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Space as “the Box”, by Akira Muto
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The only outstanding work among the few designed by Aalto
during the early and middle 1940’s, because they were the war years,
was the Baker House at M.I.T. It was after this, toward the end of
the 1940’s that he began to design the awesome, almost super-
human, array of architectural works.

1948: First Prize Forum Redivivum Competition (The
interior layout for this design was later
changed and it was built in 1956 as the
“Kansanelikelditos’)

Otaniemi Project Competition (Con-
struction completed in 1964)
Sayndtsalo Town Hall Competition
(Construction completed in 1952)
Lahti Church Competition
(Construction completed in 1979)
Malm Funeral Chapel Competition
(Not constructed)

Jyvaskyld University of Education
Competition

(Construction completed in 1957)

1949 : First Prize

1950: First Prize

First Prize
First Prize

First Prize

During this period Aalto submitted design entries to a number of
competitions, winning first prize in one after another to compile a
100 per cent record of successes. In 1950 alone he was awarded four
first prizes in major competitions, which just may be an unprece-
dented achievement in the history of competitions. The energies
built up in him during the war years of the 1940’s came gushing
forward to bring forth the numerous masterpieces to illumine his
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golden age of the 1950’s. It was the Siynitsalo Town Hall which
spotlighted the advent of this age.

In the world of the 1950’s the architect who perhaps was most
conspicuous in his activity was Mies van der Rohe. Mies, who had
drawn up a plan for the campus of the Illinois Institute of
Technology and designed some of the buildings for it, completed the
Farnsworth House in 1950 and Chicago’s Lake Shore Drive
apartments in 1951. This brought upon the architectural scene the
glass walled high rise building and a torrent of Miesian architecture
all over the world. It was Frank Lloyd Wright who issued furious
warning against the tendency for the architectural world to be
tainted with what was called the International Style. Wright
denounced the glass curtain walled structures as totalitarianism. In
the 1953 pamphlet titled “In the Cause of Architecture”, Wright
declared that the so-called international style was neither interna-
tional nor had it style: it was essentially totalitarian . In the eyes of
Wright who had been putting his motto of “truth against the world”
into practice under the name of Organic Architecture since before
the beginning of the twentieth century in the United States, where
everything looked the same under rampant eclecticism, the spread of
the Miesian fashion in the postwar U.S.A. must have seemed like a
Nazi invasion of America. Then Wright died in these same 1950’s,
leaving behind the Guggenheim Museum, his last postwar master-
piece. In Europe, Le Corbusier was building his Unité in Marseille
between 1945 and 1950 to be followed by his crowning jewel, the
Chapel of Ronchamp, from 1950 to 1953. Mies, Le Corbusier and
Aalto — three giants of modern architecture at the same starting
point in the 1920’s who were each to develop his own original
architectural world in the 1950’s.
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Thus, the colorful pages of the architectural history of the 1950’s
were embellished with the marvelous works of genius architects,
including the redoubtable Wright and others. Looking back on the
superior works of these giants of the past, Wright, Mies and Le
Corbusier, even though each had staked out entirely different
territories of form, they were faced by a single challenge common
to all — that of space. From the very beginning of the twentieth
century, Wright challenged space by breaking up the “box” as he
himself called it in An American Architecture?, 1955. He grappled
with the “box” in the Larkin Building of 1904 and in Unity Church
in 1906. He was successful in his start to get rid of the “box’ by
getting rid of its corners first, and when he had done this he had
achieved a space flow between the inside and the outside. Once it
began to flow, Wright’s spaces unfolded freely and fluidly between
the inside and outside of his shelters as a result of the adroit
arrangement of his walls. This was the space of his organic
architecture.

Le Corbusier’s start in the 1920’s was also an attack on the
boxiness of buildings. Wright got rid of it little by little by removing
the corners. That is, for Wright the boxiness came from its corners.
But for Le Corbusier it was the walls themselves. He had no
attachment to walls at all, and, as seen in the plan for the Domino
House. he tried to expunge the walls completely by providing only
pillars to support the slab. And he arrived at a space with no walls at
all — the pilotis. A space wherein people could move freely around
the pillars must have been the peak of expression of his ideal. Even
though the building may be wrapped in a thick curved wall as in the
Chapel of Ronchamp or the solid briese soleil of his buildings in
India, the basic characteristic of the space is a slab carried by
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pillars. That which supported the slab was the concrete columns
bearing their great load with studied determination. On the other
hand Mies was not the type of architect who puts his ideas ahead of
everything else. Mies’s space in the 1920’s was eclectic with some-
thing of Le Corbusier and something of Wright, the slab being sup-
ported by pillars while the walls expanded freely without supporting
a load, thus producing the flowing space seen in his Pavilion in Bar-
celona, 1929. Mies possibly had a concept of his very own though it
was expressed only vaguely and he seems to have continually been
groping for it. Eventually he found it possible to construct his archi-
tecture toward his own concepts. Walls disappear by degrees from
his space until there appeared, in 1950, space with no walls and slab
supported by thin steel columns in the Farnsworth House. Then in
the 1956 Crown Hall at I.L.T. even the columns had disappeared,
only spindly things undistinguishable from the mullions with which
they were lined up. That is, Mies had constructed space with only
the slab, no pillar, no wall. In this way the line of development of
the architectural concept of destruction of the box had reached its
culmination in the 1950’s.

