fine Arts, Boston.

I
Architecture Against the Grain

Ugliness has the capacity to push the boundaries of artistic creation and act as a driving force for the development of new aesthetic styles and movements. As a deviation from the norm, ugliness
not only contrasts beauty, but also questions aesthetic rules and
categories and therefore potentially recalibrates them1.
The function of ugliness as a mechanism of aesthetic friction
holds especially true for early 20th-century modernist architecture, where ugliness, in the form of an industrial aesthetic, was
intentionally engaged with as a response to the need to go against
the grain of what was considered aesthetically pleasing2. This
essay discusses the role of ugliness in transforming aesthetic
norms and conventions by examining the way ugliness was embraced by early modernists as a means to radically differentiate
from dominant aesthetic categories.

Alvar Aalto at the Inauguration of the Toppila Pulp Mill, 18.7.1931
17

1
2

Schrijver 2020, 246
Ibid. 250
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The dramatic acceleration of technological advancement and urbanization was
accompanied by an increasingly urgent feeling of existential crisis. This collective sense of metaphysical anxiety, harboured in the face of a rapidly changing environment, reached new heights in the aftermath of World War I. This
modern condition, referred to by the architecture critic Anthony Vidler (1941–)
as a feeling of estrangement in the face of a “fundamentally unlivable”9 world,
was rooted in the questioning of what it meant to be human in an increasingly
mechanized and automated world. This feeling of doubt stemmed from the
fear of the human becoming irrelevant by the mechanical world that it had
produced.

Driven by a desire to find a universally applicable set of aesthetic criteria, the
modernist architects of the early 20th-century, searched for objective truths in
the mathematical precision of engineering construction. Struggling to come to
terms with a world defined by industrialization, architects aimed at extracting
an aesthetic ‘out of’ industrial construction. The concern was never with the
industrial aesthetic itself, but with the symbolic value held by the industrial
aesthetic as an image of progress4. Consequently, the relationship between
modernism and industrialization provides an example of how an assumed connection between aesthetics and moral righteousness persistently leads to the
aesthetic conventions of architecture being shaped by prevailing socio-political
values.

According to the architecture historian Beatriz Colomina (1952–), “design was
framed as a way to deal with the increasingly dominant logic of the industrialized world while resisting the perceived dehumanizing impact of that world.”10 Responses to the debate between the human and the machine ranged from the
likes of William Morris (1834–1896) who saw technology as a life-form of its
own, threatening to enslave humanity11, to the likes of Hermann Muthesius
(1861–1927), understanding technology as merely a refined tool ready to be utilized in service of the human12. For both sides, however, the question was never
about whether or not the machine should be embraced. Instead, the central
concern was in finding ways to cope with the unsettling interdependency of the
human and the machine in a manner that would reaffirm the human13.

The Human and the Machine

Rejecting Beauty

The industrial aesthetic of early 20th-century modernist architecture emerged
as a response to the debate surrounding the interdependent relationship between the human and the machine, a debate stemming from a reaction to
the explosive acceleration of industrialization in the mid-nineteenth century5.
The Industrial Revolution that began in England and quickly spread across the
globe, resulted in a drastic shift from human and horse-powered production
to machine-powered production, radically transforming the organization of labour6. This shift was compounded by a revolution in movement and by extension time and space, with the emergence of train networks, automobiles and
aeroplanes and a revolution in communication caused by the arrival of instantaneous correspondence by telephone, telegraph and radio.7

In a world that appeared profoundly ugly, avant-garde movements in art responded by addressing this ugliness. The ugly was used as a mechanism of
shock, with the underlying idea that a world distanced from its own nature
“could only be brought back to itself by shock, by the effects of things deliberately
“made strange””14. The ugly as an artistic tool was theorized in the philosopher
Theodor Adorno’s (1903–1969) Aesthetic Theory (1970), arguing that in the postwar period, art that placed beauty over critique became problematic, whereas
the experience of negativity or disgust became relevant to articulate existential
feelings of estrangement harboured in the face of a rapidly changing environment15.

Moreover, the rapid development of technology was paralleled by the rise of
the modern city with its unsettlingly heterogeneous crowds, unforeseen urban
scales and atrocious living conditions. The apparent chaos of modern urban
life leading to the alienation of the individual became known as a condition of
modern anxiety threatening the inhabitants of all great cities.8

Central to the canon of modernism was thus the rejection of the beautiful as
aesthetic value and norm. In modernist architecture the value of the beautiful was questioned in favour of the new, the interesting or the uncanny. The
experience of the beautiful became linked to a conservative political position
and a form of regressive taste16. Beauty, in the classical sense, appealed to
conservative ideologies because it was considered universal, unchanging and
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The Toppila silo was completed in 1931, at a time when industrial construction
was held in especially high regard by modernist architects. For European modernists, the unconventional aesthetic of silos and other industrial structures
represented the “brave new world of science and technology”3. They were exploited accordingly, as a rhetorical device for a profession struggling to maintain relevance in an increasingly industrialized world. Although the Toppila silo
is not explicitly connected to these chains of thought, a reading of the implicit
connections between the Toppila silo and the idealization of an industrial aesthetic by early 20th-century architectural modernism provides an insight into
the cultural context underlying the silo’s construction.

stable, whereas these same attributes were felt to be incompatible with the
fast-paced mentality of the modern world by more liberal ideals17.
The Architect’s Social Responsibility
Regardless of which side of the human versus machine debate one stood, the
common consensus amongst modern-minded architects was that architecture had a specific responsibility in the building of a new world, defined by
social justice and enabled by technological advancement. The notion of the
architect’s social responsibility is closely linked to architecture’s dual role as
functional art, a form of practice responding to both a particular function and
aesthetic demands. In addition to being aesthetically pleasing, architecture
must also address a specific purpose. This dual role has commonly been used
to make a distinction between architecture and other arts and at times even to
place architecture above other arts.

Although the notion of the architect’s social responsibility has its roots in the
19th century, it became increasingly relevant in the face of early 20th-century
industrialization. The relationship between ‘beauty’ and ‘good’ began to function in a bidirectional manner. Where in addition to the assumption of aesthetics leading to ethics, what was considered ‘ugly’ or at least ‘not beautiful’ at the
time, yet seen as possessing some other qualities of ‘good’, was brought into
the realm of aesthetics, thus transforming what was conventionally accepted.20
This bidirectional relationship is visible, for instance, in the manner in which
an industrial aesthetic influenced the formal language of early 20th-century
modernists.
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During the nineteenth century, the functional and aesthetic demands of architecture became intertwined. An underlying desire for coherence between
content and form lead to the assumption that aesthetic form could enhance
social reform. This can be seen, for example, in the writings of the central
figures in the English Arts and Crafts movement, Augustus Pugin (1812–1852),
John Ruskin (1819–1900) and William Morris (1834–1896), which relate aesthetic standards to moral, social and political considerations18. The focus of
architecture shifted from purely aesthetic considerations to a sense of social
emancipation, where what was considered aesthetically pleasing was seen as
leading to a whole other set of ethical and moral virtues. This alignment of
‘beauty’ with the ‘good’ became the driving force behind the perceived social
agency of architecture19.

Image 13: The front
page of Antonio
Sant’Elia’s Futurist
Manifesto published in
Lacerba 11.7.1914
Courtesy: Avery/GSAPP
Architectural Plans and
Sections (Columbia
University).
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Silo Dreams
Architecture’s dual role as functional art, as well as the bidirectional relationship between ‘beauty’ and ‘good’, is seen in the debate between aesthetics and
engineering surrounding the early years of the Deutscher Werkbund, The German Association of Craftsmen. The Werkbund was founded by the German architect Hermann Muthesius (1861–1927) and the Belgian architect Henry van
de Velde (1863–1957) in 1907 with the purpose of integrating traditional crafts
and industrial mass production.
The Werkbund’s central debate was coined as a clash between the two separate entities of aesthetics and engineering21. Van de Velde emphasized the
importance of individual artistic expression, whereas Muthesius called for industrial rationalization. Members of the Werkbund where divided by this debate. The polarized positions ranged from architects such as Walter Gropius
(1883-1969) and Peter Behrens (1868–1940) advocating ‘pure functional art’ to
the supporters of ‘untrammelled artistic creation’ such as Hans Poelzig (18691936) or Max Berg (1870–1947)22.
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Thus, the approaches towards industrial construction also went back and forth
between attempts to extract an aesthetic ‘out of’ machinery and engineering, exemplified here by the futurist manifesto of the Italian architect Antonio Sant’Elia (1888–1916) and German architect Walter Gropius’ (1883–1969)
idealization of American grain silos, to attempts to insert an aesthetic ‘onto’
machinery and engineering, such as Alvar Aalto’s role in the Toppila project
discussed later in this thesis.
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14

