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INTRODUCTION

THE PRINCIPLES OF IMAGINATIVE REUSE

We should not construct new buildings from scratch. That is the simple message of this book. I do not make this statement lightly. I have spent my life looking at, evaluating, loving, and even trying to make my own architecture. And having grown up in the Netherlands, where my family moved when I was a young child, I appreciate the ways in which architecture can build a new and better world. The Dutch have been doing that for centuries, creating a fully formed country out of the sea and swamps.

Throughout my career as a designer and critic, I have traveled around the globe and seen many fantastic buildings, new and old. In recent years, however, I found myself attracted to a new type of architecture: one that does not impose itself on the land as new but that reveals, opens, and reuses the world we have inherited in an imaginative manner. I believe there are reasons for that beauty, and I have spent the last few years seeking out and analyzing such structures.

I have concluded that there are two reasons to commit to an architecture of reuse. The first is that every act of new construction—no matter how carefully thought-out and how overlaid with solar panels, double or even triple-paned windows, rainwater collectors, geothermal wells, ceiling fans, or other gadgets—will only contribute to climate change. While existing buildings are carbon sinks, new buildings use up resources we cannot replenish. To build with new steel, you must mine ore, smelt it, and transport the results. Concrete production is even worse as an extractive, heat-producing, and chemical-using industry. Even wood either uses forests that should be sucking up carbon (and just being) or facilitates the unhealthy monoculture of fast-growing tree plantations. The chemicals we use to create coverings for walls, ceilings, and fire protections are almost all petroleum based. These concerns do not even include all the other materials we use to make buildings and furnish them, let alone the transportation of all of this to the site.

Architects can claim that their buildings are “net zero”—that is, produce no net pollution because they use alternative energy sources such as solar panels or geothermal heating and cooling—or even “net positive,” but in fact the energy debt they build up in their construction is just about impossible to repay. The reuse of existing structures is the only way to begin to approach the need to preserve our wood, sand, silicon, and iron, let alone stop belching carbon monoxide and other pollutants in the air.

The second reason to embrace reuse is that any new building will by its very nature reflect the values, beliefs, and mandates of those who commission it, which is to say people with means. We need to stop ruining our planet, and we also need to open the built spaces of our society to be more egalitarian and just.

Back in 2008, the European Union proposed that 70 percent of all buildings be constructed out of reused or recycled material by 2020.1 They also looked to cut by half the amount of construction waste that would wind up in landfills and suggested other ways in which the whole industry should be more sustainable in its practices. While the US made no such proposal, American architecture has also been moving toward reuse: in 2022, more than half of firms’ billings were for renovation work of various sorts. That milestone was reached long before in Europe—where renovation and restoration have been an overwhelming challenge since the devastation of the Second World War—and many countries in Asia may soon hit this mark as well.

The economic factors driving us toward reuse are availability and cost. Because of the dearth of both land and raw materials—as well as the regulations we put on their use—the costs of new construction have risen to such a degree that they often outweigh the added complexity and expense that go into renovating existing buildings. This is by no means always the case, however, and most developers—and architects—will continue to make new buildings. That is not only because it is cheaper in many cases but also because it is what they know how to do, and they believe it to be the highest and best way to apply their skills and knowledge. An essential part of the process of revaluing existing buildings will indeed have to be changes to the culture of architecture—and the culture of the arts in general—that favor the creative reuse of materials, forms, and buildings over the production of brand-new buildings and other cultural objects.

Since the onset of the COVID pandemic and the shift to remote work, we have seen a wave of office building conversions, but in many cases there is a great deal of resistance to these conversions because of the manner in which building codes are written. Most cities restrict the uses to which buildings can be put in certain areas (“zoning”) and have very specific regulations about matters such as how many exit stairs and bathrooms, and even parking spaces, you need for each building type. When you want to change the use of a building from workplace to residential, you not only have to often appeal for a variance for the use designation but also add stairs, individual bathrooms (while removing the communal ones of offices), and sometimes even change materials.

Right now, most companies and services that offer redesign services and goods, whether in design or by providing upcycled materials, are small and often experimental. As we get better at reusing materials and adapting buildings, and as we rewrite our laws to accommodate such changes, this form of reuse will also become more economical. A rise in demand for redesigned goods and services should create more knowledge and increase the scale of these operations.

