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This group is concerned with exploring architecture's 
position in time. The law of Conservation of Mass 
states that: “The same amount of matter exists before 
and after the change - none is created or destroyed”. 
This is also true of space, and lends itself to the idea of 
transience and impermanence.

As it is understood that everything with physical form is 
doomed to decay, these theses examine material change 
in architecture and its relationship with the user.
The group seeks to explore and understand the false 
perception of permanence in built form.

Repair, change and regrowth are intrinsically linked 
to these theses, and viewed through a ristualitic lens. 
Therefore, the product of such explorations will be a 
process or framework; A method of constructing, born 
out of its connection to landscape and community. The 
resultant project may be thought of as the outcome of a 
process rather than a singular designed object.

Billy O’ Carroll
Lemuiel Hadarau
Samu Bockarie 
Séamus Macadhaimh 
Dónal Ó’Cionnfhaolaidh

Material Agency
Group Statement
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Constructing | Decay

Abstract
Re-Colonization:  The act of re-populating a habitat by 
a species, often a pioneer species.

Lichen (pioneer species): A symbiotic relationship 
between fungi and alga, residing on a substrate (rock, 
tree, surface).
      
“Of all the countries in the world, Ireland is the country 

for ruins”
    -Johann Georg Kohl

Ireland’s damp climate is conducive for creating ruins. 
Timber quickly rots away, masonry is soon overgrown. 
Landscapes, once razed to make way for human 
consumption are re-colonized, becoming denser and 
richer than before. The process of re-colonization is 
slow and unassuming.  

This thesis explores and evaluates the ecological 
significance of decay by conducting deep surveys of 
the Portlaw Cotton Mill through a variety of scales and 
mediums.

The resultant project is a collection of ideas, 
culminating in a series of interventions which offer an 
an alternative approach to re-use, rather than a singular 
designed piece of architecture. These provocations 
examine the relationship between new and old, testing 
the possibilities of constructing within a biodiverse 
landscape.

This thesis re-frames the process of dereliction and 
decay as an opportunity for ecological growth, and a 
way to find new narratives and meaning in our historical 
fabric. 
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“We are all lichens” 
  - Scott Gilbert 

Impermanence is inescapable.
Although an undeniable truth, it is the antithesis of 
Western architectural tradition; buildings should be 
durable and permanent.                          
                                                                       
“Therefore when we build let us think that we build 
forever” (Ruskin, 1849)
     
Impermenance       
Perhaps the Parthenon above all else embodies this, 
apparently standing resolute for two and a half millennia 
against the natural forces of time; an enduring symbol 
of Western civilization. The Parthenon, unsurprisingly, 
has undergone many transformations. Time has stripped 
it of its colourful paint, fires and explosions have 
ravaged the structure, its stones used to build mosques 
and churches. Much of what we see today are 19th and 
20th century restorations.
 
Enormous amounts of capital and energy are invested 
to keep our built heritage as an image frozen in time. 
Caitlin De Silvey (2017) implores us to uncouple 
memory from material stasis. Our attitudes towards 
material conservation often flit between total 
preservation or complete destruction. De Silvey offers 
a third possibility, where the gradual processes of 
structural and material decay could be seen as additive 
as well as destructive.
 
Decay; derives from the Latin de-caderre; to fall down. 
Its biological interpretation is the chemical breaking 
down of a substrate to make its components available 
for new growth. Similarly entropy is the measure of 

possible arrangements of the atoms of an object; In 
other words it is a measurement of disorder.  Jacob 
and Cairns (2014) explain that “biological concepts 
of decay are full of activity, exchange, acquisition and 
redistribution.”
 
Perhaps a version of this was understood by the 
Mesopotamians; the creation goddess Tiamat, 
responsible for all life, was also the symbol of 
primordial chaos. What would it mean to examine the 
entropic possibilities of decay of built form, following 
the seemingly random results of time; the meandering 
path of ivy, the spread of rust on a steel roof; rather than 
futile attempts to ultimately delay the inevitable. Decay 
can be a process of loss as well as an opportunity for 
growth.
                                   
The current eco-architecture trends admirably attempt to 
bridge the divide between nature and culture, however 
within capitalist systems nature is seen as a resource. 
Greenwashing fosters an almost neo-Victorian view 
of nature; trees and flowers. are seen as desirable and 
can be worked into architectural form, dismissing that 
which might seem unsavory in the same context.

Subnatures
The pioneering flora and fauna which opportunistically 
begin to colonize abandoned structures are recognized 
in George Batailles description of “unstable, fetid, 
lukewarm substances where life  ferments ignobly” 
(1993: 81). David Gissan (2009) may describe them 
as a subnature. According to Gissan no nature is 
inherently subnatural, rather this classification arises 
when nature stands in opposition with dominant 
architectural discourse. Mary Douglas (1966) asserts 
that dirt lacks any physical characteristics, rather it is 
a relationship; “matter out of place”. Weeds are simply 

An Assemblage of Ideas
Thesis Formation and Literature Review
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I s e  J i n g u  S h i k i n e n  S e n g u R e p a i r i n g  s t o n e  w a l l s  

Everything with physical concrete form is doomed to decay. The  Ise Jingu Grand shrine in 
Japan has been continually torn down and rebuilt every 20 years for as long as  2000 years.

