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1. Introduction
————————————————————————————
Icelandic community houses can be found in almost every town in the country,
no matter how small. They can also be found in rural areas where farmers have come
together and instigated their construction for the rural community. Most of these houses
were built between 1950 and 1970 and through the years they have served a variety of
functions, many of them simultaneously, as in small communities, options of other
venues were very limited or non-existing. These buildings would therefore serve e.g. as
a sports hall for the local school, a meeting space, a movie theatre, an event venue for
concerts, wakes, birthdays, and other celebrations. Since the community houses were
meant for this multi- purpose use they were often quite big on a small town scale.
In later years the need for the community houses has diminished as new buildings have
taken over many of its former functions. As a result the buildings have been becoming a
great financial burden on the municipalities who often are their sole owner. With less use
the income of the houses inevitably decreases and the maintenance of such large
buildings is expensive and is now, due to less use, often kept to a minimum. This, now
wide spread problem, could force many municipalities to seize all operations of their
community houses, resulting in deterioration of the buildings or, if possible, sell them to
a private party. Both options are not ideal since the houses have played a big role in the
lives of the people and are viewed by many as an important historic part of the
community.
A possible solution to the problem of community houses would be to find a way to
increase the use of the buildings again with an approach of adaptive re-use. In this
thesis this approach will be studied, in particular focusing on finding a design solution
for the community house Fellsborg, located in a small village with c.a. 500 inhabitants.
The research conducted and the final design proposal could perhaps also serve as a
reference for other communities looking to re-design their community houses.
The aim of this research is to answer the following questions:
1) Which adaptive re-use strategy is the most suitable for the re-design of Fellsborg in
relation to the diminishing use of the building?
2) Would the same strategy be an effective solution for other Icelandic community
houses?
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Methodology
This thesis’ research is divided into six chapters, starting with the introduction
where there is a short explanation of Icelandic community houses and the relevance of
the research. In the second chapter the origin of adaptive re-use will be reviewed and
how the approach has grown and become increasingly more accepted and
implemented in the field of architecture. After this, theories and different strategies
related to adaptive re-use will be introduced and examples of relevant projects visited.
Chapter three is an overview of the history of Icelandic community houses. The reason
behind their nationwide appearance, within a fairly short period of time, will be explained
as their value in the communities. Lastly, the reasons for the diminished use of the
community houses and the consequencing financial impact will be addressed as for
why it is important to find a way to keep these buildings in use.
Chapter four is focused on case studies where the re-design of three Icelandic
community houses is examined and compared in relation to former and current use,
materiality and the extent of the changes made.
In chapter five, Fellsborg, the community house which re-design this research aims to
propose, is introduced. The building will be analyzed and subsequently a new design,
based on an adaptive re-use approach, is presented. In the final chapter the research
question will be discussed and the findings of the research summarized.

2. Adaptive re-use
————————————————————————————
For a long time the focus in urban development was on the tabula rasa
approach. Existing buildings were torn down in order to create room for the creation of
new spaces. The re-use and adaptation of buildings was regarded as inferior. This
approach has, for the last half a century, been on the decline as the importance of
heritage considerations and sustainability have become a greater concern when it
comes to buildings and interior spaces. So it is safe to say that the focal point has
moved from tabula rasa to a tabula plena approach as adaptive re-use has finally found
its way as a mainstream strategy in the practice of architecture. (Brooker and Stone
2018, 2-3)
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2.1. History of adaptive re-use
It can be argued that the theory of adaptive re-use has its roots with Eugéne
Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc (1814-1879) in the 19th century. At that time he saw adaptive
re-use as an opportunity in historic monument preservation. (Plevoets and Van
Cleempoel 2011, 2)
His contemporary John Ruskin (1819-1900) strongly disagreed with Viollet-le-Duc’s
approach as he (1849, 161) states obviously in his writings:
“Neither by the public nor by, those who have the care of public monuments is the
true meaning of the word restoration understood. It means the most total destruction
which a building can suffer: a destruction out of which no remnants can be gathered;
a destruction accompanied with false description of the thing destroyed. Do not let
us deceive ourselves in this important matter. It is impossible as to raise the dead, to
restore anything that has ever been great or beautifid in architecture.”

