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Deconstruction, salvage, and reuse in Construction History. Unveiling
collective narratives and new perspectives

Stephanie Van de Voorde!, Ine Wouters!, Philippe Bernardi2, Maxime L’Héritier?

!Department of Architectural Engineering, Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Brussels, Belgium; 2CNRS LaMOP, Paris, France;
3Department of History, Université Paris 8 Vincennes-Saint-Denis, Paris, France

Abstract: The process of demolition and the salvage and reuse of construction materials have received growing attention
in recent scholarship in the field of construction history. However, the focus is often on specific projects, periods, tools,
practices and materials. This thematic session is a deliberate departure from individual case studies, aiming to foster a more
comprehensive understanding of the historical evolution of these practices. The selected papers contribute to weaving broader,
interconnected narratives surrounding deconstruction, salvage, and reuse. Moreover, by acknowledging these practices as
integral to the construction sector, a fresh layer and new perspectives added to recent scholarship in construction history. This
recognition creates a more profound awareness of historical circular practices, underscoring their deep-rooted connections to
societal transitions and fostering opportunities to recalibrate research in Construction History.

Introduction

For a long time, deconstruction, salvage and reuse were
relegated to anecdotal mentions, serving primarily as a means
of denouncing destruction and despoliation from a partisan
perspective. Reuse, viewed as a carrier of ancient memory
and ideology, was the sole focus of researchers’ attention.
It was only with the emergence anthropological interest in
concepts such as ‘waste’ and ‘remains’ that historical research
gradually shifted towards the processes of deconstruction,
salvage and reuse, rather than solely on the heritage objects
they produced (Bertolini 1978, Bertolini 2006, Huygen
2008, Benelli et al. 2017, Debary 2019, Ross 2020, van
Netten and van der Steen 2023). The titles of publications
from recent decades serve as notable milestones in this
development: Memoria dell’antico nell’ arte italiano (Settis
1984-1986); Ideologie e pratiche del reimpiego nell’alto
Medioevo (Centro italiano di studi sull’alto Medioevo 1999);
La ville et ses déchets dans le monde romain: rebuts et
recyclages (Ballet, Cordier and Dieudonné-Glad 2003); 1/
Reimpiego in architettura. Recupero, trasformazione, uso
(Bernard et al. 2008); Remploi, citation, plagiat: conduites
et pratiques médiévales (Xe—Xlle siecle) (Toubert and
Moret 2009); Déconstruction et réemploi. Comment faire
circuler les éléments de construction (Ghyoot et al. 2018);
Demolire, riciclare, reinventare (Bukowiecki, Pizzo and
Volpe 2019); Los origenes de la “economia circular’.
Reciclaje y reutilizacion en la Edad Media (Marsilla et al.
2022). Over time, the range of practices has widened from
reuse to recovery, recycling, and, ultimately, demolition and
deconstruction. Although deconstruction marks the intial
step in the reuse chain, its prominence in research emerged
later. The heightened focus on recovery likely stems from the
comparative analysis of practices over time: through a wider

lens, across academic boundaries, we can better understand
the enduring characteristics and differences influenced by
factors such as historical period, environmental context
and materials involved. However, much of the existing
scholarship predominantly fixates on specific projects. This
thematic session is a deliberate departure from individual case
studies and fragmented stories on the processes, materials
and tools of demolition, salvage and reuse, aiming to foster
a comprehensive understanding of the historical evolution of
these practices.

The six papers gathered in this session cover a wide
temporal focus, from the medieval period to the twenty-first
century, while their geographical scope varies from Europe to
the US and Canada. Together, they demonstrate not only the
richness of the topic and the interrelation between material,
cultural, socio-economic and professional aspects, as well as
the relation to the construction sector as a whole. While each
of the six papers deals with a particular topic, from crises as
catalysts for reuse practices in medieval and early modern
times, to twenty-first-century environmental concerns, there
are nevertheless myriad connections and interesting links
between the papers. In the first part of this paper, common
trends and interconnected narratives are woven together, to
entail amultifaceted yet nuanced understanding of the complex
historical continuum of deconstruction, salvage, and reuse,
across geographical and temporal boundaries. Subsequently,
in the second part of the paper, we highlight overarching lines
of research that emerge from this collective body of work and
invite us to revisit some of the interconnected narratives from
a fresh perspective.
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1. Unveiling interconnected narratives
1.1. Setting the stage

Before we explore some common trends across the six papers
below, we give a short summary of each of them.

