
This is an important book for anyone concerned 

about the future of architecture. Our media culture 

presents buildings from the perspective that their 

importance comes from being new, with a prefer-

ence for works that are unlike anything seen before. 

Instead, Charles Bloszies has put together an incisive 

and broad investigation of nineteen projects from all 

over the world that show thoughtful ways in which 

new buildings draw their importance from their rela-

tion to old. His is a generous survey of an extensive 

and diverse range of design possibilities. More than 

a handsome publication of designs, however, this 

book is also a considered exploration of a subject 

vital to the profession, one that should encourage 

great discussion. 

Bloszies’s text investigates why old buildings 

appeal so strongly to the public and the resulting 

challenge this represents to contemporary design. 

Conflicts between public policy concerning land-

marks law and sustainable design are also factors 

he explores with clarity. No professional jargon mars 

his prose, and his goal “to explore successful design 

approaches for visible interaction between new and 

old” is admirably realized.

Architecture only exists once it is built. Future 

architecture must be spoken of with drawings, 

images, or digital information. Buildings, how-

ever, can occupy the present and also speak to us 

about the past. Although apparently static, their 

uses change, and their activities ensure they never 

remain new. Some even become so redolent with 

historical content they are made into museums and 

deliberately kept the same through detailed preser-

vation. As an aesthetic ruse, some are even added 

onto in imitation of the original. This book assumes 

a more vigorous premise, using change as the vehi-

cle to introduce new ideas, new ways of building. 

Furthermore, Bloszies cites how this can be accom-

plished without bowdlerizing the original, careful to 

respect the values of those who built it.

Foreword
 Hugh Hardy, FAIA
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By not being doctrinaire, a wide selection of 

examples instructs how to appreciate each project on 

its own merits. So much of contemporary architec-

ture is created and judged as a standalone consumer 

product, but pursuit of these pages proves there is 

no single way to responsibly shape new in relation to 

old. Although it becomes obvious that the best old 

work incites the best new, no two projects offer the 

same aesthetic proposition, nor should they, claims 

the author. Instead, he argues for an exploration of 

ideas that celebrates continuity.

Bloszies provides valuable commentary on why 

the public’s response to historic preservation has 

been so intense and why it has caused modernism’s 

once tentative embrace of the public imagination to 

all but disappear. Today that revolutionary aesthetic 

often lies buried under a tidal wave of moldings, 

small-paned windows, sloping shingle roofs, and 

“vintage details” that provide only an ill-proportioned 

simulation of decorative skill. Instead, this book puts 

forward a bracing approach to how new can meet old, 

always assuming a degree of contrast. It cites exam-

ples in three categories: extreme, restrained, and ref-

erential. Each results from a consistent and carefully 

realized design premise chosen for its clarity.

It could be argued that the majority of examples 

shown are small, and it is therefore not readily appar-

ent how these ideas can be applied to large-scale 

structures. But I suggest this is the virtue of a stimu-

lating investigation. The success of these small-scale 

efforts can only encourage thinking about how the 

same ideas could be applied to the increasingly big 

structures required in contemporary construction. 

Financing, building codes, development practices, 

population growth, and greater building density are 

leading us to a more urban environment. No matter 

how one approaches the subject of an appropriate 

response to this phenomenon, the relation of new 

to old should be a paramount concern for us all. 



9Foreword

Bloszies’s book presents a sufficiently challenging 

display of projects to shake up traditionalist thinking 

and stimulate those who prefer to avoid the problem 

by using clichés.

This is an important book for the public and pro-

fessionals alike.





This book will explore the union of new and old archi-

tecture. Alterations and additions to existing buildings 

are commonplace, yet very little media attention is 

devoted to this topic—perhaps because new work is 

oftentimes designed to blend in with the old in order 

to avoid controversy. This approach typically leads to 

an overall banal design, or worse yet, a design lack-

ing in integrity. Could guiding principles be found that 

would lead to the creation of successful designs in 

this common architectural genre?

I have asked myself this question many times, 

especially when clients have sought out our firm to 

design a major addition to an existing building or to 

make extensive changes to a significant structure. 

Where are the precedents, and what can we learn 

from them? This book started as a quest to find these 

precedents; what we discovered along the way were 

numerous examples of exemplary work—both small 

and large projects by firms of all sizes, with varying 

degrees of name recognition.

Projects merging new and old are not easy to 

execute, especially if the existing building is deemed 

a historic resource. While students of architecture 

and many practicing architects employ the latest 

design software to create forms that eschew historic 

styles, preservationists are digging in their heels to 

resist change, especially change that might compro-

mise the historic integrity of a traditional building or 

replace it with an avant-garde structure. Given these 

widely differing points of departure, is it possible for 

an architect to create meaningful work when charged 

with the task of fusing new into (or onto) old?

An incident I witnessed in Italy while on a fam-

ily vacation gave me insight into this question and 

ultimately led to the writing of this book. We were 

taking in the tourist highlights in Florence when a 

bright yellow Lamborghini zoomed into the Piazza 

della Repubblica. The car was driven by a fashionable 

young man, who was accompanied by an equally 

Preface
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fashionable young woman. The difference between 

the shiny, well-engineered machine and the rusti-

cated architecture of the buildings surrounding the 

piazza could not have been greater. This sharp con-

trast caused me to marvel over the sophisticated 

engineering behind the design of the Lamborghini as 

well as the incredible construction of the old build-

ings. As I was lost in this enhanced appreciation of 

both new and old, the young man hopped into the 

car, revved up the engine to impress his girlfriend, 

and let out the clutch too fast—stalling the machine! 