This conflict was later addressed by Alois Riegl (1858-1905). Riegl says that this conflict
arises from the different values the opposing camps assign to historic monuments. To
explain this Riegl introduced two opposing groups of values. One being the
commemorative values; age-value, historical-value and intentional commemorativevalue. The other being present-day values, including use-value, newness-value and
relative art-value.(Riegl 1982 (1903) The trouble with assigning certain values to a single
monument was that these values could often conflict with each other, and this
contradiction was the main controversy when it came to the different opinions on the
treatment of monuments. But it can be said that by the introduction of Riegl’s use-value
he was acknowledging the re-use of historic buildings as an essential part of modern
conservation.
The adherents of Viollet-le-Duc restoration movement followed the combination of
newness-value and historic value, with the intentions of removing natural decay and
“restore every fragment to create a historic entity”. Ruskins conservation followers, on
the other hand, were fixed on a monuments age-value and its incompleteness and
natural decay was a testimony of a past creation. (Plevoets and Van Cleempoel 2012, 2)
Another early contributor to the adaptive re-use theory was Camillo Boito (1836-1914).
He also discussed the different views of conservation movement and the restoration
movement and criticised both. He worried that the restoration approach would result in
a loss of material authenticity of buildings while he did not accept the conservationists
concept of advocating decay in favour of restoration.
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Boito then presented his own principles for a building restoration where he, for example,
discussed how monuments should be consolidated instead of repaired, and repaired
instead of restored. He also suggested the possibility of making modern interventions
recognizable, where restorations or additions were unavoidable, so that the historic and
artistic value of a building would not be misunderstood. (Plevoets and Van Cleempoel
2012, 3 and Boito 2009 (1983), 69-83)
“Although Boito does not mention re-use of buildings in particular in his writings, his
ideas are extremely relevant in relation to adaptive reuse as he describes several
possible approaches how to deal with alterations and additions to historic buildings. As
such, his principles can be recognized in many projects of adaptive re-use from the
beginning of the 20th century onwards up to date.” (Plevoets and Van Cleempoel 2012,
3)
Boito’s writings had fundamental influence on international conservation practice and
were in fact the main factor in the introduction of the first international document on
modern conservation policy; the Athens Charter, which was presented in 1931.
(Plevoets and Van Cleempoel 2013, 3) As the year suggests, the Athens Charter
emerged shortly after the end of World War I as a guide for the restoration of buildings
which suffered damages during the conflict. The focus of the charter was to encourage
restoration where the buildings history and artistic character would be respected. At the
same time the destruction of the war became an opportunity for the application of
modernist architects’ ideas on a broader scale than before. This opportunity was very
well stated in the fourth CIAM congress in 1933. There, it was concluded that historic
buildings should not be preserved unless some very certain and specific conditions
applied, and those buildings which fell under the stated conditions should be regarded
as isolated monuments. This modernist view of the future in hand with new techniques
led many architects to regard Riegl’s and Boito’s approaches as an obstacle to
development and advancement. This perspective on the matter was starting to be
challenged by the 1960’s and soon architecture and conservation began to see eye to
eye, as a number of important figures in the fields of architecture and design theory
started to work on historic buildings to a greater extent.
At the same time
conservationists began see the importance of the re-use of historic buildings. (Plevoets
and Van Cleempoel 2013, 4)
After World War II the definition of heritage in regards to buildings widened and was no
longer limited to antique and medieval buildings. The awareness extended to newer
buildings with different typologies which now were thought worthy of preservation. As a
result a new understanding of the notion of conservation saw the light of day and in the
1964 Venice Charter the significance of adaptive re-use as a mean of conservation was
stated. In the coming years the implementation of adaptive re-use became an
5

increasingly more used approach when working with existing buildings. This became
quite obvious when well known architects like Carlo Scarpa (1906-1978) began working
with historic buildings.(Plevoets and Van Cleempoel 2013, 4)
From the 1970’s adaptive re-use has become a bigger component in the fields of
architecture and conservation and a popular subject for conferences on the matter as
well as in scholarly literature. (Plevoets and Van Cleempoel 2011, 3)
One of the biggest advocate for adaptive re-use as a rising field subject was the
architect Radolfo Machado. In 1976 Machado published a text on the matter, thought
to be moment defining. “In this text Machado transcended the ‘internal conflict’
between the restoration and the anti-restoration movement on the on hand, and the
external debate about whether architectural design has to be based on a tableau-rasa
on the other. ”Through the analogy of palimpsest in writing, Machado allows himself to
refer to adaptive re-use as a creative act in and of itself; an act which did neither destroy
an existing context of a building nor was completely restricted by it. Machado’s text
turned out to be sign of how adaptive re-use would evolve in the future. (Plevoets and
Van Cleempoel 2013, 6) One can say that the 1970’s were the times when adaptive reuse was established as a creative discipline with a philosophy or a theory behind it.
(B.Plevoets & Van Cleempoel 2013, 6)

