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Abstract 

Preserving the Past, Serving the Present: The Role of Contemporary Restaurants in 

Balancing Modern Functionality with Historic Preservation in New York City 

 

This thesis explores the intersection of historic preservation and contemporary restaurant 

design, focusing on how adaptive reuse transforms historic buildings into dining spaces. In an era 

where commercial real estate faces uncertainty, particularly in post-pandemic urban contexts, 

restaurants have emerged as key players in maintaining the visibility and functionality of historic 

structures. Through a case study analysis of four restaurants ï Hawksmoor NYC, Eleven Madison 

Park, Portale Chelsea, and Aqua NYC ï this research evaluates how these functional 

establishments negotiate architectural adaptation, historical identity, and public engagement. 

Using a qualitative methodology incorporating archival research, site observations, expert 

interviews, and patronsô perception analysis, the study assesses the balance between preserving a 

buildingôs historical integrity and meeting the functional demands of a restaurant. Key findings 

highlight that material authenticity, spatial synergy, and intentional storytelling significantly 

enhance a restaurantôs role in reinforcing public appreciation of historic buildings. However, 

challenges such as regulatory constraints, economic pressures, and evolving design trends often 

dictate the extent of preservation efforts. 

This research contributes to the discourse of adaptive reuse by demonstrating that restaurants 

are not merely commercial enterprises but active participants in urban historic preservation. The 

studyôs findings offer valuable insights for preservationists, policymakers, and designers seeking 

to enhance sustainable and culturally resonant urban environments. 

 

Keywords: Adaptive reuse, historic preservation, restaurant design, contemporary restaurant, New 

York City, Flatiron District, historical storytelling, public engagement 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Welcome to The Table: Research Context & Importance 

In New York City, the ongoing tension between real estate development and historic 

preservation has driven a surge in adaptive reuse projects. However, this increase is not solely 

driven by preservation efforts. There is also a growing recognition of the value of ñsavingò older 

buildings as a sustainable building practice. Among the most visible and accessible forms of 

adaptive reuse are restaurants housed in historic buildings, which serve as dynamic spaces for 

public engagement. 

 

Architectural historian Andrew S. Dolkart has noted that historic buildings (in New York 

City) can only survive if they serve a function. Without active use, they face uncertainty, 

deterioration, and structural disintegration, which can ultimately lead to demolition, even if they 

are designated as city landmarks or listed on the National Register of Historic Places1. By 

 
1 NYC Landmarks Preservation Commission, ñLandmark Designation - LPC,ò accessed March 24, 2025, 

https://www.nyc.gov/site/lpc/about/landmark-designation.page; U.S. National Park Service, ñNational Register 

Frequently Asked Questions,ò accessed March 24, 2025, 

https://parks.ny.gov/documents/shpo/NRFrequentlyAskedQuestions.pdf. 

Figure 1.1 ï Vacant storefronts all over Manhattan, NYC looking for restaurant use 

Images Source: Author, 2025 
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repurposing these structures for contemporary use, particularly as restaurants, adaptive reuse not 

only preserves architectural integrity but also aligns with sustainability goals. These 

establishments provide vibrant, functional spaces that attract diverse audiences, reinvigorating the 

urban fabric while ensuring the continued relevance of historic buildings. 

 
Figure 1.2 ï The Church Missions House building at 281 Park Avenue South, 

is on sale and faces uncertainty due to its vacancy today 

Image Source: Author, 2025 

 

In the post-COVID urban context, restaurants have taken on an even more critical role. As 

the demand for traditional office spaces declines and many other retailers suffer due to competition 

with online shops, restaurants help sustain urban life by revitalizing areas that would otherwise 

face economic stagnation. For over two decades (from 2000 to 2023), the composition of storefront 

businesses in New York City has been shifting strongly in favor of food and beverage (F&B) 

businesses, with 10,000 more restaurants today than at the turn of the century2. This shift highlights 

 
2 NYC Department of Planning, ñStorefront Activity in NYC Neighborhoods in 2024,ò November 2024. 
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the importance of restaurants as a program and a strategy of adaptive reuse in keeping historic 

buildings and their storefronts relevant and active in changing urban environments. While this 

study focuses on New York City, the findings may resonate with other cities facing similar 

economic and preservation challenges. 

 
Figure 1.3 ï Statistics of how the COVID-19 pandemic accelerates shift to online retail 

Image Source: Statista, U.S. Census Bureau, 2021 

 

 
Figure 1.4 ï Statistics of the composition of storefront businesses in NYC 

Image Source: NYC Department of Planning, 2024 
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However, converting historic spaces into restaurants is a complex process that poses unique 

challenges. Unlike standard retail spaces, restaurants require significant infrastructure for kitchens, 

ventilation, and equipment, with about 40% of the space typically devoted to back-of-house (BOH) 

operations3. In New York City, many of these restaurants face additional challenges, such as 

limited access points where deliveries, guest entry, and garbage removal must all share the same 

doorway. These demands can strain the historic fabric of a building, requiring adaptations that can 

either enhance or compromise its character. This study examines how design decisions in 

restaurant conversions/adaptations navigate these tensions, aiming to identify evaluative criteria 

and best practices which balance contemporary operational efficiency with the preservation of 

historic character. 

 

1.2 Research Questions and Objectives 

Research Questions 

This study seeks to explore the intersection of historic preservation and contemporary 

restaurant design and use through the lens of adaptive reuse. It is guided by the following 

overarching research question: How do contemporary restaurants housed in historic buildings 

balance modern functionality with historic preservation, and what reciprocal relationships do they 

offer to both the buildingôs preservation and the restaurantôs identity and spatial qualities? 

Thus, the thesis statement of this research is: When contemporary restaurants are designed 

with respect and sensitivity to the context and material integrity of historic buildings, they create 

a reciprocal relationship in which the buildingôs preservation is reinforced, while the restaurant 

gains a distinctive identity and spatial character that enhances its functionality and appeal. 

 
3 Sharon L. Fullen, Restaurant Design: Designing, Constructing & Renovating a Food Service Establishment 

(Ocala, Fla: Atlantic Pub. Group, 2003). 
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To address this, the study examines the following specific questions: 

1. How do contemporary restaurants in historic buildings balance functional and operational 

needs with the preservation of architectural integrity as opposed to (or expanding upon) 

material integrity? 

2. What observational criteria should be included in a systematic evaluation of the impact 

of adaptive reuse strategies on historic preservation and restaurant functionality? 

3. What role do restaurateurs and architects/preservationists play in shaping the adaptive 

reuse process to enhance both dining experiences and heritage values? 

4. How do design interventions in restaurant conversions affect public perception and 

engagement with historic buildings? 

5. What are the key challenges and best practices in adapting historic buildings into 

restaurants while maintaining their cultural and architectural significance? 

6. How can insights from adaptive reuse in restaurants contribute to broader historic 

preservation strategies in urban settings? 

 

Research Objectives 

To address these research questions, the study aims to: 

1. Examine the extent and nature of architectural interventions in restaurant adaptive reuse 

projects. 

2. Develop an observational checklist to evaluate how adaptive reuse strategies impact the 

preservation of historic buildings while maintaining functional restaurant operations. 

3. Analyze how spatial planning and design strategies accommodate restaurant operations 

while preserving historic character. 
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4. Assess restaurateursô and designersô influence on preservation decisions and branding 

narratives related to historic identity. 

5. Investigate public perception of restaurants in historic buildings through media, online 

reviews, and expert insights. 

6. Identify best practices that balance adaptive reuse with historic preservation, providing 

recommendations for future projects in similar urban contexts. 