Instantly, the power of the metaphor dissipated. 

The Lamborghini was no longer a feat of engineer-

ing design—it was instead a flashy, overpriced, silly 

car that soothed the vanity of the obviously wealthy 

dilettante. It was probably leaking oil on the sacred 

piazza to boot!

More often than not, architectural interven-

tions are caught between these seemingly oppo-

sitional forces. The sleek Lamborghini juxtaposed 

against the rusticated facade represents a valid 

design proposition for how new and old can interact. 

Yet, the fear that a good design will be stalled by crit-

ics or approval agencies often overrides the willing-

ness of most owners to take on more risk in order to 

get a great project completed. 

For such a design to be successful, there must 

be a recognizable degree of contrast between new 

and old. It need not be extreme—differentiation is 

the key. Inspired by the encounter in the piazza, I 

looked for juxtapositions of new and old during the 

remainder of our trip to Italy: they were everywhere, 

represented by a Smart car parked in front of a simple 

old building or a new window cut into the arches of 

an aging wall.

As the case studies exemplifying this juxta-

position were assembled, a common thread among 

them emerged. We found that a successful project 

required not only a well-conceived new design but 

A classic style that is replicated in 

a modern material and punctured 

by clean, contemporary openings 

creates a compelling juxtaposition 

of new and old. Hôtel Fouquet’s 

Barrière, designed by Édouard 

François, Paris, France, 2006  

Courtesy of Édouard François
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also a well-conceived old design. It is much easier 

to create a counterpoint to an outstanding old build-

ing than to a mediocre old building. The general pub-

lic, however, tends to prefer any existing structure, 

whether well designed or poorly designed, to new 

architecture. Why is this? Chapter 1 begins with an 

exploration of this question. In chapter 2, I posit that 

cities will experience an increase in development 

of the existing building stock, in part for economic 

reasons as the goals of preservationists and sustain-

ability advocates align; some architects will need to 

adjust their work habits to address this. In chapter 

3, I present theoretical arguments for what consti-

tute viable design propositions—based on the pre-

requisite of contrast between new and old. Projects 

that include a union of new and old are more difficult 

to design, gain approvals for, and actually build than 

entirely new construction. Chapter 4 delves into the 

execution of these hybrid buildings. The last half of 

the book is devoted to case studies of exemplary 

work—a diverse compendium of projects chosen to 

illustrate that both meaningful and thought-provoking 

architecture can arise as a blend of new and old.

The contrast between the Smart 

car and the old buildings leads to 

a heightened appreciation for the 

design qualities of both. 

The jarring result of new 

imprinted onto old calls attention 

to the building and craft 

techniques of different times. 
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Appeal of Old Buildings
Old buildings are architecture’s comfort food. They 

conjure up nostalgic feelings and remind us of seem-

ingly simpler times. Their composition and massing 

are easy to understand, and their familiar ornamenta-

tion adds a richness of texture often absent in mod-

ernist architecture. For these reasons and more, old 

buildings are not threatening; people like them.

The very fact that a building is old can contrib-

ute to its appeal, as illustrated by Victor Hugo’s char-

acterization of Notre Dame Cathedral: “Time added 

to the cathedral more than it took away. Time spread 

over her face that dark gray patina which gives to 

very old monuments their season of beauty.”1 There 

is no substitute for time. Notre Dame acquired its 

patina over hundreds of years, eroding away crisp 

masonry edges and allowing tinges of moss to grow. 

In many cases, time has been kind to architecture. 

Another reason we like old buildings is because  

they are familiar. Many are well-known civic land-

marks, where important events take place daily, 

or monuments that mark significant historic mile-

stones. They represent social stability and institu-

tions that people can trust. Some old buildings have 

acquired stature simply due to the fact that they 

have survived longer than their contemporaries, in 

part because they are exemplary representations of 

their frequently recognizable architectural idioms. 

As a consequence, they have been actively used 

and well-maintained. Since many of these buildings 

are public institutions, people have passed through 

their doors many times, often for important personal 

milestones. Memories of these events evoke a cer-

tain attachment for these venerated monuments.

Familiar Idioms
Many old buildings still in operation today are 

examples of architectural styles rooted in classi-

cal design principles. In Western cultures, classical 

The patina of Notre Dame, 

acquired over hundreds of years, 

is part of the building’s appeal.

Many old civic structures 

attract favor because they are 

familiar. U.S. Capitol Building, 

Washington, DC
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architecture derived from Greek and Roman arche-

types has endured for centuries, having been 

revived a number of times—including during the 

European Renaissance and American Beaux-Arts 

movements. Every major Western city (as well as 

many non-Western cities) contains important build-

ings based on the paradigms of classical design. It 

is remarkable that the design principles behind so 

many existing structures can be traced to stylistic 

ideas that emerged over two thousand years ago 

and that have changed little since then. 

Based on a formal balance, and achieved by 

adhering to the established rules of composition, 

the classical idiom is ubiquitous in civic architecture. 

This style has yielded many familiar, eye-pleasing 

monuments, and it is not surprising that the gen-

eral public thinks fondly of buildings designed in 

this manner. There are architects in practice today 

(albeit few) who accept classical precepts as a priori 

truth and who are passionate advocates for classical 

design theory.2

Although architectural movements deviating 

from classical methodology have gained a foothold 

at several points throughout history, for the most 

part, architectural style was defined by formal com-

position until the emergence of modernism in the 

early twentieth century. With the advent of mod-

ernist thinking, painters, sculptors, and architects 

began to explore abstract ideas regarding the defini-

tion of space. Building forms that emerged from this 

thinking were so different from the familiar classical 

imprints that, when they first appeared, only the 

academic elite seemed to understand and appreci-

ate them.

