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Post-industrial Conversions - From Production to Consumption

Richard Ingersoll
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Almost all of the cities in the developed world, even precious historic sites such as Venice, underwent drastic
transformations after the introduction of industrial machinery. Train yards, factories, warehouses, mobile cranes,
and working class tenements, were reproduced everywhere, radically subverting the cohesion of traditional urban
fabric. Aside from this generally negative impact on urban form, during the current age of Climate Change, one
tends to chastise industrial civilization for its dominant role in the excessive buildup of CO2 and other greenhouse
gasses. Paul Crutzen and many other authoritative proponents of the theory of the Anthropocene mark the origin
of this new geological period at 1784 with the introduction of James Watt's steam engine. That the Industrial
Revolution generated an unmatched creation of wealth, while producing unmitigated environmental and social
calamities, goes without saying, but what critics often overlook is the profound architectural and urban impact of
industry. Already in 1825 when Karl Friedrich Schinkel was sent by the Prussian state to investigate the transforma-
tion of Manchester he noted in his correspondence and drawings the dramatic alteration in scale and the relent-
less expediency of the new industrial estates. The factories and warehouses of industry stretched both horizontally
and vertically many times beyond the standard dimensions of the European Gothic lot of 2 bays and 3 to 4 storeys.
The earliest examples appeared like castles or palaces, but soon the building type lost all claims to glamour and
assumed a tough functionalist demeanor. More critical for the urban situation, the industrial compounds imposed
the first modern urban enclaves, and while there had been some precedents in Europe, such as medieval convents
and hospitals, they were nothing on the scale of 19th century industrial interventions, which left enormous patches
of the city, such as the AEG company’s settlement in the Moabit district of Berlin built under the guidance of Peter
Behrens during the first decades of the 20th century, or the colossal FIAT Lingotto factory in Turinfs¥=?, which

extended half a kilometer without interruption. Factories became significant impediments in the urban fabric. The
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multiple train lines serving them and their extensive territories led to the chopping up of city form, dividing and
segregating areas for work from areas for life. After the 1960s, however, which saw a fundamental switch in urban
economies from production to consumption, the subsequent post-industrial conversions of industrial compounds,
often proposed as a compensation for the damage wrought by industrialization, encouraged their opening up to
the city with specific attention to accessibility.

While artists during the 20th century had frequently adapted to industrial spaces for their needs, the general
cultural attention to the legacy of industrial architecture began in the 1950s in the UK, the home of the industrial
revolution. The concept of “Industrial archaeology” was popularized by Kenneth Hudson in his 1963 text Industrial
Archaeology: an Introduction, which was followed by the foundation, first in the US and then in Britain, of various
associations for the preservation of industrial structures as historic patrimony. The first acknowledgement occurred
in 1934 with the recognition of the Iron Bridge at Coalbrookdale built in 1777 as a national monument. In 1978 this
site became the locus of the first international convention on industrial monuments. During the same year the cot-
ton mill of Lowell, Massachusetts®=2 began to be converted into a National Historic Park as museums of industry.
Currently UNESCO's world heritage list includes nearly 100 industrial sites (mostly in the US, UK and Canada). The
heritage factor often confounds the question of what to do with unused industrial buildings and their territories,
whether to treat them as immutable artifacts of historic value or as a fresh palette for creative additions.

The taste for industrial aesthetics, one of the reasons for the current popularity of industrial conversions, was popu-
larized during the heroic age of Modernism by protagonists such as Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, and Ludwig Mies
van der Rohe. Le Corbusier installed a saw tooth roof like a factory on the house for his friend Amédée Ozenfant

(1922), Gropius, who designed the Fagus Shoe Factory in 1911, brought a similar attitude to the Bauhaus School
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building in Dessau in 1926, which exhibited fully glazed factory windows and open plans for the studios, while Mies
van der Rohe’s chapel for the IIT campus in Chicago (1952) was often mistaken for a power house. Artists frequently
led the way in the investigation of the industrial aesthetic, in particular Robert Smithson, who in 1967 proposed,
not without irony, a “Tour of the Monuments of Passaic’, his home town in New Jersey, showing the iron bridges
and pipes of polluting industries. This set him off toward large scale environmental installations like the “Spiral Jetty
(1970) fiere3’ often emulating the techniques of industrial infrastructure. During the 1980s Donald Judd transformed
the industrial sheds of the ex-military grounds of Marfa, Texas, into a collection of metal and concrete sculptures.
Judd was helped by the DIA Foundation which during the same period revised industrial buildings in New York City
for installation by artists such as Walter de Maria, and finally retrofitted the Nabisco factory in Beacon, NY, to house
their formidable collection of contemporary art. The fantasy of artists and architects working with the same sense
of utility and invention culminated in Rogers and Piano’s Centre Pompidou in Paris (1976), which presented itself

