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Prior to World War II, the German city of Dresden was world-renowned as a 

gorgeous and historic city.1  However, around 10:00pm on February 13, 1945, 

Allied forces loosed approximately 880 tons of bombs on the city’s historic central 

hub.2 Around 1:00am, double the number of bombers from the first attack rained 

fire on the city.3  

One eyewitness to the destruction, Götz Bergander, remembered that “[t]he 

thundering fire reminded me of the biblical catastrophes I had heard about in my 

education in the humanities. I was aghast. I can’t describe seeing this city burn in 

any other way.”4 Historian Donald Miller wrote, “The fire melted iron and steel, 

turned stone into powder, and caused trees to explode from the heat of their own 

                                                 
1 Apocalypse in Dresden, February 1945, National World War II Museum, New Orleans (February 13, 2020), 

https://www.nationalww2museum.org/war/articles/apocalypse-dresden-february-1945. 
2 Id. 
3 Id. 
4 JOHANNES STEINHOFF, PETER PECHEL, AND DENNIS SHOWALTER, VOICES FROM THE THIRD REICH 227–31 

(Regnery Gateway, 1989) (Eyewitness Götz Bergander Recalls the Bombing of Dresden (Retrospective Account)). 
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resin.”5 Dresden continued to burn for weeks after the bombings, which turned the 

city, once noted for its beauty, into a “ruined necropolis, a city of the dead.”6 

One of Dresden’s landmarks prior to World War II was the Frauenkirche, a 

famous baroque-style church built in the first half of the 18th century.7 The church 

was completely destroyed by the bombings; its 12,000-ton dome collapsed after 

surviving the initial bombings and two days of fire in the city center.8 As the 

structure burned, “not only were the wooden galleries and pews consumed by the 

blaze, more and more sandstone exploded from the piers until they could no longer 

bear the immense weight of the dome.”9 

In 1992, construction work to resurrect the church began.10 However, instead 

of attempting to recreate the church as it appeared on February 12, 1945, undoing 

the destruction of the firestorm created by the Allied bombings, the construction 

took a different route. The reconstruction incorporated every possible piece of 

material from the original Frauenkirche into the building.11 The statement created 

by this building method is powerful: 

The use of the building’s original substance to as large an extent as 

possible will make the fate of the destruction of the rebuilt 

Frauenkirche visibly evident for many years to come. The dark 

                                                 
5 Apocalypse in Dresden, February 1945, supra note 1. 
6 Id. 
7 A 1,000 Year History, Frauenkirche Dresden, https://www.frauenkirche-dresden.de/en/history/. 
8 Id. 
9 Id. 
10 The Reconstruction of the Frauenkirche: The Return of Dresden’s Landmark, Frauenkirche Dresden, 

https://www.frauenkirche-dresden.de/en/reconstruction/. 
11 Id. 
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colouring of the old stones and the dimensional differences in the joint 

areas between the new and old masonry resemble the scars of healed 

wounds. In this way, the Frauenkirche will testify to the history of its 

destruction in the future too. At the same time, however, it is 

testimony to the overcoming of enmity and a sign of hope and 

reconciliation.12 

 

The reconstructed church, with its speckling of burnt sandstone bricks, now stands 

in Dresden as a testimony of the city’s history: a history that includes both the two 

centuries in which the original construction of the church towered over the city, 

and the devastation of World War II that irrevocably changed not just Dresden, but 

Europe and the world.13 

                                                 
12 Id. 
13 Photo Source: Fred Romero, Dresden – Frauenkirche, FLICKR (August 19, 2015), 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/129231073@N06/26433452971. 
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I. Frauenkirche’s Lesson for Washington, D.C. 

The historic buildings of Washington, D.C., never experienced the 

widespread destruction of a World War II bombing. They are also now protected 

from developmental harm by the District’s historic preservation law.14 However, 

D.C. law does allow for demolition of historic buildings in special circumstances. 

When these circumstances occur, the rebuilding of the Dresden Frauenkirche is a 

powerful example of how a new building can honor and preserve the history of 

what once stood in its place. 

Washington, DC can learn from the Dresden Frauenkirche and improve the 

demolition provision of its own historic preservation statute by encouraging reuse 

of materials from demolished historic buildings in the new structures that replace 

them. The D.C. demolition provision currently allows demolition of a historic 

building for projects of special merit due to “exemplary architecture.”15 By 

including reuse of historic materials in “exemplary architecture,” the District 

would improve its historic preservation law. This improvement would allow new 

development that embodies culturally significant aspects of a historical site. 

