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Alvar Aalto
Second Nature 

The architectural critic Sigfried Giedion called him 
the “Magus of the North”: Alvar Aalto (1898–1976) 
is the best known Finnish architect of his genera-
tion and a chief proponent of a different, more 
human modernism. His buildings such as the Pai-
mio Sanatorium (1933), the legendary Villa Mai-
rea (1939) and the church of the Three Crosses in 
Vuoksenniska (1958) embody a masterful inter-
play of organic volumes, forms and materials. 
From door handles and lighting fixtures to built-
in furniture, Aalto frequently designed complete 
interiors down to the smallest detail. Aalto’s Pai-
mio Chair (1931–1932) and his S60 Stool (1933) 
were milestones in the development of modern 
furniture that inspired subsequent generations of 
designers. The emblematic Savoy Vase (1936) has 
become the symbol of Finish Design. 

With “Alvar Aalto. Second Nature”, Vitra Design Museum, 
in close collaboration with the Alvar Aalto Foundation, is 
currently preparing the first major retrospective exhibition 
available to several international museums on Aalto’s work 
since 1998. The exhibition will give an extensive overview of 
Aalto’s life and work, presenting around 20 historical archi-
tectural models, 40 original drawings and 80 pieces of furni-
ture, lamps and glass ware. The presentation of Aalto’s most 
important buildings will be enriched by selected artworks 
of Aalto’s contemporaries. A new look at Aalto is empha-
sized by the work of renown photographer Armin Linke, who 
has been commissioned to produce new photographs and 
films of selected buildings. Linke’s exclusively commissioned 
works will appear throughout the whole exhibition setting, in 

dialogue with historic and archival material from the Alvar 
Aalto Foundation and other international lenders.
While previous exhibitions and publications have regarded 
Aalto’s organic architectural language as having been 
derived directly from Finnish nature and landscape, Aal-
to. Second Nature takes a new, more complex and more 
contemporary look at Aalto’s oeuvre. The exhibition explores 
how Aalto’s interest in organic form was mediated through 
a close dialogue with the Fine Arts of his time and how 
his image as the nature loving Finn was, at least in part, 
constructed. For the first time, it sheds light on the inter-
national network that the cosmopolitan Aalto entertained 
from the late 1920s onwards and which included important 
artists of his time such as Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, Jean Arp, 
Alexander Calder or Fernand Leger. The cosmopolitan Aal-
to, who had a strong interest in cinema, film, photography 
and theater, quoted Léger by calling himself a “chef d’or-
chestre” conducting all the arts to synthesize a harmonious, 
symphonic whole. In this sense, Aalto created living spaces 
that appear warm and organic, saturated with a masterful 
combination of spaces, terraced floors and ceilings, buil-
ding materials and choreography of daylight and electric 
light, almost like a second nature. On a broader scale, Aal-
to’s relations to countries such as Italy, Switzerland, France, 
Germany, the UK and the USA, also reflected geopolitical 
issues of Finland as a country on the fringes of Europe, navi-
gating, geographically and historically, between West and 
East.
While following a roughly chronological order, the exhibi-
tion narrative will present Aalto’s work by focusing on seven 
main themes.



1 Elective Affinities

“Stylistic motifs are so few and far between in 
our old architecture that this alone is enough rea-
son to prize them. They crystallize the remoteness 
of our country, our distance from the centres of 
culture; and their artistic value is not diminished 
by the meaningless label of “provincialism”. All 
such phenomena in our early art are as Nordic 
and as Finnish as one could wish, but they also re-
veal the international artist hidden in our forefa-
thers.” Alvar Aalto, 1922