In the first paper, Marion Foucher delves into the late
Middle Ages and the early modern period in France: focusing
on the impact of natural catastrophes and wars, she explores
how such disruptions in construction routines are reflected in
construction works. Léonore Dubois-Losserand reconstructs
the operational sequence and systemic organization of
demolition, salvage and reuse in early modern Paris,
unveiling the professional networks and (economic) rationale
behind this practice. In the third paper, Michael Heaton
delves into non-utilitarian architectural salvage in the
southwest of England during the seventeenth and eighteenth
century, suggesting a deeper symbolic significance akin to the
Classical and Renaissance practices of using spolia.

The next three papers explore more recent periods.
Lara Reyniers, Stephanie Van de Voorde and Ine Wouters
investigate the emergence and evolution of the demolition
contractor as a specialized profession in Brussels in 1860—
1970, underscoring the twentieth-century shift from material-
to labor-centric demolition practices. In the fifth paper, Célia
Kiipfer and Corentin Fivet examine the evolution of concrete
reuse in Europe since the 1960s: despite its status as a niche
practice, in certain instances it has emerged as a valuable
alternative to landfills or downcycling. Finally, focusing on
North-America in 1890-2010, Juliette Cook and Rashmi
Sirkar bring attention to a complex web of interconnected,
mutually reinforcing factors and underscore the profound
impact of two twentieth-century ‘inventions’, namely
building obsolescence and sanitary landfill.

1.2. Paper trails and material traces

One of the findings that is evidenced by all papers is that,
despite the widespread character, demolition and reuse are
not always easy to document as they often leave less, and
also different kinds of traces than new constructions. Primary
sources on demolition, such as the archive of Pierre-Frangois
Palloy, master mason and building contractor who was
in charge of the demolition of the Bastille, or theoretical
treatises mentioning demolition such as the one by Jean-
Frangois Monroy, are exceptional (Dubois-Losserand). Yet,
unique and exceptional cases, for instance the acquisition of
highly symbolic elements in spolia practices or demolition
works following disasters, often leave a paper trail; hence
Foucher’s strategy to look for “unusual behaviors, schedules
or recruitment forms”. However, customary or generic
practices of demolition and reuse are more difficult to
reconstruct, largely because they were part of the common,
well established and often informal building practice that
is typically ill-documented. As such, the lack of available
sources, somewhat paradoxically, underscores the widespread
nature of this practice: “The practice is so common that
its procedures are not detailed in the archives” (Dubois-
Losserand). Likewise, Heaton explains that “the exchange
was not recorded [which] suggests that it was customary, that
it was expected.” Nevertheless, public administrations often
kept track of all transactions: their archives unveil the ubiquity

and importance of demolition works through payrolls and
yearly accountings (Foucher), estimates and expert reports
(Dubois-Losserand), and public tenders (Reyniers et al.).
In addition, numerous secondary sources like iconographic
documents illustrating urban renewal programs, trade
almanacs, tax codes and, for more recent periods, interviews
(Cook et al.) enable to situate these practices in the larger
building culture. Nevertheless, a quantitative assessment of
the reclamation sector poses challenges due to the scarcity
of data. In addition, also the historical link between the
demolished structure and the new structures erected with the
salvaged materials is often difficult to reconstruct. This is
especially true for commonplace materials such as brick and
timber, which lack distinct features yet constitute the bulk of
reused materials.

In addition to written or oral sources, some papers leverage
archaeological findings and on-site observations, considering
these material evidences as pivotal for discerning instances
of reuse. Here as well, a prevalent investigative approach
involves scrutinizing anomalies and unusual elements, such
as pieces that have been “brutally chopped” to align with
the new structure (Heaton). Additionally, the identification
of empty timber sockets and amputated mortice-and-
tenon joints, regularly encountered by Dubois-Losserand
and Heaton, serves as a common strategy for tracing reuse
occurrences.

1.3. Importance and intricate interplay of legal, economic,
and other aspects

Many papers reference a wide array of legal instruments
that either impede or encourage the demolition and reuse
of materials. Throughout history, numerous charters and
legal documents have been enacted to prohibit the salvage
of materials from historical structures, primarily with the
intention of protecting cultural heritage, preserving the
integrity of a defensive wall or safeguarding the urban
landscape. Foucher, for instance, alludes to the prohibition
against extracting stones from the city walls of Avignon
in 1243. A more contemporary illustration is found in the
New York City’s Landmarks Law of 1965, establishing
the Landmarks Preservation Commission (Cook et al.).
Conversely, legal frameworks existthatendorse such practices.
The 1356 charter in Castelnaudary, for example, legalized
the dismantling of houses for the purpose of repurposing
materials in fortifications. In addition to explicit directives
either endorsing or prohibiting demolition and reuse, various
regulations, plans, and documents exert influence in more
implicit or indirect ways, yet are equally determinative and
indicative. This is evidenced by expropriation laws (Reyniers
etal.), Housing Acts (Cook et al.), and urban planning policies
aimed at rejuvenating urban neighborhoods. Furthermore,
certain laws and legal documents focus on the consequences
of demolition, such as the resulting waste and associated
environmental issues. While Cook et al. address the escalating
concerns and legislative measures surrounding waste disposal
in the (late) twentieth century, Dubois-Losserand highlights
that this issue is not exclusive to recent times, as ordinances
from the sixteenth century in Paris concerning the cleanliness
of public spaces attest to the adverse effects of illicit dumping
practices related to demolition. Lastly, there are also cases of
‘soft law’ that impact or respond to changes in the sector. For
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instance, a reform of the statutes of the carpenters’ trade, as
indicated by Foucher, serves as an example of how shifts in
material management were addressed.