The stick of standards that governments are setting for circular economies of reuse in Europe and—to a lesser degree, in the United States and elsewhere—will boost the carrot of making reuse cheaper. The idea of a circular economy, which started in the 1970s with regulations on the recycling of paper and plastic, is now reaching into the building industry as well.

THE SOCIAL ROLE OF ARCHITECTURE

If we were to merely stop building altogether, we would make great progress toward a sustainable and equitable world. Yet we would also lose the contributions that architecture makes to our culture and society. Architecture can be a way of setting a scene in which we can play the role we believe is right for us, in relationship to both the human-made and the natural worlds. It can open our eyes to new realities and let us rediscover where we have come from. Our houses are domestic scenes, and our offices are stages where we perform the roles of workers, but how they do that is predetermined and imposed on us, even if we arrange our furniture or our desk to make it our own. An architecture of reuse needs to make these places better. Architects such as Frank Gehry have long been experimenting with bare-bones structures (in his work of the 1970s and 1980s, Gehry often left the wood studs of buildings exposed), so that they are more open for use and interpretation. Designers such as Rem Koolhaas and the Dutch firm MVRDV have designed buildings in which work spaces double as stages—stepped seating and corridors spiral into continual paths of discovery while widening at times to encourage flexible uses, including social and commercial, for example.

We need architecture to make our world better, but, as it turns out, architecture does not need to make new buildings to do so. It can reuse, re-inhabit, and reimagine the structures we already have. It can preserve and open up at the same time. It can find beauty where we thought there was only the ugly and humdrum, and it can surround us with what it has discovered. This is the kind of reuse—what I am calling “imaginative reuse”—in which we must engage. This new way of reuse has arisen quite recently, in just the last few years—although its roots, as this book will try to show, reach back centuries and even millennia. Rather than accepting or trying to rebuild history, imaginative reuse treats the past as a continuous process that continues to this day and will keep evolving in the future. Buildings keep changing as they exist, and so do the lives within them. Whatever we do in or with those buildings, we should understand our actions as part of this process. Imaginative reuse should reveal the past, much as restorers have often tried to do, but it should also develop a critical attitude toward that past and elaborate its possibilities. It should accept wear and tear, fragments, and even ruins, and both re-inhabit and reimagine them. What we need, in other words, is to move beyond the five traditional categories that have up until now defined the reuse of buildings.

TRADITIONAL CATEGORIES OF REUSE

The first category, simple reuse, has been practiced almost since the first buildings were erected: this is the act of occupying spaces with whatever function was needed at the time, with little regard for intentions of the original building. The second category, reuse of materials, involves taking buildings apart down to their base components and making these spolia (the Latin word for the reuse of piece of old buildings in new ones) part of our new structures—again often with little regard for how these stones, bricks, pieces of wood, and columns had functioned originally.

Starting at the end of eighteenth century—though of course you can find much earlier examples throughout history—people became interested in a third category of reuse: preserving artifacts we felt were important, whether because of their association with important events and people or because of their intrinsic beauty. The French Revolution swept away the old order and with it the need for palaces and churches, but the revolution also encouraged their reuse. Thus the Louvre, once the French king’s home, became a public museum where the royal collections are now visible to everybody. The same events prompted both scholars and politicians, often for different reasons, to preserve and even resurrect fragments of the old order. In England, poets bemoaned the loss of countryside and innocence by trekking to ruins such as Tintern Abbey (as William Wordsworth did), while in Germany painters such as David Caspar Friedrich used similar crumbling remains of old churches to reflect a romantic desire to muse on time and place. At the same time, the rising cult of the genius led to a desire to preserve places where great men (almost never women) had lived or acted.

This way of saving the past allows it to be present in our current lives. The preservation movement started with such monuments, but since then has spread in many directions. Whole districts—from Manhattan’s bustling Upper East Side to Cincinnati’s Over-the-Rhine, which contains the largest collection of Victorian-era buildings in America—are now considered historic monuments that must be preserved as if in amber. This attitude, however, has little regard for how we live, work, and play today or how we will tomorrow. It seeks to make the past—or at least a version of it embodied in a building—present.