Modernists had a disdain for ornamentation, 

as was most vehemently argued by Adolf Loos in his 

1908 essay “Ornament and Crime.”3 In this treatise, 

Loos maintains that the application of ornament is 

unnecessary and merely embodies fashion that will 
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go quickly out of style. Although many architects 

today agree with Loos, modernist buildings com-

pletely devoid of ornament are rarely embraced by 

the general populace. Current architectural thinking 

has transcended modernism by light-years. Loos’s 

famous essay seems easy to follow when com-

pared to the intangible and abstruse precepts that 

have been added to the architectural lexicon in the 

past few decades. The emerging avant-garde archi-

tects of the twenty-first century have embraced the 

digital tools that allow the building blocks of sophisti-

cated computer modeling software to be combined 

in ways that defy categorization into any particular 

architectural style. The resulting work is compel-

ling and often sculpturally stunning but far removed 

from the familiar language of classical style both in 

appearance and in its theoretical starting point.

Computers have given engineers the ability 

to analyze and model the behavior of almost any 

form an architect can imagine, and contractors have 

been able to devise the means and methods to build 

these forms. Theoretical and technical advance-

ments have contributed to the creation of concep-

tually complex architecture, some of it purposely 

fraught with aesthetic contradiction.4

It could be argued that a kind of artistic illit-

eracy prevents the uneducated eye from embrac-

ing modern and contemporary forms. Many 

now-famous, universally adored structures were 

not initially accepted because their designs were 

radical departures from the accepted norm of the 

time. For example, the Eiffel Tower, originally built 

as a temporary structure, was proclaimed an eye-

sore by many, but has now become the very sym-

bol of French culture. Nonetheless, it is important 

to acknowledge the strong emotional attachments 

many people have to old buildings. The strength of 

this attachment is in part due to a reaction against 

forms they do not find appealing and theories they 



18Old Buildings, New Designs

have a difficult time understanding or that are not 

clearly expressed.

The Urge to Preserve
By definition, most old buildings truly are irreplace-

able; this gives them a special, endangered status 

in the eyes of many individuals. The desire to save 

these buildings can be based on rational thinking, 

emotional dogma, or some combination of the two. 

The motivation to preserve them can also stem from 

a personal tie or a fear that a new structure will be 

inferior to the existing old building.

Still, others are driven to save old buildings in 

the interest of preserving meaningful architectural 

qualities. Handcrafted exterior and interior elements, 

large operable windows, access to natural light, and 

high ceilings characterize many old buildings and are 

less often found in new ones. Retention of these 

details is almost universally desirable.

The preservation urge can be roused, how-

ever, by issues unrelated to the architectural qualities 

of a building. For example, as an emotional reaction 

against modern architecture, some extreme preser-

vationists have taken the stance that an old build-

ing should never be replaced with a new one. This 

dogmatic approach has caused many local jurisdic-

tions to enact strict antidemolition ordinances that 

require exhaustive study and review to determine 

if an existing structure can be razed. A few jurisdic-

tions have gone so far as to declare any building 

over fifty years old to be de facto historic. Ironically, 

under these ordinances, buildings based on mod-

ernist tenets (a movement that had disdain for his-

toric preservation) become subjects of preservation 

themselves. 

The desire to preserve is sometimes sparked 

by a distrust of the quality of today’s construction. 

Craft plays a role here. Handwrought features, 

which modern, unadorned surfaces can lack, invoke 

Architectural qualities not 

typical in new buildings, such as 

ornamentation, contribute to the 

desire for preservation.  
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warm, nostalgic feelings. Additionally, some indi-

viduals consider work crafted by human hands to 

be inherently better than the same work fabricated 

by a machine; this can lead to the false belief that 

all older buildings are built better than modern ones. 

While it is likely true that historic structures that are 

still standing today were built and maintained better 

than their contemporaries that are no longer stand-

ing, advances in construction techniques have, for 

the most part, led to the creation of more reliable, 

efficient, and durable buildings.

Since the preservation movement began in 

the 1960s, architects have advocated the retention 

of buildings through restoration, rehabilitation, and 

adaptive reuse. More recently, however, recycling 

of entire buildings has become recognized as an 

important cornerstone of a sustainable approach to 

urban development. Cities worldwide have adopted 

policies that encourage or mandate reuse of exist-

ing building fabric. In chapter 2, this topic will be 

explored in greater detail.

Unfortunately, preservation concerns have 

sometimes been used as a means to block new, 

oftentimes denser, development. In this case, pres-

ervation is not linked to the merits of the old struc-

ture in place on the site, rather it is employed as a 

political tool to oppose a project that may have a per-

ceived undesirable consequence, such as increased 

traffic congestion or blockage of views.

Given the rational, nonrational, and some-

times irrational views on the preservation of old 

buildings, perhaps it is not surprising that there is 

rarely consensus about what to preserve and how to 

do it, especially when the introduction of new archi-

tectural elements is necessary. The debate, how-

ever, should take into account the myriad technical 

problems with which old buildings are burdened and 

should acknowledge that not every building merits 

preservation.