as a colossal factory for culture. Just as Centre Pompidou was being completed in the mid-1970s a historic reversal
occurred: the post-industrial age was being defined by sociologist Alain Touraine and others, who recognized the
dramatic shift of industries that were being dismantled and moved, sometimes to distant countries where labor
was cheaper and environmental laws were more relaxed. Entire cities, such as Detroit, seemed to have been evacu-
ated overnight. This wholesale abandonment on a vast scale of industrial structures, combined with a mixture of
modernist taste for functionalism and the new factor of historic patrimony, encouraged the reuse of many impres-
sive industrial buildings. Instead of designing a building that looked like a factory, one could just retrofit existing
factories, which began to exert a strong fascination on the public. In many films of the 1980s, such as Diva by Jean-
Jacques Beineix (1981), Stalker by Andrei Tarkovsky (1979), Robocop by Paul Verhoeven (1987, filmed in Detroit), the
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setting of empty industrial spaces acquired a central narrative role.

Developers began to understand the potential of ex-industrial spaces as places of consumption. In 1976 Benjamin
Thompson, working for the Rouse company, recycled Quincy Market in downtown Boston fe¥e4 two long industrial
warehouses from the early 19th century as the first “Festival Mall,"a new kind of shopping experience arranged

like a theme park within a historic structure. During its first year in operation it surpassed Disneyland as a public
attraction. This formula of transforming a relatively central industrial complex has been repeated in numerous cities
including Liverpool, which during the 1980s converted the majestic cast-iron warehouses of the Albert Docks (built
in 1846 by Jesse Hartley and Philip Hardwick) fieees into a series of museums, including the Tate Liverpool and the
Beatles Story, flanked with commercial spaces and hotels. During the same years in Paris the wine storage ware-
houses of St. Emilion along the banks of the Seine underwent a transformation into the shopping district of Bercy
Villagefewes, |n the Gerland district of Lyon, Tony Garnier's immense slaughter house (1914) was converted into
SMAC, one of the most capacious concert halls in France in 1988. More recently, beginning in 2006 in Madrid the
slaughter houses originally built in the 1920s in brick, stone and iron, were converted into Matadero Madrid fsure?,

a multiple cultural center for music, cinema, art, and literature. The success of these operations comes partly from
their geographic positions, accessible to a central location, and partly to their aesthetic appeal.

While one would like to forget the nasty questions of the exploitation and health of workers and the fatal pollution
produced by industries in general, the genuine fascination with industrial structures derives partly from a sort of
nostalgia for their grand expressions of functionalism. The photographers Bernhard and Hilla Becher, residents in
the Ruhr Valley, Germany, immortalized in a series of formal black and white photographs, published as Anonymous

Sculptures in 1970, the enduring power of the majestic cranes, colossal silos, and the gnarled conveyor belts with
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snaking tubes. Among their favorite subjects were the coal works of the Zollverein complexf=¢ on the outskirts of
Essen, with buildings built from the mid 19th century until the mid 20th. The Zollverein complex was subsequently
classified as a world heritage site by UNESCO in 2001. In the following years its vast spaces have been preserved
and transformed into a series of cultural and amusement features. Rem Koolhaas of OMA developed the master
plan for the 100 hectare site, converting the great hall for sorting coal into a series of museums, mixing a new esca-
lator with the various existing conveyor belts. Norman Foster transformed the 5,000 square meters of grand boiler
house into the Red Dot Museum of Design in 1997 fawre®, where the winning objects from the yearly competitions
are displayed amid the rusted machinery of the earlier age.

The transition toward respect for industrial structures was played out in Barcelona, which for the 1992 Olympic
Village, planned by Oriol Bohigas, allowed the complete tabula rasa among significant industrial structures on a
20-block site to produce modern housing and services for the Olympic games. This approach was answered with a
different attitude by the next generation in the planning of the nearby 22@ district, where every effort was made

to conserve and blend in new structures with existing retrofitted industrial buildings, seen in Jordi Badia's masterful
neo-Brutalist Can Framis Museum (2009) and Batlle | Roig's bulging copper-colored 10-storey CMT Headquarters
(2010) designed as the office for national media development, leaving the factory component untouched, which
occupies more than half of the site as a splendid hanging garden with commercial spaces at its base.