Having travelled to Italy with his wife Aino Aalto for the first 
time in 1924, the country’s architectural heritage would re-
main a point of reference for him throughout his career. A 
first reflection of this inspiration were the churches which 
Aalto began to design in the 1920s and which later conti-
nued to be a recurrent theme in his oeuvre. In Aalto’s view, 
churches were a prime example for the role of architecture 

as a social art and for a type of building invested with par-
ticular atmospheric qualities. Throughout the first decade 
of his career Aalto received a number of commissions for 
church renovations and furnishings (Toivakka Church, 1923), 
took part in competitions for sacred buildings (Funeral cha-
pel Jyväskylä, 1925 and 1930; Jämsä Church, 1925) and 
erected a neoclassicist church in Muraame (1926). Showing 
the influence of Leon Battista Alberti and the Italian renais-
sance, these projects are testimony to Aalto’s affinity to a 
universal humanist and western culture. In several essays 
Aalto reflected upon the architecture of sacred buildings in 
Finland as a role model for successfully merging vernacular 
traditions with international influences. On a broader scale, 
Aalto’s interest in church design mirrored their more gene-
ral importance for the new Finnish nation that had gained 
its independence from Russia in 1917 and felt the need to 
reassure itself of its ties to Western culture by looking at its 
architectural heritage.
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“What of modern man’s scale of values? […] mo-
dern man’s retina is beleaguered with images (pho-
tographs, printed matter, street advertisements, 
cinema) from morning to night.” Alvar Aalto, 1928

Almost in parallel and in sharp contrast to his preoccupa-
tions with the vernacular and his love for the Italian renais-
sance, Aalto pursued a strong interest in film, photography, 
theater, and graphic design, in short, in an internationally 
minded urban culture. In the Turku Theater that he designed 
as part of the Southwestern Finland Agricultural Coopera-
tive Building, Aalto created the first modern stage set for the 
avant-garde play SOS including expressionist props and the 
use of photo projections to render the stage more dynamic. 
Also in Turku, he designed the fair for the 700th anniversa-
ry of the city, incorporating advertising and graphic design 
into temporary buildings. Aalto’s first wife and collaborator 
Aino Marsio Aalto was not only an architect but also a pas-
sionate photographer who experimented with the aesthe-

tics of the “Neue Sachlichkeit” (New realism). Both Aino 
and Alvar shared their interest in photo and film with their 
friend Laszlo Moholy-Nagy who viewed film and photogra-
phy as a means to train and sharpen the human senses. In 
the 1920s, Aalto designed two cinemas and pondered about 
the ideal space for screening and viewing film in terms of 
lighting and acoustics. Well acquainted with some of the 
leading Finnish photographers of his time like Gustaf We-
lin, Eino Mäkinen and Heinrich Iffland, Aalto commissioned 
them to photograph his buildings.
Aalto’s achieved his breakthrough on the international scene 
with the Paimio Sanatorium, for which he also designed all 
the interiors including his famous Paimio Chair. For the inte-
rior design of the patient rooms Aalto took into account the 
special acoustical and visual needs of patients lying down 
in bed. This was the starting point of his “embodied moder-
nism”, taking sensory aspects of our spatial environment into 
account and putting man in the center of architectural plan-
ning.

2 Multisensory Environments



Brochure, „Das neue Holzmöbel Aalto Wohnbedarf“, 1933-1934 Finnish Pavillon, World Exhibition, New York, 1939

Auditorium, Viipuri City Library, 1927-1935Competition drawing, vase designs, 1936



3 Organic Lines

„We mostly think of our next trip and ‘the next 
visit with Gropius’ while we are trying to make 
houses among people, into whose brains the or-
ganic line cannot be injected in another 100 years 
to come.” Aalto to Gropius, October 23, 1930

Throughout the 1930s Aalto’s international career started to 
thrive, also because of the success of the Viipuri Library, its 
ingenious skylights of the reading room and the organically 
shaped ceiling of the auditorium. As Aalto’s first buildings 
were, at least from a central European perspective, to be 
found in rather remote locations, publications in German 
and British magazines played a crucial role for his newly 
gained reputation. But just as important was his furniture 
that could be travelled and that represented Aalto’s orga-
nic design at international exhibitions. Reacting to the suc-
cess of tubular steel furniture in the late 1920s, Aalto’s inno-

vations in bending massive wood and plywood offered a 
more human version of modern furniture design that was 
instantly well received. Almost immediately after furniture 
production at the Finnish Korhonen factory had started in 
1932, Aalto succeeded in licensing his furniture designs to 
countries such as Switzerland (Wohnbedarf), the Nether-
lands (Metz), the UK (Finmar) and France (Stylclair). Fol-
lowing delays in production and delivery, in 1935, Alvar and 
Aino Aalto founded Artek to facilitate international distri-
bution of Aalto’s furniture. Pursuing Artek’s mission state-
ment of “Mundial activity”, exhibitions in London, Milan, 
Brussels, and Paris became a major promotion tool and an 
outlet for Aalto’s creativity. His iconic design for the Finnish 
National pavilion at the World’s Fair in New York (1938/39) 
with its curved and wave shaped photo wall went down in 
history and helped to secure Aalto’s long lasting legacy in 
the USA.