Under some of the strictest 

policies, any building over fifty 

years old (including a modernist 

structure such as the Lakeshore 

Drive Apartments designed by 

Ludwig Mies van der Rohe) is 

considered historic.
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Buildings Have Finite Useful Lives
Although the patina of time can indeed improve upon 

the appearance of a stately edifice, the interior work-

ings of a building are often significantly compromised 

with the passing of time—and were rarely built to 

meet the demands of today’s world. Buildings are 

not constructed to last forever and must be regularly 

maintained to survive their useful life expectancy, 

usually no more than one hundred years. Building 

systems (structural, mechanical, electrical, plumb-

ing, fire-protection, security, and communications) 

eventually become obsolete. Building codes are 

revised at a pace that typically renders a structure 

out-of-compliance within a decade. Furthermore, 

legislated public policy can lead to mandates for dif-

ficult and costly physical upgrades to old buildings.

Many buildings over one hundred years old 

originally had no electricity, no central heating, and 

no air-conditioning. Structures surviving today that 

were built without these amenities have had to be 

retrofitted with new systems to avoid becoming 

obsolete, unfit for habitation, or dangerous. The 

mechanical or electrical retrofit of a large building 

is a significant undertaking: it is often more eco-

nomical to replace a building entirely than to make 

such modifications, especially if the updated design 

respects the original building fabric.

Building fires have brought about significant 

changes in building codes over the past century. Old 

buildings typically do not have enough fire exits to 

comply with current codes and often lack fire sprin-

klers, one of the most effective flame suppressants. 

Modern high-rise buildings (by code definition, those 

taller than about six stories) require enclosed, pres-

surized fire stairs and vestibules that prevent smoke 

from filling occupied spaces, a fully automated and 

electronically monitored fire-sprinkler system, an 

emergency power generator, a fire pump, and an 

on-site water tank with sufficient capacity to fight a 
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major fire.5 Most buildings over fifty years old have 

none of these features.

Furthermore, one of the most common 

and charming features of a large, old building is 

an open, monumental stair, connecting all floors 

and oftentimes discharging directly into the eleva-

tor lobby. Unless mitigated mechanically, this spa-

tial arrangement can lead to a situation where the 

most recognizable exit is filled with smoke during 

an emergency.

Many major cities have enacted high-rise life-

safety retrofit ordinances that mandate compliance 

with most of the current fire code requirements. 

While most states and many countries have a his-

toric building code that will allow certain exceptions 

to these code mandates—provided the exceptions 

are deemed not overtly life-threatening—the retrofit 

of an existing structure to meet fire code standards, 

especially a code-defined high-rise building, is com-

plex and expensive.

Another significant difficulty presented by old 

buildings is that they are inefficient consumers of 

energy. The facades of these structures do include 

attributes that sustainability advocates would con-

sider good practice, such as operable windows and 

good solar orientation, which the uniformly articu-

lated and sealed envelopes of many modern build-

ings do not offer. On balance, however, old buildings 

do not use energy efficiently. Thermal insulation is 

usually absent, inefficient single-pane glass is com-

mon, and old heating and cooling systems consume 

much more energy than do modern systems.

If adequately maintained, old structures 

rarely collapse under normal gravity loads—not sur-

prisingly, since their structural systems are tested 

as soon as they are put into service. However, in 

cases of a hurricane or earthquake, older buildings 

suffer more than newer ones whose designs are 

based on a more advanced understanding of these 
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phenomena. Active seismic zones are especially 

troublesome for old structures, which are at risk of 

sustaining significant damage or experiencing total 

failure during an earthquake.

Social legislation can also profoundly impact 

buildings. The most significant example is the initia-

tive for worldwide accessibility for persons with dis-

abilities. The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 

was enacted in 1990, and the architectural conse-

quences of this legislation have been widespread. 

Whereas new structures can be designed to accom-

modate the provisions of the ADA, existing buildings 

often require significant alterations. Oftentimes, a 

monumental stair at a building’s entrance prohib-

its access right at the front door. Few architectural 

designs to correct this particular problem have been 

successful.

The useful life of an existing building can cer-

tainly be extended by addressing the concerns dis-

cussed above. After all, a viable design solution to 

these technical problems can almost always be found. 

However, the implementation of these solutions can 

be costly and can easily compromise the architectural 

integrity of the original design. Since a retrofit gener-

ally includes the addition of new visible components, 

the details of how new meets old are the primary driv-

ers of the success of the overall work.

Not Everything Old Is Good
Old buildings may be architecture’s comfort food, 

but even those who truly appreciate these structures 

seek diversity in their architectural diet. Bricks and 

mortar are static, but styles change as social atti-

tudes evolve. Change for the sake of fashion with-

out regard to history is not desirable, but a proper 

balance between preservation and change is desir-

able—and difficult to find.

One reason an architectural preservation 

movement was formed in the United States was 

Many who truly appreciate old 

buildings also seek architectural 

diversity.  

Photographer: Gilly Walker 



23Old Buildings

as a reaction to a mind-set fully formed during 

the 1960s: anything old was interpreted as old-

fashioned and a stumbling block to progress. Who 

needs old buildings? The backlash that formed to 

challenge this attitude swung the pendulum in the 

opposite direction and ushered in a historic pres-

ervation movement that has been responsible for 

saving many irreplaceable architectural treasures. 

Some architects fear that the pendulum has swung 

too far in that direction, facilitating the creation 

of obstructions to worthwhile development. Too 

often, these architects claim, the requirement for 

the preservation of an unworthy building results 

in an unsatisfactory design compromise or, in the 

worst case, an abandoned project and an aban-

doned old building.

