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The book explores the complex relationship between architecture, historical
heritage, and the evolving practice of  adaptive reuse, framing it as a generational
duty of  our civilization. Reusing ruins is not conceived only as a theoretical
challenge but also a civic responsibility, especially in our time, which demands the
protection of  historical heritage.
The book addresses the issue of adaptive reuse through two key strategies:
by engaging the international academic community, which has contributed to
a theoretical glossary, and by establishing an annual design workshop where
architecture students from across the globe participate in an educational experience.
This dual approach seeks to broaden the discourse on reuse, integrating real-world
trends with theoretical insights, thereby opening new frontiers for debate.
To tackle these challenges, the book advocates for "critical design", a creative
process that reinterprets ruins by respecting their historical significance while
encouraging contemporary interventions. The essays emphasise the importance
of  viewing ruins not as static relics but as dynamic entities that evolve over time,
allowing for new meanings and uses. This approach integrates various disciplines
and calls for architects to engage with the past to envision potential futures,
ensuring that historical spaces remain relevant and accessible to communities.
Ultimately, the book calls for a more thoughtful and innovative approach to
heritage, one that balances respect for the past with the needs of  the present and
future. By embracing adaptive reuse as both a practical and theoretical endeavour,
the goal is to shape a built environment that honours its historical roots while
contributing dynamically to the future, in alignment with broader ecological and
cultural imperatives.
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Metahabilitation

Katharina Paschburg
Technische Universität Wien

…is a term used in medicine and particularly in psychology which goes be-
yond the widely used expression of  ‘rehabilitation’. With no relation to archi-
tecture – for now –, metahabilitation describes the recognition of  a subject’s 
ability for posttraumatic growth (Mikal-Flynn 2018). The competence to over-
come a condition of  distress, as in rehabilitation, moreover leads to achieve an 
enhanced level of  functioning in metahabilitation. Only possible through the 
process of  transformation, it functions as a tool in therapy, as in the example 
of  a patient’s healing process: In the event of  an accident caused by alcohol 
abuse, the medical rehabilitation of  the physical injuries from the crash, in 
some cases also leads to a psychological reassessment of  the underlying cause. 
The patient not only survives physically, but also achieves a mental strengthen-
ing and overcomes drug addiction through post-traumatic growth (Mikal-Fly-
nn 2017). Approaching trauma as a potentially transformative experience, 
enables an evolution to a higher level of  functioning.
This glimpse into the field of  therapeutic treatment is intended to broaden 
the horizon in search for new concepts regarding adaptive reuse. Not only be-
cause the medical language already suggests a certain proximity to the body of  
architecture, but also because surgical operations evoke references that could 
apply to interventions in existing buildings as well.
Where the English language lacks a suitable vocabulary that focuses on the 
performative act of  evolution – in comparison to the German notion of  
‘Umbau’1, pointing to the change of  a current state into something new –, 
the question of  a liberation from the common re-words (reuse, refurbish, re-
activate, retrofit, etc.) arises for the creational discipline. The substitution of  
the Re-prefix, which invariably has a certain appeal of  looking back or a subtle 
longing for a previous state, also questions vocabulary that originates from 
heritage preservation. Re-habilitation can profoundly be distinguished from an 
architectural approach that seeks transformation. While the aim of  classical 
conservation is to preserve the old stock, architectural transformation pursues 
the creation of  a new work. 
From this arises a desire to expand the usual notion of  the known vocabulary 
or, even more radically, a proposal for a modification of  terms.
Habilitare (the core signifier of  the proposed concept), meaning ‘to make suit-
able’2, refers to the process of  healing after trauma. Regarding adaptive reuse, 
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this act can be found in post-war reconstruction, in ‘restorational squatting’3 
or reactivation of  vacancies.
Meta-, moreover and contrarily to Re-, enables the ‘beyond’4. 
This new added value emphasizes change and a ‘beyond the former’. More-
over, when introduced in architecture discourse, metamorphosis enables dif-
ferent strategies to overcome a trauma.
Referring to distress in the context of  building process, the intervention of  
Hans Döllgast at Alte Pinakothek in Munich could be read as sewing up the 
wounds of  the war. By deliberately leaving visible its scars and through similar 
color of  the existing skin and added masonry tissue, a slight uneven scarred, 
but old-new whole is formed. The building, already approved for demolition, 
not only survived, but through careful continuation reached a certain time-
lessness and introduced the specific approach of  ‘creative restoration’5. Heinz 
Tesar on the other hand introduces a supporting structure in his conversion 
of  the Keltenmuseum in Hallein. The second façade, added in front of  the 
existing, supports the old wall like a crutch. A balancing act of  the structure, 
bracing on each other, produces interstitial space in the skeleton of  the build-
ing. And although each layer individually follows a clearly legible logic, the 
carefully curated overlapping creates intersections arousing curiosity and lead 
to enhanced polyvalent complexity. Furthermore, David Chipperfield’s new 
staircase in the Neues Museum Berlin, which works as a prothesis, imitating 
the loss of  a battle and yet even a phantom limb, albeit self-inflicted, as the 
radical demolition of  the Napoleonic stair in Carlo Scarpa’s transformation in 
Castelvecchio shows, can open up intriguing spatial potentials. A self-mutila-
tion, stapled back together crosswise, introduces new interlockings of  levels 
and spaces and achieves a multilayered whole – in a figurative sense across the 
epochs, but also quite specific in the way details are joined.
Just as in medicine and psychology, where trauma enables a process of  over-
coming, a deep strengthening evolves from the metamorphosis of  architec-
ture. Accordingly, therapeutic treatment of  habilitation could be interpreted as 
narrative for adaptive reuse strategies. In the true sense of  transformation, an 
attempt was made to adapt and modify a term transdisciplinary to offer new 
associations. Keeping in mind that not every conversion is caused by trauma, 
learning from curative treatment may enlarge a fundus of  concepts and pro-
vide instruments for overcoming obsolescence. It is precisely in the distinc-
tion from rehabilitation, as a re-compositional concept of  restoration, where 
metahabilitation enables potential for multilayered complexities resulting in 
enrichment. As an up-cycling concept, the transformation seeks to add archi-
tectural value. A dialogue between old and new, in which one part is already 
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present, leads to compositions where the added results from the conditions of  
the old, refers to it and out of  this, as an endeavor to unify, is drawing anew.
Facing the past – traumatic or not – in an emphatic way lays the foundation 
for subsequent growths. Demolition and deterioration of  buildings are not 
just a harmless scratch in the urban fabric or rural landscape. Therefore, trans-
formation of  buildings should be addressed from the perspective of  traumatic 
events. And just as healing in therapy can hardly be achieved by radical sup-
pression of  the sufferings and its origins, a cautious approach in architecture 
can only succeed by addressing former conditions. Caring sensitivity, as a pro-
found human attribute must be strengthened. Through a substantiated exam-
ination of  the context, the former uses, functions and inhabitants, as well as a 
profound knowledge of  the constructive body existing, essential prerequisites 
for any intervention are established. Only then can tools be selected from the 
repertoire of  cure to guide the gradual growth.
Metahabilitation – a proposal for performative enhancement towards a com-
plex, new whole in transformation. 

Notes

1. Um- (prefix), lit. ‘over, about, around’ in German)
2. Habilis, lit. ‚able to have/possess/maintain, suitable/apt/fit/proper’ in Latin
3. ‘Instandbesetzung‘ in German, meaning the occupation of  vacant buildings 
to restore and maintain them
4. Meta- (prefix), lit. ‘after, changed, different, beyond’ in Greek
5. in German: Schöpferische Wiederherstellung‘