In addition to the legal framework, many papers
underscore the significance of the economic climate. Notably,
Foucher observes that during periods of economic crisis
normal routines are disrupted, and supply strategies were
profoundly influenced by price inflation. Another example is
provided by Reyniers et al., accentuating the repercussions of
escalating labor costs after World War II.

However, rather than exclusively emphasizing the
impact of economic variables, the diverse cases collectively
underscore the intricate interconnectedness of economic,
legal, social, environmental, technical, cultural, professional,
logistical, and other facets. As exemplified by Cook et al.,
alterations in the material valuation of buildings are closely
related with technical and mechanical innovations within
material supply chains and labor practices, as well as
alterations in tax structures, waste management and shifts in
real estate dynamics. The convergence of these economic,
socio-technical, and legal shifts has been instrumental in
rendering deconstruction and reuse an anomaly by the mid-
twentieth century. Nevertheless, despite encountering the
most unfavorable circumstances, salvage practices have
endured, albeit rather as peripheral or marginal practices.

1.4. Common and widespread, as an integral part of the
construction sector

Embedded within diverse temporal epochs and architectural
traditions, the collective narrative of the papers in this session
underscores that demolition, salvage and reuse are intrinsic
to the construction sector. Instances of demolition have
continuously been prompted by various factors, encompassing
issues such as maintenance neglect, structural deterioration,
or the imperative for expansion. In densely populated urban
areas, demolition was even a “necessary precondition for
construction” (Dubois-Losserand; Schneekloth 1998). In
tandem with the inevitability of demolition, also salvage and
reuse emerge as enduring and customary practices. Even a
cursory examination of historical buildings unveils structures
that persist solely as “empty footings from which the masonry
was ‘robbed’ centuries ago” (Heaton). The salvage and reuse
of a wide range of materials occurred across diverse sites,
liberated either by natural disasters or deliberate human
interventions. Moreover, for a long time, any building
represented a potential source of materials. Up until the early
modern period, the existence of ancient ruins and historic
buildings and the relative straightforward extraction of
materials from them rendered reuse not merely a possibility
but often the most convenient and imperative means of
securing materials for construction projects, as it was often
“cheaper than fresh alternatives brought from afar by ox cart”
(Heaton). Salvaging materials from ancient monuments in
Rome serves as an ‘exemple type’ and recurring reference of
these long-standing practices (Barker 2018). In contemporary
times, however, attitudes towards architectural heritage have
changed, while the prevalence of construction materials
like reinforced concrete and cement mortar pose additional
challenges to reuse.

Although demolition is often considered the opposite
of construction, many parallels exist between them.

Both processes require planning in time and space and
the involvement of both specialized and unskilled labor.
Furthermore, demolition is not merely a brute action but a
reasoned process, requiring specific technical expertise and
insights in construction processes. A case in point is the
dismantling and reuse of large quantities of prefabricated
panels from residential buildings in the 1980s, for which the
developer of the original system provided technical assistance.
Vice versa, demolition also serves as a source of knowledge
to understand how structures were constructed. Hence, this
‘aller-retour’ enriches the savoir-faire of both the constructor
and the demolisher—who were, for that matter, not seldomly
unified within one person. For more recent times, parallels can
also be made between building and demolition permits that
needed to be signed off by city administrations, the existence
of tendering procedures for building and demolishing, and the
impact of technological innovations. Related to this, Reyniers
et al. highlight that there is a close, yet continuously evolving
intertwinement with the construction sector as a whole, as
fluctuations in the demolition sector generally “mirror the
overall trends in the construction industry”. Similarly, the
salvage sector demonstrates an intricate relationship with
the market for “virgin’ building materials. The impact of this
interplay was, for instance, particularly significant in the
early twentieth century in North America, as Cook et al. refer
to a 1910 New York Times article highlighting the adverse
effects of a “parallel salvage market” on the sales of new
construction materials.

