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Abstract

This dissertation introduces the �life� of one building: the Viipuri Library, designed 
by Alvar Aalto in 1927�1935. The theoretical perspective draws from the �eld of 
material culture studies and the agency of objects. In the case of this particular 
building, the research enquires what buildings �do� as part of our material envi-
ronment. In the context of architecture, the library has a role as an important 
early work by Aalto, while it is also internationally valued as a key building of 
modernist architecture. The meanings associated with this building are, however, 
also rooted in its geopolitical context. The library was originally opened in the 
Finnish city of Viipuri, but at the end of World War II the city along with the 
larger region referred to as �lost Karelia� were annexed to the Soviet Union. Since 
1991 the building has been located in present-day Russia. After the end of the 
Cold War, the Soviet/Russian, Finnish and international architectural commu-
nity has advocated for the need to restore the library. The restoration was real-
ised through Finnish-Russian cooperation, and completed in 2013. Regarding the 
building, this research aims to provide answers to two questions: 1) What exactly 
are the contexts in which the library has been presented as a building of impor-
tance? 2) What, if anything, is special about this particular library, enabling it with 
the �capacity� to bring together recognisably different contexts?

The study proceeds from two notions. First, that the library has been associ-
ated with contexts where there is something larger at stake, making the building 
stand out as a case of �more than just a building�. Second, that this particular 
building surfaces in very different types of materials ranging from professional 
architectural publications to war histories and opinion pieces in Finnish newspa-
pers, which locate the building in Viipuri and lost Karelia. With use of materials 
from archival documents, military photographs, newspapers of the period, archi-

tectural drawings and publications, this work aims to unravel the �life cycle� of 
the library to the present day. The structure of the thesis is thematic and approxi-
mately chronological. The main body consists of four thematic chapters. The �rst 
chapter titled �The City� introduces the local context, the events behind the reali-
sation of the library. The second chapter, �The Architect�, brings forth the context 
of architecture, focusing on the design process, Alvar Aalto building his career 
as an internationally recognised architect and the �rst Finnish and international 
reception of the library. The third chapter titled �The Lost Library� describes the 
period of World War II when the borders moved back and forth between Fin-
land and the Soviet Union. The fourth chapter, �The Restoration� is where all the 
preceding events come together, as the building�s architectural importance and 
its geopolitical history are all discussed in association with the restoration project. 
The contents of the four thematic chapters are analysed through the lens of a 
theory developed by Alfred Gell in his work Art and Agency. An Anthropologi-
cal Theory (1998). This theory is widely known in the �eld of anthropology, but 
has remained essentially unused. I suggest that Gell�s theory offers thought-pro-
voking terminology and tools for analysing the built environment, speci�cally 
objects of architecture. Gell�s main assertion is that meanings are not given, and 
it is instead the social-relational-matrix within which material objects gain their 
meanings. As situations and interpretations change, material objects, such as 
the library, are not about assigned meanings, and their e�cacy is instead rooted 
in speci�c contexts. In this way, objects such as the library can �abduct� mean-
ings. This work introduces the library as an exemplary case of a Gellian �distrib-
uted object�, a building that has come to stand for notions much larger and more 
abstract beyond itself.
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Tiivistelmä

Käsillä oleva tutkimus esittelee yhden rakennuksen, vuonna 1935 valmistuneen 
Viipurin kirjaston vaiherikkaan �elämän�. Teoreettinen lähtökohtani on materiaa-
lisen kulttuurin merkitys ja esineiden toimijuus. Tutkimuksessani kysyn, mitä 
rakennukset �tekevät� käyttäen esimerkkinä yhtä rakennusta. Kiinnostukseni tut-
kia aihetta perustui huomioon, että Viipurin kirjastoa on käsitelty hyvin erilaisissa 
yhteyksissä, arkkitehtuurin alan kirjallisuudesta sota-historioihin ja yleisönosas-
tokirjoituksiin. Väitteeni on, että Viipurin kirjasto on rakennus, jolla on �kyky� 
tuottaa erilaisia tulkintoja. Arkkitehtuurin alalla Viipurin kirjasto tunnetaan sekä 
merkittävänä Alvar Aallon varhaisena työnä että yhtenä modernin arkkitehtuu-
rin avainteoksena. Rakennukseen assosioituvat merkitykset perustuvat myös 
sen geopoliittiseen sijaintiin ja historiaan. Kirjasto on sijainnut olemassa olonsa 
aikana kolmessa valtiossa: itsenäisessä Suomessa, Neuvostoliitossa ja nykyisellä 
Venäjällä. Kylmän sodan päättymisen jälkeen venäläiset, suomalaiset ja ulkomai-
set arkkitehdit huolestuivat kirjaston kunnosta ja ryhtyivät edistämään sen res-
taurointia. Sijaintinsa ansiosta kirjasto on kiinnostanut myös laajempaa yleisöä, 
erityisesti Suomessa. 

Tutkimus pyrkii vastaamaan kahteen kysymykseen: 1) Millaisissa yhteyksissä 
kirjasto on esitelty tärkeänä rakennuksena? 2) Mikä tekee tästä rakennuksesta 
erityisen ja antaa sille �kyvyn� tuottaa erilaisia tulkintoja? Vastataksena näihin 
kysymyksiin olen purkanut kirjaston �elämän� tapahtumiin, joista sen merki-
tys rakentuu. Tutkimuksen rakenne on temaattinen ja kronologinen. Esittelen 
rakennuksen keskeiset vaiheet neljässä luvussa. Ensimmäinen luku �The City� 

(Kaupunki) esittelee paikallisen kontekstin, kirjaston toteutuksen Viipurin kau-
pungissa. Toinen luku, �The Architect� (Arkkitehti) käsittelee arkkitehtuurin kon-
tekstia ja keskittyy rakennuksen suunnitteluprosessiin, Alvar Aallon uran muo-
toutumiseen sekä rakennuksen kotimaiseen ja kansainväliseen vastaanottoon. 
Kolmas luku, �The Lost Library� (Kadonnut kirjasto) kuvailee toisen maailman-
sodan aikaisia tapahtumia: miten rajan siirtyminen Suomen ja Neuvostoliiton 
välillä vaikutti Viipuriin ja kirjastoon. Neljäs luku, �The Restoration� (Restaurointi) 
tuo yhteen aikaisemmin esitellyt teemat, jotka nousivat esiin myös restaurointia 
koskevassa keskustelussa: rakennuksen arkkitehtonisen merkityksen, Viipurin 
ja menetetyn Karjalan sekä kirjaston luonteen julkisena rakennuksena. Analy-
soin temaattisissa luvuissa esiteltyjä tapahtumia Alfred Gellin kirjassaan Art and 
Agency. An Anthropological Theory (1998) esittämän teorian avulla. Teos on tun-
nettu antropologian alalla, mutta sitä on hyödynnetty niukasti. Tutkimuksessani 
sovellan Gellin teoriaa Viipurin kirjaston tapaukseen. Väitän, että teoria tarjoaa 
hyödyllisiä käsitteitä ja työkaluja rakennetun ympäristön ja arkkitehtuurin analy-
sointiin. Arkkitehtuuri on monin tavoin taiteen kaltaista, mutta samalla se ylittää 
tavanomaisten taideteorioiden rajat. Syynä tähän on, että arkkitehtuuri on tehty 
käytettäväksi, ja sen merkitykset muotoutuvat ja muuttuvat ajan kuluessa. Esi-
tän, että Viipurin kirjasto on hyvä esimerkki gelliläisestä �jakautuneesta objek-
tista� (distributed object�), jolla on �kyky� kiinnittää itseensä laajoja ja abstrakteja 
merkityksiä.
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Preface 

The topic of this thesis is the Finnish architect Alvar Aalto and a speci�c building 
designed by him, the Viipuri Library. The library was opened to the public in the 
Finnish city of Viipuri in 1935, but in 1944 the surrounding area, the city and 
along with them the library were annexed to the Soviet Union. Since 1991, the 
library has been located in present-day Russia. Alvar Aalto remains an architect 
of international renown, and in Finland, in particular, he is well known beyond 
circles of architectural enthusiasts. It might therefore be asked why Aalto again. 
Is there not enough research about already? And if Aalto, why focus on only a 
speci�c building? 

Although there are numerous publications on Aalto and his architecture, 
there is still relatively little academic work scrutinising his works of his architec-
tural o�ce in their historical, political and/or cultural contexts. Internationally, 
there are numerous publications on Aalto, but ones that truly build on �rst-hand 
sources are few and far-between.This research relies most of all on sources in 
Finnish, Swedish, and to some extent, Russian, with the speci�c aim of emphasis 
on materials that  have not already been published numerous times previously.  

With this in view, this work seeks to offer information concerning questions 
such as what were the motivations for building a new library in Viipuri in the 
1930s, how the site of this building was chosen, how it was as it received at the , 
both in Finland and internationally, and what has happened to the building later, 
up to the present day. Thus, the framing of this dissertation builds on focusing on 
a single building and its relevant context, presenting the �genealogy� of the Viipuri 
Library. The chronological presentation is divided into four thematic chapters, 
which have stood out as seminal points in the life of the library. 

This research is written for the Department of Architecture at Aalto Univer-
sity. As follows, my thesis draws signi�cantly upon historical materials, such as 
archival documents, newspaper articles and architectural materials of various 
kinds. However, my second discipline has been urban planning, the effects of 
which this can also be identi�ed as being re�ected  in this work. In addition to 
the disciplines of architecture and urban planning, my own academic background 
includes anthropology. This is evident in the anthropological theory for art used 
to analyse the case of the library. 

Thus, this work is multi-disciplinary. While the case study represents the his-
tory of architecture, and historical analysis more broadly, its theoretical underpin-
nings are an anthropological theory of art. More speci�cally, the events described 
in the four thematic chapters are ultimately analysed thorough the lens of a the-
ory outlined by the anthropologist Alfred Gell. This is to �nd terms for articulating 
more complex notions concerning the case of the library, but also to tease out 
some aspects which could be recognised to be applicable more generally, beyond 
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the particular case of this one building. In respect to Gell�s theory, my aim is 
thus two-fold. On the one hand, it is to contribute towards the use of this theory, 
which has remained known mostly within the �eld of anthropology, but which I 
�nd most appropriate for analysing architecture, and the built environment more 
widely. On the other hand, I have for a long while been fascinated by examples of 
research on architecture and the built environment which introduce such depth of 
detail that the intricacy of the researcher�s knowledge almost obviates any need 
for a separate theoretical analysis. However, a theory can, at best, offer answers 
to the question of what is there beyond all the details. I suggest that  Gell�s theo-
retical framework offers one solution to tackle this broad  question.  

During the long process of writing the dissertation and working in different 
universities and archives I have received  kind assistance from several persons 
and institutions. The main part of the work has been written under guidance of 
my supervisors at Aalto University, Professor of History of Architecture, Aino 
Niskanen and Professor of Strategic Planning, Raine Mäntysalo. The regular ses-
sions, and their feedback were extremely important for the process of �nding the 
structure, and for completing the work. I thank both of you for your time, kind 
attention and intellectual attendance. The comments during the pre-examina-
tion process helped to improve the work in its last phase. In particular Docent 
Renja Suominen-Kokkonen of the Department of Art History at the University of 
Helsinki, offered detailed expert comments concerning Aalto, his o�ce and the 
exchange of ideas in the period. As an art historian, Suominen-Kokkonen also 
provided relevant comments on how to introduce the anthropological theory for 
art, used in this work. I want to thank her for her dedicated support. Also Profes-
sor of Public Health Practice at the American University of Beirut (AUB) Cynthia 
Myntti provided useful comments. The pre-examiners� comments have helped 
me to clarify numerous points in the text, and to better relate to the point of view 
of a non-Finnish reader. 

My interest in the built environment already began during my studies in 
anthropology at the University of Cambridge, where the topic of my BA disserta-
tion was the �The Memory of Buildings � Perceptions of Heritage in Post-Socialist 
Russia’. At University College London (UCL) I originally became interested in both 
this particular library and the works of Alfred Gell, on which my MA dissertation 
focused. This was also the background that led me to the conclusion that there 
obviously remained an abundance of most interesting materials and new infor-
mation concerning the library, which needed some detective work to locate. I 
would like to thank my supervisors at Cambridge and UCL, in particular profes-
sors Nikolai Ssorin-Chaikov, Victor Buchli and Daniel Miller for their support. As 
I was granted a �First Class Distinction� from UCL for my MA, I was encouraged to 
continue to doctoral studies. Moving back to Finland, I was granted a scholarship 
for three years as a member of the Doctoral Programme in the Built Environment 

funded by the Finnish Academy. I am grateful for having been part of this net-
work of students and professors, which brought together researchers focusing on 
a variety of perspectives associated with the built environment. The director of 
the Programme was Professor of Real Estate Economics Kauko Viitanen at Aalto 
University, whom I thank for his attentive guidance. 

During my ASLA-Fulbright visiting researcher year 2012-2013 at the Colum-
bia University in New York I had the privilege to enjoy the personal supervision 
of two leading scholars of urban planning and architecture, professors Robert 
Beauregard and Kenneth Frampton. I am extremely grateful for the insightful dis-
cussions, valuable comments and support that I received from them. At Colum-
bia, I was also able to participate in the graduate student seminars of professors 
Mary McLeod and Jorge Otero-Pailos, focusing on older writings on architecture, 
ruination and decay. 

I have also spent shorter periods as a visiting researcher at Roma Tre Univer-
sity, and the Sorbonne in Paris. I warmly thank Professor of Urban Planning Gior-
gio Piccinato, Professor of Planning Marco Gremaschi and Associate Professor in 
Urban Design Lucia Nucci in Rome, and Professor of Urban and Regional Planning 
Anna Geppert of the Town and Regional Planning Institute of the University Par-
is-Sorbonne (University Paris IV Sorbonne). In Rome, I had the opportunity to 
stay at the Finnish Institute, the Villa Lante, and in Paris at the CitØ des Arts res-
idence of the Finnish CitØ Internationale des Arts Foundation, which I would like 
to thank for making it possible to stay in these cities and feel almost like a local. 
I have visited the present-day city of Vyborg several times during the dissertation 
process. I am indebted to Taidekeskus Salmela, and its director Tuomas Hoikkala, 
for giving me the opportunity to stay in Vyborg at the Lallukka residence.

I would also like to thank persons involved in the restoration of the library who 
have been most supportive and have offered information, especially of the kind 
that is not available in published books or archival materials: Director, architect 
Mikko Mansikka and Building Counsellor Jussi Rautsi of the Finnish Ministry of 
the Environment and especially architects Maija Kairamo and Tapani Mustonen 
of the Finnish Restoration Committee of the Viipuri Library. I am indebted to 
Jussi Rautsi, also for kindly giving me the permission to use a number of his pho-
tographs to illustrate this work.  

Several individual persons kindly offered to discuss issues of this research with 
me, providing me with their knowledge and information concerning numerous 
details and references I might have not otherwise ever come across. Therefore, 
I wish to thank architects Eric Adlercreutz, Severi Blomstedt, Vezio Nava, Simo 
Paavilainen, Kirsti Reskalenko, Rasmus Waern and, Jenni Reuter, art historian 
Anja Kervanto and artist Liisa Roberts for the information and kind assistance 
they have offered to me. Licentiate Marja Granlund has a personal library of 
books on Viipuri, and materials from her father, laywer Eino Österman, a native 
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of Viipuri. It was due to Österman�s draft for a speech to Pukkiritarit, a Viipuri 
club, that I came to appreciate the interesting and in many ways even amusing 
project for a monumental square in Viipuri, an episode of history that has been 
largely forgotten. I am most grateful to Marja for offering these personal archives 
for my use. The hospitality of Marjatta and Pekka Waris in Mikkeli made it possi-
ble to carry out thorough studies in the Mikkeli Provincial archives, where Finns 
evacuated the city documents and architectural drawings during World War II, 
and where signi�cant amount of materials concerning the pre-war situation are 
located today.  

This offers me also the opportunity to thank the numerous archives. Without 
their staff, it would not have been possible for an individual researcher to get 
hold of the kinds of unpublished treasures that I was lucky to have access to. I 
would like to thank the Alvar Aalto Foundation�s archives and photo archives, the 
Museum of Finnish Architecture (MFA), the Mikkeli Provincial Archives (MMA), 
the National Archives of Finland (NARC), the Päivälehti Newspaper Foundation�s 
archives and the Military Archives of Finland. Outside of Finland, I would like 
to thank the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) archives in New York, the Avery 
Library of Columbia University, New York, the ArkDes archives in Stockholm and 
the Leningrad Regional State Archive in the city of Vyborg (LOGAV).  

I would also like to thank the Emil Aaltonen Foundation, the Finnish Cul-
tural Foundation (SKR) and the Foundation for the Promotion of Karelian Culture 
(Karjalaisen kulttuurin edistämissäätiö, KKES) foundations for additional funding 
which helped me complete the research work. It is extremely important to receive 
funding not only to be able to begin a PhD degree, but perhaps even more so, to 
be able to reserve time for its completion.

Two highly quali�ed �assistants�, my mother, Senior Researcher Mervi Ilmonen 
and architect Kristo Vesikansa have offered their tireless support, and served as 
my �readers� during the process, providing their perspectives on issues both small 
and large. I want to thank you for your patience and dedicated help. 