Rather than preserving the continuity of form, how can we preserve the 
continuity of process, in doing so engaging with history, tradition and ritual.
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plants out of place. Ivy only becomes a nuisance when it 
compromises a stone wall or blocks a window.
 
Nature, and specifically weeds have featured in western 
architecture since its inception. Vitruvius relates 
the story of Callimachus, upon seeing a funerary 
urn overgrown by an acanthus plant, fashioned the 
Corinthian order on its likeness ( Gissan, 2009). More 
recently, both Wright and Sullivan designed ornaments 
based on weeds. These examples don't compel us to 
confront our relationship with subnatures, instead they 
elevate them to a palatable aesthetic.
 
Pigeons, classed by Gissan as a “subnature” were once 
revered in classical entablature and encouraged to nest 
in temples. A more complete view of nature would 
seek to look beyond that which is only beneficial to 
an architectural program.  This thesis explores a post 
humanist examination of architectural decay, where 
abandoned structures provide space for opportunistic 
organisms. Previous research of such structures and 
spaces sought to highlight the rich, varied ecology 
flourishing in microclimates created by architectural 
elements.
 
Dereliction and Micro-habitats  
At the small scale of a single architectural element, 
Marcus Collier (2015) illustrated the capacity of dry 
stone walls to harbour novel ecosystems and provide 
refuge for animals, insects and lichens.
The post industrial site of Canvey Wick has, at the scale 
of a landscape, become the most bio-diverse area in 
the United Kingdom since its abandonment (Barkham, 
2017). Here, the built fabric has created multiple 
habitat types in close proximity; an open mosaic habitat 
(Buglife, 2020).
 

Such sites could be described as anxious landscapes; 
decaying, rusting industrial sites (Picon et al, 2000). 
Gardener Giles Clemént (2003) labelled them as the 
third landscape, often perceived as the left behind, 
transitional, unpleasant edges of society.  To accept all 
forms of nature is to acknowledge them as a strange but 
total ecosystem.
 
Ruin and Aesthetics  
An interest in abandoned landscapes is not novel, a 
fascination with the decaying and derelict has pervaded 
western discourse for millennia.  Xenophon, writing 
in 4th millennium BC recounts the cataclysmic fall of 
Nineveh, describing in awe of it's massive brick walls 
and crumbling ziggurat, “which were inhabited in 
ancient times” (Anabasis III.4).  Remains from antiquity 
had a profound impression on the Renaissance, 
paintings loaded with imagery of Greek and roman 
ruins. Scholars flooded the streets of Rome in the 18th 
century, profiting from the grand tour, a rite of passage 
for Europe's young aristocrats.  The internet trend 
of “ruin porn” fetishizes images of decay; industrial 
sites from America's rust belt or imposing crumbling 
concrete relics of the Soviet Union (Gansky, 2014).

Above: Canvey Wick, Collage (Volume I)
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 This thesis proposes to reframe a morbid, fatalistic 
fascination in ruins, and explore the many additive 
possibilities of the complex processes of ageing. This 
marks a conflict; as it is established that such landscapes 
are rich, diverse ecologies, then what is the appropriate 
justification for an architectural re-intervention? 
This thesis will offer an example, or methodology 
for re-inhabitation; some structural elements may be 
allowed to collapse, we may follow the ivy’s path along 
a wall, and decay will continue uninterrupted.
 
Minor Architecture
Jill Stoner (2012) notes how recent architectural 
agendas promote shallow environmental ideals, yet the 
discipline continues to promote the production of new 
buildings. 

“The novelist William Gass once wrote; “We should 
try to dream beyond the bricks”, but I believe that now, 
with so many bricks in place, it is our job as architects 

to dream our way through them”- Jill Steiner
 
In a world of fragile economies and rising sea levels, 
we can no longer perpetuate a growth at all costs 
approach to building or participate in an architecture 
which stands as a symbol for capital. The current global 
conditions call for an architecture which manifests as 
transformation.
 
Adaptive re-use is a significant strategy to reduce the 
building industry’s affects on the environment.  The 
descriptions of decay presented here have emphasized 
growth and colonization, promoting a narrative of 
nature and built form coalescing.  In conventional re-
use the ivy would be stripped from the walls, foliage 
cleared, walls stabilized and repointed. This loss would 
go unnoticed by most.

Above: Primary Succession, colonisation of an architectural 
element over 15 years. (Volume I)

Right: Creation of various micro-habitats in ruins. (Volume I)
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Co-Inhabiting
Steiner recounts the introduction of peregrine falcons 
into American cities as pesticides threatened the species. 
The narrow streets and looming concrete facades mimic 
the cliffs and ledges they evolved for. Neither species, 
human nor falcon have deterritorialized the cities for 
each other, thus saving the American falcon population 
from certain decimation.
 