While demolition and reuse indeed are found to be
ubiquitous, there are nevertheless exceptions. A case in
point is made by Foucher, who refers to the French town of
Nevers, where “the aldermen barely reused materials™ in the
fourteenth century, as they could benefit “from both forests
and quarries in the town’s neighboring domain”. Yet, when
the common supply networks were cut off, due to a peak
of tension in the Hundred Years’ War, a sudden increase in
the use of reclaimed timber and stone was noted. This and
many other cases in this session underscore the importance of
understanding the particular context. Sometimes even small
changes in the legal landscape, the economic wax and wanes,
professional networks, or environmental issues have had
a profound impact on the “continuity and discontinuity” of
demolition and reuse (Dubois-Losserand), which underscores
their deep-rooted connections to societal transitions.

2. New perspectives

Building on this exploration of the common narratives
that emerged from the selected papers, below we highlight
four lines of research that can offer a fresh perspective on
the theme of this session: the interconnectedness of people
and materials within larger networks, the pivotal role of
demolishers, the underlying motivations and values guiding
demolition processes, and the dialectic relationship between
valuable resources and inevitable waste.

2.1. Reconstructing the operational chain

While the ‘missing link’ (in terms of sources) poses
challenges in comprehending demolition and reuse as
integral facets of a unified process, all the papers in this
session nevertheless underscore the intricate interconnection
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between demolition, salvage, and reuse. This interconnection
is defined by a sequence of diverse processes or actions
that unfold chronologically, yet often in disparate locations
or timeframes. Embracing a term commonly employed in
archaeology, this chronological progression of processes or
steps can be identified as the “chain of operations” (Dubois-
Losserand). A comprehensive perspective on this operational
chain—including the materials, tools, labor and location—
not only elucidates the internal dynamics of the sector but
also illuminates its dynamic relationship to the broader
construction industry.

First, the very nature of the materials (and thus also
the original construction techniques of the buildings to be
demolished) greatly affects the chain of operations. Throughout
centuries, almost all materials were salvaged and easily found
ause in newly constructed buildings. Almost invariably, these
are traditional materials such as stones, bricks, and timber that
served a similar function in the new structure. Even rubble
did not go to waste; it was reused for foundations, levelling,
or other purposes in times of crisis (Foucher). However, in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, salvage operations
became much more complex. The increasing diversity of
materials, despite heightened attention to standardization, led
to more fragmented material flows. Additionally, the use of
hazardous materials and inexpensive petrochemical-based
building materials limited the possibilities for reuse (Cook
et al.). Above all, the development of Portland cement and
reinforced concrete poses specific challenges to dismantling.
Both the widespread use of cement mortar, which replaced
the more friable lime mortar that was common until the
early twentieth century, and the prevalence of reinforced
concrete, especially since World War II, presented significant
challenges for deconstruction. While reinforced concrete
is often considered inherently unsuitable for salvage and
reuse, Kiipfer et al. highlight experiments in salvaging and
reusing reinforced concrete, involving particular dismantling
techniques such as cutting, sawing, or hydro-demolition.

The tools and techniques employed for demolition and
salvage constitute a second element that defines the operational
chain. Depictions of demolition sites reveal that many tools
used for deconstruction are, at least at first glance, similar
to those used in construction, including shovels, hoes, axes,
spades, and baskets. However, the nature of the work also
necessitated specific tools like sledgehammers and pickaxes
(Dubois-Losserand), as well as gunpowder, albeit mostly in
exceptional cases (Foucher). These traditional tools were
well-adapted to the materials and elements to be salvaged,
enabling the careful dismantling of entire buildings, from
interior furnishings (doors, lamps, moldings, floors, etc.) to
the structural components (walls and facades).

In addition to these traditional tools, the general
organization of the construction site is particularly noteworthy.
While investigating how materials salvaged from the Bastille
reached the ground, Dubois-Losserand has found no evidence
of the use of cranes, machines, or ropes in the contractor’s
archive; it appears that once removed by a pick, materials
were simply dropped down. In other instances, the use of ropes
is mentioned for hauling down materials, and scaffolding
and lifting are sometimes referenced (Foucher). As this
demolition—or rather deconstruction—regime persisted for
centuries, also these traditional techniques remained in use
for centuries, with new types of chutes and shafts for lowering

the heaviest materials without causing excessive damage
introduced only in the early twentieth century (Cook et al.).
Yet a radical transformation occurred during the twentieth
century. Brutal techniques and destructive tools such as the
wrecking ball, bulldozers, hydraulic excavators, dynamite,
and other mechanical equipment that made demolition both
faster and cheaper significantly altered the organization of the
demolition site, exerting a profound impact on other aspects
of the operational chain.

