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ABSTRACT
Architecture constructed in the Nordic countries has often been regarded as 
having a special affinity with nature. This has been linked to the use of natural 
materials and to the way built structures are connected with their environ-
ment. This connection has also been described in language that emphasizes 
the mysterious qualities of Northern nature. However, such descriptions may 
often be too simple to provide an adequate interpretation of the constructed 
environment. At the same time, they could be used to say something about 
the process of architectural creation. If so, are the descriptions related to the 
way architects themselves explain their design process? 

Indeed, architects may have emphasized mysterious or intuitive qualities 
in the process of creating their designs. Design processes are both indi-
vidual and collectively similar, with the contexts being both unique and 
landscape-specific at the same time. Universality is thus intertwined with 
the place-specificity of architecture, for example in the work of Finnish 
twentieth-century architects from Eliel Saarinen to Alvar Aalto and Reima 
Pietilä. This article examines interpretative texts emphasizing nature in the 
work of these well-known architects. They are juxtaposed with the architects’ 
own texts describing their design process. The comparison sheds light on 
the constructed narrative of one specific aspect of Nordic architecture, while 
raising questions of individuality and universality in the architectural design 
process. 
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INTRODUCTION
The special relationship to indigenous nature that has been linked to Nordic 
architecture—and in this article, to architecture in Finland in particular—is 
not a recent occurrence. At the turn of the previous century, so-called natio-
nal romanticist architecture made use of images of local flora and fauna in 
facade details; later architects affiliated with modernism continued earlier 
traditions of interweaving the built environment with the landscape. Archi-
tecture was seen in relation to its context, and the use of materials reflected 
this relationship. When wood and stone, for example, were used in buildings, 
they were seen as a reinforcement of a history of architecture with strong ties 
to its environment. Awareness of nature has, however, naturally denoted not 
only taking into account each particular design context, but also dealing with 
the premises behind a design process on a more universal level. 

In his book Concept of Dwelling, Christian Norberg-Schulz outlines both a 
local forest experience and the universal understanding of it. He starts his 
book by paraphrasing a story by the Norwegian writer Tarjei Vesaas. In the 
story, the main character experiences the forest near his home. The impor-
tance of the forest in revealing the protagonist’s particular place is summed up 
as: ‘the forest will always be with him’. Nordic readers will recognize the forest 
based simply on its verbal description, but Norberg-Schulz also notes the 
universality of the experience: it could be written about similar experiences 
in different types of nature, whether desert or steppe, coast or mountains. 
Norberg-Schulz goes on, quoting Vesaas, to reflect on how the land and vege-
tation are brought together in the traditional architecture of each culture, and 
how elements that already exist are augmented by dwellings constructed with 
local materials. The idea of dwelling consists of both the built structure and 
its environment, which seem to be in a symbiotic relationship. Traditional 
architecture is thus not in nature, it is of nature.1

Similar connections to nature can also be observed in buildings designed 
by architects. Even interpretations of northern architecture sometimes draw 
inspiration from the rich narrative histories of the various Nordic countries, 
not just the visible built environment. Descriptions at times emphasize the 
exotic and the strangemysterious quality of northern forests, and thus perhaps 
flavouring architecture with a touch of fantasy. Characters from folklore have 
at times also been linked to the design process—by both admirers and critics 
alike. Altogether, this has tended to underscore the mysterious element of the 
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observed nature-awareness of the architecture or to give rise to assumptions 
regarding the uniqueness of each individual design process. At the same 
time, such interpretations may even contrast with the architecture or the 
architect’s intentions. This has been shown by research,2 which has expressed 
the contrasting views through opposing pairs: on one side there is universal 
technology and a contemporary attitude, on the other, tradition and the 
local, with strong connection to natural materiality. The two dichotomous 
views—which do not necessarily cancel each other out—are derived from an 
earlier discourse, in which enlightenment and romanticism promoted their 
separate ideas of nature. On the one hand, there was the optimistic belief that 
the advances of technology would be able to solve problems related to nature 
and natural resources. On the other hand, there was the more ecologically 
minded, protective attitude that was the heir of romanticism.3 The latter can 
be linked to the idea of nature as prerequisite for creative contemplation, 
and thus a necessary component of a design process. The linking of archi-
tectonic constructions to nature, and even spicing up interpretations with 
fantasy, seems to be a particular expression of an inherent duality seen in the 
architecture of the North. 

Nature awareness can be seen in assessments of Finnish architects throug-
hout the twentieth century. This article therefore discusses the question: 
How are interpretive descriptions of architecture (by others) related to the 
way the architects themselves viewed the premises of their design, especially 
from the perspective of the design process? For instance, architects may have 
emphasized intuitive qualities in the process of creating their designs, while 
consciously linking the architecture to its landscape. Thus, the universality 
of a design process can be intertwined with the locality and place-specificity 
of architecture. This article focuses on the work of three prominent Finnish 
architects who were all known internationally. Many architectural historians, 
international and national alike, have thus interpreted their architecture. The 
presumed objective distance of the international interpretations is of special 
interest in this case. 