The call to demolish an old building may be 

justified, however, if the structure no longer serves 

its intended purpose. Well before the roof, floors, 

and walls wear out, demands placed on a building 

by its occupants change. Tenants rotate in and out 

of office buildings, successful institutions outgrow 

their spatial envelopes, and industries vacate fal-

low space. Once a structure ceases to serve its 

intended purpose, the owner must weigh a num-

ber of complex options. Replace or alter? is the 

first question, and the architectural merits of the 

building can frame the argument one way or the 

other. The structure’s design should be honestly 

evaluated, free of the emotion that can surround 

these decisions. Stubborn and unreasonable posi-

tions taken by strident preservationists have done 

as much to undermine legitimate historic preserva-

tion as have midnight demolitions of architecturally 

distinctive buildings.

Though it is clear that not all old buildings are 

worth preserving, finding consensus on whether a 

particular structure should be demolished is rare. If 

the building possesses architectural qualities most 

As buildings age, they struggle 

to provide the same level of 

comfort and enjoyment that well-

designed modern buildings can. 

Not all are worth preserving.  

Photographer: Luca Gorlero  
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stakeholders agree are worthy of preservation, 

every effort should be made to save it. Whether an 

old building is restored following the strictest pres-

ervation guidelines or retained as an artistic frag-

ment fused to a new form, the energy expended to 

build it in the first place has not been squandered. 

Architectural diversity, a crucial component of a liv-

able city, is enriched by the resulting mixture of old 

and new.

Interventions
Once a decision to save an old building has been 

made, the work can take a variety of forms, depend-

ing on the number and extent of deficiencies that 

need to be addressed. The degree of intervention 

will also depend on the attitude that the designer 

takes toward preservation of the original architec-

tural fabric.

Most architects would agree that certain, 

highly distinctive landmark buildings with genu-

ine historic credentials, such as the Parthenon or 

Independence Hall, should be preserved without 

modern interventions. Strict interpretation of this 

attitude leads to freezing the building in time under 

two possible scenarios: restoring it to its original 

condition or making no intervention at all, simply 

arresting the forces of nature that could lead to its 

ultimate demise. Less significant historic structures 

are often rehabilitated rather than faithfully restored. 

Rehabilitation may include a minor change from the 

original use as well as the introduction of new ele-

ments (usually behind the scenes).

Most historic preservation boards in the 

United States have adopted the “Secretary of the 

Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation” as a guide-

line for building restoration and rehabilitation proj-

ects.6 The standards appropriately define guidelines 

for preservation of significant historic structures. 

However, many legitimate alterations of old buildings 

The Secretary of the Interior’s 

Standards for Rehabilitation 

provide guidelines for building 

restoration and rehabilitation 

projects. 
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do not have strict historic preservation as a goal. 

Changing the use of an old building from commer-

cial to residential is a good example. The success of 

a residential conversion often relies on the charm 

of an old building: large windows, high ceilings, and 

period facade; but radical changes to floor-plan lay-

outs and building systems are also often necessary. 

Retaining a fragment of a historic structure, or only 

its facade, may be anathema to preservationists but 

may certainly be judged as artistically credible by 

others. Because they are so broadly written, the 

standards have been used to argue both sides of 

the coin.

It is not the intent of this book to pass judg-

ment on the historic preservation movement. It is 

important to note, however, that preservation sen-

timents vary widely, proponents have strong feel-

ings bolstered by political and social connections, 

and projects that include new, visible elements are 

almost always controversial. This tension has led to 

many poorly designed compromises, as advocates of 

opposing viewpoints dig in their philosophical heels.

It is the intent of this book to explore suc-

cessful design approaches for visible interaction 

between new and old architectural styles, and to 

illustrate these approaches using case studies of 

exemplary interventions made to old buildings. 

These interventions include both interior and exte-

rior alterations, as well as additions fused to the 

original building. The common thread among the 

designs selected is a thoughtful and clear vision of 

how new can interact with old.

 

A successful design approach 

demonstrates visible interaction 

between new and old 

architectural styles. Addition to 

the Morgan Library, designed by 

Renzo Piano Building Workshop, 

New York, NY, 2006 

Photographer: Michel Denancé 
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Critical Components for Urban 
Sustainability
Cities are nodes of human activity. In developed 

countries, more than 75 percent of the population 

lives in urban environments, and these environ-

ments are constantly changing in response to social 

and economic forces. For centuries, change in most 

cities was driven by an increase in population, result-

ing in a physical expansion as cities became denser 

or spilled over, transforming undeveloped land into 

low-density suburbs. In established urban areas, 

where inexpensive land on the outskirts was plenti-

ful, growth shifted to the suburbs at the expense of 

the inner-city core. This trend caused significant loss 

of vitality within these cities; it reduced natural habi-

tat for wildlife and forced the building of inefficient 

transportation systems to connect outlying suburban 

areas to urban centers and to each other. Overall, the 

nodes of human activity have become less livable as 

urban growth continues in this manner. 

Urban planners began thinking about alterna-

tive growth mechanisms in the last few decades of 

the twentieth century, but it wasn’t until the first 

decade of this century that mainstream planning 

principles surfaced to address the problems of the 

prevailing urban growth patterns. Propelled by sus-

tainability advocates, the principles of smart growth 

emerged. The Smart Growth Network defines this 

movement as primarily influenced by “demographic 

shifts, a strong environmental ethic, increased fiscal 

concerns, and more nuanced views on growth.”1

Demographic shifts can include people mov-

ing into cities as immigrants from other countries 

and suburbanites returning to the urban core in 

order to experience the cultural benefits cities offer 

and to avoid long commutes to work. The environ-

mental ethic includes preservation of wilderness 

and farmlands by discouraging growth on previ-

ously undeveloped land and reduction of carbon 

City expansion, resulting from 

population increase, often 

transforms undeveloped land into 

low-density suburbs.  