The nearly complete replacement of manual labor by
mechanical tools—and thus also the decline of the labor-
intensive processes of salvage and reuse—throughout the
twentieth century was spurred by a confluence of factors,
notably a significant rise in labor costs and a relatively
steep decline in material prices. This shift in labor regimes
is exemplified by a comparison between the demolition
of the Bastille in Paris and the Gillender Building in New
York, a mere 120 years apart. In 1789, around 780 workers
(“fourteen site managers, three hundred twenty-eight
masons, three hundred ninety-eight journeymen, and forty
‘boys’”) toiled diligently for nearly two years to dismantle
the Bastille (Dubois-Losserand). Conversely, in 1910, as the
mechanization of demolition activities gained momentum,
a team of 250 men brought down the 22-story Gillender
Building in a mere 45 days, employing sledgehammers and
pneumatic guns (Cook et al.). Although the built volume
of the New York skyscraper was approximately five times
smaller, the task was accomplished by only a third of the
workforce, and it was completed about eight times faster.

While the focus is often on dismantling and reuse,
transport and storage are equally crucial moments in the
chain of operations. During the Middle Ages and the early
modern period, second-hand materials could more easily
be repurposed on the same site where they were collected.
However, various papers also underscore the role of clerks
in measuring and recording materials, transportation, and
storage elsewhere within the city. For example, the Bureau
de la Ville de Paris did maintain its own storage facilities
for salvaged materials (Dubois-Losserand). Contractors
likely also maintained dedicated storage areas, although a
comprehensive study of this issue for the modern period is
still needed. More insights are available for the second half
of the nineteenth century. The emergence of the specialized
demolition contractor during that period often originated
from the transport sector rather than the construction sector,
underscoring the significance of this activity in the chain of
operations (Reyniers et al.). Transport, emerging as a major
component of the chain of operations, thus needed to align with
the salvaged materials and other elements of the chain. For
instance, the large dimensions of salvaged reinforced concrete
elements required non-standard transportation (Kiipfer et
al.). The need for transport and storage could be limited by
selling the salvaged materials directly onsite—a centuries-
old practice that was used during the deconstruction of the
Bastille (Dubois-Losserand) and still favored by demolition
contractors at the beginning of the twentieth century (Reyniers
et al.). Another option, often complementary to these onsite
sales, was to transport the salvaged materials to other storage
sites or large warehouses. From there on, they could be sold,
for instance through advertising stock catalogues (Cook et
al.).
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The historical analysis of the various elements of the
operational chain reveals their close interconnection. Because
of this integrated nature, pivotal points and shifts place the
unity of the chain under pressure. Careful deconstruction
alone is insufficient to create opportunities for salvage; an
entire ecosystem must be built so that salvaged materials can
reintegrate a new construction cycle. Up until the beginning
of the twentieth century, second-hand materials “fit in the
general economy of construction’s supply” (Foucher),
making the integrated chain of operations almost self-evident.
A counterexample is provided by the HOPE VI rehabilitation
program in the US (1993), which considered deconstruction
as an ideal method to train low-income workers for jobs in
the construction trades: although initially experiencing some
success, it concluded in 2010, mainly due to a deficiency
in proper organization for managing the flow of materials
(Cook et al.). This, along with other examples in the papers
by Reyniers et al., Cook et al., and Kiipfer et al., indicates
that since the middle of the twentieth century, essential links
in the chain are missing. For instance, Cook et al. stress that,
over time, the need for transport and storage became one of
the bottlenecks in the demolition business: “without effective
channels for handling, storing, and distributing salvaged
materials, any deconstruction ordinance will fail to achieve
its reuse goals”.

One may contemplate whether the profound transformation
of demolition practices during the twentieth century, which
has limited the possibilities of recovery and relegated salvage
and reuse activities to the fringes of the construction industry,
still qualifies as a “discontinuity” or if a comprehensive
paradigm shift is needed to reinstate the operational chain.
However, promising and inspiring examples, highlighted by
Kiipfer et al., demonstrate that the operational chain can be
restored by placing the reuse of materials back at the core of
the demolition process, yet this necessitates a comprehensive
rethinking and adaptation of existing practices. Another
notable instance of a complete and highly unconventional
reconfiguration of the operational chain is given by the Belgian
entrepreneur Marcel Raymaekers. In the 1960s and 1970s,
Raymaekers designed highly original and creative projects,
consisting almost completely out of salvaged building
components. To counteract rising labor costs, Raymaekers
implemented various strategies to influence other elements
in the operational chain, such as a focus on exclusive and
high-value reclaimed components and a corresponding shift
towards an upper-class clientele (Vande Capelle et al., 2023).