In this paper, I will first explore the legal framework of Washington’s 

historic preservation statute regarding demolition of historic buildings to allow the 

construction of a project of special merit due to “exemplary architecture.” Second, 

                                                 
14 D.C. Law 2-144. 
15 Id. § 3(11). 
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I will illustrate how this statute was interpreted in the Rhodes Tavern (1981) 16 case 

during the time period when facadism was in vogue. Third, I will explain the 

alterations that Friends of McMillan Park (2016)17 added to the interpretation of 

the statute’s “exemplary architecture” special merit provision which likely would 

make a case like Rhodes Tavern impossible today. Fourth, I will explore an 

interpretation of “exemplary architecture” that better balances preservation of 

historic sites and their associated cultural memory with new construction through 

encouraging reuse of materials in historic buildings that are demolished. Finally, I 

will illustrate this method of preservation through the contemporary D.C. West 

Heating Plant case18 and development project. 

II. Washington, D.C. Historic Building Demolition Statutory Law 

The D.C. historic preservation statute strictly limits historic building owners’ 

ability to demolish their historic buildings. To receive a demolition permit for a 

historic building, the Mayor (or Mayor’s Agent) must find “that issuance of the 

permit is necessary in the public interest, or that failure to issue a permit will result 

in unreasonable economic hardship to the owner.”19 Putting the issue of economic 

hardship aside, the law develops its “necessary in the public interest” standard by 

                                                 
16 Citizens Committee to Save Historic Rhodes Tavern v. District of Columbia Department of Housing and 

Community Development, 432 A.2d 710 (1981). 
17 Friends of McMillan Park v. District of Columbia Zoning Commission, 149 A.3d 1027 (D.C. 2016). 
18 D.C. Preservation League v. Mayor’s Agent for Historic Preservation, 236 A.3d 373 (D.C. Cir. 2020). 
19 D.C. Law 2-144 § 5(e). 
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defining the term as “consistent with the purposes of this act as set forth in section 

2(b) or necessary to allow the construction of a project of special merit.”20  

I will focus on the “special merit” prong of this definition. The purposes of 

the act include actions like retaining or enhancing historic properties or 

encouraging adaptation of current use or restoration;21 Thus, demolition of a 

historic building in most cases is not consistent with the purposes of the historic 

preservation act. “Special merit” is subsequently defined in the statute as “a plan or 

building having significant benefits to the District of Columbia or to the 

community by virtue of exemplary architecture, specific feature of land planning, 

or social or other benefits having a high priority for community services.”22 I argue 

that reuse of materials from demolished historic buildings, when the new structure 

is well designed and uses a meaningful amount of old materials, should qualify 

through “exemplary architecture” as special merit. 

III. Facadism’s Cautionary Tale for Incorporating Reuse of Historic 

Building Materials into the Exemplary Architecture Definition 

Facadism was prevalent in Washington in the 1970s and 1980s.23 This 

method of designing new buildings involves shearing off the façade of a historic 

building, demolishing the rest, and pasting the façade of the historic building onto 

                                                 
20 Id. § 3(10). 
21 Id. § 2(b). 
22 Id. § 3(11). 
23 See Paul Goldberger, ‘Facadism’ on the Rise: Preservation or Illusion?, NY TIMES at B1 (Jul. 15, 1985). 
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the surface of a new building.24 The preserved façade of a historic building under 

this method may only be a few inches thick, as only the image of the front of the 

building is preserved and worn by the new building like a mask. 

As a precursor to my reuse of materials discussion, I must emphasize that 

this paper does not advocate a return to facadism. Although facadism attempted to 

strike a balance between historic preservation and new development like the 

method that I advance, facadism failed to mesh old and new in a way that should 

qualify as “exemplary architecture.”  

Rather, facadism took a surface-level approach to preservation. Facadism 

failed to create new architecture that was sympathetic to and visually honored the 

historical importance of the demolished historic building. Instead of incorporating 

historic buildings into a new structure in a way that allowed both preservation of 

existing history and creation of new history, facadism begrudgingly nodded to 

history by stripping back and boxing-in the remnants of a historical structure. This 

method allowed preservation that interfered with new construction as little as 

possible. 