The article recounts the continuing story of Finnish twentieth-century archi-
tecture through three of its most well-known characters, with a focus on the 
idea of nature. It is suggested here that the oft-repeated mythical dimension 
of nature, which may be a somewhat superficial attribution when linked to 
architecture, is useful when the actual design processes are examined.
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NATURE AND ARCHITECTURE IN THE WORK OF THREE PROMI-
NENT FINNISH ARCHITECTS
The internationally renowned Finnish architects selected for this study—
Eliel Saarinen (1873–1950), Alvar Aalto (1898–1976), and Reima Pietilä 
(1923–1993)—are linked to each other by their public recognition, even to 
the extent that one is seen as having receiving ‘the mantle’ from another.4 The 
age difference between these architects has been summed up by Malcolm 
Quantrill: in 1923, Reima Pietilä was born, Alvar Aalto opened his first prac-
tice in Jyväskylä, and the fifty-year-old Eliel Saarinen moved to the United 
States to begin the second half of his career.5 Pietilä, the youngest of these 
architects, drafted a list of things that both link the three of them and also 
set them apart from one another: ‘There are four basic varieties or possible 
sources of architecture: 1. The fisherman’s cottage; 2. Some kind of national 
romanticism; 3.  Alvar Aalto’s modernism; and 4.  My approach.’6 All three 
architects were naturally aware of the traditional architecture in Finland, and 
for the two younger architects, the national romanticist movement—in which 
Saarinen took part—belonged to their knowledge of Finland’s architectural 
history. Nature is not mentioned in this list, but a particular approach to 
nature links all three architects as well. This has been noted especially in the 
case of Aalto and Pietilä.7

At the same time, architects have looked to nature as a source of ideas for 
architectural form throughout history. A theory of evolution and the correla-
tion of parts was already presented in the early 1800s, even prior to the 
publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. According to this 
theory, each organ is functionally connected to all the other organs in the 
body, and all of them are connected to the environment. These ideas influ-
enced urban models at the time and the word ‘organic’ became popular in 
texts. Nineteenth-century writers like John Ruskin (1819–1900) and William 
Morris (1834–1896) obtained starting points for architecture from nature; 
nature was a source of natural laws that could be applied to architecture.8 In 
Finland, the idea of looking to nature was at its strongest during the national 
romanticist period. Inspiration was sought directly from nature and natural 
science catalogues such as Ernst Haeckel’s Kunstformen der Natur (Art Forms 
in Nature, 1899–1904).9 Nature was linked to the national romanticist move-
ment not only because of the decorative details derived from nature, but 
also because the concept of the total work of art called for a comprehensive 
approach to design tasks, from how buildings are situated in their environ-
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ment to the most minute interior details. Inside and outside were joined. 
Nature was brought in to enhance interior spaces; sometimes literally, but 
often also as an acknowledged inspiration in the design process. 

The three architects who are the focus here all wrote about their design 
processes, even though their approaches towards writing about architecture 
were quite different. Saarinen wrote books with a pedagogical premise; Aalto 
was more known as a speaker, even though he also wrote articles; and Pietilä 
used writing as an actual design tool. All three of them utilized their unique 
takes on the subjective process of designing architecture in their architectural 
pedagogy: the focus was on an individual search. Eliel Saarinen encouraged 
his students to seek their own utopias. Alvar Aalto wanted students to play 
while designing, and was reluctant to label architecture good or bad. Pietilä 
posed questions rather than giving ready-made solutions, and thus encour-
aged an inquisitive attitude and freedom of thought.10 These pedagogical 
ideas were echoed in the architects’ texts about the design process. Saarinen 
regarded the search for form as a journey towards an elusive goal, and an 
element of secrecy shrouded his design process. Aalto trusted instinct and 
did not waste any paper explaining more than he thought necessary. Pietilä 
strove to explain, doubtful of the old idea that design itself was somehow part 
of the irrational or metaphysical. The design processes were thus individual 
and unique despite the shared premises.11 

In this article, the nature rhetoric that is often apparent in assessments of 
architecture is juxtaposed with the presence of nature in the architects’ 
own texts, especially when addressing the design process itself, not just the 
finished result of that process. The former is part of the well-known story 
of the constructed narrative of Finnish architecture. The latter is a story 
with more branchings-out and individuality. The design process is, after all, 
subjective—even when it contains a thread of universality. 

ELIEL SAARINEN: THE NATIONAL ROMANTICIST MOVEMENT AND 
THE SEARCH FOR FORM
Eliel Saarinen was one of the architects associated with the national roman-
ticist movement in Finland at the turn of the previous century. The move-
ment was characterized by a break from the past and a sense for modern 
expression. Despite the use of the term ‘national’, the movement had inter-
national influences. The materials used, however, were local: stone, wood,  
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and plastercovered the finely detailed facades. The nationally well-known 
architectural firm of Gesellius, Lindgren, Saarinen made skilful use of these 
timely design elements. 

