
62 63Herzog & de Meuron, Ai Weiwei; Serpentine Gallery Pavilion

Who’s 
Afraid of 
Formalism…

fotografije photographs by

portret portrait

Serpentine Gallery Pavilion, 2012, London, 
great britain

Mikko Summanen

Roland Halbe (rh)
© Herzog & de Meuron and Ai 
Weiwei (HMW)
Film Still, Bird’s Nest - Herzog 
& de Meuron in China © 2008 
by T&C Film AG

---

We stand in the heart of the new library with architect Vesa 
Oiva. The oval shaped void opens above us in the main entry 
floor and is crowned by a skylight. Visitors calmly move 
through the travertine clad surface. It is hard to believe that the 
building has been open only for two days, so well everything 
seems to be in place. Even though expressive in form and 
space, the architecture has an element of agelessness which 
makes one feel that the building has been there for some time. 
I am convinced that this building will bear time well.
KAISA - the new central library of the University of Helsinki 
is a result of an architectural competition. It is the first major 

work for Anttinen – Oiva architects, founded by the couple 
Selina Anttinen and Vesa Oiva.  Knowing that all they had built 
before Kaisa was smaller scale housing it is remarkable that 
the execution of such a challenging building has been such 
a success. There was an old concrete frame of a seventies 
commercial building on the site as a starting point. The 
concept of the winning entry ”Avaus” is to cut through 
the rational floor slabs with three dimensional volumes of 
different geometrical shapes and thus create openings and 
voids within the building and towards the city. This idea suited 
particularly well for the needs of the University library. The 
university wanted a building which is rational and as flexible in 
floor plan as possible yet a building with strong identity both 
in interior and exterior. The concept of KAISA fulfills this need 
perfectly. The voids are present in the interior creating a series 
of spaces which is not only impressive as spatial experience, it 
is also a means of orientation and at the same time introduces 
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architecture could be one. In KAISA - there is even an element 
of oddness which for me in this case doesn’t bear negative 
associations. Rather the architecture appears unique and 
unforeseen which is quite rare these days.
The material palette is dominated by white abstract surfaces 
and supported by very carefully chosen natural materials such 
as travertine and oak. This palette is enriched with warmly 
toned colors in the furniture and floor surfaces. Vesa tells 
me that originally they had a larger variety of material and 
color in mind but through the process they reduced it a great 
deal.  This too feels like the right chose. The most important 
elements in their architecture – the space and form – gain 
more power through this reduction. 
The library floors are basically organized in similar fashion 
which supports the need for high flexibility and constant 
change of material layouts  All floors are accessed through 
the central space characterized by the vertical opening and the 
main staircase. The office and working spaces of the library 
personnel are placed on higher floors and many of them have 
magnificent views over the city roofs. On the top floor there is 
a terrace with equally great views towards the white Helsinki 
Cathedral and the sea.
The choices in furniture are made equally by Anttinen – Oiva 
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a flexible library without being boring. In the atmosphere of 
the interior I can sense the distant influence of great masters 
such as Alvaro Siza, Frank Lloyd Wright and Kazuyo Sejima. 
There is also some relevance to the Aarne Ervi’s architecture 
of Porthania which is located on the same central campus of 
the University of Helsinki.
The voids are strongly present in the exterior architecture. 
The red brick curtain wall forms an element of continuity in 
the street facades of Kaisaniemenkatu and Fabianinkatu. The 
curtain is treated with an even orthogonal pattern of well 
detailed windows which is accentuated by parabola shaped 
openings. These openings are not just forms, they all have a 
reason of existence. The main opening towards the Helsinki 
railway station gathers together the study places. The street 
level openings mark the entries for the library, commercial 
spaces and the university café. On Fabianinkatu side the 
facade strategy is exactly the same. The opening marks the 
main entry as well as the reading places. The brickwork is an 
interesting combination of traditional architectonic elements 
such as vaults and arches combined with contemporary 
materials, textures and detailing. For me there is an intriguing 
relevance to the past and the future simultaniously. If someone 
needs to find references, I would say Eero Saarinen’s organic 
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and this supports the interior concept well. The selection 
includes classics such as Ilmari Tapiovaara’s Domus and Yrjö 
Kukkapuro’s Karuselli as well as newer pieces of furniture with 
lively form and colors. Here too, the main body of the furniture, 
the book shelves, are all white. A small but important detail, 
the brass door handle – is a custom design for KAISA. It draws 
its form from the geometries of the openings and has two 
variations - one for the public and one for the personnel.
There are future plans of introducing a small glass pavilion even 
higher on the roof. This could be a contemporary counterpart 
for the lantern of the old main library of the University of 
Helsinki designed by Carl Ludvig Engel from 1840. Even 
without this small addition KAISA takes proudly it’s place in 
the heart of Helsinki and becomes not only an interesting 
newcomer in the line of impressive university architecture 
University of Helsinki is proud of but a new architectonic 
landmark for the whole city of Helsinki. The fact that libraries 
are important landmarks in Finnish cities tells a story about 
the value of democratic and equal education in the society. 
Coincidently the next landmark building in Helsinki will be a 
library to. As I’m writing this, the results of the first phase of 
the architectural competition of Helsinki Central Library are 
due any day.
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We continue our discussion with Vesa on the roof terrace. 
I ask him the classical question: How do you feel now?  ”I 
can’t believe the building is complete now. It is a great relief. 
Now I feel that I don’t have to prove myself anymore.” says 
Vesa. Afterwards I think more about what he said. As I can 
understand and relate to what he says about proving oneself, 
I sincerely hope that these guys don’t get too comfortable for 
they have a lot more to offer.
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