2.2 Development of adaptive re-use strategies
Throughout the development of adaptive re-use, architects have been identifying
different strategies within the discipline. These strategies have differed and changed
with time and researchers. This chapter presents an overview of some of the best
known strategies, dating from the 1970’s until present day.
In their research of the history of adaptive re-use from the 1970’s onwards, Ploevoets
and Van Cleempoel identified four different strategies used within the subject.
1) Typological approach.
This approach was first introduced by Sherban Cantacuzino in his book ‘New use for
old buildings’, published in 1972. There he grouped buildings into eleven different
typologies of the host space and suggests new possible functions for each type.
In his book “Re-Architecture: Old buildings - New uses”, published in 1989 he had
reduced these former typology categories to six: These groups were further subdivided
into different building types. Later on, similar approaches as to typology division by the
host space, were developed by Derek Latham in the book ‘Creative Re-use of
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Buildings’ (1999) and by James Douglas in the book ‘Building Adaptation’. Latham had
quite similar approach to this as Cantacuzino while James Douglas’ division into the
different typologies was more limited but also offered a variety of new uses for each
typology. (Pleovets and Van Cleempoel 2013, 6-7 and Douglas 2006, 99)
2) Technical approach.
Those who adhere to this approach have focused almost purely on the technical
aspect of the re-use of buildings. David Highfield (1987) was one of the first to write a
book (The rehabilitation and re-use of old buildings) on the subject where he explores
how to improve the necessary adaptations of buildings in relation to fire resistance,
thermal performance, acoustics, damp prevention, condensation, and timber decay.
This issue is of course inevitable when working on existing buildings. It is widely agreed
that re-using buildings is a sustainable practice as it requires far less resources than a
new construction. The technical approachers point out that historic buildings are often
very inefficient when it comes to energy and are therefore, as such, not in every case
favourable in ecological terms. (Pleovets and Van Cleempoel, 2013, 7)
3) Programmatic approach.
With this strategy a particular function or program is set in the beginning and the host
building is then adapted to fit the wanted outcome. The programmatic approach was
more often used in relatively new buildings as they tend to be easier to accommodate in
this aspect than older buildings of heritage-value. This may be changing seeing that
now, historic buildings are being adapted for commercial use to greater extent.
(Pleovets and Van Cleempoel, 2013, 7)
4) Strategic approach
The different processes and strategies used in converting buildings is the focus on this
approach. In his book “Architecture as Palimpsest, Machado discusses some possible
different strategies and argues against the limitation of form and function.
Other architects like Philippe Robert and later Brooker and Stone have made their own
definitions of the different strategies and categorised them accordingly. The
categorization differs in quantity depending on the architect. Robert presents seven
different strategies examples; building within, building over, building around, building
alongside, recycling materials or vestiges, adapting to a new function, and building in
the style of.
Brooker and Stone only introduced three different approaches;
intervention, insertion and installation, in their book Rereadings from 2004. And the
same goes for Frank Jäger who divided them into; additons, transformations, and
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conversions. (Plevoets and Van Cleempoel 2011, 3-6) Later, in his book ‘Adaptation,
strategies for interior architecture and design’, Brooker expanded his division and
identified 8 different approaches which will be the fundamental source in the chapter of
adaptive re-use strategies in this research.
Many architects have made their mark on the development of adaptive re-use
approaches since the 1970’s. The development has largely evolved around different
definitions and categorization of strategies. Many are quite similar but the greatest
difference lies often in how detailed the categorization is.

2.3. The use of analysis and adaptation strategies
When following adaptive re-use strategies the designer must be aware of the
direct interrelation of the new design with the existing building, disregarding the
Modernist motto: “form follows function”. When re-using a building all physical aspects
are determined by the original size, shape and organisation. Therefore it is vital that the
designer gains an understanding of the situation before initiating the adaptation.
Otherwise a reasonable and comfortable design is difficult to obtain. For this
understanding an analysis of certain aspects is necessary. (Brooker & Stone 2018, 5)
According to Brooker & Stone there are four different aspects of a building that one
should analyse.
1) Form and Structure.
There is a direct relationship between an existing building and the way it has been
occupied, and the character of a re-designed structure. This can easily have impact on
how a designer or architect thinks about a design problem. Embracing the existing
nature of the building will most likely produce a pleasant and appropriate outcome.
(Brooker & Stone 2018, 13)
2) Context and environment.
It is not uncommon for the connection between an interior space and its wider location,
to be considered as equivocal. It is of course obvious that the interior has a clear
relationship with the occupied building, as well as the people engaging in whatever
activities it serves. But it can also have a relationship with its location. This broader
context has often been overlooked but can provide opportunities for a designer to use
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the identity of a place in his creation and keep it suitable for its location. (Brooker &
Stone 2018, 33)
3) Proposed function.
For an adaptation of a building to be strong and appropriate, it is important to be sure
that the new function will fit well into it. It must be well suited for the new function and
the users, otherwise the design is a failure, no matter how good it looks. It is therefore of
great importance that the designer makes sure that the needs of future users can be
adequately fitted into the renewed building. (Brooker & Stone 2018, 44)
4) Sustainable adaptation.
Awareness of sustainability has been growing increasingly in the 21st century. It has
become evident that natural resources are limited and we are experiencing obvious
climate changes due to excessive carbon emissions. Architects and designers can have
positive impact on these problems by the re-use of existing structures instead of
constructing completely new buildings. By remodelling and adapting a building the
natural resources needed for the project are significantly reduced. (Brooker & Stone
2018, 55)
Re-using a building calls for a different approach than creating a new one. An existent
building often means physical restrictions to certain changes and through its existence it
has created its own history. In social context this history may be of a great importance
to the surrounding environment. Considering both these aspects is important and can
mean a more complex and thorough preparation in the design process, but it can also
be a guide to an effective result.

