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Abstract  

This thesis explores the preservation of place memory through the adaptive use of the abandoned 
Richmond Gas Company building.  Situated between the Whitewater River and the Cardinal Greenway, 
the building sits at the crossroads of Richmond’s cultural history.  No longer needed for its original 
purpose, how does one adapt a culturally significant building to meet the contemporary needs of a 
community?  Using delicate restraint to preserve the existing ruins while introducing a new program to 
orchestrate transitions within and around the space, the adapted Richmond Gas Company building serves 
as an exhibition hall for local artist.  The coordinating path of ramps and mezzanines is designed to echo 
the desirable qualities of the existing structure, specifically the juxtaposition of the heavy masonry walls 
to the light wrought iron trusses.  The resulting design is both honest and legible – the old, old, the new 
clearly new – while creating a satisfying visual whole.  A variety of design methods including, site visits, 
photographic documentation and enhancement, three dimensional modeling, and precedent studies were 
undertaken to explore the design solution.  Of particular interest were Carlo Scarpa and his intervention at 
the Castelvecchio Museum in Verona, Italy which included the application of three thematic transition 
approaches: connector-link, surface, and solid-void.  The design solution allows the users of the space to 
uniquely experience the building as both a historically significant building and one with a continued use 
for the contemporary and future needs of Richmond, Indiana. 
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Thesis Topic Statements: Issues and Positions 
This thesis will explore the preservation of place memory through the adaptive use of the 

abandoned Richmond Gas Company building by creating a multi-use space that includes exhibition halls, 
artist studios, and connection to surrounding recreation.  Generally speaking the thesis is investigating the 
adaptive use of a historic building with cultural significance.  How does one take a building constructed 
over a century earlier for a very specific purpose and adapt the same space to serve the contemporary 
needs of the community?  The Richmond Gas Company building sits abandoned awaiting its fate, either 
demolition from the wrecking ball or an extended life contributing to the current needs of Richmond, 
Indiana. 
 Built in 1855 the Richmond Gas Company building provided the first natural gas to east-central 
Indiana.  Two years later the building powered the first street lights in Richmond.  Situated on the 
Whitewater River and a former CSX railroad, as dictated by necessity, the building now sits at the 
crossroads of Richmond’s cultural history.  While the specifics of this building may pertain only to 
Richmond, this story is not unique.  Throughout the United States historic buildings that have outlived 
their original use sit abandoned.  Like the Richmond Gas Company building, these buildings probably 
served a crucial role in the historical development of their context.   
 The Richmond Gas Company facility provided the necessary means for Richmond to grow; it 
now sits surrounded by the growth it spurred.  Similarly while the Whitewater River and the CSX railroad 
no longer serve their historical role, they are still both integral parts of Richmond today.  It is for these 
reasons that the adapted building has the potential to become a uniting force of past and present. 
 The adaptive use of the Richmond Gas Company building is pursued through two primary design 
goals.  The first goal is the preservation of the existing ruins and with it the history embodied in the place 
(see Figure 1).  This goal of preservation is achieved through the integration of a new function into an 
existing structure.  The integration of a new function into an existing ruin leads directly to the second goal 
of orchestrating transitions.  There are many types of transitions to explore.  One is a very tangible 
transition of new materials to existing materials.  What is the attitude towards the existing fabric and how 
does the new material interact with it?  On another level, transitions are about moving people through 
space within the building.  How does the intervention allow people to experience the existing space?  
Finally there is the transition of the building and the users to the surrounding site’s landmarks.  If the river 
and railroad have continued importance with a new use how does that transition translate in a physical 
form?  Successful understanding of these issues creates a valuable adapted use of the Richmond Gas 
Company building. 
 There is no debate surrounding the historical significance of the Richmond Gas Company 
building.  It was added to the National Register of Historic Places for local significance in 1981.  The 
building is noted for its significance in architecture, industry, and commerce from 1855-1900.  Like many 
similar buildings of that era across this nation the current debate is whether the building should be saved 
or replaced with a contemporary building.  This project explores the belief that by saving the building and 
facilitating its adaptation from a contemporary function we provide a meaningful physical link to our past.  
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Figure 1: Existing Conditions 
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Thesis Project: Program Outline 
 Ultimately the goal is to preserve the existing ruins of the Richmond Gas Company building 
while serving a contemporary function.  As Richmond has both a rich artistic history and a growing artist 
population the decision was made to provide both work and exhibition space for this growing community.  
However the exhibition space is not exclusive for the display of art by local artist.  Over 6000 square feet 
of display space will allow various organizations in Richmond to use some of the space to promote their 
work.  The adapted space will serve the local Richmond community, users of the Cardinal Greenway and 
Whitewater River Gorge Park, and out of town visitors.  The flexible program includes: 
 