The specific goal of the Italian futurists was to run directly against the grain of
what was considered aesthetically pleasing. The futurist manifesto of Antonio
Sant’Elia published in 1914 (image 13), embraced an industrial or machine aesthetic by declaring that the house of the future built in concrete, glass and steel
should be “extraordinarily ‘ugly’ in its mechanical simplicity.”23 Industrial forms
were deliberately engaged with, not because they were considered ‘beautiful’
but because they were considered descriptive of modern life determined by
power, speed and technology. For the futurists, aiming to challenge outdated notions of beauty, the ugly functioned as a mechanism of shock, a form
of revolutionary action that transformed what was conventionally accepted as
beautiful24.
Another notable example of engaging with the unconventional aesthetic of
industrial construction was a series of images depicting American concrete
grain elevators published by Walter Gropius in the 1913 Jahrbuch des Deutschen
Werkbundes (The Yearbook of the German Association of Craftsmen)25 (image 1419). The silos were presented as examples of what Gropius called the ‘New
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Image 14-19: Images
of American grain silos
published by Walter Gropius in the 1913 Jahrbuch des Deutschen
Werkbundes.
Courtesy: Gropius 1913,
17-23
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The images of American silos had a profound impact on the early modernism. They acquired an iconic status through their repeated publication and interpretation by a number of modernists28. The Swiss-born French architect
Le Corbusier (1887–1965) announced them as the “magnificent first fruits of
the new age29” in Vers Une Architecture (1923) and the German architect Bruno Taut (1880–1938) published the concrete Central Elevator of Buffalo, New
York, in Modern Architecture (1929). The German architect Erich Mendelsohn
(1887–1953) was affected by the images to such an extent that he travelled to
America in 1924 to witness and study the silos first-hand. The image of the
criss-crossed conveyor belts of the Ford Motor Company’s River Rouge Plant,
photographed by Charles Sheeler (image 12) was published by Mendelsohn in
the photobook titled Russland, Europa, Amerika (1929). In a letter to his wife,
Mendelsohn described his impressions of American industrial construction in
a romanticizing manner.
“Mountainous silos, incredibly space-conscious, but creating space.
A random confusion amidst the chaos of loading and unloading of corn
ships, of railways and bridges, crane monsters with live gestures, hordes
of silo cells in concrete, stone and glazed brick. Then suddenly a silo with
administrative buildings, closed horizontal fronts against the stupendous
verticals of fifty to a hundred cylinders, and all this in the sharp evening
light. I took photographs like mad. Everything else so far now seemed to
have been shaped interim to my silo dreams. Everything else was merely
a beginning.”30
The New and the Old
Architectural styles preceding modernism had focused on expanding upon
classicist themes of ornament and stylistic conventions. This academic tradition of classicist architecture was criticized by the advocates of modernism
as being elitist and irrelevant to the modern world.31 The industrial aesthetic,
deemed as ugly and thus, by definition, excluded from the commonly accepted
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notion of beauty, was adapted by modernists because it conveyed an aesthetic
that was radically different from the classicist tradition.
In delineating the theory of the architectural avantgarde, the architecture theoretician Manfredo Tafuri (1935–1994) considers “the death of history”32 as one of
the central characteristics of the modernist discourse. For Tafuri, this concept
refers to an aspiration for newness grounded in the rejection of the past.33 In
the modernist discourse, newness was affirmed by the negation of previous
forms, practices and techniques. In order for the new to be distinguishable
as new, it had to appear as if it arose from a negation of previous forms34. The
aestheticization of industrial construction functioned precisely through such a
process of negation, where more important than what the new style looked like
was that it appeared different from the old style.
However, the modernist discourse never completely disregarded the past. Instead, historical forms were used rather self-consciously and selectively on the
basis of their perceived validity for the present.35 Classical antiquity continued
to be idealized, but in a manner that suited the rhetoric of the modernists. Le
Corbusier, for example, praised the ‘pure’ forms and simple masses of Roman
temples even though it was known that the temples of antiquity were originally
decorated in intricate bold colours36 (image 21).
This manner of selectively reclaiming history somewhat paradoxically placed
the modernist style as an alleged symbol of authentic historical continuity.37
The modernist discourse claimed that previous styles had drifted away from
qualities that made architecture universally appealing. Thus, the new style justified itself as a form of realigning itself with the past, of having discovered the
long lost essence of architecture and distilling it into a form that was simultaneously unforeseen and universal.
In an interview published in the Uusi Aura (New Aura) magazine in 1928, Alvar
Aalto rejected what he referred to as traditionalism on the basis of its reliance
on “solely the making of ornamental objects.”38 What was under attack was not
tradition as such, but specifically the use of ornament and decoration of a past
era, considered incapable of addressing “questions arising from new lifestyles,
technology and practical life.”39 Following a rationalist rhetoric of the new style
expressing a continuity with antiquity, Aalto compared products of modern industry such as the airplane and turbine engine with classical sculpture. “We
might compare a classical statue of a god with a part of some modern machine:
both have something of the same aspiration to provide the perfectly refined form
for a content with real significance.” 40
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Monumental Style’, describing their impact as causing ‘shivers’ and ‘mentally
overwhelming’26, suggesting not necessarily an experience of ugliness as such,
but at least one of fear-inducing monumentality. The silos were structures
which due to their sheer size, were viewed as triggering a mixed sensation
of terror and awe reminiscent of the sublime, a feeling of pleasurable fear
induced by something so immense it is beyond all possibility of calculation27.
As such, the silos were used as a mechanism of shock similar to the polemic
futurist manifesto. They were a form of questioning the rules and categories of
beauty by aestheticizing something considered ‘not beautiful’.
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Image 20: Grain
elevator in WIlliams,
Ontario. Photographed
by Erich Mendelsohn in
1914, during his trip to
America.

Image 21: The Parthenon, Athens. Photographed by Le Corbusier
from an obtuse angle,
making the columns
appear similar to cylindrical silos.

Courtesy: Mendelsohn
1929. 201

Courtesy: Le Corbusier
1923. 210
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In the case of Aalto, references to antiquity have an additional layer of meaning. In his early career, Aalto was strongly influenced by Nordic Classicists,
such as, Gunnar Asplund and Sven Markelius42. Throughout his career, Aalto
dreamt of replicating some form of the Italian Renaissance in Finland. Moreover, during the early years of Finnish independence much work was done to
confirm Finland as a part of the Western world. Aalto’s persistent admiration
of Mediterranean architecture functioned as a way of linking his architecture
to the historical continuity of the Western tradition.43
Discussion
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Modernist architects harnessed the regenerative potential of ugliness by embracing the unconventional aesthetic of industrial construction. In terms of
aesthetic development, ugliness has a contextual value. It functions as a contrast to dominant aesthetic norms and potentially recalibrates them.44 By doing so, it often acts as a driving force for the development of new aesthetic
styles. However, the industrial aesthetic was not embraced by modernist architects ‘because’ of its ugliness, but rather ‘in spite’ of it. The way in which early
20th-century modernist architecture was deliberately connected to industrial
ideals of progress exemplifies how aesthetic preferences have the tendency to
be shaped according to prevailing socio-political values through the persistent
need to align what is ‘good’ with what is ‘beautiful’.
Furthermore, the rhetorical connection between the new industrial aesthetic and antiquity demonstrates how the ‘good’ was not only aligned with the
‘beautiful’, but also deliberately validated as a justifiable aesthetic preference.
In doing so, modernist architecture functioned as a way of glorifying a given
set of values. Therefore, the common metaphor of architecture as a mirror of
society seems fitting. Instead of trailblazing new lines of thought, architecture
has the tendency to follow behind trends and to validate pre-existing currents
of thought in a tangible form, consequently claiming the values it follows as its
own.
Both the futurist manifesto and Gropius’s silo images were attempts to extract
an aesthetic out of industrial construction. The concern was with tapping into
the symbolic value held by the industrial aesthetic as an image of progress.
Thus, elements of an industrial aesthetic, such as a direct relationship be-

41
42
43
44

Banham 1986, 15
Schildt 1986, 14
Micheli 2018, 63
Schrijver 2020, 253

tween form and function, a geometry of basic forms and the use of smooth
surfaces devoid of ornament, were appropriated to the formal language of
modernism with the underlying notion of the ‘good’ leading to the ‘beautiful’.
By aesthetically associating with industrial construction, a symbol of progress
and the quantifiable truth of engineering, the aim was to extend the virtues it
held to be applicable to modernist architecture.
The special role held by industrial silos in the early development of the modernist discourse provides a way of interpreting Alvar Aalto’s particular interest
in the Toppila project. Although Aalto’s relationship to the industrial aesthetic
contrasted greatly with the idealizing views of Gropius and the futurists, he
benefitted from working on a project that was so in line with the relevant architectural discourse of the early 20th-century.
It is worth speculating, whether Aalto’s particular emphasis on the design of
the Toppila Wood Chip Silo was driven by a knowledge of the way in which silos
were idealized by the modernists. In terms of form, the Toppila Silo bears some
resemblance to the tapered shapes of Antonio Sant’Elia’s futurist cityscapes.
Also, Aalto’s early sketches for the silo (image 24 &23) are reminiscent of the
American silos published by Gropius, however, the completed silo is certainly
not similar in shape and form to its American precedents. Aalto was a known
film enthusiast and the founder of a radical film club called Projektio45. Perhaps inspiration for the unusual silo came from the striking sets of German
Expressionist films, such as, the imposing urban scenes of Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927) or the jagged forms of Hans Janowitz and Carl Mayer’s The Cabinet of Dr.Caligari (1920).
Although the advent of postmodernism questioned the possibility of any universal standards of beauty and morality, today the two remain often considered
as somehow interconnected. The intertwined relationship of aesthetics and
moral righteousness remains at the core of not only architecture, but contemporary design as a whole. As Lara Schrijver notes, “This persistence of a
connection between morality and aesthetics suggests an underlying desire for coherence between content and form.”46
Even though contemporary design education emphasizes the failure of the
modernist project, many of the underlying ideological and aesthetic assumptions of modernism continue to haunt contemporary design discourse. The
assumed connection between aesthetics and morality, for one, is particularly
visible in the recent trend of humanitarian architecture or in the discourse
surrounding ecological construction, where what is ecological is beginning to
affect aesthetic development in a manner reminiscent of the relationship between industrial construction and modernist architecture.
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The selective reclaiming of history was a way of transforming the ‘ugly’ industrial aesthetic into a valid form of beauty. It was not enough to simply idealize
industrial forms, they also had to be rhetorically confirmed as a worthier formal preference. The industrial aesthetic was intentionally validated by vaguely
connoting it with antiquity, the cradle and origin of Western ideals of beauty.
The resulting rhetoric claimed to be, paradoxically, both the result of a true
historical continuity and the very antithesis of a revived style41.

Image 22: A diagram
annotating the color
scheme for the various
factory structures of
the Toppila Pulp Mill.
Stamped by the architecture office Alvar Aalto
& Co.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation

II
Drawings of the Toppila Pulp Mill

Alvar Aalto’s role in the Toppila Pulp Mill project was restricted.
He came in at a late stage and his tasks involved mainly the exterior shaping of an otherwise completed design. Bearing this in
mind, his position is perhaps best described as a formgiver.
This curated set of drawings sheds light to what Aalto’s actual
design contribution for the Toppila project was. Glimpses of his
design process are visible in the numerous sketches and different
versions of the buildings he drew. The wood chip silo, parts of
the conveyor belt, the acid tower and the watertower seemed to
have been of particular interest to him. The silo and the conveyor
belt, for instance, went through a number of different variations
throughout the design process.
The curious thing about researching Aalto is the way how he
seems to have kept everything. The archives of the Alvar Aalto
Foundation have meticulously stored, what seems like, almost
every sketch Aalto ever drew. It is as if he knew very early on, that
everything he touched would one day be of historical significance.
All of the drawings and images reproduced in this chapter are
courtesy of the Alvar Aalto Foundation.
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Image 23: An early
sketch of the Toppila
Silo. Notice the characteristic cylindrical form
of the silos, drastically
altered in later stages of
the design.
Drawings of the Toppila Pulp Mill
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Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation

Image 25: A rough
pencil sketch of the
Toppila Silo with the
final form already
recognizable. In the
text, Aalto speculates
how the structural fins
and triangular windows
might help rainwater
flow away from the roof
in a controlled manner.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation

Image 24: Sketches for
the Toppila Pulp Mill. In
the top left corner there
is a sketch of the Toppila
Silo without the tapered
roof form.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation
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Image 26: A perspective
drawing of the Toppila
Pulp Mill. Structures
from left to right: washery, wood chip silo, filter
hall, pulp container,
digester hall, acid container, acid tower, water
tower, turbine hall,
workshop
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation
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Image 27: Site plan of
the Toppila Pulp Mill.
After being washed
(renseri), the wood chips
are transported from
the silo (flisbingar) to
the digester hall (kokeri)
using the conveyor belt
(transportör). In the
digester hall, the wood
chips are boiled into a
pulp using an acid solution. Finally the pulp is
filtered in the filter hall
(sileri) and dryed in the
dryer hall (torksal).
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation
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Image 28: Area elevation drawing of the
Toppila Pulp Mill.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation
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Image 30: The north
and west facing facades
of the Toppila Silo.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation

Image 29: The Toppila
Silo photographed
by Aino Marsio-Aalto
during the inauguration
of the Toppila Pulp Mill,
13.7.1931.

