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Abstract

The displacement and lack of affordable space that occurs as a consequence of gentrification, ultimate-
ly undermines and threatens the rich cultural capital generated by displaced and marginalized com-
munities. An adaptive reuse strategy in which an indeterminate, heterogeneous spatial composition is 
employed, can stimulate creative and alternative counter cultural activity, which contributes positively 
to the cultural, educational, and economic fabric of the site’s adjacent communities.
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“Because architecture promotes a knowledge about  cities and space, it is also the site of  imagination, 
of experience, of critical re-examining. This phenomenal and intellectual experience of architecture, 
showing how people encounter architecture in conditions of, for example, danger, exhilaration, ano-
nymity and sexual freedom, has been successfully shown for cities such as Paris London and Berlin. 
Such works... also help challenge the universalism of experience and to problematize the identity of the 
subject, while simultaneously denaturalizing capitalism and it’s politics of space”
- Iain Borden, 2001
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Introduction

In the United States, The decline of industrial manufacturing and the growth of the suburbs in the 
1950’s and 60’s brought about the decline of inner-cities, a decline which was manifested in population 
decrease, middle class suburban flight, growth of inner-city ghettos, real estate value decline, a rise in 
poverty, and in the dilapidation of the physical environment. The decline of these cities ultimately re-
sulted in social unrest, protest, and violent racially motivated riots in the late 1960’s. By the end of the 
1970’s many American inner cities were in crisis; a consequence of poverty and decay.

It was within this context that several sub-cultural movements emerged. The former heavily industrial 
cities of the 1970’s (most notably, New York City) became epicenters of subcultural activity, as new 
movements in the music and art worlds emerged amongst the industrial decay and 20th century plan-
ning issues.

By the late 1980’s, however, amid a renewed interest in city dwelling and the emergence of the afflu-
ent creative class; that being those that work in the knowledge economy as opposed to the industrial 
economy, cities such as New York and San Francisco became epicenters of the emerging ‘creative’ 
economy, displacing many of the people in marginalized and counter cultural communities that called 
these cities home.

This is a process that continues today in many cities across North America and the world.

The city of Detroit, however, a city once known as the world epicenter of the automotive industry, and a 
city that had once teemed with industrial might and ingenuity, never fully recovered from de-industrial-
ization. The city has continued to shrink in population, falling from nearly 2 million people in the 1950’s, 
to about 700,000 as of the 2010 consensus.

There are many reasons for Detroit’s continued decline including waning industry, racial tensions, cor-
rupt leadership, lack of public infrastructure, and systemic poverty. Nevertheless, amid the decay and 
blight, the spirit of the city lived on, giving rise to many important movements in music, arts and culture. 

In recent years, investment has begun to return the city of Detroit, as private stakeholders see oppor-
tunity in cheap real estate and an emerging knowledge based economy. 

While many of these improvements are welcome additions to the city, it is imperative to the healthy 
growth of Detroit that developers and property value speculators show restraint in what should be seen 
as a delicate renewal process.
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Identified amongst the most vulnerable members of displaced communities are the youth and young 
adult populations, who are lacking in infrastructure in which to play, learn, and create.

As identified by the Detroit Future City organization and the municipal government of Detroit, under-
used or unoccupied industrial architecture and informal public space in the city of Detroit provides a 
scale and ubiquity, which is ideally positioned for re-use or re-appropriation as buildings and spaces 
where imaginative, alternative, and valuable cultural practices can be fostered and stimulated.

This thesis will explore an approach to adaptive reuse and re-appropriation in which such a space is 
embraced and preserved as a place of cultural production.
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Chapter 1 - Fordism and Detroit’s Industrial Architecture 

1.1 Albert Khan: The Architect of Fordism and Industrial Detroit

Innovation in industrial processes in the late 19th century led to the development of materials such as 
high strength steel and plastics. Mass Industrial processes of these materials meant that their purchase 
prices were lowered significantly, and were thus widely available for a variety of uses. Further, steel 
fabrication was made easier and more accessible through the development of electric welding and 
stamped steel parts.

The emergence of mass industrial production and the related rise in consumption habits of the general 
public meant that a new type of building typology, the factory, emerged.  For many architects in the early 
20th century, factories became important symbols of technological advancements, and were of “great 
importance to the young century” (Hildebrand, 1974, p. 2). Albert Kahn, a German born architect who 
established his practice in Detroit in 1896 (Hildebrand, 1974, p. 3), was uniquely poised to take on the 
challenges of this emerging building typology. 

Smaller residential buildings, nursing homes, and single-family homes, all designed in conventional 
styles, mostly typified Kahn’s early work in that period. In 1902, Albert’s brother Julius, who had served 
as a civil engineer in the US military (Hlidebrand, 1974, p. 26) joined the firm as a structural engineer. 
Early in his career at Kahn associates, Julius Kahn invented “a bar truss system for reinforced con-
crete” (Gartman, 2009, p.46), which allowed for much longer structural spans than previously possible, 
thus revolutionizing factory design. This system, paired with Detroit’s emerging auto industry, meant 
that Khan would become established as Detroit’s most prolific industrial era architect. 

Khan’s first factory using this system was Packard Plant no. 10 (Gartman, 2009, p.46) (Fig. 1.1), com-
pleted in 1905. The long span truss system “reduced significantly the frequency of interior columns” 
(Hildebrand, 1974, p.31), which increased workflow and as a result, yielded greater productivity. The 
success of the Packard Plant resulted in Kahn being chosen by emerging auto maker Henry Ford to 
design his new auto manufacturing facility. In 1908, Ford announced the “Model T” (Fig. 1.2) a car that 
would revolutionize the automobile industry due to Ford’s innovation in mass manufacturing known as 
the assembly line. The assembly line, in its utilization of unskilled, and thus cheap, labor, meant that the 
Model T; “had to be standardized in to one unflinching type” (Gartman, 2009, p.46).

Ford’s Highland Park Plant (Fig. 1.3), completed in 1910, was designed by Khan to accommodate 
Ford’s innovative manufacturing process (Fig. 1.4), in that it would “consolidate all operations under 
one roof and all major operations on one floor” (Hildebrand, 1974, p.45). The open unobstructed interior 
space accommodated the close packing of workers and machines, allowing for the free flow of work be-
tween them. This new method of manufacturing would establish a production output the likes of which 
industrial world had not previously seen.
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Figure 1.2 Packard Plant no. 10

In his book ‘From Auto’s to Architecture’, author David Gartman presents a scathing critique of Khan’s 
early industrial work:  “What he achieved.. was nothing less than the completion of the rationalization 
of space begun by the Chicago School. Here architecture became nothing more than a means to an 
external end, an instrument for the efficient production of cars and ultimately profit, with no regard 
whatsoever for aesthetics, the human condition or the natural landscape.” (Gartman, 2009, p.47). The 
industrial architecture of the early 20th century, much like the Ford assembly line (and the proceeding 
modernist era) were conceived of as deterministic catalysts in the perpetual desire for order, functional-
ity, efficiency and profit. 
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Figure 1.5 Highland Park Assembly Line
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Figure 1.3 Ford Model T Figure 1.4 Ford Highland Park



Through the architecture of Highland Park, Rouge River, and many others, Albert Khan sought to 
achieve these same objectives. As a result, Kahn was instrumental in the way the city of Detroit evolved 
over the course of the 20th century, both in its physical and ideological form. There are few cities in the 
world where these ideas and their physical manifestation are seen in greater abundance than in the 
city of Detroit.

The outcome of Khan’s and Ford’s achievements, however, stands in stark opposition to their initial 
objectives. Over the course of the coming century, Detroit would experience a decline unrivaled by that 
of any other American industrial city. This is, at least partly, due to the unchecked, deterministic desire 
for efficiency and profit, and unwillingness to consider the complexity of the human condition.

Figure 1.6 Highland Park 
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1.2 Order, Determinism, and Modernism

 “As we shall see with architecture, as with any project of the modern age, the more one attempts to 
eliminate the other of the order, the more it comes back to haunt one. Weeds always come back. The 
whiter the wall, the quicker it succumbs to dirt. In their pursuit of an idea (and an ideal) of order, archi-
tects have to operate in a state of permanent denial of the residual power of the other of order.” (Till, 
2009, p.34). 

Following the success of the assembly line facility at Highland Park, Henry Ford, with Khan as the archi-
tect, built the massive Rouge River production facility in Dearborn, Michigan just south of Detroit. The 
Rouge River facility, once completed in the early 1920’s, encompassed 2000 acres of land along the 
Rouge River, and at its peak employed 100,000 people. The demand for cars amid a booming 1920’s 
post World War One economy, paired with Fords assembly line production method, meant that the Ford 
industrial model would result in tremendous growth for the company and an egregious accumulation of 
wealth; not only for Ford but also the American auto industry en mass. 