My critique of facadism is not unique. Facadism has been described as 

“fake” and critiqued for “prevent[ing] new architectural styles from evolving and 

                                                 
24 Id. 
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reduc[ing] buildings to mere elevations or self parodies.”25 Facadism has also been 

described as failing to accomplish the goals of historic preservation: 

[F]acadism holds out a great temptation—it seems, on the surface, to 

give both sides what they want. The small, older buildings valued by 

preservationists appear to be saved, while the large new ones 

developers seek can still be built. But while facadism pretends to a 

certain earnestness, it is at bottom rather pernicious. For the 

compromise it represents is not really preservation at all. To save only 

the façade of a building is not to save its essence; it is to turn the 

building into a stage set, into a cute toy intended to make a skyscraper 

more palatable. And the street becomes a kind of Disneyland of false 

fronts.26 

 

These critiques of facadism serve as a cautionary tale for preservation methods that 

attempt to preserve an element of a historic building and incorporate it into a new 

one. Below are examples of facadism in practice in Washington. 

  

                                                 
25 T.J. Henry, Facadism as an Approach to Redevelopment and Conservation of World Heritage, 5 CULTURAL 

HERITAGE AND SUSTAINABILITY, at 15 (2013). 
26 Goldberger, supra note 18. 
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The shell of a 

building in the 

St. Elizabeth’s 

hospital 

complex. The 

building was 

being renovated 

in a facadism 

style to serve as 

the Department 

of Homeland 

Security 

Headquarters.27 

 

 

 

The Embassy of Spain. Although more than the exterior brick façade of the 

original building remains (the addition appears more “pop-up” or “pop-out” 

in style), this building illustrates some of the stylistic downfalls of 

facadism.28 

                                                 
27 Photo Source: Pablo Maurer, A Completely Hollowed Out 19th Century Building from Above, (Dec. 19, 2017) 

https://googleearthcommunity.proboards.com/thread/4575/facadism-elizabeths-hospital-southeast-washington. 
28 Photo Source: Embassy of Spain, About Us, 

http://www.exteriores.gob.es/Embajadas/WASHINGTON/en/Embajada/Pages/inicio.aspx. 
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Side view of a building on the 

corner of North Capitol Street 

NW and P Street.29  

Note the especially poor 

connection of the façade of the 

building and the side wall, 

where the building material 

goes from brick to cement 

block. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Front view of the same building.30  

From the front, there is no indication that 

only the front façade of the original brick 

building remains.  

                                                 
29 Photo Source: Author (May 2, 2021) (on file with author). 
30 Photo Source: Author (May 2, 2021) (on file with author). 
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IV. Facadism in Washington, D.C. and Rhodes Tavern  

a. Overview of the Rhodes Tavern Decision 

Washington embraced the facadism trend as “exemplary architecture” in 

Citizens Committee to Save Historic Rhodes Tavern v. District of Columbia 

Department of Housing and Community Development.31 In this case, the Mayor’s 

Agent gave a developer permission to demolish three historic buildings, 

incorporating the facades of two of the buildings into the new development. The 

third historic building, Rhodes Tavern, was entirely demolished to make way for 

the new development. 

The Mayor’s Agent approved this demolition and new development, despite 

the demolition including the complete destruction of Rhodes Tavern and the 

destruction of all but the façades of two other historic buildings (the Keith-Albee 

Building and the National Metropolitan Bank Building).32 This approval was based 

on the new building having special merit in the form of exemplary architecture. 

However, this “exemplary architecture” was based only on the incorporation of the 

two historic building facades.33  

Despite affirming the Mayor’s Agent’s decision, the Rhodes Tavern court 

created a greater expectation for future demolition decisions. Follow the case, the 

                                                 
31 432 A.2d 710 (1981). 
32 Id. at 715. 
33 Id. 
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Mayor’s Agent is required to explicitly consider and balance the historic value that 

would be lost by demolition against the special merit of the new development:  

With its emphasis on ‘safeguard(ing) the city’s historic, aesthetic and 

cultural heritage, as embodied and reflected in (its) landmarks and 

districts,’ . . . the Act implicitly requires that, in the case of 

demolition, the Mayor’s Agent balance the historical value of the 

particular landmark against the special merit of the proposed project. 

While the decision of the Mayor’s Agent in this case might appear to 

turn almost exclusively on her finding that the proposed project is one 

of special merit, implicitly she undertook a proper value-balancing 

analysis in order to reach that ultimate conclusion.34 

 

In this way, the court read an implicit consideration of historic value and special 

merit into the Mayor’s Agent’s decision. This reading saved the decision and 

green-lighted the demolition of the historic buildings to make way for new 

construction. 