Drawing from these examples, this thesis explores an 
architectural language of re-inhabitation which does not 
seek to strip away the ivy, or deterritorialize these third 
landscapes for their new inhabitants.
 
In “Staying with the Trouble”, Donna Harraway 
proclaims that Gaia is not a personification, rather a 
complex systemic phenomena of “species, kinds and 
assemblages” (2016:33). Perhaps an architecture could 
become an assemblage of Gaia, like a lichen growing 
on a substrate rather than positioned in opposition. This 
is not a heroic architecture, it is slow, transient and 
tentative.
 
As the story goes, Tiamat, goddess of the creation 
sea is slain by Marduk, the patron deity of Babylon. 
Perhaps this is analogous to the city's dominion over 
the landscape. Now more than ever reconciliation with 
nature is needed.

Right: Provocation, reintroducing new elements into an 
overgrown structure (Volume I)
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This thesis has been guided by site, aided by intensive 
surveys bridging the scale of landscape, to that of 
a single organism. This is a reiterative process of 
foraging, finding, examining and translating.
 
Construction inevitably begets destruction, coming to 
terms with this undeniable fact has been slow. Careful 
contemplation of site, decay and the forceful nature of 
building, has resulted in a process that is marked by 
hesitation, tentativeness and conflict.
 

“But there is nothing wrong with conflict, is there? 
When an artist fashions a painting there is always 

conflict- a struggle taking place in your head” 
- Anselm Keifer (2020)

 

 An attempt is made to understand a range of topics 
before daring to make an intervention; ecology 
and biology, subjects not well versed by architects. 
Therefore, precedent and reference, especially from 
non-architectural sources have been central to the 
process.
 
This thesis is marked by a lack of a singular graphical 
style. A last attempt to explore many styles of drawing, 
materials and model making. Similar to a liberal use 
of reference, a varied use of representation reflects 
the character of this thesis, that of drawing, weaving 
together of extra architectural sources, a form of 
bricolage. Although architectural references proved 
invaluable, often the most challenging questions were 
answered by found moments from the site itself.

Although the mediums are varied, Flora and fauna are 
constantly depicted without hierarchy in relation to the 
new interventions. In fact a reiterative process emerged 
of representing existing flora first, followed by the 
intervention.
 
The work does not culminate in a singular designed 
object, rather attempts to create a novel narrative or 
methodology towards re-use. Despite the specificity 
of site analysis, the resulting architecture develops as 
a framework for construction in decaying landscapes. 
The product is not a complete, resolved building but a 
collection of ideas linking themes of impermanence, 
decay and re-use.
 

Process

Site Photograph- Engine House Interior
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The Portlaw Cotton Mill

Nestled between oak covered hills, on a bend in the 
Clodaigh river sits the Portlaw Tannery, a campus of 
decay. The sleepy, nearby village of Portlaw slowly 
forgets its industrial past as ivy climbs higher along the 
factory walls.
 
The history of this site is not a driving factor in this 
thesis, instead it is viewed as a found landscape, 
its interest deriving from its diverse habitats and 
captivating sequences of forgotten space.
 
Its history is interesting nonetheless and provides an 
understanding as to how a vast industrial landscape 
emerged in a rural backwater of county Waterford. 
David Malcolmson established a mill here in 1825 after 
successes in Clonmel and Carrick with similar ventures. 
As the Malcolmsons fortunes grew, so did Portlaw, 
Ireland's first planned industrial village (Foran). The 
family were not only regarded for their industriousness, 
but also for the working environment provided for 
their employees; it is said the original cotton factory 
had 365 windows, and generous homes were built for 
the workers, atypical for the industrial revolution.  At 
its height it was the second largest mill in Ireland,  its 
products being exported globally; Brazil, China, North 
America, transported by steamship; the Malcolmsons 
owned the largest fleet in the world for a time(Portlaw 
I.C.A, 1986).
 
The Mills downfall in the 1870s is attributed to the 
American Civil War. The Malcolmsons continued to 
trade with the south, running Lincoln's naval blockade. 
The bills due to the family were useless after they 
backed the wrong side, resulting in considerable debt 
(Hunt, 2000).

Found Spaces

Right: Site location map, situated between old oak covered 
hills on the Clodaigh River.

Above: Site context plan, situated at the end of a long avenue 
from the hand shaped village of Portlaw. 
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Planometric; A campus of varying states of decay, much 
of the site is covered in dense growth.
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After years of decay the site was converted to a tannery 
in 1932, soon the largest in Europe (Foran). For 50 
years it prospered, however like the cotton mill before 
it, it too failed.
 
Although it is an extra-ordinary site, it is composed 
of elements common in the Irish landscape; disused 
steel and concrete sheds, crumbling stone walls, larger 
industrial buildings, even a large Palladian mansion. 
Ireland’s damp climate is conducive for creating ruins. 
Timber quickly rots away, masonry is soon overgrown. 
The Mill once stood as a monument to man’s dominion 
over nature, now it has become one with the landscape 
it had previously tried to tame.
 