However, while Ford and other modern industrialists amassed fortunes, the conditions inside the once 
pristine, modern factories continued to decline, as they became increasingly congested, dirty, and 
hazardous. As a result, workers inside Ford’s factories began to organize and protest the poor working 
conditions. The unrest eventually culminated in a 1914 attempt by Ford assembly line workers to form 
a labor union. 

Ford refused to concede to workers demands however, and instead offered the assembly line laborers 
a ‘five dollar day’ wage program, which: “doubled the average daily wage of most workers” (Gartman, 
2009, p.50). Ford’s wage program proved successful, appeasing owners, trade unionists, and laborers 
alike. As a result, unskilled laborers in Ford’s factories now made a middle class wage; changing the 
social dynamic in middle class neighborhoods, and establishing an even greater emphasis on con-
sumer consumption. In fact, it is believe by many that Ford’s plan to increase wages was motivated by 
the idea that they could then afford to purchase his cars. Nevertheless, many of Fords factory workers 
embraced their new social status.
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Still yet, with no union to lobby for improvements, working conditions within the factories continued 
to grow worse. As a result, workers sought refuge from the factories’ poor working conditions in their 
homes and domestic lives. Ironically however, the modernist architects in the 20th century sought to 
produce domestic buildings that would aspire to achieve the same level of ordered functionalism in do-
mestic life. In doing so, these new domestic buildings reflected the damage done to people within the 
dehumanized, tyrannical mass production process, undermining their own human instincts to instead 
inspire a homogenous, functional, and efficient world of home consumption and domestic production.

As Gartman (2009) states, “Workers found it difficult to find peace and comfort in domestic surround-
ings disrupted buy the ugliness of the instrumental rationality of work” (p.51).
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Modern architecture, in the domestic realm, has sought to achieve the same type of determinist function-
alism, rationalism, and efficiency that the commercial and industrial architecture of the early 20th centu-
ry cynically achieved. Le Corbusier, in his seminal 1924 book ‘Towards an Architecture”, expressed that 
a home ought to be “a machine for living in” (Corbusier, 87) and that “industry,  invading like a river that 
rolls into its destiny, brings us new tools adapted to this new era animated by a new spirit” (Corbusier, 
1924, p.88). It was Corbusier’s 1926 housing project “Quartiers Moderns Fruges” (Fig. 1.7) at Pessac, 
France that aspired to put this manifesto into practice. At Pessac, Corbusier wanted to provide inhabit-
ants with an empty container; a proverbial ‘blank canvas’, onto which they could insert themselves and 
their lives. Corbusier sought to achieve this by creating a functional system based on new technological 
advancements in concrete, steel, and glass, to build predetermined, homogenous and cube like struc-
tures that would compliment each other through their spatial configuration. 

By doing so, Corbusier felt that he could achieve a modern domestic ideal whereby occupants could 
insert themselves into their ‘containers’, occupying them and passively engaging in their efficiency. By 
doing so, the architecture itself would make their daily lives more functional and ordered.

In reality, what happened was that the occupants of Quartiers Modern Fruges converted their ‘machines 
for living’ into their highly personalized homes. Henry Lebfevre is quoted:  “in Pessac Le Corbusier pro-
duced a kind of architecture that lent itself to conversion and sculptural ornamentation... and what did 
the occupants add? Their needs” (Boudon, 1969, p.1).

In Philip Boudon’s book “Lived-in Architecture”, he writes of Pessac: “not only have the colors disap-
peared in the vast majority of cases, but the ‘wide windows’ have been made narrower, the patios have 
been enclosed, many of the original terraces have been roofed over, the empty spaces beneath the 
stilts have been blocked off.. much to the detriment of the architecture, helps to create a general im-
pression of dilapidation... There has also been a real conflict between what the architect intended and 
what the occupants wanted” (Boudon, 1969, p.2).

It is here that parallels can be drawn between architects such as Corbusier and Kahn, and industrialists 
like Ford. To an extent, all three were visionary idealists who lived by ideals which aspired to improve 
daily life, increase productivity, and inspire efficiency. 

Top-down deterministic functionalism, the desire for order, and the creation of static homogenous ar-
chitecture to achieve these goals is, regardless of circumstance, a failed proposition. The remains of 
this failure, however, can provide a lesson about the needs and desires of the user. While production, 
efficiency, and functionality were achieved, humanity ultimately was not. The humanity lies in the re-
appropriation and re-adaptation of the remainders of a failed proposition.
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Figure 1.7 Rouge River

Figure 1.8 Le Corbusier’s Pessac

“People are not abstractions. They do not submit to the reason of functionalism; they have emotions, 
lives, accidents, and politics. The space of abstraction cannot accommodate the spatiality of being (or) 
the sociality of being.. the other of order can never be ridded. Waste, dirt, contingency all come back to 
haunt the unattainable illusions of the modern project.” (Till, 2009, p.36). 
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1.3 The Re-appropriation of Detroit’s Lafayette Park

Modern domestic architecture also experienced a rise in Detroit in the early-to-mid 20th century. This is 
perhaps most significantly represented by the large downtown residential development Lafayette Park 
(Fig. 1.8), designed by famed modernist architect Mies Van Der Rohe and completed in 1962. As with 
Albert Kahn’s work in Ford’s factories, Mies sought out to achieve a clean, efficient, and safe commu-
nity by establishing order and functionality in the architecture and landscape of the development. As 
New York Times journalist Miller identifies, Lafayette Park was “built on the site of Detroit’s Black Bot-
tom, the heart of the city’s growing African-American population that was razed in the early 1950s, one 
of countless examples of minority communities routinely targeted by urban renewal projects receiving 
vast sums of government money for “slum clearance.” (2018). Lafayette Park consists of three high-rise 
towers, 24 single-story courthouses, and 162 two-story town houses. It was achieved with the help of 
two other world renowned designers; Ludwig Hilbersheimer as urban planner, and Alfred Caldwell as 
landscape designer. 

However, relative to other failed urban renewal residential developments, such as Pruitt Igoe in St. 
Louis, Lafayette Park has largely been deemed a historical success. The modernist development not 
only survived Detroit’s decline in the latter half of the century, but it has also maintained: “high occu-
pancy rates, a racially diverse population and a strong commitment to maintaining Mies’s architecture”  
(Lange, 2012).

However, much like Corb’s Quartiers Modern Fruges, the majority of the residents of Lafayette Park 
didn’t come to view the stark, minimalist modern interiors of Lafayette Park as an imposition of order 
and function, but rather saw the spaces as blank canvases onto which they could impose their own 
abstract humanity. As In their new book, “Thanks for the View, Mr. Mies,” released in 2012, editors 
Danielle Aubert, Lana Cavar and Natasha Chandani, offer a view of Lafayette Park that is very different 
from the accustomed historical account of many of Mies’ modernist classics.

“While they may have strong aesthetic preferences, the residents we spoke with do not necessarily 
favor midcentury modernism in their interiors or architecture. But they make it work:.. interiors in the 
Lafayette Park townhouses can function as blank canvasses for a variety of decorating styles. Indeed, 
the best design doesn’t force a personality on its residents. Instead, it helps them bring out their own.” 
(Aubert, Cavar, Chandani, 2012).

The book offers a fascinating account of the way in which people occupy personal space. While it is true 
that there has been a concerted effort to maintain the exterior expression of the townhouses and high 
rise towers, the interiors of the apartments and houses have become highly personalized homes. Cer-
tainly, some people are drawn to Lafayette Park because they are architecture enthusiasts who wish 
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to preserve Mies’ vision, however these people are in the vast minority. The majority of the residents 
of Lafayette Park have built a healthy, livable community by imposing their own humanity, wants and 
needs on to a development that was conceived of in an ideological, deterministic framework which 
sought to inspire specific behavior.

Figure 1.9 Lafayette Park High-rise Towers

Figure 1.10 Lafayette Park High-rise Resident
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Chapter 2 - The Decline of Industrial Manufacturing in Detroit

2.1 Waning Industry and the Decline of Industrial Detroit

The success and expansion of the auto industry which began in the 1910’s fueled a growth spurt in 
Detroit making it the 4th largest city in the country by 1950. At its peak in the mid 1950’s, Detroit’s 
population had surged to nearly two million people. Much of the population surge can be attributed to  
the northern migration of people from the south, many of whom were African American, who moved 
to Detroit to find work at one of the big three auto companies; General Motors, Chrysler, and Ford. By 
1940, “Ford was one of the largest private employers of African Americans in the United States.” (Su-
grue, 2007). 