Illustration by Leandro Idecba 

Connecting suburban and urban 

areas has resulted in all-too-

familiar inefficient transportation 

systems. 

Photographer: Ian A. Holton 
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emissions caused by transportation networks con-

necting the arms of decentralized sprawl. Smart 

growth supporters are aware that change in growth 

patterns is only possible if it takes into account fis-

cal concerns. For example, the recession of 2008 

caused land values to shift; the cost of previously 

developed sites dropped sufficiently, making rede-

velopment of inner-city property economically 

viable. Creative thinking will be required to break 

the old habits that led to low-density sprawl, like 

the smart growth movement’s nuanced views that 

encourage high-density, mixed-use developments 

within existing urban frameworks. Many projects 

stemming from this thinking will include the reten-

tion of existing buildings.

Although not universally embraced, smart 

growth principles are making their way into public 

policy. These policies align with historic preserva-

tion agendas and generally mandate retention of 

existing buildings as cultural resources and valuable 

containers of human activity capable of being recy-

cled for other uses. Smart growth proponents favor 

increased population density, especially near trans-

portation nodes. These nodes typically coincide with 

centers of urban commerce and are located in older 

parts of cities, oftentimes in districts recognized as 

historic by local or federal agencies. For these areas 

to become denser, interaction of new designs with 

old buildings is unavoidable.

Following the precepts of smart growth, old 

structures, rather than being razed, can be incorpo-

rated into future plans for development. Demolition 

of existing structures in the center of an estab-

lished city is difficult for a number of reasons: the 

preservation movement has succeeded in making 

people aware of architectural heritage, a permit 

is required in most cities to tear down a build-

ing, accompanied by an often cumbersome and 

expensive review process, and, finally, demolition 
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is noisy, dusty, and typically includes costly abate-

ment of hazardous materials.

As smart growth principles become public 

policy, and incentives are put in place to encourage 

an increase in population density, the interaction of 

new architecture with old will become more com-

monplace. Linking of architectural styles will also 

become more prevalent when contemporary addi-

tions are made to existing structures. The reuse 

of old buildings is a critical component of smart 

growth and will lead to vibrant, diverse, and sustain-

able urban environments. 

Reuse and Repurposing of Old 
Buildings
Buildings can become obsolete for a variety of rea-

sons: the original occupants may move to more 

modern facilities, the structure may be sold to new 

owners who do not allocate funds necessary for 

maintenance, or the original utility infrastructure 

may become too expensive to operate compared 

to systems typically found in modern construction. 

Worn-out buildings, however, may not be entirely 

obsolete, especially those with desirable attributes 

like high ceilings, operable windows, bountiful natu-

ral light, and distinctive facades. Many ordinary old 

buildings found in urban cores possess these quali-

ties, which are difficult or impossible to replicate. 

Such structures are ideal candidates for reuse, and 

many successful small-scale refurbishments have 

been completed in cities around the world. Other 

small buildings have been repurposed, a term coined 

by the sustainability movement meaning to find a 

new use or purpose for an existing entity. In archi-

tectural terms, warehouses adapted as art galleries 

and office buildings converted to residential use are 

two common examples.

Financial feasibility is usually the driver of 

reuse and repurposing of old buildings. The 2008 

There are many old buildings 

that have been successfully 

refurbished and reused in cities 

around the world.  

Photographer: Richard Koshalek 
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recession affected real estate more than any other 

sector of the economy. Artificial increases in resi-

dential real estate values have been well chronicled, 

but a similar, less-publicized bubble grew in com-

mercial real estate. Buildings were bought and sold 

in the decade preceding the recession for record-

high prices, leaving the owner little capital available 

for maintenance and building improvements. As a 

consequence, the general condition of older struc-

tures declined. To make matters worse, as tenants 

vacated these buildings, the income investors had 

counted on evaporated, causing commercial fore-

closures and lower real estate prices. Investors who 

were able to hang on to their properties and lenders 

who acquired buildings after foreclosure sold them 

well below their most recent purchase amount, at 

prices similar to those of a decade before.2

Real estate values are cyclical, however, and 

therefore prices should eventually rise. The new, 

post-bubble owners will have less invested in the 

purchase price than before, so they will be able to 

devote capital toward improvements, upgrades, 

and, perhaps, additions. Tenants interested in smart 

growth principles and sustainable design in general 

will be looking for refurbished buildings in the urban 

core. Since demolition and replacement of old struc-

tures is difficult, especially those recognized as his-

toric resources, building owners will likely choose to 

renovate in order to attract new tenants. Some own-

ers will decide to undertake major reuse and repur-

posing projects, perhaps stripping an old building to 

its structural frame and exterior envelope. In cities 

where unimproved sites are rarely found, owners 

of underdeveloped land will be tempted to expand 

structures upward or fill in spaces among existing 

building segments. A number of the case studies in 

chapter 5 show how this has been done already.

In a way, reuse and repurposing of old build-

ings is similar to land reclamation. In the early 
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twentieth century, the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation 

“reclaimed” overused and eroded land in the west-

ern and midwestern regions of the country.3 The 

worn-out earth needed to be rejuvenated before 

it was fertile enough to sustain agricultural activi-

ties. Old buildings are kind of like that—they have 

eroded over time, and the effort required to bring 

them back to life exceeds that required to build a 

new structure. Interior finishes, hazardous materials 

like asbestos and lead paint, and obsolete services 

must be removed. The exterior envelope must be 

repaired, and most of this work must be completed 

before new construction can begin.