Image 31: The east and
south facing facades of
the Toppila Silo.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation

Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation
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Image 32: Facade details of the Toppila Silo.
Highlighting window and
eaves arrangements.

Image 33: Facade details of the Toppila Silo.
Highlighting window
arrangements for the
conveyor belt.

Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation

Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation
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Image 34: Joint detail
drawing of the conveyor belt
connecting the wood chip
silo with the cookery. Göran
Schildt sees the “soft joints”
of the conveyor belt as an
early example of Aalto’s
“organic functionalism”.
(Schildt 1994. 147)
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation.
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Image 35: (left) The
digester hall photographed from underneath the watertower by
the newspaper Kaleva
in 1931.
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Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation

Image 36: (right) Detail
drawing of the connection of the conveyor belt
with the digester hall.
Aalto produced a large
number of sketches of
this particular detail.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation
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Image 37: Perspective
drawing of the Toppila
Wood Chip Silo. The
roof shape underwent a
number of versions during the design process.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation
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Image 38: (left)
The acid containers
photographed by Aino
Marsio-Aalto during the
inauguration of the Pulp
Mill. 13.7.1931.
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Drawings of the Toppila Pulp Mill

Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation

Image 39: Perspective
drawing of the acid
containers, digester
hall, pulp container and
filter hall.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation
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Image 40: (left) The acid
tower photographed by
Aino Marsio-Aalto during the inauguration of
the Pulp Mill. The white
marks above the tower
show that the image has
been processed to remove unwanted details.
13.7.1931.
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Drawings of the Toppila Pulp Mill

Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation

Image 41: Perspective
drawing of the acid
tower.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation
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Image 42: (left) The water tower photographed
by Aino Marsio-Aalto
during the inauguration of the Pulp Mill.
13.7.1931.
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Drawings of the Toppila Pulp Mill

Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation

Image 43: Plan and
facade drawing of the
water tower.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation
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Image 44: Perspective
section of the dryer hall.
Göran Schildt sees the
free span roof construction as reminiscent
of Maillart’s bridge
constructions. (Schildt
1994. 147)
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation
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Image 45: The water
tower and conveyor
belt of the Toppila Pulp
Mill photographed
by Aino Marsio-Aalto
in a Bauhaus style
‘upward-gaze’ during
the inauguration of the
factory. 13.7.1931.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation

III
Alvar Aalto and the Industrial
Aesthetic

...the undersigned was commissioned by Gösta Serlachius to see to the facades of the mill buildings. Since floor
plan arrangements and constructional issues had been
already decided before my involvement, the architectural
design mainly involved the external envelope, based on
an already completed design… so the undersigned became involved in interior questions only to the extent that
internal lighting needs and circulation were the sole factors determining external form.1
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As was often the case with industrial commissions, engineers played a significant role in the design of production units. Lars Nyrop, chief engineer at
the Toppila Mill, was in charge of the layout of the operating units, location of
machinery and design of the digester and dryer units. Nyrop also made the
preliminary plan for siting the buildings. Plans for the silo and pulp conveyor
were drawn by engineer Mattas, whereas designs for the concrete structures
came from a specialist subcontractor.2
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However, more important than Aalto’s actual role in the design process of the
Toppila Pulp Mill was the way in which Aalto benefitted from the rather extensive publicity of the project. The architect and Bauhaus professor László
Moholy-Nagy (1895–1946) visited to take photographs and, in addition to being
featured in Arkkitehti, the Toppila Pulp Mill was also widely publicized internationally. Articles were featured in The Architectural Review and The Architects
Journal, and the project was included in the 1938 MoMa exhibition titled Architecture and Furniture: Aalto3. The publicity received by the project in a variety of
architectural media guaranteed Aalto the ownership over the project.
In a sense, the Toppila Pulp Mill project became more nuanced as a narrative device than it was as a physical building complex. Through publicity, what
was initially a minor commission for Aalto became considered a quintessential
project of Aalto’s so-called rationalist era. Aalto understood the printed media as a new context of production, existing in parallel with the construction
site.4 Being closely involved in the CIAM circles and personally acquainted with
prominent Bauhaus figures such as Walter Gropius (1883–1969) and László
Moholy-Nagy5, Aalto was well aware of the topical architectural discourse of
his time and therefore of the special position industrial structures and particularly silos held for the rhetoric of early 20th-century architectural modernism.
The Toppila commission was a valuable opportunity for Aalto to have a realized
large-scale industrial construction in his name, something that had previously
rarely exceeded the level of idealizing writings and publications in the works of
early modernists.6
This essay looks at how the two main themes introduced in the first essay of
this thesis, the interdependent relationship between the human and the machine and the assumed connection between beauty and moral righteousness,
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are reflected in Alvar Aalto’s career. Doing so provides an interpretation of how
the Toppila Silo is situated at a pivotal point in Aalto’s career. Despite being
considered one the more rationalist Aalto projects, the Toppila Pulp Mill can be
seen as foreshadowing Aalto’s shift towards an architectural style emphasizing intuitive free expression over deterministic rationalism in the 1930’s.
In other words, Aalto’s relationship to industrial construction was exactly the
opposite to many of his more rationalist contemporaries. Instead of extracting
an aesthetic ‘out of’ industrial construction as had been the goal of the futurists and Gropius in the early 20th century, Aalto’s specific goal was to insert an
aesthetic ‘onto’ industrial construction. Although visible already in the Toppila
project, this stance was further emphasized in his later career through what he
himself referred to as “humanizing architecture”7.
Aestheticizing Industrial Construction
Aalto was a firm believer in the architect’s social responsibility and the emancipatory potential of architecture. In discussing Aalto’s relationship to rationalism, Göran Schildt states that the main task of architecture is to perpetuate
and glorify something and therefore “architecture which glorifies rejected or dubious values is doomed artistically”.8 This statement bears the implicit notion
of an assumed connection between beauty and moral righteousness. Aalto
himself touched upon the topic in an interview published in the Uusi Aura (New
Aura) magazine in 1928:
“A conscious regard in artistic creation for the problems of our own time
implies a tremendous goal, the step by step transition of industrialism
into what is in any case destined to be some day - a harmonious factor of
civilization.”9
However, Aalto’s relationship to what he referred to as ‘industrialism’ was not
as glorifying as the futurists’ or Gropius’ had been. Although Aalto was a advocate for the potential of modern technology in raising standards of living, his
belief in a technocratic utopia was not without reservations. He believed that
technology held a promise of good things to come: of wealth, prosperity and
an improved quality of life. Yet for him, the main task of architecture was to respond to “problems of our own time”10, referring essentially to problems arising
from industrialization, such as workers’ conditions or a sense of alienation. In
other words, architecture was to be used to soften the impact of the machine.
Aalto’s design agenda was driven by a belief in the emancipatory potential of
architecture. The idea was that social problems attributed to the industrialized
world could be resolved with aesthetic solutions.
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Describing the Toppila Pulp Mill project in the Arkkitehti Journal, The Finnish
Architectural Review, Aalto underlines his restricted role in shaping a project
that was, for the most part, already designed in advance. He came in at a late
stage of the design process and his focus was mostly on the exterior shaping
of an already planned design. Aalto was left with the tasks of deciding on the
form of the envelope, producing a colour scheme and redesigning the window
openings.

