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Several tracks brought me to write this book.

The first one is biographical. A regular, well-educated student, fascinated by the irregular creativity
of squatted places and the beauty of industrial icons, I grew up as an architect in during a time when
my city – Torino, the powerhouse of Italian manufacturing – saw 100 million square feet of factories
emptied of workers and production within a few years. The instinctive attraction for the opposite
became a professional commitment to urban regeneration and architectural reuse projects and,
eventually, daily living experience: these lines are written from my desk, in a former coffee factory in
the core of industrial Torino, now home to my family.
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Lingotto Building, Torino, Italy

The second is political. I believe in bottom-up action, and a long part of my professional life has
focused on the issue of basing architectural design choices on a participatory process. I started
practicing architecture in 1992 in a country that had just been shaken by a major political and
economical scandal – a shock Italy has yet to recover from – which undermined citizens’ trust in
technicians and politicians. Public works and real estate were at the core of the unveiled system of
corruption. Participation seemed a possible way to restore the legitimacy of architecture; experience
brought inevitable disappointments. I grew skeptical about the effectiveness of formalized
methodologies and the efficacy of steered processes. It seemed to me that a turn had occurred:
from hands-up to hands-on participation. People took back city-making more when they acted
directly to reshape places – with the support of professionals, when needed – rather than when they
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expressed their opinion in deliberative processes. And those places happened to be mostly reused
spaces: where the legacy of the past – often industrial – provided the infrastructure for social,
political, and economic innovation. As many stories in this book tell, it can prove difficult to build
walls and a roof by yourself, but it is quite easy to occupy, adapt, and reuse an existing structure.

The third is theoretical. Teaching and researching in architecture, I always felt uncomfortable with
the hype about “starchitects” and legendary heroes. The idea of architecture as the result of an
individual act of genius is not only fake (there is no art that requires more coordinated and
interpersonal action than architecture) but also inherently authoritarian, not to mention frustrating for
the vast majority of students and practitioners. The financial crisis in 2008 put a (temporary?) stop to
the inflationary growth of unreasonable and budget-cracking projects. The sudden, unprecedented
availability of distressed assets and abandoned buildings all over the world led to an explosion of
reuse projects, often directly led by communities that had been abandoned by authorities and
developers. Good architecture could be produced even with small budgets, with and not against
communities, in inclusive and incremental processes. A happy heteronomy of architectural practices
provided not only a way out of the crisis but also an alternative to the ideal autonomy of
architecture. Adaptive reuse testifies that architecture is the product of social practice, rather than an
isolated, individual act of creation. It also redefines the role of the architect in society, as the creative
enabler of social innovation in the city, whose invention is part of a broader conversation involving
the many different actors of change.

The fourth is aesthetic. To appreciate (and to make) adaptive reuse architecture, you have to love
hybrids, superpositions, overlayering, mix, contrast, contradiction. I suppose this is, first of all, a
matter of taste – as were the late Renaissance paradoxical use of architectural orders, the
Enlightenment passion for Chinese gardens and their irregular patterns, the Romantic love for ruins
and contrasts, the Eclectic revival of styles that accompanied the first wave of industrialization, the
Surrealists’ use of ready-made trivial objects, or the inclusion of commercial icons in Pop Art. What
they have in common is the consciousness that we are always working on a legacy and the
capability to incorporate heterogeneous sources and materials into creative production. This attitude
seems to me fit for an age when experts – artists or technicians – can no longer claim a monopoly
on content and standards, and the barrier between producer and consumer is weaker than ever.

The fifth is epistemological. Construction – from the Latin construere – federates knowledge and
technique for the purpose of building. Specialization in practice and in research has increasingly
traded the capability of integrating for the certainties of vertical excellency, supported by the
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multiplication of sectoral rules and assessments procedures. The inherently hybrid nature of reuse
processes goes in the opposite direction and obliges disciplines – heritage preservation, building
physics and technology, soil chemistry, real estate economy, urban planning, to mention the most
involved – to rethink established frames and open up to more holistic approaches in order to cope
with emerging issues and demands.

The sixth is practical. At least in Europe and North America, the future urban construction market will
be predominantly reconstruction, upgrade, or reuse. Most of the stuff we will be working on in the
coming decades will be the legacy of the past – the recent past, when the city became industrial
and mass production introduced a new scale in city-making. And as economic growth and welfare
grow in other areas, the attention to memory and demand for reuse will too. China is already shifting
from the roughness of “clear & rebuild” to a more nuanced approach integrating preservation and
reuse. On the very days that these lines were written, the mayor of Moscow’s plan to tear down and
rebuild thousands of prefab Khrushchyovka estates – about 10% of the city’s housing stock – faces
unexpected resistance both from intellectuals and inhabitants: in the name of reuse. It is a subject
worth dealing with, if not out of curiosity, then at least out of opportunism.

The seventh, and last, is occasional. My undisciplined exploration of reused places found a more
structured occasion for expansion in 2015 thanks to a German Marshall Fund Fellowship that
enabled me to spend a month in US post-industrial cities to explore established and upcoming
cases of adaptive reuse in a comparative transatlantic perspective.

 

 

This is a travel book, a manual, a theoretical essay.

As the first, it’s meant to inspire the reader with top-down planned processes and grassroots
situationist activism, ephemeral events and long-term challenges, local volunteers and real estate
developers, community and businesses, high architecture and architectural DIY, big money and low
cost, large-scale extensive comprehensive strategies and micro plot-by-plot incremental tactics.
They all embody alternative approaches to and possible ingredients for adaptive reuse, locally
brewed with the commitment, pragmatism, and openness I will always admire in American city
makers.
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As the second, it aims to be a tool for anyone interested in knowing more about adaptive reuse or
becoming an actor in an adaptive reuse process in his or her community.

As the third, it attempts to explore the historical and theoretical implications of adaptive reuse
practices, opening up avenues for future research. Written to be readable by all, it is mainly
addressed to architects and professionals from related fields. Architects and professionals are the
ones who most need to reframe their approach to city-making, which has been mainly shaped in a
century when “new” was the watchword and authorship was the rule, to seize the opportunities and
contribute to the growth of a promising field of activity. It is rounded out by a selected bibliography
that provides the reader with a chronology and references for further reading on the topic.
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