A long time ago, I read someone�s dissertation, and the point which stuck to 
my mind was that the author concluded the preface by saying that this work is 
not complete, but it is done. This is something I closely relate with. It is however 
knowledge of these paths, potentially leading to undiscovered treasures, which 
make doing research so exciting. 

Helsinki 25.8.2018
Laura Berger 
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Part I 
Introduction

Setting the scene
�The painstakingly slow restoration gained new speed with the meeting of   
Halonen [the president of Finland] and [Russian] prime minister Vladimir Putin 
on the �rst day of the Allegro service [new express train between Helsinki and  
St Petersburg] in 2010. Halonen appealed to Vladimir Putin to take into consid-
eration the restoration of the library.�1

After the President of Finland and the Prime Minister of Russia met in Vyborg, 
Russia on 12 December 2010, it took three days for Finland�s largest daily news-
paper Helsingin Sanomat to publish news with the headline: ·Russia to pay for 
the restoration of the Viipuri Library·.2 The Russian Federation allocated 255.5 
million roubles, approximately 67 million euros for the completion of the restora-
tion.3 The restoration that the President of Finland appealed Russia�s Prime Min-
ister to take into consideration is the Aalto Library of Vyborg. This is a building 
designed by Alvar Aalto between 1927 and 1935, when the library was opened in 
the Finnish city of Viipuri. At the end of World War II in 1944 part of the region 
of Karelia, and within it the city of Viipuri were annexed to the Soviet Union. Since 
the end of the Soviet Union and the Cold War, the library has been located in 
Vyborg in modern-day Russia. 

1 Helsingin Sanomat 23.11.2013. 

2 Helsingin Sanomat 15.12.2010. 

3 http://www.alvaraalto.�/viipuri/restorat.htm Accessed May 2015. 

Fig. 1. Geographical 
position of Viipuri. The city 
is located between Helsinki 
and St Petersburg, and has 
been historically part of the 
network of the commercial 
centres around the Baltic Sea.
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The city·s historic name of medieval origin is Wiborg. The Russian spelling of 
the name is ������, and accordingly in English the name is spelled Vyborg. In 
Finnish, the name of the city is Viipuri. Nevertheless, a number of international 
publications about the library, use the Finnish spelling Viipuri. Furthermore, this 
research draws signi�cantly on archival materials and architectural publications, 
and even for the last thematic chapters of this study Finnish architects and mem-
bers of the public have provided a substantial amount of material concerning the 
library. Consequently, it is only the the Soviet period and references to Vyborg as 
a city in present-day Russia where it is appropriate to use the form Vyborg. For 
the sake of clarity, I shall otherwise follow the Finnish spelling �Viipuri�, which is 
used predominantly across the original sources. 

Since the end of World War II, the library�s deteriorated condition has aroused 
attention among Finnish, Soviet/Russian and international architects. However, 
due to the political history of the area, the library has also interested the general 

public, especially in Finland. In this context, it has been presented in connection 
with Viipuri as the second largest city of independent Finland before World War 
II, but also with the wider area which after the war came to be referred to as 
�ceded Karelia� or �lost Karelia�,4 the latter, in particular, enhancing a sense of 
longing, even nostalgia still recognisable in present-day Finland. 

Having introduced the preliminary background, it is possible to return to 
the above-mentioned quote. I assert that this high-level Finnish-Russian meet-
ing epitomises the Finnish, Russian and international discussions concerning the 
library, and that the allocation of funds by the Russian Federation for the com-
pletion of the restoration can be analysed as the culmination of interest that the 
library has attracted ever since its opening. In other words, I claim that the quote 
is not an exception, but rather representative of how this particular building is 
considered as part of some much larger context, indicating that there is some-
thing larger at stake than �just the building�.

Research questions and the three contexts of importance

This brings me to the research questions of this work. My original interest in the 
library arose from realising that I had come across this speci�c building in curi-
ously different contexts, ranging from professional architectural publications 
introducing Aalto�s works to Finnish newspaper articles where the main topic 
under discussion was �lost Karelia�. Thus, on a very primary level, the question 
which arose was �what is going on here?� However, for the purposes of framing 
this research, the question needs to be elaborated. Drawing from my original 
interest in the topic, I recognised two de�ning aspects characterising this �case 
of the library�. On the one hand, it appeared that there is a myriad of different 
contexts, where the library has been brought up. On the other hand, this library 
stood out as single building, a physical object which seemed to possess a kind 
of �capacity� to bring together multiple contexts. These framing notions are thus 
helpful for formulating two more precise research questions. 

This research aims to provide answers to the questions: 1) What exactly are 
the contexts in which the library has been presented as a building of importance? 
and 2) What, if anything, is special about this particular library, enabling it to have 
the �capacity� to bring together these recognisably different contexts? In respect 
to the �rst question, I suggest already at this point that there are three major 
contexts within which the library has been explicitly discussed. The motivation 
for using the term �context� is the aim to underscore that it is not solely published 
texts, not just images or discussions, but �spheres of interest� of various kinds in 
which the library has remained a topic for a long period of time. Further, as the 

4 �Ceded� or �lost� Karelia are post-war terms widely used in the Finnish sources, but also in other 
international contexts. 

Fig. 2. Viipuri 1937 �Sights and public buildings� tourist map listing the most important sites 
in the city. The library is marked with number 41. (NARC)
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types of materials vary from oral accounts and texts to photographs, maps, and 
architectural drawings, I �nd �context� rather than �interest� or �discourse� a more 
appropriate term to describe what the spheres of interest quite literally are �made 
of�.

The �rst context to be recognised is what I refer to as the context of archi-
tecture. In the course of this research, the second chapter focuses on this con-
text, introducing the library�s design process, the sources from where Aalto might 
have drawn his architectural inspirations when designing the library, followed by 
comparisons with preceding and later buildings designed by Aalto, as well as the 
library becoming immediately recognised internationally as an architectural land-
mark of its time. Furthermore, from the point of view of the library, the point 
in time where architectural authors typically begin from, is when Aalto wins the 
competition in 1927, and the design process begins. This context is best evi-
denced in a range of professional architectural publications, circulating images of 
the library, and for instance in the teaching of future architects. My interpretation 
is that the �context of architecture� has played a seminal role in maintaining and 
re-establishing knowledge of the library and Alvar Aalto as part of the ·canon of 
architecture·. Within this context, the library�s importance is presented most of 
all from two perspectives: the library as an example, even a key building, of mod-
ernist architecture, and/or as ·the archetypal Aalto library�. These thus enhance 
the building�s role as part of a category (modern architecture) and the library as 
part of Alvar Aalto�s works, part of his oeuvre.5 Thus, it can be concluded that in 
the context of architecture, the library is described primarily through its relation 
to other modernist buildings, and compared with other buildings by the same 
architect. 

The materials cited as evidence of the second context already begin from the 
�rst thematic chapter. This is the context of history, as this sphere of interest is 
motivated by the historical transformations that the area, the city and the building 
have experienced during the last century. The motivation for asserting that this 
context already begins from the chapter focusing on the city of Viipuri, is that in 
retrospect it was in the Finnish period in particular that the city grew signi�cantly, 
and this has also become a time period recalled in innumerable publications. To 
sum up the main chronological points, after the long background concerning the 
need to establish not just a library but a group of public buildings, the library was 
�nally opened in 1935 as the City Library of Viipuri in the young state of Finland, 
which had gained independence from Russia in 1917. However, in 1944, at the 
end of the Finnish-Soviet Continuation War, the city and part of the previously 
Finnish Karelian area were annexed to the Soviet Union. Since 1991, after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, the library has been a 

5 Isohauta, T. 2003, 31.

Fig. 3. Alvar Aalto at Turku, early 1930�s. (AF)

22 23

Part I Introduction



municipal library in the Russian city of Vyborg. Thus, the context of history builds 
on archival materials from the city of Viipuri, but it is all the way up the present 
day, that in Finland, in particular, popular interest in Viipuri lives on, and in asso-
ciation to the city, in its library. This longstanding popular interest is evidenced in 
particular in Finnish public media; newspaper articles, television and radio pro-
grammes even today. As in the context of architecture, also in the context of his-
tory two perspectives emerge above all others. On the one hand there is the city 
of Viipuri, most of all in the period when it was Finland�s second-largest city, and 
the capital of the larger Karelian region.6 On the other hand, the location which 
is commonly referenced is the ceded or �lost Karelia�, concept which was created 
in Finland, when the area was annexed to the Soviet Union. In this way, the time 
before and after 1944 stands out as a seminal point. The context of history thus 
positions the library on the political-historical map of meanings associated with 
both the city of Viipuri as well as the �lost Karelia�. 

In addition to these most easily recognisable contexts, there is a third one, 
which however is in many ways less tangible. This is the library context, evi-
denced by the building�s function, i.e. a public library. Upon its opening in 1935 
in Finland, the Viipuri Library was among the �rst library buildings designed and 
dedicated solely for this purpose. It is noted a number of times in architectural 
publications that this building has kept its original purpose throughout its exist-
ence, being used as a library. Last, since its restoration, the library continues to 
be incredibly popular both among local people and tourists. In the city of Vyborg 
today, this building is likely the most important, warmest and cleanest non-com-
mercial public space, open for everyone to use.7 From the point of view of this 
research, the library context can be recognised to have been present from the 
very beginning, when the appropriate site for the library was being debated, and 
the need for an entirely new library building for Viipuri was recognised.8 Based on 

6 Neuvonen, P. 2017, 63. The last Finnish population census was conducted in 1930. 

7 One signi�cant source, which �lls in gaps the other materials appeared to fail to answer, is the 
Finnish Kirjastolehti, a specialist library periodical. This however reveals also one reason why the 
library turned out to be di�cult to position in the context of library buildings more generally. In 
the periodical, regret is expressed several times concerning the fact that there is too little research 
in the �eld of library studies/information science. Ritva Sievänen-Allen (1989,2) re�ects, ·An 
interesting aspect about library buildings is that libraries can be regarded to be monuments, and 
not rarely, designing these libraries has been conceived as public monuments and only secondarily 
as serving a particular purpose. She further points out that �{t]his societal role which libraries have 
also creates a certain tension in research concerning library buildings, which by necessity affects 
the research.·

8 Sven Hirn (1959) has written the most concise �history of libraries in Viipuri�, published by the 
Kirjastolehti periodical in three separate articles. As Hirn notes, there are gaps and discrepancies 
in histories concerning early Finnish libraries, which soon becomes evident to anyone seeking 
information about the matter. 

all this, the �library context� merits to be de�ned as a context of its own. Yet, per-
haps surprisingly, I have come to the conclusion that the library context remains 
in many places �weaker�, in comparison with those of architecture and history. 

The reason for suspecting that the library context is less evident than the 
other two, came from the process of locating materials in which the main object 
of this study, the library, is concretely presented. The reason seems to boil down 
to two aspects. Firstly, there has been no �librarians movement� of persons who 
have actively worked for the preservation of this library. It would be misleading to 
claim that library experts were not concerned, but the fact remains that the ones 
to have actively commented on the library, appear to have been those who per-
sonally worked there. In fact, after the early documentation which was created 
during the process to have the library built, it was next only during World War II  
that individual librarians produced documents concerning the library.

The second reason is associated with the function of this building, i.e. a pub-
lic library. In only so many cases, the library is discussed as a public building, 
for example at the beginning of the �rst thematic chapter, where the library is 
imagined as part of the cityscape of Viipuri. In other words, in most of the sources, 
the main focus appears to be somewhere else than creating a library building. 
This goes even to the extent that in the local debates concerning Aalto�s design 
for the new building, all attention is given to the site and the appearance of the 
façades - almost as if the interior of the building hardly mattered at all. Indeed, it 
could well be argued that originally recognising Viipuri�s need for a public library 
revolved around the question of creating a public space, a space for all regard-
less of their status in society, or which language group they belonged to. Here, 
the library�s role as a public building is integral for beginning to unravel why and 
how so many people have been concerned about its fate, like no other building in 
Viipuri or �ceded Karelia�.

This points to one path for future research. Having become acquainted with 
publications in the �eld of library/information studies to set this building in its 
historical context, I came across the regret that specialists of these �elds have 
tended to prioritise other perspectives over that of library architecture or inte-
riors. This point has been raised, for example, by Ritva Sievänen-Allen9 in her 
unsurpassed work on Finnish library spaces. Simultaneously, in the �eld of archi-
tecture the most easily available publications seem to tend towards images, or 
introduce some speci�c design. For example, it turned out to be impossible to 
�nd an existing, trustworthy list of pre-World War II Finnish library buildings. To 
repair this gap to some extent, I have gone through the Finnish specialist library 
periodical Kirjastolehti from 1908 to the present day to �nd if and when there 
were relevant points of  comparison, or even explicit information about this library 

9 Sievänen-Allen, R. 1989.
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building. As follows, it is this periodical from which the list of other contemporary 
library buildings is compiled. (See appendix 1.) 

Therefore, there appears to be a dilemma about the �library context�: it would 
be di�cult to bypass it completely, but simultaneously the library�s role specif-
ically as a library tends to be embedded within discussion of something else. I 
suggest the library context can be recognised as a third category, but one that 
does not offer as much material explicitly about this particular library which is 
the object of study. Therefore, as a third context, it remains more implicit than 
the contexts of architecture and history. This in fact would offer a possibility for 
further discussion, to critically analyse how the relevance of a building�s function 
has been treated in academic research on architecture.

In any research, determining the limits of relevant content is always a matter 
of decision. I recognised very early on in this research project that what I �nd to 
be the �core of the story�, the materials that explicitly present the library have 
remained hidden and scattered for the most part, and instead, I realised that 
�books tend to engage in discussion with other books�. By this I mean that new 
books have relied on older books, and only too often has the same information 
been recapitulated. For this reason, I have tried to always return to the core case 
of the library, leaving out many other associated themes which might be inform-
ative and reveal completely new perspectives. My hope is that this research will 
serve as a stepping stone for developing further themes which are only alluded 
to here.  

In sum, I propose that there are three contexts that are helpful for begin-
ning to analyse where and how the library has been presented as a building of 
importance. Having said this, however, I am not proposing that these contexts 
should be taken as stable and mutually exclusive categories. Following through 
the four thematic chapters of this work, it becomes evident that passing of time is 
consequential. Namely, the chronological order in which the life of the library is 
presented consists of smaller events, and interpretations concerning the library, 
the city and its area have changed over time. For example, from 1944 onwards 
the library�s location emerges as a theme as the concept of �lost Karelia� as a geo-
graphical location becomes established in Finland. Then, for example, through-
out this research it is evident that architects have prominent roles in different 
positions, making important decisions concerning the library, all the way from 
its origins to its restoration. Thus, in practice these three contexts which have 
been introduced do not remain neat and separate, but overlap and even become 
diffuse. This is something to which I shall return in the third part of this work 
focusing on the theoretical perspective. 

The structure of the study

The library as event and process

In order to tackle the contexts within which the library has recognisably been 
presented, I offer two terms which are helpful for beginning to unravel the rela-
tionship between the contexts. Further, I propose that these terms are useful for 
articulating the structure of this study. 

First is the term event, de�ned as a thing which happens or takes place, espe-
cially one of importance. The reason for using just this term is twofold: �rstly, 
�event� appears the most appropriate term for the present case where the �con-
texts� evidently contain smaller aspects within them as will be illustrated in the 
following chapters. Secondly, �events� introduced in this work come in different 
sizes and range in complexity. For example, Aalto�s design process for the library 
has been presented in numerous architectural publications as the background 
describing how the library came to be: as one event. However, similarly the large 
and incredibly complex �event of war� (World War II) is referred to in retrospect as 
one grand historical event, a point in time which changed everything. 

The other term is process. I propose that the chapters of this work can be seen 
as �leading to� the point of the library having accumulated a role that it is possible 
for two state leaders to discuss its restoration as a matter to be solved, as quoted 
above. The chapters of this research could thus be understood to consist of a 
long chain of small events, not necessarily as directly causal, but nevertheless 
as events having contributed to the process of different contexts having become 
associated with this individual building, and having accumulated meanings that 
have �stuck� to this particular library building.

While I have introduced the idea of three different contexts, the main body 
of this research consists of four thematic chapters. The main difference between 
the contexts and the four thematic chapters is that the contexts represent my 
original hypothesis of clusters of relevant materials, where the case of the library 
is explicitly discussed. The thematic chapters represent a re�ned version of what 
I found to be the �core� of the story. The goal of the four thematic chapters is to 
offer insight into the �process� culminating in the restoration of the library, each 
chapter consisting of smaller events which offer a closer view of the library at 
speci�c points in time. Since my aim is to get to the part of the story which has 
remained under the surface, to a large degree remaining unpublished or available 
in other languages than in English, this has also led to an attempt to avoid sum-
marising the events in a form from which it would be impossible to distinguish 
individual voices or other details. This is why this research contains paraphrases 
and quotations from the original materials.   

