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Thevolume collects the studies and detailed analysis carried out during auniversity workshop in New York
promoted by the Accademia Adrianea di Architettura e Archeologia non-lucrative association, within the
initiatives related to the itinerant Master in Architecture and Museum Design for Archeology — Innovative
Design and Management of Archacological Heritage, from 2012 to 2018. The research topic area was
therefore developed in the course of teaching activities and master degree theses conducted in the years
2017-2019 atthe Polytechnic of Milan and at the Polytechnic of Turin. The methodological considerations
aimed at investigating the delicate issue of the conservation and protection of Smallpox Hospital and the
reconfiguration of its environmental context in a dialectical comparison between the American protection
regulations and a a European approach, more focused on restoration and adaptive reuse.

Il volume raccoglie gli studi e gli approfondimenti sviluppati nell’ambito del workshop promosso
dall’Accademia Adrianea di Architettura e Archeologia onlus a New York, nel programma delle iniziative
inerenti le attivita di Master itinerante in Museografia, Architettura e Archeologia, Progettazione Strategica
e Gestione Innovativa delle Aree Archeologiche, negli anni dal 2012 al 2018. 1l percorso di ricerca sul
tema ¢ stato quindi approfondito e integrato nel corso di attivita didattiche e di tesi di laurea magistrale
condotte negli anni 2017-2019 al Politecnico di Milano e al Politecnico di Torino.

Le riflessioni metodologiche hanno quindi inteso indagare il delicato tema della conservazione e tutela
di Smallpox Hospital e la riconfigurazione del suo contesto ambientale in un confronto dialettico tra le
normative di tutela americane e un approccio al restauro e all’adaptive reuse pit tipicamente europeo.
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Western fagade showing a partial collapse of the wall, Library of Congress, 1983, (https://.theruin.org/history).

La facciata ovest di Smallpox Hospital in un'immagine del 1983, con il parziale crollo del muro in evidenza (https://www.theruin.org/history).



XIX century memories and landmarks on RooseveltIsland

Memorie del XIX secolo e Landmarks a Roosevelt Island

Carla BARTOLOZZI | Politecnico di Torino

Smallpox Hospital, Roosevelt Island, Manhattan district, New York: this building was built at the beginning of the XIX century as an isolation place aimed
at healing people suffering from smallpox diseases. The island has a narrow and elongated form, it’s surrounded by the Fast River and in the centuries
following the construction of Smallpox Hospital, its territory was occupied by buildings thought for imprisonment and restrain. The city and the river
around it; the biggest city in the United States of America, beyond the East River, grows, develops, rising up with its skyline and reclaiming even that strip
of land to generate a new urban development in XXI century.

Smallpox Hospital, Roosevelt Island, quartiere di Manhattan, New York: un edificio che nasce, nella prima meta del secolo XIX, come luogo di isolamento
per malati di vaiolo, in un’isola dalla configurazione molto stretta e allungata, circondata dalle acque dell'East River, su un terreno che nei decenni
successivi verra occupato da altri edifici per la reclusione e il contenimento. L’isola ¢ il fiume che la circonda; la pita grande citta degli Stati Uniti d”America
che, oltre I'East River, cresce, si sviluppa, si eleva in altezza con il suo skyline di grattacieli, fino a riprendersi anche quel lembo di terra e generarne un
nuovo sviluppo urbano nel XXI secolo.



Built on Blackwell’s Island, then renamed
Roosevelt Island, the history we learn through
Smallpox Hospital’s sequence of events
tells about a life cycle and about changes
whose sequence retraces those of many other
buildings. Emerged for an initial necessity to
isolate, through the time and as a consequence
of the changings around them, they went back
to a different visibility and to a presence in the
urban scene, which goes towards a different
direction, namely towards opening, hospitality
and accessibility.

Designed by the architect James Renwick Jr. with
aneogothic style and operating since 1856, this
hospital was originated by a first nucleus made
of a three-floor parallelepipedon block above
ground, to which two diagonal wings were added
at the beginning of XX century, conferring the
ultimate configuration of a H-plant. Its initial and
original function as a hospital was maintained for

Smallpox Hospital, Front elevation, with notes about the transformations on the attic floov, for the construction of the dormers, around 1903 ( https://.theruin.org/history).
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few decades, then hosting a school for nurses. It
functioned until 1956, when it was permanently
closed.