The Ugliest Building in Oulu

Aalto maintained an ambivalent relationship to the industrial aesthetic idealized by the rationalist modernists. He was careful not to lock himself into any
dogmatic stances and was quick to criticize an architecture that merely mirrored products of engineering and industrial structures. He described what he
called ‘industrial art’ as finding “beauty only in isolated, self-sufficient forms.”12
According to Aalto, this notion of art was not a constructive approach to “saving us from formal barbarism and establishing a more universal harmony for our
era.”13 He saw architecture that mirrored industrial construction as being a
caricature or resorting to a form of mimicry.14 The argument was that products
of engineering were already works of art in their own right. What was admired,
however, was the industrial and scientific method of producing objects that
directly responded to a particular need or function. He considered turbine engines beautiful because they embodied a particular set of values in a form that
held “real significance and resonance of truth in their time.”15
Aalto’s goal of inserting an aesthetic ‘onto’ industrial construction is exemplified by his role in the design of the Toppila Pulp Mill. He was brought into the
Toppila project at a late stage and his tasks focused explicitly on the exterior
shaping of an already completed design16. Although Aalto’s role in the project is
perhaps best described as one of a formgiver, a number of his formal solutions
were justified as being results of functional necessities.
The tapered roof form of the Toppila Silo is a clear case in point. This was a
form justified in the spirit of rationalism as a direct consequence of functional
requirements, since the shape was described as following the way in which
wood chips naturally form when piled in the silo. The tapered roof form was
also explained as resulting in a shorter span for the conveyor belt, placed on
the top of the silo.17 Other ‘functional’ formal solutions included the structural
‘fins’ on the facade of the silo, which were described as directing water away
from the roof in a controlled manner (image 25). In general, the way in which
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the structural frame of the silo is clearly visible on the exterior facade reflects
a rationalist desire for coherence between content and form.
However, Aalto’s post-completion rhetoric makes it hard to discern to what
extent the forms supposedly derived from functional necessities, are in fact a
result of post-rationalizing an aesthetic preference as a functional response.
He was known for skillfully controlling his personal narrative by elaborating
upon design intentions after the completion of a building18.
Between Reason and Intuition
The intertwined relationship between ‘beauty’ and ‘good’ continued to define
Aalto’s later career, even if the ‘good’ became connotated to a whole other set
of attributes than it had been during his rationalist period of the early 1930s.
Although Aalto already had an ambivalent relationship towards mechanization
in the early 1930s, in the following years he situated himself more clearly in
opposition of mechanization with his calls for “humanizing architecture”19. Aalto’s thoughts on the dual nature of architecture as oscillating between artistic
practice and rational problem solving provide a lens for understanding his shift
towards a more expressive style during the 1930s.
In 1928 he had compared art to a pair of scales, “in the right-hand pan of which
we find works produced by free-creativity, and in the left assignments more restricted by practical demands.”20 Striking a balance between the pragmatic requirements of production in an industrializing world and the intuitive free expression of an artist quickly became the central focus of Aalto’s career. A shift
towards a style emphasizing intuitive free expression became a way to soften,
or in Aalto’s words, to ‘humanize’ the impact of industrialization.
The architecture historian Alan Colquhoun (1921–2012) links Aalto’s architectural style to the more expressionist side of modernism, one that emphasized
individual artistic expression over technological rationalism. The forerunner of
this notion was the Deutscher Werkbund co-founder Henry van de Velde, who
in turn, was strongly influenced by the Arts and Crafts movement21. Curiously,
this allusion with van de Velde is one of the rare influences that Aalto himself
referred to in his later years22.
In his essay Typology and Design Method (1969), Alan Colquhoun describes the
modernist doctrine as consisting of a tension between two seemingly contradictory ideas – biotechnical determinism and free expression. According to
Colquhoun, the modernist doctrine involved a belief in the capacity of science
“to reveal the essence of nature’s mode of operation.”23 At the core of this doctrine was a belief in biotechnical determinism, implying that beauty could no
longer be found in the intentional search for final forms. Instead, form was
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If the futurists and Gropius had attempted to extract an aesthetic ‘out of’ industrial construction during the first decades of the 20th-century11, Aalto’s take on
industrial construction in Toppila in 1931 was exactly the opposite: an attempt
to insert an aesthetic ‘onto’ industrial construction. Factories were not only
admired because of what they represented, they were also elevated, by means
of architecture, as a consequence of what they represented. Aalto’s work in
Toppila falls in the latter category. For instance, it could be argued that the
Toppila Silo’s cathedral-like form is an example of how industrial structures
were linked by the early modernists to a tradition of monumental architecture,
and thus elevated to a status of monumentality previously reserved exclusively
for building typologies such as churches, palaces and theatres.

attributed to being the mere result of a logical process in which functional
needs and functional techniques were brought together. In other words, the
ideal architectural form was seen as only being achievable without the conscious interference of the designer.24

The Intuitive Working Mechanics of the Genius

The Ugliest Building in Oulu

Aalto’s shift towards a design process emphasizing intuitive free expression
has often been linked to his close relationship with Laszlo Moholy-Nagy27, who
was known for advocating the role of intuition in the design process. For instance, Göran Schildt links the iconic wood reliefs produced by Aalto to demonstrate the logic behind the bent wood of Artek furniture, to a method of play,
collage and free-association devised by Moholy-Nagy and commonly practiced
in the Bauhaus28. In the design curriculum of the Institute of Design in Chicago
published in 1947 and titled Vision in Motion, Moholy-Nagy claims that the free
operation of intuition is the key by which anyone can unleash the inner creative
potential of a genius:
“The training is directed towards imagination and inventiveness, a basic
condition for the ever-changing industrial scene, to the technology-in-flux.
The last step in this technique is the emphasis on integration through the
conscious search for relationships. The intuitive working mechanics of the
genius give a clue to this process. The unique ability of the genius can be
approximated by everybody if only its essential feature be apprehended:
the flash-like act of connecting elements not obviously belonging together.” 29
In 1947, the same year as Vision in Motion was published, Aalto published an
article titled The Trout and the Stream. In the article Aalto describes a design
process leaning heavily on intuitive free association in a manner which mirrors
Moholy-Nagy’s take on the free operation of intuition:
“I simply draw by instinct, not architectural synthesis, but what are sometimes quite childlike compositions, and in this way, on an abstract basis,
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Moholy-Nagy’s and Aalto’s infatuation with the ‘intuitive working methods of the
genius’ can be elaborated upon by examining the architectural theorist Mark
Cousins’ (1947–2020) description of the nature of genius. Cousins examines
how descriptions of the ‘genius’ involve a perpetual balancing on the border
between the beautiful and the ugly. The genius is expected to incorporate individual, inappropriate elements into a final totality, elements that in incompetent hands would collapse into a collection of incompatible fragments. The
more this totality has been tested by conflicting elements, the stronger the
final impression it makes. By testing the limits of aesthetic conventions, ugliness can either deform or strengthen a work. By complicating beauty, ugliness
functions in an ambiguous manner, excluded from beauty, yet involved in the
conception of beauty as an element that adds up to some kind of inner tension
in the resulting totality.31
In the case of Aalto, this notion of a conflicting totality is demonstrated in the
fragmented quality of many of his works. At certain parts, his buildings have an
impression of an intentional ruin. A most notable example of this is the fragmented roof silhoutte of the Otaniemi Institute of Technology’s auditorium32,
creating a geometry that is subtractive or deliberately left ‘incomplete’.
Moreover, accounts of genius attribute the intuitive creative process to an act
of composition, referred to by Moholy-Nagy as the ‘flash-like act of connecting elements not obviously belonging together’. In an age when artistic production began to be defined by processes of mechanical reproduction, the genius
strived for a coherent and harmonious totality through a process resembling
collage-making. Navigating in the abundance of endlessly reproducible printed images, the artist became a curator. As proposed by philosopher Walter
Benjamin (1892–1940) in his seminal text The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (1935), art was no longer attributed to the unique handiwork of
the artist, but rather to an act of cutting and pasting fragments of already existing elements together in order to form new combinations33. Montage, assemblage, collage and composition became processes of significance. The creative
potential was seen as residing in the curatorial choices and connections made
by the genius.
Furthermore, mechanical reproducibility coined design as a commodity. An
aesthetic appreciation of newness signified that the value of a design was
measured by how well the design distinguished itself from preceding designs.
The designer was expected to act as something akin to an inventor, someone
who is perpetually coming up with previously unimagined formal innovations to
replace existing forms by making them appear old or expired.
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Despite claims of form being wholly determined by functional needs, form continued to be the designer’s central concern. Alongside the purely deterministic
view of form following function was a firm belief in the voluntary process of
intuition. Modernism disregarded a set of aesthetic considerations believing in
ideal beauty, and substituted these with a belief in the total free expression of
the creative genius, veiled beneath the rhetoric of form as a direct consequence
of functional demands25. In the words of Alan Colquhoun, “What appears on the
surface as a hard, rational discipline of design, turns out rather paradoxically to be
a mystical belief in the intuitional process.”26

the main idea gradually takes shape, a kind of universal substance that
helps me to bring the numerous contradictory components into harmony.”30
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Image 46: László
Moholy-Nagy and Aino
Marsio-Aalto photographed by Alvar Aalto
in London, 1933.

Image 47: The Toppila
Pulp Mill photographed
by László Moholy-Nagy
during his and Ellen
Frank’s trip to Finland
to visit the Aalto’s in the
summer of 1931.

Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation

Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation
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In the rhetoric of Moholy-Nagy and Aalto, the intuitive working methods of a
genius were associated with a new set of virtuous meaning connotated with
the organic, humane or biological. The natural was juxtaposed as a form of
opposition to mechanization, considered as leading to a detached relationship
with nature. However, as was the case with the idealization of mechanization,
nature was also idealized because it was seen as functioning according to a
mathematically quantifiable universal truth.
Moholy-Nagy advised designers to use nature as a constructional model. His
biotechnical approach introduced in The New Vision (1928) emphasized that
functionality should be understood in the light of natural and evolutionary processes, where forms emerge as responses to specific functions, the central
assumption being that technology should conform to human biology instead of
the other way around.34 In other words, Moholy-Nagy saw technical progress
as a means rather than a goal.35 This stance was mirrored by Aalto in his article
The Humanizing of Architecture (1940), “technique is only an aid, not a definite and
independent phenomenon therein. Technical functionalism cannot create definite
architecture.“36
The Ugliest Building in Oulu

For modernist architects, the interdependent relationship between the human
and the machine culminated in the theme of industrial standardization. Just as
the possibilities of mechanical reproduction had commodified design, standardization aimed at commodifying architecture. Standardization was seen as
a necessary evil, an unavoidable process feared to create monotonous and alienating environments.
In wartime Finland, the logic behind standardization measures was related,
on one hand, to the need to develop and rationalize the construction industry
and, on the other, to the necessity of wartime trade with Germany. In the early
1940s, the architect Ernst Neufert (1900–1986) was developing an extensive
system of standard measurements in Nazi Germany, thus, it was necessary for
the Finnish construction system to be compatible with the German system.37
Aalto’s attempts at ‘humanizing architecture’ were directed specifically towards
the issue of standardization. His goal was never to reject standardization, but
rather to approach standardization in his own terms. In 1942, Aalto advocated
for what he called “flexible standardization”38 which aimed at organic variation
by using a limited set of components as opposed to the monotonous unity of
industrial standardization:
“The purpose of architectural standardisation is thus not to produce types,
but instead to create variety and richness which could, in the ideal case, be
compared with nature’s unlimited capacity to produce variation.”39
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Through persistent attempts to insert an aesthetic characterized by artistic
free-intuition and forms derived from nature into the construction industry
otherwise defined by standardization, industrial mass-production and automation, Aalto positioned himself as working towards an improved form of mechanization, one that integrated a sense of the humane and natural in an industrial process otherwise deemed as alienating. ‘Flexible standardization’ aimed at
shaping the machine according to the human, instead of the other way around.
At the core of Aalto’s desire to ‘humanize architecture’ was an unfettered belief
in the emancipatory potential of architecture. As long as the belief in a connection between beauty and moral righteousness remained unfaltered, the architect could do no wrong. This stance together with the belief in intuition as the
intangible driving-force of creativity can be summed up in an Aalto quote from
a lecture held in 1955 titled Between Humanism and Materialism:
“Even though we know that the poor little man is almost impossible to
save, do what we may, still the main task of architecture is to humanize the
Machine Age. In doing this, however, it must always work with form. Form
is a mystery of which we cannot tell what it really is, but somehow it makes
people feel good in a way that is completely different from what efforts at
social salvation can do.”40
Discussion
The interdependent relationship between the human and the machine was
at the core of architectural discourse throughout modernism. Although the
relationship between architecture and mechanization quickly shifted from an
idealized view of industrial construction to a more critical approach towards
the emancipatory potential of technological advancement, the underlying assumption of a connection between architectural form and moral righteousness
remained the same.
It is in cases such as these that the modernist dogma of form and function
becomes muddled in a feedback loop, in the sense that an industrial aesthetic
was idealized by early modernists specifically due to its supposedly direct relationship between form and function. In Toppila, design was in turn used to
strengthen the notion of coherence between form and content in an industrial
aesthetic. In both cases, however, architecture aimed to validate the assumed
connection between morality and aesthetics, glorifying what was perceived as
good, such as industrial construction, either by extracting an aesthetic ‘out of ‘
it or by inserting an aesthetic ‘onto it’.
Aalto’s work in the Toppila Pulp Mill project had the explicit aim of inserting an
aesthetic ‘onto’ industrial construction. By playing the role of a formgiver and
shaping the external form of the factory buildings, Aalto was able to insert an
aesthetic derived from industrial construction, back into the otherwise anonymous pieces of engineering construction. Broadly speaking, Aalto continued
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Flexible Standardization

