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Fig. 1 Timeline of analyzed 
theoretical approaches  
to the phenomenon of decay  
in architecture
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building decay
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Derelict, dilapidated buildings in various states of ruin have always 
been present in our built environment. Theoretical approaches to the 
issue of ruins within the field of architecture have been changing 
 continuously in response to shifting social, political, economic, and 
cultural conditions. Although origins of the debates on ruins can be 
traced centuries back, the topic came into focus with renewed 
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intensity following the mass destruction in the wake of World War II. 
This paper discusses relevant perspectives on the phenomenon of 
decay in architecture from the 1950s to the 2020s, and offers a critical 
synthesis of their diverse viewpoints, thus enabling further formula-
tions of contemporary positions and design strategies concerning 
this increasingly significant subject matter.
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Introduction

 The origins of the visible, spatial phenom-
enon of decay in architecture are quite di-
verse, brought on by a number of different 
destructive forces or processes. Sometimes 
uncontrollable natural disasters like floods 
or earthquakes leave the built environment 
in ruins, and sometimes, it is about long pro-
cesses of decay. In most cases, however, the 
damaging processes are manmade, driven 
by, or resulting from diverse political, eco-
nomic, or socio-demographic disruptions 
(Abramson, 2017: 18; Lowe, 2012:1). It is pos-
sible to distinguish more or less extreme in-
stances of these processes and their conse-
quences: from extraordinary circumstances 
of war or severe economic crises to everyday 
occurrences such as market changes and 
population migrations.

As a result of just one or several such disrup-
tions, derelict, damaged, dysfunctional, or 
abandoned buildings are becoming increas-
ingly present in urbanized areas across the 
globe (Lončar, Pavić, 2020: 198). In certain 
situations, buildings are brought to this state 
suddenly, and in others, they decay slowly 
over the years (Abramson, 2017: 3). Whatever 
the cause might be, such buildings represent a 
daring spatial issue that has become the focus 
of increasing debate in contemporary archi-
tectural and urban planning discourse.1

This article aims to briefly contextualize the 
origins of theoretical debates on the phe-

nomenon of decay in architecture and further 
examine a selection of specific perspectives 
on the subject from the 1950s onwards, pre-
cisely those that have informed, and may 
continue to inform, contemporary architec-
tural and urban design strategies that ad-
dress this issue.

Research Scope and Methods

The paper2 will present some of the key ap-
proaches to the phenomenon of decay in ar-
chitecture, as they have been formulated by 
prominent architects and architectural theo-
reticians. Although the origins of the debates 
on ruins can be traced centuries back, the 
topic came into focus with renewed intensity 
following the mass destruction in the wake of 
World War II. Theories then emerged that are 
still applicable and useful in our contempo-
rary moment; the paper, therefore, focuses 
on the period from the 1950s to the 2020s.

The relevance of the examined perspectives 
has been determined by their continuous 
presence in contemporary architectural and 
urban planning discourse, as well as their 
clearly exhibited potential to inform concrete 
architectural and/or urban design strategies. 
The main research goal of the paper is to pro-
vide a critical synthesis of these diverse view-
points, enabling the formulation of fresh po-
sitions and design strategies on the theme of 
architectural decay. The key research method 
this article uses is literature review.

Origins of Theoretical Debates  
on Decay in Architecture

Before focusing on recent theories from the 
1950s onwards, an insight into their historical 
background is needed in order to position 
them within an adequate historical context. 
Theories on the topic of architectural decay 
started appearing predominantly in the 19th 
century, with some important instances dat-
ing back even further. Centuries-old ideals of 

1	 This is corroborated by the growing number of sci-
entific articles published in the past two decades with 
keywords such as brownfield, ruin, regeneration, re-
development, reuse, etc.
2	 This paper is a result of the first author’s ongoing 
research for the Ph.D. thesis at the University of Za-
greb Faculty of Architecture, with the guiding coopera-
tion of the mentor as the second author.
3	 As contained in the first word of Vitruvius’ famous 
triad Firmitas, Utilitas, Venustas, whose evolution can 
be traced through Alberti (De re aedificatoria, 1452) 
and Palladio (I quattro libri, 1570) to the Renaissance 
and beyond. See: https://www.britannica.com/topic/
architecture/Commodity-firmness-and-delight-the-ul-
timate-synthesis [accessed 23.08.2023.].
4	 Paintings by authors such as Giovanni Paolo Pa-
nini (1691-1765) and Canaletto (1697-1768) frequently

https://www.britannica.com/topic/architecture/Commodity-firmness-and-delight-the-ultimate-synthesis
https://www.britannica.com/topic/architecture/Commodity-firmness-and-delight-the-ultimate-synthesis
https://www.britannica.com/topic/architecture/Commodity-firmness-and-delight-the-ultimate-synthesis
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building durability and permanence3 began 
to be rivaled by the newly flourished interest 
in ruins, made visible already in the work of 
the 18th-century Italian capriccio painters4 
and in particular, in the work of the highly in-
fluential architect Giovanni Battista Piranesi. 
In his etchings, ruins appeared as bearers of 
the attribute of the Sublime, posing as cen-
tral motifs of his dark and complex architec-
tural fantasies that inspired numerous other 
iconic graphic representations in the history 
of architecture (Hill, 2020: 295-296).

The perspective drawing of John Soane’s 
Bank of England project (Fig. 2), for instance, 
clearly displays this increasingly romanti-
cized notion of decay that remained the dom-
inant perspective throughout the 19th centu-
ry5, along with the ongoing theoretical de-
bates on restoration and conservation.6 This 
changed only with Georges-Eugène Hauss-
mann’s grand scheme for the urban renova-
tion of Paris.