In 1941, after lengthy struggles, the United Auto Workers (UAW) eventually succeeded in establishing 
an auto workers union. The contracts that the UAW negotiated resulted in generous wages and benefits 
for all auto workers, propelling them into the new ‘blue collar middle class’. As Sugrue (2007) states: 
“By the mid-twentieth century, a majority of Detroit residents were homeowners; many auto workers 
saved money to send their children to college; and tens of thousands could even afford lake-side sum-
mer cottages”. 

It was not long after unionization that the Detroit based auto industry began to restructure. As a result of 
the effect on the bottom line profit that the UAW’s victories spawned, the big three began to decentralize 
production. They first opened production plants in Midwestern “suburban green fields” (Sugre, 2007), 
and then increasingly (and perhaps ironically), in the American south. The reason for the southern 
migration of production was simple; the industry was seeking non-unionized, cheap labour to exploit 
in order to drive up company profitability. At the same time, the industry was increasingly introducing 
automation, which replaced many assembly line workers. As a result: “Between 1948 and 1967—when 
the auto industry was at its economic peak—Detroit lost more than 130,000 manufacturing jobs” (Su-
gre, 2007).

Further, the loss of Detroit’s manufacturing jobs coincided with post war suburbanization (Fig. 2.2), 
resulting in large swaths of the city being abandoned by (mostly) middle class whites. This left the city 
further segregated along race and class lines. Furthermore, due to the practice of red-lining; whereby 
minority neighborhoods were classified by the Home Owners Loan Corporation as being hazardous 
and undesirable, many urban neighborhoods experienced mass disinvestment resulting in further in-
ner city blight. As a result, in 1967 Detroit: “erupted in one of the worst race riots the country had ever 
seen” (Sugre, 2007)(Fig. 2.1). After having experienced massive job loss, sububanization, race riots, 
segregation and white flight, by the end of the 1960’s Detroit was left gutted and largely abandoned.

Things would only fair worse in the 1970’s, as the oil crisis of 1973 and increasing foreign competition 
ravaged the American auto industry, resulting in even further job loss. 
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As a result, Chrysler filed for bankruptcy in 1979, while Ford and GM faced serious deficits (Sugre, 
2007). Detroit hasn’t fully recovered, having since suffered though corrupt leadership, disinvestment in 
city services, and a lack of adequate transit infrastructure. Today, the city’s population stands at roughly 
800,000 but is steadily climbing as people are returning to the city, lured by cheap real estate and a rich 
cultural legacy.
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Figure 2.1 Detroit Race Riots 1967

Figure 2.2 Detroit Suburbs 1960’s



15

2.2 Cultural Activity in Detroit’s Inner City 

Mirroring Detroit’s decline was the rise of movements in arts and culture. This is perhaps most notably 
represented by the murals painted at the Detroit Institute of the Arts (DIA) by Diego Rivera in the 1930’s 
(Fig. 2.3). When Rivera arrived in Detroit in 1932, the country was in the midst of the great depression. 
The depression hit Detroit hard, shedding thousands of jobs in the auto sector, leaving much of the city 
in poverty. Rivera was commissioned (perhaps ironically by Edsel Ford) to depict the Industry of Detroit 
in a series of murals painted on the walls of the DIA. While the murals were generally seen by the art 
world as a monumental artistic achievement, they did not come without controversy; a Detroit news 
editorial called the murals “coarse in conception ... foolishly vulgar ... a slander to Detroit workmen ... 
un-American.” (Gonyea, 2009). 

Detroit of the 1920’s and 1930’s was also significant for the pioneering of African American big band 
jazz music, with bands such as the Mckinly Cotton Pickers making significant contributions to the 
genre. In the 1940’s Detroit became a important city for the development of blues and gospel music, as 
groups such as the Detroiters gained national attention. 

In 1950’s Detroit musicians made significant contributions to Gospel, RnB, and early rocknroll. The 
Meditation singers out of Detroit were one of the most popular female Gospel groups of the era. Per-
haps the greatest Gosepl singer of all time, Aretha Franklin, arose to fame out of Detroit in the late 
1950’s. The gospel and RnB groups of the 1950’s set the stage for one of Detroit’s most significant 
contributions to popular music, Motown Records, founded by Berry Gordy in Detroit in the early 1960’s. 
Motown was home to many popular recording acts including Marvin Gaye, Stevie Wonder, Diana Ross 
& the Supremes, the Jackson 5, and many more.

In 1955 Detroit based artist Marshall Fredricks was commissioned to build “the Spirit of Detroit” (Fig. 
2.5) . The sculpture, commissioned by the city was meant to represent “hope, progress, and the “spirit 
of man.”(Encyclopedia of Detroit). The sculpture was erected in 1958 and remains to this day a symbol 
of the strength and resilience of the city.

In the late 1960s, Metro Detroit was the epicenter for the creation of heavy rock music, with the MC5 
and Iggy and the Stooges pioneering a new sound which would become the precursor to punk rock. 
Other significant rock bands from the Detroit area of the 70’s include Bob Seger, Alice Cooper, The 
Romantics and Grand Funk Railroad.



The Detroit area of the 1980’s is generally accepted as the birthplace of the Techno music movement, 
which today has grown into one of the most popular music genres worldwide. The three musicians most 
frequently credited with giving birth to Techno are Detroit area residents Derrick May, Juan Atkins, and 
Kevin Saunderson.

Detroit has also made significant contributions to hip-hop and rap music. Notable Detroit hip-hop artists 
include: Aaliyah, Eminem, Royce Da 5’9” Teairra Mari, Obie Trice, Rock Bottom, and Danny Brown.

Detroit is also home to significant public art initiatives such as the Heidelberg Project (Fig. 2.6) and the 
Eastern Market murals, among many others. The Library Street Collective is a Detroit based non-profit 
organization that fosters grass roots artistic movements and has continues to contribute to the rich cul-
tural history of the city.

This is, of course, only a very basic and far from comprehensive overview of the contribution that Detroit 
based artists and musicians have made to the world. 

These movements, however, came about despite the challenges of the city, despite the capitalist deter-
minism of industry, despite the dehumanization of the assembly line, despite the ordered functionalism 
of modernism, despite (and in some cases, because of) the blight and decay that happened as a result.

“Weeds always come back. The whiter the wall, the quicker it succumbs to dirt.” (Till, 2009, 34).

The “revitalization” or “regeneration” of Detroit should be a delicate process. As Brian Doucet (2017) 
identifies, “Rather than being a rising tide that lifts all boats, the regeneration that is taking place here 
means this area (downtown) is pulling away - economically, socially and racially - from the rest of the 
city. It is becoming whiter and wealthier than the rest of Detroit, and the private services and ameni-
ties that Dan Gilbert and others have initiated mean that access to these resources is becoming highly 
fragmented along racial and class lines”.
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Figure 2.3 Diego Rivera Detroit Mural

Figure 2.4 Diana Ross and the Supremes
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Figure 2.5 the “Spirit of Detroit”

Figure 2.6 the Heidelberg Project
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2.3 Detroit’s Abandoned Industrial Infrastructure

Detroit Future City, is a Detroit based nonprofit organization which is in charge of the implementation of 
tge ‘DFC Strategic Framework’, a “50-year vision for the City of Detroit” (DFC, 2018). The DFC issued a 
report in May 2018 titled ‘Vacant Industrial Properties – An Opportunity for Innovative Adaptive Reuse’. 
In the report, the DFC identifies that “there are almost 900 vacant industrial buildings spread across the 
city.. Many of these buildings abut residential neighborhoods in some of the city’s most disadvantaged 
areas.  Without a strategic approach to re purposing these properties, they will remain fallow for years 
to come, posing threats to public health and safety, and undermining Detroit’s recovery.” (DFC, 2018). 

Further, “the Detroit Future City Strategic Framework advocates for innovative, adaptive reuse of some 
of the city’s vacant industrial sites. The goal: to put these properties back into productive use; eco-
nomic, creative, and ecological reinvention for the benefit of Detroit residents and communities, and the 
preservation of some of the city’s history.” (DFC, 2018).

As a rapidly changing and gentrifying city, and as a city with a deep cultural legacy, the abandoned 
industrial buildings of Detroit, in their scale and ubiquity, present a unique opportunity to explore an 
innovative adaptive reuse strategy. Through consultation with the Detroit Future City organization, an 
conveniently situated Albert Kahn designed abandoned industrial building - the Fisher Body #21 build-
ing, was chosen as a site for a design exploration for the purpose of this thesis. The building, it’s context 
and its history will explored in depth later in this document.
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Figure 2.7 Abandoned Packard Plant Figure 2.8 Abandoned Connor Creek Power Plant



Chapter 3 - Precedent Case Studies

The precedent case study projects presented in this chapter represent a cross section of spaces that 
have been re-used, re-purposed, or re-appropriated for a variety of uses. 