• Five (5) exhibition halls-   6875 ft.2 total 
• One (1) lobby-      968 ft.2 total 
• Six (6) artist studios-   2700 ft.2 total 

 
 Since the program is about creating a complete experience of the existing building the qualitative 
aspect of the program was the determining factor in programming the space.  As characterized by the goal 
of preservation most of the existing building was considered to be sacred and therefore any changes to the 
shell were strategically calculated to ensure as little disturbance as possible.  With that said, when new 
was introduced to create a particular moment with the old, the intervention transitioned around existing 
walls and through existing thresholds.  Exacting an attitude of delicate restraint the intervention was 
placed within the existing shell creating only necessary touch points. 

The path does not force users through a predetermined passage through the building, but rather 
provides the opportunity to explore the building from various perspectives in a direction chosen by the 
user.  Look-outs and glimpses into connecting spaces allow the user to experience the building as though 
it is unfolding right before one’s own eyes.  This allows the user to truly experience the building and the 
interplay of old to new.  The program fully addresses the goals set up to achieve a successful thesis. 
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Thesis Design Methods 
 The design methodology for the intervention at the Richmond Gas Company building took many 
interrelated platforms.  This included: 

1. Site visits and photographic documentation- Visiting the site and documenting the existing 
conditions, on multiple occasions, allowed me to truly experience the space and gain a 
valuable understanding of the existing qualities.   I was able to visualize my proposed 
changes to the space and what affect it would have on the quality of the space. 

2. Analysis of existing structure- Using the photos I took during my site visits I was able to 
analyze with fine detail the existing masonry walls, wrought iron trusses, and steel beams.  I 
was able to highlight the romantic quality of the rugged brick and light steelwork through 
photographic enhancement.  While the visits provided a tangible understanding of the space, 
the analysis of the photographic documentation provided me with a true understanding of the 
building’s unique qualities. 

3. SketchUp model- Having first started with a chipboard model of the existing structure I was 
not able to truly understand the existing building and spatial experience until I created a 3d 
model in SketchUp.  The tools SketchUp provides allowed me to model the existing shell and 
explore the experience of my intervention.  This was the main method of creating and making 
changes to my proposed intervention and exploring the issue of transitions. 

4. Analysis of precedents- I particularly analyzed the work of Carlo Scarpa at the 
Castelvecchio Museum in Verona, Italy.  Within the scope of Scarpa’s work at the museum I 
selected three thematic transition approaches that echoed my intervention at the Richmond 
Gas Company Building.  These elements were: 

• Connector-Link: A transitional structural element, the connector shapes the sum of 
the assembled parts. 

• Surface: The architectural complement that best lends itself to creating either strong 
contrast or gentle contrast. 

• Solid-Void: The use of a volume well articulated by its shape, extending or 
enclosing, to complement the cavity of its interior. 

5. Photo Collage- Using photographs of the existing space collaged with renderings of my 
intervention allowed me to grasp the placement of a new structure into an existing fabric.  I 
was able to highlight the qualities of the existing structure and refine the form of the 
intervention to create a legible whole. 