Representing a clear paradigm shift, Hauss-
mann’s series of radical, planned erasures of 
the city fabric ignited novel discussion about 
the old versus new layers of the city (Framp-
ton, 1985: 23). In turn, this resulted in numer-
ous intriguing and fresh urban theories, such 
as Gustavo Giovannoni’s early 20th century 
concept of urban pruning, by which he advo-
cated the planned demolition of certain dere-
lict buildings and their replacement with small 
piazzas or parks within residential neighbor-
hoods (Giovannoni, 1931). It can be argued 
that the haussmannization of Paris also 
helped pave the way for the later series of po-
litically motivated urban erasures throughout 
Europe, such as sventramenti in fascist Italy of 
the 1920s and 1930s (Špikić, 2018: 124).

All these approaches, including topics such as 
demolition of dilapidated urban fabric and the 
imperative of urban hygiene (sufficient sun-
light and air), paired with ideas of the develop-
ing city as a tabula rasa ready for brave new 
masterplans, were further broadened and ex-
ploited in the early modernist first half of the 

20th century, in the context of then dominant 
heroic planning operations (Giedion, 1959: 
725) for the Functional City (Mumford, 2002: 
164), promoted by the early CIAM (Congrès In-
ternationaux d’Architecture Moderne). Here, 
the topics of architectural ruins and urban de-
cay were categorically abandoned and sur-
passed by the focus on the concept of ideal 
cities with spatially and geometrically guaran-
teed urban and social order.

However, after the destruction brought on by 
World War II, fresh viewpoints on the subject 
of urban demolition, architectural ruins, and 
urban decay needed to be formulated: the 
reality of destroyed European cities simply 
dictated such a theoretical turn. Many of the 
approaches formulated at that time, no mat-
ter how dated, can be productively linked to 
the present moment, and they have directly 
influenced newer, contemporary 21st-century 
perspectives on the topic.

Key Perspectives on Decay  
in Architecture from the 1950s  
to the 2020s

Superimposing  
the New Onto the Decayed

Brutal and large-scale destruction made the 
post-war renewal and reconstruction a prime 
architectural concern. Numerous approaches 
to the topic were thoroughly argued and pro-
filed through theoretical discussions, ranging 
from facsimile reconstruction of destroyed 
buildings to proposals for the deliberate ab-
sence of any reconstruction. A number of 
these positions were collated and published 
as part of The Venice Charter for the Conser-

combined imaginary and real architectural elements, 
often ancient ruins, thus creating curious architectural 
fantasies known as capricci.
5	 Architectural ruins, for instance, became a fre-
quent, often indispensable, motif in the designs of 
public spaces and landscapes, especially in England. It 
is illustrative to stress that the popular follies were 
not, in fact, always real ruins - on the contrary, they 
were often entirely new objects, merely designed and 
built in a way to suggest old age and decay. 
6	 Protagonists of the debate were the French archi-
tect Eugène Viollet-le-Duc, an advocate for restoring 
buildings in their original style (see: Jokilehto, 2006: 
151), and the English architect John Ruskin, who viewed 
restoration as a means of destroying the authenticity of 
historical monuments (Ruskin, 1903: 221), arguing for 
much more subtle conservation methods.

Fig. 2 Joseph M. Gandy for John Soane,  
An imagined view of the Bank of England  
in ruins, 1830 © Sir John Soane’s Museum, 
London
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Team X, a rebel group of younger architects 
formed within the CIAM, they were at the 
forefront of challenging the received Modern 
Movement’s doctrinaire approach to urban-
ism. Incidentally, some origins of their argu-
ments can be traced back to their relation-
ship with the London post-war art scene, es-
pecially The Independent Group, and with the 
ideas of the British photographer Nigel Hen-
derson in particular. It is Henderson who de-
veloped strong inclination and interest for 
the issue of architectural and urban decay. In 
Henderson’s photographs of derelict post-
war London, a certain celebration of ruins is 
present, understood as vivid remnants of au-
thenticity and vitality of urban life (Fig. 3). Of 
course, this commendation of ruins differs 
greatly from the case of romanticising ruins 
that was prevalent a century earlier, in Eng-
lish romantic gardens or the writings of John 
Ruskin (1903: 234).9 Rather than glorifying 
the form of the ruin itself, Henderson and  
the Smithsons seem to be fascinated by the 
implied qualities of its authenticity, vitality, 
and groundedness in the real world. They  
in fact famously claimed that: “(...) the short, 
narrow street of a slum succeeds where 
spacious redevelopment frequently fails” 
(Frampton, 1985: 271).

7	 Along with The Athens Charter for the Restoration 
of Historic Monuments (1931), it is today considered 
one of the key documents of the 20th century on the 
preservation and restoration of architectural heritage.
8	 A written critique by the theorist of architecture 
and critic Reyner Banham went as far as to proclaim 
that the ideas of the Modern Movement could merely

Fig. 3 Nigel Henderson, photograph  
of a demolished building, 1949-1954,  
© Nigel Henderson Estate,  
Photo: © Tate [TGA 9211/9/6/69]

Fig. 4 Alison and Peter Smithson, Golden Lane 
Montage onto Air-View of Coventry, 1953, 
Alison and Peter Smithson Archive, courtesy 
of the Frances Loeb Library, Harvard 
University Graduate School of Design

vation and Restoration of Monuments and 
Sites (1964).7

However, the newly damaged and decayed 
spatial layers present in numerous European 
cities did not spark the discussion solely on 
the issues of restoration and preservation; 
they addressed the ways of new construction 
too. It became increasingly clear that in those 
novel urban conditions, the pre-war utopian 
ideas of the functional city would not be suf-
ficient to confront all the rapidly arising spa-
tial challenges and progressively complex 
socio-cultural circumstances. New ideas and 
approaches thus started to surface, as it was 
already discernible from the titles of the post-
war CIAM conferences. Discussions on man’s 
emotional needs (CIAM VI, Bridgewater), the 
Heart of the City (CIAM VIII, Hoddesdon, 
1951), and Habitat (CIAM IX, Aix-en-Provence, 
1953, and CIAM X, Dubrovnik, 1956) started 
addressing sensitive themes of urban identi-
fication, belonging, human associations, and 
complex issues of dwelling in the post-war 
world, at the same time offering criticism to 
the Modern Movement’s failure to ever fully 
address those topics.8 This not only pointed 
to a decisive shift, but to a clear split between 
old and new ideologies within CIAM, which 
ultimately led to the organization’s final dis-
solution in 1959.

