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“there are ghosts of what i might have been who live in me & i 
between them call them,

them in me & you between will hear them, let it all be what they think 
about too much” - an. c

This thesis is dedicated to the resililent people of Detroit, 
past, present and future 

in the hopes that one day soon the city will prosper. 
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Abstract

Keywords

adaptive reuse, architecture, collective memory, decay, de-industrial-
ization, Detroit, Detroit Riots, fragment, history, Picturesque, racism, 
rebirth, Romanticism, urban agriculture, urban revitalization, urban 

ruins, urban prairie, white flight

The current urban landscape of Detroit reflects the fallout from the city’s tumultuous 
history of racial turmoil and social and spatial segregation. Since the “white flight” 
to the suburbs of residents and the institutions they controlled, Detroit has become 
an “urban prairie” characterized by the abandonment of factories and homes and 
the accelerated decay and demolition of significant portions of the urban fabric. As a 
counter-position to the city’s culturally and environmentally unsustainable “tear down” 
culture, this thesis project proposes a ground-up approach to the adaptive reuse of 
existing buildings by tapping into the poetic potential of the fragment, abandonment, 
and material ruination as productive catalysts for urban revitalization, instead of as 
evidence used to justify more demolition of the ‘unsightly.’  Drawing inspiration from 
the 18th-century aesthetic valoration of the ruin, this thesis reimagines the Picturesque 
for the 21st century in order to cultivate a new way of seeing and responding to 
decrepit parts of the natural and built environment. Aligning itself with the surrounding 
grassroots initiatives focused on urban agriculture, inclusive arts practices and public 
green space to inform the proposed intervention’s hybrid program, this thesis aspires 
to shifting perspectives of what is possible and desirable by offering a positive, 
community-oriented response to a former industrial site that aims to contribute to 
Detroit’s rebirth.

Acknowledgments

Dr. Aliki Economides
 Many thanks to my advisor for her intellect and endless encouragement in   
 helping me strive to achieve a higher standard of work and for teaching me   
 how to “fish” on my own, so that I may “eat for a lifetime.”

Elizabeth George
 I’d also like to thank my second reader who kindly took time out of her busy   
 schedule to share her Michigan knowledge and to help align the aspirations of   
 this thesis in a way that would appropriately fit within Detroit. 

x xi



List of Figures

0.1 Andrew Moore, “Cooper Elementary School,” East side, 2010, photograph, https://yocuomo.  
 com/andrew-moore-detroit-disassembled

0.2  Trevor D’Orazio, Quote by An. C, Photograph, October 15 2019.

1.1  Claude Lorrain, “Morning in the Harbour,” 1634, painting https://useum.org/artwork/Morning-in-  
 the-Harbour-Claude-Lorrain

1.2  Joseph Mallord William Turner, “Tintern Abbey: The Crossing and Chancel, Looking towards the   
 East Window, painting, 1794,” https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/turner-tintern-abbey-the-  
 crossing-and-chancel-looking-towards-the-east-window-d00374

1.3  Claude Lorrain, “A View of the Campagna from Tivoli,” 1694, painting, https://www.rct.uk/  
 collection/404688/a-view-of-the-campagna-from-tivoli

1.4 Albert A. Smith, “The Reason,” The Crisis, March 1920, cartoon, https://herb.ashp.cuny.edu/  
 items/show/1593

1.5  Richard V. Marks, Demographics map of Detroit in 1940, Janet L. Langlois “The Belle Isle Bridge   
 Incident: Legend Dialectic and Semiotic System in the 1943 Detroit Race Riots,” The Journal of   
 American Folklore96, no. 380, 1983: 186.

1.6  Unknown Photographer, “Violent mob pulls out black passengers after halting tram,” June 21   
 1943, https://detroithistorypodcast.com/podcast/1943-detroits-forgotten-riot/

1.7 Unknown Photographer, “Hastings Street looking north from Mack and St. Antoine,” 1959,   
 https://www.crainsdetroit.com/article/20170617/news03/631696/hastings-street-blues-   
 economic-roots-contributed-detroits-worst

1.8 Unknown Photographer, “Hastings Street looking north from Mack and St. Antoine,” 1961,   
 https://www.crainsdetroit.com/article/20170617/news03/631696/hastings-street-blues-   
 economic-roots-contributed-detroits-worst

1.9 Unknown Photographer, “Troops take cover after suspected sniper fire, near Economy Printing,   
 where the riot started, 12th Street,  July 25th, 1967,” http://www.detroiturbex.com/content/ba/  
 feat/unrest/10.html

1.10 Unknown Photographer, “Firefighters work to control buildings set on fire during the Detroit   
 Riot,” July 25,1967, https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/takeaway/segments/long-   
 hot-summer

1.11  Richard Plunz, “Downtown Detroit figure-ground,” April 1996, diagram, Georgia Daskalakis,   
 Charles Waldheim, Jason Young, Stalking Detroit. Barcelone: ACTAR, 2001: 32.

1.12  Yves Marchand and Romain Meffre, “Packard Motors Plant,” 2005-2010, photograph, http://  
 desertedplaces.blogspot.com/2013/07/detroit-city-in-decay.html

1.13 Dustin A. Cable, “Detroit racial dot map,” University of Virginia, 2010, 
 https://demographics.virginia.edu/DotMap/index.html

2.1  Trevor D’Orazio, “Erskine street and Grandy” photograph, October 15, 2019.

2.2  Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the pointed corner,” photographic collage, January 10, 2020.

2.3 Trevor D’Orazio, “Original photo of the pointed corner,” photograph, October 15, 2019.

2.4  Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the elevated platform,” photographic collage, January 10,   
 2020.

2.5 Trevor D’Orazio, “Original photo of the laneway,” photograph, October 15, 2019.

2.6 Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the hidden opening,” photographic collage, January 11,   
 2020.

2.7  Trevor D’Orazio “Original photo of the building’s interior elevation,” photograph, October 15,   
 2019.

2.8 Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the building’s interior first floor ,” photographic collage,   
 January 11, 2020.

2.9 Trevor D’Orazio “Original interior photo of the building’s interior first floor,” photograph,   
 October 15, 2019.

2.10 Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the eastern points front elevation,” photographic collage,   
 January 12, 2020.

2.11 Trevor D’Orazio “Original photo of the eastern points front elevation,” photograph, October 15,   
 2019.

2.12 Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the open green space,” photographic collage, January 12,   
 2020.

2.13 Trevor D’Orazio “Original photo of the open green space,” photograph, October 15, 2019.

2.14 Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the central building’s front elevation,” photographic collage,   
 January 13, 2020.

2.15 Trevor D’Orazio “Original photo of the central building’s front elevation,” photograph, October   
 15, 2019.

2.16 Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the central building’s east interior ,” photographic collage,   
 January 13, 2020.

2.17 Trevor D’Orazio “Original photo of the central building’s east interior,” photograph, October 15,   
 2019.

xii xiii



2.18 Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the central building’s southwest interior,” photographic   
 collage, January 14, 2020.

2.19 Trevor D’Orazio “Original photo of the central building’s southern building face,” photograph,   
 October 15, 2019.

2.20 Trevor D’Orazio “Original photo of the central building’s southwest interior,” photograph,   
 October 15, 2019.

2.21 Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the central building’s southern building face,” photographic   
 collage, January 14, 2020.

2.22 Trevor D’Orazio, “View of laneway looking west,” photograph, October 15, 2019.

2.23 Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the central building’s Eastern interior, looking East,”    
 photographic collage, January 15, 2020.

2.24 Trevor D’Orazio “Original photo of the central building’s eastern interior, looking east,”    
 Photograph, October 15, 2019.

2.25 Trevor D’Orazio “Original photo of the Western Edge’s East Elevation,” photograph, October   
 15, 2019.

2.26 Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the central building’s interior, looking east,” photographic   
 collage, January 15, 2020.

2.27 Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the western edge’s southern interior, looking east,”    
 Photographic collage, January 16, 2020.

2.28 Trevor D’Orazio “Original photo of the western edge’s southern interior,” photograph, October   
 15, 2019.

2.29 Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the western edge’s interior dividing wall, looking north,”   
 photographic collage, January 16, 2020.

2.30 Trevor D’Orazio “Original photo of the western edge’s interior dividing wall, looking north,”   
 photograph, October 15, 2019.

2.31 Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the western edge’s front elevation,” photographic collage,   
 January 17, 2020.

2.32 Trevor D’Orazio “Original photo of the western edge’s front elevation,” photograph, October   
 15, 2019.

2.33 Trevor D’Orazio “Original photo of the western edge’s west elevation, from Chene,”    
 photograph, October 15, 2019.

2.34 Trevor D’Orazio, “Close reading of the western edge’s west elevation, from Chene,”    
 photographic collage, January 17, 2020.

2.35  Trevor D’Orazio “View of site looking south,” photograph, October 15, 2019.

2.36 Trevor D’Orazio, “Consolidated site plan,” photographic collage, May 2020 

2.37 Trevor D’Orazio, “Map of surrounding initiatives” photographic collage, March 2020. 

2.38 Trevor D’Orazio, Coriander Kitchen and Farm from Scott Street, looking west, photograph,   
 October 15,2019.

2.39 Trevor D’Orazio, Dequindre Cut Greenway from Wilkins Street, looking south, photograph,   
 October 16.2019.

2.40 Trevor D’Orazio, Painting on Rundown Building, Wilkins Street, photograph, October 16,2019.

2.41 Trevor D’Orazio, “Dotty Wotty House,” Heidelberg Street, photograph, October 15,2019.

2.42 Trevor D’Orazio, The Front Desk, Heidelberg Street, photograph, October 15,2019.

2.43 Detroit Collaborative Design Center, “The Bloody Run Creek Greenway Redevelopment Project”  
 McCormack Baron Salazar: 5, July 29, 2011, https://issuu.com/dcdc-udm/docs/bloodyrun 5

2.44 Unknown photographer, “Bloody Run Creek. Courtesy Elmwood Cemetery,” Mickey Lyons,   
 January 23,2017, https://www.modeldmedia.com/features/detroit-ethnic-history-122216.aspx

2.45 Trevor D’Orazio, Urban Fabric: Site context plan, photographic collage map, May 2020.

2.46 A.J. Farmer, “The Industrial Map of Detroit Showing its Manufacturing, Mercantile and Railroad   
 Interests with Shipping Facilities,” Eric Dalton, Detroit Historical Society, 1904.

2.47 Trevor D’Orazio, Sanborn Map Company of Erskine Street from Chene to Grandy Street, 1897,   
 Original retrieved by Romie Minor, Historical Records at the Detroit Public Library. 

2.48  Trevor D’Orazio, Sanborn Map Company of Erskine Street from Chene to Grandy Street, 1921,   
 Original retrieved by Romie Minor, Historical Records at the Detroit Public Library.

2.49 Trevor D’Orazio, Sanborn Map Company of Erskine Street from Chene to Grandy Street, 1951,   
 Original retrieved by Romie Minor, Historical Records at the Detroit Public Library.

2.50 Trevor D’Orazio, Sanborn Map Company of Erskine Street from Chene to Grandy Street, 1951.

2.51 Trevor D’Orazio, Front elevation of the former Lincoln Manufacturing Company,  photograph,   
 October 15, 2019.

2.52 Trevor D’Orazio, interior of the former Lincoln Manufacturing Company, photograph,     
 November 23, 2019.

2.53 Trevor D’Orazio, front elevation of former A&S Laundry Company, photograph, November   
 23,2019. 

2.54  Trevor D’Orazio, Southeast view inside the former A&S Laundry Company, photograph,     
 November 23,2019. 

2.55 Trevor D’Orazio, View of the former A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers Eastern point, looking    
 Southwest, photography,  October 15, 2019.

2.56 Trevor D’Orazio, View of A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers first floor, photograph, October 15,2019.

2.57 Trevor D’Orazio, Historical context map, photographic collage, November, 30

xiv xv



3.1 Trevor D’Orazio, Envisioning the use of a Claude Glass, photographic collage, March 31, 2020.

3.2 Trevor D’Orazio, Painting the experience when walking the site, December 10, 2019. 

3.3 Trevor D’Orazio, Harsh Shadow on Erskine Street, looking South, photograph, October 16, 2019

3.4 Trevor D’Orazio, View of laneway, looking East, photograph, November 23, 2019.

3.5 Trevor D’Orazio, Three experimental images capturing the atmospheric intentions for this   
 Thesis, November 30, 2019. 

3.6 Unknown Photographer, Sugar MIll Guangxi, China, 1960s, Daniel Barasch, Ruin and    
 Redemption in Architecture (New York, NY: Phaidon Press Ltd., 2019): 183.

3.7 Unknown Photographer, Alila Yangshuo Hotel, Guangxi, China, 2017, Daniel Barasch, Ruin and   
 Redemption in Architecture (New York, NY: Phaidon Press Ltd., 2019): 186. 

3.8 Unknown Photographer, The Don Valley Brick Works, 1920,  Sasha Chapman, https://torontolife.  
 com/city/wild-thing-the-story-behind-the-brick-works/

3.9 Bea Labikova, Evergreen Brick Works, 2014, Richard Silver,  https://torontoism.com/toronto-  
 news/2014/05/evergreen-brick-works

3.10 Edoardo Tresoldi, Basilica Di Siponto, Permanent Installation, 2016, photograph, 
 https://www.edoardotresoldi.com/works/basilica-di-siponto/

3.11 Edoardo Tresoldi, Simbioso, 2014, Permanent Installation, 2019, photograph, https://www.  
 edoardotresoldi.com/simbiosi-3/

4.1 Trevor D’Orazio, Program location map, Google Maps, March 26,2020

4.2 Trevor D’Orazio, Visualization of first floor Jazz Bar, March 2020.

4.3 Trevor D’Orazio, Adaptive Reuse of Lincoln Manufacturing Company Co., First floor plan, June   
 2020.

4.4 Trevor D’Orazio, Adaptive Reuse of Lincoln Manufacturing Company Co., Second floor plan,   
 June 2020. 

4.5 Trevor D’Orazio, Adaptive Reuse of Lincoln Manufacturing Company Co., Third Floor Plan, June   
 2020.

4.6 Trevor D’Orazio,  Adaptive Reuse of Lincoln Manufacturing Company Co., Section looking   
 South, May 2020.

4.7 Trevor D’Orazio,  Adaptive Reuse of Lincoln Manufacturing Company Co., Sectional    
 axonometric, looking South, May 2020.

4.8 Trevor D’Orazio, Adaptive reuse of Lincoln Manufacturing Company Co., Series of eight model   
 images, Feb, 220

4.9 Trevor D’Orazio, Visualization of Second floor greenhouse, March 2020.

4.10 Trevor D’Orazio, Adaptive reuse of A&S Laundry Co., First floor plan, June 2020. 

4.11 Trevor D’Orazio, Adaptive reuse of A&S Laundry Co., Second floor plan, June 2020.

4.12 Trevor D’Orazio, Adaptive reuse of A&S Laundry Co., Section Looking West, May 2020.

4.13 Trevor D’Orazio, Adaptive Reuse of A&S Laundry Co., Section Looking South, May 2020.

4.14 Trevor D’Orazio, Visualization of the Third Floor Permanent Gallery, March 2020. 

4.15 Trevor D’Orazio, Adaptive Reuse - A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers Co., First Floor Plan, June 2020.

4.16 Trevor D’Orazio, Adaptive Reuse - A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers Co., Second Floor Plan, June   
 2020.

4.17 Trevor D’Orazio, Adaptive Reuse - A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers Co., Third floor plan, June 2020.

4.18 Trevor D’Orazio, Adaptive Reuse - A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers Co., Fourth floor plan, June   
 2020.

4.19 Trevor D’Orazio, Adaptive Reuse - A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers Co., Section looking South, June   
 2020.

4.20 Trevor D’Orazio, Adaptive Reuse - A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers Co., Section Section Looking   
 West, June 2020.

4.21 Trevor D’Orazio, Erskine Street site plan, June 2020. 

4.22 Google Maps Street View, 2612 Erskine Street, The Bell Garage, 2011.

4.23 Trevor D’Orazio, Recreation of the Bell Garage, preliminary,  Visualization, November 30, 2019.

4.24 Trevor D’Orazio, Visualization of the West courtyards, March 2020.

4.25 Trevor D’Orazio, Visualization of the Bloody Run Creek through the east courtyard, March 2020.

4.26 Trevor D’Orazio, Evocative site render, Erskine Street, March 2020.

4.27 Trevor D’Orazio, First phase of development, March 2020.

4.28 Trevor D’Orazio, Second phase of development, March 2020.

4.29 Trevor D’Orazio, Third phase of development, March 2020.

4.30 Trevor D’Orazio, Fourth phase of development, March 2020.

4.31 Trevor D’Orazio, Fifth phase of development, March 2020.

4.32 Unknown photographer, Abandoned buildings, looking South, to the Renaissance Center, July   
 2, 2018, Prof. Christopher Berry, https://news.uchicago.edu/story/inflated-tax-assessments-  
 spurred-historic-detroit-foreclosures-study-finds

xvi xvii



This thesis project focuses on the urban landscape of Detroit, Michigan, in order to better understand 
the history of racial and spatial segregation as well as the recent factors that have led to the city’s “urban 
prairie” condition. This research in turn, serves as the groundwork for proposing a bottom-up design 
intervention that offers a counterposition to the city’s culturally and environmentally unsustainable 
practice of rampant demolition of abandoned buildings. Underpinning the design’s aspirations for site-
sensitive, community-oriented adaptive reuse, this thesis advocates for an appreciation of the fragment, 
of decay and of the aging of buildings as productive catalysts for rebirth instead of as problems to 
overcome. By valorizing the imperfection of weathering and the vulnerability of building materials, there 
is an opportunity to poetically connect to the cycles of life and death, register the passage of time and 
enrich collective memory. 

