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BIG PLANS FOR THE SILO 

Alvar Aalto was a radical figure of his time. His work, embodied in the silo in Oulu, is now being continued by the 

London-based architect Charlotte Skene Catling—herself a rebel of her own era, in whose hands the future of Aalto’s 

silo appears secure. 

Text: Mila Pentti 
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The silo came into the hands of Skene Catling and her partner Adam Lowe almost by accident. 

Completed in 1931, during the rise of capitalism, it emerged at a time when leading architects—from 

Le Corbusier to Gropius—praised silo architecture. Aalto’s silo stood out for its radical design. The 

Toppila pulp mill, including the silo, was Aalto’s first industrial commission, after which he was invited 

to design projects such as the Sunila industrial complex. 

“During the COVID lockdown, while working in Seville in 50-degree heat, I came across the Brutalism 

Appreciation Society website, where there was a listing for an industrial building designed by Alvar 

Aalto. This building, located near the Arctic Circle, was for sale on a Finnish auction site among 

chainsaws and small machinery—for €6,000. In the United States, Aalto-designed door handles can 

fetch €80,000.” 

“In October 2020, the City of Oulu auctioned the woodchip silo, unused since 1985. We placed the 

lowest possible bid and essentially forgot about it. Some time later, we were surprised to learn that we 

had become its new owners—without ever having visited the site. We later found out there had been 

no other bidders.” 

https://www.factum-arte.com/resources/aal/fil/00052.pdf
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Part of their interest was personal: Lowe’s son, Otto, was living in Finland at the time. After the 

purchase, they began to explore the building’s history and location more closely—Otto was in Helsinki, 

while the silo stood in Oulu. 

They spent a long time considering what to do with a building that could not be used for housing. “I 

knew it couldn’t be turned into something like a church—even though that’s the first association it 

evokes—because it would fundamentally alter its character. Its magic would be lost.” 

They are working closely with the City of Oulu and the Alvar Aalto Foundation, as the building is 

subject to strict conservation regulations. The project has attracted broad international interest, with 

experts from around the world visiting regularly. Cultural events have already been held inside the silo 

despite its unfinished state, featuring performers such as the Finnish shouting choir Huutajat and Spanish 

flamenco dancer Israel Galván. 

When Oulu becomes European Capital of Culture 2026, the silo will be at the heart of the programme. 

A bar will open near the roof, accessible by lift. Visitors will descend through lower levels via staircases 

where each step is unique. Exhibition spaces will occupy intermediate floors, while the church-like 

ground floor will host film, music, and performance events. 

In the longer term, an experimental research centre will be built next to the silo, combining science and 

art. The overall project will also include a public sauna and an amphitheatre. The aim is to complete the 

entire complex by 2031, marking the silo’s centenary. 

 

 

https://www.factum-arte.com/resources/aal/fil/00052.pdf
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Beyond cultural programming, the new silo will function as a centre for the preservation, 

documentation, and restoration of industrial heritage. One of the project’s key ambitions is to develop 

methods for reusing concrete and to promote an international framework requiring construction 

projects to adopt environmentally responsible practices. 

“We hope AaltoSiilo becomes a symbol of this new international framework and its implementation. 

Demolishing concrete buildings—especially crushing the material—causes more environmental damage 

than air travel. Architects should focus more on reusing existing structures rather than demolishing 

them.” 

Skene Catling’s broader work explores innovative uses of traditional materials such as earth and stone. 

One example is Flint House (2015) in England, built using local flint. Her upbringing across Ireland, 

England, and New York continues to inform her practice—combining the historic and the forward-

looking. 

“Architecture brought the stability I was looking for, but only after my studies. As a student, I was in a 

relationship with Malcolm McLaren, known as the manager of the Sex Pistols. We lived in Paris and 

travelled extensively. From him, I learned to work outside established systems and realised that 

conventional office work was not for me. I became more interested in how design and architecture 

could shape people’s everyday lives.” 

She met Adam Lowe in 2015, and they have worked closely together ever since. Lowe, originally 

trained as a painter, founded Factum Arte in 2001 and the Factum Foundation in 2009—his most 

significant works. 

Factum Arte, based in Madrid, is a studio where contemporary artists such as Grayson Perry, Marina 

Abramović, Anish Kapoor, and Mariko Mori develop their ideas, supported by a team of around 50 

specialists across disciplines. 

The Factum Foundation is a global leader in cultural heritage preservation, using advanced digital 

documentation techniques to record artworks and architecture and create precise 3D reproductions. 

Tourism, global conflicts, and climate change continue to threaten heritage sites—making accurate 

documentation more urgent than ever. 
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