 To provide better clarity for future decisions by the Mayor’s Agent, the court 

explained that the Mayor’s Agent could fulfill this slightly-heightened requirement 

by precisely stating “which historical values associated with a particular landmark 

or historic district were considered with respect to a permit application and 

whether these historical considerations outweigh . . . the merits of that 

application.”35  

The court also quashed criticism of the malleability of the “exemplary 

architecture” standard. Critics felt that saving merely the facades of two buildings 

                                                 
34 Id. at 716. 
35 Id. at 717. 
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and incorporating them into a new building was not “exemplary.” However, the 

court stated that “there is no merit to the claim that the Mayor’s agent, in finding 

special merit based on exemplary architecture, acted without standards or that the 

phrase ‘exemplary architecture’ is impermissibly vague.”36 This decision 

temporarily cemented facadism as an appropriate way to incorporate the history of 

a demolished building into a new construction. 

b. Rhodes Tavern’s Lesson for Facadism and Balancing a Need 

for New Construction with the Demolition of Historic 

Buildings 

Rhodes Tavern was not the most straightforward historic building. The 

structure had been repurposed and renovated over its long history.37 These 

alterations provided fodder for arguments about the building’s status as an 

authentic historic building: “The documents do laud the historical significance of 

Rhodes Tavern. However, they also admit candidly that the architectural integrity 

of the structure has been seriously impaired.”38 These observations highlight 

unstated questions that run throughout the Rhodes Tavern case. At what point does 

a building loose its original integrity and no longer hold its own history? Does that 

justify demolishing the building? Conversely, does that justify shaving off and 

only preserving the front of the building? 
                                                 
36 Id. at 719. 
37 Id. at 716. 
38 Id. 
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Additionally, the Rhodes Tavern case was the first test of the then-new D.C. 

Historic Preservation Statute.39 At the same time that preservationists were fighting 

to save Rhodes Tavern, the development allowed in its place created the first new 

downtown building in D.C. for the past fifty years.40 The pressure to make way for 

a new building, one that might help revitalize D.C.’s downtown area, was high.  

Further complicating the issue is that the two building facades that were 

salvaged in the development that completely demolished Rhodes Tavern are 

tastefully integrated into the new building. Unlike some of the visually 

unappealing examples of facadism that precede this section, this construction 

resulted in a useful, aesthetically pleasing building that successfully preserved the 

fronts of two historic structures. The following photo is of the building that 

resulted from Rhodes Tavern’s demolition and the incorporated façade of one of 

the other buildings, which is inside the red rectangle.41  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
39 D.C. Mayor’s Agent, A Subject Matter Summary for “Special Merit – General,” (1977), 

https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/static/html/dc-historic-definitions.html#Special%20Merit%20-

%20Exemplary%20Architecture (last visited May 12, 2021). 
40 Id. 
41 Photo Source: Smallbones, Chase’s Theater and Riggs Building on the NRHP since September 7, 1978, (Jul. 

2011) https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chases_Theater_Riggs_Blg_DC.jpg.  
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However, looking past building facades that were saved by this development 

and at what was lost in the construction, we can recognize the true tragedy of the 

Rhodes Tavern case and facadism writ large. Were the histories preserved of the 

two buildings whose facades were saved, or are the facades mere shells of their 

prior selves? Does the new building tell the story of the past, or does it only 

pretend to? What about Rhodes Tavern, the historic building that had to be 

demolished as a trade to preserve the two remaining facades? Was it worth it, and 

did historic preservation do its job? 

V. Friends of McMillan Park (2016) and D.C.’s Reaction Against 

Facadism 
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After many historic buildings in D.C. were altered or demolished following 

the facadism fad, the tide began to turn against the practice. Friends of McMillan 

Park42 illustrates the change in opinion against facadism by clarifying special merit 

review. Prior to this case, however, facadism in D.C. had stopped.43 The D.C. 

Historic Preservation Review Board stopped approving facadism as exemplary 

architecture in the early 2000s, with their last facadism approval occurring with the 

demolition, save the façade, of Calvary Baptist Church (HPA No. 2000-601).44  

Now, preserving the façade of a historic building is not considered 

“exemplary architecture” so as to achieve special merit. Saving part of a historic 

building reduces only the “net historic-preservation loss” that is weighed against a 

development’s special merit.45 This change means that architecture can only be 

exemplary when it is new.  