Beyond its accurate documents collection, this
story, lasted almost one century and a half, left
us the acknowledgement of every phase, of
every life testament, of material and intangible
permanencies in order to make of that asset a
starting point for a project aimed at addressing
Smallpox Hospital to future generations.

The current state of such a historic building, as
Smallpox Hospital is, represents the summary of
how the value of an asset considered as a good
to be protected has been interpreted through
the different phases and the different historical
periods, marking its alternated vicissitudes.
The acknowledgement by the New York City
Landmarks Preservation Commission actually
prevented from the complete demolition, but

pianta ad H. La prima e originaria funzione di
ospedale fu mantenuta per pochi decenni, per
passare nei primi anni del Novecento ad ospitare
una Scuola per infermiere e mantenersi attivo
fino al 1956, anno della definitiva chiusura. Cio
che resta della ricostruzione di una storia di oltre
un secolo e mezzo ¢, aldila di una sua puntuale
raccolta documentale, il riconoscimento del
valore di ogni fase, delle testimonianze di vita,
delle permanenze materiali e di quelle intangibili
di un bene, per farne il punto di partenza di
un progetto che deve consegnare lo Smallpox
Hospital alle generazioni future.

Lo stato attuale nel quale noi oggi riconosciamo
un edifico storico quale Smallpox Hospital
rappresenta la sintesi di come, in fasi che si sono
alternate e in periodi storici che ne hanno segnato
le alterne vicende, sia stato interpretato il valore
di quello che oramai ¢ considerato un bene da
tutelare. Il riconoscimento da parte della New

Southern half of Blackwell's Island with Riverside Hospital at southernmost tip, New York City Municipal Archives (https://.theruin.org/history).

Vista aerea della parte meridionale di Blackwell Island con il Riverside Hospital (gia Smallpox Hospital) allestremo sud, New York City Municipal Archives, fine XIX sec. (https://.
theruin.org/history).
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not from the development of a severe decline and
instability state.

Through its less-than-two-centuries history,
the years of abandonment, negligence and
spoliation prevailed until it reached the current
state of ruin.

What is left of the complex erected at the very
south end of Blackwell’s Island proves a quite
tardive acknowledgement made by institutions,
so that the consistency of the former hospital is
actually considered as a ruin.

The whole island gradually lost the physical
evidences of its history of an isolation place,
forgetting within few years the defining state
of a closed space, only accessible to certain
conditions, and transforming to the opposite
condition, reconnecting to the city and opening
towards massive settlements, both residential
and tertiary.

Encouraged by the same conditions that favoured
the island development, through the XIX
century other buildings were erected around
Smallpox Hospital. Their functions were also
connected to the peculiarities of that place, that
means guarantee a form of exclusion, though in
a proximity relationship with the city. Physically
close to New York City, visually connected to it
in a reciprocity relationship, although separated
from it by the East River defining it as a different
place, difficult to approach, Roosevelt Island
later became an adjunct to the city itself, though
maintaining some exclusiveness traits, declined
in an opposite way, compared to the original
ones. On the island now prevails a residential
luxury function thought for quite wealthy
people, as for example in the case of the Octagon
complex, built in the XXI century on a project
by Becker + Becker studio. Smallpox Hospital
belonging relationship, many times denied by
the history of the place itself, has nowadays been
rehabilitating through a protection operation
and a consequent enhancement project, at this

Hallway and interior view of the one of the building's
oriel window, interior of the building no longer exist, 1983
(https://www.theruin.org/history).

Corridoio e vista interna di uno dei bowindow; interno
delledificio non piii esistente, 1983 (https://.theruins.org/
history).

Interior hallway and entrance, the interiors of the building
no longer exist, 1983 (https://www.theruin.org/history).

Corridoio interno ed ingresso; interno dell'edificio non pivi
esistente, 1983 (https://.theruins.org/history).



An original fireplace and mantle, the interiors of the
building no longer exist, 1983 (https://www.theruin.org/
history).

Un camino con cappa originale; interno delledificio non
piti esistente, 1983 (https://.theruins.org/history).

Blackwell House, 1950, Museum of the City of New York
Blackwell House, 1950, Museum of the City of New York.

point, tightly related to the present appearance
of the complex. Or better, what is left of it.