Ultimately, this thesis aspires to shift our perspective of what is possible and desirable by offering a 
positive, community-oriented response to a former industrial site that has been left to rot. The bottom-
up adaptive reuse design proposal presented in “Part 4 - Intervention” of this book aims to contribute to 
Detroit’s rebirth by presenting an alternative to the city’s current “tear-down” culture.
Rooted in community and inspired by Detroit’s vibrant grassroots initiatives in the realms of urban 
agriculture, inclusive arts practices and visions for inclusive public green space, this thesis project takes 
its cues from the site and the surrounding initiatives to determine the design intervention’s mixed-
use program. This hybrid program is conceived as a mutually beneficial mix in which all of the parts 
support each other and contribute to the sociocultural, environmental and economic sustainability of 
the whole. The programmatic mix includes: a rooftop greenhouse that provides produce all year long 
and a grocery store; affordable housing units for artists; a cultural hub for the creation of ceramic crafts 
and the exhibition of art; a jazz bar celebrating Detroit’s long history of music; coworking office space; 
and a café offering beverages and prepared foods for residents and visitors. The hybrid program also 
provides interior and exterior green spaces, including pedestrian courtyards and a boardwalked marshy 
greenspace that reintroduces the currently buried Bloody Run Creek. 

“Part 1 - Origins” presents my theoretical interests in the ruin in the landscape, which I situate within a 
concise historical discussion of the aesthetic theory of the Picturesque. Through this research, I learned 
about the “Claude Glass,” an 18th-century viewing device, which due to its convex form and tinted lens 
simplified the tonal range of whatever it reflected. In this way it presented any scene as monumental and 
beautiful, thus transforming in a positive manner the way in which ruins and landscapes were perceived. 
In this section and elsewhere, I elaborate on how I am adapting Picturesque ideals to the 21st century 
by using a metaphorical “Claude Glass” to help transform disdainful perceptions of Detroit’s urban 
landscape. In this part of the book, I also devote a chapter to the history of Detroit, which includes a 
concise discussion of “The Great Migration” in the United States in order to understand the broader 
and longstanding challenges faced by American society, which played an important role in the riots that 
marked Detroit in the 20th century, and the urban decline that we witness today. This first part of the 
book concludes with a discussion of the multifaceted methodology I adopted for this thesis project.

Preface

“Part 2 - Site” begins with a section titled, “First Encounters” in which I take the reader on a tour of the 
site, seen through a new lens. My documentary photographs and “close readings” of parts of the site 
to identify areas of latent potential are paired with narrative fragments that convey in textual form what 
the images are representing visually. This part of the book also includes a discussion of the surrounding 
initiatives that are most relevant to the direction I have taken in determining the programs for the site, 
as well as site plans at different scales that consolidate my findings from various modes of research. This 
section concludes with an explanation of the historical development of the site and the former uses 
of all of the buildings derived from my archival research. “Part 3 - Conceptual Intentions” presents my 
preliminary process work that reveals my initial intuitions and vision for the project, as well as precedents 
that have inspired my thesis.

“Part 4 - Intervention” presents the adaptive reuse of the abandoned buildings on this former industrial 
site along with a phasing scheme and timeline for the project. By designing with a bottom-up approach 
and aligning with active community initiatives that could support and be supported by this intervention, 
this thesis argues for adaptive reuse over demolition as the best approach to creating self-sufficient 
communities and laying the groundwork for future developments that have the greatest potential to 
stimulate a city-wide revitalization. It is my hope that this thesis may inspire thoughtful and inclusive 
approaches to supporting the social and urban fabric of Detroit.
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Inspiration

Detroit’s current urban landscape reflects the city’s long struggle with abandonment of buildings and 
people. This condition of ruin and neglect has captured the imagination of many, prompting responses 
that range from the “ruin porn” tourism that tends to fetishize the city’s misfortunes, to grassroots 
activism that has been leading the way in imagining an urban renaissance. As a result, the circulation of 
images of the degradation, ruination and reappropriation of building forms and materials have given 
Detroit a unique visual status amongst American cities. Today, significant swaths of this once dense 
20th-century metropolis are being rapidly shaped by human and natural forces which foreground the 
deep interconnection between the cycles of life and death. By drawing on these poignant conditions as 
offering unexpected potential for rebirth -- as opposed to treating them as evidence to support more 
demolition -- a city-wide revival can be fostered. In other words, instead of viewing the results of Detroit’s 
decline as an irremediable negative, there is an opportunity to capture the passage of time and promote 
historic appreciation and collective memory in ways that support urban, environmental and social 
revitalization. Shifting the perception of Detroit’s current abandoned state is the first step in activating 
the catalytic potential of the city’s decay.

Current interest in urban ruins, fragments and decay has its origins in the aesthetic ideal of the 
Picturesque, which became prominent in English cultural debate during the eighteenth century. 
Placing emphasis on an appreciation for the beautiful and the sublime, notions of the Picturesque 
were elaborated both by philosophical writings and the travels of the wealthy elites who deliberately 
sought out scenic architectural ruins and imperfect natural landscapes. These sought-after landscapes 
were depicted in various art forms, particularly painting, not just as a copy but as an experience that 
included material weathering.1 However, poetic and painterly representations of these landscapes in 
which ‘nature’ and architectural ruins are interdependent, highlighted the forces of aging and material 
transformation as something to be marveled at and appreciated. A prominent early proponent of what 
came to be referred to as the Picturesque, was the French painter Claude Lorrain (1600 -1682), who 
became intrigued by the landscape paintings of the German Godfrey Waels when studying with him in 
Naples. During the last 15 years of his life, Lorrain painted the decaying and fragmented ruins paired 
with a view of the Italian countryside’s dense brown hills and the bright green fields at twilight.2 Lorrain’s 
paintings endeavoured to capture the connection between humans and nature, which he visually 
harmonized using a chiaroscuro technique that heightened the contrast between figures and landscapes 
not only through the form of the scene, but also through the interplay of space and light. (See figure 1.1) 
His paintings conveyed greater depth and authenticity in the way they deliberately played up the traces 
of human intervention. Through this, Lorrain’s paintings altered the way his contemporaries perceived 
landscapes and contributed to a new understanding of beauty in nature.3 This expanded appreciation of 
what constitutes the beautiful has been a driving force for this thesis, which in part, probes the capacity 
of two-dimensional artistic representations of so-called ‘imperfect’ urban landscapes, to expose the 
overlooked potential of such sites and thus to transform our perceptions of them in order to work toward 
greater social and architectural purposes.

1  Jonathan Hill, Weather Architecture (London: Routledge, 2012), 33.
2  F.A. Gutheim, “Claude Lorrain,” The American Magazine of Art 26, no. 10 (October 1933): 457.
3  Ibid., 458.

Origins

Figure 1.1  Detail of “Morning in the Harbour” 
  Claude Lorrain, France, 1634
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Figure 1.2  “The Chancel and Crossing of Tintern Abbey, Looking towards the East Window”
  Joseph Mallord William Turner - 1794

Relevant to note, is that the term for ‘landscape’ in most European languages during the 16th and 17th 
centuries, denoted the boundary of a politico-legal territory and did not have aesthetic connotations. 
In Britain, early landscape gardening was characterized by vast green areas of park land surrounded 
by sparsely spaced trees portraying a pastoral image.4 It was not until the 18th century that the term 
‘landscape’ explicitly acquired the aesthetic connotations of ‘a view of an attractive natural setting’. 
This aesthetic perspective influenced perceptions of the relationships between individuals and various 
dimensions of society, and contributed greatly to a new way of looking at nature.5 One key example 
was Edmund Burke’s treatise on aesthetics, titled, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas 
of the Sublime and the Beautiful (1757), which examined the psychological effect on humans when 
viewing landscapes. Burke’s central argument was that things we see as beautiful produce harmonious 
feelings, thus creating a strong connection between individuals and their surroundings. By contrast, 
images that shock and disturb us are classified as sublime, which denotes a destabilizing but ultimately 
invigorating feeling after experiencing the threat of danger, which can be felt while viewing the grandeur 
and wildness of nature.6 Extending this growing discourse, Uvedale Price’s An Essay on the Picturesque 
as Compared with the Sublime and the Beautiful (1794) advanced a third category, namely “The 
Picturesque”, stating that our response to such landscapes is propelled by curiosity.7

Advocates for the Picturesque understood that the relationship of paintings to gardens as art was 
sometimes deemed relevant and sometimes not, hence an inconsistent conclusion. In Observations 
on Modern Gardening (1770), Thomas Whately, an English politician and writer, wrote that paintings 
should be used as a studying tool rather than serving as a model for the design of gardens.8 He found 
the Tintern Abbey to be the most unique and distinctive place for curiosity and contemplation in all 
of Britain, asserting that the ruin fuses the history of the building’s previous inhabitants with current 
events taking place in it.9 Today, one such event that draws people to the site is the “Devil’s Pulpit 
and the River Wye”, which takes visitors on a 7.5 mile historic walk around the lands of the River Wye 
producing stunning views of the Tintern Abbey all while discussing the work of past English Romantic 
poets.10 (See figure 1.2) Another contributor to these debates was the English architect and landscape 
designer William Kent, who recognized the importance of incorporating picturesque compositions into 
his own garden designs having admired such painters as Nicolas Poussin and Claude Lorrain from the 
seventeenth century. In Elements of Criticism (1762) Lord Kames examined the rules of composition 
and asserted that Kent composed his garden designs like a painting.11 Critical commentary of William 
Kent’s landscapes came from Sir Uvedale Price in his Essay on the Picturesque (1794), in which Kent’s 
designs were compared to a military invasion of the countryside. Instead of tearing down cottages, 
Price encouraged their preservation arguing that they add ornament to the landscape.12 Consideration 
for ruination came about in the context of the Enlightenment’s concern for the sensory experience 
and historical awareness of origins and archaeology, which placed emphasis on the value of time and 
imagination. Whether an original found artefact or a picturesque addition, a ruin was deemed to relate 
the present to a particular past and therefore, to evoke memory from one era to another.13 

William Gilpin’s Observations on the River Wye in 1783, redirected tourists interested in Italy back 
to the forgotten landmarks of Britain including the Tintern Abbey, thereby popularizing picturesque 
tourism.14 The Abbey inspired writings, such as the Observations by Gilpin, in which the aim was to 
immerse the reader in an imagined experience taking place directly inside the ruin.15 He outlined 

4    Dorceta E. Taylor, “Landscape,” in Keywords for Environmental Studies, ed. Joni Adamson, William A. Gleason and David N. Pellow (New York:   
      NYU Press, 2016), 147.
5    Ellen Braae, Beauty Redeemed: Recycling Post-Industrial Landscapes (Risskov: IKAROS Press, 2015), 134.
6    Patrick D. Murphy, “Sublime.” In Keywords for Environmental Studies,  ed. Joni Adamson, William A. Gleason and David N. Pellow (New York:                
      NYU Press, 2016), 183.
7    Braae, Beauty Redeemed: Recycling Post-Industrial Landscapes, 143.
8    Hill, Weather Architecture, 35.
9    C. B. Lake, “The Life of Things at Tintern Abbey,” The Review of English Studies 63, no. 260 (2012): 448-449.
10  “Tintern Abbey Devils Pulpit and the River Wye,” walesoutdoorscouk, accessed May 2020,  www.walesoutdoors.co.uk/events/tintern-abbey-     
      devils-pulpit-and-the-river-wye/
11  Hill, Weather Architecture, 33.
12  Ian D. Whyte, Landscape and History since 1500 (London: Reaktion Books, 2004), 99.
13  Hill, Weather Architecture, 92
14  Deborah Kennedy, “Wordsworth, Turner, and the Power of Tintern Abbey,” The Wordsworth Circle 33, no. 2 (2002): 79.
15  Ibid., 81.
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requirements through which to experience the ground, wood, rocks and buildings of the Wye Valley, 
from the “steepest precipice to the flattest meadow” appearing at the summit of the banks, which he 
referred to as the site’s four ‘ornaments’.16 Significantly for my purposes, Gilpin also encouraged the use 
of a Claude Glass – a small, convex, tinted mirror – used as a viewing device, which when held up would 
reflect the scene behind the viewer. Due to its form and tint, it simplified the tonal range of whatever 
was seen through it, which gave the landscape an even more picturesque appearance. The Glass 
would present a reflection that tricked the mind into observing the shapes and colours of a scene as 
something monumental and beautiful. The soft, mellow tint gave greater depth to the shades when the 
landscape was viewed in the sunshine.17 This device transformed the way in which ruins and landscapes 
were perceived in the 18th century by uniting ruins and landscapes into a harmonious composition. The 
Claude Glass, therefore, encouraged the perception of ruin and landscape as being deeply related and 
equally relevant. Those who experienced the Grand Tour recognized the ruins’ connections between 
the grandeur of the Roman Empire and modern Britain, which would have been both desirable and 
worrisome since even a colossal empire like Rome eventually fell. This brought attention to a concept of 
time in nature that is alive and always changing.18

These highly debated concepts in the 18th century impacted the way in which landscapes and humans’ 
place within them were thought about, which in turn influenced how landscapes and gardens were 
designed. No longer was it deemed necessary to demolish an “unsightly” building to create the perfect 
garden, because the perfect garden was now understood as one that was imperfect, showing not 
only an untamed natural landscape but also one that harboured the obvious imperfections of material 
degradation and weathering. A compelling parallel can be drawn between the landscape paintings 
produced on these tours that were inspired by the Picturesque, and our current interest in documenting 
decayed and abandoned urban landscapes of post-industrial cities such as Detroit, which has cultivated 
a contemporary form of “ruin tourism.” This valuation of the ruin as unconventionally beautiful is an 
insight and aspiration that warrants being adapted to the 21st century and is therefore a key inspiration 
for this thesis project.

This research into the Picturesque has also prompted a reflection on the potential of the Claude Glass 
to be reimagined for the 21st century. As a metaphorical lens that helps us to see the urban landscape 
of Detroit with fresh eyes, it could contribute to shifting perceptions of decrepit, abandoned buildings 
as sites of hidden value instead of as eyesores that should be bulldozed. While it is important to resist 
fetishizing the material traces of the hardships experienced by the city and its citizens, there is something 
important to be gained by valuing the fragment and decay and embracing their latent potential. This 
thesis project positions itself in a way to appropriately design empowering contributions to Detroit’s 
‘picturesque landscape’ by fruitfully looking at the current situation through a metaphorical Claude glass. 
In this way, a key ambition of this thesis is to contribute to changing the perception of these decrepit, 
fragmented buildings while using their unique decayed and weathered state to spark architectural revival 
and protect them from demolition.

16  William Gilpin, Observations on the River Wye: and Several Parts of South Wales, &c. Relative Chiefly to Picturesque Beauty: Made in the Summer      
      of the Year 1770, 5th ed. (London: Printed by A. Strahan, for T. Cadell Junior and W. Davies, 1800), 20.
17  D. S. Miall, “Representing the Picturesque: William Gilpin and the Laws of Nature,” Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment 12, no.            
      2 (January 2005): 86.
18  Hill, Weather Architecture, 93.

Figure 1.3  Detail of “A view of the Campagna from Tivoli”
  Claude Lorrain - 1645
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History of Detroit

The Great Migration

Figure 1.4  “The Reason” 
  Albert A Smith, 1920 

Detroit’s current socio-urban condition is the result of many decades of racism and segregation that 
has mainly affected black residents. City officials and industry owners fostered the city’s economic rise 
and decline during the 20th century, which was inseparable from the social and spatial inequalities that 
propelled white flight and created poor urban enclaves in certain segments of the city. It is necessary to 
become familiar with key moments in the city’s history to not only understand how Detroit has become 
what it is today, but also to be well-placed to propose appropriate architectural interventions aligned 
with bottom-up efforts to help the city grow and thrive. The following provides a synthesis of relevant 
events and factors in Detroit and in the United States at large that have shaped the city over the past 
150 years.