Friends of McMillan Park altered the Rhodes Tavern test by taking 

preservation of a façade out of the special merit side of the equation. Preservation 

of a historic building through architecture does still factor into the equation, but 

only by decreasing the bar to balance out historical loss that special merit must rise 

                                                 
42 Friends of McMillan Park v. District of Columbia Zoning Commission, 149 A.3d 1027 (D.C. 2016). 
43 Letter from Professor Emanuel Boasberg (then-Chair of the Historic Preservation Review Board) to Gabrielle 

Metzger (May 2, 2021) (on file with author). 
44 Id.; Calvary Baptist Church, 711-724 8th St. NW, HPA Number: 2000-601, 2001-044 (Apr. 20, 2001). 
45 Friends of McMillan Park, 149 A.3d at 1041. 
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to.46 There must still be some other form of exemplary architecture to constitute 

special merit.47 The court altered this test in this way because: 

Considering historic-preservation benefits at both steps of the analysis 

poses a risk of double-counting. Moreover, that a project has some 

historic-preservation benefits that help to offset the project’s historic-

preservation losses does not logically provide a basis upon which to 

conclude that the project provides a “significant benefit” that rises to 

the level of special merit and that would justify demolition or 

subdivision of a historic landmark.48 

 

Therefore, Friends of McMillan Park changed the D.C. special merit balancing test 

to exclude facadism and other means of preserving part of a historic building from 

“exemplary architecture.” 

VI. How to Improve the Demolition Provision of the D.C. 

Preservation Code to Incentivize Reuse of Historic Building 

Materials 

This paper calls for a reinterpretation of the special merit section of the D.C. 

demolition provision, rather than an alteration to the statute. The Friends of 

McMillan Park framework should be reinterpreted to allow reuse of materials from 

historic buildings that are demolished to be considered “exemplary architecture.” 

Reusing historic materials is “exemplary architecture” because reuse requires 

creativity and presents an architectural challenge. Because the reused materials are 

                                                 
46 Id. 
47 Id. 
48 Id. 
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from a historic structure that would be demolished to make way for the new 

construction, reuse also decreases the historic loss that comes from demolishing 

the structure. Instead, reuse carries part of the old building into the new one. 

A. Reuse of Materials as Exemplary Architecture 

Blending old and new building materials into one cohesive, aesthetically 

pleasing structure is not an easy feat. When this feat is accomplished and done 

well, the building has a unique architectural character and tells a story. Unlike 

facadism, which requires very little innovation reusing materials in a way that they 

are visible, honored, and contribute to the new structure requires creative and 

interesting architecture. 

Most new buildings that have fulfilled the exemplary architecture 

requirement of special merit since Friends of McMillan Park are new, innovatively 

designed buildings by well-known architects. For example, the proposed addition 

to the Corcoran Gallery, which passed special merit review as exemplary 

architecture, was designed by famous architect Frank O. Gehry and features a 

modern, curved metal design.49 Reusing materials from demolished historic 

buildings would also require an innovative architect to create a design that 

effectively blends the old with the new, thus creating a project of exemplary 

                                                 
49 Photo Source: Class Canvas Page 
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architecture (and one that is very different from the modern Frank O. Gehry 

example below). 

 

 

 

 

B. Environmental Factors of Reuse of Materials for Special Merit 

The environmental benefits of reusing materials may also constitute special 

merit. Although there are currently no buildings in the District that have 

“exemplary architecture” due to their unique environmentally friendly design, this 

benefit could potentially be considered within “exemplary architecture.” 

Additionally, and perhaps more persuasively, the environmental benefits of reuse 

could also be considered “specific features of land planning, or social or other 

benefits having a high priority for community services,” which are the remaining 

two prongs of special merit besides exemplary architecture.50  

An enormous amount of waste occurs when a building is demolished and a 

new building is constructed in its place. Many developers find it simpler to cart all 

                                                 
50 D.C. Law 2-144 § 3(11). 
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the rubble from an old building to a dump rather than develop a plan to reuse it. 

The waste from this type of construction mindset is high: 

[O]ur perceived old and outdated structures have generated a $4 

billion dollar demolition industry, with the number only expected to 

rise as time goes on. In 2010 alone, an estimated 104 million tons of 

materials flowed from project sites to the rest of the country, 

accounting for just shy of 40% of the nation’s annual solid-waste 

stream . . . . The standard process for clearing a demolition site has 

remained rather consistent for the last several decades. A contractor 

will hire a demolition firm that tears down the building on the site and 

brings in a waste hauling company that then takes the demolished 

pieces to the dump. Pieces of the building that could be salvaged, like 

doors, windows, high-end finishes, and large scale materials, are often 

not preserved due to both an often compressed schedule, the lack of 

space to store the materials, and no knowledge of who would even be 

willing to purchase and reuse them. It’s often much easier to repeat 

this process than to get into the complicated and expensive logistics of 

breaking down materials and reprocessing them—especially when so 

many cheap landfills are nearby.51 

 

Therefore, by reusing building materials from historic buildings that are 

demolished, developers can create special merit from a uniquely high 

environmental benefit. 