 

1.3 Significance of the Study for the Preservation Field 

This research contributes to the field of historic preservation by examining the unique role 

of restaurants as adaptive reuse programs. Furthermore, by exploring how restaurants housed in 

historic buildings balance operational functionality with architectural preservation, this study 

offers valuable insights into sustainable urban development and cultural heritage management. 

The findings will provide a framework for assessing the reciprocal relationship of adaptive 

reuse in restaurant projects, demonstrating how thoughtful and sensitive design adaptations can 

preserve historic buildings while meeting contemporary functional demands. Furthermore, this 

study highlights the potential of restaurants to act as catalysts for urban revitalization, particularly 

in the post-pandemic context. The COVID-19 pandemic reshaped public perception of 

architectural design in restaurants, highlighting their role not just as dining spaces but as essential 

urban anchors where people congregate, socialize, and engage with the built environment. The 

pandemic also underscored the economic significance of restaurants as sources of rental revenue 

and employment, further solidifying their value as a critical component of urban life. 
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Beyond New York City, this study addresses the broader implications of adaptive reuse for 

urban environments worldwide, offering transferable lessons for cities facing similar preservation 

and economic challenges. 

 

1.4 Research Scope and Methodology Overview 

Scope of Study 

This research explores how restaurants housed in historic buildings within New York City, 

particularly around and within the Flatiron District as the focus of the study, balance contemporary 

operational needs with historic preservation. The study focuses on four selected restaurants 

representing diverse adaptive reuse approaches, historic designation statuses, and levels of 

architectural intervention. Rather than providing a comprehensive survey of all restaurant 

adaptations, this study offers an in-depth analysis of selected cases that exemplify key preservation 

strategies to emphasize the balance between operational functionality and preservation integrity, 

using restaurants as a lens to analyze the broader challenges and opportunities of adaptive reuse. 

This research examines post-2010 adaptive reuse projects to ensure contemporary relevance. 

It also investigates how restaurateurs influence historic narratives through design choices and patron 

engagement. While the study contributes to the discourse on historic preservation and adaptive reuse 

in hospitality, it does not assess financial profitability or technical engineering aspects of 

restoration/preservation. 

 

Methodology Overview 

To investigate these themes, a qualitative case study methodology is employed, integrating 

archival research, on-site observations, expert interviews, and public perception analysis. This 
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mixed-method experimental approachôs goal is to ensure a holistic evaluation of each case study, 

allowing for both architectural assessment and analysis of user experience. 

 

Four case studies ï Hawksmoor NYC, Eleven Madison Park, Portale Chelsea, Aqua NYC ï 

were selected based on six key criteria, including: 

1. Historic Significance & Designation Status ï Inclusion of buildings with recognized 

historic value (New York City landmarks, National Register properties, or contributing 

structures in a historic district).  

2. Degree of Architectural Intervention ï Assessment of modifications ranging from 

minimal preservation to significant alteration/adaptation.  

3. Public Visibility & Cultural Recognition ï Considerations of restaurants that contribute 

to the publicôs recognition of the historic site.  

4. Geographic & Contextual Relevance ï Focus around and within the Flatiron District as a 

representative area where historic preservation and commercial use intersect.  

5. Timeframe for Contemporary Relevance ï Inclusion post-2010 restaurant adaptive reuse 

projects to ensure analysis of modern adaptive reuse trends.  

6. Restaurateursô Role in Adaptation ï Evaluation of how business owners influence the 

preservation and storytelling aspects of the space. 
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A multi-layered data collection approach to ensure a comprehensive understanding of each 

case study, including: 

1. Archival Research: Establishing the historical context of each building through landmark 

designation reports, National Register documents, historic photographs, zoning records, 

and historical newspapers.  

2. On-Site Observations: Conducting structured site visits using an observation checklist 

modeled after the Michelin Inspector approach, evaluating architectural integration, 

spatial flow, material preservation, and sensory experiences.  

3. Expert Interviews: Engaging with architects, preservationists, and restaurateurs to gain 

insights into design challenges, decision-making processes, and the impact of adaptive 

reuse on historic preservation.  

4. Public Perception Analysis: Reviewing online restaurant reviews, media coverage, and 

social media engagement to assess how customers interact with and interpret the historic 

identity of the space. 

 

Case Study Evaluation Criteria: 

1. Architectural & Spatial Synergy: Examining the balance between modern restaurant 

functions and historic preservation. 

2. Historical Identity & Public Persona: Assessing how the restaurant brand integrates 

historical narratives into its ambiance and marketing. 

3. Public Perception & Engagement: Understanding how patrons and media engage with 

and interpret the restaurantôs historical setting. 
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The research acknowledges several methodological limitations, including: 

1. Variability in the availability of historical documentation across case studies. 

2. Challenges in obtaining direct access to interior spaces for detailed assessments. 

3. Subjectivity in assessing architectural cohesion, mitigated through a structured 

observation framework. 

4. Potential biases in public perception data from online reviews and media sources. 

5. Influence of external factors such as regulatory constraints, economic conditions, and 

business models on adaptive reuse outcomes. 
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Chapter 2: Background 

The reuse of historic buildings for contemporary functions is not a new phenomenon, but in 

recent years, it has gained a renewed relevance, particularly in the restaurant sector. This chapter 

explores how adaptive reuse has become a meaningful and often necessary approach in the 

preservation of urban heritage, with a focus on New York Cityôs evolving restaurant landscape. 

By tracing the shifting cultural role of restaurants, the socio-economic forces that have 

shaped their design, and the regulatory frameworks that either enable or constrain such 

transformations, this chapter lay the groundwork for understanding why restaurants have emerged 

as uniquely positioned actors in the preservation field. 

It considers both historical conditions and present-day pressures, including the aftermath of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, that have made adaptive reuse not only feasible, but a strategic response 

to vacancy, cultural continuity, and neighborhood revitalization. In doing so, it sets the stage for 

the theoretical and evaluative framework introduced in the next chapter of literature review. 

 

2.1 Reusing the Past: Adaptive Reuse as Preservation in Practice 

Adaptive reuse has long been a strategy for keeping historic buildings relevant in evolving 

urban environments. It offers a way for buildings to transform while maintaining and respecting 

their architectural and cultural significance. Unlike restoration, which seeks to return a structure 

to a specific historical moment, adaptive reuse integrates new uses that reinterpret rather than erase 

history. Particularly in cities like New York, where economic pressures and spatial constraints 

drive constant development, adaptive reuse emerges as a critical preservation tool that balances 

contemporary needs with historical character. 
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While the practice of repurposing buildings dates back centuries, it only began to solidify as 

a formal preservation approach in the mid-19th century, following landmark preservation debates 

between figures like Eug¯ne Viollet-le-Duc (1814-1879), who advocated for idealized restoration 

and John Ruskin (1819-1900) and his student William Morris (1834-1896), who recommended 

minimal intervention and the protection of authenticity4. These philosophical tensions laid the 

groundwork for modern preservation as we understand it today. 

After World War II, the Venice Charter of 1964 marked a turning point by establishing 

guidelines that emphasized integrity and authenticity while pointing to the importance of adaptive 

reuse as a form of conservation practice5. But it was not until the 1970s, amid oil crisis and an 

emerging environmental consciousness, that adaptive reuse was reframed not only as a 

preservation strategy but also as a sustainable and economically viable alternative to demolition 

and new construction6. 

Today, adaptive reuse sits at the intersection of historic preservation, sustainability, and 

design innovation. Liliane Wong (2016) describes it as a ñdialogue between past and present,ò 

where architecture becomes a layered narrative7. Similarly, Plevoets and Cleempoel (2019) define 

adaptive reuse as a multidisciplinary practice that bridges interior architecture, planning, and 

conservation, with a strong emphasis on preserving a ñcontinuity of placeò amid transformation8. 