 
No aforementioned methodology was single-handedly responsible for the resulting design intervention.  It 
was a combination of all the methodologies and a series of iterations until the final intervention was 
settled upon.  However the ability to examine the building in detail through the photographic 
documentation as well as use the same photographs for photo collages proved most helpful in designing 
the intervention. 
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Context for the Thesis: Physical and Cultural 
 The Richmond Gas Company building is situated at the crux of many interrelated issues.  The 
building straddles both past and present.  It connects Richmond proper to the rest of Richmond.  This 
situation places the building and its adapted use squarely in a web of complex cultural and physical 
contexts.  The cultural context is directly related to its physical context.  Historically the building was 
constructed near the Whitewater River and railroad as a matter of necessity.  It is bound on the south by 
the Historic National Road.  This road, one of the first major improved highways built by the federal 
government stretches from Cumberland, Maryland to Vandalia, Illinois intersecting many small 
Midwestern towns along the way. 
 While the railroad is now abandoned the rail bed has been converted to the Cardinal Greenway as 
part of the rails to trails program.  Furthermore the river does not serve its historical use, but now part of 
the larger Whitewater River Gorge Park it provides recreation to the surrounding area.  It is for this reason 
the railroad and river continue to play important roles in the situation of the Richmond Gas company 
building.  Additionally, Richmond built a Veteran’s Memorial Park in Whitewater River Gorge Park 
between the railroad and the river.  The memorial park is visible from the building. 
 Historically the building had a physical connection to both the rail and the river.  One of the goals 
in the adaptive use of the building is the transition of people through the building to the surrounding 
landmarks.  To acknowledge this historical connection the ramp and mezzanine intervention makes a 
physical reconnection as is the case with the railroad or a symbolic gesture of connection as is the case 
with the river. 
 It is impossible to ignore the role the building’s physical context had in its cultural significance.  
The program is an attempt to exploit the building’s cultural context through its physical context.  By 
exploiting this context a tangible connection is made to the past.  Just as the river and rail were integral 
parts of the building’s 19th century use, they too are pertinent to the building’s adapted 21st century use.  
The building stands as a testament to the origins of Richmond and by acknowledging this context the 
building serves as a legible link of Richmond’s place memory.  
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The Thesis Proper 
 In order to allow users to fully experience the building, the program accommodated a 
coordinating path of ramps and mezzanines to transition people through the space (see Figure 2).  The 
ramps and mezzanines took their form and materiality from my attitude toward the existing fabric.  The 
romantic qualities of the building are the heavy and rusticated masonry walls juxtaposed against the light 
wrought iron truss work.  While I valued the existing masonry walls and the wrought iron trusses, I did 
not want to copy them in my intervention.  Thus the conceptual identity of the new construction is 
informed by the juxtaposition that existed. 

 
Figure 2: Central Circulation- Ramps and Mezzanines 

 
 
 
 
 
 
To be successful the intervention would create a satisfying visual whole that would remain legible 

and honest.  Honest in that the new parts should look clearly new, the old, old, while the two go together 
gracefully.  In order to achieve this I had to select materials that were similar to the brick and wrought 
iron while being different.  This lead to a kit of parts that included 3’x3’ structural glass panels, steel 
cables, and precast concrete to create the ramps and mezzanines (see Figure 3).  The glass and steel cables 
echo the wrought iron and the transient role both elements serve.  In opposition to that is the permanence 
of the mezzanines and masonry walls. 
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Figure 3: Ramp Kit of Parts- Structural Glass, Steel Cables, and Precast Concrete 

As the goal was to preserve the existing ruins, the ramp and mezzanine circulation system 
connects only at necessary touch points.  The ramps are supported by a steel cable tensioning system 
attached to the trusses, while the mezzanines are anchored into the load-bearing masonry walls.  This 
system creates the illusion that the intervention was simply placed within the existing shell and there are 
two systems, one old and one new, working congruently (see Figure 4). 

 

 

Figure 4: Rendering of Intervention in Existing Structure 
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 Due to the attitude I took toward the existing structure, existing openings were used 

whenever possible.  New interventions to the existing shell were calculated and indicated as new through 
the use of new materials.  The driving force of the intervention was my attitude toward the existing 
structure.  It is for this reason the existing structure was respected but not left untouched.  As the building 
is a link from past to present it wouldn’t have been enough to leave the existing untouched (see Figure 5). 
 