2.4. Brookers’ 8 strategies of adaptive re-use
In his book ‘Adaptation strategies for interior architecture and design’ Graemer
Brooker identifies eight primary strategies which will be presented in this chapter.
These strategies show different approaches to building re-use but even though they
have dissimilar qualities they can often be used together to some extent. (Brooker 2017,
9)
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1) Reprogramming.
Use and occupancy are the main factors in reprogramming. This strategy gives a
special notice to the importance of, and often tension which may rise between, needs
and wishes of a buildings owner and the existing interior environment. “In particular, this
process can create a tension between the old and new elements of the project, as the
building envelope and its surrounding environment are analyzed and then adapted to
host the new occupancy.” (Brooker 2017, 16)
When a building does not fit its purpose anymore, reprogramming can be used to adapt
the building for the same or similar use but with a different approach. This can, for
example, be the case when a building does no longer function as what it was originally
intended, or it has simply become unappealing to its occupants. (Brooker 2017, 34)
Another reason for reprogramming can be when the former use of an existing building is
thought to have been offensive and unpleasant in some way. This can happen in
differing contexts; social, economic, cultural etc. When creating a new interior within
such buildings, reprogramming is used to make sure of disruption between the old and
the new and thus separating old use from the future one. (Brooker 2017, 17)
When the reprogramming approach is meant to introduce new use to a building it may
be useful to delete some existing interior elements, ensuring order and balance within
the space. This can be as important for the new design as adding new elements.
(Brooker 2017, 22)

IMG01 / IMG02
An auto repair shop becomes a bank.
Missouri Bank (2008), Kansas City., USA by Helix Architecture+ Design
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2) Intervention.
“Intervention is a strategy that involves the robust and often brutal imposition of the new
into the old. Intervention creates a harmonious interior and one where new and old are
integrated, yet clearly still distinct.”
Intervention encourages continuity and often depends on meticulous “joining and detailing
of specific materials”. The outcome often reveals a space of layers. At times this approach
may even feel transgressive, giving the feeling that the new interior has been forced upon
a space and therefore evoke the feeling that it doesn’t belong. (Brooker 2017, 10)
When choosing the intervention strategy one needs to merge the existing building with the
new design but in a very obvious and recognizable way. This disruption of the space, still
being harmonious, is often achieved by material confrontation; a clear connection between
the current material and something totally different. The method of intervention does not
simulate or replicate. It favours a creative integration of old and new elements pursuing “to
advance the existing building through new forms of occupation”. (Brooker 2017, 40-41)

IMG03 / IMG04 A town house becomes a clothing store.
Twiggy (2012), Ghent, Belgium by Architecten De Vylder Vinck Taillieu BVBA
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3) Superuse.
Superuse was originally used by 2012Architecten from Holland. The intent with
superuse is to recycle all kinds of materials and then adapt them into an existing space.
The strategy is closely linked to sustainability and “relates to the affordance
of materials, objects, their durability and their value during lifetimes and patterns of
consumption”. (Brooker, 2017, 41)

IMG05 /IMG06
A factory becomes oﬃce space.
Haka Recycle Oﬃce (2010), Rotterdam, Holland by Doepel Strijkers Architects.

4) Artifice.
The word artifice suggests deception, a trick or some kind of misinformation. The
strategy of artifice can thus be used to design interiors that can “deceive, duplicate, or
replicate the existing”. (Brooker 2017, 11)

IMG07 / IMG08
A student dormitory becomes a student activity center.
The student activity center (2013), Bangkok, Thailand by Supermachine Studio.
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5) Installation.
“Installation is a process where the elements of remodelling exist independently from the
building: the two simply touch each other.” (Brooker and Stone 2004, 127)
Installation is an approach often characterized by events. It has a tendency to be
dramatic and intensifying the contrast between the old and the new. It is not uncommon
for it to be a temporary structure, not built to last and therefore leaving the building it
was installed in as it was before, ready for a new installation or a different kind of
adaptation. (Brooker 2017, 11)

IMG09 / IMG10
A warehouse becomes a temporary venue for a music festival.
Red Bull Music Academy (2012), Madrid, Spain by Langarita Navarro

6) Narrative.
The narrative strategy works to expand the story telling potential of an existing space.
As opposed to a new-build, extant spaces hold their own unique history or a mythical
past which can be released and interpreted into three dimensions. But the narrative
approach can also be used by integrating source material from the existing building, a
technique similar to “spacial quoting” from the actual fabric of the space. Additionally it
may consist of “the inscribing of consultation into the processes of making new
interiors”. No matter what direction is taken within the narrative strategy of adaptation, it
is meant to augment the ongoing story of the building’s past, present and future.
(Brooker 2017, 140-141)

IMG11 / IMG12
A central train station becomes a memorial for the Holocaust.
The Shoah Memorial (2009-2016), Milan, Italy by Morpurgo De Curtis.
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7) On/off site.
The on/off strategy refers to when elements of a design are fabricated both on- and off
site as well as the construction. The fabrication of ready- and custom made objects and
elements can result in the design of a special and unique re-use solutions. This method
is also known to be used in parallel with conservation, restoration, and preservation.
(Brooker 2017, 11)

IMG13 / IMG 14
An old ruin becomes an artists’ studio.
The Dovecote Studio (2009), Snape Maltings, UK by Haworth Tompkins.