The chapters introduce the themes of, �rst, the perspective of the Finnish 
city of Viipuri, up to the point of the library�s opening in 1935. Here, the focus 
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is on the events of the period in a speci�c place, Viipuri. This is the historical 
background, which has not been published as part of the history of the library. 
The perspective of the city demonstrates how the history of architecture typically 
begins from the competition for a building, and the point in time when the archi-
tect enters the story. From the point of view of more general histories focusing 
on the city or the area, my interpretation is that this segment is too speci�c a 
layer, and hence has not been introduced in detail in any single publication. From 
the point of view of this research, the site question represents a seminal part of 
the chain of events which can be seen to have led to the creation of the library. 
Furthermore, I propose that the condensed history of the library institution in 
Viipuri, together with the issue of the site, brings to light a number of aspects 
useful for understanding how the library might be perceived to have a special role 
as a library built in Finland, and simultaneously as a public building in Viipuri. 
Moreover, the library institution in this place and epoch together with the speci�c 
site of this building might at �rst appear to be extremely abstract themes. They, 
however, directly affected the contents, interior and the shape of the building, as 
achieved in the new library in 1935.  

The second thematic chapter corresponds most closely with the �context of 
architecture�, with strong focus on the architect. Here the perspective focuses on 
the library�s position as an example of Aalto�s works and as a modernist building. 
The main interest is in the time period between 1927 and 1935 when Aalto was 
designing the library.10 While the time frame overlaps with that of the �rst chap-
ter, here the events are described from the point of view of Aalto and his design 
process. The main assertion of this chapter, supported by the materials, is that 
Aalto essentially dominated how the library was originally described: it was Aal-
to�s words, drawings, and photographs taken under his supervision, which were 
published and disseminated in Finland and internationally. Further, the effect is 
that also in later architectural publications it is Aalto�s articulations which have 
remained to be repeated. 

The third chapter concentrates on the period from 1939 to 1991. The his-
tory of Finland, the Soviet Union and World War II represent topics about which 
there is abundance of research and publications from a variety of perspectives, 
and therefore, my research notes these broad historical developments only so 
far as to frame events concerning the library. This chapter focuses on the small 
scale events in which the library has played a role. Here, the role of war-time 

10 This is the �core� of the time period presented in this chapter. However, the period discussed 
here is not as absolute, because it is relevant to note Aalto�s preceding works and in�uences, which 
can be interpreted to have affected his library design. Similarly, this chapter does not strictly end 
in 1935, because the most in�uential international, early reception took place few years after the 
library�s completion. It could be argued that the turning point ending the �early reception� is the 
beginning of World War II. 

documentation plays a seminal role. In closing, this chapter introduces the Soviet 
restoration completed in 1961, and international, post-World War II perceptions 
concerning Vyborg and the library up to the present day.     

Fourth and last comes the restoration project. Originally the aim was to initi-
ate the restoration as a project between Finland and the Soviet Union, but it was 
after 1991, the year marking the collapse of the USSR, that the involvement of 
the Finnish Committee for the Restoration of Viipuri Library became more effec-
tive, and the restoration transformed into a project between Finland and current 
Russia. As I had recognised at a very early stage that the library has continued to 
arouse interest in present-day Finland, in this chapter I aim to offer representa-
tive examples of how, and why this particular building has remained topical. This 
research touches very lightly on the technical side of the restoration, as this has 
been documented in two books by the Restoration Committee, published in Eng-
lish with abundant illustrations.11

The structure of the four chapters can be conceived of in two ways: as chron-
ological as well as thematic. Reading chronologically, the �rst and second chapter 
tell the story of the library as a Finnish building, signi�cantly overlapping in time. 
The third and fourth thematic chapters again present the time during and after 
the major historical event of World War II and the library, the city of Viipuri and 
�lost Karelia� becoming part of the Soviet Union and later Russia. 

With the division of four thematic chapters, my aim is to introduce the themes 
which came to be most dominant after �sieving� through masses of materials, to 
�nd the grains speaking about the library. To add, the purpose of the four separate 
chapters is also to make visible how totally separate the four themes are in the 
existing materials: �rst, the history of Finnish-era Viipuri where the library pro-
ject had its origins; second, the professional architectural perspectives enhancing 
the role of Aalto; and third, events associated with the library during World War II 
being such small fragments that to my knowledge before this research, no one has 
made an attempt to compile them. Last, the fourth thematic chapter brings forth 
one more new genre of sources, as the restoration has been actively followed in 
Finnish public media and published in two professional books by the Restoration 
Committee, presenting the successful restoration. By setting the four thematic 
chapters in chronological order, my aim is to make visible the structure of what 
the meanings associated with the library are �made of�. An additional motivation 
for introducing the potential dynamics between the different chapters is that from 
the beginning of this research, a major question that stood out to me was whether 
the physical building truly has a role in the events, or whether this was a case 
of discourse where the library was appropriated as a convenient reference point 

11 Adlercreutz , E. et al. 2009 and Adlercreutz, E. et al. 2015. �Restoration Committee� will be used 
as short version of the name.
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for articulating larger and more abstract issues, such as the city of Viipuri of the 
Finnish era or Aalto�s fame.

The virtual life of the library

One reason why the role of the physical building stood out as a question which 
could � and should �not be neglected was that international architectural writ-
ings, in particular, often reveal that the author has not visited the physical build-
ing, with interpretation based on images from the time of the building�s opening 
and earlier writings. During the Soviet era, from roughly 1944 until 1991 foreign-
ers had limited access to Vyborg, and consequently this created two very different 
readings of the place and its history. 

There are two most prevalent ways how the international publications evi-
dence of cut to the physical location and the library as it was realised. Firstly, 
there are descriptions where other buildings by Aalto have been confused with 
the library.12 For example, among the earliest publications, the Aalto - Architec-
ture and Furniture exhibition booklet published by the Museum of Modern Art 
(MoMA), New York (1938), offers a misleading description of the very complex 

12 This regrettably still takes place today. For example, Sarah Williams Goldhagen�s chapter in 
Anderson S., Fenske G. and Fixler D. eds. (2012) makes notes of interior details and relationships 
between the spaces which reveal that the author has not visited the library and consequently in 
many places appears to be describing some completely different building by Aalto.

interior of the library, revealing that the author has had access to drawings and 
images, but has not been able to experience this complex building in person. Sec-
ondly, the other, most striking, misunderstanding is that the library would have 
been destroyed in the 1940s, and thus all that remains is documentation of the 
building. Hence, in addition to bringing forth more rarely quoted materials,13 this 
work can hopefully �ll in some gaps in information by bringing together informa-
tion which has remained scattered in different archives and existing publications. 
In this way, the international publications re�ect a reading based completely on 
pre-1944 materials such as images, maps and drawings. By contrast, the local 
Soviet people had only the physical place by which to decipher what the place 
was about. The effect of the library, the city of Viipuri and  �lost Karelia� becoming 
�virtual� to the world outside is further substantiated by an entire body of Finnish 
literature where this part of Karelia is presented as the original home of Finnish 
culture, and the nostalgia for this lost land.

Brie�y put, the library could be said to have a �virtual life�, in which images, 
texts and other documents play the most important role, going beyond the phys-
ical building itself. My interpretation is that the internationally circulating materi-
als are of  importance as kinds of small physical parts, in a sense extensions of the 
library building. However, I argue that without the speci�c place and the passing 
of time, it would not be possible for the library to have a �virtual life�. This is a 
notion to which I return in the last chapter, introducing the theoretical analysis of 
the case. 

The border landscape 

It has been analysed that the most striking in�uences on a border landscape and 
its inhabitants will frequently result from changes in boundary position, which 
transfer areas from one state to another. Finland has been for hundreds of 
years a borderland between Sweden and Russia, and its eastern boundary has 
changed several times as a consequence of the territorial con�icts between the 
two states.14 The area was also the arena for a struggle that resulted in the coex-
istence of two distinct religious traditions until World War II.15 In association with 
this, Finland has had a role as a border country between the Eastern and Western 

13 As an example, the original materials by Aalto and his o�ce as well as many relevant materials 
concerning Viipuri are available only in Finnish language. Later, public interest in the library, the 
city, and �ceded Karelia� emerged in Finnish media, but typically existing publications have not 
referenced sources across different genres, as this work does.

14 Paasi, A. 1996,102.

15 Fingerroos, O. 2008, 235.

Fig. 4. Timeline for the four thematic chapters.
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cultural realms, and the historical culmination of these relations has taken place 
in Karelia, its border province.16 

Today Karelia is divided between the Russian Republic of Karelia, the Russian 
Leningrad Oblast, and two regions of Finland: South Karelia and North Karelia. 
Notably, some parts of eastern Karelia have never been a part of Finland. There-
fore, Karelia should be considered a heterogeneous area, parts of which are cul-
turally connected to either Finland or Russia.17 After ceded Karelia became part 
of the Soviet Union in 1944, Viipuri was part of the Leningrad oblast, the area 
governed from Leningrad. Therefore, Viipuri was not part of the Finnish-Karelian 
Soviet Republic, later Karelian Autonomous Soviet Republic,18 and was instead 
markedly cut off from contacts with Finnish-speakers, or associated minorities 
within the Soviet Union.

What is noteworthy is that the ceded Karelia and Viipuri as its capital are 
of special importance in Finnish culture, and the loss of this area represents a 
trauma that is still recalled in present-day Finland. I suggest that there are two 
aspects which are seminal for understanding why the geographical location of the 
library has come to have such a special role in Finland, in particular since its loss. 
The main reason why the Karelian area is of major importance in Finnish culture 
as a national symbol, is most of all rooted in the invention of a tradition, and 
particularly Finland�s national epic, the Kalevala has been �rmly connected with 
the Karelian region. At the end of the 19th century a national movement known 
as Karelianism emerged in Finland extending from the early romantic cultural 
enthusiasm of poets and artists to explicit political agendas in the 1920s empha-
sising the connections between the Finns and the Finnic tribes in Russian Karelia. 
Its most extreme version led to visions of a Greater Finland, which would also 
include areas of Russian Karelia that had never been part of Finland.19 My prop-
osition thus is that there are essentially two segments of annexed Karelia as it is 
understood in Finland: the �ceded Karelia� referring to the geographical area and 
the �lost Karelia� associated with the symbolic, imagined original land which after 
World War II was transformed into a nostalgised land of memories.

16 The history of the city is generally seen to begin from 1293 when the Swedes built Wiborg 
castle to defend the area against the Novgorod. As discussed in the �rst chapter, the city has a 
heritage that is Swedish, Russian and Finnish, and to some extent German. Though not o�cially 
included among the Hanseatic ports, Viipuri had signi�cant commerce as a seaport also serving 
the Hanseatic network. Thus, it has at times been discussed in Finland that also Swedes and even 
Germans could with due cause regard Viipuri as part of their heritage. 

17 Fingerroos, O. 2008, 236.

18 When the ceded area was annexed to the Soviet Union �rst in 1940, Viipuri became part of the 
newly established Finnish-Karelian Soviet Republic. This period however lasted for about a year 
until Finnish army re-conquered the area. 

19 Paasi, A. 1996, 127.

The second aspect is the totality of the separation created by the World War 
II. Between 1939 and 1944 Finland had to evacuate its population on the Kare-
lian isthmus, not only once, but twice.20 While evacuating the population in its 
entirety is an exceptional strategy, the historian Eero Kuparinen21 has pointed out 
that it is also utmost exceptional as a state level decision that those fallen in the 
war were not left behind but were transported for burial in their home districts. 
The post-war separation of the area was enhanced by the Soviet strategy to bring 
in new inhabitants from far away, for example from the Caucasus and Kirghizia to 
ensure that there were no contacts across the border. As part of the Soviet Union, 
a large part of ceded Karelia was categorised as a closed military area due to its 
proximity to the border. On top of all this, the Cold War lasted from 1947 until 
1991, creating a further division between the Soviet Union and the outside world 

20 Saarela, J. and Finnäs, F. 2009, 75.

21 Personal communication.
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Fig. 5. Map of different Karelias.

1. Karelian isthmus: ceded to USSR 
in 1944, now Russia
2. Lagoda Karelia: ceded to USSR in 
1944, now Russia
3. Western-Karjala: part of Finland
4. Northern-Karjala: part of Finland
5. Aunus Karelia: part of USSR, 
today Russia
6. Viena Karelia: part of USSR, 
today Russia
7. Tver Karelia part of USSR, today 
Russia 

(Source: Pro-Karelia 
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for almost �fty years. My proposition is that this event created quite an excep-
tional situation, almost a kind of historical laboratory. On the Finnish side (includ-
ing the rest of the �capitalist world�) there were the evacuated pre-1944 materials 
such as maps, photographs and different types of o�cial documents concerning 
the area, Viipuri and the library. The new Soviet inhabitants, many of them having 
lived in villages rather than cities before coming to Vyborg, found the city strange 
and foreign, and were even affraid of the place. The new inhabitants quite literally 
only had the physical city from which to decipher what the �place was all about�. 
Consequently, the new local people thought that the city must be in some way 
Baltic, as its appearance was so different from other cities in the Soviet Russia. 

To connect the issue to the present day, Finnish media still periodically take 
up the issue of the �lost Karelia�, exemplifying the relationship that Finns continue 
to have with the area. As �lost Karelia� is in many ways an abstract concept, I offer 
three examples illustrating this relationship. In 2010 the largest Finnish newspa-
per Helsingin Sanomat published an article with the title �Karjala is a land, which 
does not exist, with the subheadings  The area was as ravished as Poland, but 
the population had nowhere to retreat. The new owner soon milked the captured 
land dry.�22 The article offered a review of the last part of an ambitious book 
project, published as a series of six large edited publications telling the history of 
the Karelian area from multiple perspectives from prehistory to the present day. 
In the last volume of the series, the history of the Karelian region is positioned 
alongside the Finnish Karelians having lost their land but not their identity, while 
the annexed area ruled by the Soviet Union, later Russia, where the new popula-
tion lived without history for half a century, is only now beginning to form its own 
mental environment. 

In the same year, the tabloid paper Ilta-Sanomat published a review enti-
tled �The human experiment called Viipuri� of a documentary �lm True stories: 
Russian Vyborg by the Finnish documentarist and Russia expert Arvo Tuominen. 
Interview with local people show that the third generation is becoming interested 
in the history of the place, while the �rst generation brought to Vyborg from kolk-
hozes and steppe landscapes had no experience of living in a city. As part of this, 
it is noted, the perplexed new inhabitants had planned to turn Aalto�s library into 
a public sauna.23 

Third is a column in Helsingin Sanomat from 2014 titled �France�s Karelia 
- Alsace was a great trauma for the French. Longing there was bottomless�,24 
describing the loss of this area to Germany in 1871, after which Alsace-Lorraine 

22 Helsingin Sanomat 6.6.2010.

23 Ilta-sanomat 17.5.2011. The documentary was made in 2009. 

24 Helsingin Sanomat 31.8.2014. The newspaper published a series following the events of World 
War I. 

(Elsass-Lothringen) became a national trauma which has still not been forgotten. 
The column makes no other reference to Karelia except in the title, but there is 
nothing unclear about the analogy that what Alsace/Elsass is to the French, Kare-
lia is to the Finns.25 

Finnish historian Rainer Knapas has summarised the issue of Karelia particu-
larly well: �Where is Karelia located? Nowhere, everywhere, or east of Finland? It 
is a concept, an Arcadia, which only exists in thoughts and in imagination. It is also 
a real geographical area somewhere between Finland and Russia. If one wants to 
position Karelia geographically, one also needs specify what Finland and Russia 
are, where they are located and what historical period we are talking about. This 
is where two kinds of lands meet, which can be referred to as Karelia, that which 
is imagined and the other which exists in time and place.�26

Last comes the memory of World War II, in particular the �nal stages when 
Finnish troops retreated from Viipuri in �ve hours. Thus, one recognisable event 
which has been debated in numerous war histories is the loss of Viipuri, where the 
main question posed is why in the summer of 1944 Finland �nally lost this impor-
tant city without much defence, almost as if by mistake.27 This is the geopolitical 
subtext of all the events described in this thesis. 

Here World War II is set out as a chain of sub-events. As the framing approach 
is to unravel the genealogy of the library, the focus is on discussing the interim 
periods when Finns/Soviets have lived in Viipuri and used the library. Thus, to 
set the context, �rst will be introduced the periods of action within World War II, 
namely the Finnish-Soviet Winter War (30.11.1939�13.3.1940), the Finnish-So-
viet Continuation War of  26.6.1941�19.9.1944, its last stages involving the Red 
Army�s �great offensive� in 9.6.1944�4.9.1944. The creation of the concept of 
�lost Karelia� was sealed by the 1947 Paris Peace Treaty, con�rming Finland�s 
loss of the ceded areas to the Soviet Union. In this work, main attention is in 
the interim periods between �ghting. After its opening, the library had time to 
function as part of the Finnish library system in the Finnish city of Viipuri from 
its opening on 13.10.1935 until the beginning of the Winter War on 30.11.1939. 

25 There is an entire body of literature on �divided cities� and the historical displacement of 
populations. For example, Yael Navaro-Yashin (2002) writes in her book about the division of 
Cyprus and the experience of the state having handed over homes, which still contained personal 
items left behind by the transferred population. 