to work according to the same principle throughout his career. His emphasis
on the intuitive artistic process and the notion of ‘flexible standardization’ were
both elaborations on the same theme revolving around the aestheticization of
industrial ways of construction.
By doing so, a machine aesthetic, characterized by a form of virtuous ugliness, was initially brought into the formal language of architecture and later
aestheticized by juxtaposing it with connotations to the natural, intuitive and
organic. In both cases the underlying aim was to align aesthetic conventions
with socio-political values held in high regard.
Once the belief in the emancipatory potential of technology began to decline,
Aalto’s aesthetic connotations with the organic and natural became more
prominent. The humane, organic and natural were seen as embodying values
previously held by technology. Central to both sources of aesthetic inspiration
was a desire for finding objective truths, either in the mathematical precision
of engineering construction or in the underlying logic of nature.
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Although Aalto positioned himself rhetorically in opposition to mechanization, he never questioned the promise of industrialization and technological
advancement as leading to an improved world. Industrialization was seen as
a faulty and incomplete process, yet one that was destined to become ‘a harmonious factor of civilization’. Aalto’s attempts at humanizing technology were
merely a means for making an industrialized way of construction more approachable and attractive.
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Image 48: A mesh of
structural frames holds
together the 100mm thin
concrete shell roof.

IV
Photographs of the Toppila Silo

I first visited the Toppila Silo in the early spring of 2021. I had
agreed to meet Sakari Kela, the holder of the keys, by the silo at
noon. The doorways were covered in a thick layer of snow, forcing
Sakari to shovel a way to the entrance. The following is a set of
images portraying my first impressions of the silo.
The silo was smaller than I thought. In images, the structure had
appeared impendingly monumental, but the images I had seen
had no human figures. It was hard to discern a sense of scale.
It is dark inside. Wooden plugs left from the formwork have decayed, leaving small holes in the thin concrete roof that release
little bursts of light into the space. The only other sources of light
are the small windows on the top and ground floor.
A pigeon colony inhabits the abandoned silo. Their presence has
left the ground floor covered in a thick layer of bird feces and other organic matter. Their cooing creates create an eerie soundscape that echoes in the space.
As I was photographing the interior, a group of children from a
nearby school approached curiously. They were convinced that the
silo was haunted and were afraid to be too close to the entrance.
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Image 49: The structural ‘fins’ perforate
the exterior of the
roof, accentuating the
southern facade of the
Toppila Silo.
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Image 50: (previous
spread) The disarrayed
ground floor of the silo
is covered in a thick
layer of pigeon feces and
other organic matter.

Image 51: The abandoned silo is ‘out of
place’ in the otherwise
mundane residential
area of Toppila.
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Image 52: A pigeon
colony inhabits the
abandoned silo. Their
cooing inside the echoy
space creates an eerie
soundscape.
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Image 53: Light is
filtered through the top
floor windows into the
otherwise dark silo.

Image 54: Looking up
through the central
hopper. Wooden plugs
left from the formwork
have decayed, leaving
small holes in the
thin concrete roof that
release little bursts of
light into the space.

83

84

Soundscape
The audio (0:55) playing on the background is an eerie soundscape of cooing pigeons inside the echoy silo, recorded in the spring of 2021.

Image 55 & 56: Screenshots from a 3D-scan of
the ground floor of the
Toppila Silo.

(requires Adobe Acrobat DC)
Recording: Valentino Tignanelli
Edit: Jeremi Korhonen

Courtesy: 360Finland
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Image 57: A screenshot
from a 3D-scan of the
ground floor of the Toppila Silo, pointing out the
amount of matter that
has accumulated within
the decaying structure.
Courtesy: 360Finland

V
The Ugliest Building in Oulu

In 2009, the Toppila Silo was voted ‘The Ugliest Building in Oulu’ in
a reader poll held by the regional newspaper Kaleva. The silo was
voted as winner of the tragicomic title from a shortlist including
of The Oulu City library and Theatre, The Oulu University Campus,
The Bank of Finland and The Radisson SAS Hotel.1
More recently, the Toppila silo was featured in the journalist Jantso Jokelin’s (1986–) article ‘Avaruusseikkailu 2021’, searching for
the lousiest attractions in Finland. In the article, Jokelin stresses
that often the lousiest attractions are, in fact, the most fascinating
and touching ones2.
By entertaining the idea of the Toppila silo as ‘The Ugliest Building
in Oulu’, this essay asks: what, if anything, constitutes the ugly in
the present state of the Toppila Silo?
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The Toppila silo is a fascinating embodiment of these opposing values. Historically, it reflects an idealized view of industry and technology, one that glorified industrial structures as a symbol of social progress, wealth and efficiency. Today, the same industrial structures are seen as outdated remnants of
20th-century capitalism, architectural utopianism and environmentally harmful industrial processes.

The Ugliest Building in Oulu

We are literally living in the ruins of the fossil economy3. In its derelict state,
the silo is a striking physical manifestation of this contemporary condition. The
modernist industrial aesthetic was a response to a comprehensive change
in people’s way of life and in society at large. Although the modernist ideals
underlying the silo’s design are fundamentally outdated, there are parallels
to be drawn between our contemporary condition and the way in which unconventional aesthetics were used by modernists to promote a set of values
felt relevant at the time. Following the assumed connection of aesthetics and
ethics introduced in the first essay of this thesis, how should contemporary
aesthetics adapt to a near-future that is fundamentally different from our current way of life?
In order to maintain relevance in a world defined by an impending eco-crisis,
the architectural profession is once again struggling to redefine itself. By withholding judgement of that which is considered ugly, this essay speculates on
a present where design can no longer afford to be understood as a commodity
for producing novel objects, but rather as a process of rethinking and recycling
the abundance of already existing matter. Our current existential crisis is in
many ways comparable to the drastic paradigm shift underlying modernism,
however, instead of a belief in infinitely rising standards of living, the central
theme of our current crisis is associated with learning to make-do with drastically less.
The crux in examining the perceived ugliness of the Toppila silo in its current
derelict state lies exactly in the cultural and aesthetic shift associated with
adapting to the eco-crisis. By asking what, if anything, constitutes the experience of ugliness in the present state of the Toppila Silo, the aim is to provide
an understanding of that which is currently outside of the canon of aesthetic
norms and conventions. Asking, ‘why’ is the Toppila Silo currently perceived

3

as ugly, is a prerequisite for evaluating the possible value in the sensation of
aesthetic displeasure triggered by the silo.
In this context, can guidelines be extracted from embracing that which is currently outside of normative aesthetic behaviour in a similar manner as modernists did with the industrial aesthetic? Instead of starting from a clean slate,
from a desire to erase and cleanse all which is currently considered outdated,
ugly or without value, can value be found from learning to make-do with the
complexity and multiplicity of already existing matter by treating the old and
discarded with affection and care? In a world where production flows will inevitably dry-up and new material will become increasingly sparse, will the current
enamoration with an aesthetic of newness be replaced with an aesthetic sensitivity that values the old, the worn, the reused and adapted?
For the purposes of this essay, the perceived ugliness of the Toppila Silo is examined from three distinct perspectives. Examining aesthetic taste as a social
phenomenon provides an interpretation of why the Toppila Silo is considered
ugly by the general public yet appreciated by architects as a prized example
of Aalto’s rationalist period. The concepts of ruin porn, dirt and heterotopia
provide a framework for discussing to what extent is the perceived ugliness of
the silo linked to its current state of decay, and the concept of monstrosity is
used to evaluate the ugly as something radically inhuman. Here, the Toppila
Silo is seen as a deviation from the age-old notion that the ideal proportions of
architecture should be derived from the human body.
Taste As a Social Phenomena
If beauty is what is considered normal, desired or sought after in any given
moment in time, then ugliness, as a negation of beauty, can be anything outside of, or in conflict with, the conventional and normal. Ugliness is a deviation
from the norm.4 As such, it is an unstable concept which tends to be defined
through a process of negation, the focus often being on what it is not, rather
than what it is.5
If anything can be extracted from the nature of ugliness on the basis of the
first two sections of this thesis, it is that the unconventional and irregular are
framed through a process of negation. By focusing on that which is excluded
from the normal in any given cultural context, the underlying rules and categories of aesthetic conventions become apparent6. Deviations from the normal have the potential of questioning aesthetic rules and categories. Thus, the
aesthetic canon has the tendency to be recalibrated by the aestheticization of
elements previously outside of the canonical and the conventional7.
Furthermore, ugliness can be thought of as more than simply the negation of
beauty. It has a culturally independent dimension of its own that goes beyond
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The first essay of this thesis discussed how an assumed connection between
aesthetics and moral righteousness persistently leads to the aesthetic conventions of architecture being shaped by prevailing socio-political values. Viewed
from this perspective, the perceived attractiveness of an object is understood
as a value judgement, where the virtuous function of a building is correlated
with the aesthetic qualities attributed to its form. In this sense, the perceived
ugliness of the Toppila silo in its current state is interpreted as arising from
a disjunction between the modernist values underlying the silo’s design and
prevalent values of our current time.

