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“In an adaptive reuse project, how can historic architecture and 
new construction inform and improve one another?”

This design thesis, Waiting for Ruin, is an examination of how adaptive reuse projects can become 
an intermediary for the overlapping of contemporary and historic architecture. This project seeks to 
create a conversation between modern architecture and an existing ruin. This raises the questions 
of how to entwine the new with the old. How do you open a dialogue between the dead and the not 
yet born?

Ruined architecture has a unique aesthetic quality granted by time. This inimitable patina cannot 
be crafted by human hands alone; it is a result of nature’s desire to reclaim matter. The valuable 
character of aging architecture can be used as one would use any other construction material. A 
ruined piece of architecture is something worth waiting for, because it affords new and  unique design 
opportunities. A cohesive piece of architecture can be formed by examining the old fragments and 
new construction for their sensory and experiential properties. This adaptive reuse architecture will 
exist in the present while still speaking to the past, compressing time and creating architecture that 
is simultaneously new and old. 

The philosophy of surrealism draws upon the nature of fragmentation, rearranging pieces and ordering 
them in a new way to raise questions about the nature of perception and reality. For this reason, I 
have chosen to create a gallery for surrealist art as my typology. The gallery itself and the art within 
will allow participants to question their place in time. The distant fragments of past and present 
become a collage of time and a vessel for meaning. The project site is the abandoned Island Station 
Power Plant in St. Paul Minnesota. The stark contrast between the functionalism of the power station 
and the fragile tranquility of the art creates a new way of observing both.
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Concrete Floor Deck Custom theater wall panels are adjustable to create an ideal acoustic environment for a wide variety of situations. The panels can extrude out into the space or can retract back to the wall 
of the theater. The panels can also be used to create a false ceiling while leaving room for the preserved industrial crane to be used for theater performances. In addition to their ability to 
extrude and retract, the panels can move vertically along the wall to raise and lower the ceiling

The Island Station Gallery utilizes the key features of the power plant to create a variety of spaces and experiences. Unique features of the design include the entry sequence, basement 
cafe, galleries, and black box theater. The entrance to the begins with the satellite building south of the main structure. A path over the river bank leads into an underground tunnel that 
empties into  a grand atrium. The sequence subtly compresses and disorients patrons in a way that prepares them for the unique spaces of the gallery. From the atrium, patrons can 
go down to the cafe; a vast space lit by the holes left behind by the old furnaces. Most of the industrial character of the basement is preserved even without the old machinery.  The 
basement lets out to another atrium then into the theater which was once occupied by the turbines of the plant. The black box theater has adjustable wall panels and seats to allow 
for a variety of avant garde performance types. The industrial crane from the turbine hall has been preserved to be used during performances for staging or lighting. Back at the other 
end of the building, the grand atrium leads up to the various gallery floors. The variety of spaces can support traveling shows, local exhibitions, or the permanent surrealist collec-
tion.  The galleries are held aloft in a glass box pierced and supported by the aged metal of the existing building. The blending of old and new is especially present in the galleries 
with the metal contrasting with the modern purity of the channel glass, white walls, and polished concrete floors. The final focal point is the old smoke stack. The middle section is 
dissected and rebuilt as a ghost structure. At night the structure is lit and becomes a beacon, drawing interest to this strange place lost in time. 