Their frameworks emphasize principles such as minimal intervention, compatibility, reversibility, 

and the creative reinterpretation of historic fabric. Importantly, adaptive reuse is not about freezing 

a building in time but ensuring it remains functional, legible, and relevant in the present moment. 

 
4 Bie Plevoets and Koenraad Van Cleempoel, Adaptive Reuse of the Built Heritage: Concepts and Cases of an 

Emerging Discipline (London; New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2019). 
5 Ibid. 
6 Liliane Wong, Adaptive Reuse: Extending the Lives of Buildings (Basel: Birkhªuser, 2017). 
7 Ibid. 
8 Plevoets and Cleempoel, Adaptive Reuse of the Built Heritage. 
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In the context of the climate crisis, adaptive reuse also carries urgent environmental 

implications. Older buildings often contain substantial embodied energy, and by reusing them, 

cities can reduce material waste and carbon emissions. Although, as recent study led by Erica 

Avrami (2022) has shown that historic buildings are not inherently sustainable, as they require 

retrofitted systems to meet contemporary energy goals9. Thus, adaptive reuse must engage both 

preservation values and sustainability practices to remain effective in todayôs-built environment. 

 

2.2 Restaurants and Their Urban Identity in NYC 

The face of the city is continually being lifted, especially in the commercial and shopping 

districts, for the city shops and the city restaurants are of necessity creatures of fashion and 

must follow ñmerchandisingò habits of the time. If, at the same time, they can set a note that 

is distinctive ï if, still more, they can add to the joy of living by furnishing pleasant incidents 

in the street picture ï they will have achieved all that can be expected. 

 

ð Talbot F. Hamlin, 1939 

 

Restaurants are much more than places to eat. They are public-facing cultural expressions 

that respond to, and help shape, the urban experience. As Talbot Hamlin observed in 1939, 

restaurants are ñcreatures of fashion,ò constantly evolving to reflect the habits, aesthetics, and 

expectations of their time10. Yet they are also more than ephemeral trend-followers. They 

contribute to the street life, visual identity, and everyday rituals that define city living. 

From their ancient origins to their highly curated modern forms, restaurants have 

consistently served as mirrors of social change. They tell stories of migration, class mobility, 

technological progress, and evolving public taste. In New York City, where dining has long 

 
9 Anna Gasha, ñIt May Be Time to Reconsider Energy Efficiency Exemptions for Historic Buildings,ò January 18, 

2022, https://news.climate.columbia.edu/2022/01/18/it-may-be-time-to-reconsider-energy-efficiency-exemptions-

for-historic-buildings/. 
10 Talbot Hamlin, ñSome Restaurants and Recent Shops,ò Pencil Points 20 (1939): 485ï500. 
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intersected with commerce, culture, and design, restaurants occupy a uniquely visible and 

symbolic role. This section explores how restaurants ï through their spatial logic, cultural function, 

and embeddedness in the urban fabric ï have become more than businesses: they are cultural 

infrastructure. And when housed in historic buildings, they gain an even deeper resonance as 

stewards of architectural and communal memory. 

 
Figure 2.1 ï Restaurants as "creatures of fashionò 

Dining in the extremely attractive surroundings of the roof garden restaurant of the Ritz-

Carlton Hotel, New York in the early 20th century 

Image source: New York Public Library Digital Collections, 1918 

 

Defining the Restaurant 

While the term ñrestaurantò may seem self-evident, its meaning, and the experiences it 

encompasses, has shifted considerably across time and context. Rather than attempting a 

comprehensive definition, this section outlines key disciplinary perspectives that help illuminate 

the restaurantôs hybrid identity: as a commercial enterprise, a design object, and a performative 

space. These interpretations provide a foundation for understanding how restaurants function 

architecturally and programmatically, which is essential to analyzing their reuse in historic 

buildings. 
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Historian Rebecca L. Spang traces the emergence of the modern restaurant to 18th-century 

Paris, where spaces offering restorative broths evolved into individualized dining venues distinct 

from inns or communal taverns11. Adam Gopnik defines the restaurant with minimalist precision 

as ña place where you go to eatò, but emphasizes that it occurs in a leased space designed to evoke 

a domestic dining room12. Katy Rawson and Elliott Shore describe the restaurant as a formalized, 

public-facing enterprise that structures the presentation and consumption of food13. For Paul 

Freedman, the restaurant is a cultural institution, one that delivers not only nourishment but also 

identity and narrative through its cuisine and atmosphere14. 

Others focus on experiential and operational dimensions. Danny Meyer foregrounds 

hospitality, describing it as the essential medium through which food is translated into emotional 

memory15. Sharon Fullen considers spatial design as integral to functionality and ambiance16, 

while Cindy R. Lobel emphasizes the restaurantôs role as a freestanding establishment with fixed 

menus, signaling its growing importance in the modern cityscape17. 

Taken together, these perspectives reveal the restaurant as a carefully curated system where 

food, service, and space work in concert to produce meaning. This thesis draws on these 

understandings to examine restaurants not simply as typologies, but as designed experiences that 

become even more layered when housed in historic spaces. In this way, the architectural and 

 
11 Rebecca L. Spang, The Invention of the Restaurant: Paris and Modern Gastronomic Culture, 1st Harvard 

University Press paperback ed, Harvard Historical Studies 135 (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2001). 
12 Adam Gopnik, The Table Comes First: Family, France, and the Meaning of Food, 1st ed (New York: Knopf, 

2011). 
13 Katie Rawson and Elliott Shore, Dining out: A Global History of Restaurants (London, England: Reaktion Books, 

2019). 
14 Paul Freedman, Ten Restaurants That Changed America, first edition (New York: Liveright Publishing 

Corporation, a division of W.W. Norton & Company, 2016). 
15 Danny Meyer, Setting the Table: The Transforming Power of Hospitality in Business, 1st ed (New York: Harper 

Collins Publishers, 2006). 
16 Fullen, Restaurant Design. 
17 Cindy R. Lobel, Urban Appetites: Food and Culture in Nineteenth-Century New York, Historical Studies of Urban 

America (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2014). 
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operational logics that define the restaurant help explain its compatibility with the goals of adaptive 

reuse. 

 

Restaurants as Cultural Infrastructures 

Restaurant have always been shaped by local customs, tastes, and histories, but their 

evolution into critical cultural infrastructure is particularly visible in dense, dynamic urban centers 

like New York City. Around the world, forms like Chinaôs dim sum houses or Japanôs izakayas 

highlight the social role of dining, but it is in cities like New York where the restaurant has most 

clearly evolved into a social and architectural anchor ï one embedded in the life and image of the 

city itself. 

In the 19th and early 20th-century New York, restaurants played an increasingly public and 

visible role in shaping everyday urban experience. From working-class lunch counters and 

immigrant-owned eateries to glamorous rooftop cafes and fine dining salons, restaurants served 

diverse communities while expressing aspirations of class, belonging, and modernity. As Cindy 

Lobel has shown, by the mid-1800s restaurants had become fixtures of the cityôs commercial and 

social fabric, helping to define the rhythms of work, leisure, and public life18. William Grimes 

echoes this in his account of the oyster houses and chophouses that animated lower Manhattan, 

describing restaurants as a ñmirror to the metropolisò that revealed as much about the cityôs 

character as its people19. 

The mirrored role deepened through the 20th century. Restaurants became not just 

destinations but landmarks in their own right: locations layered with memory, ritual, and meaning. 

