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In this thesis, I aim to examine Aalto’s sketches and drawings with fresh eyes; not as old 
visual artifacts from an archive, but instead as actual working drawings in an architectural 
design process. Before examining Aalto’s sketches and drawings in detail, however, it is first 
necessary to organize, sort, and visually represent the archival material for a given project. 
For example, in the case of Vuoksenniska Church alone, there are approximately 800 sketches 
and drawings for the project available in the Alvar Aalto Archive, including plans, sections, 
perspectives, and construction details. Furthermore, there are approximately 600 and 370
archival design sketches or drawings for Seinäjoki and Wolfsburg Church, respectively. Taken 
all together, the sheer volume of this visual research material can be somewhat overwhelming 
to consider, especially without a sound approach and structured research methodology. A
careful process of comparing and sorting sketches and drawings is needed to retrace Aalto’s 
way to design, as many of Aalto’s sketches are undated, especially initial concept sketches. 
This section outlines such a process for my research with Aalto’s sketches and drawings,
taking the three churches already noted as illustrative examples: namely, Seinäjoki, 
Vuoksenniska, and Wolfsburg Church. After applying the methodology and establishing a
useful overview of the design process for each church, Aalto’s common elements and design 
tendencies in all three projects are briefly discussed, before proceeding with more in-depth 
analysis.

When beginning to work with Aalto’ sketches and drawings, it is important to keep in 
mind not only some of the general Aalto literature previously noted in Chapter 1, but also 
additional, more detailed studies and academic analyses. Compared to introductory texts or 
general literature, more focused Aalto research studies have an important role to play when
sorting and organizing Aalto’s sketches and drawings, beyond serving as basic precedents or 
passive background information. For example, Walker’s research on the natural lighting 
conditions in Vuoksenniska Church highlights an important design issue to investigate in
Aalto’s design sketches.1 Walker basically compared numerous photos of the church interior 
at different times of day and in different seasons, describing the quality of the natural light in 
the church; based on this lighting study, and with the project’s archival sketches and drawings 
available, a series of research questions naturally arise. For instance, how did Aalto represent
natural light in the design sketches for the church, and how did Aalto use the process of 
designing to develop the natural lighting conditions that Walker observed? Existing research
actively informs and helps to formulate these kind of relevant research questions regarding 
what design issues and features to specifically look for in Aalto’s sketches and drawings. An
understanding of previous research therefore encourages a more focused investigation when 
dealing with Aalto’s sketches. As previous Aalto research from Japan has not thoroughly 
engaged existing literature, this research approach further closes a critical gap between 
European and Japanese tendencies to studying, researching, and understanding Aalto’s 
architecture and way to design.

I follow a general approach involving four main steps to sort Aalto’s undated sketches 
and drawings. First, I begin with a broad review of all of the sketches and drawings for a 
given project, and identify a few hundred of the most significant sketches and drawings for 
further examination. Second, within this initial selection, I list and sort Aalto’s dated drawings 
chronologically, including both plans and sections. By beginning with Aalto’s dated plans and 
sections, we can identify the intermediate stages of the design process with confidence; they 
serve as reliable signposts to understand the major developments and general direction and 
iterations of the design process. Third and partly in parallel with the initial sorting processes,
other research documents and literature like those previously discussed are reviewed.
Relevant examples and discussions from previous research regarding specific Aalto sketches 
and drawings are noted. The specific sketches in question are set aside for more careful 
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review later on. For example, Menin and Samuel’s discussion on Vuoksenniska Church 
included a pair of Aalto’s design sketches that were used to illustrate parts of their argument.2

Figures 2.1 and 2.2 show these specific design sketches for Vuoksenniska Church, illustrating
how Aalto imagined the church’s main rear-wall behind the altar area as a fibrous wood 
structure. Menin and Samuel3 interpreted Aalto’s idea for the curved wall of the church as a 
large extrapolation of a bentwood sculpture, even though the church was later built in 
reinforced concrete. Such insights, however, are somewhat limited and lack meaning without 
understanding the context of these sketches and the associated design decisions in the overall 
design process. A visual overview of the design process is ultimately needed to see how 
important and relevant these sketches were in the design process of the church.

Aalto’s sketch of a bentwood sculpture for Vuoksenniska Church. The Alvar Aalto Museum, Finland.

Early section sketch for Vuoksenniska Church with the church’s curved wall drawn as fibrous wood.
The Alvar Aalto Museum, Finland.