As the preservation movement spread beyond monuments, it intersected with the everyday practice of reusing old buildings, and a fourth category of reuse developed: adaptive reuse. This is currently our most common approach to the structures that we inherit and do not tear down: We make them work for us, with various degrees of changes, additions, and subtractions. We turn Washington, DC’s grand former post office into a hotel, cramming bedrooms into what had been suites of offices and laying out seas of dining tables and bar stools in what had been the sky-lit sorting room. Or, in more humble examples, we turn a smaller post office in New York City’s Soho district into a sleek new Apple store.

Finally, we should include in the panoply of different forms of reuse a fifth category, which encapsulates the way humans made ad hoc shelters before we became interested in building for the ages: the continual reassembly and use of materials that were flexible and easily deployable. We have done this since the very dawn of architecture, when we wove together tents out of wool or twigs, sometimes carrying them with us. Armies brought their tents with them. Seasonal fairs were made up of lean-tos and temporary pavilions. Today, such ephemeral architecture can be seen in the city built in a month for the Kumbh Mela festival in India, and in the instant cities erected for music festivals every summer.

All of these forms of reuse are now part of how we build and rebuild today to a greater or lesser degree, and they all are important in our quest to fully utilize what we already have. What imaginative reuse adds to these categories, I believe, is the framework of pursuing these forms of reuse as architecture. We need to continue to perfect the technical issues that allow us to improve our ability to reuse, while also changing our laws and regulations to make it easier to do so. We are getting better and better at standardizing the ways we sort and make available salvaged building components, using algorithms and web advertising to do so. In 2023 the pressure to ease the conversion of buildings from one use to another led New York City to change some of its regulations in this area.

COMBINING OLD AND NEW

But there is a deeper set of issues that architecture needs to pursue so that we may reuse our buildings in a better manner. Most of those conundrums form a simple contradiction: we want new things and an always newer world, but we want to be comfortable in that novelty. We want progress, but we also want to be at home in a world that is continually changing. It is a contradiction inherent to our capitalist economic system and the culture based on it. In our current logic of production and consumption, we depend on making and using ever more in ever more efficient ways to keep both the economy and profit margins growing (and sometimes costs going down). We are therefore conditioned by our schooling and advertising to always want newer and better products, even as we try to hold onto the memories, objects, and places that define us. Architecture therefore must be able to reuse buildings in a way that makes them feel new, but at the same time lets us feel as if we are sheltered by them, rooted in their foundations, comfortable in their materials.

Moreover, architecture has to confront the reality that its task is to open and preserve at the same time. Imaginative reuse must challenge the power relations installed in buildings by the wealthy people who commissioned them, yet also preserve the buildings materially so that they can be open to more people. The act of reuse should break through the hierarchies of class, sex, and race.

What we are looking for is perhaps a bit of a Frankenstein’s monster, as the historian Liliane Wong has pointed out. We want the reused building to reflect us, and at the same time we realize a building is a modern machine. The eeriness of the combination is frightening. Wong sees the monster as analogous to a building that has been renovated, but in a way that is not neutral: “The substitution of different body parts within this structure, however, is a deviation, a subversion of the structure.”2

The sense that a building is recognizable but alien to us can be resolved, Wong claims, if we realize that the act of reuse is also akin to an even older myth: that of resurrection. “In this respect, and in an interesting parallel to restoration, the aim of preservation until the early 20th century remained somewhat aligned with Christian resurrection, akin to Jesus’ resurrection from death in perpetuity at age 33,” she writes.3 Perhaps the Christian reference is no longer directly present in the motivation for reuse, but what does or should remain is the sense that we are looking for an animating presence that resembles us, is also beyond us, and gives meaning to what we are doing.