Among the new architectural voices that 
emerged within CIAM’s late modernist dis-
cussions, in the context of this paper, it is 
particularly interesting to look at the ideas 
promoted by British architects Alison and Pe-
ter Smithson. As prominent members of 
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Based on such ideas of identity, belonging, 
and human associations that thrive in such 
authentic surviving urban contexts, the Smith
sons proceeded to develop their noted Gold-
en Lane Housing Project of 1952 (Fig. 4). One 
of the possible implementations of that po-
tent theoretical project was represented as a 
superposition of the new spatial system upon 
the architectural debris of Coventry, heavily 
damaged in WW2 bombing. Although this 
embracing of urban decay was intended as 
criticism of modernist tabula rasa planning, 
and was, therefore, considered promising 
and welcomed, numerous critics later ques-
tioned the inevitable and somewhat awkward 
spatial conflicts between existing and added 
layers of the project (Frampton, 1985: 273). 
Whatever the case may be, the issue of archi-
tectural decay and its potential in provoking 
novel ideas and approaches to urban plan-
ning and design was decidedly brought back 
to the theoretical scene.

Form Transcending Function  
and Ruins as Post-Functional Spaces

Despite its demanding beginnings, the post-
war period soon started registering rapid ad-
vances in technology and the introduction of 
new market types based on mass production. 
Together with other social and cultural trans-
formations, this slowly started leaving visible 
traces in the built environment as well, even-
tually leading to the wakening of a whole new 
cultural period known as postmodernism in 
the late 1960s. In such a changed cultural con-
text, the approach to the issue of decay also 
changed indicatively. The noted postmodern 
Italian architect and theorist Aldo Rossi (1984: 
22) stated on the issues of destruction and de-
cay: “Destruction and demolition, expropria-
tion and rapid changes in use as a result of 
speculation and obsolescence, are the most 
recognizable signs of urban dynamics.” Re-
garding these notions of erasure and replace-
ment, it is interesting to examine Rossi’s cor-
responding concepts and theories.

From his seminal work The Architecture of the 
City, it is clear that Rossi perceived the ap-
pearance of decay in urban fabric neither as 
an extraordinary nor as a negative phenome-
non, and certainly not as one that would re-
quire grand interventions in order to fix it. 
Conversely, Rossi viewed decay and deterio-
ration as integral parts of the life cycles of 

certain parts of urban fabric, which equally 
contribute to the endless transformation of 
the city. Terminating one use of a structure 
allows for the introduction of another, which 
creates opportunities to inscribe new mean-
ings or introduce new programs into the ex-
isting forms. Therefore, according to him, 
form transcends function, function changes, 
whereas form persists, and thereby both ar-
chitecture and the city ultimately persevere. 
Further on, in his approach to the forms of 
the city, Rossi distinguished two essential 
layers - the so-called primary elements, or 
monuments, and, in contrast, the surround-
ing neutral fabric, or area (Fig. 5; Rossi 1984: 
22). While the first layer, with its persisting 
memorable structures, generates continuity, 
urbanity and memory, bearing the identity of 
the place, the second one, the neutral urban 
area or section, presents an opportunity for 
painless and, in fact, necessary changes that 
the new life demands. So, whereas monu-
ments endure and persist, the area develops 
and changes, and it is in this complex dynam-
ics that the city is ultimately preserved.

In view of the relation between function and 
form, another specific contribution to the 
overall debate on the issue of architectural 
decay was made by the famous late modern-
ist Louis Kahn. Namely, for him, architectural 
ruin is a sort of post-functional space, which, 
freed from its once-possessed program, be-
comes a novel object of interest: “A building 
built is a building in bondage of use. Its spirit 
must then call out and remind its user of its 
will to have been. Isn’t it true that sometimes 
a building being built is of more interest than 
the one that is finished? A building that has 
become a ruin is again free of the bondage of 
use. But it is different from when it was being 
built because it now allows foliage to grow 
over it, as loving as a father permitting the 
child to pull at his carefully chosen clothes.” 
(Kahn, 1965: 330-331). Such an object can 
then take on a number of new, sometimes 
even seemingly unexpected roles.

With their specific takes on the issue of ruins, 
these theoretical approaches could be con-
sulted decades later to inform the notion of 
reusing decaying building forms, a theme 
that will start gaining momentum towards 
the end of the 20th century.

Commercial Redevelopment  
and Adaptive Reuse of The Decaying  
and Obsolete

Widespread recognition of the hidden spatial 
and economic potential within deteriorating 
structures and urban fabric, primarily as an 
opportunity for commercial exploitation, can 
be dated to the latter half of the 20th centu-

be considered “(...) an aesthetic preference that effec-
tively paralyzed research into other forms of housing” 
(Frampton, 1985: 270).

9	 Ruskin, 1903: 234: “(…) it is in that golden stain of 
time, that we are to look for the real light, and colour, 
and preciousness of architecture (...)“.