26 Knapas, R. 2015, 9.

27 All in all, World War II and the events which led to Finland losing Viipuri along with the �ceded 
Karelia�, have been researched from multiple perspectives and published several times. Notably 
the perspective that Viipuri was lost as if by mistake is a Finnish view of the issue. Bair Irincheev 
has pointed out how the Soviet/Russian histories have underlined urban warfare in the city, 
whereas based on the remaining documents from both sides, very little �ghting took place on the 
streets of Vyborg. (Irincheev, B. and Larenkov, S. 2016). 
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Thus, the period of �normal life� when the building was ful�lling its purpose as a 
Finnish city library, lasted approximately four years.28 Consequently, the �user 
experiences� from this time are scarce.29 This further enhances the notion that for 
most of its existence, the library has been in a transitory stage: part of a process 
of being designed/built, under threat/in need of repair and �nally being restored. 
But somewhat surprisingly and regardless of the turmoil the library has been part 
of, except for being derelict for some years in the Soviet Union, the building has 
been used for its original purpose as a public library.30

The sources of the research

As was already pointed out, this research draws on a variety of sources. Like in 
any research, however, it was relevant to establish early on what kinds of sources 
are most appropriate for this research project, bearing in mind the research ques-
tions, and the focus on the library as the main object of study. Internationally, 
there are literally thousands of publications on Aalto and his works or in some 
way referring to them. A search with �Alvar Aalto� in the Finna database compiling 
results from different Finnish libraries and museum collections, gives the number 
of books as 2,179.31 Using �Viipuri� as a search term, the number of books is 7,657, 
while the total result offers over 70,000 documents.32 As historians Yuri Shikalov 
and Tapio Hämynen have noted, there is an abundance of publications on Viipuri 

28 Yet, in retrospect the library as a �Finnish library� is how practically all architectural publications 
have presented the building. In publications representing professional architecture, the library is 
a building by Aalto, designed for the second-largest city of Finland. As the focus is the time of the 
completion of the building, not events since, the location is a given fact. However, the criticism, 
which has at times been brought up is that this easily misguides readers not familiar with the 
history of this area. 

29 There are few recollections of how the library was used by Finns who lived in Viipuri in their 
childhood, accessing the library�s children�s section. All in all, this can be recognised as one 
strand of how Viipuri is remembered in Finland. On the one hand, it was a lively, international 
and commercially vibrant centre, and on the other hand, due to the city being lost there are many 
personal recollections in which Finns have later recalled Viipuri as the city of their childhood. Both 
perspectives are illustrative of perspectives �halted in time� to the period before 1939.

30 After World War II, the library stood empty for almost a decade. This is discussed later, in 
association with the Soviet restoration plans. 

31 https://www.�nna.�/Search/Results?limit=0&lookfor=alvar+aalto&type= 
AllFields&�lter%5B%5D=%7Eformat %3A%220%2FThesis%2F%22 Accessed Jan.2018

32 https://www.�nna.�/Search/Results?lookfor= Viipuri&type=AllFields&�lter%5B0%5D=%7E 
format%3A%220%2F  Thesis%2F%22&dfApplied=1&limit=20&sort=relevance%2Cid+asc&lng=� 
Accessed Jan.2018

in Finland, but except for Juha Lankinen�s and Petri Neuvonen�s research,33 there 
is an outstanding lack of research concerning the post-World War II period. It is 
Shikalov and Hämynen who have begun to �ll this gap and analyse why this has 
remained so. According to them, the Soviet-period documents still remain rel-
atively di�cult to access. In the Soviet Union, or later in Russia, there has been 
no notable research on modern day Vyborg, or what has happened there after 
the war. The reason is that after the war, the local Soviet people had no previous 
contact with the city, and no knowledge of its history. It is only now, in the 2000s 
that people of present-day Vyborg are becoming more interested in the past of 
their home town.34 

It would thus hardly be viable to take into account all the possible books in 
which Aalto or Viipuri are the main topic.35 The strategy that  I adopted at the 
beginning of this work was to start from materials where the library is presented 
at more length, and the period materials which are explicitly associated with the 
project for creating the library. In this way it became possible to build upon them, 
while still aiming to return to the core of the story, i.e. the materials where the 
library is explicitly presented. This is because the large contexts of Aalto, history, 
and libraries would make it only too easy to follow a route leading far away from 
this particular library building. 

Previous publications and dissertations  
on Aalto and library architecture

To provide a sketch of the types of sources used, I introduce here the main pub-
lications where the library has been previously presented, dissertations focusing 
on Aalto, as well as other doctoral theses, and two professional periodicals which I 
have found to be the most helpful background materials for my own research. The 
main source providing an important cross-section of many of the events already 
preceding the architectural competition for the library in 1927, is a booklet titled 
Viipurin Kaupungin Kirjasto, edited by architect Aarne Ervi who at the time was 

33 Architect Juha Lankinen (13.10.1937 Viipuri-11.9.2015 Helsinki) was an expert on Viipuri 
through personal interest and inheritance of materials from his father, architect Jalmari Lankinen 
who pursued his career in Viipuri. Juha Lankinen is also known for a model of Viipuri, as it 
was at 10.30 a.m. on 2.9.1939. Lankinen was also seminal in creating the �virtual Viipuri� 3D 
project, available online http://www.virtuaaliviipuri.tamk.�/en/project. Petri Neuvonen is a 
Finnish architect, and author of several books on Viipuri introducing the city and its architecture 
and ranging from architecture books to a travel guide, referenced also in Russian language 
publications.

34 Shikalov, Y. and Hämynen, T. 2013,6.

35  Consequently, there is also a number of books and articles where the library has been presented 
more brie�y, whether in the context of Aalto and his architecture, that of the city or the wider area.
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working in Aalto·s o�ce.36 Most important here is the description concerning the 
site for the library, as recalled by Otto-Iivari Meurman37, head of city planning in 
Viipuri, who was involved with the library project throughout, from taking part 
in de�ning the site to writing the programme for the competition and serving as 
the mediator between all the parties involved. This booklet is dated 13.10.1935, 
the day of the opening of the library, presenting a compilation of speeches given 
at the opening. The speeches are that of the city mayor Arno Tuurna, the librar-
ian Johan Vasenius, the city planner Otto-Iivari Meurman, the architect Alvar 
Aalto and the engineer C. Rosenqvist. In addition to them, the booklet names 
persons involved with the construction and design of the building,38 accompanied 
by images that Aalto had carefully supervised. These are the very same images 
later reproduced in numerous publications introducing the library. This booklet 
also contains advertisements from companies that provided materials and tech-
nological solutions for the building, offering a charming glimpse of the period. 
As a single source, it provides invaluable accounts of several individuals telling 
of the background and how the library came to be realised as it was. However, 
this original booklet has been published only in Finnish, and has remained rarely 
quoted. The other relevant source which brings together several perspectives on 
the library is Acanthus 1990, a yearbook of the Museum of Finnish Architec-
ture (MFA) where the library is presented in three separate articles under the 
theme �Paper - Architecture - Ruins�. The articles are by Simo Paavilainen, Kris-
tiina Nivari and Sergei Kravchenko, the Viipuri city architect from the last part of 
the Soviet period.

While one might assume based on Aalto�s fame that there would be an abun-
dance of doctoral dissertations on him and his works, this is not the case.39 One 

36 This booklet has been published twice: �rst for the opening of the library on 13.10.1935, reprint 
in 1997. Although it is not explicated in the booklet, the texts accord with the speeches given at the 
opening ceremony. A number of such booklets survive from the �rst part of the 1900s apparently 
published to celebrate opening of larger building projects such as hospitals and cultural facilities. 
Among Aalto�s works, a similar booklet was produced for the opening of the Paimio Sanatorium in 
1933.

37 Otto-I. Meurman 4.6.1890, Ilmajoki - 19.8.1994, Helsinki. http://www.mfa.�/
arkkitehtiesittely?apid=3850. Accessed Jan.2017.

38 There are varying mentions of who were the architects working for Aalto during the long project 
for the library. This booklet provides one list, but it is anything but complete. 

39 A work also worth mentioning is Deborah Cernin�s MA thesis on Viipuri, for which she 
interviewed Jussi Rautsi and Mikko Mansikka. The Finna database offers 117 results for academic 
theses on Aalto. This number includes also thesis made for vocational institutions. The number 
of PhD dissertations is all together 20. This list covers theses also written in other languages 
and available in Finnish libraries and museums, and thus gives some indication of the number 
of existing works. https://www.�nna.�/Search/Results?limit=0&�lter%5B0%5D=%7Eform 
at%3A%221%2FThesis%2FThesis%2F%22&lookfor=alvar+aa lto&type=AllFields&lng=en-gb

explanation might be that the original materials are in Finnish and Swedish. There 
are three notable Finnish doctoral dissertations with focus on Aalto�s architec-
ture, and have been written for the �elds of architecture, social sciences and 
urban planning. Arkkitehdit, sota ja yhdyskuntasuhteiden hallinta. Alvar Aallon 
Kokemäenjokilaakson aluesuunnitelma tilansäätelyprojektina by Terttu Nuppo-
nen came out in 2000. Her research tells about the relationship between land use 
and the interests of different types of stake-holders during the 1940s. Her case 
example is Aalto�s Kokemäki valley regional plan from 1942, through which she 
describes the broader context of regulating space. 

Almost a decade later came Markku Norvasuo�s (2009) Taivaskattoinen 
huone. Ylävalon tematiikka Alvar Aallon arkkitehtuurissa 1927-1956, describ-
ing Aalto�s use of light. Indeed, the second thematic chapter of this work has 
bene�tted from Norvasuo�s meticulous work, displaying close knowledge of Aal-
to�s buildings. The latest Finnish doctoral dissertation on Aalto, Architecture and 
Technology. Alvar Aalto�s Paimio Sanatorium, by Marianna Heikinheimo (2016), 
in which she enquires how Aalto was able to negotiate between international ide-
ology and local building culture in Finland in the 1930s. In her analysis of the 
Paimio Sanatorium, she applies Bruno Latour�s actor-network theory. 

Eeva-Liisa Pelkonen�s (2003) doctoral dissertation Emphatetic A�nities. 
Alvar Aalto and his Millieus for Columbia University, New York also served as 
basis for the subsequent book under the title Alvar Aalto Architecture, Moder-
nity and Geopolitics.40 Pelkonen examines Aalto�s own writings, and positions his 
oeuvre in the context of geographic and geopolitical circumstances of the epoch, 
asserting that Aalto held what might be called a �strategic response� to his intel-
lectual and cultural milieu.

Three doctoral dissertations associated with my topic have also been most 
important to this research, both in content and for offering starting points for 
�nding additional sources. They are Ulla Salmela·s (2004) Urban Space and 
Social Welfare. Otto-Iivari Meurman as a Planner of Finnish Towns 1914-1937. 
This thesis includes Meurman·s work in Viipuri, including the site question for the 
library. Salmela�s work was important for me to be able to position the library in 
the planning context of Viipuri, but also more widely in the planning ideas and 
in�uences at the time when the site of the library was debated.

The second thesis is by a person known in Finland within information and 
library studies. Ritva Sievänen-Allen·s (1989)41 doctoral dissertation represents 
a rare example in information studies by focusing on the open-plan design of 

40 Pelkonen, E.-L. 2009.

41 Sievänen-Allen, R. 1989. The title of her work translates roughly as: �The open plan and its 
use in Finnish library architecture before 1940 � A description of the development of library 
architecture with the Tampere and Viipuri libraries and the ¯bo Academy library as examples�
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Finnish library spaces with the aid of three examples, one of them being the Vii-
puri Library. This veri�es the role of the Viipuri Library as one of the very �rst 
buildings in Finland speci�cally built as a public library, and makes evident how 
curiously neither Aalto nor later architectural critics have positioned the library in 
the context of other library buildings in Finland. Sievänen-Allen�s research makes 
a convincing case for how the �Carnegie library� as a building type had no de�nite 
meaning in Finland at the time, but for example the Viipuri�s Library was referred 
to as such to promote the building as the latest design containing new technolog-
ical innovations. 

The third work is Raija-Liisa Heinonen·s (1986) study describing the break-
through of functionalism in Finland.42 a valuable ·source book· for positioning 
in library to the context of Finnish architecture at the time. While architecture 
and architectural circles of the 1930s have been researched after Heinonen�s 
work, she discusses Aalto, his colleagues and Finnish as well as international 
comparison points with references ranging from interviews to newspaper arti-
cles to international publications. After Heinonen�s work, there have been other 
noteworthy dissertations introducing Finnish modern architecture. A notable one 
is by Juhana Lahti (2006), Arkkitehti Aarne Ervin moderni. Kaupunkisuunnit-
telu pääkaupunkiseudulla, introducing architect Aarne Ervi�s architecture and 
urban plans. Ervi was also among the early staff  employed at Aalto�s o�ce, and 
has described this experience as formative. However, regardless of new research 
since Heinonen�s study was published, the reason why references to her are so 
numerous is that she compares the library with other Aalto�s works, Aalto�s own 
writings and international interpretations, also raising points which to my knowl-
edge have remained less known.  

A recent dissertation about Viipuri is Petri Neuvonen�s (2017) Linnoituksesta 
historialliseksi muistomerkiksi. Viipurin vanhakaupunki 1856-1939, describing 
the time period when the city of Viipuri grew signi�cantly, but also the transfor-
mation of the old town into a historical monument.

Finally, also two professional periodicals have provided both an essential 
background context and information that has remained period-speci�c knowl-
edge and has not been quoted since. The �rst periodical is the Finnish Architec-
tural Review, a professional architectural periodical having originally appeared 
in Swedish as Arkitekten from 1903, and since 1921 in Finnish as Arkkitehti, 
still published today. This periodical has published notable new buildings, articles 

42 To be precise this is not a dissertation as the author died before the �nal completion of the work. 
As an outstanding source outlining the emergence of �functionalism� in Finland, the work was 
published posthumously. To add, Heinonen�s work includes a wide range of published materials, 
Finnish and international, but also interviews and newspaper articles, At the time of my research, 
one outstanding problem was that the time period is too modern in the sense that a large part of 
the Finnish newspapers which would be of use were digitised to approximately 1900, but not later.  

concerning the rebuilding plans for Viipuri during the war but also, for example, 
the proceedings of the meetings of the Finnish Association of Architects (SAFA), 
in which Aalto was actively involved throughout his career.43

The other periodical is a professional library journal which has had three 
names during its existence.44 The �rst issue of the periodical came out in 1908 
under the name Kansanvalistus, being changed to Kansanvalistus ja Kirjastolehti 
1921-1947, and since 1948 to the present day under the name Kirjastolehti. This 
periodical has made a note of all important events in the development of Finnish 
libraries. As also this periodical was established before Finnish independence in 
1917, its �rst decades contain detailed information about the project of building 
the Finnish nation. This project signi�cantly relied on two important institutions: 
the primary schools and a network of public libraries, both to be made be acces-
sible to all citizens free of charge. A signi�cant part of the project were buildings 
designed speci�cally as libraries, educating individuals to treat books properly (a 
problem often noted in the periodical are �dirty hands� damaging books) and even 
children learning to use the open shelf system. For this research, I have paged 
through every single issue of this periodical since it was established in 1908. The 
reason for researching the library context to an extent that far exceeds the pur-
poses of this study was that I soon found that there was no other source that could 
offer such a multi-faceted view a libraries and all that libraries could potentially 
be about. The additional reason was that except for Sievänen-Allen�s dissertation, 
which has a limited time frame, there was no source where it would have been 
possible to �nd out about Finnish library buildings, when they have been built or 
about their architecture and interior design. This represents a large theme which 
would offer several new avenues of research. In this work, library history has been 
condensed due to the fact that it branches off in so many directions that would be 
secondary to this book, where the framing object of study is the Viipuri Library. 
For the purposes of this research, this specialist library periodical provides a con-
text for understanding what the library meant at the time it was opened, but also 
some exceptional insights regarding speci�c interior solutions in the library.

43 The periodical Arkitekten/Arkkitehti will be referred to as The Finnish Architectural Review. Also 
the Finnish Association of Architects will be referred to with the abbreviation SAFA. The Finnish 
Architectural Review�s numbers from the �rst years of the 1940s in particular bring forth articles 
by individual architects and SAFA meetings, which include information not quoted since. These are 
referenced in the third chapter, introducing the period of World War II. 