To complete the overall organizing and sorting process, Aalto’s undated design sketches 
are lastly compared with one another, and also compared to intermediate dated drawings. 
Figure 2.3 shows one example from the design process for Wolfsburg Church, where Aalto 
sketched directly over an intermediate dated drawing, defining a skylight for the church’s 
baptismal area (Fig. 2.3a). An undated sketch (Fig. 2.3b) also shows more details of the 
skylight, and how Aalto could communicate visually with studio staff to guide the design 
process for the project. The subsequent dated drawing (Fig. 2.3c) in turn includes the church’s 
skylight, showing how it was carefully rendered and drawn into the church’s roof. Aalto’s 
design sketches, when examined in relation to one another as shown in Figure 2.3, can 
provide more detailed insights into the flow of the design process, in-between intermediate 
design stages. They can also illustrate key turning points in the design process, or different 
and even competing streams of ideas that were considered in parallel. Another 
straightforward example can be seen in Figure 2.4 in the case of Vuoksenniska Church, where 
the church’s characteristic faceted rear wall was only sketched and designed after Aalto saw
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intermediate drawings with a plan having smooth circular walls (Fig. 2.4a). Based on a simple 
design sketch (Fig. 2.4b), which considered the acoustics inside the church, subsequent dated 
drawings (Fig. 2.4c) showed how the church’s rear wall was faceted, and updated with a 
rough form according to Aalto’s sketch. The interaction between rough sketches and more 
careful architectural drawings is clarified after sorting and organizing Aalto’s most important 
undated design sketches and intermediate drawings. As seen in these initial examples, 
organizing Aalto’s sketches and drawings affords opportunities to study and clarify Aalto’s 
design process and architecture.

(a, above) A dated elevation drawing for Wolfsburg Church showing Aalto’s sketched correction, (b, 
middle) a corresponding detailed but undated sketch, and (c, bottom) the updated drawing. The Alvar Aalto 
Museum, Finland.
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a project’s design process in its entirety. The architect’s sketches illustrate his own particular 
way of synthesizing space, form, and structure in architecture.

The general methodology and approach outlined so far in the present chapter can now be 
applied directly to the three illustrative examples of Aalto’s 1950s churches. Before 
presenting the resultant visual representation of the design process along a timeline for each 
project, each church’s background is briefly discussed, highlighting how the churches’ origins 
were closely related to one another. For example, in the broadest sense, the churches share a 
common aspect as they were all realized during times of general urban expansion and growth
following World War II. The unique but interrelated nature of the three projects' origins,
however, foreshadows how early ideas in the design process for each project could also be 
interrelated and connected. With these timelines, the various sketches and different processes 
can be seen in relation to one another, and also in relation to Aalto's dated drawings for each 
project's intermediate and final design stages. The key themes, motifs, and ideas for each 
design are discussed later on to highlight their significance for each project. The interrelated 
aspects in Aalto's design process for different projects are finally noted, before summarizing 
the methodology and results of the thesis thus far.

The three churches examined in this study are all Lutheran churches, but have different 
contexts, backgrounds, and origins in their realization. For example, Seinäjoki Church, 
located in western Finland and officially named Lakeuden Risti (Cross on the Plains), began 
as a competition entry in 1951.5 Aalto began the design process for Seinäjoki Church with 
simple sketches of a girl (Fig. 2.5). The girl's outline was represented in plan with three basic 
trapezoidal forms side-by-side. This three-part plan was then adapted to a simpler trapezoidal 
plan. With the building oriented roughly along an east-west axis, the trapezoidal plan was 
then further developed with a general courtyard layout (Fig. 2.5). Repeated spaces were then 
defined along the axis of the entire church space (Fig. 2.6). At the same time as these initial 
repetitions in plan, the vaulted section and unique side windows of the church were also 
sketched and repeated (Fig. 2.6). Although not achieved in the final building, the original 
design intention was to open the back wall to extend the church space into the courtyard for 
open-air ceremonies.6 A trapezoidal plan is well suited to this design intention, as the plan's 
form can be inherently repeated or extended to larger scales. Apart from a change in the 
church's facade material, from black granite to white plaster (Fig. 2.7), no other significant 
changes can be seen in the church's overall design (Fig. 2.8) after the first term of the design 
process and initial competition. The church’s interior, as seen today (Fig. 2.9), closely 
resembles the original interior perspective drawing from the 1951 competition. Despite being 
almost completely designed in 1951, significant time was needed to raise funds and organize 
donations after the initial competition, so the Seinäjoki Church project was actually built 
much later from 1957-59, including parish hall facilities and a prominent bell tower.7
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Design sketch for Seinäjoki Church showing the initial three-part plan for the church based on the 
simple outline of a girl. The Alvar Aalto Museum, Finland.
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Design sketch for Seinäjoki Church showing a single trapezoidal form with repetition in both plan and 
section. The Alvar Aalto Museum, Finland.