8) Insertion.
The meaning of insertion is to create an interior space by placing new elements that are
built-to-fit. This can be done in different ways as the elements can be situated inside, on
top of, around, under etc. an existing space. The size and form of an inserted element
will generally be controlled by the original building but they will still be purposely
designed to create contrast to the space of placement. (Brooker 2017, 11)

IMG15 / IMG 16
A sawmill becomes an arts center/research laboratory.
Medialab-Prado (2013), Madrid, Spain by Langarita-Navarro Arquitectos.

14

With the definition of these 8 strategies Brooker is offering different ways to approach
the re-use of existing buildings. Some are more suitable for temporary solutions while
others focus on a full renovation of the buildings. It can be argued that two of Brookers
strategies, insertion and installation, are more about designing in a space rather than
the design of a space. In both cases the work evolves more around creating a space
within a space, and the building itself is left untouched for the most parts. In his
definition of intervention he talks about how the intervention needs to be seen in
contrast to the old, making it clear what is new and what is not. This may be an
interesting method in some situations but interventions, without creating that clear
distinction, can also be a the suitable approach in many projects. Using more than one
of Brookers methods simultaneously is also a possibility and can be a good solution to
reach a wanted outcome.

3. Icelandic community houses
————————————————————————————

During and after the second world war the economy in Iceland was booming and
increasingly more people moved from the country side into villages and towns. (App.
1)In 1920 approximately 40% of the population lived in towns with more than 200
inhabitants but this percentage had increased to 75% in 1950. (Hall, Jónsson and
Agnarsson 2002, 11)
At this time the general public was better off than before and now had more money and
more time to spend. In the capital many clubs and dance houses for the public were
opened but in the country’s rural areas people rarely had access to buildings which
could host dances and other communal events. In towns where buildings for that
purpose were available they were more often than not too small and in bad shape. But
housing was not only needed for recreational use. In the towns there were often
associations which were in need of a space to hold meetings and host funding events.
As most municipalities were very small and not well-off financially, they did not have the
means to offer a solution to this problem on their own. (App. 1)
In an attempt to solve this need of community houses, the Icelandic government
decided to intervene and in 1947 new ‘Laws of community houses’ was passed in
congress. In the legal sense of the term, a community house was a building owned and
used by municipalities, youth associations, sports clubs, reading clubs, the Scouts,
15

women’s associations, and other cultural organizations open to the public regardless of
political views or affiliations.
The purpose of the law was to financially assist the towns and organizations with the
building of community houses. Funding for this assistance was obtained with a special
tax placed on social gatherings. This tax was already in place but had until that time
been used to run the National Theatre. With the new law a part would go to the building
of community houses around the country, but with funding of no more than 40% of the
total building cost for each building. (Lög um félagsheimili 1947 1. og 2. grein)
As mentioned in the law, the ownership of the community houses was joint between
different organizations and the municipalities. The division of ownership differed
between towns, both in which organizations were part of it and as to what percentage
was owned by whom. In most cases the municipalities provided majority (often up to
40%) of the funding and other parties the rest. In some cases the organizations
obtained their ownership partially with labour during the building period. (App. 1 and 2)
Even though the fundamental needs for most of the community houses were practically
the same, the use could differ some between towns, depending on the size of the town,
ownership, and what other venues, if any, were available in the area. (App. 2)
In most cases all meetings and social events such as dances, annual celebrations,
concerts, wakes, birthdays etc. took place in the community houses. They were also
often used as movie theatres, hosted local theatre groups, libraries and offices for
associations who held ownership in the building. In many towns the community houses
also served as a sports hall, both for the elementary- and high school as well as the
public. (App. 1)
With changes in society and the cultural landscape e.g. common ownership of
televisions, improved transport, advent of the internet and streaming sites, development
of sport facilities etc. the operation of the Icelandic community houses has both
changed and diminished. Most of them though still host some public and private events
and are in that regard still important to local social and cultural life. The number of these
events, on the other hand, has decreased significantly, and this development has
resulted in a very uncertain future for the community houses all around the country.
(App. 2 and 3)
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4. Case studies
————————————————————————————
In this chapter the re-design of three icelandic community houses will be
analyzed and compared.
4.1 Bolungarvík community house
The community house in Bolungarvík was officially opened in 1952, a 635 m2 concrete
building.(Mannvirkjastofnun 2006)
When preparations for the re-design of the building started, it was in very bad shape. It
had been poorly maintained for several years due to increasingly diminished use.
Because of its state, it was not considered an appealing space for events of any kind
anymore. When the decision of re-design was made the focus was solely on designing
a building equipped for concerts, meetings and various events. (App. 4 and 5)
The biggest intervention in the re-design was the addition of an extension building. The
entrance, cloak room and restrooms were relocated to the extension building which
increases the space for the social functions and extra storage space in the existing
building. Other than that the original program of the building was mostly kept the same.
The new entrance has also allowed for easier access to the building as it often snowed
heavily in front of the old entrance during winter time. New materials have been
introduced to the building. Before dark wooden floors and dark wooden wall panels
dominated the building. After the changes the dark wood has been replaced by light
oak which gives the spaces more warmth. An outdoor terrace with a stage was also
added to the building offering the possibility of outdoor events.