“In the two phases of the process of making an 
artwork, that of the mental image and that of 
material implementation, we recognize a deeper 
connection between the three art forms architec-
ture, painting and sculpture than the fact that 
they may appear together. This connection lies 
deeply ingrained in our subconscious” Alvar Aal-
to, 1970

Through artist friends as well as collectors and gallery 
owners Aalto entertained close contacts with the artworld. 
The famous Villa Mairea (1938/39), commissioned by Harry 
and Maire Gullichsen was designed to present their collec-
tion of modern art as part of the daily living environment. 
With Maire Gullichsen, Alvar and Aino Aalto co-founded 
the Artek Gallery that became the first institution in Fin-
land to present the work of Alexander Calder and Fernand 
Leger and continued to show exhibitions of modern art for 
more than two decades. Alexander Calder, whose organi-

cally shaped mobiles combined notions of play and move-
ment, became a close friend of the Aaltos. So did Fernand 
Leger, who advocated the vitalization of architectural sur-
faces by means of color and art. Just as important was the 
work of Jean Arp with his sculptures and reliefs symbolizing 
primordial forms of nature that can be detected in Aalto’s 
own wooden reliefs, as well as in the organically shaped 
glassware he and Aino designed in the 1930s.
Several of the artists in Aalto’s network were represented by 
the renowned gallery owner Louis Carré in Paris. For a site 
on a hill in Bazoches sur Guyonne just outside of Paris Alvar 
Aalto and his second wife Elissa Aalto designed the Maison 
Louis Carré as a total work of art and as a display space for 
the art collection of the owner. This included not only built-in 
and free standing furniture but also customized lighting fix-
tures. Like no other architect, Aalto accentuated and staged 
spaces with lamps designed especially for them. Many of 
his lamp designs also went into serial production such as his 
Golden Bell (1937) or his Beehive (1953).

4 Art and Life



Villa Mairea, Noormakku & Finland, Site Plan, 1937-1939

Material study with laminated wood, 1934

Hans Arp, Amphore (Vase), 1931

Villa Mairea, Noormakku, Finland, living room, 1937-1939

Alexander Calder in his studio

Maison Carré, Bazoches-sur-Guyonne, France, 1956-1961



Sunila Housing, Oulu, Finland, 1930-1933

American Town in Finland, 1940

City Hall, Seinäjoki, Finland, 1958

Sunila Factory, Kotka, Finland, Master plan, 1935

Town Hall, Säynätsalo, Finland, 1942-1946Master plan, Rovaniemi, Finland, 1944



„Civic centers, those very centers which our me-
chanized civilization has always regarded as 
unessential (…) should be the site for collective 
emotional events (…) where a unity of the archi-
tectural background, the people and the symbols 
(…) will arise.“ Sigfried Giedion, 1944

“The equilibrium of our surroundings – our towns, 
villages, traffic arteries, nature, and all the other 
elements that make up the setting in which we live 
our lives – is a real sign of culture, and this is what 
contains true art and refined forms of technology 
that serve us usefully.” Alvar Aalto, 1955

While Aalto was designing private residences for wealthy 
patrons, urban and regional planning also became an im-
portant part his work. This had its roots in the industrial sites 
and workers’ housing projects he designed for the Finnish 
pulp mill industry in the 1930s such as Sunila (1936). During 
WW II, housing reconstruction became an issue of national 
importance and Aalto became heavily involved in questions 
of reconstruction and regional planning. Following ideas 

