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tion, and romantic novels. Artists have tried to construct these images 

for centuries, often exaggerating the past in order to make a more 

attractive narrative.  I propose an architecture that works in the same 

way. The architect controls the narrative through the preservation and 

curation of tectonic details. He can create, destroy, or restore an exist-

ing building, and by altering the brick pattern, window style or orna-

ment, can create his own version of history. This thesis addresses the 

image of a post-Civil War industrial site, the Appomattox Iron Works & 

Supply Co. building, in Petersburg Virginia. By taking advantage of one 

existing structure, the architect can reinvent the city as a modern desti-

nation. By juxtaposing the old, with a new set of residential apartments, 

the area becomes attractive to those young professionals who want to 

submerge themselves in the locale of an artistic urban community.  
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    In recent years it has become popular to trans-

form industrial sites, valued for their central urban 

locations, into high-end residential developments.  

Examples include Ghirardelli Square in San Francisco, 

California, and the Minneapolis Riverfront, Minnesota.  

These areas fell into ruin as industry moved away 

from the inner cities and people moved toward the 

dream of a suburban life.  However, with today’s eco-

nomic changes, young professionals are moving back 

into the inner city.  “From the earliest times, urban 

communities have been the driving force behind hu-

man affairs.  They remain irresistible destinations for 

all those who want to be where things are happen-

ing.” 1  Those who wish to be close to everything are 

moving in, claiming prime real estate and reworking 

zoning laws to rehabilitate existing structures such as 

warehouses, factories, and abandoned lofts. 

    A major question in adaptive re-use, for the archi-

tect, is the decision to transform or preserve an exist-

ing site.  When rehabilitating a space, what do you 

keep?  “The very best conversions are those in which 

the architectural heritage is respected by the new in-

habitants, who allow the overall style to be dictated 

by its form.” 2  Half the fun in taking over an exist-

ing building is working within the existing framework; 

looking at available space, using existing windows and 

piecing together materials.  The encoded aesthetic of 

a factory is completely different from that of a new 

apartment building. Spaces designed for machines 

and assembly lines are capable of offering cathedral 

like ceilings and open layouts, but may not lend them-

selves easily to all domestic situations. 

    This 6-unit apartment complex is set within the 

existing structure of the old Appomattox Iron Works 

& Supply Co., Inc.  The challenge was to construct a 

domestic program within the vacant ruin, juxtaposing 

the old and the new.  The old being the museum, 

designated by the smoke stained brick and Victorian 

window treatments, and the new, being the space for 

a new three piece living room set.  As the goal in ar-

chitecture is largely to improve the built environment, 

social destination, downtown. The design is meant to 

attract young professionals who are interested in liv-

ing within an artistic loft community. 

1  Niesewand, Nonie. Converted Spaces. London: Conran Octopus, 1998. Print. pg 10

2  
Ibid. pg 23

ADAPTIVE RE-USE
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    The Appomattox Iron Works & Supply Co. was es-

tablished in 1899 as a foundry and machine shop for 

Southwest Virginia. Helped by the economic boom 

taking place after the American Civil War, Peters-

burg grew into a sizable industrial center. Business 

was dependant on the railroads, and their machines 

were sold from Richmond, all the way to Texas. 3

city.  Industry took place at the bottom, nearest the 

railroad. Storefronts progressed up North Sycamore, 

and the mansions began to appear at the top eleva-

tions, overlooking the river.

    Today, with less use of the rail lines, and par-

tially because of the destruction caused by a 1993 

tornado, the city is struggling. Business is mostly in 

antiques. The Iron Works sits between four major 

cross streets:  North Sycamore, Old Street, North 

Market, and West Bank. The area immediately be-

hind the existing storefront, which was once re-

served for the foundry, now offers a courtyard ideal 

for residential parking.