Design drawings for Seinäjoki Church for different façades in black granite and white plaster. The 
Alvar Aalto Museum, Finland.
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With an original methodology and process of organizing, comparing, and sorting Aalto’s 
sketches and drawings, this chapter provides a general overview of the design processes for 
three churches from the 1950s. The design process for each church is represented with a time 
line made up of Aalto’s most important sketches and drawings for a given project. As a 
somewhat overlooked but important primary source material, Aalto's sketches are 
complementary to existing Aalto research based on more conventional materials such as 
archived letters, texts, and interviews. Aalto's sketches and drawings, however, illustrate more 
clearly how and not just what the architect designed. In the three examples of Seinäjoki, 
Vuoksenniska, and Wolfsburg Church, a comparison of early design sketches from each 
project shows significant similarities, despite the final buildings being noticeably distinct. 
Aalto's sketches show a key process of reprise, with the subsequent modification of basic 
design elements for different projects and architectural situations. For the three churches 
examined here, Aalto's design process is characterized by a continuity and reprise of basic 
design elements, with their interaction and the careful adaptation, adjustment, and synthesis in 
realizing a unique and final design. As the design process for Vuoksenniska Church shows a 
much higher degree of complexity when compared to the case of Seinäjoki and Wolfsburg 
Church, an closer examination of the Vuoksenniska sketches and drawings is presented in the 
next chapter.
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Several references from Aalto literature point to the wood reliefs’ importance extending 
beyond furniture and into architectural design. For example, in the seminal essay from 1947, 
‘Architettura e arte concrete’, better known in English as ‘The Trout and the Stream’, only the 
the Viipuri Library project (1933–35) and the wood reliefs were cited by Aalto to explain his 
approach to designing:

At our London exhibition in 1933 (on the work of architect Aino Aalto and myself, 
arranged by The Architectural Review), we displayed some wood constructions. Some of 
these directly represented the structures we had used in our furniture; others were 
experiments with the form and handling of wood without any practical value or even any 
rational bearing to practice. An art critic wrote in The Times about these as expressions of 
abstract art... But I would like to add as my personal, emotional view that architecture and 
its details are in some way all part of biology. Perhaps they are, for instance, like some big 
salmon or trout. They are not born fully grown; they are not even born in the sea or water
where they normally live… Just as it takes time for a speck of fish spawn to mature into a 
fully-grown fish, so we need time for everything that develops and crystallizes in our 
world of ideas. Architecture demands even more of this time than other creative work.9

In more recent literature, Pelkonen has emphasized the importance of the wood sculptures and 
reliefs as the decisive starting point of the curved or organic line in the architect’s work.10

Schildt has also explained how the reliefs were used to understand the properties of wood as 
an architectural material.11 Schildt has further described the wood reliefs as ‘symbols of the 
whole of Aalto’s work, the epitome of his love of classical balance, organic forms and the 
spontaneous harmony of nature’.12 This last description suggests a broader understanding of 
Aalto’s wood reliefs in relation to both furniture and architectural design that has not yet been 
fully elaborated or thoroughly investigated in literature about Aalto or in recent exhibitions.

This research offers the first comprehensive overview of Aalto’s wood reliefs as a body of 
design work positioned between furniture and architecture. While previous studies and 
exhibitions have tended to include only a limited number of the reliefs, usually one or two, 
and rarely more than a group of four or five as illustrative examples, Aalto’s wood reliefs are 
presented here as a broader collection of sixteen works, spanning over a period of two 
decades.13 The sixteen reliefs presented here represent a majority of Aalto’s original 
collection of twenty small-scale wood reliefs, not including much later and larger reliefs that
were often designed with a non-wood backing, named, and made for a specific exhibition or 
architectural project.14 Only sixteen of the twenty wood reliefs are presented (Fig. 4.2),
however, as detailed historical photographs of the four remaining reliefs cannot be found in 
the Alvar Aalto Museum archives. They can still be seen, however, in the background of 
historical exhibition photographs in the archives (Figs. 4.1a, c).15 Compared to the sixteen 
reliefs present and examined here in detail, the remaining four reliefs not included were 
relatively straightforward and simple examples. The discussion that follows is therefore also 
equally relevant to the four reliefs not included with the sixteen shown in the main collection
in Figure 4.2. 

Historical photographs and recent exhibitions further reveal how some of the original 
reliefs were also subtly changed and varied, with one or two additional examples made either 
at the time of their production or slightly later as reproductions. For example, one variant of 
the 1934 relief (Fig. 4.2i), mounted on plywood and also dated to 1934, has been included in 
several exhibitions in recent years.16 Yet another variant of the same 1934 relief, but having a 




















































