he had already tested in furniture design Aalto became a 
strong advocate of flexible standardization in the building 
industry, thus allowing for an efficient but human rebuilding 
of communities in peripheral conditions. During the war, 
Aalto personally promoted his ideas in the USA and in Swit-
zerland in order to raise international funds and support for 
Finnish reconstruction. Influenced by progressive US Ame-
rican planning ideas, Aalto also advocated large scale re-
gional planning models that did not stop at the border of a 
town but took larger natural areas into consideration.
Mirroring CIAM debates about questions of monumentali-
ty and the cultural and emotional aspects of city planning 
and community building, Aalto subsequently also planned 
a number of new urban cultural centers and became ac-
tive in regional planning. After the war, as part of a more 
comprehensive plan for the town of Säynätsalo, Aalto desi-
gned the town hall raised on an artificial hill as a forum and 
cultural center of the community. For the meeting room of 
the city council Aalto commissioned a painting by Fernand 
Leger. In Seinäjoki Aalto developed a complete new town 
center, including a church, a town hall, a library and a thea-
ter (1958–1987).

5 Center and Periphery



Church, Wolfsburg, Germany, 1959

Iran Museum of Modern Art, Shiraz, Iran, 1969-1970

Baker House, Senior Dormitory for MIT, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1946-1949

Riola Church, Italy, 1965-1994



“In the realm of culture, Finland long took more 
than it gave. Art was imported: an altar-piece 
from Lubeck or a tomb from Stockholm assumed 
an enormous significance in our cultural impove-
rishment. That was the import period in the cultu-
ral history of Finland. At the present time we have 
overcome this stage. I regard myself as indeed an 
exporter.” Alvar Aalto, 1972

Having received the RIBA gold medal in London in 1957, 
Aalto became the leading proponent of the international 
success of Scandinavian architecture and design that was 
actively promoted as and appreciated for creating more hu-
man and democratic spaces and environments. Following 
his teaching assignments at MIT in Cambridge (MA) in the 
1940s, Aalto created his first building, the Baker Dormitory, 
in the USA in 1945. In postwar Germany, the country’s aspi-

rations towards democratic renewal were also to be reflec-
ted in architecture, hence it became the country in which 
Aalto realized most of his buildings outside of Finland. The 
starting point was his apartment building at the Hansavier-
tel in Berlin (1957), followed by commissions for the Cultural 
Center (1958–1962) and the Heilig-Geist Church and Parrish 
center in Wolfsburg (1960). Lesser known but equally impor-
tant and closely analyzed in this exhibition for the first time, 
was Aalto’s engagement in the Middle East with plans for an 
art museum in Baghdad (1957) and the Shiraz Art Museum 
in Iran (1969), both to remain unbuilt. At the end of his life, 
Aalto returned to Italy one more time to design a church that 
was to become his only permanent building there. Construc-
tion for the building in the Apennine mountain village Rio-
la began in 1975 and the church was consecrated posthu-
mously in 1978.

6 Aalto Abroad



Following in the footsteps of the Bauhaus, Aalto promoted 
the idea of material experimentation as a basis of architec-
tural design. In this sense, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy’s Vom Ma-
terial zur Architektur was one of Aalto’s favorite books and 
a major source of inspiration. Beyond the experiments with 
wood that Aalto undertook to create his furniture designs, 
Aalto experimented with prefabricated concrete building 
modules and wooden boards as building materials. For his 
own summer house, the Experimental House at Muuratsalo 
(1952) Aalto employed dozens of different types of bricks 
for the façade and floor of the courtyard. For the House of 
Culture (1952–1958) in Helsinki he developed a new rounded 
type of brick that could be used for the rounded façade of 
building.

At the peak of his career Aalto created large scale insti-
tutional buildings, working with different natural materials 
and achieving a successful synthesis of different building 
volumes and spaces with terraced floors and ceilings, with 
furniture, lighting and even door handles all designed by 
Aalto. This became most apparent in his building for the 
National Pension Institute (1952–1957) and Finlandia Hall 
(1962–1975). His last great building was the only remnant 
of a comprehensive urban planning concept for the heart 
of Helsinki that remained unimplemented. In 1975, one year 
before Aalto’s death, the conference wing of Finlandia Hall 
hosted the European Conference on Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe (CSCE), confirming Finland’s role as a media-
tor between East and West in the Cold War.