2.2. Revisiting the “demolisher”. Long-term perspectives
on a changing profession

Already in the fifteenth century, Leon Battista Alberti
made reference to “demolishers”. He depicted them as
“fabros vastatores” (or “devastating workers”) that “used
their collective force” on structures crafted by incompetent
architects, to “overturn and destroy everything” (Alberti
2004, 140). The papers assembled in this session invite us
to revisit this rather harsh notion of “demolishers” from
a long-term perspective. In this respect, it is important to
note that the meaning or interpretation of “demolition” has
evolved significantly over time. In eighteenth-century French
dictionaries, for instance, the word “demolition” refers to both
the “destruction of a building” and the “materials left after a

house has been demolished, such as plaster, wood, lead, iron,
etc.” (Furetiére 1701). In addition, the twenty-first century’s
vocabulary makes a clear distinction between demolition
on the one hand and dismantling or deconstruction on the
other hand. The lack of such distinction in vocabularies of
earlier times, such as the designation by Alberti, can be
misleading, as it seems to overlook any expertise regarding
the dismantling of buildings. A case in point is the demolition
of Thérouanne in 1553, as described by Foucher. After seven
weeks of intense attacks, Charles V and Mary of Hungary
requisitioned thousands of “workers” armed with simple
tools and a few dozen barrels of gunpowder to completely
erase what remained of the French town. Yet, the apparent
violence and brutal force that was employed did not exclude
a more reasoned and careful dismantling. This is evidenced
by the negotiations of the canons of Saint-Omer with Jean de
Moerbeke, the superintendent overseeing the demolition, to
recover the grand portal of Thérouanne’s cathedral.

One can imagine that, given these specific circumstances,
the thousands of people requisitioned to level out Thérouanne
were only occasional demolishers. But was there a specialized
profession for dismantling or demolishing buildings at
that time? Historical sources do not seem to attest to such
a terminological nuance. For instance, in French, the word
“démolisseur” was rarely used before the eighteenth century,
and in English (to mention only these two languages) the
term “demolisher” only appears in 1615 in the Oxford
English Dictionary to qualify “a person who demolishes
something”. As such, for a long time, “demolisher” refers
to an activity, rather than a profession. When urgency does
not require the use of a corvée population or soldiers, the
builders themselves often take on this phase of work. Dubois-
Losserand illustrates this with the emblematic demolition
site of the Bastille, managed by Pierre-Frangois Palloy: not
a demolisher, but a master mason and building contractor.
Demolition/deconstruction thus appears as an integral facet
of the construction enterprise, remains so until the nineteenth
century and still is for more modest works. Only in the
last decades of the nineteenth century, as Reyniers et al.
show, “a unique professional identity—that of ‘demolition
contractors’—emerges. The study on Brussels highlights the
gradual emergence of a new profession, driven in this case by
the scale of the transformations undergone by the capital of the
new state, born of the secession from the Netherlands in 1830.
The “emergence of specialized demolition contractors” was
not “an isolated or abrupt occurrence”: recovering valuable
materials, they became key players in the construction sector,
characterized by a distinct business profile and evolution.

The profession is notably influenced by fluctuations in the
prices of second-hand materials and the competition of new
manufactured products. Around the middle of the twentieth
century, they were forced to adopt a new strategy, requesting
payment for their service while relinquishing ownership of
demolition materials. The question of labor and its cost became
central in the mid-twentieth century. In the US, the growth of
labor unions like the laborers’ International Union of North
America “led to higher wages, improved working conditions,
and increased safety standards for laborers involved in
demolition” (Cook et al.). Concurrently, the development
of heavy machinery and mechanical tools facilitated the
management of large projects while addressing the shortage
of laborers. While these shifts significantly changed the
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nature of the demolition profession, and the “culture of
clearance” became deeply rooted in our contemporary
societies, small-scale demolitions by independent builders
have nevertheless persisted, thus preserving also some of the
technical knowledge necessary for the recovery of traditional
materials.

The intensification of recovery and reuse practices in
recent decades is marked by the emergence of new actors,
such as the financier Ted Reiff, founder of The ReUsed People
(Cook et al.), as well as new practices, such as the reuse of
reinforced concrete (Kiipfer et al.). That dismantling and
reusing “new” materials such as reinforced concrete requires
a different approach and skillset, is also demonstrated by the
partnership established in the framework of the ReCreate
project: it includes scientific research institutes, architectural
and engineering firms, as well as public institutions and
material producers (Kiipfer et al.). The contemporary shift
in deconstruction and reuse practices, influenced by societal
concerns about the environment, does not challenge the
significant professionalization or specialization of the
“demolisher” that was initiated in the nineteenth century.
However, the profession has become increasingly complex, as
deconstruction today calls for multiple specialties depending
on the nature of the structures and the materials that compose
them.