Artscape Wychwood Barns is a adaptive reuse project which re imagines a former industrial streetcar 
repair facility as a cultural community hub. Wychwood Barns includes artist live/work studios, a com-
munity garden, an event space and a public gallery. 

The Detroit Adventure Center is an example of a community initiated, not for profit adaptive re-use proj-
ect that makes use of  previously abandoned industrial manufacturing facility for the purpose of a nature 
learning center which explores the natural resources of Michigan’s Park system.

The Russell Industrial Center is an adaptive re-use project in which artists and other makers in Detroit 
occupied and repurposed a 2,200,000 sqft Albert Kahn design former auto body industrial complex. 

Streetmekka Esbjerg is an NGO funded adaptive re-use project which transformed a formerly aban-
doned roadhouse to be used as a youth oriented community center.

In each case the pre-supposition that the experience, perception and use of a building is determined by 
the architects original intent is subverted. The buildings and spaces take on new narratives and mean-
ings including leaning, creating, playing, and moving. These precedent studies served to inform a new 
adaptive reuse proposal contain herein.
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Joe Lobko Architect Inc. - Artscape Wychwood Barns, Toronto, Canada

Atscape Wychwood Barns is a collection of former industrial streetcar housing and repair sheds, which 
have been re-purposed as artists’ housing and community cultural facilities. It is a convergence of cov-
ered public space (fig. 3.1), small rental live / work apartments, offices for non-profit organizations, a 
greenhouse, and a public park. The building features a long, rectilinear floor plan, which is ideally suited 
to community events, gallery showcases and farmers markets. Adaptive reuse strategies included re-
storing the brick facade, replacing the glazing, and providing new outdoor park amenities. As such the 
building sits within, and is a welcome compliment to, the surrounding well-established residential neigh-
borhood of Wychwood Park / St. Clair West.

Built in three stages between 1913 and 1921, the barns encompass 53,000sqft of floor space, and 
occupy 1 acre of a 5 acre site. The barns functioned as a streetcar housing and repair facility until the 
Toronto Transit Commission took over the space in 1954, at a time when “the TTC was considering  
phasing out streetcars” (Artscape Wychwood Barns, 2018). As a result, the barns were re-purposed 
as a storage facility, and existed as such until 1978 when the barns were decommissioned. Over the 
subsequent years the barns fell into disrepair, and in 1996 they were scheduled to be demolished.

However, as a result of grass roots community organization led by City Councillor Joe Mihevc, a cam-
paign to save the barns got underway. This resulted in the TTC eventually selling the site back to the 
city of Toronto as opposed to a private developer who would’ve demolished the barns to make way for 
new development. The city of Toronto then commissioned Artscape, a group of not-for-profit organiza-
tions with a mission to make space for creativity and transform communities to develop a vision for the 
site. Over the subsequent years, Artscape, along with the city, architects, city planners, private stake-
holders, and the local community, developed a vision and master plan for the site which came to include 
a series of community spaces, a commercial greenhouse and sheltered garden, 26 live/work housing 
units, 15 work studios for local artists, a children’s theatre and office spaces for local not-for-profits, all 
surrounded by a new municipal park. 

In addition, the Wychwood barns became one of the first LEED Gold Heritage buildings in Canada. 
Susutanability features include a large cistern to collect roof water for irrigation and use in washrooms, 
extensive day-lighting and natural ventilation, as well as a ground source heat pump HVAC system.

The Artscape Wychwood Barns opened to the public in 2008, and has since become “the social
heart of the neighbourhood” (Artscape Wychwood Barns, 2018). This project provides a successful 
case study which demonstrates that a large former industrial site can be re purposed to serve the needs 
of the surrounding community while operating under an alternative economic model of development. 
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Fig. 3.1 Artscape Wychwood Barns

Fig. 3.2 Artscape Wychwood Barns

22



Hobbs + Black Architects - Outdoor Adventure Center, Detroit USA

The Detroit Adventure Center is an example of a community initiated, not for profit adaptive re-use 
project that makes use of  previously abandoned industrial manufacturing facility for the purpose of a 
Nature learning center.

The Globe Building, originally built in 1892 (fig. 3.3) was one of a complex of 6 buildings on the Detroit 
river waterfront that originally housed the Dry Dock Engine Works Company. The Engine Works was 
significant in its role in the maritime history of the Great Lakes as a notable manufacturer of steam 
engines used for freight and passenger boats. The Globe building is a large steel truss and brick struc-
ture, and features large open spans meant which at one time housed a large machine shop within. 
Described as “remarkable” (Apel, 24), the Globe building “is an early example of an industrial structure 
entirely supported by a steel frame with brick curtain walls.” (Library of Congress,  1961).

Waning industry in Detroit meant that the The Globe Building was decommissioned in the 1960’s. In 
2006, efforts were made to convert the riverfront property into Condo and Retail space, but due to the 
economic downturn of 2007 / 2008, the project never materialized. In 2009 the Michigan Department 
of Natural Resources put forward a plan to build a $34 million nature learning facility in the Globe build-
ing. Through a partnership with private developer the Roxbury Group, the plan was finalized in 2013. 
In 2015 the renovation was complete, and the Outdoor Adventure center opened to the public in July 
of that year.

The rehabilitation effort preserves and highlights the majority of the original structural steel and interior 
and exterior brick walls. Further, the architects re-furbished and reused over 40,000 of the buildings 
original bricks. Various simulated activities provide simulations of outdoor recreation experiences, while 
exhibits and displays feature the natural and cultural resources and outdoor activities that are typically 
found in Michigan’s parks and recreation areas.

In its first year, the Outdoor Adventure was visited by over 100,000 people. The Outdoor Adventure 
Center is widely regarded as a successful adaptive reuse project, both in it’s preservation of an impor-
tant part of Detroit’s industrial heritage, and as a valuable cultural resource for the citizens of Detroit 
and tourists alike.
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Fig. 3.3 Detroit Adventure Center (Before Construction)

Fig. 3.4 Detroit Adventure Center
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Albert Kahn and Associates - Russell Industrial Center, Detroit USA

The Russell Industrial Center (fig. 3.5) is an adaptive reuse project that transforms an early 20th century 
Industrial Complex in Detroit’s Milwaukee Junction into a  mixed use maker space which includes art-
ist studios, workshops, architectural offices, designers, food stores, shops, printers, and other makers.

The industrial building, originally built in 1915 and designed by Albert Khan, is a 2,2000,000 square foot 
complex which originally housed the Murray Auto body Company. Like much of Detroit’s auto industry, 
restructuring in the 1950’s and 1960’s saw many of Detroit’s automotive manufacturing companies 
move away from the city in search of cheaper labour elsewhere. The Murray Auto Body Company was 
no different, and the Russell Industrial Center was decommissioned as a manufacturing facility in the 
early 1960’s (Robiglio, 2017, p.103). The center was subsequently leased as an “industrial condo” by 
the Murray company until the 1990s, when a tornado severely damaged the building rendering it vacant 
for many years. 

In 2003, The building  was purchased by  a property management firm for only  $1,000,000 (45 cents 
per square foot) and shortly after began repairing the building for reuse as artist spaces for cheap rental 
rates. In 2015. “studios, workshops, architecture offices, designers, musicians, food stores, shops, 
printers, and other makers occupied nearly 1,000,000 sqft, while events ranging from open air markets, 
to porn festivals, and film shooting animated the place, making it a destination again in Detroit’s blighted 
map” (Robiglio, 2017, p.103). 

In the case of the Russell Industrial Center, the project did not involve a top down over-arching strategy 
developed by a single architecture firm, but rather relied on the participation of and collaboration of 
large number of local and international stakeholders; artists, designers, architects, makers, and other 
creative people and organizations, who sought to create spaces that were conducive to creative and 
productive work.   

