
THE LIFE AND DEATH OF AN AMERICAN BLOCK:  
A DIALOGUE WITH ENTROPY

“What interests me is the transformation, not 
the monument. I don’t construct ruins, but 
I feel ruins are moments when things show 
themselves. A ruin is not a catastrophe. It is 
the moment when things can start again. A 
treasure we all admire, a gift to the Earth.”

Anselm Kiefer

My goal in this thesis is to frame an existing environment in a manner that 
fosters the witness and embrace of the reality and beauty of decay—
which acts as a marker of the passage of time. I intend to engage in a 
careful renewal of a neglected, and largely forgotten, urban landscape, 
which does not neglect its temporal context. My hope is to explore the full 
potential of the life cycle of buildings and discover the lesson of mortality 
in modern American ruins. 

The question that I am positing is this: 
How can new architecture breathe life into neglected spaces while also 
preserving the found beauty of the state of its breakdown, what one might 
call its ‘character’? Can architecture take cues from and be molded and 
livened by the people, events and nature that it interacts with and is trans-
formed by? And what is the appropriate way to do this? 

We live in a culture that values progress, newness, and speed, that pros-
elytizes through marketing the belief that comfort can be found in sur-
rounding oneself with new things. I argue that, in spite of this mind-set, 
the realization of entropic inevitability is necessary to provide a healthy 
temporal context through which to view the work, play, interactions, rela-
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the reality of the passage of time. Thus, entropy is an inevitable truth that 
does not need to be seen as a negative reality. Its acceptance is crucial to 
an appropriate perspective on life and the human condition, allowing posi-
tive forward movement in the midst of the change and deterioration that 
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Yet the current world of architecture and design nurtures this mentality, 
selling projects through the production of sleek renderings of pristine and 
clean objects, a state that will only last for a short time. What happens af-
ter the building changes use? After additions are made and paint weath-
ers? After it is abandoned and used? What happens next?

URBAN CONTEXT

EXISTING  TEXTURES AND LIGHT

SITE

The block in North Knoxville that I have chosen is a particular site that is 
representative of a prevalent general condition in cities around the coun-
try. These sites, what Alan Berger calls “Drosscapes” are a product of the 
shifts and changes in American cities over the past 50-100 years with the 
rise and fall of industry and massive infrastructure interventions.

Set between the busy intersection of N. Central and N. Broadway [carry-
ing with them  intersecting grids] and the historic Old Gray Cemetery, the 
block is peppered with empty lots, mundane industrial structures in vari-
ous states of disrepair, and very little life. Once a dense, booming mixed 
use city block, it is a ghostly shell of what it once was. 

BLOCK-CITY RELATIONSHIPS  1/512” = 1’

RUIN: SPUR ON PROCESSES OF ENTROPY SELECTIVE REMOVAL INSERTION OF NEW IN OLD FULL RENOVATION

INTERVENTION METHODOLOGY

A historical home footprint bisects the northeast wall of what 
was the boiler room for the former Sanitary Laundry facility. 
An existing retaining wall creates a small sunken space next 
to the more public courtyard. The footprint is responded 
to both in section, with a new opening, and in plan, with a 
water feature.

Once the long-running Sanitary Laundry Facility, this indus-
trial shell is not aiding the life of Broadway. The two areas of 
intervention here are along the street as well as the north-
facing facade, now hidden by a parking lot and later building 
addition. I am proposing a removal of this lot and building, 
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These two zones open up the building to the street and the 
new park and bus shelter, engaging the public and fostering 
a healthy street presence. 

The sectional response is a new corten frame for a glazed 
opening which allows visual communication into the auxiliary 
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wood] marks where the footprint exists on the interior. New 
stepped seating is installed along the retaining wall and the 
concrete pad is broken up and replaced with permeable 
gravel. Little Bluestem, a wild grass native to the region, 
further frames this garden space. 

An existing connection the Sanitary Laundry building, which 
now sits awkwardly [and uselessly] on the facade is re imag-
ined as a deck boardwalk which enables circulation between 
separate salvage spaces as well as a unique aerial view of 
the site. 

The beautiful rusty south facing bi-fold doors are kept, yet 
a new glazed entry is inserted behind them to secure the 
space

Currently the majority of its sidewalk windows are boarded 
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leaving just the beautiful limestone and brick work of the 
structure and creating a street arcade to continue the wide 
pedestrian way started by the new bus shelter. This new 
inset facade is fully glazed to create storefronts for Knox 
Heritage’s gallery spaces and the neighboring cafe. 