“The disharmonic can in fact arouse our interest without being beautiful;
this we call interesting… the complicated, contradictory, amphibolical, and
therefore the unnatural, the criminal, the strange, even the lunatic, are
interesting. The seething restlessness in the boiling pot of contradiction
has a magical attraction.”9
Rosenkranz finds pleasure in the displeasure of ugliness due to its captivating
qualities, suggesting that ugliness, as an experience of positive displeasure,
can be seen as holding aesthetic value10. In contemporary art and architecture, what is valued is rarely described as ‘beautiful’ but rather as interesting
or thought-provoking. The ‘interesting’ is attributed to that which is dynamic,
contradictory, conflicting or holding an inner-tension, whereas, beauty is seen
as calm, serene and boring11.
The Ugliest Building in Oulu

The observation of the disharmonious as interesting put forth by Rosenkranz
raises the question of who has the right to find pleasure in the unconventional
and irregular. The aestheticization of elements outside the normative set of
aesthetic conventions is hardly an equal opportunity for all. An established position of authority is a prerequisite for the subjective experience of ‘pleasurable
disharmony‘ to become considered a valid form of taste. It is a privilege to pose
a certifiable aesthetic judgement that contradicts conventional taste.
The experience of beauty and ugliness reflects one’s personal worldview, identity and values. Aesthetic judgements tell us more about the evaluating subject
than they do of the object being evaluated. As a social phenomenon, taste is a
reflection of social codes and learned patterns of behaviour. Personal taste is
to a great extent an expression of collectively approved aesthetic preferences
and therefore tied to a specific time and place. From this point of view, it becomes relevant to ask: who decides what is assigned to the aesthetic canon?
Who are the gatekeepers and invisible holders of power?

to the appreciation of the Toppila silo within the architectural community as an
example of Aalto’s rationalist era. This is visible for example in the SR-113 protection status allocated for the silo. The cultural and aesthetic significance of
the silo is inevitably connected to Aalto’s somewhat nominal role in the design
process14.
Considering Aalto’s special role as something of a national hero, the Toppila
Silo’s title as ‘The Ugliest Building in Oulu’ is especially ironic. The notion of an
Aalto-designed building as an ugly object poses a fruitful contradiction between the silo’s appreciation by architects and its disapproval by the readers of
Kaleva. This contradiction applies more generally to the common disjunction
between what architects find aesthetically pleasing versus what is disapproved
of by the general public.
The disjunction of aesthetic opinions of the silo highlights the elitist nature
of aesthetic judgement. One must be informed enough in what qualifies as
‘good taste’ in order to appreciate or even recognize that which attributes as
interesting or uncanny. The experience of beauty as a social phenomenon has
been discussed by the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1930–2002), who points out
that the appreciation of art is linked to education and social class, effectively
arguing that aesthetic ‘taste’ is merely a means for the cultural elite to reassert
its superiority15.
In the architectural community, the elitist nature of aesthetic judgement is expressed in the self-contained nature of architectural discourse. As the artist
Victor Burgin (1941-) has put it, the question of who or what is assigned to the
canon is “self-perpetuating, self-justifying and arbitrary”.16 Authority to present
aesthetic judgement is reserved to those educated and experienced in the field
of architecture. Likewise, breaking the rules of aesthetic conventions and getting away with it requires a certain position of authority.
An experience of ugliness, when expressed by voices outside the professional
circles of the architectural community, is easily dismissed as a matter of ‘bad’
or ignorant taste. From this point of view, the aesthetic appreciation of the Toppila silo is something of an acquired taste. Its appreciation is detached from
any physical attributes of the building, but linked to Aalto’s canonical status as
a ‘modernist genius’.

In the case of the Toppila Silo, these questions become relevant when examining the way in which Alvar Aalto’s involvement in the design process has an
effect on how the silo is judged aesthetically. Alvar Aalto is held in famously
high regard within the Finnish architectural community, up to an extent that
any critical research on the modernist ‘genius’ has been undertaken in Finland
with great caution and mostly by members of Aalto’s close circle of friends12.
Aalto’s particular position in the canon of modernist architecture is extended
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purely aesthetic categories8. Ugliness is capable of evoking a larger range of
emotions than beauty. Attention is often drawn to outliers, to objects that do
not fit within the conventions of what is considered aesthetically pleasing. The
sensation of aesthetic disharmony related to the experience of the ugly can potentially be found to be fascinating or interesting. As the German philosopher
Karl Rosenkranz (1805–1879) has observed of the ugly:

Ruin Porn
However, if the question of ugliness is deduced to a simple matter of taste,
there is not much to say other than that aesthetic judgement is a matter of culturally and socially guided personal preference. Apart from viewing the Toppila
Silo’s appreciation as a reflection of Aalto’s canonical position in modernist
architecture, the ruinous state of the silo triggers, in certain viewers, a sensation of ‘pleasurable disharmony’ attributed with the ‘interesting’. By considering
the silo as ‘interesting’ because of its state of disrepair, is one submitting to a
form of ‘ruin porn’, of fetishizing or nostalgizing the abandoned silo because of
its derelict state?
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There is an element of superficiality associated with the aesthetic gaze. Viewing something aesthetically presupposes a detached perspective. As is the
case in the philosopher Immanuel Kant’s (1724–1804) notion of ‘disinterested
judgement’, implying that ‘pure’ aesthetic judgements are separate from any
extrinsic qualities attached to the object of judgement itself, but arise from an
idealist state of viewing from a completely affective position, free of any sort
of reasoning17. The romanticization of decay is usually acted out from a safe
distance, in a manner that is detached from the social reality of environments
in ruin and is thus, in many cases, ethically problematic. In this sense, is the
aestheticization of the derelict silo any different from the modernist industrial
aesthetic, which superficially admired the formal language of industrial structures?
In discussing ‘ruin porn’, the architect Maclain Clutter attributes the contemporary affection with ruins and images of ruins to both an insatiable desire for
the ‘authentic’ within contemporary culture and a nostalgic response triggered
by the indexical quality of ruins18. Clutter interprets the enamoration towards
ruins as reflecting a desire for the ‘real’. This interpretation is derived from
the philosopher Slavoj Zizek’s (1949–) analysis of the Lacanian ‘real’, described
as a fundamental and ultimately unattainable authenticity, which we endlessly
seek out19. Viewed from a position of perpetual comfort, the ruin responds to a
desire to experience a heightened level of reality found in a sense of excitement
triggered by decaying and crumbling matter.
Zizek’s theory of the Lacanian ‘real’ is reminiscent of the Romantic philosopher Edmund Burke’s (1729–1797) notion of the sublime, characterized as a
feeling of pleasurable fear induced by something so immense, it is beyond all
possibility of calculation.20 Central to the experience of the sublime, is a contained position of safety: as long as the subject experiences the fear-inducing
object from a safe distance, an illusion of control and comprehension can be
maintained. If the boundary of safety is crossed, the sublime collapses, leaving
only fear in its place.21 Curiously, the 18th-century aesthetic of the sublime was
accompanied by a new sensibility towards ruins.22
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Image 58: Screenshot
from a 3D-scan of the
ground floor of the Toppila Silo.
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Moreover, the appeal of ruins is commonly linked to the collision of architecture and nature made visible through processes of decay. There is a sense of
organic authenticity associated with the triumph of nature over human creation. This relationship has been observed by the sociologist Georg Simmel
(1858–1918) as resulting in a complex aesthetic form, one that is not defined
as a totality or a clearly defined whole, but rather as a blurring of boundaries
between architecture and nature:
“The ruin of a building … means that where the work of art is dying, other
forces and forms, those of nature, have grown; and that out of what art still
lives in the ruin and what of nature already lives in it, there has emerged a
new whole, a characteristic unity.”25
The Ugliest Building in Oulu

The superficial and voyeuristic qualities associated with ‘ruin porn’ are another form of aesthetic appreciation that point out the privilege of the aesthetic
gaze. An aesthetic appreciation of ruins is reserved for those with the ability
to choose to admire ruination from a detached perspective. ‘Ruin porn’ is enjoyed by a subject entirely detached from the context surrounding the ruin, yet
seeking out a sensation of controlled excitement in the form of peeping at a
reality outside of one’s own boring comfort. It is, however, a phenomenon that
is increasingly popular in contemporary culture, telling us something about
the allure held by the aged, worn and patinated.
Dirt and Decay
The analysis of ‘ruin porn’ provides a framework for interpreting the way in
which the Toppila Silo is perceived as ‘interesting’ because of its abandoned
state. The relationship between the silo’s current state of decay and its perceived ugliness can be elaborated upon, by examining the relationship between dirt and the ugly object.
This relationship is examined by the architecture theoretician Mark Cousins
(1947-2020) in his three part essay titled The Ugly. Cousins’ psychoanalytic account of ugliness in architecture argues that the problem of beauty and of ugliness cannot be reduced to the way in which cultures use the terms or to the
set of attributes assigned to them. Instead, beauty and ugliness are seen as

23
24
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reflecting a Freudian pleasure principle, referring to the instinctive seeking of
pleasure and avoidance of pain.26
Cousins does not see beauty and ugliness as intrinsic qualities of any object,
but rather as existing specifically in the relation of a subject to an object. This
relation can be approached by following the hypothesis of the ugly object being
an object which is experienced as being in the wrong place27. In a similar vein,
the sociologist Mary Douglas (1921–2007) has famously remarked that dirt is
‘matter out of place’. In Douglas’s analysis, dirt is seen as a by-product of the
systematic ordering of matter, insofar as this process of ordering involves the
rejection of inappropriate elements.28
Dirt is not inherently dirty but becomes dirty when it no longer occupies the
place that has been assigned to it. Cousins links the notion of ugliness with
Douglas’s analysis of dirt by arguing that the ugly object is an object which
is in the wrong place. Importantly, this ‘being in the wrong place’ is always an
observation made from the position of the subject to whom the object appears
as ugly, implying a dual-existence of objects. “All objects exist twice, both as
themselves and as representations of themselves.”29
Dirt is formless and multiform, a type of matter lacking boundaries. Its form
is constantly changing and transforming according to the space it occupies. By
doing so, it threatens to contaminate all the ordered and ‘good’ space around
it30. In this sense, dirt, as an ugly object, has a spatial quality entirely independent from the beautiful object. Through contamination, dirt poses a threat to the
subject aspiring for an order and permanence of things, meaning it must be
cleansed, hidden, erased or contained.31 In this sense, dirt, as an ugly object,
presents a compelling counterforce for architecture, a discipline characterized
by an incessant need to control and shape the environment. It destabilizes
structures of order, permanence and control otherwise so central to the discipline of architecture.
Dirt not only lacks boundaries, but also has the power of blurring the boundary between an object and its environment through a process of decay.32 By
doing so, it provides an insight into the deeply ingrained desire of making a
clear distinction between ourselves (humans) and the environment and consequently, finding beauty in objects that reflect this desire. On the contrary,
the ugly is characterized as something incomplete or without clearly defined
borders. This suggests that the experience of ugliness involves an intrinsic
quality of perceived otherness, arising from the subject either not recognizing
themselves in the object under observation or more importantly, recognizing
themselves in a manner which is an uncomfortable or unsettling reminder of
existence itself.
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The nostalgic reaction to ruins, on the other hand, is explained by their capacity
to provide a direct and physical connection to bygone events. Clutter compares
this capacity to re-present time with the indexical nature of filmic media as
theorized by the philosopher Roland Barthes (1915–1980): “In photography I can
never deny that the thing has been there. There is a superimposition here: of reality
and of the past.”23 Ruins are similarly indexical, they are physical traces of past
wholes superimposed with the present. This indexical quality is at the root of
the nostalgic response associated with ruins.24

Heterotopia
The ugly object arouses a set of diverse reactions, ranging from disgust or the
aversion of eyes to a curiosity or interest with the ‘aesthetically disharmonic’.
However, common to these reactions is the way in which the ugly object is
categorically viewed as ‘other’. By doing so, it is systematically ordered and
placed into a position of otherness. Being observed as ugly presupposes a detachment and exclusion from all surrounding ‘normative’ space.