As Robiglio (2017) states in Re-USA, “much of Detroits comeback narratives are based on outsiders 
joining locals to share Motowns new destiny as a creative and production hub thank to an extensive, 
affordable, yet powerful industrial legacy” (p.103). 
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Fig. 3.5 Russell Industrial Center

Fig. 3.6 Russell Industrial Center
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Effekt Studio - Streetmekka Esbjerg, Denmark

StreetMekka Esbjerg is an adaptive reuse project of an abandoned historic train engine roundhouse 
re- purposed as a facility for street sports and youth culture. Located in Esbjerg, Denmark, which is the 
fifth largest city and youngest big city in Denmark, the project is significant in its embrace and promo-
tion of unorganized sports and youth culture in Esbjerg. Much of the programming of StreeMekka the 
first of its kind in the city, and features a skateboard park, parkour course, and workshop spaces for DJ 
education and street art. As such, the facility provides a place for kids, teenagers and young adults who 
do not feel at home in the mainstream sports culture. It also provides spaces and tools for young people 
to engage in artistic and musical pursuits that they may not have otherwise had access to.

The goal of the project was to keep the young people of Esbjerg out of trouble by keeping them en-
gaged in street sports, culture, arts, and music, helping to keep them on a positive track while develop-
ing skills in creative fields.

The structure, a large, approximately 100,000 sqft ‘roundhouse’ style building was built in the early 
20th century and used for years as a train engine depot until it was decommissioned to make way for 
Esbjerg’s new train storage facility in the mid 1980’s. To preserve the structure’s 20th century industrial 
heritage, EFFEKT restored the structure’s historic circular layout, then renovated and added five multi-
purpose halls, each with a distinct title: Concrete, Asphalt, Brick, Lounge, and Dance Mekka.

As stated by the Architects: “heavy industry is vacating the city centers leaving behind empty unused 
wastelands and buildings, often already occupied by skaters, street artists and the like.” (EFFEKT, 
2014).

Streemekka Esbjerg was developed and built by GAME, a Danish not for profit NGO, and Realdania, 
a philanthropic organization who endeavors to provide dynamic and creative spaces to accomodate 
Danish youth. 

As Identified by Architizer: “In only a few months, Streetmecca Esbjerg grew into the largest organiza-
tion in the municipality with over 4000 active members aging between 4 and 60 years of age” (2014).
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Fig. 3.7 Streetmekka Esbjerg

Fig. 3.8 Streetmekka Esbjerg
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Chapter 4 - Creative Space Architecture

4.1 Slack Space, Indeterminacy, User Determinism

Slack space is a concept that runs counter to many of the professional ways that architects conceive 
of and create spaces. That is, architects routinely design spaces that are flexible only in a number of 
predetermined and prescribed ways, essentially dictating control and use over spaces in a deterministic 
fashion. Slack Space is described by architectural theorist Jeremy Till as “the provision of space which 
is not built over and not built in…it is just there…it can be appropriated…[it is] a space which you in-fill 
later.” (Till, 2009, p.133)

In the UK, Guardian journalist Robert Booth used the term ‘slack space’ in an article to describe the 
phenomenon of empty shops being used by artists as studios, workshops and exhibitions spaces 
(Booth, 2009). In the article, Booth recognizes that “Slack space, is caused by business closures during 
recessions, and has provided a foothold for numerous successful businesses”. Booth is referring to a 
number of high street closures in the UK amid the recession of the late 2000’s which provided space for 
creative industries and performance venues that had previously been priced out of these areas.

Slack space can essentially be thought of as an idealistic and theoretical approach to design that does 
not dismiss the alternative, unconventional, or outlier uses of space, and instead focuses on an all-
encompassing flexibility and, perhaps, a sense of ambiguity. This is meant to welcome a broad range 
of users and a more eclectic, creative, user-determined range of uses. This approach to design theory 
suggests that there is, in a sense, a loss of agency of the architect over spatial production. Essentially, it 
is a variance from top-down deterministic design (assembly lines, domestic homogeneity), and instead 
treats the production of space as being beyond the designers control. To design or create a slack space 
is therefore conceive a space in which a myriad of opportunities with regards to activity and production 
can take place. This is a space whose meaning is not given but is forever becoming. As Lebfevre said 
in the Production of Space:  “The users space is lived - not represented or conceived.”

The concept of slack space as a design strategy will be employed in the adaptive reuse proposal con-
tained herein.

“Any specialized kind of knowledge production, whether disciplinary or interdisciplinary, is inadequate to 
grasp the contemporary city, and this grasp would have to lead towards a new trans-disciplinary knowl-
edge production with a necessarily hybrid, experimental and indeterminate form.” (Hercsher, 2012)



The question then raised in the production of slack space is; how can we as architects, conceptualize  
the production of space as indeterminate, ambiguous, and in a state of becoming? Traditionally, the 
architect’s modes of representation; be it the sketch, render, or the 3D walk-though, suggest an ideal,  
sterilised, static, “perfect” world. Jeremy Till claims that: “instead of using these traditional methods we 
must adopt more experiential and evocative forms of representation and communication.. with an ex-
periential and dynamic character to them that require the designer to consider how a space would be 
used by future users and the potential experiences had” (Till, 2009, p.140).  As a tactic for interpreting 
the dynamism of space, this approach is more inclusive than the top-down prescription of the way in 
which users ought to use space.

This same concept was explored in depth by the ‘activist’ architects of the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, 
notably Archigram, Super Studio and Bernard Tschumi who was a “left wing critic of modernism, draw-
ing his aesthetic and political inspiration from the Situationist international” (Gartman, 2009, p.380). In 
his design for the follies at Parc de la Villette in Paris (fig. 4.1), Tschumi’s goal was to create an “event 
architecture”, spaces of free activity in which a “non - hierarchical, nontraditional society could be 
anticipated. He argued that such spaces could be created only by breaking open the closed grids of 
modernism and providing for voids in which unexpected events could occur” (Gartman, 2009, p.380).

Fig. 4.1 Parc de la Villette Follies
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To conceive of space as dynamic, as places whose meaning is not given but in a forever state of be-
coming, in which the users space “is not represented or conceived, but lived”, can be applied as a 
conceptual design theory in the production of space. This is not to say, however, that such an approach 
means that there is a denial of basic building services that architecture need provide (such as wash-
rooms, circulation cores, fire rated partitions, space conditioning, acoustic separation, accessibility, et 
al.). It is to say, then,  that the architects role in the production of such space is to ensure that essential 
services are provided to the highest of standards, and that ‘slack space’ can only occur adjacent to this 
necessity. Further, to provide spaces of leisure and play, such as sports facilities, art studios, and class-
rooms, does not run counter to this idea. Such spaces provide users with a facility to be in a dynamic 
state of becoming; to facilitate the production of movement, the production of craft, and the production 
of knowledge.
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4.2 Temporal Disruption: The Aesthetics of Ruins

“Ruins contain not deliberately organized assemblies devised to strike chords and meanings through 
associations, but fortuitous combinations which interrupt normative meanings... Such encoded arrange-
ments or organized assemblies organize things within spaces, creating patterns which claim normativity 
as part of the mundane and systemic production of the spectacular and ornamental. The happenstance 
montages of ruined space, however, comment both ironically on the previous fixed meanings of their 
constituent objects, and the ever so carefully arranged montages of commodified space. Pleasurable 
by virtue of the interaction between objects containing different semiotic charges, and the arbitrary 
relationships between different forms, shapes, textures, and materialities, the unending diversity of 
unencoded material juxtapositions stimulate ineffable sensations” (Edensor, 2005,  p.77).

Contemporary explorations into the desirable aesthetics of ruins, as well as the embrace of disorder, 
decay, and the embrace of ‘Conterpreservation’ techniques with regards to the adaptive reuse of build-
ings have informed part of the adaptive reuse strategy contained in this thesis. The preservation of the 
fortuitous disorganization that becomes part of the history, memory, and palimpsest of the object (in 
this case the industrial building) can work to stimulate sensations such as creativity, collective memory, 
pleasure, and temporal disruption which can foster imaginative cultural production.

In her book, ‘Counterpreservation, Architectural Decay in Berlin since 1989’, author Daniela Sadler 
(2011) explores how counter cultural groups have employed a ‘Counterpreservation’ strategy to the re-
purposing of Soviet-era residential buildings in the former East Berlin. Initially, the goals for the occupa-
tion of these buildings was political: to create affordable housing, to promote diversity, and to foster cre-
ative exploration. Sadler argues that the case studies presented in her book such as the Tacheles (fig. 
4.2) and the Haus Schwarzenberg (both examples of abandoned space appropriation), react against 
the gentrification and urban renewal which have defined Berlin’s urban and architectural resurgence 
since the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989. The Berliner’s embrace of ruination, Sadler argues, is an attempt 
to represent Germany’s conflicted history, and collective memory. 