As the American Civil War ended and President Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation 
in 1863, 3.1 million black slaves were liberated. Their newfound freedom to travel throughout the United 
States contributed to a large demographic shift to the north as well as to urban areas in the south. In 
the early 1900s, before the start of World War I, the northern United States experienced immigration 
primarily from European countries.19 In 1910, 170,000 southern black people moved to northern America 
away from their slave past, with their numbers increasing to 750,000 by the early 1920s.20 Before this 
shift, black people in northern American cities represented roughly 1.7% of its population, meaning 
that owing to America’s history of slavery, the country’s black population had been a predominantly 
southern society.21 Cities like New York, Detroit and Chicago rapidly grew in part due to the employment 
opportunities related to the increase of armaments and material production for World War I.22 These new 
jobs offered increased wages, better healthcare, integrated schools and the ability to vote, thus enticing 
many more southerners to move north. This movement of population, commonly referred to as “The 
Great Migration”, brought new forms of race, class and ethnic relations into American culture and society 
that the country had not experienced.23

To move north, most African Americans organized their own communication networks with railroad 
workers.24 Many were encouraged by northern labour agents by means of simply signing an agreement 
to work for the company that had offered passage. This latter arrangement accounted for 10 to 20% of 
the northbound transportation of the black population.25 In parallel, available jobs and housing options 
in the north were discussed in barber shops and grocery stores with money shown and testimonials given 
by the migrants who returned. As a result, the percentage of employed black men in cities like Detroit, 
Pittsburgh and Cleveland grew from an estimated 20% in 1910, to about 60% in the 1920s and 30s. As 
these black communication networks grew, the need for labour agents to fill jobs in meatpacking, auto, 
steel and other mass-produced industries, radically diminished.26 

19  Stewart E. Tolnay, Robert M. Adelman, and Kyle D. Crowder, “Race, Regional Origin, and Residence in Northern Cities at the Beginning of the    
      Great Migration,” American Sociological Review 67, no. 3 (2002): 456.
20  Stewart E. Tolnay and E. M. Beck, “Black Flight: Lethal Violence and the Great Migration, 1900-1930,” Social Science History 14, no. 3 (1990): 348.
21  Philip S. Foner and Ronald L. Lewis, eds., “The Great Migration,” in The Black Worker: The Black Worker from 1900 to 1919, vol. 5 (Philadelphia,   
      Pennsylvania: Temple University Press, 1980), 228.
22  Stewart E. Tolnay, “The Great Migration and Changes in the Northern Black Family, 1940 to 1990,” Social Forces 75, no. 4 (1997): 1214.
23  Joe W. Trotter, “Great Migration: An Interpretation,” OAH Magazine of History 17, no. 1 (2002): 31.
24  Ibid 32.
25  Foner and Lewis, “The Great Migration,” 228.
26  Trotter, “Great Migration,” 33.
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At this time, southern employers benefited from the remaining cheap and obedient black labour which 
often resulted in civil unrest with members of the white community who were also competing for those 
same jobs. Southern planters restricted the available opportunities to the black laboring class to keep 
the white workers at ease.27 As more southern-born people moved to the north, many already living 
there resented their arrival. They were viewed as ignorant and unsophisticated while being blamed 
for a variety of new social issues shaping the north.28 White people resorted to a variety of strategies 
to enforce the residential colour line, including violence, redlining, creating restrictive zoning laws and 
racial steering.29 To champion their rights, black people intensified their institutions by building cultural, 
political, economic and civil right activities. This increased with the rise of the “New Negro” movement 
during the First World War and gained traction throughout the 1920s.30

27  Tolnay and Beck, “Black Flight: Lethal Violence and the Great Migration,” 352.
28  Tolnay, “The Great Migration and Changes in the Northern Black Family,” 1216.
29  Tolnay, Adelman, and Crowder, “Race, Regional Origin, and Residence in Northern Cities at the Beginning of the Great Migration,” 458.
30  Trotter, “Great Migration,” 33.

Figure 1.5  Demographics Map of Detroit in 1940
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In the 1930s, migration lessened from the diminished employment opportunities in the north, which 
did not receive any stimulus until World War II. By the 1940s, African Americans started moving up the 
social ladder into higher-paying manufacturing positions because of the Fair Employment Practices 
Committee and unions.31 However, as the number of workers increased in the north, black people 
faced greater restrictions in terms of where they could reside, educate their children and access social 
services.32 Neighbourhoods available to black people were typically clustered in the least desirable areas 
of cities, filled with inadequate structures for a multitude of families. As a result, they endured homes 
with unsanitary conditions, and poor lighting and ventilation.33 Many black people in the south had seen 
Detroit as the answer to their problems, but in their quest for a better life, they were met with strong 
resistance. While competing with more affluent white people for jobs, the poor were lumped together 
and grouped in less desirable areas of the city thus creating impoverished zones and enforcing spatial 
and social barriers which for the most part have remained embedded in the urban fabric. One such 
example is the case of the area by Woodward Avenue in southern-central Detroit, where black and poor 
white people were grouped together in substandard housing due to their low economic stature.34 

As a point of comparison, while the American north was experiencing a substantial population increase 
of southern-born black people, the southern United States experienced its own form of increased 
migration. The following parenthetical remarks demonstrate that the tensions playing out in the urban 
realm of Detroit were also manifesting elsewhere in American society. From around 1865 to 1907, 
farmers, railroads, industrialists and state governments did not tap into the stream of immigrants arriving 
in the United States and missed out on the possibility of greater economic success. With the immigration 
restriction bill of 1896 opposed by southern congressmen, those in the south turned their attention away 
from the southern black worker, to immigrants after observing their presumed superiority in northern 
cities.35 Though the need to hire immigrants was recognized by southern plantation owners as the 
savior of southern business, this contributed to a backlash in the form of an increase of nativism and 
anti-Catholicism, which emerged after 1915, as seen in racist groups such as the Ku Klux Klan. To bring 
in foreigners, efforts were taken by plantation owners to draw people to the south after the economic 
crash from the Civil War.36 In the late 1800s, black people who remained could no longer be forced to 
do hard labour at the level they had done as slaves and were now considered lazy and unreliable, which 
encouraged the owners to seek replacements.37 In a span of 50 years since the Civil War, the south 
grew by 60% and the white-controlled industries grew by 250%.38 The black worker had left, and young 
southerners were eager to fill the labour void, prospering from the undeveloped wealth of the country in 
other industries along with agriculture.39

Except for the Mississippi Delta, black agricultural labour had been deemed a failure because it 
yielded less and less each year, and never reached the level of production known before black slaves’ 
emancipation in 1863. As the south targeted immigrants to fill their labour force, they had hoped these 
immigrants would encourage the black labourforce to work more vigorously. Italians made up the largest 
number of immigrants moving to the United States and in 1915, accounted for 57,217 people. Many 
of these people filled the labour forces of agriculture, excavation work, brick masonry, kiln workers and 
other industrial industries.40 As Italian farmers worked side by side with the remaining freed slaves, they 
too endured increasing amounts of prejudice and ill-treatment.41 The result casts a light on the horrible 
conditions the industry owners imposed on their workers. 

31  Rodger Doyle, “The Great Migration,” Scientific American 290, no. 2 (February 2004): 25.
32  Trotter, “Great Migration,” 33.
33  Tolnay, Adelman, and Crowder, “Race, Regional Origin,” 458.
34  Janet L. Langlois, “The Belle Isle Bridge Incident: Legend Dialectic and Semiotic System in the 1943 Detroit Race Riots,” The Journal of American   
      Folklore 96, no. 380 (1983): 185.
35  Walter L. Fleming, “Immigration to the Southern States,” Political Science Quarterly 20, no. 2 (1905): 280.
36  Rowland T. Berthoff, “Southern Attitudes Toward Immigration, 1865-1914,” The Journal of Southern History 17, no. 3 (1951): 328.
37  Ibid., 329.
38  Fleming, “Immigration to the Southern States,” 280.
39  Ibid., 227.
40  “Immigration,” Monthly Labor Review 9, no. 2 (August 1919): 277.
41  “Way Down South in the Land of Cotton: Italian Immigrants in the Southern Delta,” Italian American bilingual news source, March 24, 2017,       
      https://italoamericano.org/story/2016-11-16/italian-immigrants-south-delta
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Detroit Riots

Figure 1.6  Detroit Riot June 21, 1943
  Violent mob pulls out black passengers after halting tram

Prior to 1943, Detroit was well-known for having one of the most prejudiced police forces in the northern 
United States. Their discriminatory practices intensified with the arrival of many new black southerners.42 
Though the city was a closed society for black people, WWI marked a change that resulted in them no 
longer being ignored or isolated.43 This was due in part to the expansion of the city’s automobile plants 
and the rise of unions.44 In the 1920s, African Americans profited from increased job prospects but 
these rapidly diminished during the Depression. Old policies were brought back, which instructed that 
the black man ought to be “first fired and last hired”.45 This created a marked disadvantage between 
the races, which in turn generated substantial sociopolitical tensions. This tension intensified with the 
influx of half a million people in a span of three years beginning in 1940, 50,000 of those being black.46 
In this context, stories of violence circulated throughout the city which varied in their telling depending 
on the race of the storyteller. For example, black people recalled a story of a black lady and her baby 
being thrown from the MacArthur Bridge, the bridge to Belle Isle, while white people recounted a 
story in which a white woman was raped and murdered and thrown off the bridge by black people.47 
Neither of these rumors were ever proven to be true but the fallout from these tensions changed the 
city forever.48 While these stories were being circulated, the promotion of black workers at the Packard 
Automotive Plant, infuriated white workers. This resulted in 20,000 people walking off the job, stopping 
war production for almost a week.49

Detroit had four residential areas in which black people were clustered: Black Bottom, known for 
its rich soil deposits; Hastings Street, an area known for many black-owned businesses and music; 
Highland Park, which was developed during WWI; and Contact Gardens, an area that was surprisingly 
well-integrated.50 While the United States was founded on many Liberties of democracy including 
the freedom of speech and the freedom of religion, for the most part, black people had not yet been 
afforded them. The fight for equality was more prevalent in the US where they would rather die fighting 
at home than during war abroad for liberties such as freedom from unemployment, from barriers to jobs, 
from discrimination, humiliation and mob violence, which were echoed by black leaders at the time such 
as by A. Philip Randolph, a labour unionist and civil rights activist.51

Also reflecting the racial tensions of the times, since Belle Isle was an integrated park, many would travel 
there to escape the racial boundaries of Detroit. On the evening of June 20, 1943, an estimated 60,000 
black and 40,000 white people began making their way back from the island where they began holding 
up traffic and creating a disturbance. White sailors, who were stationed at Brodhead Naval Armory, and 
young black people, began fighting on the bridge after a day of irregular racial tensions in the park, 
spreading in all directions of the city with local police struggling to contain the violence. With many 

42  Hubert G. Locke, The Detroit Riot of 1967 (Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 2017), 53.
43  Alex L Swan, “The Harlem and Detroit Riots of 1943: A Comparative Analysis,” Berkeley Journal of Sociology 16 (1971): 76.
44  Locke, The Detroit Riot of 1967, 53.
45  Swan, “The Harlem and Detroit Riots Of 1943,” 76.
46  Ibid., 80.
47  Langlois, “The Belle Isle Bridge Incident,” 185.
48  Locke, The Detroit Riot of 1967, 55.
49  Swan, “The Harlem and Detroit Riots Of 1943,” 80.
50  Locke, The Detroit Riot of 1967, 53.
51  Swan, “The Harlem and Detroit Riots Of 1943,” 78.
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unaware of the evening’s violence, city patrons began heading to and from the plants early Monday 
morning as well as leaving the clubs and bars on Hastings Street or all-night theaters on Woodward 
Avenue. Black and white people violently began confronting each other. Many black residents were 
chased and beaten, motorists’ cars were overturned and ignited, and white people were stoned and 
their businesses vandalised.52 The riot raged for two days in June, bringing destruction to the downtown 
core and surrounding areas. The disturbance de-escalated the next day when President Roosevelt 
enacted Martial Law and sent in the US Army. Throughout this upheaval 34 people died, 500 were 
injured and 1,800 were arrested.53 The cause of the 1943 riot was a product of the political climate and 
not an isolated event. Rather it reflected a much larger problem felt throughout the United states.54 This 
historical information highlights how deeply ingrained racial tensions are in the culture of the United 
States.

After the 1943 riots, many new governmental actions were implemented in an effort to bring social 
change and equality to the city. Edward Jefferies, the mayor of Detroit at the time, created the city’s first 
ever interracial committee in 1948 in partnership with the Detroit branch of the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the Urban League and other city organizations invested 
in these issues.55 African Americans were granted the ability to buy and rent homes and in the same 
year (1948), G. Mennen Williams was elected Governor where he gave Detroit its first batch of black 
judges, while enacting fair employment practices for all workers.56 By the 1960s, the federal government 
passed legislation establishing the Model Cities Program, with Detroit creating a branch of their own 
through the Department of Housing and Urban Development.57 The city documented poverty-ridden 
neighbourhoods that were urgently in need of a range of physical, social and economic programs. 
Detroit developed the first application for a model cities planning grant where they received large 
amounts of money from the office of Economic Opportunity to create several redevelopments. However, 
instead of creating methods to promote these impoverished areas that would directly help residents 
with their crumbling architecture and lack of amenities, city officials seemed one-track minded and 
saw demolition as the answer, therefore stripping citizens away from their communities. Presented as a 
promise of better living conditions, these projects razed several black and ethnic white neighbourhoods 
in the name of progress.58 Hastings street in Black Bottom was demolished and replaced by the Walter 
P. Chrysler Freeway as well as Lafayette Park, designed by architect Mies van der Rohe. Contrary to 
the astounding resentment on the part of disenfranchised local residents to these seemingly positive 
developments, Detroit was voted as the city that saw the most progress in city planning, nominating 
itself for an award in comprehensive planning.59 From the outside, this action looked favourable to 
whomever was looking in, but from the experience of insiders was a completely different story. There 
is such irony in the city nominating itself for an award when their only action to address inadequate 
housing was in fact to divert the problem away with new eye-catching developments. Understanding 
the hardships and urban displacement that residents went through (many of them still alive today) ought 
to cultivate empathy and the desire to redesign the city in more inclusive ways. Perhaps the most ironic 
“historical fact” from this period is that even though these urban developments increased social division 
and racial tensions, the American Institute of Architects gave the award for excellence in community and 
urban design to Detroit in 1965.60 Though the award for urban design obscured the harsh reality of the 
lived experiences of blacks in this supposedly brilliantly designed urban environment, more social unrest 
and rioting was to come.

In the early summer of 1967, the police force and the Mayor’s summer task force designated the poor 
black neighbourhood of 12th Street, a problem area due to increased rumours that heightened racial 

52  Langlois, “The Belle Isle Bridge Incident,” 187.
53  Locke, The Detroit Riot of 1967, 55.
54  Swan, “The Harlem and Detroit Riots Of 1943,” 79.
55  Locke, The Detroit Riot of 1967, 55.
56  Ibid., 56.
57  June Manning Thomas, “Racial Crisis and the Fall of the Detroit City Plan Commission,” Journal of the American Planning Association 54, no. 2      
      (1988): 151
58  Ibid., 152.
59  Ibid., 150.
60  Ibid., 151.

Figure 1.7 (above) Hastings Street looking north from Mack and St. Antoine, 1959
Figure 1.8 (below) Hastings Street looking north from Mack and St. Antoine, 1961
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Figure 1.10  Firefighters work to control buildings set on fire during the Detroit Riot, July 25, 1967

instability. This area experienced a high degree of street prostitution which enraged residents as they 
believed the police were facilitating this activity.61 As surveillance continued to increase on 12th Street, a 
sex worker who was well known to law enforcement, was fatally shot. Witnesses said the shooter looked 
like an officer from the mayor’s summer task force, but evidence suggested these were men who made 
their money through robberies. Coincidentally one of the attackers was found stabbed to death on the 
same corner as the sex worker. As racial tensions persisted, a police raid on an illegal bar (“blind pig”) 
hosting the United Community League for Civil Action on 12th street north of Clairmont, resulted in the 
detention of 82 patrons in the early hours of July 23, 1967. This event fueled tensions enough to boil 
over in the form of a large civil disturbance.62 Looting began outside the Economy Printing Company 
with the mob growing increasingly angry, intensifying for several hours into the early morning.63 As the 
crowd grew to several hundred, riot police with bayonets were deployed in the Linwood and Clairmount 
area which is located in the northwest part of the city. A little after 5 a.m., many other officers attempted 
to head to the riot but were told over radio to turn back and avoid the area.64 Gunfire was heard by 
officers, leading them to believe black people were using snipers. As federal troops moved in, officers 
were told to put down their weapons, yet most did not comply.65 Between 7 and 9:30 a.m. all units of the 
city’s police department were ordered to 12th Street including fire, the FBI and the prosecutor’s office. 
As the day progressed, more and more officers were brought in to manage the chaos.66 The riot of 1967 
lasted approximately eight days, ending on July 30th, which is when the army withdrew from the city. By 
then, police units were still dealing with isolated incidents which were mostly street fights, family trouble 
or loot selling. The police chief ordered the return of eight-hour shifts, intended to push the city back to 

61  Locke, The Detroit Riot of 1967, 24.
62  Ibid., 26.
63  Louis C. Goldberg, “Ghetto Riots and Others: The Faces of Civil Disorder in 1967,” Journal of Peace Research 5, no. 2 (1968): 117-118.
64  Locke, The Detroit Riot of 1967, 27.
65  Goldberg, “Ghetto Riots and Others: The Faces of Civil Disorder in 1967,” 118.
66  Locke, The Detroit Riot of 1967, 29.

Figure 1.9  Troops take cover on 12th Street,  July 25th, 1967

normalcy. This riot, now known to be one of the worst in US history, killed 43 people, injured 700, and 
caused $50 million in property damage.67 The level of destruction set Detroit into a downward spiral 
that not many other American cities have come close to. Riots in the United States, which had previously 
erupted in Chicago, East St. Louis, Pittsburgh and Philadelphia were a result of similar conditions, and 
ultimately reinforced segregation.68 By 1970, black people lost much of  their economic gains in the 
north and began moving back to southern cities where prices were low, and the racial situation had 
improved, relatively speaking.69

The current global awareness of the widespread discrimination and brutality that black people in 
America have faced, offers insight into the systemic discrimination in the United States more generally, 
and in Detroit specifically, that has lead to urban segregation, poverty, and violence, which are all 
indissociable from other dimensions of urban life. As Detroit ignored the needs of its black residents 
for decades, the result was a turbulent environment they did not shape themselves. Jobs within the city 
became sparse causing a diminished source of income and a loss of housing. The broader lesson to 
be drawn from all of this is one about the lack of inclusivity and social justice in the shaping of the city. 
Urgent attention to the matter must become a priority for future urban interventions. Though it has been 
many decades since the riots in Detroit, the city still lives under the shadow of policies that created racial 
division. This thesis project is not tackling the issue of race relations in a direct way, but this work is being 
completed during a particular historical moment when police brutality towards black people in America 
has become a global concern. The current efforts of key activist groups such as Black Lives Matter to 
advocate for societal changes that would redirect funding into causes like education and healthcare, 
reflect pressing concerns that are orienting my interest in better understanding the events from Detroit’s 
past in order to propose a sensitive intervention in the present.