44 http://kirjastolehti.�/esittely/ Accessed Jan.2017. The word �kansanvalistus� could be translated 
as public education. The association behind the periodical is now called �Association for life -long 
learning�. Kirjasto means library. From the point of view of this research, this periodical - in all of 
its three forms - represents the single source based on which it would be possible to compile a list 
of Finnish library spaces and buildings up to the present day.
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The main archival materials

In addition to the above-mentioned sources, the most important archival mate-
rials for this research are from the following archives. The Museum of Finnish 
Architecture (MFA) in Helsinki has an internationally exceptional collection 
of individual architects� works, but also competition entries, photographs and 
other associated materials. The Aalto Foundation (AF) archives in Jyväskylä hold 
the archives of Alvar Aalto�s o�ce, including all the original drawings and cor-
respondence. The Mikkeli Provincial Archives (MMA), in Mikkeli is the location 
where Finns evacuated most of the documents concerning Viipuri in 1944, when 
the city along with the wider area were annexed to the Soviet Union. The Finnish 
National Archives (NARC) have a variety of materials, for example for the present 
research the National Library O�ce�s un-digitised materials, and the Uusi Suomi 
newspaper�s archive represent sources which could not have been obtained else-
where. From the Leningrad Regional State Archive in the city of Vyborg (LOGAV) 
I have received copies of Russian newspaper articles, which are not available in 
digital form.45

The newspaper archive Päivälehden arkisto (PA) in Helsinki was most useful 
for outlining the extent of the Finnish �general public�s� views concerning the res-
toration of the library, published in particular in the Helsingin Sanomat newspa-
per and introduced in the fourth thematic chapter. The Finnish Military Archives 
(Sota-arkisto) and the archive of military photographs (SA-kuva) are two archives 
which contain intriguing images of the library and its site, a signi�cant part of 
which have not been published in association with the library. In Stockholm, Swe-
den is the Architecture and Design Museum�s archive (ArkDes), which holds the 
correspondence of notable Swedish architects. Among these remain some letters 
addressed to Aalto, telling of his contacts with persons such as Sven Markelius 
and Gunnar Asplund. Also a noteworthy archive is the Museum of Modern Art 
(MoMA) archive in New York, as this is where I was able to locate an original, ear-
liest source from 1942 asserting that the library was destroyed in World War II � a 
misunderstanding which has since been disseminated in numerous international 
publications. 

In association with these, it is relevant to note what is not included. The sit-
uation remains that in comparison with Finnish ones, Russian archives have less 
digitised materials, and use of these archives takes considerably more time and 
effort to search and order materials that one would like to study more closely. 

45 This information is a�rmed also by Neuvonen (2017) in his dissertation. I am also 
indebted to the historian Yuri Shikalov and architect Kirsti Reskalenko, who have referenced 
un-digitised newspaper articles in their writings. The archival materials concerning the Finnish 
period of municipality of Viipuri are listed, available at: https://www.doria.�/bitstream/
handle/10024/111829/4e72ee7a-45e7-45ea-b3b9-5c4a196be94b.pdf?sequence=2 Accessed 
Feb.2017.

Materials which would merit to be researched further are those concerning the 
Soviet restoration plans for the library, and more widely, the plans to rebuild 
Vyborg after 1944. In this research, they represent themes in which I have relied 
on the accounts of Soviet/Russian architects, who have been involved with these 
projects in Vyborg. 

A further category of materials which I have not searched through fully, is the 
Finnish Restoration Committee�s archive kept at the Aalto Foundation, Jyväskylä. 
These materials contain a signi�cant number of receipts and similar documents, 
but also documentation on different initiatives with the aid of which it was possi-
ble to acquire funding for the restoration project. Their interesting aspect is that 
in the last years of the Soviet Union, Jussi Rautsi and Mikko Mansikka, from the 
Finnish Ministry of the Environment were actively initiating the project. In the 
role of civil servants, they wrote reports of their travels, and of what had been 
done. However, when the Finnish Restoration Committee took on responsibility 
of the project, there were no longer similar reports, and the events would need 
to be traced back with documents such as receipts. With these, it could be possi-
ble to outline for example an economic history of the restoration, which in itself 
could be extremely interesting. However, in focusing on the question of how this 
particular library has achieved a role as something more than just a building, this 
research follows how the Finnish media followed the library�s situation in a sus-
tained manner since the late 1980s.     

Like every researcher, also I have needed to consciously think about and make 
decisions concerning the relevant contents to be included in the frame of this 
particular study. While my educational background is in social anthropology, this 
doctoral thesis is written for the history and theory of architecture at Aalto Uni-
versity, Department of Architecture. This partly counts for �for whom� this work 
is written. The other premise is that the object of study is a single building, the 
Viipuri Library. What follows is that out of the vast amount of materials that I 
have gathered in the process of this research, I have tried to get to the �core�: the 
parts where the library is explicitly referenced. Having accumulated materials on 
the library, I have only then built a context around the explicit references. For 
example, having gathered all possible information concerning the architectural 
competition for the library, I have then enquired into the background; into what 
would be the relevant events that led to setting up an architectural competition 
at a time when in Finland library buildings designed speci�cally for this purpose 
were still a rarity.

An aspect that I learned very early on was that many international publi-
cations, whether books or articles on Aalto and the library, repeated to a large 
extent the same information which had already been published. Reading through 
archival materials produced in Viipuri in the Finnish period, which are in located 
at the Mikkeli Provincial Archives, as well as the original drawings, letters and 
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other relevant documentation at the Aalto Foundation archives, it also became 
strikingly obvious that a large part of the �story� of the library has remained 
untold. Hence, in addition to bringing forth more rarely quoted materials,46 many 
of which are available only in the Finnish language, this work can hopefully �ll in 
some gaps of information, which have either been hidden in the archives or even 
misinterpreted in earlier publications.

Finnish materials as dominating sources

What I had not originally anticipated is how clearly the Finnish materials emerged 
as the explicit, dominating sources, followed through all the four thematic chap-
ters of this work. In the �rst chapter it is logical that the archival period materials 
from the early 1900s tell of the development of Viipuri as part of Finland. For 
establishing the historical background, the main materials are the Finnish spe-
cialist library periodical, and o�cial documents by the city o�cials, most of all 
the city planner and the city architect. When Viipuri and its surrounding area were 
annexed to the Soviet Union, Finland evacuated the population in its entirety, as 
well as the o�cial documents concerning the area. Consequently, the relevant 
documents concerning the development of the city and its architecture from the 
pre-war period are located in the Mikkeli Provincial Archives. For this particular 
research, the local Vyborg archive, part of the Leningrad oblast archives and the 
Russian national archives hold copies and secondary documents from the Finnish 
period.

The second thematic chapter focuses on the architect and the �voice of Aalto�. 
In this case, all the original letters, documents and drawings concerning the library 
are the property of the Aalto Foundation, located in Helsinki and Jyväskylä. Both 
the domestic reception of the library, as well as its position as part of Alvar Aal-
to�s career can be gleaned from Finnish newspapers of the period. My research 
is also indebted in particular to Finnish research on Aalto. For example Raija- 
Liisa Heinonen�s work, which was already mentioned, contains this type of rare 
information. In the chapter introducing the context of architecture, international 
architectural periodicals and early publications represent essential sources. In 
this study, however, I have limited the scope of international reception to the very 
earliest publications. This is because one of my �ndings is that international pub-
lications, in particular, have often referenced earlier publications, thus restating 
to a large part the same facts. Further, there is such an abundance of publications 
which in some way touch upon Aalto and his works, or name the library, that it 
would be impossible to offer a full list. 

46 For example, the original materials by Aalto and his o�ce as well as many relevant materials 
concerning Viipuri are only in Finnish. Later, the public interest towards the library, the city, and 
the �ceded Karelia� have taken place in Finnish media.

The third thematic chapter focuses on World War II, and Vyborg as part of 
the Soviet Union. During the World War II borders moved several times, but what 
came to be essential from the point of view of the sources explicitly referring 
to the library is the interim period starting in 1941 when Finland reconquered 
ceded Karelia, remaining there until the summer of 1944, when the area became 
permanently part of the Soviet Union and later Russia. Here, the Finnish army 
photographs, the Finnish Architectural Review and the Finnish specialist library 
periodical stood out as sources which brought to light exciting information. In 
contrast with the widely disseminated architectural publications, which have as 
a rule published the original 1935 images from the time of the library�s opening, 
the Finnish army images document a totally different view of the library. The 
Finnish Architectural Review, again published detailed accounts by architects 
who returned to Viipuri for the years of 1941-1944, recording the condition of 
the buildings, and making detailed plans for future Viipuri as part of Finland. 
Both Finnish and Soviet library experts were the individuals personally concerned 
with the faith of the library building, documenting what had happened in and 
to the building during the war. In describing the events on the Soviet side, my 
work has bene�tted in particular from Yuri Shikalov�s research, and Russian lan-
guage newspapers as Vyborg, Viipurski bol�evik, later Vyborgski bol�evik47, and 
Stroitelnaja Gazeta. In terms of general history, however, I have aimed to con-
dense this type of description. The reason is threefold. Firstly, this work aims 
at focusing on sources where the library is explicitly noted, and expanding the 
descriptions on the historical context would add excessively to the length of this 
work. Secondly, Finnish, Soviet and Russian history are vast �elds of study, about 
which any reader can easily �nd additional information. Third, for the part of the 
Soviet period in Vyborg, there is need for additional research, as historians Yuri 
Shikalov and Tapio Hämynen48 have pointed out. Thus, in focusing on the library, 
my reading in fact can be seen to represent a kind of micro-historical reading of 
the different events.

Finally, the last thematic chapter is titled �The Restoration�. The project to 
restore the library in the Soviet Union is described with the aid of accounts of Soviet 
architects who were present in Vyborg. Most importantly Sergei Kravchenko has 
recorded these stages. Kravchenko was the local architect responsible for the 
building during the last years of the Soviet Union, and he promoted and actively 
worked for carrying out the restoration. This is substantiated by the Finnish 

47 I follow the spelling of these newspapers used by Shikalov, Y. and Hämynen, T. (2013). The 
name Viipurski bol�evik was in use between 1940-1941. In 1945 the paper started appearing as 
Vyborgski bol�evik. Still later, the paper has been published under the name Vyborskij Kommunist, 
also referenced in this research.

48 Shikalov, Y. and Hämynen, T. 2013.
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reports, the �rst of which is dated 29.5.1989, and Jussi Rautsi�s photographs. An 
aspect which has most often been left un-noted in the existing publications is that 
it was Soviet/Russian initiative to get Finns involved with the restoration. However, 
after this, attention turns to the Finnish media, where the restoration emerged as 
a topic which was followed closely. This chapter introduces the main �clusters� of 
discussions concerning the restoration, published in Helsingin Sanomat, the larg-
est newspaper in Finland. First is the early stage, where the aim is to inform about 
the condition of the building, and that it is still possible to restore it. Second, the 
so-called general public proposes that the building could be rebuilt somewhere 
in Finland, and third, also other professionals beyond architects become involved 
with the discussions. This chapter concludes with notes on aspects which have 
remained �in-between the lines�, i.e. have not been made explicit in the existing 
publications describing the restoration project. The practical side of the resto-
ration has been published in two english language books. In this work, the main 
points are offered in the restoration timeline, appendix 10.

The focus of the fourth thematic chapter is grounded in what I found the exist-
ing materials to enhance. The �rst media reports telling about Soviet Vyborg, and 
the condition of the library were published in Finland in the early 1950s. How-
ever, it is between 1980s all the way to the completion of the restoration project 
in 2013, that Finnish media published news about the library. The extent of these 
articles is overwhelming, taking into consideration that this is a case of one build-
ing, located in another country. In the Soviet Union, the need to restore the library 
was raised by architects who appreciated the building, and were knowledgeable of 
Aalto, but the library appears to have been discussed more sporadically, whereas 
in Finland this topic has been followed quite consistently over several decades. 
Here the Finnish architects involved with the restoration project engaged in a 
direct discussion with the �general public�, thus bringing together the context of 
architecture and the context of history. Thus, the �story of the restoration� is told 
through the lens of the newspaper articles that followed the process.

The library in the Russian context  

While I have made numerable visits to Vyborg during this research project, stay-
ing there for different lengths of time, my work does not include a longer sec-
tion about the library as it exists today. As I have now outlined the relationship 
between the themes of the four thematic chapters and the materials which have 
stood out as the ones that speak explicitly about the library, it is useful to consider 
the Soviet/Russian side � what kind of other perspectives could be regarded as 
relevant for analysing the case of the library? Not just in the case of Soviet Union/
Russia, but the information which concerns the library in general appears to fall 
into two categories: on the one hand there is  continued �popular interest�, namely 
attention the building has received from the so-called general public, and on the 

other hand professional interest maintained by architects and architecture enthu-
siasts promoting the importance of the library. 

Both popular and professional interest are recognisably present for analys-
ing what kind of information is available in Russia(n). �Popular interest� is repre-
sented, for example, by the point made by local persons, that for the Soviet citi-
zens moving to Viipuri in 1944 the city and its library seemed �foreign�,49 but as in 
the years immediately after the war there was no contact across the border they 
did not think of the library as speci�cally Finnish. As for professional interest, in 
the context of Soviet Union/Russia, the building was thought of as an example 
of Constructivist architecture. Architecture, design and literature referred to as 
Constructivist was produced in the Soviet Union roughly between 1918 and 1930. 
The term, however, can be de�ned in several alternative ways, depending on who 
uses it and where. For example, Constructivism has been discussed in the wider 
context of the role of arts in society, while in respect to architecture, the term 
has been typically used to refer to the Soviet architecture of the 1920s However, 
not all Soviet architects associated themselves with Constructivism, while some 
international architects and artists did.

Among the seminal publications on the subject are Moisei Ginzburg�s Rhythm 
in Architecture (1923), which was soon followed by Style and Epoch (1924), a 
publication which came to be seen as the Constructivists� manifesto. A third book 
Dwelling still came out in 1934. They have been translated into English only dec-
ades later.50 In international research, among the early ones is a useful anthol-
ogy The Tradition of Constructivism.51 The British architect and Russian scholar 
Catherine Cook has written several seminal articles and books, for example Rus-
sian Avant-Garde. Theories of Art, Architecture and the City (1995). Other nota-
ble works are Christina Lodder�s (1985) Russian Constructivism, an instructive 
study of Constructivism as an art form. Also Maria Gough�s (2005) The Artist 
as Producer. Russian Constructivism in Revolution, and Christina Kiaer�s (2005) 
Imagine No Possessions. The Socialist Objects of Russian Constructivism, are 
already becoming appreciated as classics on the topic. Even more recently, Con-
structivism has remained a topical theme, among the latest works being Julia 

49 Tuominen, A. 2009. Tv documentary Venäläinen Viipuri https://yle.�/aihe/
artikkeli/2012/01/16/pohjolan-pariisissa-puhutaan-nyt-venajaa Accessed Jan. 2018. 

50 Rhythm in Architecture (1923) was �rst translated into English 2017. Style and Epoch in 1983. 
Dwelling in 2018. 

51 Bann, S. (ed.) 1974.
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Vaingurt�s (2013) intriguing research Wonderlands of the Avant-Garde. Technol-
ogy and the Arts in Russia of the 1920s.52 

However, as discussed in the second thematic chapter, various architectural 
writers have considered Aalto�s knowledge of Russian/Soviet architecture. It is 
known that Aalto wrote about Soviet architecture for Granskaren periodical and 
in turn, asked his friend Hans Schmidt to write about the same topic in USSR for 
the Finnish Architectural Review, both articles published in 1932.53 Neverthe-
less, there is lack of any reliable writings from the period by Aalto or persons who 
worked in his o�ce that might have con�rmed their sources of inspiration. Simi-
larly, the library as a potential source of inspiration for Soviet architects remains 
questionable, because at the time of the library�s opening in 1935, Construc-
tivism as a style was already fading in the Soviet Union. What is known is that 
there has been a certain interest in the building after the World War II. Architec-
tural researcher Vadim Bass54 has also pointed out to me that in Russia there is a 
long-established interest in Aalto�s architecture, and that this is a theme evident as 
�Aaltoesque� solutions, visible in architecture students� projects. Sergei Kravchen-
ko�s account referenced in this work further a�rms that younger generation of 
Soviet architects were aware that in Vyborg there is a building by Aalto. Notably, 
it was Soviet architects as Andrei Gozak, who promoted the need to salvage the 
library and restore it in a manner that would preserve its original appearance.55 
Overall, the possible exchange of in�uences between Finnish �functionalism� 
and Russian �constructivism�, and contacts between architects, designers, artists 
and writers would offer exciting lines of enquiry for future research. However, in 
the research at hand, this literature represents background research, and is not 
developed further, because it would lead far away from the core of the topic, i.e. 
the Viipuri Library. 

Another topic that could have potentially been included in this work on basis 
of following the chronological structure, is how the library is experienced and 
used in the Russian city of Vyborg, to dig deeper into the meaning of the building 
at present, how the relationship of local people with the building has potentially 
changed during the restoration process, and after the restoration was completed. 
For this research, I have not conducted in-depth interviews, and having aimed to 

52 Khan-Magomedov has written in particular about Alexander Vesnin, a key person in Russian 
constructivism, and the expansive work Pioneers of Soviet Architecture. Other useful sources 
for further reading are Richard Anderson�s Russia, which offers context for the technological 
developments and role of politics. Also the related Monoskop wiki page article provides detailed 
information, available at https://monoskop.org/Constructivism

53 Schmidt, H. 1932; Aalto, A. 1932.

54 Bass, V. Personal communication.

55 Gozak, A. 1976. This book also introduces the library, but only on a few pages. 

deconstruct events which can be understood to culminate to the completion of 
the restoration, this is also the time point at which this research ends. However, 
there is a project which speaks to the need to include the voice of the present-day 
local people, the so-called general public�s view in Vyborg. This is the time and 
place-speci�c art project by the Finnish-American artist, Liisa Roberts. More spe-
ci�cally, her project consists of several parts, and as part of this, Roberts also 
moved to the city. The focal part of this project was a long enduring workshop 
with young locals, always meeting at the library. The aim was to make it possible 
for the young local generation to articulate and make visible what they think of 
the city of Vyborg, their home town as it is today. Roberts�s interesting project is 
indeed referenced in this research. 