2.3. Assessing quality and ascribing value

Throughout the operational chain, spanning from
deconstruction to reuse, the assessment of salvaged materials
involves a series of processes aimed at evaluating their
quality and (re)defining their value. Concerning the technical,
mechanical and structural properties of the materials, Carvais
previously observed that the reuse of worn and fragile
materials, leading to defects in new buildings, resulted in a
negative perception of reuse. This perception persisted over
time, causing architectural theorists from the Renaissance
onwards to often overlook reuse in their treatises (Carvais
2008, 532-532). In more recent times, the increasing legal
frameworks and the associated strong trend toward specifying
properties of (new) materials in greater detail, coupled
with a heightened risk aversion, underscore the continued
significance of quality assessment as a critical juncture
within the operational chain. Furthermore, the challenges in
obtaining historical information on quality assessment are
reiterated by various papers in this session.

Despite its importance for preservation, vague phrases
such as “good condition” were commonly used to describe
the overall properties of the materials (Dubois-Losserand,
Foucher). The determination of what constituted “good
condition” varied based on the specific type of materials.
Dubois-Losserand notes that in the early modern period, a
simple visual inspection was often sufficient to assess the
quality of most materials such as timber, iron, lead and glass.
In the case of salvaged wood, the simplicity of verifying and
the high confidence in its structural integrity made it a highly
sought-after material, well into the twentieth century (Cook
et al.). Conversely, assessing the properties of salvaged
stone was more intricate. The determination of its condition
relied on factors such as the precautionary measures taken
(or not) during deconstruction and the sanitary state of the
stone (Dubois-Losserand). This included considerations of

possible internal and invisible defects, possibly caused by the
dismantling process. Therefore, the skills and knowledge of
the demolishers to apply appropriate dismantling techniques
were crucial. In this respect, Reyniers et al. refer also to
the specialized skills of second-hand material traders in the
field of carpentry and metalworking, to repair the salvaged
materials before putting them back on the market.

The salvaged materials were often simplistically
categorized as “old” (Dubois-Losserand). This categorization
primarily emphasized the distinction from “new” materials,
with little consideration given to potential quality differences.
The assessment of salvaged materials appeared to align with a
binary system, reflecting the vagueness in describing desired
qualities. However, this straightforward classification did not
imply that materials deemed not to be “in good condition”
were automatically considered worthless. When salvaged
materials did not meet the requirements for a similar use as
their original function, they were not discarded but found
applications in low-quality contexts. For instance, damaged
wood was repurposed for kindling—a practice observed
even in twentieth-century Brussels—, bricks with uncertain
properties could still be employed for interior applications,
and low-quality stone could be reused in foundations (Cook
et al.). Hence, second-hand materials were never “an easy
bargain” or “free commodity” (Foucher).

The (expected) monetary value of salvaged materials
played a crucial role in determining the cost of demolition.
Quality assessment of materials slated for salvage typically
occurred before the demolition process, aiming to determine
whether a meticulous dismantling would prove financially
advantageous (Reyniers et al.). A comparative analysis of
research by Dubois-Losserand and Reyniers et al. reveals
significant similarities in how this process typically unfolded
in the early modern period until the early twentieth century.
A contractor seeking to secure a demolition project, either
through public auction or by participating in a public tender,
had to ensure that the cost of demolition itself (including
labor costs and equipment, among other things) was offset or
balanced with the expected revenue from selling the salvaged
materials. The high value of materials and low labor costs
ensured that this balance favored the value of materials for
centuries. Often, the contractor paid a sum to the client in
exchange for ownership rights to the materials (Reyniers et
al.). The materials, valorized by selling them, constituted the
primary source of income for the contractor in such a project,
covering expenses and wages. The changing relationship
between material and labor costs led to a shift during the
twentieth century. According to Reyniers et al., the situation
underwent a complete transformation in just a few decades,
with all Brussels’ demolition contractors requesting financial
compensation by 1965. With new materials becoming cheaper
(due to cheap extraction and manufacturing) and second-hand
materials becoming more expensive because of the time-
consuming salvaging process, economic advantages of reuse
virtually disappeared in the mid-twentieth century. Only in
exceptional cases economic benefits of reuse persisted, such
as the experiments cited by Kiipfer et al. where optimal
conditions for reusing reinforced concrete panels were
believed to achieve savings of up to 26%.

While material reuse was indeed mainly driven by
economic expediency, Heaton emphasizes that “not everything
in Construction History conforms to economic or engineering
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rationales”. Discussing instances of non-utilitarian re-use in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the UK, he reveals
that the reuse of salvaged materials and architectural details
for symbolic reasons is also to be understood as “a medium of
social cohesion, wealth exchange, and knowledge transfer”
(Heaton).