Fig. 5 Photograph of Aldo Rossi’s sketch  
from Il Libro Azzurro - I miei progetti 1981  
in 1983, possibly depicting monuments  
and the surrounding neutral fabric
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ry.10 These ideas are strongly linked to the 
urban transformation or redevelopment of 
brownfield sites.11 Upon examining current 
scholarly papers on the topic, it is telling to 
note that a larger part of those papers seems 
to be written from the standpoint of econom-
ic sciences, rather than urban planning.
In this regard, Matković and Jakovčić (2019: 
354) enclose the categorization of brown-
fields according to their market value, as well 
as the expected profit from their potential re-
generation. The latter depends on the origin 
and type of investment in the regeneration - 
entirely public, public-private, or entirely pri-
vate. A number of studies indicate that it is 
often more financially advantageous for de-
velopers to initiate projects in disused 
brownfield locations rather than in unbuilt 
greenfield12 ones (Berger, 2007: 70). This is 
particularly applicable in the cases with exist-
ing infrastructure in usable condition, where 
lower initial investments are required, or in 
the cases of desirable, central locations that 
thus ensure a high return on investment (Hol-
lander, Kirkwood, Gold, 2010: 52, 60).
Apart from economic motives, the growing 
interest in degraded urban areas in recent 
decades may also be attributed to political 
reasons. Visions and promises of urban re-
generation of brownfields are, for instance, 
increasingly featured in pre-election cam-
paigns in Europe.13 While a number of the 
pledges are subsequently revealed to have 
been mere PR spins, some elected officials 
aspire to use urban regeneration projects as 
a way of leaving a visible mark of their ac-
tions on the city.14

It is evident that the majority of brownfield 
areas, such as former industrial or military 
zones, were originally used for activities or 

programs that have become obsolete as a re-
sult of changes in social, political, and/or 
economic circumstances. However, at the 
same time, we are witnessing an increase in 
the number of abandoned buildings and 
building complexes, whose state of neglect 
can hardly be justified either by age or by use 
(Fig. 6). For such real estate, the term grey-
field is frequently used in relevant literature. 
According to Palich et al. (2011: 11) and New-
ton (2010: 81), the term refers to formerly 
highly developed commercial real estate 
which has become obsolete and abandoned 
due to sudden changes in market trends. It 
does, however, remain attractive for new in-
vestments for a variety of reasons.15 Typical 
examples of greyfield zones include unfin-
ished or abandoned office buildings and 
shopping centers (dead malls), usually sur-
rounded by large, grey parking areas, which 
originally earned them their name.

All this leads to the conclusion that, in addi-
tion to looking into the sheer physical deteri-
oration of buildings, programmatic degrada-
tion must also be included in the discussion 
on the phenomena of architectural decay. 
Rossi, as it was mentioned, already ad-
dressed this topic decades ago, defining ob-
solete buildings as those that “outlived the 
dynamics of land use in the surrounding 
area” and therefore “do not follow life” (Ros-

10	 In less ambitious cases, abandoned and dilapi-
dated spaces merely became locations of guided tour-
ist tours and urban exploration, frequently referred to 
as disaster tourism or ruin porn (Lyons, 2018: 2).
11	 The majority of existing definitions characterize 
brownfield sites as areas of land, along with any struc-
tures present on them, which are neglected, insuffi-
ciently exploited, or abandoned (Matković, Jakovčić, 
2019: 352). On some sites, there may also be a pres-
ence of certain contamination.
12	 According to Hollander, Kirkwood, Gold (2010: 2), 
greenfields are undeveloped areas without laid out 
infrastructure, such as forests, pastures, and agricul-
tural land.
13	 Croatia’s capital, Zagreb, for example, has numer-
ous brownfield sites that are officially recognized as 
city projects (Jukić, Smode Cvitanović, 2011: 30-31) 
and have thus been the topic of numerous public po-
litical debates in the past decade.
14	 In the past decades in Paris, for instance, a num-
ber of large urban planning projects (the so-called city 
projects), based precisely on the transformation of 
former brownfield zones, were politically initiated 
(Jukić, Smode Cvitanović, 2011: 70).
15	 Unlike most brownfield areas, typical greyfield 
zones are not contaminated nor do they have a nega-
tive impact on the environment. Due to the fact that 
they have still been used until recently, they mostly 
remain connected to all the necessary infrastructure 
networks, and built structures located on such areas 
still meet the basic requirements of building stability, 
mechanical resistance, safety in case of fire, etc.
16	 In this regard, on an urban scale, adaptive reuse 
is closely connected to processes of gentrification: “In 
the gentrified city, the fabric remains but the commu-

Fig. 6 A greyfield site in Zagreb housing  
an unfinished public building. The same plot 
was previously also occupied by another 
unfinished project from the late 1980s.  
See: https://mapiranjetresnjevke.com/
kvartovi/staglisce/cimos/  
[accessed 28.8.2023.].

https://mapiranjetresnjevke.com/kvartovi/staglisce/cimos/
https://mapiranjetresnjevke.com/kvartovi/staglisce/cimos/
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si, 1984: 96). Among a number of potential 
design strategies for combating architectu- 
ral obsolescence, Abramson (2017: 114-115) 
identifies adaptive reuse as the most fre-
quently used one.

Adaptive reuse encompasses the repurpos-
ing of an outdated building with only minimal 
spatial interventions, necessary to accommo-
date the newly proposed program, function 
or users.16 With emphasis being put on trans-
formation and soft changes, rather than on 
demolition, these practices align well with 
numerous contemporary concerns linked to 
issues of sustainability in the construction 
industry.17 Architecture in a state of decay is 
therefore not understood as something es-
sentially irreparable, that needs to be elimi-
nated and built anew, but rather as some-
thing that requires only a carefully planned, 
painless adaptation to suit the new condi-
tions - until the next (market) change.