In the book ‘Industrial Ruins: Space Aesthetics and Materiality’, Tim Edensor (2005) argues that across 
Western cities, there is an preoccupation with producing perfectly manicured landscapes and build-
ings. In contrast to these regulated spaces are the neglected sites of industrial ruins; places throughout 
America’s rust belt and other neglected industrial landscapes, in which transgressive and dynamic 
activities occur. Further, Edensor argues that there is a danger in destroying such urban landscapes 
and buildings through policies that privilege homogeneous new developments, which only serve to em-
bolden gentrifying forces, especially in cities that are on the cusp of mass re-investment and develop-
ment. Industrial ruins can blur boundaries between past and present and are intimately tied to memory 
and a sense of place.
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Part of the design strategy contained herein will embrace the preservation of the fortuitous disorga-
nization, appropriated canvas and inherent ruinous aesthetic of the chosen site. Such an approach  
can achieve goals of creating affordability of space and diversity of use, while also creating a place of 
memory, creativity, pleasure, and sensorial dynamism which can foster imaginative production in the 
areas of play, arts, and craft.

Fig. 4.2 Tacheles, Berlin
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4.3 Abandoned Space Appropriation

By reinterpreting, reusing, and re-purposing urban spaces and objects, the uses within these spaces, 
be them artistic, performative, or economic, can serve to redefine and improve blighted urban condi-
tions. Many industrial urban spaces in the west, such as those that exist in Detroit, are left neglected 
and under-utilized due to loss of industry and the resulting unemployment, flight, and decay. Subse-
quently, it is often rather difficult to reinvigorate these areas, especially through the traditional capitalist 
avenues of attracting investment, when these spaces are perceived as ‘dead’ from an economic per-
spective. However, when these places start to attract investment from traditional avenues, a delicate 
balance needs to happen with regards to the prospective value of space, the needs of the community, 
and the proposed development or redevelopment of existing space.

Appropriating space for the production of artistic, performative, or craft based acts can be seen as a 
reinvestment in use value as opposed to exchange value wherein this delicate balancing act can be 
facilitated. Abandoned space appropriation can benefit the local community both by providing needed 
recreation space as well as space for knowledge and craft production. As Lefebvre states in Production 
of Space (1974): 

“Through the production of space… living labor can produce something that is no longer a thing, nor 
simply a set of tools, nor simply a commodity.. needs and desires can reappear as such… spaces for 
play, spaces for enjoyment, architectures of wisdom or pleasure. In and by means of space, the work 
may shine through the product, use value may gain the upper hand over exchange value.” (p.170)

To conceive of space as simply a place of commodity production is to prioritize profit and capital ex-
change, which by its nature ignores other forms of human expression and creative production, neces-
sary to the well being and constructive growth of the surrounding community. Often, street subcultures 
such as graffiti writing, MCing and skateboarding are pushed to the margins of society, where they are 
see as outsider, anti-social forms of expression. In reality, they can be crucial to the development of 
critical thinking skills, creative forms or expression, personal confidence, and social skills. 

Proposing a re-use strategy for abandoned industrial spaces for contemporary urban creative expres-
sions and actions, such as those listed above, can serve to catalyze an interest and acceptance in 
street subcultures that are all too often marginalized from mainstream society. 

“The shrinking city is also an incredible city, saturated with urban opportunities that are precluded or 
even unthinkable in cities that function according to plan. Taking advantage of these opportunities re-
quires an approach to the shrinking city not so much as a problem to solve than as a prompt to new 
understandings of the city’s spatial and cultural possibilities.” (Herscher, 2012)
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4.4 Pyschogeography as Design Strategy

In 1957, philosopher Guy Debord, Dutch artist Agner Jorn and the post war French radical group the 
Situationist International proposed the idea of a psychogeographic (also called derive) map of Paris for 
their conceptual project titled the ‘Naked City’ (Debord,1957)(Fig. 4.3). The Naked City was, for the first 
time since the radical, city altering, modernist grid, a dramatic rethinking of the city as an abstract work 
of art which could be experienced not simply as a series of pre-determined built forms but of events. 
The map suggested that the citizens of Paris ought to experience the city as a series of random forms 
and places of potential radical behavior and events, where the  rigid capital based consumer culture 
imposed (and reinforced by) the modernist grid could be subverted, and human life could be truly expe-
rienced. Debord explains that, during one of these psychogeographic journeys; “one or more persons 
during a certain period drop their usual motives for movement and action, their relations, their work and 
leisure activities, and let themselves be drawn by the attractions of the terrain and the encounters they 
find there.” (Debord, 1958). By doing so, Debord argued, the city would become an evolving network 
of new possibilities, where instructions and directions were unnecessary, where agency could be truly 
experienced, and where the future could be derived through visceral experience.

In addition to Debord and Jorn, post-war avant guard architects such as Aldo Van Eyck and Constant 
Nieuwenhuys (also a founder of the Situationist International) were engaged in post-modernist ideo-
logical explorations into architecture. As Van Eyck observed: “Instead of the inconvenience of filth and 
confusion, we have now got the boredom of hygiene… mile upon mile of organized nowhere” (Sadler, 
1999, p.32).

Constant Nieuwenhuys’ ‘New Babylon’ project, started in 1961 (Fig. 4.4) was conceived of in a never 
ending series of abstract sketches, paintings, and models which were meant to convey a city that had 
no beginning and no end; where social hierarchies, centralized governments and national economies 
did not exist; and that which gave users freedom of choice in the use and discovery of its spaces and 
places.

The rigid structural grid of the of the early 20th century factory building provides an ideal setting to 
employ, as a design intervention, the ideological and physical framework presented by Debord and 
Jorn’s Naked City and Nieuwenhuys’ New Babylon. By encouraging random movement and discovery 
throughout the plan of the building, the building itself becomes an evolving network of random events 
and experiences. This will be achieved by presenting the plan of the building as a semi-random matrix, 
where users are encouraged to discover different programmatic elements at whim. Not only will this 
strategy promote diversity of experience and encourage random creative activity and play, but it will 
also help to inform future bottom-up design strategies for the portions of the building that have been left  
programmatically undetermined.
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Fig. 4.3 The Naked City

Fig. 4.4 Model of New Babylon
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4.5 Design Research

The following images present a series of explorations into the deconstruction of a typical early 20th cen-
tury industrial structure. The re-appropriation of static, uniform, deterministic images in to disordered, 
de-constructed, abstracted and dynamic forms has helped to inform a potential design strategy. 

Fig. 4.3 Deconstruction Exploration 1
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Fig. 4.4 Deconstruction Exploration 2



Fig. 4.5 Deconstruction Exploration 3
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Fig. 4.6 Deconstruction Exploration 4
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Chapter 5 - Development Without Gentrification

5.1 NGO’s,  Land Banks, Community Trusts etc.

In recent years, Detroit has seen an influx of private investment towards infrastructure projects within 
the city.  Much of this investment has been spearheaded by Billionaire businessman Dan Gilbert, De-
troit resident and founder of Quicken Loans. Gilbert has been instrumental in revitalizing the city’s core, 
and has been heavily involved in the purchasing and revitalizing of historic properties, as well as remov-
ing dangerously blighted properties in the city. Gilbert has also been instrumental in the development of  
public infrastructure projects such as the Qline, and public park revitalization.

However, New urban investments in a community, such as improved transit, new public parks, or new 
mixed-use developments, can signal to investors and developers that an existing community is increas-
ing in value. The effect of such investments is often displacement of existing businesses and residents 
through higher rents, higher property taxes, and the redevelopment of housing. It can also rapidly 
change an existing community’s character, so that residents feel like outsiders in the spaces they have 
long occupied.

The process of gentrification can be countered in a number of ways through alternate economic ap-
proaches to the funding of new development.

None of the following options are a complete solution, but they can contribute to ensuring that, rather 
than displacing existing residents of a community, new investment can make life better for them, pos-
sibly while also integrating new members into an existing community:

NGO’s
A non-governmental organization (NGO) is a non-profit, citizen-based group that functions indepen-
dently of government. NGO’s, sometimes called civil societies, are organized on community, national 
and international levels to serve specific social or political purposes, and are cooperative, rather than 
commercial, in nature. NGO can be funded in a variety of ways including: membership dues, private 
donations, the sale of goods and services, and government grants.

Community Co-Development
In a Community Co-development, the community itself comes up with initiatives that suit its own needs, 
and the implementation of their initiatives is supported by funding and expert advice rather than being 
led by it. That can mean that the community develops in ways that reinforce its own needs, rather than 
being reshaped by a generic template that attracts wealthier outsiders.
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Private Public Partnerships
Private Public Partnerships is a mechanism that can be used by governments to deliver public infra-
structure and public services using the resources and expertise of the private sector. Often PPP’s are 
used to fund early phases of a re-development project to mitigate risk involved in project phases such 
as heritage preservation, site remediation and environmental improvement, public transport and mobil-
ity, and water management.