7 The Masterbuilder



Draft for tiles, 1950s Alvar Aalto Studio, Munkkiniemi, Helsinki, 1955

Finlandia Hall, Helsinki, 1962-1971 Church of the Three Crosses, Vuoksenniska, Imatra, Finnland, 1955

House of Culture, Helsinki, 1955-1958 Experimental House, Muuratsalo, Finland, 1952-1953



p. 01: © Vitra Design Museum; p. 02: (image 1,2) © Alvar Aalto Foundation (image 3,4) Vitra Design Museum, (image 5,6) Alvar Aalto Foundation; p. 05:(image 1) Brothers Karhumäki, (image 2,3,4) © Alvar 
Aalto Foundation; p. 06: (image 1-6) © Alvar Aalto Foundation; p. 08: (image 1,2) © Alvar Aalto Foundation, (image 3) Collection Alexander von Vegesack, (image 4) © Ezra Stoller / Estostock, photo: Ezra 
Stoller; p. 11 (image 1-4) © Alvar Aalto Foundation, (image 5) © photo: Armin Linke, (image 6) © VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn, Kunstsammlung Nordrhein Westfalen, Düsseldorf, photo: Walter Klein; page 12: © Alvar 
Aalto Foundation; p. 13: (image 1) © photo: Armin Linke, (image 2) © Ezra Stoller / Estostock, photo: Ezra Stoller, (image 3, 4) © Alvar Aalto Foundation; p. 16; (image 1-4 © Alvar Aalto Foundation, (image 
5) © Kari Hakli, (image 6) © Alvar Aalto Foundation; p. 18: © Ensio Ilmonen

Apr. 2014

Facts

Exhibition Details
This major retrospective on Aalto’s work is organized by the 
Vitra Design Museum in close collaboration with the Alvar 
Aalto Foundation. 
The exhibition presents a selection of architectural and ur-
ban planning projects (built and unbuilt) as well as furniture, 
lighting design, and glass ware, juxtaposed to the works of 
artists like Calder, Leger and Arp. 
In an exhibition design created by Kuehn Malvezzi Archi-
tects, Aalto’s buildings and projects will be presented by 
means of historical models, drawings and documents. For 
the exhibition artist and photographer Armin Linke was 
commissioned to photograph and film selected buildings to 
broaden the perspective and highlight issues that are best 
revealed by moving images, such as the buildings’ relations 
to the surrounding landscape, their changing appearance 
during the course of the day or how they succeed to still 
serve their purpose and users today. 
The Alvar Aalto retrospective is organized by topics and 
structured roughly chronologically to create a convincing 
narrative that presents Aalto’s most important building, pro-
jects and designs, but also emphasizes lesser know aspects 
of his oeuvre as well as collaborations and exchanges with 
his contemporaries that informed his work. 
The exhibition will be presented at the Vitra Design Museum 
from September 27 2014 until March 1, 2015 and will be avai-
lable as travelling exhibition from 2015 onwards.

Exhibits (estimated numbers)
 › Architectural models – 20
 › Original drawings – 40
 › Furniture – 40
 › Lighting – 20
 › Glassware – 20
 › Samples of original building materials – 100
 › Photographs – 50
 › Films – 5
 › Documents (books, magazines, brochures, letters) – 50
 › Art Works – 15

The exhibition is curated by Jochen Eisenbrand (Chief 
Curator, Vitra Design Museum) and organized be the Vitra 
Design Museum in close collaboration with the Alvar Alto 
Foundation. Eeva-Liisa Pelkonen (Yale University) is an 
official academic advisor to the project

Catalogue
The exhibition will be accompanied by a comprehensive and 
richly illustrated catalogue of approx. 350 pages, including 
a dozen essays by European and US scholars. Among the 
contributors are Eeva-Liisa Pelkonen, Jochen Eisenbrand, 
Eric Mumford, Peter MacKeith and Pedro Gadanho.
The catalogue will be published in English and German edi-
tions.

Contact
Vitra Design Museum
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The question of the connection between 
architecture and the free arts has 
always been on the agenda. […] On 
the one hand, abstract forms have 
served as a stimulus to contemporary 
architecture […] On the other hand, 
architecture has also provided material 
for abstract art. The two fields of art 
have influenced each other in turn. […] 
Architecture and the free arts have a 
common root, a root that is abstract 
in some ways but nevertheless based 
on the knowledge and analyses stored 
in our subconscious.” Alvar Aalto, 
Architecture and Concrete Art, 1948
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