They offered a sense of familiarity and continuity as the city around them changed. Urban 

 
18 Ibid. 
19 William Grimes, Appetite City: A Culinary History of New York, 1st ed (New York: North Point Press, 2009). 
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sociologist Sharon Zukin describes such spaces as ñcultural anchorsò ï institutions that help shape 

the identity of a neighborhood, reinforcing emotional attachment and spatial recognition20. 

Whether it is the neon-lit storefront of a diner, the awning of a brasserie, or the tiled interior of a 

century-old luncheonette, restaurants have long acted as accessible, daily markers of place. 

 
Figure 2.2 ï A Chinese Restaurant, "Mon Lay Won Co", who branded themself as The 

Chinese Delmonico in 1910 New York 

Image Source: Vintage Menu Art, 1910 

 

 
Figure 2.3 ï Dining scene at the Fifth Avenue and 26th Street Delmonico's 

in the 19th century 

Image Source: Lately Thomas, Delmonicoôs: A Century of Splendor, 1967 

 
20 Sharon Zukin, The Cultures of Cities (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1995). 
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Figure 2.4 ï Murray's Roman Gardens in Times Square as New York's first themed restaurant 

around 1908 

Image Source: Restaurant-ing Through History, 2008 

 

Architecturally, restaurants have also demonstrated an exceptional capacity for reuse. They 

inhabit buildings not originally designed for dining ï from carriage houses and warehouses to 

banks, theaters, churches, and brownstone storefronts ï and adapt these spaces to fit programmatic 

needs while often preserving key historical elements. In many cases, these historic features are not 

concealed but highlighted: pressed-tin ceiling, work wood floors, original fireplaces, or decorative 

facades become part of the dining experience. By engaging the buildingôs material history rather 

than replacing it, restaurants invite the public to experience architectural heritage in active, 

embodied ways. 

In a city like New York, where development pressure often erases what came before, 

restaurants that reclaim and reinterpret older spaces offer a kind of visible resistance to erasure. 

Their presence can anchor a block, reinforce historic character, and invite continued investment in 

preservation. In this way, restaurants are not only culturally expressive but architecturally 

performative, acting as stewards of memory and design within the urban landscape. 
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Mid-20th Century to Early 2000s: From Glamour to Authenticity 

In the mid-20th century, New York Cityôs restaurants became stages for spectacle ï lavish 

environments designed to astonish and elevate the act of dining. This era of glamour was shaped 

most notably by restaurateurs like Joseph Baum, whose work with Restaurant Associates defined 

a new paradigm of fine dining as experiential and theatrical. Restaurants like The Four Seasons, 

La Fonda del Sol, and The Brasserie were conceived as Gesamtkunstwerke, or total works of art 

that integrated cuisine, architecture, branding, and service into an integrated and immersive 

experience21. Baum collaborated with some of the most celebrated designers and architects of his 

time, including Phillip Johnson, Alexander Girard, and Milton Glaser, turning restaurants into 

modernist showcases that celebrated corporate optimism and cosmopolitan identity22. 

 
Figure 2.5 ï The Four Seasons in 1960, one year after it opened 

In its time, it was the most modern, the most daring, the most New York restaurant the city had 

ever seen 

Image Source: Leonard Stern for The New York Times, 1960 

 

These establishments were not simply places to eat, they were cultural statements, often 

housed in newly built or dramatically renovated spaces that prioritized innovation and visual 

 
21 Grimes, Appetite City. 
22 Ibid. 
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impact over spatial continuity or contextual integration. Their interiors changed with the seasons; 

their materials were futuristic; their branding was graphic and bold. They reflected a postwar ethos 

of progress and possibility, where modern design symbolized sophistication and global sensibility. 

By the late 1980s and into the 1990s, however, a quieter revolution was underway. 

Restaurateurs like Danny Meyer, Tom Collichio, and Gabrielle Hamilton began to reframe the 

dining experience around warmth, comfort, and locality rather than spectacle23. Meyerôs Union 

Square Caf® (1985) and later Gramercy Tavern (1994) introduced a design language and 

hospitality philosophy that felt more rooted ï spaces that were refined but unpretentious, where 

materials aged gracefully and the design appeared to emerge organically from the building and its 

context. In Setting the Table, Meyer emphasizes hospitality as an ethos of care and attentiveness, 

placing emotional connection at the center of the restaurant experience24. 

 
Figure 2.6 ï Danny Meyer's second restaurant, Gramercy Tavern that contributed to 

revolutionize American Hospitality 

Image Source: Union Square Hospitality Group, 2015 

 
23 Ibid. 
24 Meyer, Setting the Table. 



CHAPTER 2 | BACKGROUND  Preserving the Past, Serving the Present 

21 

 

This shift was nor merely stylistic. It marked a broader cultural reorientation toward 

authenticity, storytelling, and a deeper respect for place. Many of these newer restaurants occupied 

older buildings not as blank canvases but as collaborators ï retaining original details, embracing 

imperfections, and layering new design atop historic fabric in subtle and respectful ways. These 

were spaces that ñfelt as if they had always been there,ò quietly anticipating a future where adaptive 

reuse would become not only desirable but necessary. 

By the early 2000s, the evolving relationship between contemporary restaurants and historic 

buildings had become more visible across New York City. Many restaurateurs, especially those 

operating independently or with a strong sense of brand identity, sought out older structures not 

just for their affordability or availability, but for their texture, memory, and spatial uniqueness. 

Exposed brick walls, decorative plasterwork, original flooring, and idiosyncratic proportions were 

no longer seen as design obstacles but as assets that signaled authenticity and place-based 

storytelling. The restaurant experience increasingly became about more than the meal, but also 

about context, history and atmosphere. 

 
Figure 2.7 ï Freemans (opened in 2004), a rugged clandestine colonial American tavern 

restaurant, inspired by the Old-World tradition 

Image Source: Freemans Restaurant, unknown 
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Restaurants like Craft (2001), Freemans (2004), Vinegar Hill House (2008), and The Smile 

(2009) helped crystallize this trend by embracing design that appeared found rather than fabricated. 

Their aesthetic was layered, textural, and often purposely understated. This is an intentional 

contrast to the hyper-curated minimalism of previous decades. Importantly, these spaces also 

responded to the shifting values of urban consumers, who sought not only quality food, but a 

meaningful, place-specific experience. This marked a quiet but important shift in how adaptive 

reuse and dining intersected. It was not simply that old buildings needed tenants, but that 

restaurants increasingly needed old buildings. 

 
Figure 2.8 ï The Smile (opened in 2009), an artfully rustic atmosphere restaurant 

Image Source: Melissa Hom for The Smile, unknown 

 

Restaurants After the COVID-19 Pandemic 

Before 2020, New Yorkôs restaurant history continues to echo through the cityôs present. 

Respected establishments like the Oyster Bar in Grand Central Terminal, Le Veau dôOr near 

Bloomingdaleôs, and the surviving Pompeiian columns of Delmonicoôs near Hanover Square serve 

as living reminders of the cityôs rich culinary past. The revival of historic restaurants has also 
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shaped the dining landscape. Institutions like Tavern on the Green and The Russian Tea Room 

have been resuscitated, blending nostalgia with contemporary tastes. 

Then, in 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic upended every facet of the restaurant industry. 

Thousands of restaurants closed, some permanently. Others rapidly transformed their business 

models, pivoting to takeout, delivery, and outdoor dining structures almost overnight. At first 

glance, the crisis seemed purely existential. Yet, the pandemic also laid bare the structural role 

restaurants play in shaping city life, especially at the street level. 