67  Ibid., 51.
68  Joe W. Trotter, “Great Migration: An Interpretation,” OAH Magazine of History 17, no. 1 (2002): 33.
69  Rodger Doyle, “The Great Migration,” Scientific American,  290, no. 2 (February 2004): 25.
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Urban Decline

With Detroit reeling from the fallout of the 1967 riot, the rate of white flight out of the city increased. 
As the city became more integrated, white people who wanted to retain segregation of their 
neighbourhoods and schools, moved out to the suburbs. The freeway developments of that period 
facilitated moving middle class white people out and with them the institutions they controlled.70 The 
neighbourhoods, homes and factories once filled with people were left abandoned and silent along with 
a large portion of the city’s tax base. Barriers that divided white and black people within the city were 
lifted and redrawn along the municipal boundary line of 8 Mile Road.71 (see figure 1.13) This roadway 
stood as a physical, psychological and cultural barrier between the now mostly black urban core and the 
northern white suburbs.72 The remaining residents in the city, greatly felt the effects of these urban and 
socioeconomic transformations characterized as de-industrialization. By 1970, black people became the 
majority demographic within the city.73 At this time poverty in Detroit rose from 14.9% in 1969 to 21.9% 
in 1979. Out of the 436,891 poor people in the Detroit Metropolitan Area, 258,575 lived in Detroit.74 
During its period of pronounced “white flight” downtown Detroit lost 311,000 residents, which resulted 
in the widespread abandonment of buildings. Some neighbourhoods remained intact but other areas 
saw the abandonment of entire blocks leading to an inability to sell housing units which in turn, led 
to the spiralling decline of neighbourhoods.75 By the 1980s, 40% of the city’s buildings had become 
abandoned with 42,000 more demolition permits filed than permits for new construction.76 Although a 
work of fiction, a quotation from a character in the film 8 Mile released in 2002 is illuminating:

“Do you know how many abandoned buildings we have in Detroit? I mean, how are you 
supposed to take pride in your neighbourhood with shit like that next door? And does 
the city tear them down? No, they’re too busy building casinos and taking money from 
the people”.77

This statement evokes a complex cluster of interrelated phenomena that persist in Detroit today, and 
which inform the aspirations of this thesis. A devastating cycle is perpetuated when homeowners and 
business owners lose the ability to pay their bills. This leaves houses, shops and factories vacant, and 
vulnerable to both physical decay from lack of maintenance and to trespassers who vandalize the 
properties, often stripping them of their plumbing infrastructure to resell the metal. In turn, the absence 
of pipes leaves water continuously running and accelerating the damage, with the owner left to carry the 
burden of the responsibility.78

70  Dora Apel, Beautiful Terrible Ruins: Detroit and the Anxiety of Decline (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2015), 44.
71  Kristin S Seefeldt, “Abandoned Detroit,” in Abandoned Families: Social Isolation in the Twenty-First Century (New York: Russell Sage Foundation,   
      2017): 17.
72  “Encyclopedia Of Detroit,” Detroit Historical Society - Where the past is present, https://detroithistorical.org/learn/encyclopedia-of-detroit/eight-    
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73  Jeffrey Mirel, “After the Fall: Continuity and Change in Detroit, 1981-1995,” History of Education Quarterly 38, no. 3 (1998): 245, doi.     
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78  Seefeldt, “Abandoned Detroit,” 31. Figure 1.11  The disappearing density of Downtown Detroit from 1916 to 1994
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In the late 1990s, General Motors acquired the Renaissance Center and moved from the Albert Kahn 
designed Cadillac Place. This  generated a series of residential and shopping projects along the 
riverfront and downtown.79 As the city focused their attention on developing along the Detroit River, 
they turned their back on the heavily blighted surrounding residential areas, which if had been attended 
to in a way that had not resulted in the exclusionary practices of gentrification, could have stimulated 
a far more impactful urban revival. As of 2014, increased building decay has created a succession of 
demolitions where about 200 homes are razed every week to achieve the goal of removing 6,000 
abandoned buildings every year.80 In total, there are currently roughly 90,000 abandoned buildings in 
Detroit: 40,000 of those buildings are severely damaged and another 38,000 are vacant or abandoned.81 
This shocking figure reflects one third of all property lots in the city.82 The actions taken to tear 
down buildings within the United States contribute to 22%, or 169.1 million tons, of demolition and 
construction waste.83

This thesis project takes the position that Detroit’s current practice of ever-intensifying demolition is 
environmentally and culturally unsustainable, and that a different way of addressing the adaptive reuse 
of existing buildings is urgently needed. With the ensuing holes and wastelands created in the city’s 
infrastructure and neighbourhoods, Detroit’s landscape has been transformed into an “Urban Prairie”. 
This level of destruction does not fix the forces responsible for Detroit’s decline, it only visually removes 
the resultant legacy. Instead of only seeing these buildings through a negative, dismissive lens, which 
perpetuates more demolition and disdain, it would be far more productive to harness what has been left 
standing to produce a new urban landscape that supports instead of erodes the social fabric.

In its current state, Detroit has been able to trigger intense emotions in those who are walking through 
some of these abandoned structures. For example, Camilo Jose Vergara, a New York-based sociologist 
who had spent years documenting the transformation of Detroit, described the feeling of standing 
inside the rundown Michigan Central Train Depot. He wrote, “With the wind rushing through the broken 
windows, it takes your breath away, like a midnight storm or looking down a precipice, it’s almost 
hallucinatory.”84 Similarly, a Toronto Star reporter stated in 1993, that Detroit resembled a ghost town, 
filled with broken glass, abandoned buildings, empty skyscrapers, and tall grass, in ways that take your 
breath away.85 The reporter’s reaction may seem counterintuitive because evidence of buildings in a 
derelict state is typically considered a problem and an eyesore, and yet it points to a promising shift in 
perception. In spite (or perhaps because) of the decay, it is possible to identify opportunities for spatial 
surprise and architectural delight in buildings that have been slated for demolition. This potential in 
turn could inspire the adaptive reuse of these structures to make them safe and inhabitable once again, 
while retaining their layered material and sociocultural history as part of the city’s collective memory. This 
thesis project advocates for adaptive reuse as a strategy that redirects attention and action away from 
Detroit’s predominant culture of demolition, towards a new appreciation of the potential of the decrepit 
and unwanted to be transformed into something highly desirable. To do this, it is necessary to forge 
connections and learn from the city’s grassroots movements that have created inclusivity, awareness, and 
affordability to transform Detroit’s decaying urban landscape into a city its citizens can be proud of.
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Figure 1.12  The crumbling Packard Automotive Plant
  Detroit 2005-2010
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Figure 1.13  Race in Detroit
  2010 Census

8 Mile Road



Methodology

The methodology employed to develop this thesis project has been characterized by a range of 
interrelated approaches. My empirical research has entailed close observation and photographic 
documentation of potential sites in Detroit. Through secondary source readings I have conducted 
research into the history and current condition of Detroit as well as found grounding for my conceptual 
and theoretical interests in the ruin and the fragment of urban decay. In parallel, through my archival 
research I have learned about the specific uses of the buildings on the site selected and the immediate 
context. I have also made contact with local organizations to better understand the existing initiatives 
and programmes that my project could draw from and support. Additionally, I have pursued a range of 
‘learning-through-making’ exercises in visual representation that draw on the Picturesque reimagined for 
the 21st century, which endeavour to promote a more positive way of perceiving urban ruins.  All of this 
has been preparation for developing a proposed design intervention in Detroit. 

To begin to understand the history of Detroit’s rise and demise, careful photo documentation of the city 
was taken during three in-person visits, where personal experiences and first-hand knowledge of the city 
was gained. This empirical research helped guide the crucial process of selecting the appropriate site 
with the goal of proposing a design intervention that would transform it into a beacon in a blighted area 
that would align with and support local initiatives in the surrounding community. To learn more about the 
community activism in Detroit, I also contacted many local organizations in order to explore what shaped 
Detroit and what remains of that legacy today. As this information was being collected, it became clear 
that individual grassroots projects have been the positive driving force in the reshaping of the city. 

Speaking with Mark Farlow, professor at the Lawrence Technological University and the Director of 
Design at Hamilton and Anderson, a company that prides itself in being Detroit “born and raised”, 
we discussed a few interesting areas within the city that showed the greatest promise (and need) for 
architectural development. While discussing some potential sites he described one north of Gratiot 
Avenue as “opportune for development, but anything new there would be a pioneer of sorts.” This 
statement was profound as it helped direct attention away from other seemingly more attractive 
sites to one that was located in a blighted area. Mark Farlow directed me to a local organization, the 
Detroit Collaborative Design Center which operates out of the University of Detroit Mercy School of 
Architecture, and is a grassroots organization slowly reshaping the city’s architectural landscape. Mr. 
Farlow also shared some contacts at the DCDC who could share some insight into the organization. 

Contacting Ceara O’Leary, the Co-Executive Director of the Detroit Collaborative Design Center, we 
spoke about the organization and the projects they work on to see what would make for the most 
promising site. She explained that there are many players involved in choosing a project site, such 
as local governments, private developers, non-profit organizations and community groups, which 
emphasized the importance of careful site analysis. An in-depth analysis is the groundwork that allows 
a project to seamlessly fit within its surroundings in a way that will positively impact the local built 
environment. I learned from her that beyond this analysis, community engagement in the design 
development and building process produces not just a successful project but one that the community 
can be proud of. We spoke of past terrible decisions to remove such sites as Hastings Street and Black 
Bottom which was demolished in the late 1950s, destroying not only the architectural history but the 

memory of the area, and ruining the lives of the predominantly black neighbourhood. Researching 
these events through secondary source books and articles, I familiarized myself with the historic events 
that contributed significantly to the current condition of Detroit. My readings helped to humanize past 
situations by offering the personal perspectives of the ones who were there, transforming a historical 
account of events into an intimate story. 

After choosing the favourable site on Erskine Street, I conducted archival research in order to understand 
the transformation of the immediate neighbourhood, which extends from Chene to Grandy Streets. 
It seemed pertinent to focus on the 54-year period that covered the intense expansion of Detroit’s 
industrial era to just before the start of the city’s decline. Romie Minor, from the Detroit Public Library, 
provided maps of the area dating from 1897 to 1951, which show the transforming uses and phases 
of erasure of the neighbourhood. These historic maps provided valuable information about the mix of 
building programs with the names of businesses and shop owners from the time. Similarly, Eric Dalton 
from the Detroit Historical Society, helped locate historic real estate maps, which enabled me to gain 
insight into the larger neighbourhood surrounding the Erskine Street site. Additional research support 
came from the National Archives in Michigan, where I was able to consult assessor cards that recorded  
historic building names along with fire history, information such as permits that were previously acquired 
and basic building dimensions. These proved to be very valuable in light of the fact that architectural 
plans have not been available to the public since the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001.

In addition to my empirical and historical research, the process of “learning through making” was 
important in helping me to visually draw on Picturesque ideals, and reimagine how they may be adapted 
for the 21st century. My point of departure for these exercises was my own photographic documentation, 
which I subsequently manipulated in an effort to promote, enlighten and encourage a change in the 
perception of Detroit’s urban ruins in order to cultivate a new-found awareness and appreciation for 
them. In my series of close readings of the site, my transformations of the photographs I took that 
documented the existing conditions, aimed at drawing out the latent potential I was seeing in the 
decrepit fragments and which I want to help others appreciate. This sequence of analytically descriptive 
readings of the site are produced through a metaphorical Claude Glass -- the tinted lens that makes the 
ordinary appear monumental. 

The research methods pursued in developing this thesis project facilitated my investigation and 
understanding of different yet profoundly interrelated dimensions of Detroit’s history and current 
conditions. My readings helped me to ground and articulate my theoretical interests in the ruin and 
fragments of urban decay, which relate directly to the Picturesque artistic movement from the 18th 
century, but reimagine its potential for the present. The various research methods I pursued prepared 
me to select and carefully probe a site, as well as orient my position and choices of program and 
materials so as to propose a revitalizing design intervention that salvages and valorizes a portion of the 
city’s extensive urban ruins. It is an aspiration of this work that the proposed intervention could serve 
as a catalytic inspiration for a more culturally and environmentally sustainable approach to addressing 
Detroit’s urban landscape, offering a poetically-charged and community-oriented alternative to the city’s 
current tear-down culture.
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Northeast of Detroit’s downtown core, there is a compelling site that is mostly concealed from 
view from nearby Gratiot Avenue, the busy, multi-lane artery that traces a radial line out from 
the city centre. Yet at the point where the orthogonal urban grid of smaller streets encounters 
this diagonal thoroughfare, a threshold of sorts is created by the meeting of Gratiot Avenue 
and the intersection of Erskine and Grandy Streets. Marking this crossroads is a home that 
appears to be uninhabited but has a lively appearance due to the colourful murals adorning 
its facades, which is an artistic phenomenon also seen in neighbouring blighted areas. Drawn 
into this space, what is revealed through exploration and careful observation, is an abandoned 
complex that embodies the history and current reality of Detroit.

Figure 2.1  Intersection of Erskine and Grandy Streets

Site

First Encounters
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The Starting Point

The first encounter is with the monumental corner of a triangular 
brick building whose form is the result of the streets that define 
it. The point of the building is flattened and its connection to 
the converging walls is handled through interlocking bricks that 
are treated ornamentally. What is most eye-catching is that this 
tip of the building seems to simultaneously separate and unite 
two contrasting perspectival views: one directed down the quiet, 
depressed-looking Erskine Street; the other down an intriguing 
laneway that seems to offer idiosyncratic discoveries, such as 
the elevated platform projecting for no obvious reason from the 
building’s brick face towards a now empty lot fronting Gratiot 
Avenue. A delightful moment of unexpected visual connectivity 
is offered by this vantage point, where the laneway and elevated 
bridge frame the view to the Penobscot Building, a historic 
skyscraper in downtown Detroit.

Figure 2.2 (left)  Close reading of the pointed corner
Figure 2.3 (above)  Original photo of the pointed corner 
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City Reflections

Lured into the laneway by the strangeness of the 
projecting platform and the distant view of the 
skyscraper, this outdoor corridor feels intimate and 
immersive. Sheltered on one side by a tall brick wall, 
the filled-in windows and boarded-up doors suggest 
the industrial activity that took place in this building, 
now abandoned and cloaked in moody silence.

The projecting platform creates an unlikely gateway, of 
sorts; one that has water trickling down its side, rusting 
the metal and leaving dark stains on the crumbling 
concrete slab. Passing underneath and looking back 
to the house with the colourful mural that sits at the 
crossroads, I gaze up at this truncated bridge, longing 
to be able to stand up there to gain a better view 
of downtown. This alerts me to the potential of this 
platform as both a look-out and as host for a lens that 
mirrors back the surroundings and recasts them in 
ways that highlight the noble beauty lurking beneath 
the decrepit surfaces. Imagining a giant Claude Glass 
installed on that platform, downtown Detroit is brought 
near and the immediate surroundings are cast in a 
tinted light that brings out their latent majesty.

Figure 2.4 (far left)  Close reading of elevated   
  platform
Figure 2.5 (left)  Original photo of the laneway
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Open Up 

The brick wall terminates in a pointed corner 
characterized by interlocking bricks, which in the 
high contrast between sun and shadow, create a 
vertical scissor-toothed pattern like a zipper gathering 
together two swaths of clay brick fabric: the wall of the 
laneway and the wall facing what seems to want to 
be a courtyard, connected by this masonry hinge. In 
contrast to the closed apertures in the laneway, here, 
the brick wall is characterized by large horizontal voids 
where windows used to be, suggesting the importance 
of natural light in the original use of the building. A 
triangular peak in the middle of the elevation and a 
chimney stack are the only interruptions to the straight 
cornice line of this utilitarian facade. 

The brickwork is patchy and shows signs of erosion and 
spalling, yet a more recent intervention at ground level 
is partly concealed by a large bush. Uneven infill in a 
lighter-coloured brick suggests that a large door must 
have existed on this face of the building, allowing for a 
direct connection to what is now an overgrown grassy 
area. 

Figure 2.6 (far left)  Close reading of the hidden   
  opening
Figure 2.7 (left)  Original photo of the building’s   
  interior elevation
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Peeking Through 

Following my feet through the bumpy grassland to the opposite 
end of this wall, the unglazed window at the far end affords a 
glimpse inside. The golden brown glow of the open-concept 
interior comes as somewhat of a surprise, as does the contrast 
between the orthogonal structural grid and the triangular plan 
within which it is set. The old mass timber posts and beams are 
stained by years of water damage, yet exude a noble character. 
The joists and floorboards above, however, show signs of 
weakness, which discouraged any exploration of the upper levels. 
The floor at ground level reveals contrasting material choices 
between wooden slats and concrete, which likely reflects different 
uses, such as entry vestibule or office space versus a zone for 
heavy machinery. Graffiti seen on the masonry is another material 
layer that speaks of the building’s abandonment and transforms 
this shell into an unconventional art gallery.

Figure 2.8 (left)  Close reading of the building’s interior first floor  
Figure 2.9 (above)  Original interior photo of the building’s interior first floor
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Solid and Void

Continuing to the third side of this triangular building, a striking 
contrast is immediately evident between the expansive open 
lot across Erskine Street, and the sealed-up front facade of the 
building. Reminiscent of geological stratification, lighter coloured 
brick coursing characterizes the ground floor of the elevation, 
whereas the dark red brown brick seen on the building’s other 
faces fills in the facade’s upper two storeys. The structural logic of 
the facade is read through the rhythmic (and almost symmetrical) 
alternation of masonry and window. Yet here, the large window 
openings are filled with a combination of solid and filigreed 
concrete block, which provides a contrasting delicacy to the 
otherwise bluntly sealed-up wall. On the ground floor all openings 
are fully sealed, sending a firm message of “keep out” that 
contrasts the courtyard elevation’s unguarded physical and visual 
porosity. The opening for the door on Erskine Street, which was 
clearly once the main entrance to the building, has been partly 
sealed up with masonry; the opening for a much smaller door, 
boarded up. Yet despite these markers of abandonment there is 
a palpable energy here that calls for opening up and welcoming 
inside.