IMG17 Main hall before changes

IMG18 Main hall after changes
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IMG19 1st floor plan after changes

IMG20 2nd floor plan after changes

4.2. Festi / GEO Hotel
The community house Festi was opened in 1972. It is a 1372 m2 concrete building
located in Grindavík. After having been barely used and maintained for years the town of
Grindavík decided to sell the building. In 2014, the new owner took over Festi and after
a complete interior transformation they opened GEO hotel in the building. (Grindavík
2019)
No extensions or major changes were made to the building when it was re-designed.
When looking at the original drawings it easy to see that adapting the building to a hotel
was a good fit. The building plan is fairly simple and has a lot of window openings you
need for a hotel. The old hall becomes a lobby and the hotel restaurant which does not
require any structural changes and for the kitchen area to fit to the restaurant it only
needed to be moved a little. Other spaces of the building were converted to hotel
rooms.The only interior feature reminding of the old community house is a wall mural
which was kept and is now situated in the hotel suite.

IMG21 The old mural in the hotel suite

IMG22 Lobby area
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IMG23 Original floor plan

IMG24 1st floor - New floor plan

4.3 Brúarás, community house / GEO center
Brúarás is a community house in a rural community and was built for meetings and
social gatherings for farmers and organisations in the area. Ragnar Frank, the director of
the environment- and planning committee in the area explained in an e-mail (13.12.18)
that in 2013 it was decided to rent the building to a private party because of the
financial burden the building had become on the community. It is now run as a
restaurant, tourist information office and a souvenir shop, called GEO center, but is still
used by the locals for occasional annual celebrations.
Very little changes were made to the building before its use was changed. Minor
changes have been made program wise with the addition of the souvenir shop and the
tourist information office. What used to be the event hall is used for the restaurant and
the only change to that particular space is the addition of loose service counter
elements. Materials and lighting are also the same as before except for the painting of
the ceiling and doors. It can hardly be said that the building has been re-designed. The
new program has rather been fitted into the building.

IMG25 Hall before

IMG26 Hall after
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IMG29 Stage before

IMG30 Stage after

Comparison of changes made to the community houses.
Bolungarvík
Community house

Festi / GEO Hotel

Brúarás / GEO Center

Reason for
re-design

Diminished use

Diminished use

Diminished use

Current
ownership

Municipality

Privatly owned

Municipality
(run by a private party)

Change in
material

Yes

Yes

No

Change in
program

Partly

Yes

Partial

Added features

Yes

No

Yes

Change in
function

Partly

Yes

Yes

All three community houses were re-design due to their diminishing use. One of
them was sold and is now a hotel and does therefore no longer serve in any way as a
community house. The reason for it being sold is likely because it is located in a fairly
large town, close to the capital so there are many other venues available in the area.
The extent of changes made to the buildings varies a lot. While Festi was completely
transformed, changes to Brúarás were close to none.
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5. Conclusion
————————————————————————————
Theories in adaptive re-use have been developing constantly in the last 50 years
as it has become increasingly more common to re-use existing buildings. And with more
and more awareness about sustainability this process is unlikely to take a step
backwards.
This research shows that when it comes to adaptive re-use there are many different
solution to consider. Many architects have been a part of the adaptive re-use
development and put forward different approaches to the topic. When compared, many
seem to have similar solutions but presented in different ways.
The different strategies presented in this thesis offer a variety of approaches to projects
where existing buildings are being re-designed. To choose the most appropriate and
successful approach it is important to analyse the building, its history, former use and its
connection to the surroundings. Good knowledge of all these elements can be helpful
to achieve the best possible design.
The design proposal made in connection with this thesis for the community house
Fellsborg combines the strategies of reprogramming and intervention (though not by
Brookers strict definition). As the goal was not to redesign the building for a completely
new function, but introducing new use in part, and because of the strong ties it has in
the community this approach offers an effective solution where the new function (hotel)
does not interfere with the function of the building as an event venue for the public. The
two can work both separately and together.
For other Icelandic community houses different strategies might be more suitable. As for
all other buildings meant for re-use, each project needs to be analysed and evaluated
independently. In cases where the community houses are still needed to serve the
community I believe the use of re-programming and intervention is the most suitable
solution. If the building is no longer needed in that way, more “adventurous” strategies
might be an interesting approach, all depending on the aim of the re-design.
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6. Design Proposal
————————————————————————————

This chapter starts with a brief overview of the history of Fellsborg in order to increase
understanding of the design proposal. After that an explanation of the chosen approach
will be given, following the proposal itself.