 

Figure 5: Rendering of Intervention in Existing Structure 

For additional drawings see Figures 6 through 9. 
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Figure 4: Existing Longitudinal Section 

-

 

Figure 5: Proposed Longitudinal Section 

 

Figure 6: Existing Transverse Section 

 

Figure 7: Proposed Transverse Section 
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Reflections 
 As the Richmond Gas Company building is but a single case of an abandoned and neglected 
building of cultural significance which can be adapted to accommodate a contemporary use, it is 
important to draw generalities from this project that can be applied elsewhere.  The first lesson that should 
be taken from this project is that these buildings deserve to be saved and given new life through the 
introduction of a needed contemporary function.  That’s not to say all similar buildings will be saved, but 
one must acknowledge the important role they have played in the creation and identity of towns across the 
nation.  Determining a building’s culturally significance is not an objective process, but the true gems that 
should undoubtedly be saved are easy to determine. 
 There are practical concerns that cannot be ignored such as, funding, brownfield issues, 
environmental issues, old construction techniques, and general building decay, but they should not stop an 
open dialogue on preserving historically significant buildings.  There are an equal number of issues that 
surround new construction.  The dialogue of saving historic buildings should start with the building’s role 
in the history of the community.  What role did the building play in the town’s growth?  What important 
events took place at this building?   Does the building represent something unique about the community?  
The Richmond Gas Company building played a crucial role in the city’s founding and subsequent growth.  
Without its supply of natural gas to the area the city’s history would be much different.  If the building 
can be successfully linked back to the area’s history and people’s memory it is much harder to ignore.  
Once it is established that the building has a significant cultural link, the dialogue must shift to recognize 
the building’s romantic qualities and how these can be expressed in the new use. 
 For the Richmond Gas Company building, the juxtaposition of the heavy masonry walls to the 
light wrought iron trusses, were qualities that couldn’t be ignored.  The building represents an 
architectural style not found today in buildings of similar contemporary use.  These unique architectural 
qualities then become linked to its cultural history and a story develops.  On a practical level it is not 
generally enough to save a building because of its cultural significance or architectural beauty.  Granted, 
there are exceptions for extraordinary cases, but the Richmond Gas Company and buildings of its ilk are 
not special cases.  Therefore the building must prove viable through the introduction of a new use within 
its existing structure.  Just as the architectural importance was linked to the building’s historical 
significance, the building’s new use should attempt to connect to both the architecture and the history.  In 
this project it was about linking back to the Whitewater River and abandoned railroad which now serve 
recreational purposes.  It was about creating a glass ramp and concrete mezzanine system that echoed the 
historical juxtaposition of the brick and wrought iron.  It was about creating a space for artists in a city 
experiencing an influx of creative persons who need space to both create and display their work. 
 The Richmond Gas Company building is not alone awaiting its fate; a fate that will be determined 
by the community it helped create and one that continues to harbor positive memories of the building.  
But as it sits abandoned and neglected now for nearly 30 years the attitudes are beginning to shift as it is 
seen as an eyesore and problem site.  If the lessons learned from this project can be applied to similar 
conditions, these buildings are likely to be saved and with them a contemporary use created and the 
community’s collective memory preserved. 
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Appendix 
 On Thursday, April 16, 2009 I presented this project to the Richmond, Indiana community.  Of 
the nearly twenty people in attendance most were in favor of preserving the building and providing a new 
contemporary use.  As I suspected they all had their own ideas for a new function.  One lady imagined the 
building converted to a local microbrewery while another gentleman envisioned satellite classrooms for a 
local college.  No matter what new function was imagined the people in attendance realized the important 
role the building has played in the area’s history.  Most of them had memories of the building.  For some 
it was a family member being employed at the building and for others it was attending a haunted house 
within the building put on by the local Jaycees.  The desire to save the building exists, now a spotlight 
needs to be shined on it.  A board member from the Richmond Parks and Recreation, which owns the 
building, was in attendance and is interested in presenting this project to the rest of the board as they work 
towards the master plan of Whitewater River Gorge Park where the building is situated.  It was my hope 
at the beginning of this project that my research, ideas, and designs could be put to use in an effort to save 
the building.  It looks as though that may just happen.  The battle has just begun. 
 
Copyright 2009.  All rights reserved. 