Figure 2.10 (left)  Close reading of the eastern points front elevation
Figure 2.11 (above)  Original photo of the eastern points front elevation
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Marshy Visions

Pivoting to the right and heading back to the overgrown exterior 
space beside the triangular building, I am confronted by an 
unusual site. Instead of a sealed, decrepit building, what draws 
my attention is a large, spider-like concrete skeleton. This grand 
carcass is fractured, with its legs and few interior wall fragments 
stained with black and green streaks. Along the top of the 
concrete frame, a few courses of yellow brick create a softer and 
lighter feel to this top-heavy structure. A unique feature rises 
from the flat roof: two, rectilinear clerestory pop-outs run the 
length of the structure and bring filtered light into what may have 
been a dark interior when the building had its perimeter walls. 
This structure, now stripped down to its elemental tectonic logic, 
supports plant life, especially on the roof, where wild grasses and 
shrubs have sprouted without the help of human planting. 

From this side view, the boundaries between outside and inside 
are blurred because rubble and vegetation intermix to populate 
the ground plane, spreading out beyond the structure’s legs. The 
outdoor space that separates the two buildings is marshy and 
wet, suggesting a nearby water source and inspiring fantasies of a 
buried urban oasis.

Figure 2.12 (left)  Close reading of the open green space
Figure 2.13 (above)  Original photo of the open green space
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The Front Entrance

Continuing westward along Erskine Street to take in the front 
facade of this unusual carcass, the material layers and contrasts 
become more apparent. The yellow bricks that form a horizontal 
band along the top of the concrete frame are used at ground level 
in the eastern bay of the structure, suggesting a front facade with 
an immense vitrine. The incomplete western bay of the elevation 
features a short and uneven segment of the yellow brick wall 
that  leaves the threshold open, seeming to suggest the central 
entrypoint into the site. At this threshold on Erskine Street, grass 
has encroached so much on the cracked pavement that it is almost 
unrecognizable as a sidewalk.

The two clerestory pop-outs are a very special feature of this 
frame, not only because the visual lightness of the rooftop 
infrastructure contrasts the heaviness of the reinforced concrete 
it is made of, but also because these extruded slices of the roof, 
filter a magical light into the space below. Judging from the 
remnants of the brick infill, the interior of this building originally 
must have been very dark. 

Figure 2.14 (left)  Close reading of the central building’s front elevation
Figure 2.15 (above)  Original photo of the central building’s front elevation
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Where There is Light, There is Life

Stepping into this open shell, the full grandeur of this concrete 
interior is revealed. From inside, the evenly-spaced concrete 
columns frame the panoramic views of the surrounding site. 
The flat roof seems to split open and pop upward, allowing 
the structure to breathe. The light shining through these 
unglazed horizontal windows triggers the growth of plant life 
on the concrete ground which has been reduced to rubble. 
This observation carries a message about the tenacity of nature 
and the capacity of the seemingly dead to host new life. The 
unique visual trace on a concrete beam -- a painting of a flower 
-- reinforces this perception and quietly inspires an unexpected 
feeling of optimism about growth and new beginnings.

Figure 2.16 (left)  Close reading of the central building’s east interior 
Figure 2.17 (above)  Original photo of the central building’s east interior
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The Gathering Space

At the southwest end of the building, a portion of the concrete 
floor is intact while a part of it has been smashed and the 
remaining rubble seems to be gathered in informal clusters, like 
a community of like-minded elements. All around resilient plant 
life has begun to create a wild setting, blurring the boundaries 
between inside and out. This side of the building receives daily 
sun exposure creating unique shadows from the concrete columns 
and openings. Here, filling in the space between a segment of 
the central row of concrete columns is a discolored brick wall 
characterized by traces of graffiti and different removal attempts 
shown by the fading of white paint. This wall at the rear of the 
building divides the width of the structure in half and may have 
originally continued throughout the length of the two-bayed 
concrete frame. The striking feature of the clerestory pop-ups 
add a sense of grandeur to the concrete skeleton and were likely 
the main sources of light into the interior when this building was 
intact.

Figure 2.18 (left)  Close reading of the central building’s southwest interior 
Figure 2.19 (above)  Original photo of the central building’s southwest interior
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Open Connection

Stepping into the laneway from the southern end of the concrete 
skeleton is like entering a zone of even more heightened neglect: 
wild grasses seem to have created cracks in the pavement and 
untamed vines grow on the rear elevation, making this most 
opaque face of the clerestory building appear to have protruding 
veins. This facade offers the best view of the building’s former 
self as old yellow bricks fill in the concrete frame from the ground 
to the roof, highlighting the eroding concrete beam that reveals 
its rusting rebars. Similar to the other surrounding brick walls, 
discolored white patches are visible, suggesting the owner’s 
attempt to combat unwanted graffiti. The voids in the elevation 
indicating where windows and doors once were offer physical and 
visual porosity into the site, suggesting architectural opportunities 
for privacy as well as “eyes on the street” that would make the 
laneway feel more safe.

Figure 2.20 (top)  Original photo of the central building’s southern building face
Figure 2.21 (bottom)  Close reading of the central building’s southern building face
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Pivoting left and pausing along the path to breathe and study the hidden portion of the 
laneway, a mixture of discovery, wonder and humility is induced. The scene presents what 
seems like a very inhospitable environment juxtaposed by evidence of the tenacity of nature 
to fight for its existence no matter the context. The small and narrow path is dwarfed by the 
aged brick buildings and wild vine growth. Half the laneway is concrete and the other is wild 
plant life, which the abundant southern exposure to the sun surely contributed to. The initial 
contrast between the natural and human-built environments seems to transform into a portrait 
of codependence.

2.22 View of laneway looking West



Remnants From the Past

Walking back into the concrete frame through the rear opening 
giving onto the laneway, a view of the interior space can be seen 
from a different angle. Looking up, thick dark streaks spreading 
throughout the ceiling catch the eye. This residue of a trauma 
seems trapped between the beams, with a few tendrils of black 
substance extending up towards the clerestory windows. It seems 
safe to infer that a fire must have done considerable damage to 
the building, possibly leading to the demolition of its exterior 
walls. 

Figure 2.23 (left)  Close reading of the central building’s interior, looking east
Figure 2.24 (above)  Original photo of the central building’s interior, looking east
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Residue of a Severing 

Stepping out of the burnt concrete carcass and into the exterior 
zone to the west, the side elevation of the third building is visible 
in its entirety. Uninhabited for years, the glazed windows on the 
top storey are unusually bright, suggesting that the building no 
longer has a roof, while the apertures on the lower floors are dark 
voids. Composed of a patchy mix of different coloured bricks, 
the material palette switches to concrete block on the lower half 
of the wall’s north end. The pronounced differences between the 
building materials and conditions along the ground floor and 
those on the two storeys above is emphasized by a thick black 
streak of roofing tar that draws a messy, horizontal line down the 
length of the old building, suggesting that an equally long but 
lower building was once attached to this face of the building 
but was violently severed from it, its broken body now missing. 
Traversing this exterior space of rupture in need of healing, I am 
drawn toward what was once a door.

Figure 2.25 (top)  Original photo of the western edge’s east elevation
Figure 2.26 (bottom)  Close reading of the western edge’s east elevation



Accidental Skylight 

Passing through the opening in the middle of the 
building, the interior feels dark and cold. Turning left, 
I am drawn toward the beams of filtered light that 
pass through the gaps in the floor plates. A surprise 
awaits me: the south end of the building is as bright 
as day, creating a wondrous space. Here, rain falling 
through the open roof has weathered and stained the 
steel beams and wood joists, slowly rusting and rotting 
the structure over time. The combination of sunlight 
and rain suggests an optimal environment for plant 
life to grow. As further evidence of water infiltration 
the interior face of the masonry walls has spalled and 
broken off in places, while graffiti, such as the “Sway” 
tag in the far corner, remain relatively well-protected 
from the elements. These features simultaneously 
reflect the building’s neglected state and enhance the 
weathered materials’ character. 

Figure 2.27 (far left)  Close reading of the western   
  edge’s southern interior 
Figure 2.28 (left)  Original photo of the western   
  edge’s southern interior 
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A structural Separation 

Retracing my steps northward inside the building, construction 
materials litter the space showing that repairs have abruptly 
stopped. Here too plants sprout from the cracks in the concrete 
due to sun exposure and droplets of rain. Before me is a graffiti-
covered, solid brick wall that divides the long building into north 
and south halves. An off-centre opening in the wall connecting 
the two sides seems strategically placed to avoid the line of 
steel columns. From the outside, the building appeared to be 
one, yet this load-bearing wall creates an interior separation that 
aligns with the spot on the elevation where the brick changes to 
concrete block, suggesting that it is there for structural support, 
or that it once marked the terminus of a shorter building that 
was later added to. This spatial and structural separation invites 
questions about the use of each half of the building and whether 
their programmes were different. Peering through the opening 
in the structural wall into the more enclosed northern section I 
see traces of squatting, which reflects the widespread problem of 
poverty in Detroit. 

Figure 2.29 (left)  Close reading of the western edge’s interior dividing wall, looking north
Figure 2.30 (above)  Original photo of the western edge’s interior dividing wall, looking   
  north
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Remaining Traces

Exiting back into the decrepit courtyard and heading toward 
Erskine Street, the front facade of this three storey building looks 
like a fortress. Contrasting the east elevation, the front is neater 
and impossible to enter through due to the boarded up door and 
the concrete block infill in the windows. On the top floor, sunlight 
filters through the porous ornamental blocks due to the missing 
roof. Like in other areas within the site, surfaces at pedestrian level 
have been scrubbed in an attempt to erase graffiti. The dark brick 
contrasts the bright white diamond-shaped metal surface plates 
that were likely added for structural reasons, but which read as 
industrial wall ornament. Contrasting this mostly intact facade is 
a large fragment of a broken wall made of multicoloured brick 
that seems to be holding onto the front facade for dear life. Its 
purpose unclear, this wall fragment seems to be another vestige 
of the severing that took place when an attached building was 
demolished.

Figure 2.31 (left)  Close reading of the western edge’s front elevation
Figure 2.32 (above)  Original photo of the western edge’s front elevation
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Walking down the laneway that runs between the outer facade of 
the building and a metal fence, two features catch my attention: 
to the left, a large, boarded-up opening on the ground floor of 
the building; and to the right, an abandoned house that would 
be an optimal setting for a scary movie. During several visits to 
the site, I spotted people using this house for illicit activities and 
dumping. Close to the southern end of this lane, a wide gravel-
filled driveway connects the laneway to Chene, a relatively busy 
street. If the house was not surrounded by metal fencing and the 
connection between the opening in the building and the street 
were to be reinforced, the laneway would not feel as creepy. 

Hidden Connections 

Figure 2.33 (top)  Original photo of the western edge’s west elevation, from Chene
Figure 2.34 (bottom)  Close reading of the western edge’s west elevation, from Chene
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Turning back towards Erskine Street from Chene to take in the view of the site in its entirety, 
strong parallels between the abandoned buildings can now be distinguished despite their 
obvious differences. These range from their material choices and respective states of decay, to 
the roads that created a triangular site, which in turn shaped the architectural forms. Although 
no more than three storeys in height, these fractured and neglected structures tower over the 
open land just to the north, offering the framework for densification that seems to be waiting 
to be exploited.  

This series of close readings accompanied by narrative descriptions communicate my 
findings from my visits to the site. Using a metaphorical Claude Glass, I manipulated my 
original documentary photos to visually represent the easy to overlook poetic, material and 
programmatic potential of these structures. My aim is both to ground my proposed design 
intervention in a relevant and sensitive bottom-up methodology, and more generally, to 
encourage a shift in perception that could protect these and other buildings from demolition 
and contribute to a city-wide revitalization based on site-sensitive adaptive reuse.

Figure 2.35  View of the site looking Southeast



This site plan consolidates the main findings from my empirical research and series of “close 
reading” representations of the site. In plan view it brings together the aspects of the 
three abandoned buildings and the open spaces between them that I feel hold the richest 
potential to guide my “bottom up” design moves. These moments of poetic and pragmatic 
power include: the golden glow inside the triangular building and the idiosyncratic platform 
projecting from its laneway facade like a prosthetic device; the openings into, and pathways 
through the different buildings’ structural skeletons; the accidental skylights and the way 
light persistently filters into spaces (even boarded up ones); the traces of touching bodies of 
buildings having been violently severed; and the marshy ground plane that suggests water 
and clay lying beneath the rubble and weeds.

Figure 2.36  Consolidated site plan



Urban Agriculture

1 Coriander Kitchen and Farm
2 Eastern Market     
3 Keep Growing Detroit Farm
4 Earthworks Urban Farm
5 Rising Pheasant Farm
6 Recovery Park
  
Urban Greenways

1 Dequindre Cut Greenway

Community Art

1 Heidelberg Project
2 Playground Detroit
3 C.A.N Art Handworks 
   3  3
Water Revival 

1 Bloody Run Creek, at Elmwood Cemetery
2 East Riverfront Development   

 Businesses on Gratiot Ave. Near Chene
 Important Urban Developments 

The surrounding area has promising initiatives that have not only helped with 
larger revitalization efforts of Detroit but act as catalysts for this project. Drawing 
from programs and organizations already in place allows for success and one 
rooted in community. Many of these initiatives are small in stature but play off of 
the vast amounts of land in the city. They are independent and by the people of 
Detroit giving them authenticity. 

Highlighted regions focus on art, farming and water-related projects. 

The most relevant of these are the following: 

Figure 2.37  Map of Surrounding Initiatives
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During the economic depression of the 1890s, where residents were poor and hungry, Detroit Mayor 
Hazen S. Pingree instituted the use of vacant lots for gardens and potato patches known as “Pingree’s 
potato patches” to help Detroit’s residents.86 As the city’s poor fund was running out, factories were 
shutting down, and crime was increasing, the mayor organized teams to survey the city in search of 
the needy. Among other projects that helped improve the city, such as  improvements to Belle Isle, 
he appealed for the authority to use vacant land to create local farms, which generated a large city 
response. As applications for the garden plots increased, they were able to fully satisfy the hunger 
residents were feeling.87 However, these small urban farms, which have been emulated in other American 
cities, were successful in the city with around 1700 families farming half-acre plots at the time.88

In 1931, as Detroit was struggling from the economic crisis of 1929, known as the Great Depression, 
Mayor Frank Murphy created Thrift Gardens, modeled after Mayor Pingree’s potato patches, in order 
to relieve city wide hunger and create jobs. Experienced farmers were responsible for teaching the 
less-experienced applicants what to do, allowing the farms to prosper. This program was another 
success but when the economy began to pick up in 1936, residents stopped farming and went back 
to work. This type of farming was also used in the 1970s and in the mid-1990s, the non- profit group 
Detroit Agriculture Network, encouraged the city to invest in agricultural applications. Government 
grants were obtained such as the Community Foods Projects Competitive Grant Program (CFPCGP) 
thanks to the Farm Bill of 1996. This grant helped draw others into urban farming such as the Garden 
Resource Program (GRP), later becoming the teacher for others to join, similar to how Mayor Murphy’s 
farms were run.89 As recently as 2008, John Hantz, CEO of Hantz Group, proposed an idea to the 
city that would create city beautification, better neighbourhoods, higher property values and  better 
schools.90 He invested $30 million to transform vacant lots into intensive and commercially viable plots 
of land by planting trees, because when land is limited it is only then that real estate values will rise and 
entrepreneurs will start buying.91 This example, although inexpensive, temporary and yielding no edible 
produce, brings the community together, educating them about sustainable practices while beautifying 
neighbourhoods.

Since farms in Detroit have been characterized as an important catalyst for urban growth, urban 
agriculture has increased. One example is The Coriander Kitchen and Farm, located on Scott Street, 
approximately 0.1 miles (0.16 km) northeast of the Erskine Street site. When approaching the farm and 
inquiring about it, I had the opportunity to speak with Nayomi who was very welcoming. She  described 
Detroit as a place of community where everyone knows one another. She said that she could leave her 
bike anywhere and it would be returned to her at the farm.92 This level of friendliness and community 
solidarity is not a description about the city that is widespread. Given how small and mutually-supporting 
this community is, it is also easy to spot outsiders. The owners of Coriander Kitchen and Farm, a chef-
farmer partnership, sell their produce to businesses or as part of their meal delivery service for individual 

86  Timothy Beatley, “Inventing the New Urban Farm: Field Notes From Detroit,” SiteLINES: A Journal of Place 6, no. 2 (April 2011): 3.
87  Dan Austin, “Hazen S. Pingree Monument: Historic Detroit,” HistoricDetroit.org, https://historicdetroit.org/buildings/hazen-s-pingree-monument
88  Beatley, “Inventing the New Urban Farm: Field Notes From Detroit,” 3.
89  Kelly Vaseau-Sleiman, “Urban Farming in Detroit,”Looking Glass, https://glass.hfcc.edu/2018/05-23/urban-farming-detroit
90  Hantz Farms Detroit, “Our Story,” http://www.hantzfarmsdetroit.com/ourstory.html
91  Beatley, “Inventing the New Urban Farm: Field Notes From Detroit,” 4.
92  Nayomi, in person conversation with the author, Detroit, October 15, 2019.

Coriander Kitchen and Farm

residents. They grow organic herbs, vegetables, and flowers and help interested patrons start their own 
home garden. Currently the farm is half an acre but will be expanding to a northern  vacant lot across 
the street.93 As with other urban farms, their greenhouse structures are temporary and can only be used 
during the warmer months, which does not resolve the problem of the shortage of local produce during 
the Fall and Winter months, which a permanent structure would alleviate.

