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Nature and the Machine: 
Alvar Aalto's Villa Mairea and an Architecture of Place 

PAUL J, ARMSTRONG 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 

Onl) nnturr LE ~ n s p u ~ n g  and true: on/! Iuturc~ ran be thc 
support f o ~  ~ n y ~ r r n g  lzumnn 11 m k ~ .  

- Charles L'Eplattnier. 1906 

AY(~t7rrr, not the machine. 1 5  the nlost important model for 
UT (h~iecturr. 

- $11 ar Aalto. 1938 

Thib paper tons ide~s  the relationship betueen landbcapr and 
( ulture in Scarltli~la\ i m  arc llitectural practice during the 1910.. 
It examine. the cor~fluenre of mailline-inipired modern 
rno\ernerlt architecture arid the search for a lordic  idelltit, 
com1)ining mflli. craft. ( ulture. and plac e. l h a r  4alto's \ illa 
Mairea (Fig. 1) h i e s  a Sernprrim interpretation of craft and 
material ~ i t h  the landicape and social need. 

blto 's  \ision of d n  archittv-turt. mirroring a harmoniouq 
relationbhip \tit11 nature is e\idrnt in Giiran Schildt's compari- 
ion of the I k e l i a n  houw \+it11 a Classical ruin: 

-'The strong appeal of ruin5 to modern. alienated mall does 
not aribe nwrrh from their ~epreseritation oi a supposedl~ 
liarmonioui -htiquit!. but the atonement implicit in the  
\\a) that nature reclaims \+hat man ha* lrorroned. . . . In a 
\+orld obse,bed ~ i t h  technology. lalto's a~nbition \\as to 
attain the sarnt. ldnd of harmon! with the cosmos h e  
irnagirwd that the karelian ~i l lage  orlce had."' 

Xalto ultimatel! ayrired to bequeath rnodels of a kind. made up 
of concrete artistic exarnplei. ~ o r l t q  hringirig the  derprst  
coriflicts of our age into eaenlplan, harmon!. 

Ilthough -Ialto erithusiasticall\ ernlrraced hlodernisnl when it 
reached the Uortlic c ountries. it was clear to him from the 
outiet that tlir ~*Intrrnational St!le" must not be a stylistic 
fornliila. hut a \\a, of thinlting arid norliing to be adapted to 
specific cultures arid lands  ape>.' Modernism has generallj 
sought coniistent de~elopment of a h g l e .  fixed leitmotif. Aalto 
deliberatelj culti~ated ~notlulatiori subordinating the dernands 
of logic and orthodox structure in order to arouse poetic 
eupec tation. (list o\ rr,. and ad\ ~ n t u r e . ~  Hii architecture sub- 
\ ertc the rational. 01 eriirnplifird. and diagrammatic tendencies 
of \lorlerrr orthodox! and presents us uith buildings that are 
rich. el ocat i~  P. and c o~nplea. Lilte 1 enturi. $alto is interested 
in an drthitecture that has a --iprcial obligation to the \+hole." 
an  architecture that enlhodies *.the difficult unit! of inclusion 
rather than the eas! unit! of exclusio~i."~ 

NATURE .4ND THE MACHINE 

During the lC)'S@ the inlperdti~ es of "'~nechanism" u ere 
radicalh reconsidered in the light of be~eral  xisions and 
interprrtationi of the natural order. Le (20rlrusier*s machine ci 
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"\ illa hlairea rejei ted a rncrel~ 'alj.trac t' I iiion of yac t, 
arid replaced it with an  errtlaIe encouraging a wrrsr of 
brlorrging. The intidenti aud ritual* of dail, lilr mere 
i elebrated in a qu r r rc . e  of 'plate.' and \topping poirlt.. 
The plan of the \\hole el ohed an orgariism. elen a fu r l  ed 
tiih \\it11 head. bod\. and tail: it also had the charactel of a 
Lubist (.ullage in uliicli different c~ualitiea. shapes. materi- 
als. and identitie. were iplic ed togetlicr."5 

The Lilla RIairea in Noorrr~arltltu. Finland (1938-11) is the 
condensation of so I I ~ ~ I I J  idea+ that it i- trrnpting to see it as the 
p i~u ta l  huilding for Aalto in nllich lie re~eals  his true nature 
unencu~~ibered h j  histon or traditior~. Curtis as uell as other 
scholars h a l e  rioted that the sinuous shapes of the houie are 
most certainly rooted in Ialto's earlier experiments in furniture 
and glassuare design. in Le Corbusier'i free-plan cunes. and in 
the %o-rnorphic.'. abstract painting and sculpturr of tlie 
1930s. Considered as a \thole. the enbtmlde of \ illa \lairea 
elokrs the theme of the *'natural home"'- a transposition of a 
noodlarid clearing into the forms of arcllitecture. 