A less laden way to say this is that while reuse always has a nostalgic side, we need to find ways not to wallow in those memories. Instead, we must activate them and make them part of how we move forward. The artist Svetlana Boym calls this “reflective nostalgia,” which, she says, has “a utopian dimension that consists in the exploration of other potentialities and unfulfilled promises of modern happiness.” That gives the ruin a redeeming quality: “It resists both the total reconstruction of the local culture and the triumphant indifference of technocratic globalism . . . the reflective nostalgics [sic] can create a global diasporic solidarity based on the experience of immigration and internal multiculturalism.”4

The architects David Fannon, Michelle Laboy, and Peter Wiederspahn, in their 2021 The Architecture of Persistence: Designing for Future Use, relate this idea of reflective nostalgia (though they do not use that term) directly to the act of adaptive reuse. They point out that “material decay fuels the work of artists and architects because it imbues buildings with the passage of time.” In response to that, they argue, “a pragmatic approach to an architecture of persistence recognizes the emotional and creative power of allowing traces of time to be registered in buildings while negotiating the inherent risks, technical dimensions, and performance criteria for contemporary material culture.” For the authors, “This is an argument for embracing the role of materiality in the cultural persistence of buildings, to guard against unnecessarily accelerating the path to decay or demolition long before a building’s material life span.”5

“Keeping a building,” they go on to say, “is an act of optimism. The premise is that the building is valuable enough to make it worth the effort to leave a new mark, to become part of the continuum of history while pushing a new generation forward.”6

ARCHITECTURE AS ARCHAEOLOGY

How, then, do we pursue such a path? Ironically, it starts with doing nothing, or at least as little as we can. The Dutch architect Rem Koolhaas, writing about historic preservation, has said: “Perhaps in architecture, a profession that fundamentally is supposed to change things it encounters (usually before reflection), there ought to be an equally important arm of it that is concerned with not doing anything.”7

We may not even have to choose to do nothing, if for no other reason that we can’t do anything, he goes on to write: “We are living in an incredibly exciting and slightly absurd moment, namely that preservation is overtaking us. Maybe we can be the first to experience the moment that preservation is no longer a retroactive activity but becomes a prospective activity.”8

That Zen-like act of doing nothing leads to particular strategies. The first of these is to see imaginative reuse as, above all else, a form of rev-elation—a kind of archaeology. If we treat buildings as excavation sites, our work consists primarily of revealing what is already there. Like archaeologists, we must be careful in that effort, but we also must accept what we find in all its variety, realizing that much of it will be remnants rather than complete structures. Moreover, an archaeological dig usually reveals many layers of construction from different times. Figuring out, first, how to keep what we find intact and, second, what to reveal becomes just as important as the act of opening up and removing the dirt between the ruins. When we preserve and renovate a historic house, do we take it back to the day the original resident died, or do we allow all the lives that existed there to also be present in their marks? At Taliesin West—the home, office, and school that Frank Lloyd Wright built for himself in 1937 in the Arizona desert—the foundation that purports to carry on his name is restoring the building to the way it supposedly looked the day he died in 1959, ripping our decades of additions Wright’s disciples subsequently built. The artist David Ireland, on the other hand, as we shall see in chapter 4, took great pains to preserve as many marks as possible of the different lives that had taken place in the house he bought in San Francisco in 1974, weaving his own insertions into the existing structure. On a larger scale, the architect David Chipperfield left in place the bullet holes and craters left over from the Second World War that marred Berlin’s Neues Museum when he renovated that structure in 2009.

Before we consider how to reuse, then, we must first ask ourselves: how do we activate these ruins to their fullest potential? Our task is to enable others to perceive the full reality of what we have found in all its many layers and potential imagery.

ARCHITECTURE AS ART

This is where architecture can learn a great deal from art practices that make it their business to evoke other worlds and times in ways that are convincing and, even more than that, seductive and eerie. Artists such as Mike Nelson create installations that seem to be office environments or even whole apartment buildings from an older New York or faraway Istanbul. Similarly, the Berlin-based artist duo Elmgreen & Dragset create stage sets in which you can imagine yourself wandering through the apartment of a recently deceased architect, calling into question the reality of what you are experiencing. Architecture has the advantage of making present the past in a manner that confronts you directly but that can also make it difficult to see what is within its surfaces and structures. The tactics of framing, evoking, collaging, and assembling images—sometimes of a three-dimensional nature, sometimes unreal or projected—show us how we can perform a more revelatory form of archaeology. As we shall see later in this book, these tactics were pioneered by artists such as Kurt Schwitters at the beginning of the twentieth century and can be fruitfully adapted by architects.