93  “Coriander Kitchen and Farm,” Blend, 2018, https://www.corianderkitchenandfarm.com/our-farm.

Figure 2.38  Coriander Kitchen and Farm
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The Dequindre Cut Greenway, is a pedestrian and bicycle pathway located below street level, on the 
land of the decommissioned Grand Trunk Western Railroad. Built between 1923 to 1929, the railway 
connected many factories along Detroit’s busy shoreline to a network of other railway lines to the 
northeast which also crossed into Windsor, Canada via ferry service. The railway line was cut below the 
roadway to ease traffic jams that were caused by trains running through the irregular city layout.94

The Greenway takes over a stretch of the former railway lands that run from the shoreline on Atwater 
Street north to Mack Avenue in the Eastern Market. Opened in 2009 and extended in 2016, this 20-foot 
(6 metre) wide Greenway may be accessed from Wilkins Street, a 12-minute walk from Erskine Street 
and Chene.95 The Dequindre Cut Greenway is a small section of the future Joe Louis Greenway, a city-
wide pedestrian loop that will complete the city’s goal of creating an accessible non-motorized trail that 
promotes physical activity and eco-friendly modes of transportation. The next phase of the development 
is slated to begin in 2020, after the Detroit Strategic Plan for Transportation finalizes the design.96

The greenway project is characterized by old factory buildings, urban murals and graffiti, which have 
contributed to the beautification and regreening efforts. Though it has made the city attractive for 
new developments, some would say this appropriation by artists is evidence of illegal activity. When 
the Dequindre Cut line was abandoned, many graffiti artists began tagging the unused concrete 
overpass due to the protection from the elements and the ability to stay out of sight. Much of this art 
has remained after the development of the Dequindre Cut Greenway with new grassroots art initiatives 
being commissioned in the surrounding area.97 

94  Michigan Department of Transportation, “Chestnut / Grand Trunk Railroad,” https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/0,4616,7-151-9623_11154_11188-  
      29422--,00.html
95  Rebel Nell, “The Dequindre Cut,” April 11, 2019, https://www.rebelnell.com/blogs/the-graffiti/the-dequindre-cut
96  Detroit Greenways Coalition, “Joe Louis Greenway,” May 24, 2020, https://detroitgreenways.org/projects/joe-louis-greenway/#:~:text=When%20  
      will%20it%20get%20built,of%20the%20Joe%20Louis%20Greenway
97  Rebel Nell, “The Dequindre Cut.”

Dequindre Cut Greenway

Figure 2.39 (above)   Dequindre Cut Greenway 
Figure 2.40 (below)   Painting on rundown building
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Heidelberg Project

Founded on April 6, 1986 by artist and local resident Tyree Guyton, the Heidelberg Project, is an 
outdoor urban art initiative originally created as a protest against the rapid decline of the McDougall-
Hunt neighbourhood on the east side of Detroit.98 Guyton believes that by embracing distinctive 
artistic attributes, a city can redevelop from the inside out. The term “Heidelbergology,” is a study 
of discarded materials incorporated into the landscape, giving them new life and incorporating them 
into the landscape.99 Guyton has explained that the deteriorating houses on Heidelberg Street, where 
he himself lives, speak to him.100 The project captures the visual history of painful residential life which 
flows from the abandoned homes out onto the surrounding lawns. As an installation that manifests at 
the scale of a street, the Heidelberg Project reclaims Detroit’s sad history of abandonment and decay, 
and transforms the materials left behind into something of value to the disenfranchised neighbourhood 
that is predominantly black. Serving as a critical response to many who characterize Detroit as an empty, 
worthless place with no meaning, the project announces, “We are here, we exist”. The discarded objects 
ranging from parts of buildings, toys, and broken furniture are curated into idiosyncratic installations, 
and the exteriors of houses feature brightly painted colours and fun shapes all of which strive to embody 
optimism while asserting the significance and resilience of this impoverished neighbourhood.101

Similar to many parts of Detroit, this neighbourhood and project has struggled to stay alive against 
the aggressions of vandals, arsonists and orchestrated priority city demolition. However, it has found 
a way to capture the hearts of residents and city officials to ward off future demolition, allowing the 
project to grow. Tyree Guyton is tenacious in his resolve to remain positive stating, “we’ll be alright” 
when spectators offer him their condolences over the many lost buildings.102 This project has brought a 
reduction of crime and an increase in community togetherness in the seventh precinct, one of Detroit’s 
most dangerous areas.103 The more than 30-year history of the Heidelberg Project has ensured the 
survival of a number of old houses as well as the collective memory of the lives that once resided in 
them.104 

98    [Tyree Guyton], “Welcome to The Heidelberg Project: Changing Lives Through Art since 1986” [pamphlet].
99    Ibid.
100  Wendy S. Walters, “Turning the Neighborhood Inside Out: Imagining a New Detroit in Tyree Guyton’s Heidelberg Project,” TDR/The Drama    
        Review 45, no. 4 (2001): 64. https://doi.org/10.1162/105420401772990333.
101  Ibid., 65.
102  [Guyton], “Welcome to The Heidelberg Project: Changing Lives Through Art since 1986”
103  Walters, “Turning the Neighborhood Inside Out: Imagining a New Detroit in Tyree Guyton’s Heidelberg Project,” 76.
104  Ibid., 79.

Figure 2.41 (above) Dotty Wotty House
Figure 2.42 (below)  The front desk
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Unearthing Detroit - Daylighting the Bloody Run Creek

The Bloody Run Creek, which was almost entirely buried in the late 1880s as a result of a cholera 
outbreak, has received attention in recent years in the form of proposals to extend its daylighting.105 This 
idea has seen many attempts but none have been successful. In the 1970s, the Detroit architecture and 
landscape architecture firm, Schervish Vogel Merz, began developing the plans for the creek’s revival.106 
One of the partners, Steve Vogel, has spent many years working with inner-city communities within 
Detroit. In the 1960s at the University of Detroit, prior to this proposal, he got involved in rehabilitating 
homes in the city to create more affordable housing, and worked on housing developments with 
nonprofit neighbourhood groups.107 Mr. Baron of McCormack Baron Salzar, saw early sketches of the 
Bloody Run and enquired about the project as he was intrigued by its environmentalism. He was told 
by Steve Vogel that the project was a proposal that did not have a client.108 Though this original plan to 
unearth the creek was not realized, through the process much was learned about the complex network of 
underground sewer lines.109

In 1993, Schervish Vogel Merz reprised the daylighting efforts with a new park focused around the daylit 
creek. This new proposal turned out to be too large a task for the architecture firm and the proposal 
failed once again.110 Daylighting requires a vast range of expertise, including the collaboration of soil 
and plant specialists, hydrologists, civil engineers and urban planners. Another factor is the complexity 
entailed in getting the approval from city leaders and surrounding neighbourhoods for a project like 
this to come to fruition.111 Steve Vogel, became the Dean of Architecture at the University of Detroit 
Mercy, where in 1995 he presented a new design to the school’s Detroit Collaborative Design Center 
in a presentation titled, “Unearthing Detroit” as part of the exhibition, Empowering the City: New 
Directions in Urban Architecture. Designers encouraged residents on the east side of the city to share 
their input and voice their concerns, which takes a bottom-up approach to design. Though the project 
never became a reality, the information acquired helped to promote the need for a greener, healthier 
Detroit.112

A recent proposal, by McCormack Baron Salazar who partnered with the University of Detroit Mercy’s 
Detroit Collaborative Design Center in 2011, again produced a series of plans to unearth the waterway. 
This time the intent was to bring much-needed water access to the inner city as well as create a large 
network of natural greenways for recreational activity, that would meander up the Dequindre Cut 
Greenway and other surrounding pathways. The center point for this proposal was a retention pond 
on the vacant lands just north of the site on Erskine Street. This zone designated the area where all the 
city’s waterways converge. Important to be aware of is that before the urban development of this part 
of Detroit, the Bloody Run Creek ran right through the Erskine Street site. By daylighting the creek, the 
strain on the city’s sewer system will be lessened by removing three billion gallons of water a year out 

105  Brian Bienkowski, “Uncovering Buried Creek Could Spur Detroit Development, Ease Sewer Woes,” Great Lakes Echo, August 19, 2011, https://  
        greatlakesecho.org/2011/08/18/detroit%E2%80%99s-long-buried-bloody-run-would-flow-again-through-planned-development/
106  John Gallagher, Reimagining Detroit: Opportunities for Redefining an American City (Wayne State University Press, 2010): 95.
107  John Gallagher, Revolution Detroit: Strategies for Urban Reinvention (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2013): 144.
108  Ibid., 147.
109  Revolution Detroit: Strategies for Urban Reinvention, 144.
110  John Gallagher, Reimagining Detroit: Opportunities for Redefining an American City, 95.
111  Ibid., 92.
112  Ibid., 95.

of treatment plants and taking advantage of natural filtration.113 The 2011 proposal did not include the 
development of the site chosen for this thesis. However, by designating the triangular plots’ three run-
down buildings and the spaces between them as the focal point of this design research into revitalizing 
urban ruins, the proposed interventions position this site as a central hub that both draws on and brings 
many of the city’s initiatives together, including the daylighting of Bloody Run Creek.

113  Brian Bienkowski, “Uncovering Buried Creek Could Spur Detroit Development, Ease Sewer Woes.”

Aerial view of Bloody Run Creek Greenway and surroundingsFigure 2.43 (above) Bloody Run Creek redevelopment map (2011)
Figure 2.44 (below) Bloody Run Creek visible at Elmwood Cemetery
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Bringing together my research into the nearby grassroots initiatives that could support and be 
supported by my adaptive reuse interventions on the site, this site context plan represents the 
nature and proximity of the primary surrounding initiatives to the Erskine Street site. Pushing 
to a literal degree the metaphor of “urban fabric”, the site context plan communicates 
how the programs and spirit of the Dequindre Cut Greenway, Coriander Kitchen and Farm, 
and The Heidelberg Project are drawn into the site to inform my ideas about program and 
landscape design.

Figure 2.45  Urban Fabric: Site Context Plan



Historical Development of the Site

In the nineteenth century, Detroit’s industries were clustered in the downtown core and along 
the riverfront as ships transported goods across the Detroit River to Windsor. The city’s industrial 
development was diverse, consisting of the extraction of metals, salt mining, and many wood 
products but also included the production of many consumer goods such as shoes, paint, beer and 
pharmaceuticals.114 As of the late 1800s with the addition of railroad cars, industries began expanding 
outward to the quiet residential neighbourhoods located beyond the downtown core. In the McDougald-
Hunt area, located on the east side of the city, one neighbourhood’s urban morphology was defined by 
the diagonal line created by the intersection of Chene and Gratiot Avenue, the wide radial thoroughfare 
that extends northeastward through the city. This sharp angle not only created a large, triangular parcel 
of land defined by Gratiot, Chene and Erskine Streets, but also marked the crossing point where two 
pedestrian Rapid Railway lines once crossed. This in turn, supported the industrial development of the 
area.

114  Charles K. Hyde, “‘Detroit the Dynamic’: The Industrial History of Detroit from Cigars to Cars,” The Michigan Historical Review 27, no. 1 (2001):   
        57.

Figure 2.46  Detail of the “Industrial Map of Detroit,” 1904
  Highlighting the Erskine Street site and its surroundings in purple
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Beginning as a residential community, the Erskine Street neighbourhood was originally lined with 
single family homes, with horse stables and sheds lining the alleyways, which created a clear distinction 
between front and back of house. This spatial organization meant that with the development of 
automobile manufacture in Detroit beginning at the very end of the 19th century, main streets were kept 
clear for cars while offering a slower, safer and more human friendly network of secondary streets.

Buildings constructed of stone replaced wood siding homes at every major corner so as to prevent 
building destruction due to accidents. This neighbourhood was also protected from fire due to the 
close proximity of the fire station on Gratiot Avenue. Some homes had larger lots than others which was 
possibly an indication of greater wealth, but the buildings erected there would be demolished in the 
coming decades.  Empty plots of land were prepped along Gratiot Avenue for the burst of industry to 
come shortly thereafter. 

Historical Development of the Site - 1897

Figure 2.47  Erskine Street from Chene to Grandy Street, Detroit, 1897
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Historical Development of the Site - 1921

By the second decade of the 20th century, the industrial era was in full operation, which changed the 
architectural makeup of the neighbourhood. With the mass production of the car, most stables were 
transformed into car parks and garages were built for full-time use. An old stable, just north of Pierce 
Street along the laneway, was converted into a fuel station, which indicates just how much the area had 
come to depend on cars in a span of only two decades. These developments transformed the quiet 
secondary street to one that was filled with automobiles and therefore, became less safe for pedestrians. 
The back lanes also became the place where businesses could receive their shipments without 
obstructing traffic too much.

Many of the homes on Erskine Street that had been built on larger parcels of land, were later demolished 
so that brick industrial buildings could be erected in their place. These industrial operations were light 
which allowed for a cohesive fit amongst the homes, playing off of a consumer-based industry. As 
businesses grew they began taking over some of the surrounding lands. Bridges were built to transfer 
goods above grade, thus creating greater connectivity between buildings and their occupants. One 
example of this is the vestige of such a bridge, which still protrudes into the laneway from the triangular 
building on the far east side of Erskine street.  Iron-clad structures were also introduced, changing the 
look and feel of the area. These would have included some intricate ornamental details. 

Within a span of two decades, the land on the north side of Gratiot Avenue became packed and 
overtaken by car-related uses such as parking garages. Spaces designated for the parking of cars 
became increasingly necessary as people from surrounding parts of the city were drawn to the 
neighbourhood’s cultural spaces, stores and offices. Within this self-sufficient occupational area, the 
East Side Theatre, which showed motion pictures, would have been the anchor for the neighbourhood, 
drawing in people, sustaining these businesses and giving the residents a place of entertainment. 

Figure 2.48  Erskine Street from Chene to Grandy Street, Detroit, 1921
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Historical Development of the Site - 1951

Building density in the neighbourhood continued to increase, with the remaining houses on Erskine 
Street demolished and filled in with light industrial brick buildings. These took over a much larger 
building footprint on Chene than the previous houses had. Residents began moving out as more homes 
were being demolished and the once thriving residential neighbourhood of the late 1800s, began 
to decline. Laneways were still being used with additional bridges constructed as those industries 
expanded. This kept the laneway free and for the vehicular traffic that supported the businesses.  Most 
new buildings erected in this neighbourhood during the first decades of the 20th century were clad in 
brick, which has allowed some of these structures to remain standing for over 100 years.

Figure 2.49  Erskine Street from Chene to Grandy Street, Detroit, 1951
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Present Conditions (2019-2020)

Today, this once thriving neighbourhood and its surroundings have largely been demolished with few 
traces of their existence. The area is heavily blighted with rundown buildings and vast amounts of open 
land. Many of the roadways betray signs of neglect, and the lack of maintenance to the infrastructure 
has left the materials and spaces in this neighbourhood fractured and overgrown with vegetation. This 
portion of Gratiot Avenue hosts a range of small businesses such as barber shops and jewelry stores 
but sadly the East Side Theatre, which made this area attractive for entertainment has since been 
demolished due to a combination of factors such as the decline in population, pedestrian rail lines, jobs 
and income, which in turn adversely affected clientele. 

On the triangular plot immediately behind Gratiot Avenue, which I have chosen as my site of 
intervention, there are three abandoned industrial buildings that seem to have once housed light 
industrial activity. They remain standing, but are in a state of significant deterioration. The opportunity 
and challenge is to imagine a future for this site that counters the presumed inevitability of the building’s 
demise over time and eventual demolition. While the neighbourhood currently stands as an eerie sight 
to what once was, this thesis advocates an approach that promotes a new appreciation for “ruined 
landscapes.” By advocating for a “21st-century Picturesque”, this thesis project takes cues from the 
material palettes, spatial organization, weathered states of the buildings, and the surrounding grassroots 
initiatives in order to develop a proposed intervention that would revive these abandoned buildings and 
the currently neglected community they could serve. 

Figure 2.50  Erskine Street from Chene to Grandy Street, Detroit, 2019
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Marking the western edge of the Erskine Street site is a long and narrow, three-storey dark brown, brick 
carcass of a building, whose rectangular form was determined by the original narrow lot and the adjacent 
laneway. The building was first occupied by the Lincoln Manufacturing Company, who created slip shade 
lighting fixtures. As the company grew so did the building, spreading out and connecting to surrounding 
structures. Constructed in two phases, the first portion of the building was erected at the southernmost 
end in 1917, with the front end constructed between 1921 and 1951. The original wall demarcating the 
interior face of the northern wall of the first building, (see figure 2.29) suggests that distinct but related 
programs may have co-existed on either side of this load-bearing partition.

At the front of the building along Erskine Street, light can be seen shining through the porous, concrete 
blocks used to fill in the windows at the uppermost level, (see figure 2.31) indicating that the roof has 
collapsed and therefore, nothing is protecting the interior materials from the elements. The interior 
photo, (see figure 2.52) shows an opening in the east wall, which allows entry and on the opposite wall, 
another opening, this one leading to the laneway that has been boarded up. Figure 2.34 shows the 
laneway facade of the former Lincoln Lighting Manufacturing Co. building and the access to the laneway 
from Chene.

Inside the building, graffiti art is prominent as the walls and boarded-up apertures afford visual privacy 
from outside eyes. The building’s main materials are brick and concrete, with interior steel framing, and 
plywood added more recently to fill in openings in walls and gaps in the flooring above. The interior 
is dark due largely to the boarded-up windows but the open plan allows for numerous adaptive reuse 
possibilities. While photo documenting the building, there was evidence of squatting on the first floor, 
which provided insight into the need for affordable housing in the area, and its relevance as a program 
to consider.