The Stocliholm Exhibition of 1930 is regarded as a hreali- 
through of Nordic fur~ctionalism.~ Its <logan .'accept the 
existir~g realit)" ierI ed ai  clarion call for a nen technological 
rociet, in which macliinei uould lilreratc, people from hard and 
unpleasant ~ o r l i .  In his re\ iew of the exhihition 4alto declared 
liirnself unequil ot all! in fa\ or of ".the gains architecture has 
made b:, setting itbelt the goal of being a social factor inbteatl of 
. . . dedicating too much attention to dec oratix e arid representa- 
tional \iempoints.^'- 

Functionalisn~. nhile occasionall> ~niscon>trued \$ith a machine 
aesthetic. ma, be regarded as a planning niethod. a social 
propam. an application of techno log^. and as a s t ~ l e .  In tlie 
1920s the relation Iretween societ! and trc~hnolog~ mas e s e n -  
tiall! different from nhat it is toda!. The progressh e architect 
be l ie~ed in techno109 and let his l)nilc1ing~ speak for it. The 
heroic tradition of the ~nacli ir~e de4hetic7. uhich \\as embraced 
h\ man! Scandina~iau architects iniludinp Isplund. came to 
heing and hab surlixed through monumental buildingb such as 
the Centre Pornpidou and L l o ~ d i  of Lor~dori. H o \ \ e ~  er. despite 
the rapid adxaricement oi tee-hnologj in the 20th centun. our 
present attitude toward technolog is somewhat aml~iguous. 
The causes for this arnbi\alente are not entirely clear. Some 
argue that technolop hai strengtheried its position in iociet! 
and. therefore. does riot need anj  further pleading. Post- 
modernism shifted arthitectural discourse from teclinical 

4ltlie~upl1 an earl! p ropo~~rn t  of funttionalis~n. Ialto'. l a t ~ r  
retic en( r dlwut the ma( liine aesthetic and tecl111010g~ ma) he 
attril~utalrle to hii  nutlerl!ing shepticifm ot fornmali<~n in 
general and technolop for its ox11 d i e .  He \tar searching 
instead for an authentic *'antoriomou+" \ordic architecture free 
of foreign ir~fluericei drriled through the organic tradition. 
Uthougll he \$ah i~nil,atht.tic to tee hnolog> as a ~ n e a n s  of 
production. la l to  \\as some\that disrnissi~e of the Bauhaus 
metliodolog! conaideling it a "liniitrd experiment at a11 
elernentan lex el."" St. John % ilson notes that in contrast to the 
emplia4. at the Bauhanf upon produe tion method as the chief 
parameter in the design of light-fittings. for instance. Aalto gale  
priorit~ to the quality and larietl of light to be created. '-111 
general it \\as under the sign of the biological rather than the 
niechanical that hi* formal rensihilitl uas modeled."" -4alto.i 
paision for natural f o r m  and his exploration of nature's 
rebources fostered a \tilling acceptance of the agencies of 
growth and change in planning in h i l t  form and in the 
selection of materials that uelcomed the action of time. 

Tn o Helsinlii buildings t haracterize Aalto's preoccupation M ith 
masking internal spatial \ariation? ~ i t h  formalist expectations 
based on technocratic construction methods. The Enzo-Gutzeit 
Headquarters Building (1959-62) (Fig. 2) is located on the site 
originall\ used h~ Aalto for his Parliament Building competi- 
tion entn, of 1923."' lalto a l n a ~ s  referred to this building. 
a) mholicall!. a+ the pcllazzo. "Set on the 1 er! forefront of the 
harbor and seen imniediatel! I)! e l  er! 1 isitor a r r i ~  ing bl  boat. 
his pc~lazzo appears to actualh front the harbor. nhereas it 
actuall! faces back touards the cit! tenter."" 4alto olerlaid the 
panoran~ir elelation of the fatade with a modular grid. mhith 
shonetl the dirnerisio~~al relationship of the different parts of 
the panorama to the \\hole. H o ~ e ~ e r .  upon  loser examination 
the module dictating the design of the building. a i  well as the 
modular grid itself. is jud a superficial ol erla! since the interior 
orpanization of tlie offices do not corresporld to the  module. 