While Wright, Le Corbusier and Mies had each been working out
his own concepts to destroy the box in architecture, what was the
nature of the space concept held by Aalto, in his marked individual-
ity, in the 1950’s which were begun with his Saynitsalo Town Hall?
The first modern building in Northern Europe was built by Aalto in
1929, the Turun Sanomat newspaper office in Turku. To everyone’s
eyes, the fagade looked practically the same as those of Le Corbusier
and Mies at the time. The first floor row of columns suggest pilotis
and horizontal continuous windows deliniate the upper floors. Aalto
most probably was using the vocabulary of form already established
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in modern architecture in Europe to cut his umbilical cord with
classical architecture. But his real interest in that seemed to lean
toward its functionalism in design rather than its vocabulary of
form. Following this, in his next work, the Paimio Sanatorium,
white walls are used and the horizontal continuous windows only to
a limited extent. However, Aalto was not overly rigid. His aim was
rational planning and simple functional design details. So no
pilotis-like columns as seen in Turun Sanomat are found here.
Moreover, though it is not commonly known because it is not shown
in photographs of his works in books and magazines, the southern
elevation of the sickroom building consists of a repetition of square
functionally manipulated windows with no pretensions.

The horizontal continuous window had been completely elimi-
nated by 1935 in his Viipuri Library. This means there is no outside
wall set away from the pillars. Not only that, but this design was
developed as a square box of a building, that which Wright and Le
Corbusier had destroyed. In this way, Aalto’s spaces in the 1930’s
were inside boxes, delicately variegated by his handling of light let in
from the outside and of materials and shapes of ceilings. Such a
process indicates that Aalto’s architecture in itself aims at producing
a “box”. So we see that already in the mid-30’s, Aalto’s spaces had
become something entirely different from those of Le Corbusier’s,
Mies’ or organic architecture. This result is seen to be a matter of
course if Aalto interpreted the meaning of “modern” to be
“functional”. To Wright, “box” meant restriction of freedom which
to his Jeffersonian Democracy was an enemy and an enemy of the
American people. To Le Corbusier, “box’ meant not only restriction
by tradition but also the suffocating air of filthy cities. But to Aalto,
“box” had neither Wright’s meaning nor Le Corbusier’s. In the new
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country of Finland there was neither an intolerable burden of
tradition nor filthy cities. In Northern Europe, the feeling for the
“box> was rather that of safety of life rather than restriction of
freedom. Aalto’s pursuit of a comfortable interior environment is
what created the Library Reading Room, a box-like space with many
toplights above. For the same reason, in the outside environment in
North European winters above 60° latitude a flow of space between
the inside and the outside portends danger. For both Wright’s deep
overhang of the roof and Le Corbusier’s pilotis, great loss of heat is
unavoidable. As already stated, there are pilotis-like columns on the
first floor of the Turun Sanomat, but each is enclosed in a glass case.
To employ the pilotis concept in the climate of Northern Europe,
columns must be protected from sub-zero temperatures by putting
them in glass cases or wrapping them in so much insulation that they
become burly and unwieldly. In the far north, a “box” with small
openings is both a safe and comfortable space. Aalto inevitably
chose box-like spaces.

But whatever we say, a box is still only a box. To people who
have to live within it, the more completely a box it is, the more
advanced the oppression and darkness becomes. As this writer has
already discussed in “Person Centered Space™, variations in floor
levels and ceiling heights came first and then variations in the walls
themselves were sought after. Addressing the problem of darkness,
top lights first developed cylindrically took on a variety of shapes
and forms and eventually lead to the design of a great many superb
light fixtures. Aalto became aware of the “box’s” shortcomings from
the inside, and the life inside it led him to modify the space with a
second interior skin and to let in light from the outside and provide
skillful lighting from the inside.