The preservation activities of some of the works
peculiar for the history of Roosevelt Island
are characterised by the predominant idea of
landmark, rather than a more extended concept
of protection. Within a fast and relentless
sequence of radical transformation of the city
and so of the urban landscape, the importance
of the physical-spatial link of a good with its
surroundings has frequently been neglected.
Without this connection, it is much more
difficult to bequeath the past of the urban space.
The meaning of the term landmark itself, which
is a distinguishing feature, a reference point,
instead of favouring the adequate conservation
of an asset in relation to what is around it in
terms of links with the urban context, leads to
an isolation and to an unfamiliarity of the good
towards the city besieging it. Also considering
its implication in terms of conservation, such
a concept is closer to the idea of monument,
rather than to the architectonic element and in
relation to the way a restoration tradition and
culture could interpret it, by seeing conservation
as a reading and reconstruction moment both of
the life phases of the good itself and of its space
relations with the context.

On the contrary, isolating an element,
disconnecting it from the surroundings or even
accepting that some of its structural parts are
missing, interrupts time and physical continuity,
erases its intrinsic and extrinsic values and
bequeaths a consistency which is the simulacrum
of what its history defined. In this way, these
remains are relegated to a vague function
because it is decontextualised and far from an
historic instance which has not been fulfilled.

As a matter of facts, Roosevelt Island shows that
the settlements characterising its XIX and XX
century history were destined to take on the
acknowledgement of landmarks. Nevertheless,
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the conservation of their physical consistence
has not meant the transmission of their meaning,
which has often been lost forever. On the XXI
century Roosevelt Island only few permanencies
of the former place it was are still left. The
peculiar human condition of those people who
dramatically lived in an isolating condition on
the then called Blackwell’s Island has not been
passed down, not even through fragments of
memory.

Those goods which have been saved through
their insertion in the list of the so-called
landmarks represent an interesting catalogue
of the way some selected elements, possessing
the evoking power to summarise the history of
a place, can be bequeathed with very different
results, according to the different choices in
terms of restoration methodologies and re-use
options.

They are fragments survived to the indistinct
destruction of everything else, traces whose
task is to found a dialogue — sometimes difficult,
sometimes almost impossible — with the new
context.

On the island now entitled to the President
Roosevelt, only six of those landmarks have
remained.

The most ancient testimony is the so-called
Blackwell’s House, erected in 1796 and
mentioned among the first surviving buildings
on the island and in New York City itself. The
building is a residence in colonial style that faced
quite radical interventions and transformations.
The last one was concluded in October 2020
with the total renovation of interiors and
furniture.

Although from a methodological point of view,
the constant renovation and the numerous
interventions do not allow to talk about a true
conservation of this building, it is important to
mention this “restoration” case as a virtuous
example for its cultural and social repercussion.

Octagon, after the demolition of the Lunatic Asylum two
wings, 1970 (https://www.theruin.org/blog/2016).

Octagon, dopo la demolizione delle due ali del Lunatic
Asylum, 1970 (https://www.theruin.org/blog/2016).

Octagon, the entrance hall and the helical staircase,
in a state of neglect, 1970 (https://www.theruin.org/
blog/2016).

Octagon, la hall di accesso e la scala elicoidale, in stato di
abbandono, 1970 (https://www.theruin.org/blog/2016).



Around Blackwell House conservation, a very
active group of Roosevelt Island residents has
developed in order to highlight its importance
for the transmission of the place memory, also
facing interventions to guarantee an active
presence inside their community.

The Octagon is a quite different and in many
ways emblematic case. It was erected to be a
central junction element of a complex which
should have housed a hospital, developed on a
majestic U-structure. The octagonal block was
soon integrated through a surmounting cupola,
set up by a tambour on an octagonal base itself.
In the original drawing made by Alexander

The Octagon after the renovation as the main access to the

new residential complex (https://www.beckerandbecker.

com/work/octagon).

L'Octagon dopo la ristrutturazione e l'inserimento come

accesso principale al nuovo Complesso residenziale

(https://www.beckerandbecker.com/work/octagon).