-4 siniilar transformation of tlie niodule occurs in the  \ illa 
Rlaired in u h i t h  the open h i n g  room is planned around a 
rectilinear structural grid whose dimensions are adjusted to suit 
the disposition of room< a l m e .  Richard W estori indicates this 
contra+ with the (on\entional Modernist practice exemplified 
b j  the uork of Le Corhusier an RIies \an  der Rohe. in nhich 
the structural grid \\as cw~ic.ei\ed as a regular counterpoint to 
the indeperldent disposition of the -.free plan"'." 
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T h r  exterriiorr of tlit. Stoc laiann Department Storr. a l ~ o  I ~ I I O U I I  
a. the 41 ade~nic Booltsliop (1966-69) (1-ig. 3). hai an external 
regularit\ and >merit, that retalli Miei \an der Rol~e.  The 
\leigl~tines< of the copper-c lad \+all (in \\hi( 11 the dominance of 
the glazing is held in chec 1, I)! the dark copper trim) follons the 
tonal qualitj of the Saarinen hanL next door. H m e r  el. it ii 
\alto's emphasis on the top-lit interior courts \\it11 thrir 
douhle-ihell s l~ l igh tc  dramaticall! projecting through the roof 
into the interior that distinguish this building. 

Illtimatel\, ialto's interests la) bejond the fornial and mechan- 
ical properi4ties of functioxiliirn and led l i i~n to experiment 
nit11 form- and materials in urlprrcedented \caJ-. Exprrinients 
with molded p l j ~ o o d  and sinuoub gldswarr trdnsfornleil 
c7labsic a1 form* into ialto'i ar~tliropornorphic language. For the 
Pariq Expoiition of 19'37 he designed the Finnish Paliliori 
uiirig standardized iectioni of timber. ~ h i l e  for the Ye\\ 1 ork 
Dorltl Fair of 1939 he e\ol\ed a Finnish exhibit \\it11 a 
ierpentine M ooden \\all. el ulcing the c ur\ ei  and contour< of the 
Finnish nater~cavs and landforms. L tilitarim olrjecti on displaj. 
such as iltii and propellers. -'bowed 1 1 0 ~  Finni-h t e ~ l ~ n o l o ?  
tould fabricate forms of great functional elegance out of 
laminated timber. and \$ere echoed in the rippling \\ooden slats 
of \alto's str~cture." '~ 4s Curtif notes: "The solution to the 
problem of defining architecture of -the ne\z era' seemed. then. 
to lir in thr transformnt7on of well irndges as &ips. autonio- 
biles. arid aeroplanes into the s!mbolic- form. of art."I4 

VILLA RlAIREA AND AALTO'S "IRONIC 
FRAGMENTATION" 

\alto's \ illa Jlairea niarl td a stage in the drxelopnient of 
modern architecture. Curtis states, for it re~ted upon the 
collecti~ r disco1 eries of the -"heroic ppriod" uliile transc ending 
tlitm \\it11 ne\\ set of impulse*. 

Fig. 3. Ali~ar 4alto. .Icad~mic Kookslow. Neltinki. Finland (19hO-6Y). 
cnlerior. court. 

'-The formal disciplines of ( labsicism. the philoioph:, and forms 
of the International Ilodern more~nent. and the ~-"rennial 
lessonq of a regional ~e rnacu la r  all rontrihuted to the i~ r~ thes i s .  
hut it< sources are utterl! transforn~ed. . . . The rrsult \\as 
deeplj related to ideas about the human r onditior~, in ~ l i i c  h 
M eathered material,. I\ ric a1 spa( ri. and magic a1 effects of light 
produced a lasting primal poetn iar l~e \ond  nierel! -modern' 

Schildt points out that *'no \\orb of art h e s  through its parts 
but through the whole, which gile- each part its OMII mean- 
ing. '"Valto 's  forrnal idrak. \chile not necessarill his o ~ n  
inlentions, still com e j  a unique sense of originalit! and 
c rea t i~e  qpontaneit~. 1 hen ".artiitic influence" ia discussed it 
should be remembered that all - or at least man! formb in art 
h a ~ e  been used before. The same hasic idea in tno different 
~ o r l t s  of art ran  ha\? trio totalh different meaning<: it is not a 
question of repetition hut ~ariat ioo.  Therefore. it is of little 
consequence that !alto nlaj h e  pot his hasit idea3 for the  
Pairnio Sanatorium from the Ihtc li architect U d e r ' i  Zonne- 
straal Sanatorium. nhich he might ha1 e been during his l i i i t  to 
Holland in 1922. a+ P.1). Prarson iuggesti.17 