Master plan of the Town Hall in Saynatsalo (Project)
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Upon establishing his concept of space within Aalto then moved
outside to pursue his concepts there, and this was from the end of
the 1930’s through the 40’s. What attracts our attention as we
peruse Leonardo Mosso’s catalogue of his works, was that most of
his works in the 40’s were city planning projects.

1. Experimental City 1941
2. Kokemiki Valley Project 1941-42
3. Oulu Delta Project 1943
4. Sidynitsalo Project 1942-46
5. Rovaniemi Project 1944-45
6. District of Imatra Project 1947-53
7. Otaniemi Project 1949

Aalto accepted a professorship at M.I.T. and resided in the U.S.A.
most of the time from 1940 to 1947. His work on these projects
was done in time he could spare from his teaching at M.I.T. We can
imagine that he was putting his heart into planning cities in an effort
to be ready to assist in recovery after the war. Whether these
projects provoked his interest in space outside the building, or
whether the interest was already there to produce the projects, is
impossible to say, the proverbial “chicken or the egg.” Whichever
the case, changes did occur in the exterior concepts of Aalto’s
architecture. The first was seen in the Baker House at M.I.T. and the
second in the Sdynidtsalo Town Hall.

Sdynitsalo lies a few kilometers south of the city of Jyviskyld in
the middle of Finland and is an island in a lake called Pajanne. Aalto
was born near Jyviskyld and it was in this city that he first hung out
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his architectural shingle. Here he built the Labor Hall, his first
modern work, in 1923, the University of Education in 1957 and the
Middle Finland Museum of Fine Arts in 1962. Sdynitsalo has a
population of about 3,000 most of which is supported by an
Enxo-Gutzeit Company plywood factory. Aalto worked out the
overall plan for Siyndtsalo between 1942 and 1946.

There are two low hills on the island of Sdynitsalo, to describe
the project plan. Aalto’s approach was to locate the educational-
cultural-sports facilities on the hill close to the bridge connecting the
island and to arrange groups of residences on the slopes of the other
hill. Not far from the bridge, a plaza centered on the bus stop takes
its place between the factory below and the Educational-
Cultural-Sports Center on the hill. This is a layout which utilizes the
geographical features beautifully and also fits into the topography
quite naturally. Aalto won first prize for the Sdynitsalo Center
competition held in 1950. His basic plan was triangular with the
plywood factory as the base and the Center buildings as two sides
pointing to the Town Hall and bus stop at the apex. Of this plan,
only the Town Hall has been constructed. Since no records remain,
it is not clearly known what the prescribed subject of the
competition was, though it seems to have been only the Town Hall.
But in the plot plan he submitted, Aalto visualized the entire layout
of the Center and situated the Town Hall at its top. This probably
came as a natural development for Aalto who was working out a
plan for the whole island of Sdynitsalo.

Supposing Aalto’s concept had been realized in its entirety, the
visual development would be: You cross the bridge and walk to the
Center area, entering the plaza, a triangular open space with streets
on three sides. Across the street on the west side of the plaza the
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buildings facing south stretch away obliquely in a row, while at the
end of the street and the point of the triangle the raised mass of the
Town Assembly Hall behind the southern wall of the Library brings
a halt to the visual flow. The triangular plaza is connected with the
residential area by a wing road. In the overall space composition the
road from the bridge leads to the Center Plaza. Though surrounded
by groups of buildings the Plaza is a large, fairly open space. The
inner part of the Town Hall is a courtyard, exuding a feeling of con-
finement, enclosed by the building. Inside the building itself is
the dark space of the Town Assembly Hall “box”, surrounded
completely by brick walls. We see the appearance of progressively
smaller spaces becoming progressively more and more confined as
one proceeds, finally coming to a completely enclosed “box”. The
composition of the plan is obviously Aalto’s directional flow of
space toward a “‘box”.