The Octagon, view of the helical staircase, in a state of  The new staircase inside the Octagon in the exclusive residential complex (https://www.beckerandbecker.com/work/
neglect, 1970 (https://www.theruin.org/blog/2016). octagon).

Octagon, vista dellascalaelicoidale, in stato diabbandono,  La nuova scala elicoidale all'interno dell'Octagon, nel Complesso residenziale esclusivo (https://www.beckerandbecker.
1970 (https://www.theruin.org/blog/2016). com/work/octagon).



Jackson Davis and inspired by Jeremy Bentham’s
panoptical concept, the complex has never
been completed, but it was opened in 1839
with the Octagon and two pavilions hinged to
it. As a mental asylum, it remained in function
for litde less than a century (1841-1955);
after its abandonment, it remained isolated and
decontextualised and its wings were demolished
in the Seventies.

Although the acknowledgement of the Octagon
as a landmark prevented from its physical
destruction, it is inevitable to observe that
its conservation — or better its permanence
in Roosevelt Island urban context - actually
remained unrelated to the place and has not
been able to convey authentic historical values.
Litde remained to remind of the origin of that
building, now suffocated and pressed by the

Masterplan of the Octagon residential complex, with arrangement of the external areas (https://www.beckerandbecker.

com/work/octagon).

Planimetria di progetto del Complesso residenziale Octagon, con sistemazione delle aree esterne (https://www.

beckerandbecker.com/work/octagon).

Aerial view of the new Octagon Complex (https://www.
beckerandbecker.com/work/octagon).

Vista aerea del nuovo Complesso dell'Octagon (https://
www.beckerandbecker.com/work/octagon).

The Octagon between the new buildings, view from the
East River (https://www.beckerandbecker.com/work/
octagon).

L'Octagon compreso fra i nuovi edifici, visto dall'East River
(https://www.beckerandbecker.com/work/octagon).



The Chapel of the Good Shepherd. In the background,
the vertical development of the residential settlements of
Roosevelt Island (1970).

La Cappella del Buon Pastore (the Chapel of the Good
Shepherd). Sullo sfondo lo sviluppo verticale degli
insediamenti residenziali di Roosevelt Island (1970).

monumentality of the other volumes prevailing,
in terms of dimensions and high, on its
consistency and collocation within the original
complex and even diminishing the definition of
landmark itself.

Noteven inside is the acknowledgement possible
since the traces of every pre-existence have been
erased. A photographic documentation of the
Octagon inside — at this stage abandoned and
in an evident decay state caused by years of
negligence — reminds us of the quality of that
space, whose function was to arrange the links
to the different levels of the annexed buildings
through a staircase with flights developed on a
circular plant and thanks to the elegant walkway
solution. The lobby of the New York Lunatic
Asylum with its smooth columns - according
to the author, a reference to the Tuscan style -
was still readable in the documents dated back
to the Seventies, when, even considering the
consistent decay, it could have been completely
restored and preserved.

The exterior is also no longer linked to the series
of events distinguishing the history of the Lunatic
Asylum. What is left is an Octagon lacking every
material trace and the historical sign marking its
past. What we see today is a building renovated
on the inside, upholstered with new materials on
walls and coverings, and connected to two new
residential buildings retracing, although only for
the impression on the ground, the two pavilions
for the patients of the original mental hospital.

The Chapel of the Good Shepherd still maintains
the same religious function, although serving a
different church than the original. It has been
preserved and restored and it also shows the
importance of the relationship with the context
and how the radical mutation of the surrounding
urban landscape can permanently change the
intrinsic architecture values.

Another building identified as a landmark is

w

w



Strecker Laboratory, a small building also
located at the southern end of the island, not
far from the place where Smallpox Hospital
is situated. It was built in 1892 and its style,
even recalling a neo-Romanic style also evident
in other neighbouring buildings, had been
contaminated by new elements. It hosted the
laboratories of the contiguous City Hospital, but
it was closed in 1950 and, after that, abandoned
until it became a ruin. It was externally restored
and it has been designated as an electrical
substation for the subway carriages since 2000.
Lastly, the Lighthouse was erected in 1872
at the northern tip of the island and reaching
almost 165 feet high. It was again realised using
big stone blocks excavated and shaped on site by
detainees on the island. Designed by Renwick
Jr., the same architect who some years earlier
projected Smallpox Hospital, it had a quite short
life, since it was decommissioned already in
1940.