iccording to halto: "Architecture ranilot diiengagr i t d  from 
natural and human fac-tors on the contran its mu.;t Ileber do so 
. . . Its function rather is to bring nature e l e r  closer to us."'" 
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The \ illa \Iairea. huilt for Rlaire and lldrr\ (;ullicliien as a 
1 illa. gueit-11ou.c~. and retreat at Noorn~arkl<u. is organiz(4 as a 
.erie- of l a ~ e r -  vitli inetaphoric a1 structural thenlei that unfold 
a onr mo\es f i o ~ n  entrance. througli interior\. to garden. Thui  
thr  c ourt\ard solutio~i and the irregularit! of its plai~ form 
bench to dimiriish the total \.olurnr a- perreix t d  (ri:. 1). 
()uantrill -tipulatcs that no other building 117 &ilto iucceedf in 
mergiiig yo cornpletelj with the 1a11dscape.l' De~pite it> rather 
large -ize lor a residence. the, fanlil!'. a c ~  onmodation on the 
ground floor i i  relatix el! simple. comprising an entn  \ e.tibulr 
vllir 11 leads up  three itepr into the main l i ~ i n g  area. a separate 
itudj. a garden room. and a long thin formal dining room of1 
the l i~ ing  area. The rnain staircase riwy out of this area to g i ~  e 
ac tei-. to the uppcr hedroom floor. At right angles to thii iamilj 
win: ii a narrov senice uing containing the kitchen and the 
.en ants' quarter$. 

The l i ~  ing area (Fig. 5). irlcluding the stud\. tornprises a large 
q u a r e  ~ h i c h  opens for most of one   all directly onto the 
garden. loolung out to\\ards the sauna. Not iimplj an open-plan 

arrangement. the openness of the interior of the 1 illa hlairea is 
extended through to the outer "room"' of the garden itselt. 
Furthermore. the garden intrude< into the hou-e. not as a piece 
of Finnish landstape. but a formalistit architc~ctonic one of 
large-leafed tropical plants. The 1 ertic a1 " t r~ l l i i "  formed I?! the 
extended lraluhtrade of the rnai~i itaircase fornli a subtle screen 
acting as a foil to this interior garden elerrlent and helps define 
an internal court. The t r~l l i s  ha. a dual fun( tion. It merges the 
interior and exterior space as the screen of plants acts as a 
daFlight filter. It albo acts a> a sf)atial fulcrum. the element upon 
\\hich the l i~irlg loom turn- the ( orner into the long. n a r r o ~  
dining room. 

The influence of Cubist c ollage on the composition of the \ illa 
hlairea has alreadj heen mentioned. According to Schildt, M hat 
l a l to  discwered in Cezarlne Mas a treatment of space quite 
unlike that that in other paintill@ golerned b j  the con\entione 
of linear perfpertile dominant in B eetern painting sinve the 
Renaissance. He obaer~es  that in Cezanne' paintings '*space 
grolzs directlj out of the form. placed on the Lamas'" \there 
."indi\ idual elements with \ olume ipread out to\\ards the sides 
from an entirel! modulated central zone.'" Cezanne is not 
interested in creating abstract space but instead concrete - 
relationships hetn een forms and \ olunlei .'creating a n  impres- 
sion of space ~ h i c h  is neither uniform nor unambiguouJj  
coherent."20 4alto'i rcalized that architectural interiors could 
be treated in the same Ma). 

Juhani Pallasnlaa relates the architectural composition of the 
\illa to .'a collage ~ h i c h  bringi together the en~blems of 
international Rlodernism. perbonal in1 entiom. and references to 
motifs of the anon jn iou~  ru-tic tradition.'." \alto ernploji a 
~ a r i e d  material palette of stucco. tile. mood. steel. and glass. He 
composes the facades bj deliberate11 la~er ing \olumes. materi- 
als. and textures in a manner rrminisc-ent oi the Cubist collages 
of Picasso and Braque '-suggeitixe of a natural organic life."-' 
Instead of uorshipping the zeztgeut. the 1illa llairea points 
simultaneouslj to the utopian h1oderni.t future and the 
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( ' o n ~ l ~ a ~ i i o ~ ~ s   ha\^ 1wen made al\o l)et\\ecw \ illa Rlaiiea ant1 
tuo ot111~r h n ~ o u i  Rlcdern liouw\: thc~ Tugr11(111at Houw (102% 
, < O )  (Fig. O )  and \ i1L1 Sal o! e (102%3 1) (Fig. 7) .  B l~vred\ each 
II~ILI-e i\ predicated 011 hloderni~t pri111 il~Ir\. ~ t l i i t l i  ~upc~rli(  i a l l~  
.11gyct~ afliiiitirs to tliv Intvrnationdl Stble. t11c.r~ arc nlorr 
c ontrasti than ,ilnilaritief. Both the T u > d l l d t  1lo11se and \ illa 