One building as the research case

Having outlined the topic, it is relevant to re�ect on the consequences of having 
one building as the case framing an entire study. The President of Finland and the 
Prime Minister of Russia discussing concern over the library in 2010 and the dif-
ferent contexts that have been introduced all point to the notion that this library 
has achieved a role as something more than �just a building�. Consequently, the 
notion I want to introduce is that that in this research it is conceptualised as a 
�phenomenon�, an object that exceeds the limits of the physical building. 

This perspective brings to mind cases, which have focused on ·the social life 
of buildings·56, especially as the time frame of this study begins from the events 
preceding the realisation of the library (early 1900s), leading up to the comple-
tion of its restoration. Examples of either research or publications focusing on 
a single building with aim of discussing something broader are relatively rare, 
but seems to be a recognisable, perhaps even an emerging perspective. Rela-
tively recent examples are Edward Hollis�s (2009) The Secret Lives of Buildings. 
From the Parthenon to the Vegas Strip in thirteen Stories, collection of essays 
introducing exciting lives of several famous places. Here, the focus is on the his-
torical turns and curious events these buildings have experienced during their 
existence. Other recent work providing a comparison is Annabel Jane Wharton�s 
(2001) Building the Cold War. Hilton International Hotels and Modern Architec-
ture, which makes a most poignant case between architecture and politics. Hilton 
Hotels are introduced as �little Americas� offering travellers cheeseburgers and 
air-conditioning within the Soviet world. Meredith J. Clausen�s (2005) The Pan 
Am Building and the Shattering of the Modernist Dream, describes the end of 
modernism�s social idealism, offering a case study of how not to plan and execute 

56 Suggesting this is a recognisable perspective of my own interpretation, and my formulation 
recalls Arjun Appadurai�s (1986) book The Social Life of Things.
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a large-scale urban project, concluding with analysis of the building�s impact and 
the aftermath. Phyllis Lambert�s (2013) beautiful book titled Building Seagram, 
a history of one of the greatest icons of twentieth-century architecture, makes 
an exhilarating read through its use of a variety of materials from unpublished 
personal archives, company correspondence, to insider�s views and much more.57 
One more case is presented by Alan Balfour (1990) in his book Berlin. The Pol-
itics of Order 1737-1989 where he describes the Columbushaus, considered a 
prototypical commercial building by Erich Mendelsohn on the Potsdamer Platz 
in Berlin, completed in 1931 and demolished in 1957.58 Balfour�s account of this 
building would offer an inspiring frame for writing an article-long version of the 
transformations and historical changes that the Viipuri Library has experienced, 
including the misunderstandings, and the building at war. Most of all, my interest 
in offering these examples as potential reference points for this research is that 
in each of these, the buildings are consequential. In other words, the buildings 
themselves appear to have a role in the events, suggesting that the physical envi-
ronment matters.   

In addition, there are two dissertations, both published as books, which 
resemble the approach of this research. Both focus on a single place while assert-
ing that this place is able to represent something broader and more abstract. They 
are Victor Buchli�s (2000) An Archaeology of Socialism, which presents �socialism 
in microcosm�, Narkom�n building in Moscow from 1928, designed as a �habita-
ble monument to life-transforming modernist aspirations�. Buchli makes use of a 
multiplicity of materials, highlighting in particular the role of the building and its 
interior design.

The other study is The Acropolis. Global Frame, Local Claim by Elena Yalouri 
(2001), which is about the local and global meanings associated with this mon-
ument, describing its role simultaneously as a national and world monument. In 
the process, Yalouri has conducted interviews, observed public debates, analysed 
public policies, collected advertisements, newspaper articles, photographs, art 
periodicals etc. where these meanings have been articulated. She thus argues 
that the Acropolis is the condensation point of Greek identity, its history and ter-
ritory and �stands for� Greece in a similar way as the Greek �ag does. The Acrop-
olis can thus be perceived as a kind of vessel for all these things, diluting the 
apparent discrepancies. 

57 I am not suggesting that these are the only references, but they are quoted here because they 
are works that are both relatively recent, and have stood out for relevant comparison points for my 
own research. I want to thank Robert Beauregard at Columbia University, New York for pointing 
out to me Annabel Jane Wharton�s and Meredith Clausen�s works as potential reference points for 
my framing in this research. 

58 Balfour, A. 1990, 107-152.

Finnish examples focusing on a single building are Sirpa Haila�s Paasitornin 
tarina (2001) about the Paasitorni building in Helsinki, through which Haila offers 
wider reading of the history of Finnish labour movement�s buildings and Finnish 
cultural life in the early 1900s. An other study that offers an evident comparison 
point to the work at hand is Marianna Heikinheimo�s (2016) doctoral dissertation, 
Architecture and Technology. Alvar Aalto�s Paimio Sanatorium, also published as 
a book. Heikinheimo examines what happens to architecture during the process 
of construction and planning, revealing how the roles of the client, engineers, 
contractors and the architect�s professional tactics are all at play and embedded 
in the �nal building as realised. 

The contribution of this research 

These serve as an apt introduction to discussing the potential contribution of this 
particular research. In re�ecting back, I was in no way immediately convinced 
about choosing the library as a topic of research. Being myself a Finnish native, 
the notion which �rst struck me was that there are at least the two large contexts 
associated with this building, which on their own stand out as �larger than life�. 
Namely, Viipuri and �lost Karelia� still carry a strong aura in present-day Finland, 
and internationally Alvar Aalto is undoubtedly the most famous Finnish architect 
of all time. As follows, there is an abundance of materials from a wide range of 
perspectives on the city of Viipuri, �lost Karelia� and Aalto and his works alone. 
Therefore, to get acquainted with these two bodies of literature appeared to need 
a whole life�s work, rather than the time frame of a single doctoral dissertation.  

I propose there are three aspects to which this research contributes. First, 
having the library as the frame has permitted a �genealogical reading� of this par-
ticular case, making it possible to include variety of types of events which the 
library has �experienced�. The difference is that existing publications introducing 
the library are characterised by focus on a particular event at a particular time, 
such as the design process, the issue of the site, or the restoration. The publi-
cations on Viipuri and �lost Karelia� largely focus on war history or aspects con-
cerning the contested history and heritage that the city and the area represent.59 

Explicitly, regardless of the international renown of the library, it has neither been 
researched nor presented in such detail as in this research. Associated with this 
is my decision to prioritise materials which have not already been published time 
and time again, as discussed earlier. The main reason for some information being 
�of limited access� is that a large amount of the relevant materials is available only 
in the Finnish or Swedish languages, in Finnish archives, and/or, if published, 

59 For example in Finnish language: Keskisarja, T. (2016); Tammi, E. and Elfvengren, E. (eds) 
(2007); Raevuori, A. (2013); Shikalov, Y and Hämynen, T. (2013); Knapas, R. (2015); and in 
Russian Miettinen, K. (2005). 
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have been rarely, if ever, quoted after their original publication date.60 The pres-
ent research, thus, makes rare materials available to new audiences and reveals 
new aspects about the object itself; the library.

Second, the publications concerning Viipuri, �lost Karelia�, and Aalto and his 
architecture, are so recognisably different topics that they have not been pre-
sented together. The inclusion of both these large contexts this research results 
from the original recognition of the fact that there are signi�cantly different con-
texts in which the library appears, and that this would be crucial to unravel why 
the library achieved a role as something �more than just a building�. The contribu-
tion this research aims to offer in association to this, is to make visible the alter-
native interpretations of what this library �is all about�. Consequently, I suggest 
the case of the library offers also a way of analysing and seeing better the role 
buildings can have as part of the �social-relational-matrix� of events, to use Gell�s 
terminology. 

The third contribution is related to the theory appropriated in this research. 
Having originally graduated in social anthropology, I draw upon a theory formu-
lated by the anthropologist Alfred Gell. This is a theory that I already applied in 
my MA thesis, and my �nding was that it is particularly well-suited to analysing 
architecture. The reason is that architecture is in so many ways like art: typically 
appreciated examples of architecture are designed by a respected architect, the 
�author� of the artwork. Known buildings, such as the Viipuri Library, are appreci-
ated as the work of its author � Aalto �  but also as an example of being designed 
at a particular point in time, i.e. the library is valued as a key example of modern-
ist architecture. Yet, architecture, such as this library, also appears to escape the 
limits of art, because architecture simultaneously serves practical, mundane pur-
poses. Architecture provides shelter in the form of housing, or as a place where 
people gather, such as public buildings. In this way, the library�s role as both as 
a �work of art� and a public building needs to be addressed. It is here that I �nd 
Alfred Gell�s theory is �rst needed, while I also assert that Gell�s theory offers 
more than one might at �rst predict. 

Alfred Gell�s book Art and Agency. An Anthropological Theory was pub-
lished in 1998. In it �Gell takes the reader on an intense, sometimes mind-bend-
ing, exploration of art, agency, personhood, objecthood, cognition, temporality 

60 These are for instance, Finnish newspaper articles from 1930s, unpublished interviews in the 
MFA library, Helsinki, in which Aalto�s contemporaries re�ect on how the library was received and 
the �rst version of the library competition call drafted by Otto-Iivari Meurman, and Uno Ullberg�s 
alternative plans for the library from the time when Aalto was well under way with the project, all 
containing information which has not been made available to international readers thus far.

and creativity.�61 Though intriguing and inspiring in many ways, Gell�s work was 
published posthumously, and while both Gell himself as well as his works have a 
certain fame, the ·Gellian· theory remains to be applied to the extent of its poten-
tial. When appropriated, in many cases only some part of Gell·s theoretical con-
struction, or a single term has been taken up. For the purposes of this research, 
primacy is given to the case of the library and the materials are given a strong role 
in �leading the story�. Simultaneously, since Gell�s theory is so rich, it would not be 
possible to exhaust it in the span of any single research. Thus, in this study Gell�s 
theory is selected as the most suitable �tool for thinking� and I propose that  Gell�s 
approach is particularly useful for articulating and analysing a number of aspects 
that stand out as �di�cult� in the case of the library. The aim is to bene�t from the 
use of theory, but also offer one reading of how �Gellian theory� might be used. 

Therefore in sum, there are four elements giving frame and structure to this 
research:

1. The order of the chapters is chronological, with some overlaps. The time-
frame covered begins from the early 1900s leading to the completion of the 
restoration as a Finnish-Russian co-operation. 

2. The order is also thematic: The four chapters describe the library as part 
of  recognisably different themes. The �rst chapter introduces the background 
events in the Finnish city of Viipuri, which can be seen to have led to the reali-
sation of the library. The second chapter takes up the context of architecture, 
where Aalto has the leading role and professional architectural writings repre-
sent the main materials. The third chapter begins from the outbreak of World 
War II, and the last and fourth chapter presents the restoration of the library 
culminating in the successful co-operation between Finland and Russia. 

 

61 Chua, L. and Elliot, M. 2013, 2. Liana Chua�s and Mark Elliot�s edited book �Distributed Objects, 
Meaning and mattering after Alfred Gell� is a collection of writings by scholars who have in 
various ways drawn inspiration from Gell�s seminal work. Its origins lie in the symposium �Art and 
Agency: Ten Years On� held in 2008 in Cambridge, UK. Chua and Elliot note that by 2008 there 
had never been a consciously interdisciplinary forum engaging with Gell�s work, considering the 
evident eclecticism of Gell�s approach and the cross-disciplinary reach of his book, this seemed 
to them a most unfortunate, omission. Other contexts where Gell�s theories have been in focus 
was an anthropological conference held in Canberra, its contributions subsequently collected in 
a book titled Beyond Aesthetics (Pinney, C. and Tomas, N. (eds.) 2001). Outside of Gell�s native 
anthropology, a panel at the 2000 Theoretical Archaeology Group meeting, which subsequently 
grew into a 2003 conference and later the volume Art�s Agency and Art History (2007), has 
eloquently plotted the implications of Gell�s theory for art historians. (2013, 3)
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3. The theoretical framework: This work draws upon the theory outlined by 
Alfred Gell (1998) in his work Art and Agency. An Anthropological theory, 
which offers both useful terms as well as �tools for thinking� about the prob-
lematic that this particular research case presents.

 
4. The materials: The research draws to a large extent on original materi-
als, and the aim is to bring forth many period materials which have not been 
published earlier or only rarely, and are available only in Finnish or Swedish. 
Consequently, the materials are even given a leading role in many parts of this 
work. 

Search for terminology

What do buildings ‘do’ as part of  
a material environment?

To recapitulate, this research aims to provide answers to: 1) What exactly are the 
contexts in which the library has been presented as a building of importance? 
and 2) What, if anything is so special about this particular library that it appears 
to have the �capacity� to bring together different interests? Furthermore, while 
my research questions are formulated speci�cally for the case of the library, my 
aim is to also articulate ideas beyond this speci�c building. As such, the relevant 
meta-question, which arises from the second question is what this building � or 
buildings in general � �do� as part of our material environment? Thus, in order to 
discuss the case of the library and what might be special about it, it is necessary 
to de�ne the appropriate terms. Drawing upon the questions, the notions which 
need to be de�ned in a better way are the �capacity� that library appears to have, 
and more widely the idea that the library has achieved a role as something �more 
than just a building�, representing things beyond itself. The terms already intro-
duced are �event� and �process�, as the case of the library so recognisably tells 
about change, the passing of time and the simultaneous presence of contexts 
which are not necessarily connected at all, such as �Aalto�s works� and �lost Kare-
lia�. However, while �event� and �process� are useful terms, they do not su�ce for 
discussing the more complex notions that the case of the library brings forth. 

Possible examples for one thing being taken as a representative of something 
larger, are the concepts of plex and authenticity. In addition to these, I shall intro-
duce an example from anthropology, which in many ways resembles the way the 
library has been discussed. The term plex is used in the natural sciences. The 
idea is that one frames a certain area and, even literally,  positions a fragment 
under study on the glass under the microscope, thus using this framed piece to 
reveal what something larger is ·made of· to decipher its constitution, and even 

the system of how the larger object functions. A biological sample, for example, 
can be used to reveal vast amount of information about a person, or in a similar 
way a material sample can be used to tell about the condition and constitution of 
a building. Therefore, taking a representative sample is one strategy to tackle the 
problem of how to study a large object or system. 

Another useful reference point, which concerns the case of the library directly, 
is a concept most familiar from the �eld of heritage: authenticity. To sum up 
the main idea, this is about a place or thing taken to qualify as a representa-
tive example of its time. Ideally, this place/building/phenomenon should bring 
together multiple aspects of understood to represent authenticity, such as orig-
inal materials, original location, original use and so on.62 Here places (or things) 
need to bring together multiple aspects (different representations of ·original·) 
in one single location to qualify as �authentic�. Taking this idea further, it is an 
approach that allows such a large and abstract notion as time to be transformed 
into something tactile, say, in the form of the great pyramids of Egypt, or the Par-
thenon in Athens. What is of interest here is that these very different concepts of 
·plex· and �authenticity· suggest ways to ·locate· and concretise  something that 
would otherwise be too large in scale for anyone to conceive of. In other words, 
these approaches can be seen as strategies, deliberately creating concrete physi-
cal reference points, which are taken to stand for things which would otherwise be 
either too large, or too abstract, to study. However, turning from the approaches 
to the representative examples, the de�nition for the example would be that these 
are material things that represent something beyond their own boundaries.63

62 Still seminal for internationally shared criteria for understanding the concept of authenticity is 
the 1994 Nara conference on authenticity. This publication is a useful source in which criteria for 
de�ning something as �authentic� is critically discussed in a series of articles. This, however, also 
reveals how the idea of authenticity has changed and changes in time and place. Most recently, the 
�authentic thing� can also be immaterial, such as a way or method of doing something, a tradition 
telling of a people. The topic of immaterial heritage and authenticity is however a theme of its 
own. The shorter document on authenticity is available on the UNESCO webpages at: whc.unesco.
org/document/9379 Accessed March 2017. 

63 One of my original interests in the case of the library is the curious balance between time and 
place, how these are so inseparable, and yet, in analysing a concrete place as the library, place 
and time kept standing out as aspects which cause continuous friction rather than being usefully 
passive, abstract concepts. Here it would be possible to think of the library as a kind of ·plex·, and 
aspects such as the library still being in its original use and meticulously restored representing 
authenticity. However, the location of the library (literally) de�es borders in having experienced 
radical historical turmoil, and as will be illustrated, its place can be seen to be as relevant in its 
·virtual representations·, in photographs, maps and even memories as it is in the physical place. 
Therefore, these terms which are a priori �designed for analysing� objects representing things 
beyond their own boundaries seem hopelessly clumsy for the purposes of the library, �plex� 
prioritising location, � authenticity� giving priority to time. 
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Another way of approaching the question of how it can be that the library 
has a role as something more than just a building, is thinking of concrete exam-
ples which might offer comparison points.64 As already suggested, there are 
books and doctoral dissertations which have taken one building as the object of 
study, evidencing how one place or building can represent something much larger 
beyond the physical place itself. What intrigues me is that these places have been 
analysed as products of processes, which have led to the physical constructions 
being perceived as �containing� the political and historical meanings associated 
with them. In other words, all the referenced works illustrate how the meanings 
associated with the structures have evolved over time. By the same token, the 
library is not a building of interest in the different contexts due to some assigned 
meaning, but because the different meanings associated with the building have 
accumulated in time.