At the time, art and architecture were also being utilized to define a national 
identity for a country seeking its independence. A spirit of reform permeated 
the architectural expression, while the importance of national built heritage 
was also acknowledged. International design themes of modernity were 
combined with a local cultural background. Researchers have noted this 
dual nature of the architecture used to strengthen Finnish national identity:12 
even if local flora and fauna were used in details to give the architecture a 
familiar appearance, international influences nonetheless played a significant 
part. This duality has even been labelled as contradictory, since rationalism, 
abstraction, and soon even modernism existed alongside the romantic 
tendencies.13 Later, when Saarinen had already moved to the United States 
and designed buildings for the Cranbrook Academy of Art, his buildings 
would be noted for the way they were fitted into the natural surroundings. 
This important element of national romanticist architecture was an aspect of 
that the movement that later generations of architects would also espouse.14

The search for contemporary form that characterized the Finnish architecture 
of the late 1800s and early 1900s was recalled by Eliel Saarinen decades later 
in his books. At the time they were published he had already been living in the 
United States for two decades, and the architecture designed in his office had 
moved on from his national romanticist beginnings. It was modern, so as to 
respond to the changing definitions of the word. The skyscraper design—for 
the Chicago Tribune Tower competition of 1922—that brought him across 
the Atlantic was never built, but he designed the Cranbrook campus, housing 
areas, and public buildings, and was also involved as a consultant in many 
urban planning projects. In addition, he had academic duties as a teacher. His 
books were linked to this role, and were written for students and the general 
public. With his books, Saarinen joined the ranks of writing architects—The 
Search for Form in Art and Architecture of 1948 was his architectural credo.15 

Nature was one source of design inspiration, and the basis for Saarinen’s 
forms. In his texts, linguistic images of nature are interwoven with an aware-
ness of architectural history, both national and international, knowledge that 
was standard for an architect who studied in Finland at the end of the nine-
teenth century. Saarinen’s teacher at the Polytechnic Institute had already 
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emphasized nature as a starting point of design. According to him, the order 
seen in nature was the founding law of everything. By adhering to this law, an 
artist could achieve a harmonious balance in his work.16 Another inspiring 
influence for Saarinen’s nature texts was the American architect Louis Sulli-
van, for whom all forms of life reflected their function, and each function 
shaped its form. He used nature images to explain appearance as describ-
ing an inner purpose. This assertion was illustrated with plants, animals, 
clouds, and weather phenomena.17 Saarinen also made use of similar nature 
references. Landscapes, trees, animals, the smell of flowers, and the taste of 
berries enliven his texts, conveying the shadows of northern forests and the 
nuances of the delicate undergrowth, but also the drama of a capercaillie’s 
mating dance or the flaming colours of the Northern Lights in the winter sky. 
The detailed descriptions also expand to larger scales and ultimately to the 
entire universe. According to Saarinen, the correlated scale levels show basic 
natural laws also applicable to building and urban planning.18 

The importance of nature imagery in Saarinen’s personal design process 
is obvious in his texts: It was in nature that he found the roots for under-
standing art and life itself. Nature was the source that kindled the creative 
instinct, and in nature one found the truest principles of human art. Saarinen 
explained his design process by focusing on form. Form was defined and 
then paired with words like space, time, truth, and function to describe the 
various paths a designer could take when searching for an architecture for the 
modern era. The design process was thus condensed in the ongoing search 
for form. The search included a creation but also a diagnosis of it: It was a 
reflective, non-linear process. The design task required a scalar understand-
ing organized according to a natural organic order, consisting of correlated 
parts forming a whole. In the case of an urban environment, the whole was a 
complex organism. Indeed, nature analogies were especially useful in urban 
design and planning. According to Saarinen, an understanding of form coor-
dination was important for all designers regardless of the scale of the task.19

The structure of the design process received inner content from intuition, 
instinct, and imagination. These elements of the search for form defied 
simple explanations. They were indefinable, as Saarinen claimed in the 
concluding remarks of his book: the process was inevitably something that 
was to be understood intuitively, but not defined. The indefinable was part 
of the ‘mysteriously sacred realm’. Form turned out to be elusive, since its 
source, nature, was both secret and sacred. Imagination dealt with mystery 
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and wonder, and in this context, Saarinen wrote about mythologies of bygone 
eras. The mythical epics and tales depicted the struggles of life, thus ground-
ing artistic imagination in a constant fluctuating drama. In the end, there 
was something in the architect’s work process that belonged to the realm of 
‘unknown’. Saarinen’s text on the search for form was universal in its basic 
premises. He did not emphasize his Finnishness in his references to nature. 
He summed up the issue of the local and the international by declaring the 
new form of the age to be international in essence, but adapted to local condi-
tions. Knowledge of Finnish nature was simply the starting point from which 
Saarinen began building his own interpretation of the order of nature behind 
architectural design. His relationship to this background might be compared 
to the relationship he believed people should have with architecture: it should 
be a source of subconscious satisfaction, but not require constant conscious 
reaction.20