Destruction and Radical 
Reconstruction

In the context of growing complexity of the 
contemporary world, it is crucial to look into 
certain alternative perspectives on the phe-
nomenon of decay in architecture and include 
them in consideration and discussion. For in-
stance, Lebbeus Woods was an architect 
whose very particular viewpoint can certainly 

be highlighted as a point in case. In his publi-
cations War and Architecture (1993) and Rad-
ical Reconstruction (1997), Woods examines 
and offers commentary on areas that have 
endured a significant amount of destruction, 
whether from conflict (Sarajevo in the 1990s) 
or from natural disasters (San Francisco after 
the earthquake of 1989).

The focus of Woods’ interest is finding inno-
vative and ambitious spatial strategies that 
have the potential of viability amidst the 
complicated, unforeseen, and deeply dis-
turbed spatial situations as in the mentioned 
cases, as well as in other ones that share the 
same grave spatial challenges.18 His approach 
to the contemporary metropolis also presup-
poses sharp criticism of earlier modernist 
ideas, which he openly condemned as being 
overly single-layered and hierarchical, and 
thus maladjusted to the new social reality.19 
One of the modernist principles that he 
deemed especially problematic is that of the 
tabula rasa, which results in urban areas 
stripped of their degraded spatial layers and 
real-life problematic, so as to create a “bet-
ter” city (Woods, 1997: 15). Rather than deny-
ing the actual complexity of the city, by em-
ploying just restorative or futuristic interven-
tions that merely return the state of space to 
outdated and inapplicable circumstances of 
the past, or naively transfer it into imagined 
projections of the future, Woods advocates 
confronting the consequences of destruction 
in space in all their layered complexity.

What makes his approach radical, according 
to the author himself, is that there are no es-
tablished models or anticipated outcomes of 
such spatial strategies.20 In other words, radi-
cal is in this case equated with leaving the 
comfort zone and venturing into the strategi-
cally and operationally unknown terrain. An-
other distinguishing feature of Woods’ per-
spective is that, in contrast to authoritarian 
and top-down modernist methods, the cho-
sen spatial strategies should emerge from 
below, directly initiated by their end users.21 
Finally, it is necessary to point out the im-
plied temporary, unstable, transformable 
character of the proposed interventions. 
This, precisely, is the reason why they were 
considered avant-garde decades ago, and for 
the same reason it makes them highly appli-
cable in today’s radically dynamic world.

Specifically, to build on urban fabric wound-
ed by some sort of destruction, Woods devel-
ops a system comprising a series of design 
procedures that, invoking medical terminol-
ogy, he calls injections, scabs, scars, and new 
tissue (Woods, 1994: 21, 24, 31, 36). Ulti-
mately, this system can be called interven-
tionist architecture (Modrčin et al., 2001: 1). 
At the same time, Woods pragmatically ob-
serves that the growth and decline of every 

nity is cleared out. Gentrification renders, in effect, the 
previous inhabitants obsolete.” (Abramson, 2017: 118)
17	 A number of prominent 21st-century architects ad-
vocate for this kind of approach, and it is informative, 
for instance, to look into a recent quote by the Pritzker 
Prize 2021 laureates Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe 
Vassal: “Never demolish. Never subtract, remove, or 
replace. Always add, transform, and utilize, with and 
for the inhabitants.” (Anne Lacaton at the inaugural 
Jaqueline Tyrwhitt Urban Design Lecture at the Har-
vard GSD, 2022).
18	 Woods, 1997: 19 “Cities have always needed to 
accept the new, the strange, the unexpected, the up-
setting, the disturbing. Today they need to engage the 
conflicts at their core at a higher pitch of intensity, a 
more rapid tempo than ever, and at an unprecedented 
scale (...).”
19	 Woods, 1997: 15 “Modernist architecture, just as 
the positivism that formed its foundations, was as 
single layered and hierarchical as the damaged cul-
tural tissue it claimed to erase. Modernist architecture 
was too classical in its knowledge, too tied to cause-
and-effect conceptions of process, too slavish in its 
worship of the machine (and its deterministic process-
es) to embody the chaotic spirit of the new age.”
20	 Woods, 1997: 19 “What is radical architecture? I 
have only one answer: the one in which you do not al-
ready know how to behave.”
21	 Woods, 1997: 19 “At such a moment of recovery, it 
is crucial that new directions and new choices are ar-
ticulated. Because governments and corporations 
cannot be expected to take the initiative in establish-
ing new and multilayered societies, the impetus for 
their creation must come from below, from people 
who begin to build directly, without the sanction of 
any institutionalized authority.”



176    PROSTOR  2[66]  31[2023]  168-181  J. Horvat, K. Šerman  On the Phenomenon of Decay in Architecture� Scientific Paper

city are determined, to a large extent, by legal 
regulations and planning guidelines (Woods, 
1997: 20). Thereby, a belief is implicitly ex-
pressed in the importance of designing sys-
tems and strategies, and not merely singular 
buildings and structures.
Although Woods’ drawings build on his writ-
ten ideas to a significant extent, the nature of 
his proposed procedures is still somewhat 
open to speculation, as are the resulting, 
novel spatial relationships in the cities where 
they could be implemented.22 In an 2001 in-
terview for Oris magazine23, Woods reexam-
ined the elusive dimension of his work, which 
he himself occasionally perceived as dream-
like, but identified and justified a certain 
amount of naivety as necessary for such radi-
cal projects (Fig. 7).24 Nevertheless, his work 
demonstrates a strong belief in the power of 
architecture as a medium capable of generat-
ing positive change by responding to our 
time’s most challenging spatial and social 
circumstances. According to Woods (1997: 
22), it is precisely through confronting those 
circumstances and acting in unstable spatial 
contexts, such as those of destruction and 
decay, that architects are able to elevate 
their work to a level that would otherwise be 
impossible to accomplish by practicing only 
within (seemingly) stable conditions.