Large rusting iron gates leading from the old village 
market square quietly announce the mill's presence. 
Down a long crumbling lane bordered by scrubland, 
glimpses of a brick chimney set to a backdrop of 
forested hills. Continuing along the path, a monumental 
concrete framed building is the first building 
encountered, a massive cantilevered canopy expresses 
arrival. Instinctively drawn beneath it, through rows of 
columns is an overgrown courtyard and the remains of 
the original stone mill, which has been hollowed out, a 
newer concrete structure inserted.

Above: The site in use as a Tannery, via Waterford County 
Museum

Righte: Concrete Framed Tannery Building and cantilevered 
canopy.

Areas for further investigation
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Above: Brick Chinmey, from cotton mill era.

Right: An enticing opening to a forgotten space.Part of the 
Engine house complex
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 Moving through or moving up, either choice presents a 
deepening sense of decay and re-growth. The collapsed 
mill roof creates space for opportunistic tree species to 
take root in the rotting timber beams; A forest of oak, 
ash and scots pine elevated 5 floors above the ground. 
From here the whole site can be seen; the fast flowing 
river and stagnant canal, rusting corrugated sheds, stone 
structures overrun with ivy and Palladian mansion 
emerging from the tree canopy. Buzzards and other 
birds of prey circle overhead, bats nest in the many 
crevices (Dixon et al). Lilith, the wind spirit who resides 
in ruins, rhythmically rattles loose steels and whistles 
through countless cracks.
 

Identifying buildings of interest to be further explored. 

South  (1) and East (2) elevations of the concrete framed 
factory building, describing the texture and atmosphere of the 
decaying structure. 
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1:100 Part model of the concrete framed tannery building
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Passing through unassuming doorways, over fallen 
timbers  or under sagging masses of ivy,
the spaces unravel, each revealing individual narratives 
of decay. Spaces where darkness and moisture 
intermingle, teeming with ferns, mosses, liverworts, 
fungi, gastropods, imbued with the cooling atmosphere 
of a forgotten grotto. Other areas where saplings, 
creeping plants, bushes and grasses have taken root 
in the sun soaked ridges and crumbling mortar of old 
rubble walls.
 
It is usually eerily quiet here, apart from the distant 
cries of preying birds. Occasionally, especially on 
sunny weekends visitors squeeze between the rusting 
gates to explore. Local children play hide and seek, and 
teenagers climb the concrete stairs to the roof to smoke 
a joint or share a can, a commanding refuge from the 
watchful eyes of the village. 
 
This project does not attempt to reconcile or understand 
the entire site, some spaces are explored, others are left 
to be forgotten, left for the birds, for the insects and the 
mosses.

[Drawing Title]
Scale: 1:50

3

Identifying buildings of interest to be further explored. 

Partial site sections of stone engine house and associated 
buildings describing the degree to which nature has taken 
hold.
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[Drawing Title]
Scale: 1:50
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Making a Mess
1:50 concrete model of Engine House, invoking the 

athmosphere and fragility of the  decaying structure. 
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Section of concrete framed structure 
depicting a narrative of decay over 50 years of 
abandonement.

Chronology: Years of dereliction, looting, and the 

forces of nature have stripped the structure of its 

steel roof. Now exposed, wooden rafters begin 

to rot, collapsing onto the concrete floor below.  

The mushy, moist, decomposing matter becomes 

a suitable location for seeds, blown by the wind 

from the surrounding forested hills. An unexpected 

gardem of decidiuos trees.

Decay as Narrative
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Plant Species Organised by Expected Succession 
Cycles
1) Moss (Brachythecium),  
2) Hart’s-tongue Fern, 3) Various fern species, 
4) Maidenhair Spleenwort or Rusty-back Fern, 
5) Liverwort, 
6) Perrenials and grasses,
7) Bramble - Common Blackberry, 
8) Ivy- Hedera helix,  
9) Ivy- Hedera hibernica, 
10) Purging Buckthorn Seedling, 
11) Various Saplings - Sycamore or Ash,
12) Young Trees. 

Chronology

Rotting timber floors expose mechanical voids.  Shaded, 
moist spaces present opportunities for mosses, fern, 
liverworts and other pioneer plants to take root. Drifting 
leaves, decaying timbers, and rotting plant matter create 
soil for increasingly complex organisms; perennials, 
grasses and saplings.
Over time landscape reclaims constructed space. 

Planometric cataloguing various flora and a narrative of decay in the 
Engine House building.
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The site is vast, and the process of surveying and 
comprehending it felt overwhelming at times.

After identifying the existing structures of interest, 
the primary interventions take the form of a route; 
stairs, bridges and wayfinding objects to link them. 
The existing concrete stairs are few and far between, in 
various states of dereliction and unsuitable for public 
use. They are replaced by new timber circulation towers, 
set in the courtyard. 

Their objective is to set a route, traversing level changes 
and waterways, whilst simultaneously denoting primary 

circulation to be used by human occupants, and areas 
which will be left to continue to decay and re-wild. This 
distinction is not strictly defined. An adventurous visitor 
may leave the path, venturing into decay and wilderness,  
but these conditions can also be experienced from the 
safety of the new interventions.
 