 
Figure 2.9 ï Delmonico's building at 56 Beaver Street, still standing today as a restaurant 

(reopened in 2023) 

Image Source: Author, 2024 
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Figure 2.10 ï Grand Central Oyster Bar & Restaurant in Grand Central Terminal 

Image Source: Benjamin Norman for The New York Times, 2018 

 

As office buildings, retail corridors, and cultural venues emptied, restaurants became one of 

the few remaining sources of visible, daily urban life. Their resilience, however strained, helped 

maintain the rhythm of neighborhoods and provided a sense of familiarity during a period of 

extreme uncertainty. Many of the restaurants best positioned to survive were those that had already 

cultivated deep connections with their communities or occupied flexible, character-rich spaces that 

could accommodate new forms of service. The architecture mattered: wide sidewalks, operable 

windows, generous setbacks, and adaptable interiors often found in pre-war or historic buildings, 

enabled quicker pivots and more creative spatial solutions. 

Moreover, the crisis accelerated the visibility and desirability of adaptive reuse as a strategy. 

As storefront vacancies grew, so did interest in reactivating underutilized historic spaces. The use 

of carriage houses, former industrial spaces, and long-shuttered dining rooms took on new urgency 
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and appeal. Maybe for some restaurateurs, reopening in a historic building was not only 

economically practical, but it was also symbolic of resilience, continuity, and rebirth. 

In the wake of pandemic, the restaurantôs role as cultural infrastructure has only deepened. 

No longer merely backdrops to urban life, restaurants have reasserted themselves as central civic 

spaces where history, hospitality, and public presence converge. Their architectural settings are not 

more than aesthetic choices; they are frameworks through which we understand loss, adaptation, 

and renewal. This heightened relevance reinforces why restaurants are essential actors in the story 

of adaptive reuse, not only reflecting but actively shaping the ways cities can recover and evolve. 

 

2.3 Regulatory Framework for Adaptive Reuse of Historic Buildings in NYC 

While cultural momentum and design thinking have increasingly embraced the idea of 

repurposing older buildings, the ability to adapt and inhabit such spaces is deeply shaped by 

regulatory and economic frameworks. In New York City, this includes a complex landscape of 

zoning codes, preservation policies, and financial incentives ï all of which influence whether, and 

how, a historic building can house a functioning restaurant. For restaurants, which have 

programmatically intensive spaces requiring ventilation, accessibility, circulation, and other public 

amenities, these frameworks play a particularly consequential role in shaping both feasibility and 

design. 

 

Zoning and Historic Designations 

Zoning laws govern land use and determine whether restaurants can legally occupy a 

building based on factors such as location, density, and neighborhood character25. In mixed-use or 

 
25 NYC Department of City Planning, ñZoning in NYC - Information about how zoning rules are made in and the 

history of zoning in NYC,ò accessed May 1, 2025, https://www.nyc.gov/content/planning/pages/zoning/zoning-nyc. 
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commercial zones, restaurant adaptive reuse is typically more straightforward26. However, in 

residential districts or historically sensitive contexts, proposed conversions often require zoning 

variances or special permits, which are reviewed by the Community Board before being submitted 

to the Department of Buildings (DOB) for permitting27. While the DOB enforces zoning 

regulations, it does not grant zoning variances ï those are subject to prior review and 

recommendation by the Community Board and other relevant entities, which can lengthen project 

timelines and increase costs. 

Historic designations introduce an additional, preservation-oriented layer of oversight 

through two distinct regulatory systems that operate independently, though they may at times 

influence one another: 

1. The National Register of Historic Places (NRHP), is a federal program administered 

by the National Park Service28. It recognizes buildings, sites, and district of historical, 

architectural, or cultural significance across the United States29. Importantly, NRHP 

listing does not impose regulatory restrictions on private property owners unless 

federal funding or permits are involved30. Instead, its primary value lies in the 

preservation incentives it offers ï most notably, federal tax credits ï which can 

significantly support the adaptive reuse and rehabilitation of historic buildings. 

Because of this incentive-based approach, NRHP designation is often pursued 

 
26 Marketing Department, ñUnderstanding Mixed-Use Zoning in Commercial Real Estate,ò Blanchard and Calhoun 

(blog), February 20, 2025, https://blanchardandcalhoun.com/blog/understanding-mixed-use-zoning-in-commercial-

real-estate/. 
27 Tectmind, ñNYC Real Estate Development Approval Process,ò Tectmind (blog), accessed May 1, 2025, 

https://tectmind.com/blog/f/nyc%E2%80%99s-real-estate-development-approval-process. 
28 U.S. National Park Service, ñNational Register Frequently Asked Questions.ò 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
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voluntarily by building owners as a strategic tool, particularly in commercial adaptive 

reuse projects. 

2. The New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission (LPC), by contrast, 

holds direct regulatory authority within the city31. LPC designation applies to 

Individual Landmark, buildings located within Historic Districts, and, more rarely, 

Interior Landmarks32. While most LPC oversight focuses on alterations visible from 

public rights-of-way, interior designation allows for regulation of publicly accessible 

spaces such as lobbies, theaters, banks, or restaurants with exceptional historic or 

architectural significance. Notable examples include Gage & Tollner in Downtown 

Brooklyn, The Rainbow Room at Rockefeller Center, and the former Four Seasons 

Restaurant in the Seagram Building ï each representing rare instances where restaurant 

interiors have met the high threshold for interior landmark designation. 

 
Figure 2.11 ï Gage & Tollner (interior landmarked in 1974), once famous for its 

1892 dining room, reopened in 2021 

Image Source: Emon Hassan for The New York Times, 2021 
 

31 NYC Landmarks Preservation Commission, ñLandmark Designation - LPC.ò 
32 Ibid. 
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The reason interior designation is rare lies in the strict preservation requirements that 

accompany it. For LPC to designate an interior, the space must not only retain its original features 

but must also demonstrate a high degree of public significance and original access33. In contrast, 

NRHP listing is easier to obtain and often used as a strategic tool to gain access to financial support 

without regulatory burden. 

 

Regulation vs. Preservation Opportunity 

While most interiors in adaptive reuse projects are not legally protected, many nonetheless 

carry substantial historical, spatial, or atmospheric value. Carriage house divisions, grand banking 

halls, original vaults and moldings, ceiling heights, and decorative finishes may all contribute to a 

buildingôs historical identity ï even when they are not covered under LPC or NRHP jurisdiction. 

In these cases, adaptive reuse becomes a form of voluntary preservation, where design decisions 

reflect an architectural and cultural sensitivity beyond what is required by law. 

Restaurant conversions present a particularly powerful mode of informal preservation. As 

public-facing, immersive spaces, restaurants have the ability to retain and reinterpret historic 

interiors in ways that actively engage the public. Whether preserving the spatial rhythm of a 19th-

century stable or emphasizing the grandeur of a former banking hall, restaurant adaptive reuse can 

highlight elements of historic interiors that might otherwise be lost. This is especially true when 

restaurants deliberately preserve interior volumes or materials ï choices that often arise from 

design philosophy or branding logic, rather than legal mandate. 

By working within regulatory limits ï but going beyond them in practice ï restaurants can 

restore the public visibility of historic interiors and anchor their relevance in contemporary urban 

 
33 Ibid. 
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life. This aligns with a key argument of this thesis: that restaurants can play a crucial role in the 

preservation of historic buildings, not only through material intervention, but through the 

experiential continuity they create between past and present. 

 

2.4 Why Restaurants, Why Now? 

This chapter has traced that adaptive reuse is not merely a design trend, but a necessary and 

evolving preservation strategy that balances continuity with transformation in urban environments. 