The Ugliest Building in Oulu

Cousins’ psychoanalytical account of ugliness provides a compelling point of
view for understanding both the perceived ugliness and the captivating, uncanny or interesting qualities of the Toppila silo in its current derelict state.
The silo has been largely abandoned since the closure of the Toppila Pulp Mill
in 1985. Following the closure of the factory, many of the industrial structures
surrounding the silo were demolished, leaving it somewhat isolated as the residential area of Meri-Toppila was constructed around it in the early 90s.

The philosopher Michel Foucault (1926–1984) put forth the notion of heterotopias to describe socio-cultural meanings associated with physical spaces. As a
contrast to utopias, which he defines as fundamentally unreal spaces presenting society in an idealized form, heterotopias are defined as physical spaces
which are somehow ‘other’, contradictory or incompatible with the normative
rules of society. Essentially, a heterotopia is either a physical approximation of
an utopia, or a parallel space enclosing undesirable elements in an attempt to
make real utopian space possible. They are worlds within worlds, containing in
an enclosed form, either a deviation from the norm, such as prisons or psychiatric hospitals, or a meticulously arranged microcosm that approximates an
utopia, such as gardens or religious colonies.36

Decades of neglect have shaped both the exterior and the interior of the building. The original coat of paint has faded, leaving signs of weathering and frost
erosion apparent throughout the exterior facade and interior surfaces of the
silo. The interior has been inhabited by a pigeon colony for years. In addition
to the pigeons themselves being commonly perceived as ‘dirty’ animals, their
presence has left the ground floor covered in a thick layer of bird feces together with dirt, dust and other accumulated organic matter.

The function of heterotopias is to maintain an illusion of order, organization
and control. As long as the deviant is maintained in an enclosed and designated space, its disturbing existence can be simultaneously acknowledged, kept
under control and hidden. As such, that which is undesired, is detached from
all other surrounding space. It is left to exist in a space, world or microcosm
that is separate from the one it is perceived from.37 Foucault elaborates on the
concept of heterotopias by using the metaphor of a mirror as an example:

Parallels can be drawn between the analysis of dirt as an ugly object and the
disarrayed and untidy state of the Toppila Silo. The interior of the silo is space
‘contaminated’ by dirt, attributing to its perceived ugliness, insofar as dirt poses
a threat to all the ordered space around it. In this case, the silo’s ugliness is
attributed to the simple fact that it is covered in a substantial layer of dirt.

“The mirror functions as a heterotopia in this respect: it makes this place
that I occupy at the moment when I look at myself in the glass at once absolutely real, connected with all the space that surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass through this virtual
point which is over there.”38

Alternatively, the silo itself can be understood as comparable to dirt because
it is a structure that has been discarded and unused for decades. The state of
abandonment effectively makes it ‘matter out of place’ or an object that ‘should
not be there’. An undesired relic of an industrial past surrounded by a mundane
housing development. From this point of view, the silo’s ugliness is linked to
its lack of function or uselessness, essentially making it an equivalent of a
dirty and discarded object. Curiously, this lack of use-value relates back to the
fundamental desire of modernist architecture for coherence between content
and form as discussed in the first essay of this thesis35. The Toppila Silo in its
abandoned state is mere form without content and thus stripped of its original
function-driven meaning and aesthetic.

33
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Foucault situates the mirror between utopia and heterotopia. The image reflected in a mirror is a utopian ‘placeless place’, an unreal simulated place that
allows one to see a representation of oneself. The mirror is also a heterotopia,
in that it is a real object. It is simultaneously utterly real, relating with the real
space surrounding it, and utterly unreal, creating a simulated image.39 The
point to be made here is that existence and representations of existence are
different. Heterotopias stem from an attempt to draw the two closer together,
to shape reality according to an ideal representation of it.
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It is by following such a line of thought that Cousins deduces the experience of
ugliness into a Freudian reflection of an obstacle to desire, insofar as it denies
our pleasure of being in the world by reminding us of the inevitability of pain
and death33. The ugly object embodies things rather forgotten, and therefore it
should not be there. It is in this sense that the dirty, the decayed or the broken
down act as reminders of our own mortality, whereas the new, shiny and clean
allow maintaining an illusion of our own immunity to change over time. The
psychoanalytic interpretation of the ugly provides a reading of the diverse reactions to the ugly object, ranging from the desire to cleanse it away or to avert
the eyes in an attempt to deny its existence, to the pathological curiosity with
all that is dirty, horrifying or disgusting, of ugliness as a form of unbearable
pleasure34.

It is compelling to consider the Toppila Silo as a heterotopia of the dirty and
decayed. It contains, in an enclosed form, a deviation from ‘normal’, orderly and
structured space. In its decayed state, it holds a double-meaning as both an
uncomfortable reminder of the passing of time and things outside our control
and a reminder of a destructive industrial past that is uncomfortably reminiscent of the present. Its enclosed form enables it to be viewed from a detached
perspective, as an irregularity in the otherwise ‘normative’ surrounding space.
The heterotopic silo acts as a reminder of things rather forgotten, but in a
manner that feels controlled and detached from the viewer. The feeling of discomfort it arouses in the subject can be projected upon and contained in the
object and consequently negated from surrounding reality. In this sense, the
Toppila silo is an object which is simultaneously here and not here.

Image 59: The ‘monstrous’ silo in motion.
Steel hoppers distribute
wood chips onto the
mechanical conveyor
belt, leading to the acid
cookery building. Photo
taken by newspaper
Kaleva in 1931.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation

Monstrosity
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When viewed through the lens of dirt and decay, the supposed ugliness of the
Toppila silo is linked to qualities that are associated with the silo, but are not
necessarily inherent to the silo itself. Dirt and dust has accumulated upon the
silo and the lack of assigned use-value is not a permanent quality of the silo,
but rather a question of reappropriation. Both are temporal qualities that do
not necessarily tell us anything about whether or not the silo is considered an
ugly object in its own right. It seems clear that perceived ugliness is found in
the ongoing process of decay, but can ugliness be found in the architecture of
the silo itself? The concept of monstrosity provides a framework for approaching the potential ugliness of the Toppila Silo as something attributed to the
physical form of the silo.
Discussing the connection between the concepts of the ugly and the monster,
the architecture theoretician Heidi Sohn argues that although the two are
not interdependent of each other, they both are fundamentally characterized
as deviations from the norm. However, whereas the ugly is characterized as
something excluded from normative aesthetic conventions, definitions of the
monstrous go a step further as a form of ‘ultimate ugliness’. The monstrous
is something that deviates radically from what constitutes normality from an
anthropocentric perspective. The monstrous therefore presents the disturbing
possibility of life through a radically ‘inhuman’ logic.40
The experience of the ugly can be understood as revealing more of the subject
viewing an object than it does of the object itself. Similarly, it is not the monster
itself that causes horror, instead an encounter with the monster evokes an
underlying intangible fear of that which is beyond human cognition and perception. Moreover, as something unrecognizably human or radically anti-anthropocentric, the monstrous becomes an area where the aesthetic experience
of discerning what is beautiful and ugly is entirely irrelevant and unthinkable.41
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The ‘inhuman’ aspects of the Toppila Pulp Mill are emphasized by the way the
project is represented in Aalto’s drawings and in the images taken of the Pulp
Mill upon its completion: they are completely devoid of humans. The lack of
human representation makes it hard to discern the scale of the factory buildings. In photographs, the Toppila Silo appears much larger than it is in reality.
This illusion of scale becomes apparent when visiting the silo in person after
viewing photographic representations of it.
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In addition to the non-anthropomorphic scale of the Toppila Silo, there is something that resembles the monstrous in the fact that the silo is a mechanical
structure intended to be in motion. In its original use, a series of conveyor belts
carried wood chips into and out of the silo in a constant movement (image 59).
As an object in motion, the silo is disturbingly situated somewhere between
activity and passivity, questioning the commonly understood relationship of objects as passive and subjects as active agents42.
An object in motion implies the disturbing possibility of the object acting with
its own will. Therefore, it contains traces of the monstrous, understood as
non-anthropocentric, inhuman forces that cannot be fully controlled. The possibility of an ‘active’ object challenges the assumption of humans as posing
dominance over artefacts, as being capable of shaping, controlling and judging
objects as we see fit.43
When the ‘active’ object is assembled by human hands, the result is even more
disturbing. In literature, this setting is famously explored in Mary Shelley’s
(1797–1851) Frankenstein (1818), where the element of horror is rooted in the
possibility of something assembled by human hands taking on a life beyond
human control. The mechanic assemblage is a collection of parts that, when
placed together, form a whole, which is more than the sum of its parts, essentially taking on a life of its own44.
Furthermore, the silo’s mechanical movement, strangely reminiscent of organic motion yet radically differentiating from it, bears resemblance to Sigmund
Freud’s (1856–1939) notion of the uncanny. In his 1919 essay Das Unheimliche,
Freud describes the experience of the uncanny as arising from the transformation of something that once seemed familiar into something decidedly not
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so45. The uncanny is rooted in the inexplicable feeling of ‘things not being as
they seem’46. Freud uses mechanical dolls and automata as examples of the
uncanny, as the shift of something previously known, in to a distorted, yet oddly
recognizable version of itself: “doubts whether an apparently animate being is
really alive; or conversely, whether a lifeless object might not be in fact animate.”47
The Toppila silo possesses traces of the monstrous, because it functions according to a logic that is not centered around the human. This observation sets
the silo apart from the largely unquestioned fundamental rule of architecture
as an attempt to model the world in our own image. The notion that the ideal
proportions of architecture should be derived from the human body is a constant throughout the history of the profession. In classical antiquity this idea is
most famously represented in the Roman architect Vitruvius’ Ten Books on Architecture (c.1490), where the architect describes in detail the ideal proportions
of a male body and juxtaposes these with the ideal proportions of Greek and
Roman temples48. In modernist architecture this habit was continued notably
in Le Corbusier’s anthropometric scale of proportions titled The Modulor and
based upon the average height of a French male (1.75m)49.
The blatant assumption in anthropometric scales of proportions is that ideal beauty can be found in the proportions of a normative male body and that
beautiful objects should be a reflection of these proportions. Underlying this
assumption is the anthropocentric desire of shaping the world according to
human needs, a desire that is becoming more and more problematic at a time
when human needs are out of line with planetary needs.
Discussion
Insofar as the Toppila Silo is a building not intended to inhabit the human, its
reuse or reappropriation opens up possibilities for moving away from a human-centered worldview. A world in which we will have to make do with reusing whatever existing physical remnants we have requires a different way of
looking at our relationship with objects. In a world such as this, architecture
becomes an adaptive practice. Instead of shaping the world according to our
needs, the question becomes: how can we shape to better fit the needs of our
surroundings?
The need to accept and cherish and learn from things that are either beyond
our control or function in a logic which is unknown to us, can be summed up in
a quote from a 1996 interview of the architect Rem Koolhaas (1944–):
“People can inhabit anything. And they can be miserable in anything and
ecstatic in anything. More and more I think that architecture has nothing
to do with it. Of course, that’s both liberating and alarming.”50
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Although it may be an overstatement to call the Toppila Silo monstrous or radically ‘inhuman’, there are a number of aspects in definitions of the monstrous
that are reflected in the Toppila Silo. As a piece of industrial infrastructure built
for the purposes of transporting chipped pieces of wood, the silo has a scale
that is best described as non-anthropomorphic. The unconventional proportions of the silo produce a sensation fittingly described as uncanny or out-ofplace. A sensation rooted, to an extent, in the silo being a piece of infrastructure not intended to inhabit the human or to function according to human logic.