6.1. History of Fellsborg
After the advent of laws allowing partial government funding for the building of
community houses, the possibility of building one in the town of Skagaströnd first
became an option. In 1969 the community house, Fellsborg, a 468 m2 concrete
building, opened after an eight year building period. (Guðmarsson 1989, 275-277)
The building consists of three levels; a cellar, main floor and a partial third level on the
west side of the house.
Fellsborg has been the platform for countless events and has hosted a variety of
activities and operations from its opening. To give an idea of the extent of the uses the
building has served a few of them are listed here:

-

Venue for public and private events
Cinema
Theatre
Sports hall
Meeting space
Music School
Bank
Town offices

This list is far from complete so it is apparent that Fellsborg has served many different
and versatile functions in its time and has thus been a big part of the life of people living
in Skagaströnd. Today the local library is situated in the building. The elderly’s social
club has their meeting room there and it is also where school meals for the elementary
students are prepared and served. The house serves no other regular functions today
but still hosts the occasional private or public event. (App. 1)
For the municipality of Skagaströnd to be able to have Fellsborg continue to function as
a community house in some form and maintain the building, its use needs to be reevaluated. By using strategies of adaptive re-use the community house could
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accommodate functions which will offer greater opportunities to increase its income,
while simultaneously serving as a venue for local social events.
In the next chapter I will introduce a design proposal based on an adaptive re-use
approach, aimed to create this opportunity.

6.2. Choice of strategies
All those interviewed for this research, regarding the use of community houses, agreed
that even though the community houses no longer play as big a role in people’s lives as
before, they still play an important part as a social venue for different gatherings. They
also mentioned that without some new operation, offering more income for the
community houses, it will be difficult to keep running and maintaining them.
The concept of the following design proposal is to create a space that can
accommodate both public and private function where the two are in part combined and
in part separated. To work efficiently, the combined spaces need to be multifunctional
and easily transformed.
Through the research of different adaptive re-use strategies I have concluded that for
the most appropriate solution, in the case of Fellsborg, the use of more than one
strategy is likely to be most effective. The use of reprogramming is a good way to add a
new program intended to fulfil the need of a new additional function in the building as
well as adjusting and changing others. But to reach this goal in a successful way and
create a whole, functional and appealing space, more intensive change is needed. This
change can be achieved through the strategy of intervention. The intervention includes a
new selection and use of materials, the removal of walls and the addition of new ones
as well as the addition of new features to the building.

6.3. Design Proposal
To explain the new design proposal in a clear way, an overview of the current program
of each floor will be given following a description of the changes of the new design.

Level 0
The lowest level of the building (level 0) is accessible from the outside through a door on
the south side accessing the locker room area. From the inside, it can be accessed via
staircases both from the main level entrance area and the space separating the kitchen
and the stage. Currently, level 0 is the location of the aforementioned locker rooms,
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public restrooms, the public library, craft room for the elderly and rooms for the building
services.
In the new design, hotel rooms of various sizes will be located on the lowest level of the
building. As this level is partially underground (to a different degree depending on the
direction), the ground will be cleared on the south and north side of the building, where
the hotel rooms are situated. This is done to increase the access of daylight and to add
outdoor terraces to each room.
An office and a cafeteria for employees will also be situated on this level, as well as a
small storage room. The public restroom, building services rooms and locker rooms will
keep their current function. A restroom for people with disabilities will be added next to
the existing restrooms.
Another outdoor addition is a small spa area with hot tubs and a sauna. It will be
located on the building’s south side in front of the entrance to the locker rooms

Floor 0 - current program

Floor 0 - new program

Level 1
The main level (level 1) can be accessed through the main entrance on the west side
and through a service entrance located on the east side.
When entering through the main entrance one comes to an entrance area leading to the
main- and the side hall. This space is also the location of an open cloak room. To the
side of the entrance area is a restroom for people with disabilities and an office.
As mentioned, the entrance area leads to the main hall as well as a small side hall. Both
spaces are closed off by walls and doors. The two halls, which are parallel to each
other, are separated with an old, foldable room divider. When closed, the divider
eliminates visual connection between the spaces but offers no sound barrier.
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The main hall has a high ceiling, with the highest point of 6,5 meters and in the higher
end there is a balcony. The hall is also equipped with a raised stage.
On the east side of the small hall is an access to a kitchen. From the kitchen is a door
leading to a small connecting area with access to the staff restroom, the service
entrance, level 0, and the back of the stage in the main hall.
Level 1 will largely keep its current program but receive a new design. The entrance
area will have a bar serving also as the hotel lobby. The disabled restroom and office will
be removed and a large storage room built instead with the cloak room relocated in
front of it.
The wall separating the entrance area from the main hall will be replaced with a glass
wall and doors, creating a more fluid connection between the spaces. The current room
divider between the main- and side hall will also be replaced with a foldable glass wall.
This change creates a visible connection between the three spaces and offers the
option of either using them all together or separated. Dark curtains offer the possibility
of eliminating the visual connection if needed.
In the main hall, further changes will be made in the stage area. Instead of narrow side
steps leading up to the stage, new steps will be placed spanning the whole length of
the stage. A door leading from the kitchen next to the stage will be added. Very large
openings will be made on the east and south side stage walls, creating windows
offering beautiful views. By making these changes the stage area becomes more
functional than before. It can be used as a dining area with great views or a space for
various activities. And if the stage is needed for traditional use, such as concerts or
plays the windows can be covered with darkening curtains to eliminate incoming light.
Additionally, the new kitchen door simplifies providing services to both halls, hosting
separate events.