2.4. From resource to waste

Because of the close and persistent link between salvage and
the aim to maximize profits, the substantial decline in the
monetary value of second-hand materials during the twentieth
century nearly obliterated any incentives for meticulous
dismantling. Almost all materials were indiscriminately
relegated to waste and debris, irrespective of their potential
use value. This decrease in value was not limited to the
scale of materials, but extended to entire buildings. Cook
et al. emphasize that shifts in real estate dynamics in the
early twentieth century introduced the notion of ‘building
obsolescence’, leading to the demolition of structurally sound
yet relatively young buildings. The self-reinforcing effect
of obsolescence rapidly increased the volume, speed, and
frequency of demolitions. Again, the comparison between the
Bastille and the Gillender Building sets a striking example:
while the French fortress was over four centuries old, the
New York skyscraper was dismantled after only 13 years.

The depreciation of both materials and entire buildings,
inherently intertwined and influenced by the use of
destructive techniques, coincided with a significant surge in
demolition waste. Consequently, “the material coming out of
these sites were increasingly perceived as waste rather than
valuable material to be salvaged and reused” (Cook et al.).
Due to the lack of segregation of different fractions (timber,
stone, glass, concrete, insulation, PVC, etc.), entire quarters
were reduced to mixed debris, rendering the recovery of
materials nearly impossible. The share of materials that
were not repurposed in the construction sector increased
substantially, necessitating alternative disposal methods. In
the early twentieth century, debris was initially utilized in
land reclamation projects; however, the escalating volume
eventually led to disposal in landfills, with the first sanitary
landfill established in California in 1937 (Cook et al.). With
landfill being cheap (Cook et al. note that tipping fees were
only instituted in the 1960s), it quickly became the most
convenient way of getting rid of increasingly large amounts
of waste. Although increasing ecological concerns about
the effect of landfill from the 1970s onwards resulted in
‘green’ building codes, legislation around waste disposal and
deconstruction ordinances to redirect more material into the
circular economy, the global annual tonnage of construction
and demolition waste in fact increased up to approx. 10
billion tons generated annually, with 35% of it ending up as
landfill, and an equally large proportion as backfill (Wu et al.
2019; Kabirifar et al. 2020).

While the issue of effectively managing waste flows
became more pronounced in the twentieth century due to the
increasingly destructive nature of the demolition process, the
imperative for waste management is not exclusive to modern
times; it has consistently been present throughout history
(Ballet et al. 2003). Despite the lack of detailed information
on waste generated by historic deconstruction sites, even in
the case of careful dismantling certain remnants were deemed

unsuitable for construction reuse (Dubois-Losserand). These
remnants were categorized based on their composition and
size: “platras” comprised plaster and lime residues, while
“décombres” and “gravois” referred to larger rubble and
debris. Especially in urban contexts, the management of debris
was integral to policies ever since Antiquity. On the one hand,
this was due to the nuisance it created (Foucher). For instance,
in Paris debris removal was mandated by decree, yet archival
records of police interventions also reveal frequent illegal
dumping of debris on roads and in rivers (Dubois-Losserand).
Contracts indicate that individuals known as “gravoitiers” or
“tombeliers” were appointed to transport debris to designated
vacant land. The existence of specific terms for various debris
fractions and their transporters underscores their importance,
both in urban policy and the circular economy. After all, the
management of waste not only affected the urban landscape
but also the economy, as the extraction of useless materials
from the circular economy incurred costs instead of ensuring
revenues. Therefore, not only efforts to minimize waste, but
also challenging the notion of non-valuable materials as
mere waste is important in a circular economy (Reyniers et
al. 2024; Creba and Hutton 2021; Dupont, Gongalves and
Teworte 2022).

Conclusion

Departing from conventional scholarship, this thematic
session provides a comprehensive understanding of the
intricate dynamics inherent in demolition, salvage and reuse
practices. It underscores their profound and lasting impacts
on both society and the environment, thus challenging the
boundaries of construction history and paving the way for new
directions in the field. By embracing a holistic perspective
and exploring the ‘operational chain’, we can unveil the
ripple effects of these practices and reveal their far-reaching
consequences for human societies and ecosystems. At the
core of this operational chain lies the figure of the demolisher.
By studying his tools, skills, expertise, and strategies to
valorize materials and minimize waste, we can gain valuable
insights into the socio-economic factors, cultural norms, and
individual motivations driving demolition. Therefore, by
considering demolition not merely as a technical endeavor,
but as a reflection of societal values, economic incentives,
and environmental priorities, we can delve deeper into the
complex interplay of factors that shape the built environment.
Furthermore, integrating the narrative of demolition and reuse
into the broader history of construction enables a nuanced
exploration of historical approaches alongside contemporary
challenges (Barber 2016). By tracing the echoes of circular
practices and societal transitions throughout history, we
can emphasize the interconnectedness of past and present
practices, underscoring the relevance of historical inquiry in
addressing pressing contemporary concerns.
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