AN ARCHITECTURE OF DOING SOMETHING

Even as we excavate what is there, we usually still have to do something: we have to subtract from, add to, or multiply the existing structure (that is, weave the new through the old) in order to bring it into a state that allows present and future uses. Of these, the subtracting is easiest. Cutting open buildings in such a manner that we can utilize them is a necessity. The work of the architect and artist Gordon Matta-Clark, who sawed open apartment buildings, houses, and warehouses as art projects during the 1960s, showed the way for this technique. In Madrid, the architecture firm Herzog & de Meuron jacked up an existing warehouse on top of a new, two-level foundation so that you can pass into the open space of a new museum they created in the structure underneath the imposing walls. In Charleroi, Belgium, De Vylder Vinck Architects removed most of the walls of the central pavilion of a former exposition center to make it a public space. To create the Ponce City Market in Atlanta in 2018, S9 Architecture created large holes in what had been warehouse floors to create airy double-height public spaces on the ground level. Two years before, Flores & Prats made more delicate incisions in a two-story nineteenth-century social hall to make its center a gathering spot from which visitors can see different activities on various floors. Renovating buildings so that they are more open, both visually and socially, can thus turn that need for functional space into architecture.

Adding is more difficult. The standard in historic preservation is that what is added should be easily identifiable as such. If it is new, it should look new. It should also be easy to remove without damaging the historic structure. Even though there are no such rules for reusing non-protected buildings, it is a good strategy that is used by many, if not most, architects working on historic structures.

There is inevitably a style to this kind of addition, made out of both necessity and choice. These interventions should be minimal and minimalistic. This is because technology has become much more compressed and ergonomically housed—with formerly room-sized computers turning into handheld devices, and chairs streamlined to fit our bodies better—and also because such minimal forms will allow the past to remain while carving out a place for the present. Moreover, we should aspire to make these additions in a way that uses as few natural resources as possible. When possible, we should make use of recycled or upcycled materials. In addition, we should consider minimal climate conditioning in the manner of the LocHal, a former tram repair facility in Tilburg, Netherlands, that is now a library and community center.

Multiplication, or the weaving of the new through the old, is an even more difficult tactic. The LocHal does a good job of that, but you can also find it in bookstores that are inserted into churches (Maastricht, Netherlands) or in old theaters (Buenos Aires, Argentina). In contrast to the method of addition I discussed above, multiplication can mean deliberately blurring the boundaries between new and old. Though that would seem to be a recipe for confusion, the raising of doubts about what or from when a piece of construction originates can be a very productive tool for triggering our wonderment and thus awareness. In such a case, it is exactly the continuity of time and place that is at the heart of architecture that thus comes to light. Unlike other forms of art, buildings surround us with the past, even embodying it and making us aware that we exist in a social continuum. That can make buildings deadening and oppressive—as when our apartments dictate which space is a bedroom and which a kitchen—or, on a larger scale, can make then intimidating, as with imposing museum buildings like the Metropolitan in New York. This is why blurring the distinction between new and old makes it possible for us to see the multiple histories and their marks all around us. Multiplication is a way of opening up buildings without destroying them. It is also a kind of questioning of the closed nature of styles, building practices, and all the other parts of the architecture canon by showing how changeable they are.

Blurring is central to many of these approaches. Paradoxically, doing almost nothing, but fudging the hard lines between past, present, and possible future along the way—like Frank Gehry’s transformation of another tram repair shop into the Temporary Contemporary in Los Angeles in 1982—releases them from their monumental status. It also lets us see what we are doing now in terms of continuities rather than breaks. When something is blurred, it has an evocative quality. This is an art of intimation, rather than imitation. It operates at best out of the corner of our eye, when we realize that what seems like simple structures are actually not so simple on closer look. Architecture that is fake but real, that is “both/and and neither/nor” (to use the postmodern architect Robert Venturi’s phrase)9 is precisely what we need in this uncertain age. It grounds us without burying us and invites us to interpret, speculate, and wonder.