The subsequent spaces explored in the following 
sections become an act of layering thoughts and 
elements; one intervention leads to another. Therefore, 
these initial additions are imagined as enabling works; 
people and materials flow through them, facilitating the 
construction of new spaces along this infrastructural 
spine.

Defining a Route
Navigating
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Scenography - Route
A set of images depict how parts of the site might be accessed, 
anticipating the minimum intervention necessary to mediate level 
changes, traverse canals, and to weave between rich micro-habitats and 
areas of targeted decay. 

Provocations
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 In a “Species of Spaces”, George Perec (1997) recognizes 
that all rooms are alike, more or less. Apartments and 
houses are a series of cube-like malleable spaces, defined 
by their function. When there is a space for cooking 
the space becomes a kitchen, an area for sleeping infers 
a bedroom. Perec imagines alternative approaches to 
order spaces based on their functional relationships, 
like in large bourgeois houses which contain a series of 
drawing rooms. Or else spaces could be categorized by 
their individual sensory experiences; “a gustorium, or 
auditory, feelery or smellery” (Perec,1997:51).
 
This thesis has no defined brief or function, instead 
attempts to create a series of spaces fit for human 
habitation. They are habitable, serviced, sometimes 
insulated, suitable for dwelling or working. Other times 
they are weathertight, yet still exposing the massive 
existing structures. Oftentimes they are simply covered; 
threshold spaces, circulation routes, maybe workshops 
for local trades. Their defining features arise, not from 
their internal function, but their relationship to existing 
conditions. Intimate spaces to retreat to surrounded 
by old walls covered in ferns, larger, brighter spaces to 
gather under dramatic concrete spans. Rooms which 
open onto gardens of decay and wilderness.
 
It is hoped that this thesis could be a framework for 
construction, or an exemplar of habitable, serviceable 
spaces within post industrial landscapes.
 
This way of working ensured that explorations into 
the themes of the thesis would be unburdened by the 
re-iterative task of researching and perfecting a specific 
typology. Perhaps subconsciously it was also a means of 
separating the thesis from complex local issues, which 
would dilute the core themes of the thesis.

The methods of creating space presented could easily be 
co-opted by the residents of Portlaw by defining their 
own brief, enabling a sense of community autonomy 
through construction.
 
Although the thesis is undoubtedly site specific, down 
to the scale of bird's nest or sapling root,  it is hoped 
that the methodology of observing and making  could 
be applied to similarly decaying sites across the country, 
therefore working without a defined brief allows for 
multiple interpretations.
 
The themes of this thesis are  primarily explored in 
relation to the masonry engine house structures, 
however it is with the understanding that more intense 
occupation of the concrete building would enable the 
construction of unconventional interventions elsewhere.

Rooms for Inhabitaion

A Series of Spaces

Above: Initial Organizational Isometric showing horizontal 
and vertical routes in red and ajoining habitable spaces in 
green.

Right: Cut away axonometric depicting a more developed 
sequence of spaces along a route. 
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Site plan depicting occupied spaces as islands of inahbitation in a landscape of dereliction.
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De Silvey (2017) notes in Curated Decay how terms 
such as reconstruction, conservation or restoration in 
the context of decaying structures infers an attempt to 
return to a prior, oftentimes imagined state. 
Terms such as consolidation or stabilization are neutral 
terms, referring to an attempt to freeze the effects 
of time, though not seeking to reverse it. Even these 
“neutral” ideas are in opposition to De Silvey’s thesis. 
This is unworkable in practice.
 
Explorations into stabilizing infrastructure in the engine 
house buildings do not attempt to freeze decay, but are 
a practical necessity to make safe habitable areas of the 
site. It is imagined these timber supports, painted to 
protect from the elements, could be formed in a way that 
disturbs the existing flora and fauna as little as possible, 
eventually accelerating their growth as a trellis for 
creeping vines. The supporting grid prevents complete 
structural failure of the rubble walls, but allows for the 
continuation of their material decay. 

Supporting Infrastructure

Securing

Above: Sketches examining structures which stabalize and 
support masonry walls.

Right: Sketch showing how the act of stabilizing would 
facilitate an architecture to re-inhabit the ruins. Supports 
to make safe the built elements leave flora and fauna 
undisturbed
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The initial sketches show a somewhat flexible system, 
articulated around larger areas of growth, selectively 
supporting where possible. An approach to touching the 
ground is similarly flexible, where areas of pre-existing 
concrete are found and re-appropriated as footings for 
steel connections.

A process of layering elements is continued here. 
The area of the site becomes accessible due to earlier 
enabling infrastructure; bridges, service lifts, stairs. 
An additional layer, supporting infrastructure makes 
the existing structure safe, and allows for a further 
layering of spaces to occupy these supports. These 
rooms are indicated in the initial sketches as lightweight 
constructions, and are set back from existing walls to 
allow for the continuation of material decay, creeping 
plants to continue their ascent, small birds to nest in 
the cracks between stones, and allow dappled light 
to penetrate beneath to the ferns, gastropods and 
liverworts which dwell in the shaded refuges below.
 