Within this broader context, restaurants have emerged as uniquely suited agents of adaptive reuse, 

capable of revitalizing historic buildings while preserving their architectural character, material 

integrity, and cultural significance. 

Restaurants today are more than viable tenants for historic buildings. They are powerful 

storytellers, spatial interpreters, and public-facing stewards of preservation. Their visibility, 

flexibility, and cultural relevance make them critical players in the evolving narrative of adaptive 

reuse. The next chapter builds upon these foundations to ask a deeper question: what makes one 

adaptive reuse project more thoughtful, more successful, or more resonant than another? To answer 

that, we must turn to theory, evaluation criteria, and lived practice. 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

If the previous chapter laid out the conditions that have made adaptive reuse in restaurants 

possible, this chapter turns to the question of how we might evaluate such projects. Drawing on 

key theories in adaptive reuse, preservation, and spatial design, this chapter proposes a framework 

for assessing how restaurants housed in historic structures navigate the tension between old and 

new. 

Building on the work of scholars such as Plevoets and Cleempoel, Liliane Wong, Fran­oise 

Bollack, and Paul Byard, the chapter defines what constitutes ñthoughtful designò in adaptive reuse 

ï particularly when the space is expected to perform both as a place of commerce and as a vessel 

for historical continuity. These theoretical lenses are then tested and expanded through insights 

from practitioners and restaurateurs, offering not only criteria for evaluation but a grounded 

understanding of how preservation and contemporary restaurant use intersect in real-world 

practice. 

 

3.1 Theoretical Frameworks of Adaptive Reuse 

Defining Adaptive Reuse 

Based on the words óadaptationô and óreuseô, adaptive reuse explicitly refers to changes 

involving both function and physical modifications to existing buildings. Plevoets and Cleempoel, 

describe adaptive reuse as a distinct and emerging discipline34. It intersects with established fields 

such as architecture, interior architecture, conservation and preservation, engineering, and 

planning. As an activity, adaptive reuse is the process of repurposing existing buildings for uses 

 
34 Plevoets and Cleempoel, Adaptive Reuse of the Built Heritage. 
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other than those originally intended, enabling them to remain relevant and functional in evolving 

societal, economic, and environmental contexts. 

Liliane Wong, expands on this concept by framing adaptive reuse as more than an 

architectural process35. She positions it as a critical response to the cultural, historical, and 

environmental imperatives of the built environment. Wong emphasizes that adaptive reuse seeks 

to extend the lifespan of structures by balancing contemporary needs with respect for their intrinsic 

architectural and historical values. 

The term ñadaptive reuseò encompasses a spectrum of activities, including conservation, 

rehabilitation, renovation, retrofitting, and transformation. Wong highlights that while adaptive 

reuse intersects with practices like preservation and restoration, it distinguishes itself by integrating 

new functionalities into existing structures36. Plevoets and Cleempoel further underscore its 

necessity in managing built heritage, asserting that adaptive reuse is essential for maintaining the 

functionality and relevance of historic buildings in contemporary contexts37. 

 

Principles of Adaptive Reuse 

Adaptive reuse represents a dynamic approach to preserving built heritage by repurposing 

existing structures to meet contemporary needs. This practice balances the preservation of 

historical integrity with the introduction of new functions, ensuring that buildings remain relevant 

and sustainable in the contemporary era. Drawing from the works of Liliane Wong and Plevoets 

and Cleempoel, the principles of adaptive reuse can be summarized as follows: 

 

 
35 Wong, Adaptive Reuse. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Plevoets and Cleempoel, Adaptive Reuse of the Built Heritage. 
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1. Continuity with Change 

Wong emphasizes adaptive reuse as a process of maintaining a buildingôs connection 

to its historical and cultural past while enabling new functionalities. Plevoets and Cleempoel 

echo this idea by advocating for interventions that celebrate a structureôs layered history, 

integrating old and new elements to create a dialogue between past and present. 

2. Respect for Historical Integrity 

Both Wong and Plevoets and Cleempoel agree that adaptive reuse must respect the 

original character and significance of a building. The intervention should enhance the 

existing fabric and preserve its character defining features or other architectural and cultural 

value while accommodating contemporary uses. 

3. Environmental Sustainability 

Wong highlights the role of adaptive reuse in reducing waste, taking benefit from 

existing buildingsô embodied energy, and minimizing the environmental footprint of 

construction. Plevoets and Cleempoel align with this view by highlighting the importance of 

reusing materials and structures as part of a broader sustainability agenda. 

4. Minimal Intervention 

According to Plevoets and Cleempoel, adaptive reuse should involve the least invasive 

changes necessary to preserve authenticity. Wong supports this principle by advocating for 

interventions that respect the buildingôs integrity while enabling its transformation. 

5. Storytelling and Meaning 

Wong frames adaptive reuse as a tool for weaving dense narratives of the built 

environment, preserving memory and cultural phenomena. Similarly, Plevoets and 
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Cleempoel emphasize the importance of revealing and celebrating a buildingôs story through 

thoughtful adaptation. 

6. Compatibility and Reversibility 

Both authors highlight the need for interventions to be compatible with the original 

structure ï meaning that any additions or alterations should respect the existing buildingôs 

scale, materials, and overall design character. Plevoets and Cleempoel implies that changes 

should be reversible to allow future generations to remove or modify the interventions 

without permanently altering or damaging the original structure. 

7. Creative Innovation 

Adaptive reuse requires a creative approach to design to blend and integrate the old 

and the new in innovative ways. Wong views the practice as an opportunity for architectural 

transformation, integrating historical elements with contemporary interventions to forge 

unique and meaningful spaces. 

8. Contextual Sensitivity 

Plevoets and Cleempoel highlight the importance of responding to the buildingôs 

urban, cultural, and social context. This means that adaptive reuse projects must be able to 

enhance the relationship between the structure and its surroundings. Hence, it can contribute 

positively to the local community and urban fabric. 

9. Functionality and Usability 

Both authors recognize the need for adaptive reuse projects to meet the practical 

demands of their new functions. A building must remain usable and relevant in order to 

balance preservation with contemporary operational requirements. 
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10. Flexibility and Longevity 

Other than reversibility, Wong also highlights the importance of designing for future 

adaptability to ensure that buildings can evolve to meet changing needs. Plevoets and 

Cleempoel add that this flexibility reduces the need for further interventions to preserve the 

structure for future generations. 

11. Economic Viability 

As a vital principle of adaptive reuse, economic viability ensures that adapted buildings 

can generate revenue and support ongoing maintenance. This aligns with Wongôs emphasis 

on resource efficiency and Plevoets and Cleempoel focus on long-term utility. 

 

By adhering to these principles, adaptive reuse projects can successfully navigate the 

challenges of integrating historic structures into contemporary life. These guidelines will ensure 

that interventions preserve and honor the past, serve present needs, and prepare buildings for a 

sustainable and meaningful future. 

 

Architectural Strategies in Adaptive Reuse 

Adaptive reuse presents a spectrum of architectural interventions that range from subtle 

modifications to bold transformations, allowing historic buildings to accommodate new uses while 

preserving their cultural and architectural significance. Rather than treating historic structures as 

static artifacts, architects like Fran­oise Bollack and Paul Byard have developed strategies that 

integrate old and new elements in ways that respect, reinterpret, or challenge the past. 

Fran­oise Bollack describes this process as ñarchitectural transformation,ò with the 

argument that historic buildings should not be seen as obstacles but as foundations for creative 
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design38. She categorizes the strategies of contemporary architecture transformation into five key 

approaches39: 

1. Insertions ï Introducing new elements within an existing structure, maintaining a distinct 

yet functional relationship with the historic fabric. 