Community organizing
Community organizing generally refers to a community consultation process whereby the organized 
local community advocates for its own needs and establishes co-development opportunities that rein-
force the community, that develop affordable housing, and that generate a cultural identification with 
substance. This involves city planners, investors, and consultants, along with the local community, or-
ganize meetings, go door to door, and set up community consultation pop-ups.

Land banking
Land banking purchases land before it becomes egregiously expensive and sets it aside for affordable 
uses for the existing community. Land banking can go beyond affordable housing to think of afford-
able communities – places where those in affordable housing also have services and amenities that 
suit their income level. As such, land banking can be for affordable housing, shelters, seniors housing, 
non-profit services, educational classrooms, youth  community centers, artist studios, or co-op, inde-
pendent, or affordable retail.
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Chapter 6 - Site: Albert Kahn’s Fisher Body Plant #21

Fig. 6.1 Fisher Body #21



6.1 Site History

The Fisher Body Company was formed in 1908 in Cleveland Ohio by Albert Fisher and his nephews 
Charles and Fred. Fisher Body Co. initially produced bodies for both the carriage and automotive 
industries, although they dropped the carriage line in 1911. At the time, auto bodies were made of a 
mixture of shaped wood and metal, and their construction was a complicated process requiring skilled 
tradesmen. As a result, auto-makers found it was more cost-effective to outsource the construction of 
auto bodies to third part manufacturers. As a result, by the early 1910’s Fisher Body Co. was producing 
high-quality automotive bodies for Cadillac, Ford, Studebaker, and Hudson, among others

The 1910’s were a period of rapid growth for the Fisher Body Co. as the advent of the assembly line 
meant that cars such as the Model T were being produced at an unprecedented rate. To meet increas-
ing demand, Fisher expanded its operations to over 40 plants in Detroit, Cleveland, Flint, and Windsor, 
Ontario. Fisher Body plant #21 was built in 1919 on Piquette Street in the Milwaukee Junction neighbor-
hood of Detroit’s North End, just about a block and a half away from Henry Ford’s original Piquette Ave. 
plant. The six-story building was designed by Albert Kahn, and features reinforced concrete construc-
tion, and walls of industrial sash windows to allow in plenty of natural light.

General Motors had moved most of its bodywork to Fisher in 1917, and two years later bought a control-
ling interest in the company. The two companies merged in 1926, although the “Body By Fisher” slogan 
continued on. With the proceeds from the merger, the Fisher brothers built their landmark 30-story art 
deco headquarters (also designed by Kahn) across from the General Motors Building on West Grand 
Boulevard, about a 10 minute walk from the Body #21 plant. 

Like other automotive companies, Fisher retooled during the Second World War for military production, 
manufacturing components for planes, anti-aircraft guns, tanks, other materials for the war effort.

In November of 1982 General Motors announced it was closing the #21 body plant and moving limou-
sine production to Flint. The last day of production was April Fool’s Day, 1984 (Detroiturbex).

Fisher Body #21 is located within Detroit’s ‘Piquette Avenue Historic District’ which was listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places in 2004. The Studebaker factory on Piquette has since been de-
molished, but  the Ford Piquette Plant remains and is open to the public as a Ford museum.

44



45

Fig. 6.2 1921 Fire Map. Fisher Body 21 hatched in brown.

Fig. 6.3 Historic aerial photograph of Fisher Body #21 in the 1920’s



Fig. 6.4 Aerial Diagram. North End Hatched in White

Fig. 6.5 North End Aerial Diagram
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6.2 Site Context

Towards the end of the 19th century, Detroit’s industrial growth was primarily located around the rail 
lines that ran around what was then the city periphery. This location, also known colloquially as the 
North End, provided factories easy access to the rail network while at the same time keeping them 
somewhat isolated from the city’s core. The intersection of the Detroit, Grand Haven, and Milwaukee 
Railway, as well as the Chicago, Detroit, and Canadian Grand Trunk Railroad provided a name for 
the new neighborhood now known as the Milwaukee Junction. The convenience of the location meant 
that automotive companies flocked to the area, with Ford, Fisher Body, and Studebaker being among 
the first to establish operations. As these companies set up sales and production facilities in the area 
through the early part of the 20th century, the Milwaukee Junction became the primary hub for the au-
tomobile industry in the city of Detroit, and thus, the country.

The area to the north of the Milwaukee Junction was where the majority of the residential infrastructure 
was built to house the labourers of Milwaukee Junction’s industry. At its peak in 1950, the North End 
was home to 51,709 residents which has shrunk to just 5,185 as of the 2010 census. In that same cen-
sus, it was recognized that 94% of residents were African American, although over the last 8 years, the 
neighborhood has seen an influx of younger, more affluent whites.

As Identified in the report titled ‘History’s Future in the North End’, despite the North End’s high vacancy 
rates, “much of the housing remains in good condition. The 2009 Detroit Residential Parcel Survey as-
sessed housing conditions throughout Detroit, including 1,943 residential structures in the North
End. This survey found that 1,660 of the houses in the district were in “good” or “fair” condition. (2013)
(Fig. 6.7).

The North End’s unemployment rate remains well above the national average, at 25-30%, and the me-
dian household income hovers around $25,000. As ‘History’s Future in the North End’ Identifies, “New 
opportunities for jobs in the North End could reduce the North End’s high unemployment rate and raise 
the median household income.”

Despite the loss of the majority of the industrial activity, Milwaukee Junction maintains some of its 
automotive and industrial past. For example, New Center Stamping, founded in 1989 and located a 5 
minute walk from Fisher 21, provides stamped components and welded assemblies for clients including 
Ford, General Motors, and Mazda. There have also been a number of new companies making use of 
older abandoned Industrial properties, such Detroit Soup using the Jam Handy Building, and The Rus-
sell Industrial Center providing space for artists, designers and small manufacturers.
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Fig. 6.6 Vacant and Occupied North End residential properties Fig. 6.7 Condition of North End residential properties

While abundant physical space exists for new residents and entrepreneurs, the North End lacks many 
amenities to attract residents and visitors. For example, the North End has only one functioning grocery 
store, and only a handful of restaurants, most of which are fast food. Additionally, the North end lacks 
public green space, with only two small public parks located in the neighborhood. Further, the North End 
does not currently have a middle school or high school, with students being bused to other areas of the 
city to attend such institutions. Lastly, the North End currently lacks a public library, limiting residents’ 
access to information, technology, and cultural/educational programs. The deficit of neighborhood ame-
nities could help to inform part of the strategy for programming of the adaptive reuse proposal.

Despite the challenges that the North End neighborhood faces, there are also a number of benefits to 
the North End and Milwaukee Junction location of the Fisher Body #21 building. First, the 2017 opening 
of the QLine light rail transit line along Woodward Avenue has made the site and neighborhood more 
accessible, and the Piquette Avenue stop of the Q Line is just a 5 minute walk from the Fisher building. 
Further the site is within walking distance from a number of cultural amenities such as the Motown Mu-
seum, the Fisher Building, the Fisher Theater, Wayne State University, the Detroit Institute of the Arts, 
and the Fox Theater, among many others (Fig. 6.8). The rooftop of the Body 21 building also provides 
panoramic views of the surrounding area and of Downtown Detroit. 
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6.3 Building Information

The Fisher Body #21 building is a 6 story reinforced concrete building, which has a gross floor area 
of approximately 450,000 sqft. The building is rectangular in plan, and has a 19 foot square bay grid 
system, with 26 bays lining Piquette Ave, and 6 bays lining Hastings and St. Antoine streets. The floor 
to ceiling height measures 14ft on the fist floor, as 12ft on all subsequent floors. A 2004 survey by the 
Michigan Department of Environmental Quality found “asbestos materials, lead waste, industrial equip-
ment, storage tanks, other solid / hazardous debris and wastes, and contaminated soils and concrete” 
in and around the plant. 

Due to hazards associated with the site for the surrounding residents, the Environmental Protection 
Agency began remediation work on the site in 2008, removing and disposing of large quantities of soil 
and contaminated equipment. The wooden bricks that had covered the floors were removed, as well 
as sections of concrete. In 2010, further work was undertaken to remove underground storage tanks.