Among all Roosevelt Island buildings mentioned
in the National Register of historic places, the
Lighthouse mostly benefitted from its status as
a landmark because it was already part of a wide
green area which in 1977 was the object of an
interesting redevelopment project led by the
landscape architect Nicholas Querrel.

The Lighthouse Park, with the lighthouse as its
perspective focus, significantly contributes to
the creation of an enhancement process of this
historical building. In this case, it is perfectly
integrated in an area which is respectful of its
relevance in terms of visual perception and
memory of the place. In such a park, itis possible
towalk along the river, rest and enjoy a privileged
view of New York City.

The perspective to save what is left of Smallpox
Hospital is an essential part in a process aimed at
protecting a collective memory, which shows its
authenticity in the last one of the six conditioned

Strecker Memorial Laboratory after restoration, and
in the 1970s (above), in a state of neglect (photo by Jack
Boucher).

Strecker Memorial Laboratory dopo lintervento di
recupero e negli anni 70 (sopra), in stato di abbandono
(foto di Jack Boucher).



Lighthouse on Roosevelt Island (photo by Edmund Vincent
Gillon,1970-90, Museum of the City of New York).

Il capo nord di Roosevelt Island con il faro costruito nel
1872 (foto di Edmund Vincent Gillon, 1970-90, Museum
of the City of New York).

Prisoners employed in quarrying building stone work on
Blackwell Island.

Prigionieri impiegati nel lavoro di estrazione delle pietre
da costruzione a Blackwell Island.

buildings on the island. The ruin condition in
which the building is now do notallowto consider
it within the debate for the restoration and reuse
of the abandoned hospital structures. Some
historical hospitals, once ceased their active
function, nevertheless have maintained their
relevance both in the urban context they belong
to and as a fundamental collective memory.

The history of transformations follows different
development paths according to the historic and
urban relevance on the building or complex,
to its acknowledgement, to the desirability of
its consistency for different uses, to its final
preservation status and to the primary legacy
and maintenance of all those tangible and
immaterial records able to complete its meaning
and comprehension. As a consequence, in
determining if a planning development should
be more or less balanced or imbalanced
between preservation and innovation, between
restoration and integration of new elements it
is necessary to provide an evaluation which is
the summary of a complex process taking into
account these and other factors.

The variety of compatible uses, to be identified
as the goal of the intervention, should pursue
the integration among the possible functions
coherent to the intrinsic and extrinsic values
of the asset, but it should also take into
consideration a contemporary vision of the
needed financial and economic efforts and the
management following the realization of the
intervention and its repercussion on the society.
Asforthe Lighthouse located at the northern part
of Roosevelt Island, also for Smallpox Hospital
the direction should be towards the appreciation
and sharing of a solution able to incorporate it
inside a park developing symmetrically at the
opposite tip of the island, in continuity with
Roosevelt Memorial, but still maintaining its
status of ruin.
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The works in this volume enhance a reflection
on the importance of themes such as those
connected to restoration projects, but still
having as a fundamental starting point a punctual
and competent analysis of the consistency of the
building. From the awareness of its consistency
and of its preservation status or, as in this case,
of the damage evaluation, different planning
strategies follow, able to draw a future scenario.
In many of the solutions proposed in these works
resulting from the 2018 Master workshop,
strategies can follow the path of a careful
intervention, whose goal is to secure the building
and preserve it in its present condition of ruin.
They can also integrate with other planning
solutions aimed at putting in contact new and
old with respect and in a distinguishable way,
also proposing functionalities compatible with
a vocation to memory and a consequent cultural
and social implication. As already expected, such
apark should enhance whatis left: remains whose
evoking power will be much more powerful than
a style reconstruction or a forced reconversion
with commercial purposes.

*The last consultation of the websites was in November 2020,
unless otherwise specified.

* Lultima consultazione dei siti internet indicati si intende
aggiornata a novembre 2020, dove non diversamente specificato.



Lighthouse Park, designed by the landscape architect Nicholas Quennel (https://www.rioc.ny.gov/341/Parks).
Lighthouse Park, realizzato su progetto dell'architetto paesaggista Nicholas Quennel (https://www.rioc.ny.gov/341/Parks).
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