2. Parasites ï Attaching new structures onto existing buildings, either temporarily or 

permanently, creating a dynamic contrast between old and new. 

3. Wraps ï enveloping historic structures within a protective or reinterpreted architectural 

shell, establishing a dialogue between past and present. 

4. Juxtapositions ï Placing modern additions alongside historic elements to provoke 

aesthetic and intellectual engagement. 

5. Weavings ï Integrating contemporary and historic features to create a cohesive, evolving 

narrative. 

Each of these methods reflects different levels of intervention of balancing preservation with 

adaptation. Rather than freezing pre-existing historic buildings in time, Bollackôs approach 

embraces continuity through change, reinforcing their place within the contemporary urban fabric. 

 
Figure 3.1 ï Diagram of architectural transformation, divided by Fran­oise Bollack 

(from left to right: wraps, weavings, juxtapositions, parasites, and insertions) 

Image Credit: Tom Killian. Source: Fran­oise A. Bollack, Old Buildings New Forms, 2013 

 

 
38 Fran­oise Astorg Bollack, Old Buildings, New Forms: New Directions in Architectural Transformations (New 

York: The Monacelli Press, 2013). 
39 Ibid. 
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Paul Byard, expands on these ideas by framing adaptive reuse as an act of meaning-making. 

He explores how new interventions, whether additions, enlargements, or transformations ï reshape 

both historic and contemporary elements, influencing how they are perceived and experienced40. 

Byard categorizes these strategies into four conceptual typologies41: 

1. Imitation ï Replicating historical styles for visual continuity, 

2. Forms ï Reinterpreting historic elements in subtle, modern ways. 

3. Appropriation ï Introducing bold contrasts that challenge existing structures. 

4. Possibility ï Using the historic framework as a foundation for new innovative 

architectural expressions. 

Byardôs analysis underscores that architectural interventions in adaptive reuse can either 

enhance or undermine a buildingôs historical integrity. Thoughtfully executed projects can enrich 

the dialogue between past and present, and reinforce a structureôs identity while accommodating 

new functions. However, poorly integrated modifications risk erasing or diluting the buildingôs 

cultural and historical significance. 

While Bollack and Byard offer distinct perspectives, their approaches complement one 

another in understanding how contemporary architecture can engage with the past though 

thoughtful design. Bollackôs design-oriented strategies focus on integrating historic and modern 

elements into a cohesive whole, while Byardôs theoretical typologies examine how these 

interventions influence meaning and perception. Both perspectives highlight the complexity of 

adaptive reuse ï balancing architectural innovation with historical authenticity to ensure that 

buildings remain relevant, functional, and culturally significant. 

 
40 Paul Spencer Byard, The Architecture of Additions: Design and Regulation, First edition (New York: W.W. 

Norton & Co, 1998). 
41 Ibid. 
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Challenges in Adaptive Reuse Through a Restaurant Case Study 

Fran­oise Bollackôs Old Buildings New Forms (2013) offers a compelling framework for 

examining the challenges of adaptive reuse and the architectural transformation of historic 

buildings for contemporary purposes. Through a series of case studies, Bollack illustrates how 

different strategies can navigate the complexities of preservation, functionality, and modern 

design. One such example is La Centrale in Beirut, which demonstrates how the insertion approach 

can reimagine a historic structure while becoming a restaurant. 

 
Figure 3.2 ï La Centrale Restaurant in Beirut, Lebanon (b. 2001) 

Image Credit: Bernard Khoury Architects. Source: Fran­oise A. Bollack, Old Buildings New 

Forms, 2013 

 

 
Figure 3.3 ï Section drawings of La Centrale, showing the insertion of the restaurant into the 

historic fabric 

Image Credit: Bernard Khoury Architects. Source: Fran­oise A. Bollack, Old Buildings New 

Forms, 2013 
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Designed by Bernard Khoury Architects, La Centrale involved the adaptive reuse of a war-

damaged 1920s residential building, transforming it into a contemporary restaurant while 

preserving its historical significance42. The projectôs primary challenge lay in maintaining the 

remnants of the deteriorating remnants of the original structure while introducing a new, functional 

dining space. The solution was a three-story insertion within the existing shell, stabilized by a steel 

framework and reinforced with concrete liner43. This intervention preserved the buildingôs external 

scars as visible remnants of Lebanonôs civil war while juxtaposing them against a sleek, modern 

interior. 

 
Figure 3.4 ï Exterior views of the building after the restaurant adaptation 

for La Centrale 

Image Credit: Bernard Khoury Architects. Source: Fran­oise A. Bollack, Old Buildings New 

Forms, 2013 

 

However, this approach raised critical questions about accessibility to heritage. While the 

fa­ade remained an evocative symbol of the past, its physical inaccessibility rendered it more of a 

visual artifact than a space for direct engagement. This duality ï where the structure exists both as 

a preserved relic and as a fully reprogrammed contemporary space ï highlights the inherent tension 

 
42 Bollack, Old Buildings, New Forms. 
43 Ibid. 
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in adaptive reuse between memory and functionality. However, La Centrale exemplifies how 

adaptive reuse can navigate these contradictions to balance historical authenticity with the 

demands of modern urban life. 

 

3.2 Adapting Restaurants: Spatial, Functional, and Aesthetic Demands 

But restaurants cannotðand should notðduplicate domestic environments or private 

customs. They operate in the public domain as purveyors of hospitality to diverse 

communities. We have learned much in the ensuing years about the professional 

commitments of those who envision and operate restaurants today: How to greet the guest, 

what makes a good table, what light best enhances the dining experience, where pressure 

points exist in the front-of-house, back-of-house and places in between, and how to facilitate 

different styles of service. 

 

Since no two restaurants are the same, the answers to these questions cannot be 

universalized. Thankfully, there is no science of restaurant design. Rather, great restaurants 

are the product of good judgement informed by knowledge, experience, conceptual 

clarity, and, above all else, the burning desire to ensure there are no bad seats. We have 

been fortunate to work alongside the best in business, having both given and taken lessons 

about what makes a great restaurant. 

 

ð Bentel & Bentel in Nourishing the Senses, 2018 

 

High Functional Demands of Restaurants 

Restaurants are among the most spatially and operationally demanding building programs, 

requiring careful integration of design, functionality, and regulatory compliance. Unlike any other 

commercial typologies, restaurants must simultaneously accommodate for food preparation, 

circulation, customer experience, health and safety, and back-of-house (BOH) logistics ï all within 

a potentially historic and spatially constrained structure. This section reviews key considerations 

for adaptive reuse projects in restaurants, grounded in design literature and operational realities. 
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1. Whatôs on the Menu? 

The type of food served and the intended dining experience directly shape spatial and 

mechanical requirements. Sharon L. Fullen emphasizes that the menu is one of the most 

critical drivers of restaurant design44. It informs layout, equipment selection, ventilation 

needs, storage solutions, and circulation patterns45. For example, while Shake Shack and 

Peter Luger Steak House both serve burgers, their distinct dining experiences reflect 

differences in design, target audience, and operational strategies. A fast-casual burger kitchen 

may require minimal plating space and high-capacity fryers, while a fine dining 

establishment demands separate prep areas, plating zones, and temperature-controlled wine 

or dessert storage. 

 

2. Site Selection and Planning Constraints 

Adaptive reuse often begins with finding a site that can support both the technical 

demands and the narrative identity of a restaurant. In dense cities like New York, available 

lots are rare and often come with existing structures. These buildings, while rich in character, 

introduce challenges such as sloped floors, restricted clearances, or historic designation, that 

may limit how kitchens, restrooms, or vertical circulation are introduced. Navigating zoning 

codes, liquor license requirements, ADA compliance, and Department of Health regulations 

all require early, informed planning. 