elements integrated into a natural crttinp. 111 three hollies 
e~nplo! \ariation< of the free-pldrt and integrate r\terior and 
interior spares. I I o u e ~  er, it is 01117 the \ illa AIairea in ~ l l i c h  a 
I omplete sjntheiis of interior arid exterior spate\ i- artuallx 
redizrd iesulting in both literal and phenomenal spatial 
transparencies. The famous dicappearing glabb  all of the 
Tugendhat Hoube. \\bile noteuorthr for i t -  tee lmic dl elegance. 
simplj opens the interior li\ing area- to the exterior clirnate. 
Bhereab the perimeter of the \illa \laired i i  xaried and 
complex, the perimeters of the Tugendhat H o u v  and 6illa 
Sa\ I,! e are taut and cornparati\ el! boa\. 

tion. that it c o i ire~ a, fo~nrthirig of a ~ u r p r i ~ c ~  to diic o\c31 that 
tlir \tholv pldn is in fa1 t regulatrd In 4 ic.lie. ol +qudre~." " 'I'lle 
ma( 11inr a e \ t l ~ r t i ~  t h t  t lidla( t t ~ t  i/ed I I ~ ~ I I \  l~uilding. chi the  

HARIIONP AND PLACE 

\ enturi &rite+ that he i~ "-for ~ i c h n r +  01 mearring rather than 
c larit) 01 111ra11ing^' dnd that "a alid art hitecture el oltef manj  
l e ~ e l s  of meaning and conhir~ations of foiui."'O Tlic- problerri 
\\it11 Orthodox Rlodernist arckiitect~. he contend>. \\as that in 
their attempt to hreal, ui th tlie pa.t. the! idealized the prirnitix e 
and elernentaq at the eapenw of the di~erbe and the  
sophisticat~d. \ enturi seelis an a r c h i t ~ t u r e  of totalit) that doe5 
not negate innel tomple\it\ at the expense of simplicity. 

.lalto helier rd  that harnlon! -to reek equilihrium. interaction. 
\\ell being. and health - had alnays heen our   no st important 
task. It for the niwt part a utopian riotion attainahle in 
exceptional. icolated ca-ec. Nex ertheless. u e  ha1 e a h  a! s had 
the need to en~isage  life's harmony as a real pofsihilitj. and 
ha\ e tliereiore created 1li.torical nqtlib. fantasies of plates and 
times of perfect happiness. For lalto, these myths included 
the c l a s s i d  ~ n ~ i h s  oi -Intiquit\ and the Renais-ante. as well as 
the irnages d e e p l ~  rooted in his childhood experiences of the  
Finni-h forest. Here the m ~ t h  of harelia. the Finnish folk epic. 
was iet - a land nhere people l i ~ e d  in harmonj with one  
another and their ~ ~ r r o u n d i n p . ~ '  

Fi,<. 6. llies can rlw Rohe, Tugendhat Housc~. Brno (1928-.W). estrrior 
k c .  
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'' (,hiir~triIl. p. 90. 
l)r~ontr~ll  idcntific, the fcrllowinp churadcrii t ir i  in \alt~;i o r u l v :  I )  ,I 

dt~lil),.r,~te iniorlr~~ilit!. or ir~xerted lorrndlit!. of the n u i r ~  entranw: 21 ~pparerlt  
I'rertlorr~ of p l a ~ i n i ~ ~ p  t h a ~  r u n  counler to r.lashii.;~l ,~xi,~lit!: 31 :I c~~rnplexii! of 
111a>sinp or sk!lir~c that d w s  not d t r i rc  tlircctl! from thc '~footprini' 01 thc 
plan: 1.) t h r  rstal)lishnicnt of a deliherate r.orli'lict brt~et7r1 thr  appariwt 

\ \ i t h n  botlr plan and three-dimer~sional lorrn. that the i.irntair~ment ol ,irl 
cli.rncnt is d i so l \ cd  or dcstro!-ed: and. b) the wrrc(. iws contusion of part- "I' 
thr 1)uildin; \\ith thr wrrounding landsc,apr. 

1 3  From a lecture gnrr l  t~! Svcn 2larLrli11i to Finnish arthitccts in 1'428. 