Historical research has shown that Eliel Saarinen’s design thinking was 
also shaped by several international influences.21 This is likewise true of the 
nature references Saarinen used, since his texts contain several such refer-
ences that are not directly northern in origin. Finnish-interpreted nature, 
landscape, flora, and fauna are mentioned in Saarinen’s book Search for 
Form only four times, while there are more than thirty general references to 
nature. The same applies to the illustrations: only one of the sixteen images 
can be linked directly to northern nature. Despite the influences extending 
beyond the national boundaries, much of Saarinen’s work—not only of the 
national romanticist period—has been evaluated from the perspective of 
Finnish nature rhetoric. Nature has often been presented as an important 
background factor, especially abroad, and descriptions have often focused 
on pine forests and granite.22 The skyscraper that Saarinen proposed for 
the Chicago Tribune Tower competition was already stamped with natural 
primitiveness.23 Commentators were surprised to see a skyscraper designed 
by a Finnish architect who had never looked at an actual skyscraper. Finland 
was regarded as a mysterious country on the northern periphery of Europe. 
Critics would write, even if tongue in cheek, that the skyscraper proposal 
must have been drawn in a glacial cave, assisted by elves. Strangely, fantastical 
elements were thus linked to a modern building type that depended on steel 
construction and elevator technology. More reasonable were the comments 
that made use of nature analogies transposed to the urban environment: for 
example, Saarinen’s skyscraper proposal was described as a ‘seed planted 
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deep in the earth’, or, in the words of Louis Sullivan, it expressed ‘the logic of 
living things’.24 

In general, mysterious qualities were not emphasized by Finnish architects 
themselves, and after the national romanticist period, even nature references 
were not accentuated. For example, a colleague gave a restrained assessment 
of the importance of Finnish nature in a text for Saarinen’s memorial exhi-
bition that linked nature references to international influences. Nature was 
regarded more as a context for architecture than as a prioritized, conscious or 
subconscious inspiration for the architect’s design work.25 Another colleague, 
when asked about the Finnishness of Saarinen’s architecture, replied that it 
was ‘neutral world architecture’.26 Both interpretations were possible. Nation-
al interpretations noted the familiar basis, but concentrated on universal 
influences, while the other, opposing view, found exotic qualities in the 
Finnish ness. However, when the focus is put on the design process rather 
than the finished design, similarities may be observed between the links to 
fantasy and the sense of mystery in Saarinen’s own texts on searching for 
form. It may not be so fantastical after all that a 1920s skyscraper design 
should be said to have come about with the assistance of fairy-tale creatures. 
In this case, the mysterious qualities associated with the design process were 
linked to the myths of northern forests and the geological history of the land. 
The same description could also be seen as an indication of a more universal-
ly interpreted indefinability of the design process. The sources of imagination 
are not easy to name—inventive design adheres to no strict boundaries. 

Alvar Aalto: Nature, Technology, and the Abuse of Paper
The national romanticist movement was the basis on which subsequent 
generations of Finnish architects would build. It was included in their design 
premises, as were knowledge of classical architecture and local building tradi-
tions, as well as the natural and topographical contexts of the architecture. In 
Aalto’s case, a direct link to national romanticist influences was recorded by 
the architect himself: Aalto remembers being impressed by a specific picture 
of Gesellius, Lindgren, Saarinen architecture that he saw in a journal when 
he was a young boy.27 Writers of his biographies have noted further national 
romanticist influences. Aalto was regarded as continuing the earlier tradi-
tion, especially admiring how buildings were connected to the landscape and 
adapted to nature. National romanticism with its locally derived authentic 
materials and respect for the craftsmanship of details played an introductory 
role in the evolving process of his creative growth.28 
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Similarly to Saarinen, Alvar Aalto’s view of human beings and their rela-
tionship with the earth was influenced by the nineteenth-century belief in 
develop ment progress, complemented by ideas inspired by Goethe: harmony 
with nature in a balanced relationship. Aalto’s experience of Finnish forests 

Figure 1. Eliel Saarinen, entrance to the Milles House, Cranbrook (1928). The transparent glass of the 
door allows for a connection between the inside and outside spaces. Photo by the author, 2008.
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was influenced by his enthusiasm for hunting, and likely also by the profes-
sions of his surveyor father and forester grandfather. A strong connection to 
the land has thus been noted in Aalto’s architecture.29 This connection can 
also be found in the few texts that he wrote about architecture and the design 
process. 

Although Aalto did not write a lengthy architectural credo, he was known 
for his speeches and wrote articles on a variety of design topics. In one of 
them, he famously wrote that architects should only use paper for drawing. 
Aalto has also been quoted as saying: ‘I answer by building’ and ‘what an 
architect says does not mean a damned thing, what counts is what he does’.30 

Figure 2. Eliel Saarinen, detail of ‘Diagram of Organic Urban Design’. The orthogonal design motif for 
a door (Figure 1) was repeated on a much larger scale. Source: Eliel Saarinen, The City, fig. 50.
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Nevertheless, he does give a glimpse into his design process in his articles. In 
‘Taimen ja tunturipuro’ (The Trout and the Stream, 1947) he explained how 
he first familiarized himself with the design problem and its various require-
ments, and then forgot them and concentrated on intuitive drawing. He did 
not consider the results architectural drawings, but instead compositions that 
could even be described as childish. He declared that architectural design 
somehow belonged to the realm of biology: ideas may be compared to the 
life cycle of trout, which are born far away from their actual living environ-
ment. He elaborated this comparison in detail with images of melting ice 
and clear streams amid the northern fells. Like the life of trout, the creative 
process required time and even spatial distance.31 In the same text, the image 
of nature was also supplemented with references from classical culture. The 
text brought forth possible influences on design thinking: it began with  
nature, but included an understanding of history and the built heritage. Aalto 
summed up his creative process with the statement: ‘I just draw by instinct.’32 
This instinct, of course, would be backed by intuition and fed by imagination. 
Saarinen might have expressed it thus: ‘As life begins with imagination, so 
does it continue.’33