Today, the building remains relatively intact, and much of the building is structurally sound. Despite 
scrappers removing every bit if steel from the building over the years, approximately  50% of the win-
dows still remain, and the large mushroom shaped concrete columns provide a wonderfully dynamic 
interior. However, a fire in 2016 damaged a portion of the south side of the building, causing a portion 
of the second floor to collapse (Fig. 6.14).
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Fig. 6.11 Fisher Body #21

Fig. 6.10 Fisher Body #21
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Fig. 6.13 Fisher Body #21

Fig. 6.12 Fisher Body #21
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Fig. 6.15 Fisher Body #21

Fig. 6.14 Fisher Body #21
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Chapter 7 - Building Strategy and Design

7.1 Project Delivery Phases

The proposal for the adaptive re-use of Fisher Body #21 will be implemented in phases

Phase 1 - Plan Community Engagement 
 -Community needs and interests will be identified through a series of neighborhood design charrettes
and community trade and skill shows.
 - Program determined through community engagement

Phase 2 - Secure Financing Through Not-For-Profit Funding Mechanism

Phase 2 - Environmental Protection
Site cleanup by Detroit residents who are trained in areas of: 
- Soil remediation
- Asbestos removal
- Lead Removal
- Polychlorinated Biphenyls (PCB’s) removal

Phase 3 - Construction - Energy Retrofit
- Insulation upgrade, replace windows where necessary, Update HVAC, etc.

Phase 4 - Interior alterations

Phase 5 - Building Occupation
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7.2 Program

The proposed design will include appropriate programming for the community being served by the 
building. This will have been determined through the community engagement phase of the project, as 
well as the site planning as determined earlier in this document. A such, the program includes; music 
rehearsal studios, educational classrooms, light industrial workshop spaces, art studios, low income 
live / work residences, a skateboard park, community gardens / farmers market, and a flexible recre-
ational / event space.

As previously mentioned, a report prepared by the Alfred Taubman College of Architecture and Urban 
Planning titled ‘History’s Future in the North End’, identifies that the “building has great potential for re-
use due to the glass wall construction and its high level of visibility from Interstates 94 and 75. Inside the 
building, most of the production line still remains on the top floor and could be preserved as an exhibit 
on assembly line production.” (Fig. 7.1) (Elliot, Feingolds, et al. 2013).

The space will be designed using the ‘slack space’ theoretical approach to design, focusing on an all-
encompassing flexibility and a sense of ambiguity; the individual studios and work spaces within the 
building will be designed so that they can be moved and rearranged to suit the needs of the users as 
they change over time.

Furthermore, part of the design strategy contained herein will embrace the preservation of the fortuitous 
disorganization, appropriated canvas and inherent ruinous aesthetic of the of the chosen site (Fig. 7.2). 
Such an approach  can achieve goals of creating affordability of space and diversity of use, while also 
creating a place of memory, creativity, pleasure, and sensorial dynamism which can foster imaginative 
cultural production.
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7.3 Retrofit Strategy

There is an inherent challenge in re-purposing buildings to ensure that energy efficiency requirements 
are met and thermal comfort for users is achieved. While Fisher Body #21 has demonstrated its dura-
bility in the long-term performance of the concrete of which it was constructed, this characteristic rep-
resents challenges when designing for occupant comfort due to its high thermal conductivity and lack 
of insulation.

Due to heritage preservation concerns (Fisher Body #21 is located within Detroit’s ‘Piquette Avenue 
Historic District’ which was listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 2004), the retrofit strat-
egy approach aims to preserve the historic facades facing Piquette Avenue, St Antoine St., and Hast-
ings Avenue. 

The following proposed actions will be taken with regards to the retrofit strategy of Fisher Body #21:

- The damaged industrial sash windows will be repaired where possible, and replaced where needed. 
The replacement glazing will be high performance argon filled double glazed panes.

- In order to preserve the historic facades, insulation will be added to the interior of the exterior walls. 
The specified insulation should be that which minimizes air leakage. An airtight insulation layer will 
reduce the movement of air from warmer interior zones across the insulation, and eliminate the space 
between the insulation and the masonry where condensation normally occurs.

-  Due to the size of building’s footprint, the roof will be retrofitted to accommodate a green roof / com-
munity garden. This will reduce the building’s heat island effect while providing a large space for grow-
ing fruits and vegetables, among other plant life.

- Portions of the floor that have collapsed or have structurally compromised will be repaired using com-
parable materials and technique.

- The waffle columns on the interior will remain intact where possible, and the graffiti that has been 
added to them will remain where appropriate

- The exterior pilasters will remain.



7.4 Architectural Design Strategy

The design strategy for Fisher Body #21 involves a number of large interventions. The Piquette Avenue 
facade will remain relatively intact to preserve its presence within the Piquette Avenue historic district. 
The main entrance to the building will be located to the rear of the building, off of Harper Avenue. 

Currently, the rear of property contains a large patch of asphalt which encompasses approximately 
the same area as the building’s footprint which had previously been used as a parking lot. In the new 
design, some parking will be incorporated into this area, but priority will be paid to a new park / green 
space, bicycle parking, and an outdoor recreation area.

At some point in the buildings history, a 2 storey wooden structure was added to the rear of the building, 
which has since been damaged by arson fire (Fig. 7.3). This will be removed and replaced by a new 
glazed window wall (Fig 7.11, 7.21).

A 2 x 6 bay volume will be cut from all floors a the buildings entrance to provide a dynamic, bright, volu-
minous atrium space at the building entrance. The exterior wall at this portion will consist of a structural 
glazed curtain wall which extends the entire height of the volume (Fig 7.21.).

The elevator core will be located at the center of the building where there is an existing core. Additional 
exit stairs will be provided to the west and east of the central core, as well as on the south east and 
south west of the building.

On the north side of the building, a 3 x 4 bay volume will be cut from the second and third floor to ac-
commodate a basketball court on the first floor. Additionally, the same volume will be removed from the 
6th floor to accommodate a double height theater on the 5th floor.
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Fig. 7.3 Damaged Wooden Structure in Rear
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7.4 Design Proposal

The following images present the proposed design exploration for the adaptive reuse of the Fisher 
Body #21 Building. The list of drawings include:

Site Plan
Site Axonometric
Ground Floor Plan
Second Floor Plan
Third Floor Plan
Fourth Floor Plan
Fifth Floor Plan
North Elevation
South Elevation
East Elevation 
West Elevation
East / West Section
North / South Section
Rendered Elevation
Sectional Perspective
Approach Perspective
Approach Perspective 2
Interior Perspective 1
Interior Perspective 2
Interior Perspective 3
Interior Perspective 4
Interior Perspective 5
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Chapter 8 - Conclusion

Abandoned, unoccupied, and under-used industrial architecture and informal public space in the city of 
Detroit provides a scale and ubiquity, which is ideally positioned for re-use or re-appropriation as build-
ings and spaces where imaginative, alternative, and grass roots economic practices can be fostered 
and stimulated in an affordable, safe, community led space. As the city of Detroit grows threatening  
displacement in the process, It is imperative to the healthy growth of city that developers and property 
value speculators show restraint in what should be seen as a delicate renewal process.

This thesis has explored an approach to adaptive reuse and re-appropriation in which such a space 
has been embraced and preserved as a place of cultural production, by prioritizing a use value over 
exchange value in the design approach of the Fisher Body #21 building. 

Further, the design strategy embraces the preservation of the appropriated canvas and inherent ruin-
ous aesthetic of the of the Fisher Body #21 building.  Such an approach can achieve goals of creating 
affordability of space and diversity of use, while also creating a place of memory, creativity, and dyna-
mism which can foster imaginative production in the areas of play, arts, and craft.

To design space as dynamic, whose meaning is not given but in a forever state of becoming; a space 
in which the users experience “is not represented or conceived, but lived”, has been applied as a con-
ceptual design theory. The design has provided spaces of leisure, play, and production: sports facilities, 
art studios, classrooms, makers spaces, shared office spaces, an event space and spaces for learning. 
Such spaces provide users with a facility to be in a dynamic state of becoming; to facilitate the produc-
tion of movement, the production of craft, and the production of knowledge.

The displacement and lack of affordable space that occurs as a consequence of gentrification, ultimate-
ly undermines and threatens the rich cultural capital generated by local communities. A unique architec-
tural approach to indeterminacy and heterogeneous spatial composition as an adaptive reuse strategy 
can stimulate imaginative and alternative practices, and resist the forces of urban gentrification.
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Appendices
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Fig. 8.2 Fisher Body Die Building Elevations From Kahn and Associates

Fig. 8.1 Fisher Body Die Building Plans From Kahn and Associates



Fig. 8.4 Fisher Body Die Building Details From Kahn and Associates

Fig. 8.3 Fisher Body Die Building Elevations From Kahn and Associates
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2
Fig. 8.6 Design Research

Fig. 8.5 Design Resaerch
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5
Fig. 8.8 Design Research

Fig. 8.7 Design Resaerch
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