[t is of course unfortunate that only a part of his concept hasbeen
realized and the Town Hall stands alone, isolated. However this fact
is not without its own pertinent effects. That is, since the
introductory and developmental parts have been eliminated, leaving
only the conclusion, a poetic rather than prosaic atmosphere is
created to intensify the feeling of solitude of the building. Moreover,
that it alone was built results in exaggerating the fact of the inner
courtyard. For Aalto, the space of the courtyard was not his ultimate
purpose. The process of reaching to the stage of the “box’ was
Aalto’s main interest, subverted by the courtyard taking over as
predominant. Even upon examination of works previous to this, no
evidence to predict a courtyard surrounded on all sides by its
building is to be found. And in works subsequent to this, there are
none which so clearly deliniate a courtyard space on all four sides by
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the building itself. In these subsequent works, up until the 1950’s,
every building took on an “L” shape or a “ L shape, to form many
inner courtyards. Aalto had no intention of making an inner
courtyard in the Town Hall plan for Siaynitsalo in the beginning. It
seems that his intention was to make the library the final building in
the row along the west and terminate the row with a *“ L” shaped
building behind it. So a “0O” shaped courtyard was actually
produced by a *“ L ” shaped building being closed with an shaped
building, the final one in the row. But the by-product of this, the
inner courtyard, unexpectedly expressed the Finnish concept of
confinement, just because the Plaza was never constructed. In the
same way that the undulating ceiling arising from an acoustical
problem in the Viipuri Library became a chief motif in his
subsequent works because of a serendipitous effect, the inner
courtyard became another chief motif of those works following the
Town Hall of Sidynitsalo, specifically his own villa, Koetalo, built in
1953 immediately after the Town Hall.

Though many of his “ C” shaped buildings designed after this
work have courtyards, there are none which combine the “ C ”* shape
and the “I”” shape to produce an inner courtyard quite like that at
the Sdynitsalo Town Hall. Even the Aalto who would produce the
space “‘box” inside this building was not inclined to produce another
completely confined outside space. In the interior space, the “box”
was necessary to the life function there. But there is no necessity for
a “box” on the outside. To put it another way, a completely
confined outside space has no significance as outside space. A
courtyard enclosed by building walls on three sides and connected
with open space on the fourth might be the very thing to function as
a link, nicely harmonizing the “box” inside with the open space of

“ln
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nature outside. So we see that Aalto, by menas of the *“ [ ” shaped
courtyard, found how to relate his characteristically confined space to
the outside, and in turn this affected his fundamental motif in
designing outside space.

The Kansanelikelaitos plan is a very complicated one. But its
basis is the * [ shape, also. The original form of this building
comes from his Forum Redivivum for which he had also won a first
prize. At the beginning the project was to have been a unified
complex of buildings for the Public Pension Institute, a concert hall
and a sports hall. Afterward the building site and purpose was
changed and the building was constructed on the present site, a
triangular shaped plot on Mannerheim Street in Helsinki, as the
headquarters of the Public Pension Institute, for a single function.
Construction was completed in 1956. By this time Finland had
recovered from the devastation of defeat and was on the way to
financial rehabilitation. This was the most well-appointed building of
Aalto’s design up to the time. Moreover, the whole of Aalto’s design
vocabulary, before and after this work, is all incorporated in this one
building. It could be called a catalogue of Aalto’s architecture. For
instance, the design incorporating a series of indentions in the ex-
terior line of the building as seen from Mannerheim Street is the
same as that for Sdynatsalo, and also, the Library at Kansanelake-
laitos is of the same type of design as the Reading Room at Viipuri.
This type became a standard which he used in many other buildings.
For another example, the earthern tiles of “C’ shaped cross section
used here on the interior walls were used later for the exterior walls
of the City Center in Seinajoki. A number of the lighting fixtures
designed for Kansanelikelaitos are produced and distributed around
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(1) ¥ % In the Cause of Architecture, 1953 4F o
[if2)]) 3% . An American Architecture, 1955 4
[iF3] @ # %% . Church in Vuoksenniska ( Imatra) and City Center

in Seinajoki, GA No. 16¢

the world by “Artek™.

The fagade on the Mannerheim Street side is designed to look
rather magnificent and stern while that on the opposite, park side
has been given a gentler appearance with the stairs piled up like
playing blocks. This is because of Aalto’s strong awareness of the
long narrow stretch of park reaching to the inlet. Here, too, the
‘“C” shaped courtyard relates spaciously to the park. Above the
Interview Rooms at the core of the building there is a huge glass
frame to let natural light in from above, a type which had never been
found in his works up to that time. This top light was obviously
designed to this scale in consideration of the eyes that would be
turned upon the building from the park across the way. It can also
be surmised that its form was created to harmonize with that of the
pond fountain. We can understand from these examples that Aalto’s
“box™ spaces had begun to pursue overtly their relations to the
surrounding outside spaces.

( Translated from the original Japanese by James Wilson)

1) F. Ll Wright, In the Cause of Architecture, 1953

2) F. LL Wright, An American Architecture, 1955

3) Akira Muto, GA No. 16 Church in Vuoksenniska (Imatra) and
City Center in Seindjoki



Alvar Aalto

Town Hall in Sayndtsalo, Sayndtsalo, Finland. 1950-52
Public Pensions Institute (Kansaneldikelaitos)

Helsink:, Finland 1952-56
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