Former Lincoln Manufacturing Company

Figure 2.51 (above) Front Elevation of the Former Lincoln Manufacturing Company
Figure 2.52 (below) Interior of the Former Lincoln Manufacturing Company
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At the center of the site stands a long, rectangular concrete and light yellow brick skeleton of a building, 
that appears to be taller than one storey due to the two clerestory pop-outs that run parallel down the 
length of the roof. (See figures 2.14 and 2.53) Built in 1928, this top-heavy structure is supported by a 
series of columns, resembling a spider. The assessor’s cards indicated that the building suffered a fire 
in 1967, which explains why black residue is found throughout the building. (See figure 2.23) Historic 
images on Google street view reveal that the building’s exterior was gradually stripped away between 
2011 and 2018 with the concrete frame currently featuring a patchy patina of distressed green paint.

On the interior, the concrete ground has been reduced to rubble creating uneven surfaces that is 
challenging to walk on but at the same time, these clusters of broken bits of aggregate materials 
metaphorically suggest the convergence of individuals to form a group. (See figures 2.18 and 2.54) The 
broken ground plan seems to be the result of the removal of buried drums holding laundry solvents, 
indicated on the maps provided by the Detroit Public Library. Striking clerestory popout windows bring 
streaks of light into the building which when sealed up with perimeter walls would be pretty dark. Fed by 
these interior streaks of light, resilient plant life has begun to claim this space, insinuating itself in cracks 
and crevices, and further breaking down the remaining rubble. (See figure 2.12)

Former A&S Laundry Company

Figure 2.53 (above) Front elevation of former A&S Laundry Company
Figure 2.54 (below) Southeast view inside the former A&S Laundry Company
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At the easternmost end of the site is a pie-shaped building whose geometry is defined by the street 
and laneway defining the lot. (See figures 2.2 and 2.55) Built in 1916, the building’s solid brick perimeter 
features subtle ornamentation along the roofline on the more public elevation facing Erskine Street. 
Originally occupied by A. Peters, Cleaners and Dyers, this three-storey building comprised a dye room, 
a curtain finish and a pressing room. Old maps of this area suggest the building connected to a series 
of other buildings (all relating to the East Side Theatre on Gratiot Avenue) via a bridge spanning the 
laneway. (See figure 2.4)

The building’s interior structure is constructed of century old timber posts and beams that colour the 
space with a golden glow when the sun shines in. (See figures 2.8 and 2.56) The wooden joists on the 
upper floors are very weathered and look unsafe to walk on. The flooring is a mixture of wood slats and 
concrete slab indicating the difference in material treatment between what was likely the entrance and 
possibly an office, and the work space. Along the far wall, which borders the laneway, a boarded-up 
opening indicates the original location of the loading dock. 

Former A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers

Figure 2.55 (above) View of the Former A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers Eastern point, looking Southwest
Figure 2.56 (below)  View of A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers first floor
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Figure 2.57  Historical context map showing the 
  original course of the Bloody Run Creek



My research into the Picturesque ideals inspired me to adapt 
this aesthetic appreciation for the ruin in the landscape to my 
reading of the derelict parts of Detroit’s urban context. Promoted 
by William Gilpin at the end of the 18th century, the “Claude 
Glass” reflected back to the viewer, a softened, more majestic 
vision of the scene that harmonized building(s) and landscape into 
a monumental image. As a viewing device adapted to the 21st 
century, a metaphorical Claude Glass has the potential to help to 
shift the negative perception of Detroit’s patchy and broken urban 
fabric to a more positive one that argues for the city’s resilient 
capacity to be reborn from its ruins.

This rendering shows my design for a portable Claude Glass that 
could be used to view the chosen site for this thesis as well as 
other abandoned buildings. This imagined device acts as a double 
metaphor: it is conceived as a special lens that trains us to look at 
Detroit’s current conditions with less disdainful eyes; and the very 
fact that the viewer must stand with their back to the scene while 
holding up the Glass, sets up the condition of seeing anew, an 
abandoned site that the city and its inhabitants had “turned their 
back on.”

While the series of “close reading” images offer views of the 
site through a metaphorical Claude Glass (see First Encounters 
in section Part 2) and those findings have guided my design 
interventions, the next few pages gather early process work that 
highlights the atmospheric aspirations for this thesis to help 
transform our perception of what is currently there.

Figure 3.1  Envisioning the use of a Claude Glass 

Process Work

Conceptual Intentions03
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This painting sought to represent what is experienced when walking around the site: the enclosed 
feeling of being in the laneway; the uneven ground textures and piles of rubble; and the grassy open 
areas that reflect abandonment. This painting captures a midday moment in November when the 
buildings cast harsh shadows on Erskine Street, creating a unique duality between the relatively brighter 
under-used laneway and the dark main roadway. Each part of the site is different and offers something 
distinct with regards to ruination. 

Isolating these natural qualities and incorporating them in the proposed design intervention is critical 
to propelling the adaptive reuse of these buildings from the bottom up, yet the aerial view of the site 
plan did not allow me to fully explore the details and idiosyncrasies I had taken note of on site. My next 
attempt at identifying the latent potential of the site resulted in a series of 16 “close readings”: my 
original photos of the site brought into comparison with manipulated versions of the same images that 
call attention to the special features that have the potential to inspire compelling bottom-up design 
moves, and short narratives that take the reader through this surrogate site visit. (See figures 2.1 to 2.35) 
This research-through-making exercise resulted in a more revealing site plan that consolidated my most 
important findings. (see Figure 2.36)

Figure 3.2 (left) Experience when walking the site
Figure 3.3 (above) Harsh shadow on Erskine Street, looking South
Figure 3.4 (below) View of the laneway, looking East

9998



At first glance, the architectural, urban and community-centric potential of these buildings and the land 
they sit on may be challenging to see, but this thesis argues that this site has a potent capacity to spark 
the imagination and generate rebirth, and through this, to contribute to changing the face of Detroit. 
These evocative collages built up from photos of the site, were my first attempt to represent the latent 
potential of specific zones that produced the greatest feeling in me when I was exploring the area. 
Therefore, they are an experiment in capturing the overall architectural atmosphere of this project, which 
align with the proposed programs chosen for my design interventions.

These drawings tap into the abundance of hidden potential that fills Detroit and play off of building 
fragments and the aura of ruination. They express an appreciation for what has been left behind allowing 
the mind to acknowledge the grit and us living with it. Important elements such as water and pathways 
situated around communities of rubble, material weathering, plant life and the interplay of light and 
shadows, emerged as a strong starting point for this thesis.  Therefore, while the series of close readings 
of parts of the site focus on using a metaphorical Claude Glass to help transform our perception of what 
is currently there, these collages are speculative representations of what could be. 

Former Lincoln Lighting 
Manufacturing

First floor at rear

Former A&S Laundry

Looking south from Erskine 
Street

Former A. Peters, 
Cleaners & Dyers
Looking east from Erskine 
Street

Figure 3.5 (left)  Three experimental images capturing the atmospheric intentions for this thesis

101100



Originally a sugar mill built in 1920 with additions made in the 1960s, the Yangshuo Hotel site consists 
of numerous brick buildings and a concrete truss structure formerly used to transport sugar cane onto 
boats in the Li River. Located between the Karst mountains in southern China, the region surrounding 
the present day hotel is known for its hills, caves and tunnels of limestone. Despite ongoing efforts to 
preserve the natural elements of the region, a series of economic downturns resulted in the factory being 
abandoned in 2002. However, due to the natural beauty of the site, the Alila hotel chain acquired the 
property and began transforming the abandoned structures into a luxury hotel complex.115

Designed by Vector Architects, inspiration for new buildings were drawn from the surrounding area to 
counter the vertical mountains while keeping the historic buildings as the focal point of the design. The 
redevelopment saw the original mill, storage buildings and loading dock redesigned to accommodate 
hotel amenities. The new horizontal garden townhouse faces the older buildings which opens up onto 
private terraces and unique water features including a sunken walkway with a reflecting pool.116 Using the 
same gabled features for the new buildings as those found on the existing buildings facilitates the visual 
and formal connection between old and new.117 The project used local materials throughout the design 
including volcanic rock, local clay and sandstone in order to create connections between the existing 
and new interventions, as well as between the spaces used by the hotel’s occupants and the surrounding 
landscape. To tie the historic and current programs of the site together, a bar built in 1969, features 
drinks made from eighty kinds of sugar-inspired rum as a homage to the site’s former use.118

115  Daniel Barasch, Ruin and Redemption in Architecture (New York, NY: Phaidon Press Ltd., 2019), 182.
116  Ibid., 182.
117  Alyn Griffiths, “Vector Architects Converts Sugar Mill into Alila Yangshuo Hotel,” Dezeen, December 9, 2017, 
        https://www.dezeen.com/2017/12/06/vector-architects-alila-yangshuo-hotel-disuesed-sugar-mill-architecture-china/)
118  Barasch, Ruin and Redemption in Architecture, 182.

Alila Yangshuo Hotel

Precedents

Figure 3.6 (above)   Sugar Mill, China, 1960s
Figure 3.7 (below)  Alila Yangshuo Hotel, China, 2017
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The Evergreen Brick Works

The Don Valley Brick Works was founded in 1889 and was the largest brick manufacturer in Canada, 
extracting clay, shale and sand.119 After the great Toronto fire of 1904, the Brick Works grew 
tremendously, producing non-combustible building materials to rebuild the city.120 As the shale and clay 
deposits became more scarce the Brick Works closed in 1989 after 100 years of operation.121 Though 
many plans were proposed for the site after its closure, the inability to contain the 4 meter rise during 
flash foods in the surrounding wetland meant that these projects were not realized. This changed the 
future focus of the site to be positioned around nature, biophysical education and history with work 
beginning in 1990. Original plans suggested keeping brick-making machinery in order to have public 
demonstrations as well as incorporating a pottery studio to teach people about the practical and 
important uses of clay.122

The Brick Works site was transformed into an education center, formulated around themes of nature, 
environmental sustainability and community.123 The city of Toronto and the Toronto Region Conservation 
Authority, and Evergreen partnered to create Canada’s first large-scale community environmental center. 
The project facilitates the public’s exploration of green technologies within 16 heritage buildings, 
situated within a 16.5 hectare park. The old quarry has become a wetland, forest and meadow that 
showcases the 185,000 years of geological history that was exposed by the quarry. The site is situated in 
the Lower Don Valley which connects to many trails and ravines, promoting healthy physical activity.124

The framework and methodology of this project revolves around “light touch” and “loose fit” where 
interventions were only enacted when necessary in making the building safe and ready to use. This can 
be seen in the numerous brick buildings that have been left as they were with the addition of boarded 
up windows.125 Art is an important part of the project with exhibits situated throughout the site. Artistic 
seating, physical art about nature, graffiti, and historic archival photos help to not only preserve the 
abandoned vibe the building fell into, but also helps educate the public.126 This project shows how old 
industrial buildings have cultural and historical influence on cities even after the demise of the original 
occupation. Extracting these ideas and grearing them to a specific city will help preserve the architecture 
from the past while creating buildings that promote sustainability and our connection to nature.

119  ERA Architects, “Evergreen Brick Works”, http://www.eraarch.ca/project/evergreen-brick-works/
120  “Evergreen Brick Works,” World Cities Culture Forum, http://www.worldcitiescultureforum.com/case_studies/evergreen-brick-works
121  ERA Architects, “Evergreen Brick Works”, http://www.eraarch.ca/project/evergreen-brick-works/
122  “What the Don Valley Brick Works Might Have Been,” Torontoist, March 5, 2013, 
        https://torontoist.com/2013/03/what-the-don-valley-brick-works-might-have-been/
123  ERA Architects, “Evergreen Brick Works”, http://www.eraarch.ca/project/evergreen-brick-works/
124  “Evergreen Brick Works,” World Cities Culture Forum, http://www.worldcitiescultureforum.com/case_studies/evergreen-brick-works
125  ERA Architects, “Evergreen Brick Works”, http://www.eraarch.ca/project/evergreen-brick-works/
126  “Evergreen Brick Works,” World Cities Culture Forum, http://www.worldcitiescultureforum.com/case_studies/evergreen-brick-works

Figure 3.8 (above) The Don Valley Brick Works, 1920
Figure 3.9 (below) Evergreen Brick Works, 2014

105104



Edoardo Tresoldi’s Wire Mesh Installations

Edoardo Tresoldi is an Italian artist from Milan, who began his career working in the realms of sculpture, 
scenography and cinema. Since 2013, he has created full-scale installations that explore the poetic 
dialogue between human-built works and landscape through transparent mesh architecture. His 
creations transcend space and time by evoking the volumes and outlines of buildings that have been 
partly demolished. Erected in urban and archaeological building sites as well as in spaces for festivals 
and exhibitions, Tresoldi’s site-specific phantom material traces of buildings evoke collective memory.

In 2016, with sponsorship from the Italian Ministry of Culture, Tresoldi recreated the Basilica 
Paleocristiana of Siponto for which he won the Gold Medal for Italian Architecture 2018, the most 
prestigious Italian architecture award.127 (See figure 3.10) In 2019, Tresoldi gained further recognition for 
a project titled, “Simbiosi” [Symbiosis]: a five-metre tall, partially rock-filled, wire mesh sculpture that 
‘completed’ an Italian ruin on the hillside at the Arte Sella, an open-air museum in the Trentino Valley. 
Setting out to “hybridise the absent matter,” various rock types were locally sourced and poured through 
the top of the cylindrical forms to create a taller, uneven base for the ruin in the landscape. As Tresoldi 
explained, “the artwork seems to challenge the force of gravity, it’s like a body in suspension that 
levitates between consciousness and unconsciousness, between the material and immaterial world.””128 
(See figure 3.11) Tresoldi’s work has been an important precedent for this thesis project as it valorizes 
ruins in a way that is not the conventional approach of preservationists. Rather, through his mesh forms, 
he transforms the decayed and abandoned remains into inhabitable cultural monuments appreciated for 
their artistic value.

127  Edoardo Tresoldi, “ABOUT,” Edoardo Tresoldi, 2018, https://www.edoardotresoldi.com/about/)
128  Semi Han, “Edoardo Tresoldi Creates Ethereal Wire Mesh Sculpture at Arte Sella,” Dezeen, September 23, 2019, 
        https://www.dezeen.com/2019/09/23/simbiosi-edoardo-tresoldi-sculpture-arte-sella-italy/)

Figure 3.10 (above) Basilica Di Siponto, 2016
Figure 3.11 (below) Simbiosi, 2014
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To determine the most appropriate programmatic mix to revitalize this site and contribute to changing 
perceptions of the value and potential of abandoned buildings in Detroit, I have drawn on the empirical 
research I conducted on-site and the translation of my findings into a series of “close readings”, as well 
as my research into the site’s historical development and the surrounding grassroots initiatives in the 
realms of urban agriculture, community-based arts practices and visions for inclusive public green space. 
(see figure 2.45) This process has led me to propose a mixed-use design intervention that is conceived 
as a mutually beneficial programmatic mix in which all of the parts support each other and contribute to 
the sociocultural, environmental and economic sustainability of the whole. The intervention will include: 
a rooftop greenhouse and a grocery store; affordable housing for artists; a permanent and temporary 
art gallery; a ceramic studio and classroom space; a jazz bar; coworking office space; and a café offering 
beverages and prepared foods for residents and visitors. The hybrid program also provides interior and 
exterior green spaces, including pedestrian courtyards; street art and graffiti; and a marshy greenspace 
with boardwalk path that reintroduces the currently buried Bloody Run Creek. The aim is to revitalize the 
three buildings and spaces on this particular site while both drawing on and supporting the efforts of 
nearby initiatives.

At the western end of the site, the adaptive reuse of the former Lincoln Manufacturing Company will 
contain residential and commercial programs organized on either side of the interior load-bearing wall 
that reflects the two phases of that building’s construction. The northern half of the building at Erskine 
Street is reserved for affordable housing units primarily geared at artists. Relevant to bear in mind is 
that while the median household income in Detroit changes drastically from region to region, within this 
neighbourhood, the average income in 2019 was only $27,979 a year.129 For this reason it felt crucial 
for the design to provide affordable housing to local artists and residents. The southern portion of the 
building will have distinct daytime and nighttime programming, with all spaces enjoying a skylit vertical 
garden that rises throughout the three storeys of the building.  Located on the second and third floors 
will be rentable coworking office spaces that provide community members with a place to work. In the 
evening, the ground floor comes alive as a jazz bar that celebrates the historic music culture of the city.

The former A&S Laundry Company located in the centre of the site, will be adapted in a manner that 
takes direct cues from its porous skeletal frame and clerestory pop-outs, transforming the building 
simultaneously into a destination and a gateway that connects all parts of the site. Extending and 
enhancing the special feature of the clerestory openings, the building will host a rooftop greenhouse 
that contributes to the local cultivation of produce that can be harvested all year long.  Produce from 
the greenhouse as well as dry goods, refrigerated and frozen items will be made available for purchase 
at the community grocery store on the first floor, which fronts onto Erskine Street. While the position of 
the front entrance is determined by the material clues provided by the abandoned structure, the grocery 
store will also be accessible from a covered pathway running through the middle bay, which connects 
all parts of the site. This path also provides direct access to the café located at the southern end of this 
building, which opens to the rear laneway, to the west courtyard, and to the greenhouse staffroom and 
loading areas on the southeast side. 