C. Reduction of Historic Loss in Special Merit Analysis 

Although reuse of historic materials as “exemplary architecture” or another 

of the special merit prongs requires a slight adjustment in the Friends of McMillan 

Park interpretation of special merit and “exemplary architecture,” considering 

                                                 
51 Kaley Overstreet, Giving Demolished Building Materials a New Life Through Recycling, ARCHDAILY (Jul. 17, 

2020) https://www.archdaily.com/943293/giving-demolished-building-materials-a-new-life-through-recycling. 
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reuse as a way to decrease historic loss does not. As explained in Friends of 

McMillan Park, any special merit must be weighed against the historic loss created 

by the demolition of the historic building. By decreasing the historic loss of 

demolishing a building, developers decrease the bar for special merit that the new 

construction must rise to. 

Reusing materials from the historic buildings offers a way for developers to 

retain some of the historic character of the building while also making way for new 

design and development. Unlike other means that developers have attempted to use 

to decrease historic loss, such as photographing and documenting the historic 

structure before it is demolished, reusing materials allows a part of the historic 

structure to be saved. Instead of interested people having to look up pictures or 

read about the historic building that was demolished, they can see parts of the old 

building woven into the new building’s fabric. This decreases the historic loss to 

which special merit must rise. 

Overall, reuse of materials should be considered a reduction of historic loss 

according to current D.C. case law. Even though it has not explicitly been done 

before, reusing materials fits well into this category as it was established in Friends 

of McMillan Park.  

Regarding reusing materials as “exemplary architecture,” the architectural 

skill and expertise needed to effectively blend new and old materials, as well as the 
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unique visual impact of a building incorporating old materials in this way, 

solidifies reusing materials as “exemplary architecture.” Finally, the environmental 

benefits of reusing materials, which could potentially be considered either 

“exemplary architecture” or a different prong of special merit, further increases the 

meritorious benefits of reuse of materials. 

VII. Differentiating Reuse of Materials from Facadism 

Viewed through a strictly legal lens, reuse of materials being “exemplary 

architecture” may sound like a return to facadism. Both reuse of materials and 

facadism salvage part of a historic building. However, facadism and reuse of 

materials have differing purposes and impacts, both visual and on a community. 

Reuse of materials stems from the purpose of conserving and honoring the 

historic fabric of a building. Unlike facadism, which reduces a historic building to 

its front image, reusing materials recognizes that a historic building is worth more 

to history than how it appears when viewed from the sidewalk. Reusing materials 

does not relegate the historic building to mere ornamentation pasted to the side of a 

modern building. Rather, it frees the historic materials to be enjoyed in a new 

iteration of use.  

Instead of slicing off the front of a building and throwing away everything 

else, reusing materials brings those materials and the cultural memory embodied in 

the historic structure into a new age of use. Considering the Dresden Frauenkirche 
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example discussed at the beginning of this paper, reusing the burnt-out bricks to 

speckle the new cathedral is a powerful reminder of the past. The use of burnt-out 

bricks preserves a chapter of the cathedral’s past that would otherwise have been 

ignored. 

Rather than freezing the total history of a building into its façade, this 

method allows the history of a building to continue developing. This continued 

development paves the way for new history to grow on top of the old, while still 

preserving the older history. Instead of a movie set village of false-fronted 

buildings, the integrity of its history can still be preserved while allowing 

development and progress through new construction. This balance between 

development and preservation benefits the preservation of existing history and 

allows space for new history to be created.  

VIII. Examples of Successful Reuse of Historic Building Materials 

Although the concept of reusing materials from historic buildings is new to 

Washington, D.C., the practice has found success elsewhere. One example of reuse 

of materials in practice is the Resource Rows housing complex built by the 

Lendager Group in Denmark. Although it is still under construction, the project is 

planned to be built from recycled materials from the area: 

Most notably, the facade features a unique pattern of brick tiled in 

different directions that pays homage to the character and history of 

the Carlsberg breweries, old schools, and abandoned homes that they 
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were reclaimed from. Since it’s no longer possible to recycle 

individual bricks due to the strength of the mortar, the bricks for the 

Resource Rows project were sliced into modules, processed, and 

placed to create a new facade. This technique reduced the overall CO2 

emissions of the construction phase.52 

 

Instead of hollowing out an existing building so that developers can fill its shell 

with their own design, this project creates the opportunity to blend old and new. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo: Recycled brick tiling from the Denmark Resource Rows Project53  

                                                 
52 Kaley Overstreet, Giving Demolished Building Materials a New Life Through Recycling, ARCHDAILY (Jul. 17, 

2020) https://www.archdaily.com/943293/giving-demolished-building-materials-a-new-life-through-recycling. 
53 Photo Source: Kaley Overstreet, Giving Demolished Building Materials a New Life Through Recycling, 

