
        

  OBSOLESCENCE and RENOVATION  

 20th Century Housing in the New Millennium 

Conference: 14-15 December 2015 

Abstract / Initial Proposal Form: 

1. Paper / Proposal Title: Decoding the DNA. Housing opportunities latent in structural 

systems of existing buildings.  

2. Format: Verbal presentation 

3. Author(s) Name: Nicholas J Clarke and Vivian E Wijburg 

4. Email contact details:  

N.J.Clarke@tudelft.nl;  

vivianwijburg@gmail.com 

5. University or Company Affiliation: Delft University of Technology 
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When explaining their plans for retrofitting existing buildings, architects now often refer 

to the DNA of a structure–a term borrowed from the biological sciences–as a guiding 

principle. But what is this DNA and can it be categorized and understood? One of the 

qualities of buildings that define their re-use is the structural system, which can be seen 

as forming part of this DNA. This paper, based on analysis of will present those structural 

system characteristics of existing buildings that influence the single-family stacked 

housing typology retrofitting possibilities.  

The 19th Century saw the introduction of new material and structural systems that 

formed the basis for the construction logic of the 20th century. These systems are 

composed of vertical-, horizontal bearing-, and stabilizing elements. A number of 

complex configurations emerge when combining these basic elements in different 

manners. Analysis has shown that these building blocks of the structural DNA retain their 



characteristics in the various configurations, which allows for distilling the opportunities 

they offer for structural intervention. 

Stacked housing typologies can too be categorized. In this case by their access 

configuration; another aspect of the DNA of type, which in turn influences the internal 

planning and structural system. By marrying the analyses of these two aspects of the 

DNA of buildings, structure and access types, a range of options for re-configuration of 

the existing building stock emerges. 

This is of interest not only to the adaptation of non-housing to housing but also relevant 

to extant housing complexes which need to be modified through enlargement or 

reconfiguration of the existing plans. Case study and conclusion will be presented in 

graphic form, presenting a concise picture of one of the building blocks of the DNA of 

existing buildings in tandem with the possibilities for evolution that this holds. 
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