Koolhaas speaks of renouncing the belief in the emancipatory potential of architecture for shaping people’s lives for the better. There is a welcome dose of
honesty and humility in giving up on claims of any virtuous meaning. Coming to
terms with uncomfortable truths requires the displacement of the human from
the centre of our priorities. Understanding that what is best for us may not correspond with what ought to be done, involves a process of unlearning. There is
a lot to be learned from all that deviates from our narrow set of beliefs. It is in
this light that perceptions of the ugly and the monstrous bear the potential of
acting as mirrors. They are tools for self-reflection, pointing out uncomfortable
truths about ourselves and the narrow-mindedness of our conventional set of
aesthetic preferences.
Moreover, reactions to dirt and decay point out how Western aesthetic sensibility continues to be defined by a pathological desire for newness. The modernist
desire for newness set architecture on a habitual course of action, characterized by a compulsion to repeat. The absolute negation of the past perpetually
results in architectural styles that oscillate between already used-up motifs,
each style proclaiming its newness in relation to what came before.
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In a world where design can longer be understood as a commodity for producing novel objects, the aesthetic appreciation of newness is fundamentally
outdated. Instead of perpetually starting from a clean slate by demolishing,
purifying or hiding that which is considered ugly, there is to be value to be found
in an aesthetic sensibility that accepts the inherent multiplicity and messiness
of our physical world. Can the dirty and the decayed be seen as integral parts
of ‘normative’ space, instead of something to be swept underneath the rug or
gazed upon fetishizingly from a safe distance?
Conversely, Mary Douglas’ notion of dirt as a by-product of the systematic ordering of matter, points out that the very existence of ‘matter out of place’ is
effectively a sign of the shortcomings and insufficiencies in our systems of categorization. The impending eco-crisis calls for a shift or expansion of the way
in which dirt is perceived. In an ideal circular economy there is no such thing
as ‘matter out of place’. Instead, all matter should be understood in terms of its
possible use and reuse value.
An aesthetic sensibility that builds upon the abundance of already existing
matter may be the only way to reframe design as a sustainable practice. Although the aestheticization of ruins is a privilege reserved for those with the
ability to admire ruination from a detached perspective, it is also the responsibility of those with the power to shape aesthetic preferences to do so in a
sustainable manner.
Treating the old with affection and care requires huge amounts of investment,
skilled labour and craftsmanship. In this context, the aesthetic appreciation of
the old, layered and patinated is already a new form of luxury. The act of preserving culturally significant artifacts in an environmentally sustainable manner, is in line with a currently idealized set of values. It is seen as coming from
a position of moral righteousness, therefore, it has already begun to shape
aesthetic conventions.
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Image 60: Menu for the
inauguration dinner of
the Toppila Pulp Mill addressed for Alvar Aalto,
dated 18.7.1931.
Courtesy: Alvar Aalto
Foundation
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his references to his contemporaries, up to a point that he denied ever visiting
the Bauhaus1. Furthermore, much of the research on Aalto, especially the body
of work carried out by Göran Schildt, has continued to underline, glorify and
mystify his artistic persona. It is unclear how coloured the historical accounts
of Schildt are, he never states his sources and refuses to use footnotes in his
writing2.

By researching the topic, I have gained a better understanding of the feelings I
felt when I first came across the silo. It has been reassuring to discover literature that reflects and makes sense of my personal observations. The understanding of ugliness as a deviation from the ‘norm’, of the ugly object as a ‘thing
that deviates’, was perhaps the most central observation of this thesis process.
The way modernists used ugliness as a form of aesthetic friction, accounts of
the nature of ‘genius’, Foucault’s notion of the heterotopia and Mary Douglas’s
analysis of dirt, all stem from the same observation of ugliness as a deviation
from the ‘norm’, considered either incaptivating, disturbing or repulsive.

Studying Aalto today offers a sufficient temporal distance to examine his work
critically. I am writing from a position that bears no personal obligations to
guarding his public image. In my opinion, the interest in studying Aalto lies
precisely in examining the way his work is often in clear dialogue with his contemporaries. Aalto was an architect who was skillfully aware of the ‘zeitgeist’
throughout his career. Pointing out the rhetorical links of his work to the architectural discourse of his time serves to demystify his status as a ‘genius’, who
conceived inspiration purely from the self-fulfilled vacuum of his own mind. In
doing so, the point is not to devalue Aalto’s work, on the contrary, an understanding of architecture as a practice of cultural dialogue provides his work
with depth, context and complexity.
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Consequently, whether the Toppila Silo is considered ugly or beautiful, fascinating or monotonous, is of no importance. At the root of these divided opinions is the way in which the silo deviates from surrounding ‘normative space’,
therefore catching the attention of passersby and triggering aesthetic judgement. The feelings it arouses are subjective, yet somehow they resonate with
the way in which other people experience the building.
A lot can be deduced from the way aesthetic norms and conventions are
shaped in Western culture, by examining how ugliness acts as a driving force
for the development of new aesthetic styles. In a culture that admires constant
renewal and an aesthetic of newness, the aesthetic canon tends to expand by
appropriating elements that are excluded from the normative set of aesthetic
criteria. In this sense, ugliness has the potential of questioning and recalibrating aesthetic rules and conventions. This mode of operation reminds me of the
saying: one has to know the rules in order to break them. An aphorism that
may prove to be useful when navigating in the professional field of architecture.
When writing from a personal perspective, there is inevitably some form of
personal bias that affects the way I read into my source material. As is typical
for an essay format, I was picking out source material that supported my preconceived hypothesis. For much of the process, I was looking at ways to find
a clear rhetorical link with the Toppila Silo and the idealization of industrial
structures by early 20th-century modernists. At some point, however, I realized
that the links I was looking for may not be as clear cut as I was hoping for them
to be.
Due to Aalto’s drift away from rationalism, it is easier to see the Toppila Silo
as a contrast to the aesthetic that idealized industrial structures, rather than a
continuation of it. Nevertheless, I feel that the historical links presented in this
investigation, no matter how implied or obscured, are relevant to the understanding of the cultural context surrounding the Toppila Silo.
During the process of writing this thesis, I came across the difficulty of researching Alvar Aalto. Aalto had the tendency to deny and obscure the extent of
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Examining the Toppila Silo as ‘The Ugliest Building in Oulu’ stems from precisely this notion of architecture as a form of cultural dialogue. For the purposes of
this thesis, the conceptual framework of ugliness served to unravel a narrative
linking the Toppila Silo to the modernist industrial aesthetic of the early 20th
century. The interest in examining the Toppila Silo lies in the depth of meaning
that can be derived from the multiplicity of loaded symbolism associated with
industrial structures as a whole.
Through research on the topic, I understood how the industrial aesthetic of
early 20th-century modernism was a response to a very specific cultural context. One that was rooted in a collective feeling of estrangement brought about
by an increasingly mechanized world. By acknowledging this, my attention was
drawn into how outdated the industrial aesthetic is in our current cultural context, yet, how strongly the aesthetic language formulated by early modernists
still affects architecture education and architectural taste today. An aesthetic
appreciation of newness, a direct relationship between form and function, geometrical simplicity and smooth surfaces devoid of ornament all remain at the
core of the commonly accepted architectural taste.
In this context, It felt important to speculate on the way our current aesthetic
criteria will shift as a result of the impending eco-crisis. Although it may be naive to presuppose any possibility of a unified narrative in a postmodern world,
responding to the current crisis in any meaningful way will require a paradigm
shift away from the set of aesthetic rules brought about by modernism. An
aesthetic sensibility that builds upon the abundance of already existing matter
may be the only way to reframe design as a sustainable practice. Finding beauty in the old, the worn, the reused and the adapted, as well as, displacing the
human from the centre of our priorities, are both modes of practice that help
us shape according to the needs of our environment.
1
2

Pallasmaa 2018, 23
Niskanen 2018, 99
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Reflections

When I first came across the Toppila Silo, I was fascinated by its upward tapered silhouette and odd-proportioned ratio of height to width. I had never
seen something quite like it. For me, the derelict silo sitting in the middle of the
otherwise mundane residential area of Toppila, was best described as strange,
unruly and out of place. This thesis process began from an affection with the
strange and unruly qualities I observed in the Toppila Silo.
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