A Green Archipelago and the Planned 
Natural Takeover of Urban Fabric

Another progressive perspective on decaying 
buildings, as well as the entire parts of cities 
in a state of decay, was introduced by Oswald 
Mathias Ungers and Rem Koolhaas in their 
manifesto study The City in the City, Berlin: A 
Green Archipelago, dating back to the end of 
the 1970s. The authors’ work directly re-
sponded to the perceived challenges of de-
population and unplanned city shrinkage. 
Those processes were generally identified as 

having a negative impact on the contempo-
rary city’s social as well as physical struc-
tures, therefore posing a threat to its overall 
urbanity (Hertweck, Marot, 2013: 12). As a 
result, the authors recognized the need to 
develop new spatial strategies that could 
mitigate these undesirable effects.

Through a series of urban analyses, Ungers 
and Koolhaas distinguish two main catego-
ries of spaces in the city. The first category 
encompasses the well-developed, less prob-
lematic spaces that continue to maintain 
their planned image and level of urbanity. 
The second category is comprised of sub-
standard layers of the urban fabric, damaged 
by negative social and spatial processes, 
thus further deteriorating the state of the city 
as a whole. Instead of attempting to return 
those layers to a better, previous state, the 
authors somewhat radically propose their 
gradual weeding out or unbuilding into na-
ture (Hertweck, Marot, 2013: 16).

In this way, they believe, the importance and 
urbanity of the first category and its areas are 
emphasized. Moreover, they propose an ad-
ditional intensification of urbanity in those 
areas through design procedures that care-
fully manipulate construction and population 
densities, aiming to achieve the ambience of 
a humane metropolis. In some cases, these 
procedures follow additive principles of con-
structing new buildings and landmarks, while 
elsewhere the methodology is subtractive 
and includes the thinning of overcrowded 
zones by means of new urban voids - 
squares, parks, and other open public spaces 
(Hertweck, Marot, 2013: 14).

In the end, the resulting image of the city be-
comes exactly what the title Green Archipela-
go illustratively implies - preserved city en-
claves of enhanced urbanity stay as numer-
ous islands in the remaining greenery, among 
the layers of nature that have taken over the 
formerly substandard city areas (Fig. 8). It is 
important to note that, in the framework of 
this project, Ungers and Koolhaas think of na-
ture as a designed system that, when com-

22	 Woods, 1997: 20 “The new, reconstructed cities 
demand an architecture that arises from and sinks 
back into fluidity, into the turbulence of a continually 
changing matrix of conditions, into an eternal, cease-
less flux.”
23	 See: https://www.oris.hr/hr/casopis/clanak/[69]
intervju-lebbeus-woods,958.html [accessed 27.8.2023.]
24	 Modrčin et al., 2001: 1 “Sometimes I think that 
what we did in Zagreb in 1991 was to indulge in fan
tasy. I thought then that architecture could gene- 
rate change, a revolution, a transformation. I think 
now that was naïve, but I think that it takes a certain 
kind of naïveté to plunge into radical projects, to think 
that architecture can make a difference in a political 
crisis.”

Fig. 7 Lebbeus Woods, Sarajevo Wall Segment 
Elevation (site of the former Assembly  
and Parliament Buildings), from War and 
Architecture, 1993 © Estate of Lebbeus Woods

https://www.oris.hr/hr/casopis/clanak/%5b69%5dintervju-lebbeus-woods,958.html
https://www.oris.hr/hr/casopis/clanak/%5b69%5dintervju-lebbeus-woods,958.html
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25	 At the time of the exhibition, this was stated to 
amount to around 12% of the Earth’s surface (Kool-
haas, 2011: 119).
26	 See: http://www.criticalconservation.com/about 
[accessed 22.08.2023.]: “(...) there is no neutral historic 
site, place, or narrative. Historians cannot attain an ob-
jective point of view external to their historic moment, 
and neither can conservation architects. Rather, history 
is a contested, dynamic, and incommensurable pro-
cess, and its representations are always partial, exclu-
sionist, and ideologically tainted. Under this paradigm, 
claims of total objectivity or neutrality in one’s actions 
signify complicity with existing power hierarchies em-
bedded in systems and places. Conservation architects 
have the opportunity and responsibility to renegotiate 
history and power relationships through design.”

bined with the opposing (also designed) sys-
tem of urban structure, “(...) intensifies rath-
er than diminishes the sense of a Metropolis” 
(Hertweck, Marot, 2013: 18). Hence, for the 
authors, the contemporary city or Metropolis 
becomes “(...) an environment completely in-
vented by man.” (Hertweck, Marot, 2013: 18).

Cronocaos and Critical Conservation

Based on the insight into Ungers’ and Kool-
haas’ study, one of the key questions that 
logically emerges is: how to determine which 
deteriorated layers of the city are really sub-
standard and can be replaced by a novel lay-
er (in the case of Green Archipelago, nature 
itself), and which layers are truly valuable 
and need to be preserved? Which criteria are 
used to make this distinction and why? To 
look further into this complex matter, it is in-
teresting to refer to the Critical Conservation 
study program, recently introduced at the 
Harvard Graduate School of Design. Accord-
ing to the program’s co-director Susan Sny-
der (Lowenthal, 2014: 1), the program has its 
origins in Rem Koolhaas’ and AMO’s 2010 
Cronocaos exhibition, shown at the 12th Ven-
ice Architecture Biennale.

The exhibition looks into the relationship of 
transformation versus preservation, and builds 
its arguments on the fact that an ever-growing 
percentage of the globe25 is being placed un-
der various preservation regimes that “we 
don’t know, have not thought through, cannot 
influence” (Koolhaas, 2011: 119). This results in 
those large areas often spatially stalling, in 
stark contrast with others that are rapidly de-
veloping - and what is considered especially 
problematic is the selection criteria determin-
ing whether a space will face one scenario or 
the other (Koolhaas, 2011: 122).