The Italian photographer Gabriele Basilico, somewhat inspired by the formalism of the Bechers, captured in numer-
ous Post-industrial sites the melancholy of abandoned machinery in vast iron and brick sheds. His vision of the Falck
Steel Plant in Milanfieue1® became the basis of many proposals for conversion, including the current project by Renzo

Piano. Nearby, the 20-block enclave of the Pirelli company’s La Bicocca plant underwent a dramatic conversion,
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the largest brown field renewal in Europe during the 1990s. Under the strict guide of Vittorio Gregotti, who desired
to reconnect what was once a discreet enclave into part of the city’s grid, two of the ex-industrial structures were
maintained and converted into university buildings, while most of the site was scraped and redeveloped with new
structures for housing, culture, and offices. The majestic cooling tower, frequently photographed by Basilico during
its decadence, was maintained and enclosed with the office building of the Pirelli management; the tower was
divided into conference rooms. On the northern edge of the La Biccoca enclave the grand hangar became a prime
exhibition space for contemporary art, permitting works of enormous scale, including one permanent work of
Anselm Kiefer, the enigmatic concrete towers, known as the “Seven Heavenly Palaces (2004), which suggested the
angst of vertical concentration camps.

The pride of Italian industry and the key to its economic prowess during the boom years of the 1960s was the
afore-mentioned Lingotto factory in Turinfeure’ an immense 5-storey bar designed with superb originality by the
engineer Giacomo Matté Trucco from 1915 to 1922, and disengaged in the 1970s. Renzo Piano won the competi-
tion for the structure’s conversion in 1983, and during the next 20 years developed its vast grid into spaces for the
city's concert hall, a shopping mall, generous gallery spaces, a museum for the Agnelli collection, a tropical garden,
and classrooms for the university. The project thus became an immense megastructure for multiple functions and
instead of its origins as an isolated enclave now connects at numerous points to the urban fabric, including an
aerial footbridge over the rail yards to the old wholesale markets that were retrofitted as the offices of the winter
Olympics in 2006.

A conversion on the same scale resulting in gigantic megastructures for multiple functions occurred in Vienna,

where the massive volumes of the Gasometers in the Simmering district loomed as distant phantoms.fewe ' Each
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was retrofitted by a different architectural team, by Coop Himmelb(l)au, Jean Nouvel, Wilhelm Holzbauer, and Man-
fred Wehdorn respectively. The upper range was fit with housing for apartments and student residences, and the
mid range for offices and the lower zones for shopping and entertainment. Aerial bridges connect the commercial
areas and each has acquired a kind of village feeling. The reflective surfaces on the interior of the silo retrofitted by
Jean Nouvel provide a hallucinatory atmosphere that belies the tidy conserved brick of the original exteriors.

The conversion of industrial buildings generally proceeds from production to consumption. In a few cases this leads
to the grand consumption of museums such as Rem Koolhaas and OMA's project for the Prada Foundation in Milan,
which revised a large refinery overlooking an abandoned rail yard, leaving many of the original warehouse struc-
tures untouched and inserted a few new pavilions and a tilted ten-storey tower. To taunt the visitor into rethinking
the value of the old buildings the architects clad the 5-storey central tower with gold leaf. An even more powerful
revisiting of industry occurred in the depressed coal mining town of Lens, France, where SANAA designed the new
Louvre Lens (2012)f9w=12, 3 subsidiary to the famous Parisian museum, on top of an abandoned coal mine. Michel
Desvigne prepared the articulated landscape along the old rail track leading to the mine so that visitors can walk
from the station to the museum and his colleague Catherine Mosbach created a lunar landscape surrounding the
long brushed aluminum facades, repeating the shapes and materials of slag left over from the mining process.
Perhaps the industrial legacy with the greatest potential comes from the old train yards, which have been lying
dormant in most cities for decades. In Bordeaux the same landscape designer, Catherine Mosbach transformed

the abandoned switching yards of the Bastide district into a spectacular kilometer-long botanical garden, a public
parkfiaure 3 that puts on display both the geological realities of the southwest of France and the type of plants that
are in season. In Berlin, several of the old train yards have been transformed into parks. The most impressive is the