This intent is further highlighted on the sketch plans 
(below) , where the existing conditions of decay are 
mapped, and an appropriate amount of inhabitation 
layered on top, or in between. This marks a key 
concern in this thesis, determining a suitable level 
of new intervention which does not detract from the 
ecological and atmospheric conditions of post industrial 
landscapes.

Right: Drawing which explores how stabalising 
infrastructures could take on a secondary role of supporting 
occupiable spaces.

Above: 1:100 Precedent model
Peter Zumthor : Allmannajuvet Zinc Mine Museum, Norway.

This structure sits on the rocky, uneven mountain surface with 
screw foundations lightly breaking the surface.
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Right: Drawing which explores how stabalising 
infrastructures could take on a secondary role of supporting 
occupiable spaces.

Above: The rooms placed within these supports would be 
shifted from walls, letting light penetrate below, allowing 
ambitious creeping plants to continue their ascent , or pulled 
back from corners so ferns, liverworts and mollusks can 
continue to thrive in niches between stone. 
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Above:
Engine House
1) Mapping Architectural Elements
2) Mapping all new growth present.
3) Indicating the degree to which plants have reclaimed the  
    space

Right: Sketch Plan depicting rooms which respond to the 
pre-existing plant growth.
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New structures must also take part in the performative 
act of weathering and decay. A material palette begins 
to reflect these themes. A new room inhabits bracing 
structures in the engine house. Voids between new 
and old create space for natural processes, growth and 
decay to occur. Copper roofing, a somewhat extravagant 
material is chosen, although it will remain largely 
unseen by the inhabitants. Experimenting with the 
interplay of structural support and the forms it allows 
creates a roof which directs water onto the old rubble 
walls, weathering, eroding, and becoming stained by the 
oxidised copper residue. 

The qualities of this room would become quite amazing 
over time. A returning visitor could, over the course of 
many years, witness the play of water along old stones 
marked by copper staining, the meandering path of ivy, 
or the progress of ferns emerging from cracks. 
Upon opening a window, cool, damp breeze would waft 
through, woody, earthy and sweet fragrances of plant 
life. Perhaps Perec might describe it as a smellery for 
this reason, or even an auditory; a place to sit and listen 
to the rhythmic drip of water, sounds of birds nesting 
between the structural timbers, or the hum of insects in 
summer.

Bracing, Weathering

Material Matters

Sketch model of a pitched roof room which inhabits bracing 
supports. Water runs off the copper roof, splashing, staining 
and weathering the old stone walls of the engine house.

Right: Materiality ideas, transforming, staining over time.
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Above: Making its presence known. A structure 
emerges above the existing.

Right: Bracing infrastructure, a new room, set back 
from two existingtrees.
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The ‘ruin restaurant’ is a proposed building amongst the 
ruins of an old monastery by Dyvik Kahlen Architects. 
The architects inverted the original use, adding a new 
glass and steel structure to the outside, creating a garden 
with ivy covered walls in what was once interior space.  

In the concrete framed building, a rooftop forest now 
exists where tanners and shoe makers once worked.  
A series of new rooms invert the original relationship 
between inside space and outside space. Supported both 
by new circulation towers as well as clamped to the old, 
but structurally sound concrete frame, these rooms have 
views into the rooftop forest garden. The same approach 
to weathering as detailed before is employed here. The 
new spaces and public walkway are set back from the 
stone faced concrete building. 

The encounters between addition and decaying matter 
are heightened, presenting opportunities to pass 
through, or reach out and touch the opportunistic new 
organisms. The attitude towards water runoff becomes 
slightly more developed; subtle folding in the roof plane 
begins to direct water away from structural timbers and 
walkways. The interiors are depicted with simple colour 
palettes, as to not distract from the verdant  interstitial  
spaces. Plywood lines the ceiling and hempcrete is used 
as insulation, with a lime based interior render.

Ruin Restaurant -1:00 Model

Continued Exploration of Weathering

Inverting
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Image 1 (CW) Sketch showing how a fold in the roof could 
protect structural timbers or walkways from water run-off. 

Image 2: A new room below the forest with a dropped ceiling 
to collect drainage. This intersitial space would then act as a 
haven for birds, bats and creepy crawlies. 

Image 3: A walkway between existing and new rooms,  
which are bolted onto the structurally sound concrete framed 
building. 

Image 4: These rooms look into the rooftop forest, inverting 
original internal and external space.



63Provocations



Constructing Decay Volume II64

Close Encounters : Walkway between existing concrete building and a new set of 
rooms. Several paths cross to the elevated forest. A shaded damp microclimate is 
created between the two structures, suitable for ferns, moss, liveroworts etc. 
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“Weathering is not only a problem to be solved,... but 
an inevitable occurrence to be recognized and made use 
of ” (Leatherbarrow and Mostafavi, 1993)
 
Leatherbarrow and Mostafavi (1993) inform us that 
“weathering”, the wearing away by elemental forces 
once in fact referred to the architectural elements which 
protected a building from water; drips and drains. 
Returning once again to the engine house, a rainscreen 
façade is developed which, over time, will begin to echo 
its decaying context.