Rather than simply provoking novel discus-
sion on spatial layers worthy of preservation, 
Koolhaas addresses the other side of the 
spectrum as well, speculating on buildings 
and sites worthy of demolition. For instance: 
with a visible amount of cynicism, AMO’s re-

action to the 1972 Convention Concerning 
the Protection of the World Cultural and Nat-
ural Heritage is exhibited as a paraphrased 
print titled Convention Concerning the Demo-
lition of World Cultural Junk (Koolhaas, 2011: 
121). The exhibition also openly criticized the 
absence of contemporary conservation theo-
ries (Koolhaas, 2011: 119), which may be seen 
as an early announcement of the GSD’s new 
study program.

The Critical Conservation program provides 
research methodologies and theoretical in-
sights required for a fuller understanding of 
historic sites, places, or narratives, by ac-
knowledging that a number of social circum-
stances or constructs inherently influence 
our perception and opinions on these topics. 
In this sense, the program’s theoretical start-
ing point is that spatial and social conditions 
are never neutral, nor is it possible to hold a 
completely objective point of view on them.26 
In this context “to conserve means to ques-
tion, revise, and subvert dominant versions 
of the past rather than its passive and com-
plicit perpetuation. This practice is what we 
refer to as Critical Conservation.” (cited from 
the program’s website). Therefore, according 
to the GSD, only by having a multi-faceted, 
interdisciplinary, and critical view of the rela-
tionship between existing and newly planned 
urban layers will we be able to professionally 
and responsibly approach the issues of con-
tinuing transformations of our contemporary 
cities and territories.

Fig. 8 Peter Riemann, final plan of The City  
in the City from the 1st Cornell Summer 
Academy with Oswald Mathias Ungers  
and Rem Koolhaas, Berlin, 1977

http://www.criticalconservation.com/about
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Subtraction and Drosscape  
as Strategic Shifts

Continuing on the topic of intentionally tear-
ing down parts of the city’s urban fabric, 
highlighted in Ungers’ and Koolhaas’ Green 
Archipelago, it is imperative to look at the 
work of the architect and theoretician Keller 
Easterling from Yale University. Easterling ar-
gues that unbuilding or demolishing, that is, 
essentially subtracting mass from space, is 
one of urban and architectural strategies 
with great potential to bring about positive 
spatial changes in our world of hyperproduc-
tion and excess. In her series of lectures, ar-
ticles, and publications titled Subtraction, 
planned as well as informal types of demoli-
tion and dismantling are observed. The au-
thor elaborates on the generative power of 
those processes in the transformation of the 
spatial as well as social structure of the city. 
When a structure is degraded and in a state 
of decay, the removal of its parts represents 
an opportunity to establish new, healthier 
systems (Easterling, 2014: 34). At the same 
time, she emphasizes the importance of 
designing the entire process of dismantling, 
including the circular cycles of all elements 
involved in it - for example, planning the 
further utilization of construction waste re-
sulting from the demolition of a building 
(Easterling, 2014: 52). In such a system, the 
contemporary architect is thus concerned not 
only with designing objects and forms, but, 
much more significantly, with creating strate-
gies for the development of the built and un-
built environment of the 21st century.

Numerous other contemporary design theo-
ries advocate for the significance of introduc-
ing developing or designing strategies. Anoth-
er one that should not be overlooked in the 
context of the theme of decay in architecture is 
based on the concept of drosscape, intro-
duced by Alan Berger, professor of urban de-
sign at MIT (Drosscape: Wasting Land in Urban 
America, 2007). While the previously men-
tioned strategies offer, to a greater or lesser 
extent, some type of urban transformation, 
drosscape presents a shift of perspective. It 
fully accepts the appearance of urban fabric 
decay without trying to undo or “fix” it. Rather, 
it aims to fit the disused and derelict layers as 
efficiently as possible into the systems of cir-
culation of matter in the city, through repro-
gramming or repurposing (Berger, 2007: 12). 
The goal of such integration is the pursuit of 
new forms of productivity based on the princi-
ples of circular management of all resources, 
including the spatial ones.

The linguistic origin of the term drosscape lies 
in the English word dross, which denotes a 
kind of waste or impure substance, and the 

suffix -scape, often used in urban-planning 
and architecture-related literature to signify an 
image or a view of a certain scene.27 According 
to this definition, it is clear that buildings in a 
state of decay are actually only one segment of 
a much wider field of spatial phenomena that 
Drosscape studies (Berger, 2007: 236). Its per-
spective is founded on the idea of waste or 
dross being a natural component of every de-
veloping urban environment, created in quanti-
ties proportional to the (high) rate of the cities’ 
expansion. Just like a living organism, the city 
is subject to a continuous exchange of matter 
that needs to be controlled and managed as ef-
fectively as possible (Berger, 2007: 44). The 
author thus categorizes this matter into three 
groups: waste in the classical sense of the 
word (e.g., domestic waste), wasted places 
such as abandoned and polluted brownfield 
zones, and, finally, wasteful places such as 
large, unused parking lots and other greyfield 
zones (Berger, 2007: 14), which essentially rep-
resent a form of irrational management of 
space as a resource. The emergence of all 
these categories is further brought into close 
connection with the socio-economic processes 
of deindustrialization, post-Fordism, and tech-
nological innovation (Berger, 2007: 239).

It is also necessary to comment on the way in 
which Berger positions the role of the contem-
porary architect in relation to the degraded lay-
ers of drosscape. He insists on a crucial shift 
from the authoritarian position of the heroic 
modernist master-planner to the architect as a 
mediator of interdisciplinary dialogue and co-
operation (Berger, 2007: 241). As with Easter-
ling, this implies that architects should primar-
ily become strategists and designers of pro-
cesses, and only secondarily designers of 
buildings. In order to justify the great responsi-
bility that this position carries, their actions 
should always be guided by thorough social, 
economic, and environmental considerations. 
In return, such a point of view will provide them 
with the ability to notice real spatial potentials, 
frequently hidden in seemingly problematic, 
degraded, decaying zones (Berger, 2007: 241). 
The creation of new opportunities and resourc-
es from such disreputable spatial situations 
represents one of the great urban and architec-
tural potentials and challenges of the contem-
porary moment (Easterling, 2021: 94).