For Aalto, the design process was about resolving hundreds of contradictions. 
Imagination and intuition were needed, but they were merely the sources of 
images. For architecture to be created, ideas needed to be explored with lines 
on paper. At the beginning of his career he called these lines ‘curving, living, 
unpredictable, which run in dimensions unknown to mathematicians’. When 
contemplating the architectural program, Aalto noted that it was ultimately, 
‘biodynamic’, based on human life. He also commented on the importance 
of artistic endeavours in the design process: sketching and painting were 
experiments with various media, and were linked to materiality, which was 
essential in designing architecture. He seems to have combined theory and 
methodology to provide a basis for his intuitive, visionary design method. 
This method allowed artistic sidestepping into realms of fantasy, as Aalto 
himself explained about one design process: ‘I drew all kinds of fantastic 
mountain landscapes, with slopes lit by many suns in different positions.’34 

Aalto’s texts imply a collage of influences combining both the local and the 
international. According to Aalto, everyone’s starting point was a specific 
spatial entity. From this beginning the view was broadened to include nation-
al and even international areas. The development always ‘fanned outward’, 
but the starting point and the outward journey existed side by side.35 This 
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view could also be used to interpret the architect’s attitude to nature. The 
‘memories of the Finnish landscape’ in Aalto architecture have been noted, 
in exactly the way Aalto himself saw them: they were a beginning from which 
to expand visions.36 Aalto, always a ‘forest man’, may have carried experiences 
from the forests of his youth along with him,37 but these nature experiences 
were later supplemented by impressions from international travel, with Italy a 
special favourite.38 The cultural Italian landscape would even be brought into 
architectural sketches in the Finnish context. At times, his drawings depicted 
a symbiotic relationship of buildings and the landscape.39 Some assessments 
have even turned poetic when describing the nature link: during an opening 
speech for an exhibition in Florence in 1965, Aalto was compared to Francis 
of Assisi, who got ‘along with the forces of nature as well as wild animals’.40

Assessments of Aalto’s architecture have, however, often been interpreted 
based largely on his Finnish background. Sigfried Giedion, who included 
a section on Alvar Aalto in his seminal book Space, Time & Architecture, 
concentrated on his Finnishness. It has been noted that Giedion specifically 
chose Aalto as a representative of mystical values in modern architecture; as 
‘a man of the North’, he was suitable for portraying the presumed qualities of 
the Nordic people: ‘mysticism, irrationality, and intuition’.41 Giedion claimed 
that ‘Finland is with Aalto wherever he goes’. For Giedion, this Finland was 
archaic—he started the story of Finnish architecture with the ice age, telling 
of how the land was revealed by the retreating ice. Such an ancient starting 
point gives importance to the topography. The connection to the earth is 
strong; Finland is the land. Giedion’s description continued on to the histor-
ical: in Finland he still saw ‘many remnants of primeval and medieval times’. 
He even implied an element of the mythical when he called Aalto a ‘wizard 
of the north’.42 

Nevertheless, Aalto himself preferred a harmonious cultural landscape to 
wilderness romanticism. This became clear when Aalto did not want a ‘Kare-
lian forest pond’ when planning Töölö Bay in Helsinki.43 It seems that Aalto 
preferred tamed nature. This was an urban view, and understandable for 
an architect wanting to see buildings fitted into the existing context. Aalto’s 
approach to design—especially in larger urban contexts—was piecemeal, 
processual, and rule- rather than model-based: ‘building cell by cell, the 
generating principle of biology and culture is a sounder method than striving 
for a pre-planned totality.’ The connection to the surroundings was especi-
ally important in residential architecture, where nature was brought inside 
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and the garden was considered to be an essential part of each dwelling. This 
‘outside brought inside’ is seen a continuing theme in Aalto’s architecture. 
It is apt that nature has been called a logical collaborator in Aalto’s design 
process.44 This nature had a solid premise in the Finnish landscape, even 
though more universal influences were equally meaningful. A somewhat 
critical note regarding the Finnish emphasis on nature may be observed, for 
example, when Aalto mentioned ‘forest dreaming’ as a particularly northern 
trait.45

Aalto’s architecture has been thoroughly studied, and since he did not describe 
much of his design process in texts, others have tried to do so for him. 
Although some earlier assessments may have overemphasized the mysterious 
qualities of the nature background, more current research has resulted in 
interpretations that seem to capture the many facets of Aalto’s design process. 
This multifaceted view has been compared to collage. For example, Juhani 
Pallasmaa has offered intriguing and internationally tinted possibilities in 
his evaluations, claiming that Aalto’s Villa Mairea may be regarded within 
the Finnish cultural tradition, but it is also part of the tradition of European 
modern art. He has speculated that the pool in the yard might not have been 
merely a metaphor for a Finnish forest pond, as has often been claimed; its 
form might instead be a playful reference to Cubist paintings of string instru-
ments. This is in keeping with Aalto’s own views: the roots of architecture 
were abstract, but based on knowledge and research stored in the designer’s 
subconscious. This included knowledge of the geography and flora of one’s 
homeland. It was a design basis to which contemporary information about 
technological inventions, cultural history, and even favourite travel destina-
tions was added. The biologically based aspects of place were combined with 
geometrical traditions of culture, as Lauri Louekari has noted.46 Thus, it is 
not surprising to find a collage of influences—links to Finnish nature with an 
international twist. In Aalto’s case, the at times superficial nature rhetoric has 
been supplemented with evaluations that focus on the design process, rather 
than simply on the visible architecture and its relationship to nature. 