This dual meaning becomes translated into an 
architectural  element which takes the form of a gutter, 
or gargoyle, but instead directs water onto the façade. 
This developing imagery may have subconsciously 
referenced Carlo Scarpa’s iconic mastery of water.  

Managing Drainage to Encourage Growth

Directing Decay
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Left: Copper runnoff from an unseen roof creates a graphical representation of 
times effect on a facde. 

Middle: Ideas of drainage, an inverted gargoyle to begin curating decay along a 
new facade.

Right: An oversized rainscreen facade composed of ordinary materials; corrugat-
ed concrete panels; articulated to produce light, dark, damp and dry areas across a 
facade, creating niches for birds and bats to inhabit.
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A theatrical roof guides water away from the structural 
timbers, rising above the existing walls to give an 
external presence to the interventions. Pattress plates, 
tying the rubble walls to the new structural frame 
reinforce this new presence.  
 
Rather than a new room placed inside the supporting 
system, the two become more integrated, taking the 
form of an oversized rainscreen facade. Corrugated 
fiber cement panels are layered on the timber diagonal 
bracing members. These panels are a cheap, mundane 
product, typical of barns and shed across the country 
as well as on many buildings on the site. This re-
interpretation attempts to marry some of the more 
fantastical themes of the thesis with realistic, everyday 
construction techniques.

Memories of my childhood home, where starlings and 
sparrows nested between the profiled tiled roof and 
waterproofing membranes also informed this material 
choice. The composition of elements is articulated to 
produce light, dark, damp and dry areas across a facade.  
The open nature of this facade allows glimpse through, 
to open covered space, or the insulation of a habitable 
space. 

Above: A theatrical roof structure and exposed patress 
plates announce the presence of the interventions.

Right: Detail Axonometric of patress plate and support 
system connection.
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Above: Perspective image showing how a somewhat 
permeable facade reveals the layers of occupation behind, 
in this case a red rigid insulation board, othertimes however, 
windows or simply covered space may be observable.

Right: Sketch illustrating how the stabalising infrastructure 
could support an oversized rainscreen while governing water 
run-off. 

Far Right: Drawing of Herzog & DeMeurons Rocola Storage 
Building. The careful stacking of mundane materials results 
in a beautiful facade.
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Over time this intervention might begin to mirror 
the narrative of decay which has already begun on the 
rubble walls it is supporting.  Lichens spread across the 
fibre cement.  Directed rainwater begins to degrade the 
surface of the cement, subtly curating the process; soon 
providing space for pioneer plants, ferns and liverworts 
to flourish. As the cycle of growth and decay continues, 
increasingly complex organisms take root in the cracks 
and rotting plant matter. Ivy and brambles climb higher 
along the timber supports. Birds nest in the interstitial 
spaces, the thriving local bat population may begin 
to dwell in the spaces beneath the floor and existing 
concrete ground. 

Eventually the relentless flow of water or burgeoning 
roots compromise individual cement panels until 
collapse, in which case they are easily replaced. Or 
perhaps there is no one left to replace them; rainwater 
now flows directly onto the timber supports instead. 
The protective paint is quickly stripped away and 
soon replaced with signs of rot. The structure follows 
the same narrative as its context, towards total loss 
of architectural form. This may be a slow process, 
quietly diminishing into itself as the last fragments are 
consumed and overgrown. Or else it could be a dramatic 
event, as timber supports pull the massive rubble walls 
down around them crashing to the ground, a final 
crescendo in entropic narrative.

Elevation concerned with time and place; selective 
weathering creates conditions for growth along the facade, 
supporting increasingly complex organisms. Stabilizing 
infrastructure begins to act as a trellis for creeping vines. 
Footings are somewhat flexible, a proccess of finding suitable 
pre-existing concrete for foundations. 
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Enabling Sensory Experiences
Changing weather, the sound of dripping water, birdsong, the 
hum of insects on a sunny day, the soft touch of a fern,  the 
flutter of bat wings in the night.
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An interest in the everyday questions, such as an 
approach to services were often answered by close 
observations of the site. Conduits are attached almost 
organically along the concrete structure which become 
beautifully mirrored by vines. 

Larger utilities in the past were often above ground on 
supports, travelling between buildings and crossing 
waterways. These bring to mind Siza's method of 
servicing the Quinta da Malagueira Housing Scheme.  
The scheme is governed by a layer of raised utilities, in 
turn invoking memories of  nearby roman aqueducts, 
but  also a logical move for creating cheap efficient 
infrastructure (Siza and Framton, 2000).  They link 
the distant extents of the site, at times acting as arches, 
create threshold spaces, or denote a change in direction, 
or as shaded walkways.  
 