While the terms plex and authenticity, and the cases where one building has 
been selected as the main object of study offer points of comparison, they do 
not resolve the need for appropriate terms for discussing the case of the library. 
Most of all, the notion that the library has a kind of �capacity� to bring together 
the different contexts appears the most di�cult one to account for. I shall, thus, 
introduce an example from the �eld of anthropology. Not unexpectedly, anthro-
pology is excellently suited to ·real-life examples·, and there is a classic work 
that tells about the different and even discrepant notions associated with physical 
object of a very particular type. Victor Turner·s (1967) work The Forest of Sym-
bols, is a detailed account of the Ndembu of Zambia, their symbols and rituals. 
The useful term  that Turner introduces is what he calls a ·dominant symbol�. 
This, he explains, is �a special class of symbols, which are regarded not merely 
as means to the ful�lment of the avowed purposes of a given ritual, but also, and 
more importantly refer to values that are regarded as ends in themselves, that is, 

64 Indeed, this problematic is shared by a number of disciplines and as such, examples could be 
found from numerous different �elds. In addition to the terms introduced from the natural sciences 
and heritage, philosophy, as a matter of course would provide abundant  discussion concerning 
this, beginning from Plato to e.g. bundle theory according to which �[a]ll concrete particulars are 
constructions of attributes or qualitative properties�. In psychology and sociology, an apt example 
would be the idea of identity as a compilation of many characteristics simultaneously present in 
one person, etc. 

to axiomatic values.�65 For the Ndembu, this dominant symbol is the mudyi tree, 
Diplorrhyncus condylocarpon, which Turner refers to as the ·milk tree·.66 Not only 
is the milk tree the ·�ag of the Ndembu·, but Turner asserts that the tree makes 
discriminations, i.e. it means different things in different contexts and to different 
people. Turner concludes: ·... considerable discrepancy exists between the inter-
pretations of the milk tree offered by informants and the behaviour exhibited by 
Ndembu in situations dominated by the milk tree symbolism. Thus, we are told 
that the milk tree represents the close tie between mother and daughter. Yet the 
milk tree separates a daughter from her mother. We are also told that the milk 
tree stands for the unity of Ndembu society. Yet we �nd that in practice it sepa-
rates women from men, and some categories and groups of women from others. 
How are these contradictions between principle and practice to be explained?·67

The library resembles Turner�s de�nitions of �dominant symbol� in that this 
building means different things in different contexts and to different people: the 
fame of Aalto and his person, �new architecture� (modernism, referred to as �func-
tionalism� in Finland), Finnish-period Viipuri, library architecture, �lost Karelia�, 
World War II and later, relations between Finland and Russia, appropriate methods 
of restoring a modern building, etc. Turner�s account of the ·milk tree· connects 
to the case of the library also in what I have termed as the different contexts, each 
characterised by their speci�c perspective based on which the meanings associ-
ated with the library are different. In looking at the range of materials speaking 
of the library, the library itself stood out as the one common point uniting various 
interests. However, as the underlying motivations are so separate and different, 
�considerable discrepancy exists between the interpretations�, as Turner put it. 
Hence, with the case of the library one needs to tackle both things of very dif-
ferent scale being discussed simultaneously, but also considerable discrepancy 
between the interpretations. In the case of the library, the issue was best formu-
lated by one of the persons that I interviewed who pointed out that ·When we 
[Finns] talk about the library, we talk about Viipuri, Karelia and the ·lost land·.68 

65 Turner, V. 1967, 20. Turner�s de�nitions all in all sound anything but outdated, and are even 
reminiscent of Gell whose theory will be introduced next. Regarding the terms that he uses, Turner 
de�nes ·symbol· as �a thing regarded by general consent as naturally typifying or representing or 
recalling something by possession of analogous qualities or by association in fact or thought·. (ibid. 
19.) He then re�ects that it was not possible to ·analyse ritual symbols without studying them in 
a time series in relation to other ·events·, for symbols are essentially involved in social process·. 
(1967, 20) By ritual Turner refers to ·prescribed formal behaviour for occasions not given over to 
technological routine, having reference to beliefs in mystical beings or powers. The symbol is the 
smallest unit of ritual.� (1967, 19).

66 Ibid. 20.

67 Ibid. 25.

68 Kervanto Nevanlinna, A. Personal communication. 
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What I propose is being said here is that in speaking of the library, it is offered as 
a representative of these larger issues: it can be understood to stand for different 
things, because depending on the context and the persons� viewpoint, the build-
ing contains multiple alternative meanings at once.  

Furthermore, Turner points out that it is not only about what people say 
[about the tree], but ·what they do with it in its ·meaning·�.69 This appears most 
�tting in the case of the library, too. Most of all, the restoration could be seen 
exemplary of what has been done with the library �in its meaning�. At this point, 
I shall leave Turner, as it is Alfred Gell and his Art and Agency, which provides a 
�full theory� and an enlightening way of framing the case of the library. I introduce 
next the context of theories to which Gell�s theory contributes. Only last in this 
chapter will Gell�s main notions be outlined. The theory will then be taken up 
after the four thematic chapters, which make it possible to re�ect the contents 
against Gell�s framework. 

A theory of material culture

As already  noted, while Alfred Gell (1945-1997) and his works have a certain 
fame, there was never a �Gellian school� in his lifetime or later. It is thus relevant 
here to introduce the context to which Gell·s theory locates. There is no abun-
dance of introductions to either Gell or how to situate him in the broader  context 
of anthropology and material culture studies, but Daniel Miller (2005) does this 
in Materiality: An Introduction70. Here Miller, who is now an unrivalled name in 
material culture studies, introduces the main persons and works that inspired 
him at the time when this research area was only emerging, placing also Gell in 
the network of in�uences. Miller�s account provides a superb brief history of the 
development of material culture studies, and as such, context for the Gellian the-
ory applied here. These exact same works that Miller introduces are the ones that 
have in�uenced me, and therefore my reading of Gell.71 

To start with, Miller confesses that when he �rst took up an academic post in 
the �eld of material culture studies in 1981, the ambition seemed to be limited to 
the question ·Can we have a theory of things where �things� stand for the most 

69 Turner, V. 1967, 23.

70 Daniel Miller, Professor of Material Culture, University College London is one of the most 
productive (currently with 37 books as author/editor) and in�uential in material culture studies. 
Two edited books introducing Material Culture Studies are Daniel Miller (ed.) (2005) Materiality 
and Victor Buchli (ed.) (2002) The Material Culture Reader.

71 Needless to say, introduced here is only a selection of what I regard as most relevant in the 
context of Gellian theory. 

evident category of artifacts as both tangible and lasting?·72 As the �rst source 
for starting to think of �a theory of things� was the sociologist Erwing Goffman·s 
(1975) Frame Analysis where he argued that much of our behaviour is cued by 
expectations that are determined by the frames that constitute the context of 
action. As an example, we understand theatre as a special type of context where 
many elements proclaim the enacted as opposed to the real, and thus, as audi-
ence we don not charge up on stage to rescue an actress in apparent distress. 

The second source is art historian E.H. Gombrich·s (1979) The Sense of 
Order, where Gombrich focused not on the artwork, but the frame in which the 
work is set. His main argument was that when a frame is appropriate, we simply 
do not see it, because it seamlessly conveys to us the appropriate mode by which 
we should encounter that which it frames. Following this logic, it is the frame, 
rather than any quality independently manifested by the artwork, that elicits the 
special response we give it as art. Miller has later called the combination of Goff-
man·s and Gombrich·s argument the ·humility of things·, as he came to the con-
clusion that ·...objects are important not because they are evident and physically 
constrain or enable, but often precisely because we do not �see� them.·73 In other 
words, the idea is that much of what we are exists not through consciousness or 
body, but as an exterior environment that habituates and prompts us. This could 
also be seen at least partly to explain why many anthropologists looked down 
upon material culture studies as somehow trivial and missing the point. 

Then, anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu·s (1977) Outline of a Theory of Practice 
established such ideas as foundational. Bourdieu illustrated how the same ability 
of objects to implicitly condition human actors becomes the primary means by 
which people are socialised as social beings. Most famous is Bourdieu·s idea that 
habitual ways of being in the world and in their underlying order, emerged as 
second nature, or habitus. This provided a theory of objects not as sole artefacts, 
but material culture as a network of homologous orders; foundation for more or 
less everything that constitutes a given society. However, an aspect that has been 
pervasive in anthropological theories throughout, is the issue of dualism concern-
ing for example the division between nature and culture. This,  accompanied by a 
critique of Bourdieu that he was building essentially a theory of order74, thus leav-
ing little space for the possibility of real change, is the background against which I 
see Arjun  Appadurai·s (1986) book The Social Life of Things offering a refreshing 
contribution to the discussion. As described by Miller, Appadurai introduced a 
trajectory for things in their ability to move in and out of different conditions of 

72 Miller, D. 2005, 4.

73 Ibid. 5.

74 Mary Douglas (1981), for example, has pointed out this in her review of Bourdieu�s Distinction.
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identi�cation and alienation, in this case softening the dualistic debate concern-
ing gifts and commodities. 

The more recent in�uential additions to material culture studies however 
come from the work of Bruno Latour and Alfred Gell, who have both developed 
the idea of agency. Latour·s primary critique has been directed to the conven-
tional distinctions of society and its objects, with particular focus on the seem-
ingly apparent distinction between science and society. Through investigation into 
practice of science, Latour has demonstrated how impossible it is to disintegrate 
that which is natural and unchangeable into that which is human and interpretive, 
thus highlighting the hybrid character of practice. As a strategy, Latour has taken 
the concept of agency ·once sacralised as the essential and de�ning property of 
persons·75, and applied it to the nonhuman world, whether it be organisms such 
as bacteria or the transport systems of Paris. Where material forms have conse-
quences for people that are autonomous from human agency, they may be said 
to possess the agency that causes these effects: ·The prime mover of an action 
becomes a new, distributed, and nested set of practices whose sum may be pos-
sible to add up but only if we respect the mediating role all the actants mobilised 
in the series·76 

Latour is critical of science, but in order to make his argument, he is just 
as �rm in his critique of social sciences, which he sees as giving preference to 
society and treating objects largely as projected representations of society. Miller 
asserts that by placing  emphasis on objects of science, rather than on arte-
facts, we lose something of that quality of the artefact redolent of prior historical 
creativity. To myself, many of the actor-network theorists� case-analyses have 
appeared to leave out something critical in offering a clear-cut event taking place 
at a hypothetical moment in time. Most of all, the types of agents that theorists 
as Bruno Latour, John Law and Michel Callon77 bring forth seem to actually fall 
into three categories: humans (persons as agents), human created things (agency 
of any human construction from it-technology to huts made of dirt) and nature 
(everything not directly produced by humans, for instance weather, animals, nat-
ural substances). Last, in the case of the library perhaps the main premise for a 
useful theoretical perspective was to �nd a way to tackle change, discrepancy and 
unevenness, while, for example, in John Law�s formulations all the different kinds 

75 Miller, D. 2005, 11.

76 Latour, B. 1999, 181 quoted in Miller, D. 2005, 11-12.

77 Most notable examples being Latour, B. (2005); Latour, B. (1987); Callon, M. (1986) in: Law, J. 
(Ed.); Callon, M., and J. Law, et al. (Eds.). (1986) and Callon, M. and J. Law (1982). Most lately, 
Alena Yaneva, who has been a student of Latour, has written most interesting works focusing on 
the ethnographic research of design processes and the agency of buildings.  

of agents appear to have equal in�uence on the course of events, referred to as 
�at ontology. 

All in all, I am indebted to Miller�s summary for revealing of how the �Gellian 
theory� connects with other anthropological theories and theories of material cul-
ture. Miller de�nes Gell�s theory as a �theory of object agency�: �Essentially Gell�s 
book is a refutation of an aesthetic theory of art, which is replaced by a theory 
of the effects that art has achieved as the distributed agency of some subjects 
upon other subjects. Central to this is a theory of abduction. This is not a the-
ory of causal inference, but rather a theory of inferred intentionality. In short he 
argues that we naturally tend to imagine there must have been some kind of social 
agency whenever we encounter an effect.�78 Thus, while Latour is looking for the 
nonhumans below the level of human agency, Gell is looking through objects to 
the embedded human agency which we infer them to contain. 

To conclude the discussion on the context of theoretical background where 
Gell�s theory can be positioned, Daniel Miller has summed up the issue which has 
concerned so many researchers, and for which Gell offers an answer: ·It seems as 
though all theorists of materiality are doomed to reinvent a particular philosoph-
ical wheel. This wheel consists of the circular process at which level we cannot 
differentiate either subjects per se or objects per se. There exists therefore in 
philosophy a �solution� to the problem of materiality, which consists of the disso-
lution of our �common sense� dualism in which objects and subjects are viewed 
as separate and in relationship to each other. ·79

Chua and Elliot sum up well how Gell�s theory has raised mixed reactions, 
while being so undisputedly relevant: �Since its ... publication in 1998, Gell·s 
book has elicited both fervent acclaim and strident criticism, and become virtu-
ally mandatory reading in artefact-oriented disciplines across the social sciences 
and humanities. Today, the observation that �objects have agency (as Alfred Gell 
shows)� is almost axiomatic in such �elds.�80

Thus, having tested and tried different theories and terms it was �nally Alfred 
Gell�s Art and Agency which contained both terms and a useful frame for artic-
ulating the more complex notions the case of the library brought to surface. This 
leads me to describe the main aspects of Gell�s theoretical construction to the 
extent relevant to this research case. However, I have made a somewhat uncon-
ventional solution, and offer the theoretical analysis only at the end, in the third 
part of this work. The reason for doing so is that the four thematic chapters follow 
in chronological order, and breaking up the narrative with theoretical discussions 
would interrupt the chronologically introduced events too much. To add, intro-

78 Miller, D. 2005, 12-13.

79 Ibid. 14.

80 Chua, L. and Elliot, M. 2013, 1.
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ducing the detailed application of Gell�s theory only at the end, makes it possible 
to refer back to the contents of the four thematic chapters, the events which 
already have been described. 

Alfred Gell – art and agency

While Gell�s theory is discussed in detail only after the four thematic chapters, it 
is useful to introduce some of Gell�s main ideas here. To recapitulate, this research 
seeks to offer one reading - one opening towards the use of Gell�s theory, which I 
view would merit to be known more widely. As has been pointed out, Gell devel-
ops his theory in an entire book, and here the aim is to apply the theory to one 
case. I consider that at best bringing together a case study and a theory can be 
a win-win situation: the theoretical perspective makes it possible to articulate 
more complex notions, and makes it possible to identify aspects which might be 
applicable more widely, far beyond the speci�c case study. In this way, the case 
study bene�ts from the theory. From the point of view of the theory, I argue it is 
only using a theory in practice, in the context of a more detailed case, that  makes 
it possible to recognise also its potential strong and weak points. This research 
offers one attempt to bring together what I �nd to be an exceptionally interesting 
theoretical perspective, and an exciting research case. 

Gell�s starting point is his criticism of prevailing approaches in the anthro-
pology of art, which he sees as reifying the �aesthetic response� independently 
of the social context and its manifestations. He states that �The aesthetic theory 
of art just does not resemble, in any salient respect, any anthropological theory 
about social processes. What it resembles is existing Western art theory - which 
of course is, applied no longer to �Western� art, but to exotic or popular art. To 
develop a distinctively anthropological theory of art it is insu�cient to �borrow� 
existing art theory and apply it to a new object; one must develop a new variant 
of existing anthropological theory, and apply it to art.�81 Gell thus states that what 
interests him is �...the possibility of formulating a �theory of art� which �ts nat-
urally into the context of anthropology, given the premiss that anthropological 
theories are �recognisable� initially, as theories about social relationships, and not 
anything else. The simplest way to imagine this is to suppose that there could be 
a species of anthropological theory in which persons or �social agents� are, in cer-
tain contexts, substituted for by art objects.�82

In other words, the strategy Gell offers is to start from the premises of other 
anthropological theories in order to formulate an anthropological theory of art. 
While the proposition that the �simplest way� to imagine this is to think of con-

81 Gell, A. 1998, 4. Original italics underlined.

82 Gell, A. 1998, 5.

texts where �social agents� could be substituted by art objects might at �rst sound 
everything but simple, Gell�s further explanations make clear that he is not pro-
moting any mystical relationship between persons and art objects.  