Kirmo Mikkola and Malcolm Quantrill have both pointed out how import-
ant variability was for Aalto. A design synthesis depended on intuition and 
spontaneity in order to achieve the necessary combinations. Like Saarinen, 
Aalto saw natural organisms and biology as the origins for understanding 
design processes in architecture. These origins were further augmented by 
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a cultural understanding that transcended national boundaries. The aim 
was to create relationships between human beings and their environment, 
which was achieved through a design process that combined science and 
poetics with feeling. Göran Schildt has stated that Aalto was not only logical, 
but was also reconnecting with the earth, the collective, and forces of the 
subconscious. Logic was coupled with something indefinable; intuition was 
based on theory and method. Methodology was the prerequisite of art, not 
its opposite. Aalto was seeking a biological synthesis.47 It has also been noted 
that Aalto knew how to play with variability of scale, using the same motifs 
for tasks as diverse as an urban development plan and a piece of furniture.48 
Such diversity of scale is not that surprising for architects (see Figures 1 and 
2)—the design method of intuitive drawing goes beyond the restrictions of 
scale. 

Reima Pietilä: Writing Architecture and Mirroring Nature 
Alvar Aalto influenced Reima Pietilä, just as he did all the younger generations 
of twentieth-century Finnish architects—the Finnish design environment 
has even been called an ‘Aalto climate’.49 Naturally, younger architects even-
tually broke away from the most charismatic influence, and dissimilarities 
became pronounced in the 1950s. Both a dialogue and a tension have been 
observed between the work of Aalto and Pietilä.50 Although nature is repea-
tedly referred to in interpretations of their work, differences have been noted 
in their approaches. Both Lauri Louekari and Christian Norberg-Schulz have 
claimed that, for Pietilä, the contact to nature was direct, that he saw nature 
as the source of vast morphological knowledge, as a basic element of archi-
tecture to be experienced. Aalto’s work, on the other hand, was connected to 
nature in a more indirect way. Nature was present in a general sense, even if 
his forms could be linked to the Finnish landscape.51 

The position of Raili and Reima Pietilä in the story of Finnish architecture is 
unique due to its fluctuation. Roger Connah has noted that the Pietiläs were 
not considered Finnish enough in the 1950s and 1960s, but that the situation 
had changed by the 1980s.52 This may have to do with the fact that the univer-
sal and the local could exist simultaneously in Pietilä’s work—when the focus 
was local, the Finnishness in the architecture was discovered. Reima Pietilä 
himself once said that architecture was an international way of thinking, but 
there was also a need for an architecture that referred to its locality.53 Nature 
could represent something Finnish but also something universal, and the 
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nature references in Reima Pietilä’s texts were not always obviously Finn-
ish. Fittingly, Pietilä claimed that the relationship to nature should be both 
cosmic and earthbound.54

Reima Pietilä was an architect who not only wrote to explain his thoughts 
on architecture; he used also writing as a medium in designing. His texts 
were often mysterious, or even cryptic.55 He wrote profusely while designing, 
attempting to explain the intuitive design process and understand its roots. 
When asked about this, Pietilä referred to Aalto, and admitted to a ‘wandering 
way of approaching problems’.56 His starting point, however, was research: he 
was interested in the archaeological history of a place. His design process did 
not include a specific goal, but instead a flock of ‘goal vectors’, or ‘approach-
ing sequences’. Sometimes the thoughts were illustrated with diagrams that 
were both graphically informative and visually intriguing, like abstract art.57 
When writing about the design process, Pietilä used words that emphasize 
the explorative, searching qualities. In the design process, he was ‘groping 
towards a clear vision of the whole’, ‘trusting in instincts’, and venturing ‘into 

Figure 3. Alvar Aalto, Säynätsalo Town Hall (1949–52). The famous grass-covered stairway leading to the hilltop atrium yard 
with its fountain is one of the most photographed parts of the building. Nature is brought into the centre of the architecture 
that cradles it. Photo by the author, 2016.
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the unknown’—or even returning to ‘precognitive knowledge’. Pietilä seemed 
to possess an equal degree of familiarity with the local, the regional, and the 
universal, and with a constant oscillation between the three possibilities. 
He saw architecture as linked to culture, and nature as part of the cultural 
environment. In Pietilä’s texts, metaphors for natural forms are especially 
prominent. Finnish nature was the starting point and source of inspiration.58 

Moreover, the Finnishness in Pietilä’s architecture was strengthened by his 
use of language in the design process. He claimed to ‘draw in Finnish’, since 
it was the native language of his thinking that guided the movements of the 
pencil. Pietilä thought of words as a good medium for sketching; what was 
heard existed alongside what was seen, and Pietilä did not appreciate the 
sole dominance of the eye.59 He expected much of words, and even thought 
that verbal instructions might sometimes be sufficient on a construction site. 
In reality, this was not the case, as the Pietiläs themselves noted when the 
Dipoli student union building was being constructed. Complicated drawings 
were necessary, since it was only possible to construct what was expressed 
visually.60 