3 “Appomattox Iron Works & Supply Co. Inc.” The International Magazine of Industry (April 1912). Print. 
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OLD STREET



7

ca. 1970’s RUSSELL DAVIS COLLECTION (Left)

ca. 1912 IMAGE FROM THE INTL. MAGAZINE OF INDUSTRY (Right)

      “Photos courtesy of the Petersburg Museums, 

        City of Petersburg, VA, Laura Wil loughly, 2010.”
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    History can only be described as a narra-

tive. The question becomes, which story should 

the architect tell? An interesting case in point 

is Carlo Scarpa’s work on the Castelvecchio, in 

Verona. The museum is a medieval ruin, which 

underwent several renovations in the twentieth 

century.  Antonio Avena, curator in 1923, tried 

to hide evidence of foreign occupation by trans-

forming the ruin into lavish bedrooms. Rewriting 

history, he added Gothic windows and intricate 

design is a provocative and welcome alternative 

to the usual practice of preserving the architec-
4  Af-

ter 1957 he added symbolic details into his con-

struction, intent on seducing “the curious visitor 

willing to exchange myth for reality and to cast 

a critical eye on visual history.”5  Scarpa made 

little consideration for the museum’s past archi-

tectural merit, but sculpted a new narrative, a 

new image, based on Verona’s history. 

4  Coombs, Tamara. “Scarpa-Castelvecchio, A Critical Rehabilitation.” Places 8.1 (1992)  Print. pg 7

5  
Ibid. pg 7
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EARLY ILLUSTRATION (Left)

EARLY ILLUSTRATION (Right)
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    The preservation of a city is more complicated 

than the restoration of a few key sites.  It must 

become sustainable in the modern era. It must 

juxtapose the old and the new, provide an image, 

while catering to a contemporary lifestyle. And, as 

observed in the historic restoration of Rome, “the 

problems of necessity and the problems of gran-

deur” are often contradictory. 8  The city can either 

spend money moving forward, or spend money 

glorifying a relic. The challenge is to preserve just 

enough character of the post- Civil War image that 

it can attract new residents while opening itself up 

to a new program.  According to Lewis Mumford 

“one of … [the City’s] own principal function’s is to 

serve as a museum: in its own right, the historic 

city retains, by reason of its amplitude and its long 

past, a larger … collection of cultural specimens 

than can be found elsewhere.”9  The architect has 

to judge which details are important to that image 

and become a curator in order to design a new 

narrative for the city.

8 

9 
Mumford, Lewis. The City in History: Its Origins, Its Transformations, and Its Prospects. New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1961. Print.
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6 “Appomattox Iron Works, 20-28 Old Street, Petersburg, VA.” Historic American Buildings Survey/ Historic 
         American Engineering Record. Library of Congress. Web. Aug. 2010.
         <http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/collections/habs_haer/>.
7 Powell, Ken. Architecture Reborn: Converting Old Buildings for New Uses. New York: Rizzoli, 1999. Print.
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RED BRICK MATERIAL (Top Left)

WHITE CLAY BRICK (Bottom Left)

ENTEROS ARCHITECTURE FACADE (Right)

“Image courtesy of Enteros Design, City of Petersburg, VA, Gi l l  Entzminger, 2011.”
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    Domesticating an industrial site requires in-

sight into what a young professional may want 

in a residential space.  Assuming the inhabitants 

are young, on their own, and presumably bud-

geting on a minimal salary, space is cut down 

to a single bedroom unit. The public area of the 

home is separate from the private bed and bath, 

both for convenience and to maximize the view. 

The larger rectangle in the outer tower is occu-

pied by an open kitchen, and is meant as a pub-

lic reception area. A steep stairway leads into 

the private area where bath and bedroom are 

combined.  Levels of privacy are considered, and 

friends are able to access the bathroom without 

intruding into the bedroom. However, the bed 

and bath are one unit.  The inner city location is 

the best asset to the space and views are pro-

vided on both north and south facades of the 

building. Curtains are essential to the architec-

ture. This textile marks the boundary between 

the industrial museum and domestic space.
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INTERIOR STAIR
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WALL SECTION
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SECTION ELEVATION
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INTERIOR PERSPECTIVE
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1st FLOOR REFLECTED CEILING PLAN
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