ARCHDAILY (Jul. 17, 2020), https://www.archdaily.com/943293/giving-demolished-building-materials-a-new-life-

through-recycling/5f053123b357655d460001d8-giving-demolished-building-materials-a-new-life-through-

recycling-image. 
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In the United States, the concept of “deconstruction” instead of demolition 

has taken hold as a means by which old buildings are taken apart so that their 

components can be recycled or reused, rather than carted off to a landfill.54 

Deconstruction has been lauded as a job-creating, environmentally friendly, and 

potentially cost effective (when landfill and waste transportation costs are balanced 

with income from the sale of materials or decrease in cost of new materials for a 

new structure in the old one’s place) method of demolition.55 However, 

deconstruction is still disfavored for historic buildings, as it ends, ultimately, with 

the destruction of the building. 

This paper does not advocate for the destruction of historic buildings for no 

reason—rather, when a historic building in D.C. is unfortunately on the track 

towards demolition, reuse of materials is an option that attempts to balance the 

competing interests of developers and preservationists. Considering reuse of 

materials “exemplary architecture” for purposes of special merit gives developers a 

tool when they are applying for a demolition permit for a historic building. At the 

same time, it creates an opportunity to preserve and honor the historic building in 

the construction of a new building—a building that may both facilitate and become 

the new history our generation is remembered for leaving behind. 

                                                 
54 Best Practices for Reducing, Reusing, and Recycling Construction and Demolition Materials, EPA (Nov. 28, 

2018) https://www.epa.gov/smm/best-practices-reducing-reusing-and-recycling-construction-and-demolition-

materials. 
55 All That’s Old Is Renewable, PD&R EDGE, 

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/pdredge/pdr_edge_featd_article_092313.html. 
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IX. Opportunity for Reuse of Historic Building Materials in Washington, 

D.C.—The West Heating Plant 

The West Heating Plant, currently slated for demolition, was formerly a 

federal-government-owned coal-fired heating plant situated on a two-acre property 

in the southeast part of Georgetown.56 The plant was under D.C. historic 

preservation protection, but has been decommissioned and closed to the public 

since 2000.57  

The developer who purchased the plant site argued that demolition of the 

plant was necessary, as any form of adaptive reuse would require “essentially full 

demolition and reconstruction of the majority of the structure.”58 According to a 

structural engineer investigation which took place from 2012–2015, adaptive reuse 

of the building would require “80% of the existing exterior brick wall” to be 

replaced, “[c]omplete removal and replacement of the existing window system,” 

“complete demolition of the interior terra cotta wall,” the replacement of “nearly 

all interior structural columns,” and a reconfiguration of the 29th Street entrance to 

the building in order to comply with building code.59 For these reasons, the 

developer argued that the only option for West Heating Plant was to demolish the 

building and construct something of special merit in its place. 

                                                 
56 D.C. Preservation League v. Mayor’s Agent for Historic Preservation, 236 A.3d 373, 377 (D.C. Cir. 2020). 
57 Id. 
58 Id. at 377–78. 
59 Georgetown 29K Aquisition, LLC, Existing Condition, Redevelopment of the West Heating Plant, 

http://www.westheatingplant.com/Existing-Condition/default.aspx (last visited May 1, 2021). 
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The Mayor’s Agent determined that the West Heating Plant demolition 

project had special merit, specifically, (1) that it changed an inaccessible coal yard 

into a public park for the benefit of community residents, (2) that the project came 

with financial support for restoration of the C&O Canal Trial, the Mt. Zion 

Historic Cemetery, and “monetary contributions of at least $2.8 million to entities 

supporting affordable housing in the District,” (3) that the completed project will 

include “an interpretive on-site exhibit concerning the industrial history of 

Georgetown,” and (4) that the project will include “documentation of the history of 

the Plant, to be donated to the D.C. Public Library.”60 

The D.C. Preservation League appealed the Mayor’s Agent’s decision, 

arguing that the special merit found by the Mayor’s Agent was not sufficiently 

connected to the West Heating Plant.61 For example, the contribution of $2.8 

million to affordable housing did not include any affordable housing development 

on the actual West Heating Plant site. Also, the Mt. Zion Cemetery, while near the 

West Heating Plant site, is not on the site.62 Despite these concerns, the Mayor’s 

Agent’s determination was upheld on appeal, and demolition of the West Heating 

Plant may commence soon.63 

                                                 
60 D.C. Preservation League, 236 A.3d at 379. 
61 Id. at 378–80. 
62 Id. at 378–81. 
63 Id. at 381. 
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When developers can fund off-site affordable housing and restoration of 

buildings separate from the historic ones they want to demolish, special merit 

status begins to seem like a demolition and building option that is available for 

purchase. In this situation, including reuse of materials as a means to secure 

“exemplary architecture” special merit better balances the financial incentives of 

developers and the preservation desires of preservationists. Reuse of materials 

secures preservation of some parts of a historic building, rather than exacting 

money from developers for affordable housing unrelated to the historic building 

site. 