The most concrete blurring techniques, which have evolved since the beginning of the last century, are collage and assemblage—bringing together disparate materials, forms, and images that already exist, rather than making them. In architecture, these can also be the building parts you find on site. These pieces are usually castoffs that have been liberated from their former uses—like the fragments of newspaper the artist Kurt Schwitters used in his collages, or the unused machinery populating the Zollverein, a former mine and steel mill turned into a cultural center in Essen, Germany—but that still bring some of the associations of their past function with them. In the collage, you then put the images together in a way governed by compositional principles, rather than functional hierarchies. You do so in a manner that implies that this assembly could continue far beyond the piece’s picture frame. This approach has been by now perfected by artists. It is not yet common in architecture but is of particular relevance in the imaginative reuse of existing buildings.

Collage incorporates both multiplication and blurring, but it is also a form of active archaeology that collects remnants after they have been found. It is thus a modern version of the ancient act of hunting and gathering by which humans not only made ourselves at home in the world but also made sense of it. Collage presents an order that is rambling, unstated, continual, and open to interpretation. It does not tell you what is more important or what was produced when and how. It accepts and finds relations between things, reusing them in ways that allow for multiple interpretations. An unused wrench can show up in a collage as a purely formal element that still evokes work; old machinery like that at the Zollverein is impressive in and of itself, while also evoking the glory and grime of the Industrial Revolution.

TOWARD A CIRCULAR ECONOMY

This form of evocative collecting and building is particularly relevant as we realize that an important part of how we have to build today is by reusing not just buildings but their bits and pieces. It is not possible to reuse every building as it is. In those cases, we must understand building as part of the circular economy in which nothing goes to waste and everything is reused. Even though that is an ideal, it is remarkable how close we can already come: in the Netherlands, the architect Jan Jongert has created new buildings with over 90 percent reused and upcycled materials. Often the difficulty is not finding the actual materials but figuring out how to disassemble and reuse the old buildings. Jongert has figured out that worn-out windmill blades can make excellent seating and that discarded washing machines can be picked apart to build up new building fronts. In some cases, materials must be not only disassembled but also detoxified. This again is something we are learning in other parts of our economy—where waste streams also have to be cleaned up—and are now applying to (re)construction practices. Of course, that also means we have to put our newly remade structures together in ways that allow for easier disassembly for future instances of reuse. We might, for instance, assemble structures with visible connections that can be unbolted or unscrewed, rather than gluing or laminating surfaces together.

It is not only buildings that we can mine for used parts. All around us are heaps of things we have discarded, from cars to appliances to furnishings. One architect, Greg Lynn, in the early years of this century even developed a computer program to help him turn his children’s old toys into building blocks for walls. When we use material that was not intended to be part of a building, we have to be clever about how to alter, fit, and adapt it. It is a question not just of recycling but of upcycling.

Instead of hunting and gathering in forests as our ancestors did, we now go wandering through cities and their outskirts for building materials. Instead of mining ores or extracting oil and gas, we engage in urban mining. There is a whole mini industry of designers and theoreticians at work figuring out how best to do this. Along the way, they are establishing best practices that future generations will be able to use. They are also advancing a new attitude about what architecture is, where it begins, and what it means, as the German architect Daniel Stockhammer notes: “The preservation and qualitative reuse and repurposing of existing building stock means architectural relevance is gained through complexity and multiplicity of meaning (instead of through form).” Not only that, Stockhammer says, but “the simplicity, durability, and sustainability of building construction, building materials, and technology are challenged and promoted.” The process also redefines the role of the architect in a positive manner: “For the designers of our built environment, treating architecture as project (and the intellectual property) of many generations entails a transformation from creator to contributor.” In that role, the architect must think not about abstractions but rather about the complexities of everyday life, asking, for instance, “How do we conceive designs if indeterminacy becomes an essential component of architecture? Which design approaches and tools are suitable for dealing with irregularities, incompleteness, and deficiencies?” The final question becomes not one of how long the building will last but rather: “What structures and materials are suitable for keeping the processes open to enable that future buildings and construction waste can (again) be reused and repurposed?”10