1st floor - current program

1st floor - new program
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Level 2
The top floor of the building is only a partial floor. It is accessible via stairs from the
entrance area. Currently they lead to the main hall’s balcony and a storage room. These
spaces will both be converted into meeting rooms. To achieve that the balcony will be
closed off from the main hall with a glass window. Current walls will be replaced with
glass walls to maximize daylight in the rooms.
An elevator will be inserted between all floors to make the building accessible to people
with limited mobility.

2nd floor - current program

2nd floor - new program

The use of materials and colour palette in the new design is drastically different from the
original design. Originally the materiality of the buildings interior consisted mostly of light
wood flooring, wooden wall panels, red carpets and white, painted walls.

IMG29 Entrance area

IMG30 Main hall

The main inspiration for the new material use comes from the landscape and nature
surrounding Skagaströnd. Concrete, stone, black steel, dark wood flooring, and
weathered wood refer to the bare mountains, the black beaches, rocky shores and the
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driftwood that washes up on them. Light plywood is also distinct in level 0 to give a light
feel to the hotel rooms and areas that receive limited daylight.

Material board indoors

Material board outdoors

This design proposal offers a solution to the difficulties facing the community house
Fellsborg. By implementing the new program; hotel, spa, bar, restaurant, and meeting
rooms, the house is able to offer far more diverse services to both locals and tourists
and increase its income. The hotel, of course, offers accommodation for travellers, the
outdoor spa can be used both by hotel guests and local inhabitants and the bar and
restaurant can as well.
Adding meeting rooms and the possibility of more efficient division/combination of the
halls, the overall building also becomes a more appealing option for small conferences
and other groups. The new design still enables the house to function as a community
house, in terms of hosting public and private events. With the separation of the two
halls it could even continue to serve school meals during the winter season. Locating a
large storage room on the main floor also allows for a multipurpose use of the halls as
furniture can easily be moved and stored as needed.
The large openings, with undisturbed views to the west and south, in the stage area
make the experience in that space unique and gives the place an advantage in the
competition with other similar venues in the north west of Iceland.
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Fellsborg, community house - Photos of current situation
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Site plan
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Floor 0 plan
Scale 1:120
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Floor 1 plan
Scale 1:120
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Floor 2 plan
Scale 1:120
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Perspective 1 - View from stage
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Perspective 2 - View to stage

37

Perspective 3 - View of a hotel room
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Perspective 4 - View of spa area
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Appendix
All interviews taken for this research were conducted in Icelandic and the material used
was translated by the author. In this appendix the questions asked have been translated
from Icelandic to English.

Appendix 1
Questions asked in an interview , conducted 22.03.2019 with the former mayor of
Skagaströnd in 1972-1984.
Q1: What was the main reason for the community houses being so wide spread in the
country?
Q2: Who financed and built them?
Q3: What were the community house used for and was that use similar in all community
houses?
Q4: Who was (before) and who is (now) responsible for running and maintaining them?
Q5: How has the use of the community houses changed through the years and why?
Q6: What is their place in a modern society?
Q7:Do you think their income, in general, is enough to keep them running?
Q8: Do you think that by re-designing them and partly changing their function, they will
be able to
increase their income?
Q9: Do you think that the icelandic community houses have a future if nothing changes?
Q10: Do you have any ideas about what changes could/should be done to the
community houses?
Q11: Can you tell me about the history of Fellsborg?

Appendix 2
Questions asked in an interview, conducted 26.03.19 with the former mayor of
Skagaströnd in 1990 - 2019.
Sames questions were asked as in appendix 1

Appendix 3
Questions asked in an interview, conducted 24.03.19 with a former member of the
cultural committee of North-West Iceland.
Same questions were asked as in appendix 1
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Appendix 4
Questions asked in an interview, conducted 17.05.19 with the architect of the new
design of the community house in Bolungarvík.
Q1:How far had the municipality developed the changes of the community house when
you were approached?
Q2: What was the concept behind the design?
Q3: Can you describe the changes that were made?
Q4: Can you tell me about the material selection?
Q5: Was there a special focus on holding on to the history of the building, if yes, how
was that done?
Q6: What was the main challenge of the re-design?
Q7: Are there any important or interesting things about the project you would like to
mention?

Appendix 5
Questions asked in an interview, conducted 31.05.2019 with the former mayor of
Bolungarvík 2008-2016.
Q1: What were the main reasons behind the decision of having the community house
re-designed?
Q2: What was the building used for before the changes were made?
Q3: I have been told that the building was re-designed with the aim to make it an
appealing space for concerts, meetings and other similar events. Were other
possibilities discussed and if so which, and what were the reasons for the decision
made?
Q4: If the cost of the re-design is excluded, is the new function of the building providing
enough income to run and maintaining it?
Q5: Did you put any restrictions on the design of the architect, for example related to
the interior look or the history of the building?
Q6: Do you think it is important that the community houses in general will continue to
be owned by the municipalities? If yes, why?
Q7: Do you want to add something related to the community house in Bolungarvík or
the future of Icelandic community houses in general?
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