The possibilities for integration of historic materials from the West Heating 

Plant building into the site’s new construction are numerous. Interestingly, the 

West Heating Plant Project website even states, “Despite the extensive challenges 

with the existing structure, the design team plans to preserve approximately 30% of 

the building’s fabric.”64 The website does not explain further how this portion of 

the building will be preserved; however, preservation of building materials in this 

way creates a better argument for special merit than financial donations can.  

The West Heating Plant site is especially attractive for reuse of materials 

because the large site also includes a park. Below is a rendering of the planned 

                                                 
64 Georgetown 29K Aquisition, LLC, supra note 59. 
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West Heating Plant site when completed.65 The existing plans for the site create 

ample opportunities for reuse of materials from the old West Heating Plant. 

 

The park creates the opportunity for creative reuse of materials from the 

West Heating Plant in a visually interesting and educational way. Old stonework 

from the building could be used to create benches for the park. Old brick and stone 

could be used to create walkways through the park in place of asphalt, cement, or 

gravel walkways. Metal or wooden structural joists could provide the perfect 

medium for the pergola pictured in the rendering. 

                                                 
65 Photo Source: Georgetown 29K Aquisition, LLC, Renderings, Redevelopment of the West Heating Plant, 

http://www.westheatingplant.com/The-Project/Renderings.aspx (last visited May 1, 2021). 



 30 

Moreover, the building that is to be constructed to replace the West Heating 

Plant also provides an opportunity for reuse of materials. It is possible that the 30% 

preservation of the former building fabric mentioned on the Heating Plant 

development website is already incorporated into the design of the new 

construction, which is a fantastic start. However, if D.C. preservation law 

incentivized reuse of materials, the developer may have aimed higher, 

implementing more creative ways to blend new construction with the site’s history. 

Overall, the West Heating Plant case signifies a missed opportunity to 

develop law that prioritizes reuse of materials in historic building demolition cases. 

The tide already seems to be turning in favor of reusing materials, as exemplified 

by the building fabric preservation planned by the developers already. Moving 

forward, the site presents many opportunities for incorporating materials from the 

demolished West Heating Plant on the developer’s own volition. 

XI. Conclusion 

The Dresden Frauenkirche, discussed at the beginning of this paper, stands 

as an example of the positive impact that reuse of historic materials from 

demolished buildings can have. The Frauenkirche is now a testament to Dresden’s 

history in the centuries before World War II, tells the story of the horror of the war, 

and illustrates the reunification of Germany and the ability to move forward from 

the tragedy of the Nazi era and the Dresden bombing.  
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Washington, D.C., can learn from this example of incorporating history into 

new buildings. Although historic preservation can be critiqued for freezing history 

in time, reuse of materials as advocated in this paper allows development of new 

history while honoring the development site’s past. D.C. preservation law presents 

an opportunity to incorporate reuse of materials into its demolition provision as 

special merit through exemplary architecture. 

Although D.C.’s experience with historic preservation and exemplary 

architecture went through a notorious phase of facadism in the 1980s and 1990s, 

facadism should not scare policy makers away from using exemplary architecture 

to incentivize reuse of materials from demolished historic buildings. Facadism 

represented one attempt to balance development with preservation. However, that 

attempt unfortunately prioritized appearance of preservation over actual 

preservation. Now, reuse of materials could present a second, more balanced 

opportunity. 

Rhodes Tavern and Friends of McMillan Park represent D.C.’s attempt to 

balance preservation and development, first through encouraging facadism and 

second through removing it from exemplary architecture consideration. However, 

the West Heating Plant case outcome provides an opportunity to strike a better 

balance based on what the D.C. community has learned through its various phases 

of historic preservation.  
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Reuse of materials from demolished historic buildings is a viable option for 

historic buildings that are facing demolition. Although preservation of historic 

buildings is preferable, reuse of materials allows the history of the building to be 

preserved as an element of a new building. This form of preservation allows a 

building’s past to be preserved at the same time that a space is provided for a new 

historic building to be created. 