This urban mining is a kind of reverse potlatch. Instead of handing out new objects or food, as in those communal feasts held by First Nation groups in the Pacific Northwest to redistribute excess resources, urban mining finds and makes available what we have discarded. Part of how our capitalist economy works is by producing ever newer and more numerous products that lead us to throw away old things and accumulate more than many of us can actually use. Taking all that discarded excess and reusing it is a way of reversing this waste. Recycled material also brings with it the memory of what it originally was, similar to how the machinery in renovated factories evokes the Industrial Revolution. Good architecture—as opposed to just upcycling building practices—activates that knowledge. As the critic Andreas Hild has put it: “The city can be read as a reservoir, a stockpile of material also of sign. In the built substance, signs and matter interpenetrate each other to become an inextricable amalgam.” The answer to this problem is urban mining, which, Hild says, “is therefore not merely a repurposing of material resources, but also requires a conscious approach to the world of existing signs and the memories bound within them.”11 When we put found objects together into built form, they should retain as much as feasible of what they were, while also becoming part of the world they are helping to make possible.

For the last few decades, critics and architects have been explaining these techniques using the analogy of the palimpsest. Strictly speaking, a palimpsest is a manuscript in which somebody has written over or between the original text, partially erasing or obscuring it, while letting enough of it remain that you can at least begin to decipher what was once there. The original Latin term referred to medieval manuscripts that people reused by erasing old text so they could save precious parchment; the term was brought back to life by deconstructivist critics such as Jacques Derrida in the latter half of the twentieth century. They used it to describe their works of criticism as a form of interpretative and evocative philosophy that did not state either itself or its ideas as new, but rather insinuated other ways of thinking within existing texts. Those texts could be literal books but also images, laws, or even buildings. In one famous example, Derrida riffs on a sewing machine that magically becomes the textile on which it works and also the text describing it. The architect Rodolfo Machado has claimed that all of architecture can be described in this manner. Whether or not that is the case, it is certainly true for almost all forms of imaginative reuse.

The palimpsest, Frankenstein’s monster, blurring, and any of the other ways of describing imaginative reuse are all useful tools for helping us understand ways in which we can make architecture out of that act of renovation or reoccupation. In this book, I will show how such work is already happening in many different ways and all around the world.

REMNANTS OF THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

In contrast to the more traditional fields of historic preservation and adaptive reuse, imaginative reuse’s core is not monuments such as churches or palaces but the grandest remains of the Industrial Revolution. Rediscovering the beauty of how we used to make things is at the heart of this form of regeneration. The grandeur of these factories, steel mills, and mines, as well as the expressive nature of their parts, offers something that stands outside of our daily lives in both scale and character. Just as we could gaze up in awe in naves of cathedrals, so we can stand in wonder in the remains of factories. Just as we can marvel at the intricacy of decorative schemes in the rooms where the wealthy once lived, so we can admire the gauges, levers, pipes, and rivets of boiler rooms. The remains of the industrial world directly ask us to consider the transformation of the Western economy from one based largely on the making of things to one based on the experiences we have. At the same time, these grand industrial workplaces were not originally meant to impress us or leave us in awe, which is why they awaken emotions that are closer to a fascination that mixes dread, admiration, and an interest in how things worked. These structures—open and expansive, with ample light and ways to get in, out, and around them—are also flexible and have fewer legal restrictions on how we can use them. At the same time, the intensity of the activities that used to take place in these industrial sites means that they have layers of patina (or simply grime) that makes that passing of time clear.

At a smaller scale, the flexibility of old industrial workplaces means that they turn out today to be the most easily adaptable spaces to live, work, and play. These old spaces are most commonly transformed into lofts, and the loft as a module can be turned into just about anything. Because the loft is so minimal in its design—often being no more than roughly built or poured walls, floors and ceiling, structural elements, and grids of windows or skylights—it fits well with lives that are turning away from a concentration on possessions and toward minimal objects with maximal uses.

From these core objects—the monuments and vernacular of the Industrial Revolution—a different kind of reuse has emerged, one that preserves the scale and texture not of palaces and churches but of factories. These old factories, warehouses, and workplaces now house cultural institutions such as museums and galleries, as well as libraries, community centers, and other spaces for social enjoyment. From there, it has been only a short jump to installing in these remains of our productive economy more commercial consumption sites as new stores, shopping malls, offices, restaurants, bars, cafés, and other sites where we shop or play.