129  Peter Esho, “Detroit Poverty,” November 5, 2019, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/f1e153416dd8454c8e6b9dee5f2c30d9

Intervention

Design

04

At the triangular eastern tip of the site, the former A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers building will be adapted 
to provide a range of programs that draw from and in turn support, the formal and informal artistic 
initiatives within the area that cultivate a sense of community and optimism in the face of adversity. The 
first floor will contain a makers’ space for the production and display of ceramic art and pottery. The 
second and third floors will host temporary and permanent galleries that showcase work done by local 
artists and celebrate Detroit. A special feature of the adaptive reuse strategy is the transformation of 
the intriguing platform projecting over the laneway into a belvedere for taking in the view of the Detroit 
skyline. A new fourth floor will be added to house the gallery administrative offices, a rooftop terrace, 
and a flexible classroom space that can alternatively serve as a meeting room or be rented as a space for 
receptions and events.

The revitalization of the site also entails transforming the decrepit, rubble-filled open spaces separating 
the three buildings into pleasant courtyards that provide distinct experiences for users. (See figure 4.21)   
The western courtyard between the former Lincoln Manufacturing Co., and A&S Laundry Co. buildings 
will be an open plaza that offers a shared backyard for residents, a space for community events and 
outdoor art shows, as well as spill-out space for the jazz bar and café. The eastern courtyard adjacent to 
the former A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers building will feature a portion of the daylit Bloody Run Creek that 
lies buried below as part of larger initiatives proposed by others to unearth the Creek and create outdoor 
recreation spaces north of the site. (see figures 2.43 and 2.57) This exterior public space between the 
urban agriculture and ceramic studio hubs will be well-planted and marshier, therefore traversed by a 
boardwalk and open to the public at all times. By contrast, for security reasons, the western courtyard 
will be accessible only to residents after hours. The mesh facade to the north and the retractable metal 
grill gates at the south end of the western courtyard will be locked after the bar closes. Similarly, the 
access point to the bisecting path from the creek side of the central building will be closed to the public 
as of the evening through a retractable gate, and the door from the westernmost laneway into the 
residential-commercial building will be locked at all times and accessible only to residents.

In sum, the interconnected ambitions of this intervention are to: strike the optimal balance between a 
diversity of community programs that are mutually reinforcing and that align with and in turn support 
local grassroots initiatives on the east side of Detroit; to generate enough revenue from commercial 
programs to subsidize the rent of the apartment units in order to provide affordable housing in a self-
sufficient way;  to create a dynamic community hub that offers an inspiring example of adaptive reuse 
of abandoned buildings, and as such, contributes to a change in perception and policy in Detroit, 
acting as a catalyst for similar urban revitalization projects that bring about an inclusive and socially and 
environmentally sustainable rebirth.
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Cleaners & Dyers
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Greenhouse
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Figure 4.1  Program location map
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Classroom
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Adaptive Reuse - Former Lincoln Manufacturing Company Building

Remaining true to the Picturesque ideals of celebrating material weathering and seeing the beauty of 
the architectural ruin in the landscape, the adaptive reuse of the former Lincoln Manufacturing Building 
brings together residential and income-generating commercial programs that serve the community in 
an impactful way. The design choices take their cues from the existing internal division of the building 
by a brick wall demarcating the first phase of construction to the south from the second phase to the 
north, (see figures 2.30 and 2.48) the existing doorways at grade, (see figures 2.26, 2.30, 2.32, 2.34) 
the accidental skylight at the southern end, (see figure 2.28) and the evidence of squatting in the more 
enclosed parts of the building. These findings are brought together in my Consolidated Site Plan. (see 
figure 2.36)

The portion of this three-storey building situated to the north of the internal load-bearing brick wall, 
offers affordable housing units for low-income inhabitants of the city, while also providing artists with 
a unique opportunity to live in an artistic community that fosters creative expression. The residential 
complex offers 15 two-storey residential units that are uniquely “L” shaped to maximize the interior floor 
space given over to inhabitation by reducing the number of corridors to one, located on the second 
floor. In this way, residents either enter the narrow top of their apartment and descend to the main 
space, or enter the lower level and enjoy larger floor area on the upper level. (See figures 4.6, 4.7 and 
4.8) The unit on the ground floor next to the front entrance from Erskine Street is fully accessible. (see 
figure 4.3) This front entrance also acts as the front foyer where the stairway to the second floor corridor 
is found. On the ground floor level at the northeast side of the building, where the exterior materials 
change to concrete block, (see figure 2.26) residential windows will necessarily be created but the 
graffiti-covered blocks that are removed will be incorporated into the courtyards as material memories of 
the building’s history. (see figures 4.24 and 4.25)

In the southern portion of the building, in the part that constitutes the original, smaller building on this 
lot, a jazz bar that celebrates Detroit’s music scene will occupy the ground floor and will be accessed 
from the lane and through the courtyard. (see figures 2.26, 4.2 and 4.3) Enhancing the atmosphere 
of this space is the lush skylit garden that rises all three storeys of the building’s southernmost tip. 
This vertical garden feels both like an interior and exterior space due to the abundance of light and 
vegetation as well as the grit and material degradation of the existing walls. (see figures 2.27 and 4.2) 
During daytime hours, the vertical garden provides a pleasantly therapeutic atmosphere for the co-
working spaces located on the second and third floor mezzanines. (see figures 4.4, 4.5 and 4.8)

Serving the entire building and all of its users is the adjacent western courtyard, which may be accessed 
from the southern laneway and through the wire mesh facade on Erskine Street that evokes collective 
memory by recreating the outline of the building that once stood there. (see figures 2.32, 4.22, 4.23 
and 4.26) This collective space for community gathering is also characterized by a path that traverses 
the entire site, connecting the easternmost building to the western laneway that leads to Chene. (see  
figures 2.34, 4.3, and 4.21)

Figure 4.2  Visualization of first floor Jazz Bar 
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Figure 4.6  Section looking South Figure 4.7  Sectional axonometric, looking South
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Figure 4.8   Series of eight model images
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Adaptive Reuse - Former A&S Laundry Company Building

Inspired by Detroit’s pioneering efforts to develop urban agriculture in general, and with the nearby 
seasonal Coriander Kitchen and Farm (see figure 2.38) in particular, the creation of a year-round 
greenhouse emerged as a very appropriate adaptation of this former laundry building. With artistic 
iconography and the process of material decomposition by resilient plant life growing within, the 
adaptation of this building is supported by these programmatic signals. (See figures 2.12 and 2.17)

The unusual roof infrastructure characterized by the existing clerestory protrusions will be adapted into 
planting spaces for the greenhouse with side tables to maximize growing efforts as well as to keep the 
surrounding working spaces clear. (See figures 4.9 and 4.11) Encased in frosted glass, the greenhouse, 
which marks the centre of the site, will draw in sunshine during the day and will glow in the night like 
a lantern, standing as a beacon in the landscape for residents and visitors, and a symbol of urban 
revitalization. (See figure 4.26) Extending the positive contribution of the greenhouse and providing 
additional amenities to support the residents, a grocery store will be located on the northern portion 
of the ground floor (see figure 4.10) creating an accessible and local source of food for the community. 
Accessed by Erskine Street to the north or the internal path from the south, this store will become an 
economic hub in the urban farming community and one that brings attention to the numerous important 
causes within this development. (see figure 2.14) At the southern end of the building, directly across 
the central pathway from the grocery store, other programmatic elements support the production of 
food and the sustenance of users of the site. On the eastern side of the existing masonry wall that 
divides the southern portion of the ‘carcass’ in two, space for the storage of greenhouse equipment and 
produce, along with a staff room is provided. (see figure 4.10) On the western side of this wall, a café 
offers beverages and prepared foods for residents and visitors (see figure 2.19). Oriented simultaneously 
toward the rear laneway, the western courtyard and the path that spans the site, the existing visual 
connections offered by the abandoned structure (see figure 2.21, 2.22 and 4.12) allow the café to 
provide “eyes on the street” creating safety, community and connectivity.

While much of the abandoned concrete skeleton of this building will be filled in with perimeter walls, 
the porosity of its frame is evoked in the way the central path passes through the middle of the building, 
separating the grocery store and café into separate spaces, but uniting them through the shared covered 
outdoor seating that the pathway provides. This interstitial space remains open to the public during 
daytime hours, but is locked by a retractable gate on the eastern side of the building to limit access into 
the western courtyard. (see figure 4.11)

Figure 4.9  Visualization of second floor greenhouse
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Figure 4.12 Section looking West Figure 4.13 Section looking South
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Adaptive Reuse - Former A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers Building

The adaptive reuse of the unique triangular-shaped building on the east side of the site takes its cues 
for its program from the Heidelberg Project, (see figures 2.41, 2.42 and 2.45) and the other community-
based artistic initiatives within Detroit that strive to boost citizens’ morale through messages of urban 
pride and resilience. By drawing on these grassroots initiatives, the activities housed in the former A. 
Peters, Cleaners & Dyers building can support and extend the richness of Detroit’s artistic culture. A 
ceramic studio will be incorporated onto the first floor, inspired by the building’s solid and void concrete 
block infilled windows and the poetic representations of clay by the Creek’s edge. 

Working with the building’s timber post-and-beam structure, (see figures 2.8 and 2.56) which creates 
opportunities and constraints for the interior organization of the space, cabinets with work tables and 
shelves have been placed between four of the columns, keeping the interior space clear for community 
working tables, pottery wheels and shelving. (See figures 4.15, 4.19 and 4.20)  By deliberately using 
existing openings, the layout of the building evokes the memory of its former self while creating unique 
zones for the studio’s different working spaces. Entering through the existing front entrance off of Erskine 
Street (see figures 2.10 and 4.15) and using the original location of the stairs, existing material traces 
can be highlighted including the contrast between wooden and concrete flooring materials, creating a 
unique spot to exhibit the artists’ work. (See figure 2.8) Given that the building’s form results from the 
convergence of Erskine Street and the laneway, the easternmost tip of the building tightens into a point. 
(See Figures 2.2, 2.55 and 4.15) However, with an existing (boarded up) opening located on the laneway 
wall close to the point, suggests an ideal door to a storage room, providing better access to all four 
floors. (See figures 4.15, 4.19 and 4.21)  

Connecting the ceramics studio to the adjacent exterior space and to the rest of the site, is a pathway 
that traverses the other buildings, the courtyard and the marshy greenspace. This path meets the 
building at a central point and continues through a large door into the clay studio. (See figures 2.6, 4.15, 
4.21 and 4.25) The marshy grassland adjacent to the building, will contribute to the realization of plans 
to daylight the Bloody Run Creek, which previously ran directly through the site. This initiative, which is 
envisioned as being extended beyond the site by other parties, (see figures 2.43 and 2.44), will bring 
much needed water access to the inner city while reducing the strain on Detroit’s sewer system.
 
The second floor of the former Peters Cleaners & Dyers building will host a temporary art gallery 
organized as a semi-labyrinthian art-filled path around the structural timber posts. (See figure 4.16) 
Following this path the visitor will be directed out onto the intriguing platform projecting over the 
laneway, a special feature of the adaptive reuse strategy, where viewers can take in the view of the 
historic Detroit skyline. (See figure 2.4)  Walking to the eastern tip of the floor, a semi-secluded seating 

Figure 4.14  Visualization of the third floor permanent gallery 

area uses the building’s unique shape to provide visitors with a space to rest and contemplate the 
artwork while experiencing the interior space of the triangular point. (See figures 2.2 and 4.16) The 
third floor of the building will host the permanent gallery, which will be an immersive experience with 
everything Detroit. (See figure 4.14)  Artists can exhibit their work, add graffiti to the walls or colour the 
floor, and even spill out onto the laneway to extend their acts of creative appropriation in ways that add 
to the material patina of the building and reinforce the idea that this is a space for all. A new fourth floor 
will be constructed to house the gallery administrative offices, a rooftop terrace to watch the sunset or 
stargaze, and a flexible classroom space that can alternatively serve as a meeting room or be rented as a 
space for receptions and events.
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Figure 4.19  Section looking South Figure 4.20  Section looking West
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The Bell Garage (demolished)

The former Bell Garage once stood on the lot that is now the 
western courtyard of the complex, (see figure 4.22) but was 
demolished sometime around 2015. Traces of its existence are 
found in the residue of its roofline’s tar datum that runs down 
the long elevation of the former Lincoln Manufacturing Building, 
and in the vestiges of its brick front facade still standing at 
Erskine Street. (see figures 2.26, 2.31, 2.35, and 2.36) These 
fragmentary traces of ruin offer an important opportunity to 
translate the history of the site and enliven collective memory 
while transforming the widespread disdain for urban decay into 
an appreciation for the poetic potential of the fragment and the 
ruin.  Inspired by the full-scale wire mesh installations of Edoardo 
Tresoldi, the Erskine Street access to the courtyard is defined 
by a translucent gateway, that uses wire mesh to recreate the 
contours of the Bell Garage’s front facade. (see figures 4.23 and 
4.26) With the careful integration of lighting, the arched top of the 
original facade will be echoed at regular intervals throughout the 
courtyard at the level of the former garage’s roof line, transforming 
a site of destruction into an accessible collective space with a 
poetically magical atmosphere. (see figure 4.24)

Figure 4.22 (above) The Bell Garage, 2011 
Figure 4.23 (Right) Tresoldi inspired entrance into the courtyard, evoking the Bell Garage

141140



Figure 4.24  Visualization of the West courtyard Figure 4.25  Visualization of the Bloody Run Creek through the East courtyard
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Figure 4.26  Visualization of the site from Erskine Street at twilight



Through its integration of affordable housing, a cultural artistic hub for the creation and exhibition of 
work by local artists, a bar and co-working spaces, and urban agriculture with related amenities such as 
a grocery store and café, the proposed intervention endeavours to create a self-sufficient community 
that is well-connected to the grassroots initiatives in surrounding neighbourhoods. The hybrid program 
provides commercial revenue to offset the rent of the apartments and support the other programs. To 
achieve the goal of creating a sociocultural, environmental and economically sustainable community, 
the development will take seven and a half (7.5) years to realize, and will utilize strategic phasing to 
align itself with the growth of Detroit. This phased adaptive reuse of the site also encourages a buzz of 
excitement, drawing people to the site as it transforms. The following pages present a series of maps 
that indicate where the work during each specific phase will take place on the site.

The first phase is expected to last one and a half (1.5) years and will give priority to cleaning up the 
debris on the site and remediating the soil as well as structurally reinforcing and waterproofing the 
foundations in preparation for the unearthing of this segment of the Bloody Run Creek. In addition, the 
ground floors of the three buildings will be underpinned and levelled, and the roofs of the former Lincoln 
Manufacturing and A. Peters, Cleaners & Dyers buildings will be repaired with the addition of a skylight 
above the future vertical garden and a green roof on the long, narrow building.

The second phase will likely span one (1) year and will consist of utilizing the vertical gardens’ interior 
space to create an informal pop-up jazz bar with minimal infrastructure, which will pay homage to the 
city’s previous “blind pigs” to generate a hip, underground allure that will draw people to the site and 
generate revenue for, and interest in its development. Solar-powered lights installed in the western 
courtyard will make the space appealing at night and conducive to outdoor performances while 
providing spill-out space for the pop-up bar. During the daytime hours, soil remediation will continue 
and the daylighting of the Bloody Run Creek will commence. 

Phases of Development 

The third phase is expected to last two and a half (2.5) years due to most of the transformations to 
the site taking place at that time. This phase includes the construction of the affordable housing units 
for artists, which are expected to attract many prospective occupants, as well as the two levels of co-
working spaces on the mezzanines above the pop-up bar. The concrete frame skeleton of the middle 
building will be transformed into a grocery store, café and year-round greenhouse, and the ground floor 
of the triangular building at the eastern tip of the site will be renovated to receive the ceramics studio 
equipment. The Creek’s daylighting will continue during this phase, extending beyond the boundaries of 
the site to the north.

The fourth phase will take half (0.5) a year and will include the transformation of the pop-up bar into a 
permanent jazz venue, outfitted with more complete plumbing, electrical and mechanical infrastructure 
as well as interior finishes and furniture. The topography and landscaping of the western courtyard will 
be designed to create barrier-free access to the site and to the central path that will traverse the entire 
site. In the ceramics studio, kilns and pottery wheels will be installed and above, the permanent and 
temporary galleries will be constructed, in addition to the new fourth storey that will provide a classroom, 
administrative spaces and a roof terrace.

The fifth and final phase will last one and a half (1.5) years to complete the remaining bits of construction 
and will include the curation of the permanent and temporary art galleries as well as the installation of 
the ghosted mesh facade inspired by Tresoldi and the gates at the southern and eastern access points to 
the courtyard.
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Figure 4.27  Phase one
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Figure 4.28  Phase two
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Figure 4.29  Phase three
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Figure 4.30  Phase four
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Figure 4.31  Phase five
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Conclusion

This thesis project began with my dual fascination with the current 
urban condition of Detroit, and more generally, with architectural 
fragments, the weathering of buildings, and paintings of ruins in 
the landscape. I brought these two interests together by taking 
a critical position to the city’s rampant culture of tearing down 
‘unsightly’ buildings by researching historical and theoretical 
approaches to abandoned buildings in a state of decay. Through 
this, I drew on the aesthetic ideals of the Picturesque and the 
18th-century viewing device of the Claude Glass, in order to 
adapt them to the 21st century to encourage a crucial change in 
perception from disdain to a recognition of the latent poetic and 
material potential of Detroit’s abandoned buildings. My ambition 
has been to propose a specific intervention that is aligned with 
local grassroots organizations and artistic initiatives, as well as 
a methodology for site-specific, ground-up adaptive reuse that 
harnesses the legacies and rich possibilities of these buildings to 
create community-based hubs that support the collective memory 
of Detroit. It is my hope that these ideas will provide a catalyst for 
future developments that are sustainable in all senses of the term, 
and that a city-wide rebirth will be encouraged.

Figure 4.32  Abandoned buildings, looking South, to the Renaissance Center
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