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9
nam

ed ‘cloudberries’ and ‘bleak roe’ in his Savoy 
restaurant.  A

nd the brutal beauty of the R
ock C

hurch 
that is as dram

atic as a M
ayan tem

ple but in aerial 
photos disappears back into H

elsinki’s rocky outcrop. 

You m
ight question w

hat this has to do w
ith H

elsinki 
as W

orld D
esign C

apital 2012. G
lobally design still 

tends to be regarded as an urban, industrialized and 
ultim

ately 
consum

able 
pursuit. 

H
elsinki 

has 
this 

side, and in spades in the flourishing central design 
district. B

ut these are icing on the deeper concerns of 
F

innish design. 

If there is som
ething w

e outsiders m
ight learn from

 
H

elsinki in 2012 and beyond, I ‘d argue that it is 
F

innish design’s profoundly hum
an dim

ension, the 
deeply em

bedded belief that design is for everybody 
and a part of everyday life, and the holistic connection 
betw

een m
an and the environm

ent. In ‘T
he E

yes of 
the Skin: A

rchitecture and the Senses’, the hugely 
sym

pathetic 
elderly 

architect 
Juhani 

Pallasm
aa 

observes ‘M
odernist design at large has housed the 

intellect and the eye, but it has left the body and the 
other senses, as w

ell as our m
em

ories, im
agination 

and dream
s, hom

eless. ‘

L
ast year w

hen I visited H
elsinki D

esign W
eek, the 

things that stuck w
ith m

e stood out for their sensitive 
psychological connection to the environm

ent. I am
 

thinking of W
isa W

ooden D
esign H

otel by P
ieta-

L
inda A

uttila tem
porarily built in the H

arbour.  In 
reality m

ore of a cabin than a hotel, the expressive 
design treats w

ood w
ith an unexpected lightness. T

he 
designer describes how

 she im
agined a rectangular 

w
ooden block that w

ashed up on a huge w
ave and 

crashed onto the rocks. T
he end boxes rem

ained in 
tact w

hile the central part has been pulled apart like 
strands of spaghetti and stretched out to form

 the 
sw

ooping sculptural w
ooden trellis. 

A
s an extrem

e hydrophilac, I enjoyed the sauna 
design com

petition in the H
abitare F

urniture Fair. 
Sauna Savu by P

utte H
uim

a and O
tso V

irtanen, 
brought the feel of a traditional chim

neyless sm
oke 

sauna to m
odern sauna bathing by using charred 

I’ve alw
ays had a rather rom

antic view
 of H

elsinki, 
and w

ith the tunnel vision of a blinkered horse have 
m

anaged to keep it that w
ay. I first visited in the m

id 
1990s and w

as knocked out by the w
ay that sea, city 

and sky, urbanism
 and nature bleed am

orphously 
together and w

ater appears w
here you least expect 

it. I w
as enchanted by m

assively rusticated buildings 
decorated w

ith elfin heads and sprouting lacy tendrils 
characteristic of F

inland’s savagely rom
antic take on 

A
rt N

ouveau, and E
liel Saarinen’s m

uscular train 
station guarded by bionic cavem

en. I rem
em

ber the 
sim

plicity of A
lvar A

alto’s studio, and eating surreally 

w
ood so the interior has a dark sooty surface and the 

scent of sm
oke. K

yly by V
ille H

ara and A
nu P

uustinen 
of A

vanto A
rchitects is a series of m

assively solid 
tim

ber boxes as a setting for the stages of sauna ritual 
- undressing, steam

ing, w
ashing and cooling off. 

W
hat struck m

e w
as a direct connection to ancient 

bathing rituals that seem
s alm

ost prim
ordial. 

W
hile these are im

m
ensely likable projects, they 

still seem
 to exist in the long shadow

 of N
ordic 

m
odernism

. B
ut there is also an edgier m

ore m
utant 

approach to cross-pollinating nature and urbanism
 

at play. I have encountered it virtually in the w
ork 

of M
arco C

asagrande of C
-L

aboratory, a F
innish 

architect now
 living in T

aiw
an.  W

orking as a group of 
architects w

ho call them
selves W

E
A

K
! ,  C

asagrande 
designed B

ug D
om

e for the Shenzen &
 H

ong K
ong 

bi-city B
iennale. B

uilt on w
asteland in betw

een the 
city hall and an illegal w

orkers cam
p, the bam

boo 
shelter w

as inspired by insects and constructed by 
m

igrating construction w
orkers using m

ethods from
 

rural G
uanxi O

ffering shade, a stage and a fireplace, 
it served as an event space during the B

iennale and 
as a lounge for illegal w

orkers from
 the neighboring 

cam
p. C

asagrande describes the building as’ w
eak, 

flexible and im
provised... It is grow

ing from
 a ruin. 

T
he architectural control has been given up in order 

to let nature step in. …
 (it) is a retreat for the m

odern 
m

an to escape from
 …

the exploding urbanism
 in 

the heart of Shenzhen. It is a shelter to protect the 
industrial insects from

 the elem
ents of un-nature. ‘ 

Perhaps there is som
ething in this future prim

itive? 
In a sim

ilar vein, H
E

L
 Y

E
S! proposes to explore 

w
ays to build bridges from

 the past to the present 
and asks ’can som

ething new
 com

e out of foraging 
the old’? W

hether through reclaim
ed cast-off objects 

or sending out hunter gathers to source food in 
L

ondon T
hese are all sm

all touches, but still the ethos 
and sensibility could have larger relevance for our 
future. Sitting in contam

inated and congested central 
L

ondon, I reflect that w
hile w

e flounder in the recent 
binge of alienating glass buildings and struggle to 
rebalance our precarious relationship to nature, in 
H

elsinki a sense of connection still seem
s to com

e 
naturally. 
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