THE ROLE OF ARTISTS

The imaginative part of this form of imaginative reuse had another root as well. As I will show, artists—from the collage makers of the 1920s to those who created art installations in the 1990s and beyond—have questioned the very act of making and meaning, and they have tried to understand how to place themselves in their world, reinterpret it, and open it up. In so doing, they began turning the practice of renovation into works of art. They saw reuse as a form of creative making. They were also the pioneers who first mined buildings for their expressive capacities: the stories of the lives that were lived there, and the roots and nature of the places that had generated them. Much of this work critiques our society and culture. It takes advantage of the fact that architecture is a social practice—not only in its making but also in its use and reception—to catalyze neighborhood change. Renovating disused buildings is one such example. Architects often like to think they can do the same thing when they design brand-new buildings, but the very newness of their products makes them appear like alien beings landing in a community.

Artists are the ones who have developed the scraping, enhancing, and aestheticizing practices that constitute much of imaginative reuse and that stand in contrast to the rougher forms of subtraction, addition, and elaboration, which architects have long practiced. They have incorporated cast-off materials into works of art and made us see them as beautiful (such as Joseph Cornell’s compact accumulations of bits and pieces, including antiques and found fragments, placed in small boxes that resemble religious icons); they have assembled collections of record albums, magazines, and chairs and made them into art works, as Theaster Gates does; and they have, as many since Picasso have done, painted over, scraped away at, and added onto what they found on the street to turn it into art. The contemporary painter Mark Bradford is a recent example: he collects handbills from the street around his studio, pastes them on canvas, slathers them with automobile paint, scrapes away at the result, adds more found forms, then paints over them, then scrapes away to partially reveal them, until the many layers together form what he thinks of as a map of his native Los Angeles.

Following these examples, the artful form of renovation proceeds with respect for what is already there but does not leave it alone. It peels away layers, questions relationships, opens cracks and fissures, and turns things that were once useful into images of themselves—integrated paintings or sculptures. Artists have made such art in buildings that they have renovated. They also have turned whole buildings into artworks or, going beyond that, made installations out of the remains of buildings, created projections or fantastic evocations of buildings, and even created completely fake buildings. These artworks question not only what a building is and what its purpose might be but also its time period, place, and even reality.

Over time, these artists’ experiments have become more widespread. Their work has seeped first into private homes and apartments, which are where architects have the greatest number of chances to try out ideas. You can now find houses built inside of ruins, preserved and stabilized, with new elements added to make sure that the owners are comfortable. You can find houses assembled out of upcycled building materials. You can even find concrete office buildings with irregular openings that let light and air into these formerly closed boxes so that they can be comfortably occupied. These inhabitations in ruins have been heavily influenced both by “high tech”—an art movement begun in the 1970s that delighted in exposed structure—and the nostalgia for past grandeur that emerged toward the end of the twentieth century, celebrated in lifestyle magazines such as World of Interiors. These styles became ways in which architects showed that you could inhabit the remains of the days, enveloping yourself in history and transforming it into elements of your daily rituals. I would argue that it has taken several decades for imaginative reuse to spread from the grand monuments of the Industrial Revolution (such as the renovated steel mills and coal mines in Ruhr, Germany, which began in the late 1990s) and intensely designed private homes (most notably 500 Capp Street in San Francisco, the house-cum-art project that David Ireland started creating in 1974) into our mainstream consciousness. By now, appreciating the beauty of the old—used and tarnished, composed and collected, revealed in all its layers, and turned to new uses—is commonplace. We have also begun to feel the realities of climate change in our lives, so that the pressing need to conserve nonrenewable resources has hit home. A growing awareness of the ways in which we fabricate histories and privileges for ourselves—whether in politics, economics, or architecture—has led us to wonder how we cannot just accept or reject our inheritance wholesale but radically alter it. Between the spread of beautiful examples of what is possible and the ever more pressing need to adapt our buildings in ways that open them up for both use and meaning, imaginative reuse has become more and more prevalent.

IMAGINATIVE REUSE AND SOCIAL JUSTICE

The divide between reused buildings and brand-new buildings is also a spatial one: more and more, the suburbs are where we build new, and the inner city is where we reuse what exists. That difference also highlights the ways in which reuse has become a class issue. Loft renovations and repurposed buildings—which are usually more expensive than new construction—are the province of the wealthy. We have to realize that in the United States any form of renovation is almost
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