The �rst reason why I �nd this theory for art is appropriate for the case of the 
library, is that the library indeed is very �art-like� in many ways, most evidently 
in being designed by a known architect with his recognisable �style�.83 Yet, I sug-
gest that the �problem� the materials bring forth is that the library is simultane-
ously a functional building, designed for use, and during its existence has had a 
role in different events which are everything else than the library being valued 
because of its aesthetic value or otherwise being �art-like�. Hence, the notion 
worth enhancing is that while Gell�s theory is titled Art and Agency, his project 
is to formulate an alternative kind of theory, one that would suit the context of 
theories about social relationships. Having noted this, one signi�cant reason why 
I became convinced that Gell�s theory is useful for articulating more complex 
notions the case of the library brings forth is exactly in that Gell draws upon art 
history and explains his theory through practical examples of art-like objects. 
In this way practically all the examples that Gell offers either resemble the the 
library, or offer a useful point of contrast. To recapitulate, architectural theories 
typically draw upon, or are very similar to, theories appropriated in the history of 
art. Still, as Gell so convincingly argues, most of the art that exists in the world is 
not the kind of Western art that is made to be hung on the wall. My take on Gell�s 
theory is that architecture, like no other form of aesthetic creation, unites use and 
aesthetics, meaning and function. An additional reason why I found Gell�s fram-
ing to apply directly to the library is that he develops a theory for objects, which 
stand out as more meaningful than others. In other words, for Gell�s purposes the 

83 Aino Niskanen discusses in her dissertation dilemmas associated with the notion of style. 
(Niskanen 2005, 299.) One way of de�ning �style� is to analyse it as a �marker of time�, or 
�periodicity�, as something characteristic of a particular period in a particular place. Alternatively, 
�style� is sometimes discussed as if it were a biological process in describing an artist�s works 
throughout his/her career from �early� to �mature� works. The dilemmas which, however, arise 
are for instance, that notions of style also go beyond individual persons, places and time, or as 
Niskanen points out, in the history of Finnish architecture �pure functionalism� is to large extent 
an idealised label, given in retrospect. Gell also presents a detailed background discussion of the 
concept of style in Chapter 8, �Style and Culture� (Gell 1998,155-220), enquiring what does the 
concept of �style�, a word of disparate uses contribute to the understanding of material culture? As 
examples, Gell discusses distinctions between �general� (collective) and �individual� style /�universal� 
style categories as periods or schools, associated with a particular time /representational (realistic) 
as opposed to �geometric� (non-representative, abstract). However, while similarity, or as Gell 
terms it, �least-difference� principle being essential for recognising set of objects as part of a single 
�ensemble�, Gell suggests that instead of taking �style� as a taxonomic system, stylistic systems can 
be analysed as �explanatory�. This leads him to discuss �generative style� and virtuosity, and the 
question of what art works �do�. In fact, I suggest Gell�s entire Art and Agency could be viewed as a 
theory of relationships between entities, style being one essential concept we use to describe how 
individual objects can be perceived as part of the same category.
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category of art objects offers a prime set of examples in contrast to, say, stand-
ardised objects such as those typically used in science or technology. The idea 
that I seek to illustrate in this work goes further than discussing architecture, a 
single art form or stylistic category.

To recapitulate, Gell builds his theoretical perspective on theories applied in 
the history of art - and history of architecture. Gell, however, brings forth a spe-
ci�c aspect that I found to apply to the case of the library directly. He introduces 
the notion that some objects are particularly meaningful. To put it simply, he is 
interested in objects which are perceived to be valuable, and in a sense accumu-
late value. For example, we can understand that a painting by Rembrandt becomes 
more valuable over time, in comparison to. say, standardised items like a fork or 
a street sign. In sum, the primary reason why I �nd the Gellian agency most �tting 
to the library, lies in the notion that certain material objects can achieve a role 
as something more important, in a sense accumulate value, and that this takes 
place over the course of time. As has been pointed out, it is worth remembering 
that neither all works by Aalto, nor all buildings in Viipuri, have attracted similar 
attention as the library has done or bear similar importance. 

To return to Gell, he introduces a number of seminal concepts which are most 
�tting for analysing the case of the library. I propose that they are most useful for 
understanding the role of the building, beyond it being a kind of art-object which 
just sits on its site, like a painting hanging on the wall. There are above all four 
terms that I have found to be useful for articulating the more complex notions 
that the case of the library made necessary to try to articulate and analyse. They 
are agency, index, abduction of agency and distributed object. I suggest that 
they offer ways to interpret the complexities of the case of the library, beyond the 
independent terms tested thus far. 

Gell starts from the idea of agency. But in comparison with many other theo-
ries speaking to this notion, all agency is inherently social when seen through the 
Gellian lens. According to him, it would be in vain to try and tease apart �agency� 
and �social agency�, because as humans we characteristically perceive all agency 
as social. This, in turn has speci�c consequences. Most relevant to the case of the 
library, this starting point helps de�ne the role that the library has as part of the 
events, but also that the meanings associated with it change, and therefore there 
is no �given meaning� that would remain unchanged. 

The potential dilemma of  Gell�s theory is that on the one hand he is inter-
ested in art objects which have a function in the social-relational matrix, while on 
the other hand, he denies the idea of art being about �meanings�. The alternative 
starting point that Gell outlines is an action-centred approach. It is an alternative 
to many linguistic and art theories: �This refusal to discuss art in terms of sym-
bols and meanings may occasion some surprise, since the domain of �art� and the 
symbolic are held by many to be more or less coextensive. In place of symbolic 

communication, I place all emphasis on agency, intention, causation, result and 
transformation. I view art as a system of action, intended to change the world 
rather than encode symbolic propositions about it. The �action�-centred approach 
to art is inherently more anthropological than the alternative semiotic approach 
because it is preoccupied with the practical mediatory role of art objects in the 
social process, rather than with the interpretation of objects �as if� they were 
texts.�84 

In addition to understanding agency as inherently social, Gell�s goal is to for-
mulate an �action-centred approach�, an essential part of which is the idea of 
causal relations, in particular that material (art) objects �cause things to happen�.85 
Here, persons can be things and things can be persons, because the focus is not 
on essences (what entities �are�) but on agency - what they �do in relation� to each 
other.86 It should, however, be underlined that this does not mean that persons 
and things would all be the same: Gell�s position is that neither we nor persons 
anywhere in the world would put persons and objects on the same line as if both 
were of equal value to us. Instead, Gell sees that what analysts need to under-
stand is not what art objects represent or symbolise, but what they do within their 
social worlds - that is, their �practical mediatory role... in the social process�.87 
To give an example, Gell points out that an Asmat88 shield may be of aesthetic 
interest to a scholar or a Western museum visitor, but to the opposing warrior 
for whom it was designed to be seen, it was surely most of all �fear-inducing�.89 
From this perspective, �the nature of the art object is a function of the social-re-
lational matrix in which it is embedded�90: the shield is not effective because of its 
aesthetic beauty, but because of what it causes to happen. In this capacity, then, 
it is a �social agent�, and it is in this sense a person or a thing is �seen as initiating 
causal sequences of a particular type, that is, events caused by acts of mind or 
will or intention, rather than the mere concatenation of physical events�91 

84 Gell, A. 1998, 6. Gell�s theory has been seen to be most radical exactly in doing this; that in one 
fell swoop, he overturns a foundational distinction on which most anthropologies and studies of art 
have been based. Chua, L. and Elliot, M. 2013, 5.

85 Because Gell�s theory has not been summarised at length many times before, I offer direct 
quotations from him to retain his original formulations. 

86 This is the main reason why Gell has received sharp criticism for its overly loose take on what 
constitutes �art�. 

87 Gell, A. 1998, 6.

88 The Asmat are an ethnic group of New Guinea, Indonesia. 

89 Gell, A.1998 6.

90 Ibid, 7.

91 Ibid,16.
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What I propose is that the library is best understood exactly this way: the 
meanings associated with it in the different contexts have resulted from its being 
part of events that are caused by will or intention, not �physical events�. A physi-
cal event would, for example, be the deterioration of the plaster on the library�s 
façades. This, however, represents a topic of a completely different nature than 
the research questions formulated before: 1) What exactly are the contexts in 
which the library has been presented as a building of importance? and 2) What, 
if anything is so special about this particular Library that it appears to have a 
�capacity� to bring together different interests? I suggest that Gell�s formulations 
in fact reveal that both my questions enquire about the library�s �practical medi-
atory role... in the social process�, and in doing so, make it necessary to analyse 
the library as something more than a physical object. 

A potential criticism that could be raised is that, as suggested in association 
with Actor Network Theories (ANT), similarly Gell�s concept of agency could be 
classi�ed as particular types of agencies. Earlier ANT theories, have focused most 
on �agency in the context of science� while Gell begins from �art-like contexts�. 
What Gell alludes to in many of his formulations is that we do not confuse per-
sons, art objects (objects which have a function in the social-relational matrix) and 
�physical events� (for example chemical, physiological or natural events under-
stood to follow scienti�c, law-like rules). Explicitly, while one major goal of ANT 
theories has been to underscore that it is not only humans who can be analysed 
as having �agency�, many of these theories have focused in the context of science 
on illustrating how it is not solely the intentions and will of human agents which 
matter, but other agents can have as strong a role as human ones. Gell again 
offers a book-length theoretical framework for �art-like contexts�, and this on its 
own could have been a relevant contribution to the theories of material culture. 
This however is not what Gell aims at.

There are several reasons why in Art and Agency, the question concerning 
possible types of agents becomes diluted from the beginning. The �rst reason 
was in fact already stated: Gell makes clear that his focus is not on essences (what 
entities �are�) but on agency - what they �do in relation� to each other. To Gell, 
however, the term �in relation� stands out as an inherent part of �doing�. What 
Gell asserts is that he places �all emphasis on agency, intention, causation, result 
and transformation�. My reading of Gellian agency is that his goal is to zoom in 
on that which takes place in between different kinds of agents, these being the 
above-mentioned aspects that he emphasises. To put it differently, Gell�s agency 
is about processes; meanings are not given, and the relationship between things 
changes from situation to situation. This leads me to what I �nd to be the key 
notion characterising Gellian agency: in analysing any particular event, agency 
is not static, but also distributed unevenly: in the Gellian world of agency, agents 
having more �meanings� hold stronger agency than others. In other words, agency 

understood as �doing in relation� to something is by necessity indicative of a hier-
archical relationship.  

Although hierarchies or power are not terms that Gell would explicitly use, I 
�nd his analysis of the relations between agents and patients reminiscent of Fou-
cault�s de�nition of �relations of power�. According to Foucault, when one speaks 
of power, people immediately think of a political structure, a government, a dom-
inant social class, the master and the slave, and so on. Foucault, however, means 
something different by power: �I am not thinking of this at all when I speak of 
relations of power. I mean that human relationships, whether they involve verbal 
communication such as we are engaged in at this moment, or amorous, or eco-
nomic relationships, power is always present: I mean a relationship in which one 
person tries to control the conduct of the other. So I am speaking of relations that 
exist at different levels, in different forms; these power relations are mobile, they 
can be modi�ed, they are not �xed once and for all. For example, the fact that 
I may be older than you, and that you may initially have been intimidated, may 
be turned around during the course of our conversation, and I may end up being 
intimidated before someone precisely because he is younger than I am. These 
power relations are thus mobile, reversible, and unstable.�92 This is probably the 
best summary of my reading of what Gell aims to convey with agency understood 
as relationships where positions change. Whereas Foucault speaks of power, Gell 
always returns to meanings. 

There is, however, another reason why the question concerning types of 
agents remains less relevant. What I �nd to be the signi�cant theoretical contri-
bution made by Gell in Art and Agency is that his project to create a theory for 
art which would resemble other anthropological theories leads him to introduce 
several terms to discuss his take on agency. The reason Gell�s theoretical con-
struction is both impressive but also far too complex to summarise brie�y is that 
throughout Art and Agency he builds on the terms and diagrams that he pre-
sented in the preceding chapters. The primary table that Gell introduces is titled 
�the Art Nexus�. Gell�s tables, including this, are presented in the theory chapter 
where theoretical concepts are taken into use to analyse the library. However,  it 
is useful here to introduce the main set of terms through which Gell unravels the 
different, changing relationships. I suggest that they most of all represent Gell�s 
alternative method to get around the problem of �xating too much on agents 
de�ned by their essence, and turning all attention to what they �do in relation� to 
each other. 

The four primary terms are: artist, index, prototype and recipient, each of 
which can take the position of agent (the one acting) or patient (something being 
acted upon) in relation to the others. In my reading, the concepts of artist-in-

92 Foucault interviewed in Rabinow, P. 2000 [1994], 291-292.
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dex-prototype-recipient offer terms with which to discuss art-like agents, and 
their relationships changing and transforming in the course of events.

The second seminal term is index (of agency). Gell sums up his formulation of 
the anthropology of art by asserting that it is �just anthropology itself, except that 
it deals with those situations in which there is an �index of agency� which is nor-
mally some kind of artefact�.93 My reading of Gell�s analysis, which even answer 
the question of why Gell gave primacy to art instead of, for example, technology 
as the framing context is that he is most interested in cases where meanings are 
associated with particular objects. So, for example, a �shing net as a �tool� does 
not attract interpretations as does a work by Rembrandt. This leads me to the 
concept of �abduction of agency�. 

Gellian abduction of agency takes place when in a certain context the mate-
rial object � for example the Viipuri Library - is closely associated with meanings 
from outside itself, or even in a sense captures them. An example of this could 
be that the library as a key work by Aalto stands for Aalto�s works more widely, 
and his skills as an architect, as a kind of visiting card. This is to say that the 
library is not the same as all of Aalto�s works, but that it stands for, or abducts, 
agency so that we can perceive the library as representing something beyond the 
limits of one physical structure. Most scholars have then picked up on the notion 
that the Gellian index functions chie�y as a sign that points to something else. 
In this vein, Art and Agency has been described by Daniel Miller as a theory of 
�inferred intentionality�, whereby the author looks �through objects to the embed-
ded human agency we infer that they contain�.94 However, the aspect which can 
easily go un-noted is that Gell refers to the index as �a natural sign� in a properly 
Peircean sense95, meaning that the index bears a direct causal relationship to its 
origin. As Gell puts it �[t]he stipulation I make is that the index is itself seen as 
the outcome, and/or the instrument of, social agency�96 Gell�s index is, therefore, 
not a mere representation of its object but fundamentally (part of) the thing itself, 
just as �[a]n ambassador is a spatio-temporally detached fragment of his nation�.97 

93 Gell, A. 1998, 66.

94 Miller, D. 2005,13.

95 In Chapter Two, �The Theory of the Art Nexus�, 2.2. The Index, Gell gives the de�nition: �I 
propose that �art-like situations can be discriminated as those, which the material �index� (the 
visible, physical �thing�) permits a particular cognitive operation which I identify as the abduction 
of agency. An �index� in Peircean semiotics is a �natural sign�, that is, an entity from which the 
observer can make a causal inference of some kind, or an inference about the intentions or 
capabilities of another person�. (Gell 1998, 13.)

96 Chua and Elliot agree that this much is true, but what they �nd to have often been glossed 
over, or perhaps overlooked, is another vital aspect of the index. Gell, A. 1998,15; original italics 
underlined. 

97 Gell, A. 1998, 98.

This is both a vital point in Gell�s theory, but it also provides a link between the 
different sections of his book. Rather than looking back through an index to its 
originator, we can also use it to move forwards, to create, improvise and expand.98 
In this research, I am particularly intrigued by the idea of indexes as spatio-tem-
porally detached fragments as part of the thing itself. In other words, this speaks 
to the dilemma I recognised early on in doing this research that the library could 
be understood to have a life of its own in the documents which are �distributed� far 
away from its physical location. Here, Gell�s index is helpful for articulating how 
the building can be in one place, with the documents telling about it being indexes 
of the building. What is to be noted is that the indexes are real, like the library is, 
and thus have agency.  

In his �nal chapter, Gell argues that he provides a theory of the work of art. 
Here the key term to be introduced is distributed object. In effect the creative 
products of a person or people become their ·distributed mind·, which turns their 
agency into their effects, as in�uences upon the minds of others.99 While retaining 
the words, Gell is busy recon�guring the concepts by asking crucial ontological 
questions about the nature, location and temporality of agency. This is illustrated 
in his depiction of the creative agency of the artist. The oeuvre of a painter, he 
points out, is innately temporal: each �nished work usually builds on a series 
of preparatory studies, and in turn becomes a study for later works. Works of 
art taken together thus �form a macro/object, or temporal object, which evolves 
over time�.100 In other words, Aalto�s works; i.e. his oeuvre, represents this kind 
of temporal object, in which the library is a �key event�. Gell �rst articulates this 
proposition through a theory of �distributed personhood�, in which he proposes to 
treat persons �not as bounded biological organisms, but ... all the objects and/or 
events in the milieu from which agency or personhood can be abducted�101 Chua 
and Elliot conclude that by this stage, Art and Agency has become a theory of 
creativity and (re)generation. �While the book thus closes on the same note on 
which it opened - social relations - it does not revert to a stulti�ed notion of �the 
social� that is distinct from �the material�. Instead, the very idea of the social has 
now been enlarged and reshaped, such that it is simultaneously cognitive, mate-
rial and temporal.�102

I assert Gell�s theory is most helpful for analysing how multiplicity of f notions 
associated with the library can be simultaneously relevant: the library being a 

98 Chua, L. and Elliot, M. 2013, 8.

99 Miller, D. 2005, 13.

100 Gell, A. 1998, 233.

101 Gell, A. 1998, 222.

102 Chua, L. and Elliot, M. 2013, 10-11.
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product of Aalto�s �artistic design process� and the building being a �temporal 
monument� and a commonly used public building, which also has continued to 
inspire new, also mutually discrepant interpretations.

Part II 
The library  

in four themes
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Theme I
The City






























































































































































































































































































































