Reima Pietilä also referred to the process of designing Dipoli as an exercise in 
morphology, or, to use a direct translation of the Finnish concept, muoto-op-
pi: an exercise in form-learning. Morphology was familiar ground for Pietilä 
and form was a recurring concept in his texts.61 ‘Pietilä’s form’ can also be 
broken down into morphological categories: 1. abstract form—neutral and 
closed; 2.  phenomenological form—animated and open, experience of 
‘being inside’; 3. communicating form—language analogies and metaphors; 
and 4. process phenomena—like forms created in nature by physical forces, 
cloud shapes, and typologies of arctic ice and snow. Phenomenological form 
includes both Alvar Aalto’s Finlandia Hall and Pietilä’s own Kaleva Church. 
Communicating form applies to Eliel Saarinen’s Helsinki Railway Station and 
Pietilä’s Metso Library in Tampere.62 The images conjured up by these form 
categories are diverse, from weather phenomena to experiences of embracing 
space. But images were not sufficient; communication through language was 
needed. 

When explaining the premises behind the design for Dipoli, Pietilä was 
quoted as saying that it was a ‘composition where the nature is the creative 
artist and the sylvan genius loci its theme’.63 The designer’s description of the 
building was a poetic string of words, perhaps echoing the verbose design 
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process. The building seemed to be still in the process of becoming. This 
implied an unfinished quality, which closely integrated the building into 
its surroundings. Like the forest next to it, the building underwent change. 
Calling the building ‘a materialized sketch’ implied that the design process 
was not a linear event with a clear end. It was instead a series of intertwined 
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happenings, both verbal and visual, in which the designers simply took part, 
enabling the growth of a building, almost as a living thing. It is no surprise 
that the designers compared the building to a prehistoric animal.64 The spatial 
experience was likened to being inside an enormous creature. The building 
was a cave, in the earth, with space flowing around it like the water of a brook 
around stones. The long geological history of the site was also referred to; 
Pietilä mentioned the ice age and the geomorphic powers this epoch repre-
sented. References to nature were many, geomorphic and zoomorphic alike.65 

As a rule, descriptions of Pietilä’s architecture make reference to nature. It 
was considered an inspiration, or the formal language was thought to be 
derived from it—buildings mirroring nature. For example, the unrealized 
Malmi Church project has been recalled as including ‘granite stranded by 
the glacial drifts’, thus expressing Pietilä’s ecologically explorative nature.66 
Such descriptions also reflect Pietilä’s own explorations of a design site’s long 

Figures 4 (left page) & 5. Raili & Reima Pietilä, Metso Library, Tampere (1986). The main entrance 
steps lead visitors to a domed entrance hall. Its light-blue ceiling echoes the sky beyond; at times the 
contrast of light and dark may make the oculus seem like the moon in the twilight sky. Photos by the 
author, 2008 and 2011.
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geological history. Nature was the material basis; the buildings grow out of 
the landscape. Pietilä was regarded as being in direct contact with the genius 
loci. This required a sensitivity to morphology, an attitude reflected in the 
language he used to describe his designs.67

As in the case of Saarinen and Aalto, an unexacting nature label has also 
sometimes been applied to Pietilä’s architecture. The abundant references to 
nature have even been referred to as a ‘nature cult’. Sigfried Giedion was a 
particularly influential disseminator of such ideas, and reinforced the notion 
of a Nordic closeness to nature, which was linked to irrationality or even 
mysticism.68 The connection to nature was easily assumed, since the archi-
tects and architecture critics readily made references to forests and materials 
like wood and stone. The words, of course, form different images in the minds 
of readers, depending on the cultural context. This was something Pietilä 
himself was aware of when describing the forest imagery behind his design 
thinking. The taken-for-granted attitude towards a concept like ‘closeness to 
nature’ when describing Finnish architecture often resulted in a disregard 
for other equally important elements, as Roger Connah has pointed out in 
the case of Pietilä.69 This was equally true for Eliel Saarinen and Alvar Aalto. 
The Finnishness in their architecture defies simplistic interpretations. While 
the buildings may be rooted in the surrounding nature, which required an 
understanding of local conditions, however, simply concluding that the 
background of a design is locally derived overlooks the many influences on 
each design process. 

In addition to the obvious nature references and noted connection to the 
earth, Pietilä’s architecture, especially the Dipoli building, has been regarded 
as displaying similarities to an earlier style of architecture: national romanti-
cism and its solidness.70 Such links have also been mentioned in evaluations 
of the president’s residence in Mäntyniemi, since its organic architecture 
emphasizes natural materials and forms. In describing it, Connah uses 
language rooted in the land and its history: ‘glacial rock and ruptured spring 
ice’.71 Some critics have even gone beyond references to distant, bygone 
geological eras and added fantastical elements to their comments, claiming 
that Mäntyniemi was designed for elves or calling the Dipoli building a home 
for goblins.72 The fantastical elements were partially intended as criticisms 
of the ‘nature architecture’73 that Pietilä espoused, but also succeeded in 
strengthening the unique connection to Finnish culture and its myths. The 
mythical element, of course, is visible at times in assessments of Saarinen 
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and Aalto’s architecture as well. With Pietilä, this seems almost fitting, given 
the unique way his texts immerse themselves in the enigmatic dimensions 
of the Finnish forest landscape. Like Saarinen and Aalto before him, Pietilä 
obtained his principles of architecture from nature and the laws of universal 
order. This is close to Saarinen’s claim that the universal principle of organic 
order is ‘the fundamental principle of architecture in all of creation’. Such 
general statements also harken back to similar claims by architect-writers in 
history. In Pietilä’s case, the claim is juxtaposed with counterclaims, which do 
not contradict the message, but show the multifaceted approaches to archi-
tectural interpretations. For him, there were many architectures.74 