The design activities required for a building 

renovation, especially if significant changes are 

planned, are also more difficult than those neces-

sary for new construction. The architect must make 

an assessment of the existing conditions, both tech-

nical and aesthetic, before launching into concep-

tual design work. Unlike the tabula rasa that some 

architects use as a starting point for a new building 

design, architects who work on existing buildings 

must start with a mix of contextual cues, many of 

which take time and effort to define.4 Architects 

typically prepare a feasibility study during a prede-

sign phase so that a potential owner or developer 

can assess the merits of reclaiming an old building 

much like civil engineers a century ago assessed 

the condition of the eroded land and planned for its 

recovery prior to actual reclamation.

Furthermore, the actual construction of a 

building that is a union of new and old is more chal-

lenging and often more expensive than entirely new 

construction. Because the condition of the existing 

fabric that will be retained is difficult to evaluate, 

construction commences with increased financial 

risk that unforeseen deterioration and other tech-

nical issues might need to be addressed. These 

issues will be discussed in chapter 4.
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Although the economic forces behind smart 

growth and postrecession real estate values will 

spur building reclamation opportunities, the addi-

tional costs and risks associated with a major reuse 

project, as compared to a new building project, 

remain. Public policy, already in place in some cities, 

will aid the movement to reclaim old, outdated build-

ings; the following section will outline the complex 

details urban planners and politicians wrestle with 

when establishing sound policy.

Public Policy
Urban land use policy is enacted by city officials 

based on research by public agencies and private 

advocacy groups, and sometimes as a reaction to 

constituent pressure. All major cities have planning 

departments, responsible for development of broad 

master plans as well as for approval of individual 

projects. The master plans lay out policy objectives 

for the city in general as well as specific strategies 

for neighborhoods. Once plans have been vetted 

through a public process, the intentions are written 

into codes that serve as a framework for regulations 

to govern land use. Most planning codes are living 

documents; sections are only overwritten where 

new policy dictates, and old, sometimes out-of-date 

sections are left behind. As a consequence, these 

codes are complex and unwieldy, and the underly-

ing objectives are sometimes difficult to determine.

In some cases, private and public sentiments 

have changed significantly since the current version 

of the planning code was ratified, so the laws gov-

erning land use do not reflect contemporary commu-

nity goals. For example, height limits for buildings 

under the current San Francisco Planning Code 

reflect a “down-zoning” of the city that occurred in 

the mid-1980s. At that time, public policy eschewed 

upward growth, fearing that the character of the 

city would be erased. As a consequence, in most 
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downtown districts today, the height limit for new 

buildings is significantly lower than the rooftops of 

many existing buildings. Today, San Francisco plan-

ners and policy makers favor smart growth, but the 

code presents a stumbling block since the heights 

of new buildings and vertical additions to existing 

buildings are paradoxically constrained.

Exceptions in the planning codes add even 

more complexity to land use policy. In order to break 

the rules under special circumstances, most codes 

allow variances from specific requirements and 

include exceptions that permit conditional uses. The 

public must agree that variances and exceptions 

are warranted, and, as a result, projects seeking 

relief from code constraints must be approved by 

an appointed body (e.g., a planning commission or 

a zoning administrator). Once approval of a project 

enters the public realm, the outcome can be more 

influenced by political pressure from special interest 

groups than by the merits of the proposal itself.

Special interest groups, including historic 

preservationists, have stymied development in 

urban centers, sometimes for good reasons. All too 

often, however, arguments for or against a particu-

lar project are founded on dogma rather than on a 

thoughtful examination of the facts. Members of 

planning commissions are not necessarily design 

professionals and frequently look for design com-

promises in order to allow projects with clear public 

benefits to be approved with minimal political con-

troversy. Projects where new meets old are espe-

cially problematic for commissions charged with 

upholding the public good. One of the aims of this 

book is to examine case studies of excellent archi-

tectural designs that have survived this process.

Quite clearly, cities struggle with the design 

issues surrounding change. Planning codes in some 

cities include historic districts where the degree of 

alteration to an existing building is strictly regulated. 
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Other cities designate specific areas where trans-

formation is not so restricted, if at all. Extreme 

examples are old European cities like Venice, Italy—

facades frozen in time, concealing modern activities 

within—and, on the other hand, Times Square in 

New York City, which oozes modern technological 

excitement with an overlay of digital artistry on a 

mix of old and new buildings. Both examples are 

important urban environments with clear histories 

that caused them to develop or not develop in the 

manner they did. Yet these two extremes are fre-

quently cited to foreshadow the consequences of 

not allowing change (Venice) or allowing too much 

of it (Times Square).

The goal of land use public policy is to find 

the correct balance. Without change, cities will 

stagnate, but with too much change, urban charac-

ter will be lost. The best balance leads to cultural 

diversity—one major reason people live in cities. 

This concept can be extended to architecture: a mix 

of new and old—sometimes delicately blended, at 

other times overtly contrasting—leads to an archi-

tecturally diverse urban environment.

Will Smart Growth Take Place?
Smart growth has already become a policy corner-

stone in some cities.5 Its effects will be seen sooner 

if policy makers put in place incentives that will 

cause urban centers to grow denser. Policies will be 

implemented one building at a time, not altogether, 

and not overnight. The retention of old buildings, 

not only historic ones, will be an important element 

of smart growth; more old structures will be refur-

bished and, in many cases, expanded—horizontally, 

if land is available, or vertically, if not.