Utility ducts must cross a range of conditions on the 
site, through the concrete and masonry buildings, 
negotiating level changes and waterways. Additionally, 
the attitude towards servicing is reinforced by a 
trepidation to break the soil and remove vegetation. 
Above ground utility ducts cling to existing structures, 
or along new supports. They respond to similar 
conditions to that of Malagueira, ordering and linking 
the disparate collection of spaces, denoting areas where 

human visitation is welcomed, but quietly acting as 
a barrier to areas which are left to be forgotten, and 
continue rewilding.
 
Raised to railing height, they become a wayfinding tool, 
at times announcing a threshold. Their standardized 
colour coding; blue for drinking water, green for 
grey water, and red for electrical, fortuitously invoke 
memories of the oversized coloured handrails in 
Stirling’s Neue Staatsgaleri.

Ideas about Utilities

Connecting, Ordering

Far Right: A found object. organic services.

Right: Found object, raised utility duct.
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Left / RIght
Thoughts about services. Utility ducts become wayfinding 
onjects, thresholds, boundaries. Colour coding denotes its 

function.

Middle

Sketches of Quinta da Malagueira 
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Underpinning the thesis work is an interest in the 
mechanics of constructing space in this landscape. 
This was briefly discussed previously in describing how 
initial circulation infrastructure act as enabling works 
to facilitate further development. This set of drawings 
expand on ideas for transporting materials. 

Large expanses of the site, primarily the engine house 
buildings, are relatively inaccessible. Traditional 
construction equipment would decimate existing 
micro-habitats. Clouds of dust or mechanical vibrations 
would disrupt any animals occupying the existing 
structures. Construction is a violent, abrasive act. This 
drawing explores a more benign approach. Materials 
in the engine house interventions are chosen for their 
ease of transport, able to be moved along lush paths 
in wheelbarrows, or carried by small groups. Creating 
foundations becomes a process of re-appropriation, of 
finding suitable patches of existing concrete or larger 
stones. These interventions touch the ground as lightly 
and minimally as possible. Once a new raised floor is 
put in place it creates a plane for humans to carry out 
further work, separated from overgrown re-colonized 
space. 
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This final set of engine house drawings continues to try to find the 
appropriate level of intervention. Rather than showing a void for growth 
surrounding each room, they shift to one side where there may be 
substantially less existing plant life. This allows for the interior space 
to be enlarged, as well as creating a deeper, more generous interstitial 
space.  Supporting infrastructure which had previously been external 
becomes part of an interior space and starts to become occupied, can 
housing cupboards, shelves or counters, stairs and skylights.
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1:20 Interior Model of Engine House intervention. An ambiguous space but conveying domesticity.
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1:20 Interior Model of Engine House intervention. An ambiguous space but conveying domesticity.
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Supporting infrastructure within an interior space starts to 
become occupied, housing cupboards, shelves or counters, 
stairs and skylights.
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Interior spaces, look towards interstitial spaces between old 
an new, containing supporting structures and in time  orishing 
organic life.
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Conclusion
Reflections
This thesis attempted to re-framed aspects of nature 
which are often sidelined in typical architectural 
discourse. Weeds, rot, leaks and decay are the antithesis 
of traditional building values. Various research methods 
in Volume I, and deep site surveys created an awareness 
and appreciation of the opportunistic organisms which 
benefit from architectural decay. Their significance in 
creating biodiversity, especially in unexpected places 
cannot be overlooked. 

This thesis quietly tackles the climate crisis through 
subtle, minor moves and careful observations 
compounding an apprehension about building. The 
damage caused by the construction industry on the 
global environment is widely understood. This thesis 
also demonstrates the unforeseen consequences of an ill 
conceived foundation, or unthinking demolition of an 
old wall. 

The theoretical standpoint of the thesis, expressed 
primarily in the initial section are at times fanciful, 
idealistic or abstracted. As with any architectural 

project, tackling the dichotomy between theory and 
practice is a core challenge. Some of the themes 
presented have been debated for centuries, others 
are only beginning to be discussed. The object of 
this thesis was not to provide answers to questions 
of impermanence, decay and re-colonisation, but to 
explore, discuss and ponder the themes through an 
architectural lens. 

Architects are not botanists or biologists. The 
knowledge gained during this thesis pales in comparison 
to what is needed to fully understand the phenomena 
of decay and growth. Dealing with subjects which 
were vast and at times unknowable was a humbling 
experience, the resulting interventions tentative and 
considered. More importantly, what was gained was a 
heightened awareness and appreciation of organic 
life. The most substantial outcome therefore, is not 
a design project, but a way of observing, exploring 
and elevating the unnoticed, and the disregarded. 
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Appendix I
Precedent

Peter Zumthor
Allmannajuvet Zinc Mine Museum
1:100 Model
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Dyvik Kahlen Architects
Ruin Restaurant (unbuilt)
1:50 Model
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Appendix II
Additional Site Studies

1:50 Partial Pigmented Cast Model of Site Chimeny

Scenography model: Disjunction between canal and river, 
with a small intervention
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