CONCLUSION: NATURE CULT AND THE DESIGN PROCESS
The ‘nature cult’ attribution is apparent in the assessments of the work of all 
of the three Finnish architects studied. When the reception of their archi-
tecture includes the nature theme associated with Finnishness, the northern 
nature stereotype with its attributes of mystery is often referred to as well. 
Eliel Saarinen, Alvar Aalto, and Reima Pietilä, in turn, all had to deal with 
the fantasy attribution, which links their buildings to forest myths and the 
magical power of original nature. The interpretations frequently present the 
connection to nature as one main explanation for the architectural outcome. 
Nature is connected to Finnishness, and thus to the architecture. The inter-
pretations, however, tend to simplify and offer easy explanations that capture 
the imagination. Rational explanations or philosophy are overshadowed by 
the mysterious. 

The three architects studied were naturally aware of the previous generation’s 
architectural accomplishments, which the writers of their biographies have 
duly noted. All three architects were familiar with architectural history and 
shared knowledge of Finnish nature. All of them made references to nature 
in their texts. Yet, they did not emphasize it in quite the way that some inter-
preters of their architecture have tended to do. The architects themselves 
acknowledged the importance of nature as a premise in their individual 
design processes, but also utilized other, more international or universal 
influences. They could be slightly amused or even irritated by simplistic 
interpretations. 

As Petra Čeferin has noted, the overemphasized nature rhetoric in connec-
tion with twentieth-century Finnish architecture was criticized from the 
1960s onwards, when nature and archaic primitiveness were no longer seen 
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as the main sources of Finnish architecture. They were replaced by function-
ality, technology, and artistic power. Sensitivity to nature was simply one 
factor among many. Roger Connah has stated that even before the 1960s, 
architects in Finland avoided identification with nature, although foreign 
interpreters almost always associated Finnish architecture with nature. 
According to Connah, Finns preferred to talk about landscape rather than 
nature, because the former term did not have the same baggage as the latter. 
Likewise, Čeferin has pointed out that the international media was most 
interested in expressing Finnishness, while the Finns themselves emphasized 
international influences in their country’s architecture. This was not seen as 
a confrontation, but rather as a successful combination of opposites. She has 
also referred to Giedion’s suggestion that Finland is a country with a dual-
istic character, due to its location between East and West. Duality resulted 
in an ability to merge reasoning and imagination.75 With this assessment, 
the strangely contradictory evaluations of Saarinen’s skyscraper competition 
proposal become understandable. Indeed, they merged reasoning and imagi-
nation by combining technological inventions with folklore and fantasy. 

The design approaches of the three architects were as unique as their archi-
tecture was specifically recognizable as their own. There were no master- 
apprentice relationships between them, even if they are all well-known char-
acters in the ongoing story of Finnish architecture. While the land and its 
nature gave them one specific design premise, it does not directly explain 
their design choices. Nevertheless, the artistic power of their work seems to 
be linked to nature, and the inspiration it provided was noted by the writers 
of the architects’ biographies; nature analogies abound in descriptions of 
their architecture. The architects themselves referred to nature as a source 
of inspiration, but here the nature was often universal in character, not only 
Finnish. All three architects had international careers as well, and thus need-
ed to have a sensitivity to the specific context in each design task. The Finnish 
forest may have been the childhood landscape that these writers carried with 
them, but the nature they referred to was both place-specific and universal. 

There thus seems to be a duality in this attitude to nature. Natural order 
was universal, and the biological premises for design could be approached 
analytically with conscious intent. The forest experiences in the Finnish 
landscape in childhood were more subconscious. As design premises they 
could be taken for granted, did not require explanation. Their significance 
was subtle and entwined with the unknowable in the design process. This 
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quality was easily associated with the mystery of Finnish nature, or even 
capricious playfulness; characters and aspects of fairy tales supplemented 
the creative process. When the fantasy element is not directly connected to 
the architecture but instead used to describe the unknown qualities of the 
architectural design process, it becomes a useful, descriptive metaphor for 
the process of artistic creativity. The fantasy comparisons in evaluations of 
their architecture, which might seem far-fetched and exaggerated, are better 
utilized when linked with the intuitive qualities of architectural design. One 
does not need to make the design process unnecessarily mysterious, but a 
sense of whimsical imagination and the creative power of intuition are none-
theless hinted at in the fantasy references—even ones expressed in criticism. 
The unique individuality of the design process is thus intricately linked to 
both universal premises like natural order and the inspired means of artistic 
creation. 
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