Concluding Remarks

As a result of a complex mix of natural, demo-
graphic, economic, or political processes, 
buildings and building complexes are left to-
day in diverse states and stages of decay in 

27	 As is the case, for example, in the terms cityscape, 
soundscape, or walkscape. See: Marić and Bojanić 
Obad-Šćitaroci, 2012.
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their surrounding space. In that way, they 
constitute a spatial challenge to which con-
temporary theoretical and design approach-
es must be articulated and discussed. The 
aim of this paper was to examine such potent 
strategic approaches. Through researching 
and contextualizing the wider theoretical dis-
course on the phenomenon of decay in archi-
tecture, some key perspectives were located 
and identified, invariably formulated by 
prominent architects and architectural theo-
reticians. The choice of such approaches was 
based on the criteria of continuous presence 
of the selected theory in contemporary archi-
tectural and urban planning discourse, as 
well as on a clearly exhibited potential to fur-
ther inform contemporary architectural and 
urban design strategies addressing the spa-
tial challenges of urban decay. All of the se-
lected examples belong to the period after 
World War II, as an undeniable turning point 
in global political and socio-cultural circum-
stances, with testimonies of mass destruc-
tion that provoked novel approaches to dam-
aged and derelict urban landscapes.

The selected key approaches, along with the 
architects and architectural theoreticians that 
can be put into relation to them, are: seek- 
ing authenticity in decay (The Independent 
Group), superimposing the new onto the de-
cayed (Peter and Alison Smithson), form tran-
scending function (Aldo Rossi), ruins as post-
functional spaces (Louis Kahn), commercial 
redevelopment and adaptive reuse of the de-
caying and obsolete (Daniel Abramson), radi-
cal reconstruction (Lebbeus Woods), planned 
natural takeover of urban fabric (Oswald Math-
ias Ungers and Rem Koolhaas), critical conser-
vation practices (Rem Koolhaas), subtraction 
as a design strategy (Keller Easterling) and 
drosscape (Alan Berger). In presenting the re-
viewed material, priority was not given exclu-
sively to chronological order, but rather to es-
tablishing meaningful links between relevant 
arguments from the analyzed perspectives.

In an attempt at a critical synthesis of these 
different perspectives, it is interesting to first 
identify causal relationships between these 
approaches and to establish how the earlier 
ones productively informed the more recent 
theories, or else, some other contemporary 
design approaches. For instance, the Smith-
sons’ superposition or overlay of the new onto 
the old, with both layers contributing to the 
overall result, is a design strategy frequently 
implemented today, but on a vastly different 
scale. In the Golden Lane project, namely, it is 
envisioned to function on the scale of a whole 
neighbourhood, while today the strategy is 
mostly implemented on the scale of a singular 
building, especially in contemporary built heri-
tage restoration projects. Other examples of 
such indicative causal relationships might be 

detected in how Rossi’s theory of form tran-
scending function provides an excellent theo-
retical framework for later adaptive reuse de-
sign practices, or how Ungers’ and Koolhaas’ 
Green Archipelago encompasses unbuilding 
themes that would subsequently be expanded 
upon in Easterling’s subtraction.

Further on, it is important to look into common 
denominators found in some of the examined 
approaches, most notably those from the 
1990s onward, in an attempt to identify shared 
contemporary concerns and themes in rela-
tion to urban decay. In a number of reviewed 
perspectives, the importance of a critical, in-
terdisciplinary overview of the spatial relation-
ship between the existing (decayed) and any 
newly planned urban layers is underlined. 
This, in turn, results in a redefinition of the ar-
chitects’ traditional role, where they are now 
primarily considered spatial strategists and 
process designers, and only secondarily de-
signers of buildings and other visible spatial 
relationships. This new position also marks a 
shift from the architects’ historic, exclusive 
task of top-down planning, to creation of sys-
tems of softer and more flexible hierarchies 
within which productive combinations of top-
down and bottom-up approaches are possi-
ble. Furthermore, in most recent perspectives, 
the previously present need to heal or repair 
decaying layers with new and better construc-
tion is manifestly absent. More so, numerous 
approaches emphasize the relevance of unde-
veloped or unbuilt spatial layers as equally 
important parts of the contemporary urban 
environment, and strategies of urban subtrac-
tion are opposed to the established, additive 
design operations. Most of the approaches 
also include the environmentally conscious 
theme of circular management of elements in 
the specified process (Fig. 9).

Along with these common themes registered 
in contemporary viewpoints, there are, of 
course, also a number of quite specific issues 
present in different approaches and theories, 
which reflect the complexity of the addressed 
problematic. Ultimately, all this results in ap-
praising a rich repertoire of theoretical and 
design tools that are available in confronting 
and managing the glaring phenomenon of 
decay in architecture today. It is one of the 
major tasks of the 21st-century architects to 
fully assess this complex field and carefully 
identify the appropriate strategies, tech-
niques, and tools for each given spatial situa-
tion, along with its intricate broader context. 
With the right creative modifications and, in 
fact, adequate shift in the understanding of 
their role, architects can, in turn, release new 
spatial potentials and initiate positive urban-
architectural and social changes.

[Proofread by: Aleksandra Žmegač-Horvat]
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Fig. 9 Diagram of 
research scope and 
analysis of selected 
theoretical approaches 
to the phenomenon of 
decay in architecture
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