The structural frame is also celebrated in the newly opened 
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which extend the archive and salvage functions of Knox 
Heritage into the public zone. This frame language is mir-
rored in the simple bus shelter which cantilevers out over the 
courtyard, symbolically extending the life of the street into 
the interior of the block and framing a view of the new land-
scape spaces. The materiality of these boxes [corten steel 
and cedar wood planks] is important as they relate to time 
and the entropic process of weathering. 

EXISTING CONDITION

GREENHOUSE

WORKSHOP

SHOWCASE STORAGE

KNOX HERITAGE

ZONE OF INTERFACE SPECIFIC ENGAGEMENT NEW COMPOSITE CONDITIONS

Once a machine shop and later an auto equipment busi-
ness, this beautiful little building, with a fully industrial glazed 
space sandwiched between brick ends, has changed own-
ership and uses many times. Its potential to related to Old 
Gray cemetery, which sits across Tyson St. is aided by its 
open lot to the south. This lot side lot and the corner facing 
the cemetery are the areas focused on for intervention. 

Several additions hide the pure geometry of this barrel vault-
ed storage building. However the location of one addition, 
which frames a line of existing doors, is a prime location for 
an updated entry element. This northwest corner is removed 
and replaced with a wrapping awning element that frames 
a new glazed entry and acts as a sign for the community 
workshop cooperative. 

The roof is replaced to accommodate a greenhouse in the 
rear, whose program extends to meet the now terraced lot 
for raised growing beds. This terrace completes the land-
scape sequence and leads to Old Gray. The new corten 
framing element, like in the workshop, creates an open entry 
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use and public engagement. 

The new corten insertion shades the openings and frames 
the extension of the workshop functions into an outdoor 
workspace for larger scale projects and events such as iron 
pours. The double doors are renovated to increase visual 
connection and can fully open up to create one space. The 
language of the insertion borrows from the frames in the 
other buildings but acts here in a different way. 

Full Renovation with Insertions

Interior gutted to structural components

Additions removed to reveal pure form

Exterior re-painted

Secured and conditioned to facilitate new 
use

Southwest corner removed and replaced 
with glazing/awning to accommodate 
sign, entry, transparency and extension 
into outdoor work area

Interiors re-done to include entry desk, 
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areas

[WORKSHOP]

Full Renovation with insertions
Interior gutted to structural components

Exterior cleaned

Secured and conditioned to facilitate new 
use

First bay along Broadway removed to ac-
commodate sign, entry, transparency and 
wider pedestrian path

New storefront glazing installed at second 
bay

Interiors re-done to include entry desk, 
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archive, event and support spaces

Steel structure painted white to set apart 
from new additions/partitions
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cleaned and polished

Glazing replaced [in original frames]

Salvaged windows incorporated into new 
partitions
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levels and allow light to pass 

Boxes inserted within structural frame-
work to extend programs into exterior 
zones

Corten steel and cedar wood used in new 
insertions to show weathering over time

[KNOX HERITAGE/CAFE]

Full Renovation with insertions

Rear roof is removed and replaced with 
glazed greenhouse roof

Interior gutted to structural components

Exterior cleaned

Secured and conditioned to facilitate new 
use

Glazing replaced [in original frames]

South corner removed and replaced with 
glazing/awning to accommodate sign, 
entry and transparency 

Interiors re-done to include display and 
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age and greenhouse 

'��
���
��������
��
����������
��
�����

[GREENHOUSE]

accelerated Ruin /Return to Nature

Entirely gutted to structural shell

Roof is removed, revealing steel truss

Exterior left untouched

Unsecured and unconditioned

Glazing and frames removed, leaving 
bare openings
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historical footprints , and replaced with 
permeable gravel, grassy plain, wild 
grasses, and a koi pond
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[RUIN PARK]

Controlled Ruin with Insertion

Secured but unconditioned

Additions removed to reveal pure form

Exterior left untouched

Glazing replaced [in original frames]

Historical footprint informs new store-
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material

Balcony bridge connection inspired by 
existing condition

[SHOWCASE STORAGE]

[GROUND/LANDSCAPE]

Post-industrial park

Grade changes mediated by terracing

Bus shelter acts as public sign to park 
and bridges street and sunken courtyard

Ground permeability increased

Primary site path articulated by rubble 
used from salvaged materials gathered 
on site

Historical footprints inform areas of mate-
rial change

Little Bluestem [native grass] planted in 
select areas to maintain wildness of site in 
select places
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