Smart growth has already taken place in 

some cities where urban infrastructure improve-

ments, such as efficient transit systems and allo-

cation of open space, have kept pace with private 

In Venice, alterations of existing 

buildings are strictly regulated, 

resulting in historic facades that 

conceal the modern activities of 

the inhabitants. 

In Times Square, alterations 

of buildings are much less 

restricted, resulting in an 

overlay of modern technological 

interventions on a mix of new 

and old structures.  

Photographer: Ken Thomas
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development, resulting in increased density. Many 

livable cities today are also dense cities.6 For smart 

growth to emerge in other cities, land use regula-

tions will need to change, and incentives will need 

to be put in place to encourage sustainable devel-

opment. City officials will need to make developers 

aware of existing incentives, such as tax credits for 

preservation of historic buildings, and facilitate their 

implementation.7 In some cities, zoning changes 

will be necessary to allow taller buildings or larger 

developments with more floor area. Arcane regula-

tions governing the transfer of development rights 

(“air rights”) will need to be adjusted so that vertical 

additions to existing buildings are allowed.8

If properly planned, cities that grow based on 

smart growth principles will not only be more sus-

tainable but will also be more visually diverse. Smart 

growth policies will encourage developers to build 

structures that meld new and old construction; the 

sustainable design and aesthetic implications will 

need to be considered by the architects of these 

projects as outlined below.

Sustainable Design Implications
A sustainable system endures because it does not 

deplete the nourishment on which it thrives, in part 

due to efficient consumption. Similarly, a building is 

sustainable if it fulfills a lasting need. For example, 

the Duomo at Siracusa (which will be discussed fur-

ther in chapter 3) has survived for over 2,500 years 

and remains viable today. It fulfills a cultural need as 

the religious seat of the city of Siracusa and has been 

modified a number of times in the past to maintain 

this status. In a way, the story of the duomo is an 

ancient illustration of smart growth principles.

Sustainable design often starts with develop-

ing a strategy to minimize the energy required to 

operate a building, but a broader definition of sus-

tainability includes taking into account the energy 

Dense cities are often the most 

livable cities. 

In order for a system to be 

sustainable, it must replenish  

the resources it uses. 
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required to build it in the first place. Retaining an 

existing building is far more efficient than demol-

ishing and recycling its components because the 

energy already expended to build it will not be 

squandered.

A revision to the LEED energy performance 

standards illustrates a growing understanding of this 

point.9 Under LEED 3.0, the number of credits avail-

able for development of an existing site and building 

reuse has increased from eight credits to nineteen 

credits, a recognition of the value of the energy 

already spent to construct the original building.

The LEED point system is only one yardstick 

used to measure building energy performance—

not all sustainability proponents view energy use in 

buildings the same way. For some, the chief goal 

is zero energy use, while for others it is obtaining a 

zero carbon footprint. Some standards include the 

energy required to construct the building while oth-

ers do not, since this energy can be amortized over 

the useful life of the structure. While all of these 

viewpoints have merit, the most desirable is the 

quest for carbon neutrality, including the energy 

required for extracting, fabricating, and assembling 

the building’s components. Using this metric, it is 

clear that the reuse of as much of an existing struc-

ture as possible is an intelligent approach.

However, existing construction typically must 

be modified to meet current energy-performance 

standards. For example, the exterior envelope of 

an existing building may or may not be an efficient 

thermal insulator. Exterior walls were oftentimes 

constructed of thick masonry, suitable for heat 

energy storage, and passive solar control features, 

such as overhangs and deep-set windows, were 

commonly employed. But the same structures fre-

quently contain windows glazed with single-pane 

glass, a poor insulator. Reglazing windows with 

high-efficiency insulated glass is a common energy 

There are many yardsticks to 

measure sustainability.
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upgrade. Overall, although not as energy-efficient 

as today’s highly engineered curtain wall systems, 

the facades of old structures, when upgraded, do 

perform well. It is important to weigh all related fac-

tors when making a claim that refurbished building 

fabric requires less energy to put into service than 

does new construction.

Aesthetic Implications
Individual buildings have been characterized as 

stitches in the urban fabric. What will this fabric 

look like as more stitches are added—a patchwork 

quilt or a rich tapestry? Clearly, the addition of solar 

panels or wind turbines on the roof of Notre Dame 

would cancel out the patina it has acquired over the 

centuries. In fact, there are few aesthetically suc-

cessful examples of so-called integrated design, in 

which energy-generating components are incorpo-

rated into the architectural fabric, of new buildings, 

let alone old structures; the results of such inte-

gration often look as though some sort of science 

experiment is being conducted on the roof. 

Perhaps one approach that can lead to a kind 

of aesthetic sustainability, in which a design can 

endure well beyond the moment it was created, is 

for architects to take cues from the time-tested pas-

sive features of old buildings that still meet rigorous 

performance criteria. Some of these features, such 

as overhangs and sunscreens, may be rendered in a 

modern architectural vocabulary and applied to old 

facades or integrated with new fabric as a kind of 

functional ornament.

Architects of the future will undoubtedly take 

different paths to achieve aesthetic sustainability, 

and buildings that are a union of new and old will 

add complexity to the task. Adjustments to their 

philosophical positions concerning the influence of 

context may be necessary, a topic that will be exam-

ined in the next chapter.

Integration of energy-generating 

devices into the visual fabric 

of new buildings has yet to be 

achieved. It will be even more 

difficult in old buildings.   
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