 

 

 

 
44 Fullen, Restaurant Design. 
45 Ibid. 
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3. Environmental, Code, and Safety Considerations 

Restaurants must meet high standard of cleanliness and safety, both actual and 

perceived. Visibly-open kitchens may amplify customer expectations of hygiene, while 

poorly ventilated spaces can impact both guest comfort and staff well-being. Fullen notes 

that restrooms, air quality, and finishes all shape dinersô impressions46. Lighting, drainage, 

odor control, and proper materials (like non-slip, cleanable surfaces) must be coordinated 

early in the design process. Energy use is also a growing concern. With high energy 

consumption from HVAC and kitchen equipment, improving efficiency can yield both 

environmental and financial returns. 

 

4. Mechanical and Building Systems 

Integrating HVAC, fire suppression, and plumbing systems is often complex in 

adaptive reuse settings. Pre-war buildings may lack the space for vertical shafts or modern 

ductwork, requiring creative routing and potentially visible interventions. Kitchens generate 

high heat loads that must be offset in dining spaces, and fire safety systems must be 

coordinated with historic fabric. Water and sound management are equally important, 

particularly when shared walls or residential neighbors are nearby. 

 

5. Front of House (FOH) 

The front of house must support both the operational flows and the atmosphere of the 

dining experience. Entryways, sightlines, and focal points (such as open kitchens or central 

bars) shape first impressions. Outdoor dining areas, especially post-COVID, have become 

 
46 Ibid. 
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integral to layout planning. Lighting, acoustics, artwork, and material choices all contribute 

to ambiance, while seating layout must balance comfort, levels of privacy, and service 

access. Colors, greenery, and signage should also align with the restaurantôs brand and 

respond to the surrounding neighborhood. 

 

6. Back of House (BOH) 

The back of house is the operational core of the restaurant, typically taking up 30-40% 

of the total area47. A well-planned BOH includes zones for cold/hot prep, dishwashing, dry 

and cold storage, deliveries, and employee facilities. Workflow is crucial: inefficient kitchen 

layouts can lead to longer wait times, safety risks, and staff turnover. BOH design must also 

accommodate administrative needs, such as a chefôs office or storage for uniforms and 

supplies. 

 

7. Equipment Selection 

Kitchen equipment should be selected based on menu, volume, and operational 

priorities. Fullen cautions that improper equipment can drain budgets or complicate 

maintenance48. Dishwashing systems, refrigeration units, cooking lines, and Point of Sales 

(POS) systems must all integrate into the layout. Energy-efficient models and multi-

functional tools offer long-term cost savings and performance advantages. 

 

In adaptive reuse settings, each of these decisions must negotiate between the practical needs 

of restaurant operations and the constraints of the existing building. The ability to accommodate 

 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
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complex systems without compromising architectural integrity is part of what makes restaurant 

adaptive reuse both challenging and rewarding. When successful, these projects yield spaces that 

are not only functional, but layered, atmospheric, and embedded with a sense of place. 

 

Restaurant Adaptation Challenges Through Case Studies 

Designing restaurants in historic buildings demands a careful balance between honoring 

architectural legacy and accommodating contemporary functionality. These spaces must meet 

strict operational and regulatory requirements ï ventilation, circulation, kitchen planning, 

accessibility, and safety ï while preserving character-defining features and delivering coherent 

dining experience. 

Through the work of Bentel & Bentel, a New York-based architecture firm known for its 

expertise in restaurant design, this section explores how creative strategies can integrate 

preservation values with the spatial and sensory demands of contemporary dining. In the book 

Nourishing the Senses: Restaurant Architecture of Bentel & Bentel (2018), their projects, such as 

Gramercy Tavern (1994), Tabla (1998), Craft New York (2001), and Rouge Tomate Upper East 

Side (2008), exemplify the innovative strategies required to transform historic spaces into vibrant 

and functional dining venues. 

 

1. Balancing Preservation and Functionality 

A primary challenge in adaptive reuse is transforming spaces originally designed for 

entirely different use ï often large in scale or heavily ornamented ï into intimate and efficient 

dining environments. At Craft, located in a 19th-century mercantile building, Bentel & Bentel 

navigated the structureôs industrial scale by exposing its terracotta fireproofed columns while 
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layering in rich, tactile materials such as Brazilian walnut and leather49. The result is a dining 

space that honors the buildingôs utilitarian past while supporting a refined and comfortable 

culinary experience50. 

 
Figure 3.5 ï Craft New York, maintaining the 19th-century mercantile buildingôs 

industrial past by exposing the terracotta fireproofed columns 

Image Source: Bentel & Bentel, 2003 

 

At Gramercy Tavern, similar concerns were addressed by subdividing a tall, open 

volume by introducing new non-structural beams and piers, creating intimate seating areas 

while maintaining visual and spatial continuity with the buildingôs industrial past as an army 

equipment store (N.S. Meyer). 

 

 
49 John Dixon and Bentel & Bentel Architects/Planners, eds., Nourishing the Senses: Restaurant Architecture of 

Bentel & Bentel (New York: Visual Profile Books, Inc, 2018). 
50 Ibid. 
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Figure 3.6 ï Gramercy Tavern, maintaining the buildingôs industrial past as an army 

equipment store 

by using non-structural beams and piers to divide the tall, expansive interior 

Image Source: Bentel & Bentel, 1994 

 

2. Integrating Modern Systems Discreetly 

One of the greatest technical challenges in adaptive reuse is installing contemporary 

infrastructure without disrupting the historic character of the space. In Gramercy Tavern, 

exposed wood beams conceal sprinklers, diffusers, and lighting to ensure code compliance 

while visually blending into the design51. These interventions are notable not for calling 

attention to themselves, but for their ability to disappear ï preserving the ambiance of the 

space while meeting operational standards. 

 
51 Ibid. 
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Figure 3.7 ï Tabla New York, inspired by Indian Mandala to create a sensuous curved 

interior with vivid colors 

Image Source: Bentel & Bentel, 1998 

 

3. Materials Strategies: Bridging Past and Present 

Material selection in restaurant design plays an important role in both preservation and 

storytelling. At Craft, Bentel & Bentel paired preserved historic elements with contemporary 

materials, creating a layered material palette that aligns with the restaurantôs emphasis on 

craftmanship and quality52. Similarly, at Tabla, Indian mandalas inspired the interiorôs curved 

geometry, while original Art Deco elements and vivid color palettes ï drawn from miniature 

paintings ï reinforce the layered cultural narrative53. In these projects, historic materials are 

not simply retained; they are carefully integrated into new formal and conceptual 

frameworks. 

 
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid. 
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4. Designing for Experience within Historic Constraints 

Historic buildings can create opportunities for distinctive dining experiences that 

would be difficult to replicate in new construction. At Rouge Tomate (Upper East Side), 

Bentel & Bentel adapted a former fashion boutique into a health-focused restaurant54. 

Patrons entered via a glass bridge, while below, a curved, glass-enclosed kitchen anchored 

to the dining space. Natural materials and red accents ï referencing the brand identity ï 

worked in tandem with the original two-story volume to create a spatially rich and 

memorable environment. 

 
Figure 3.8 ï Rouge Tomate Upper East Side, with its two-story volume of a former 

womenôs fashion store 

Image Source: Bentel & Bentel, 2009 

 

 

 
54 Ibid. 
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5. Adapting to Scale and Context 

No two historic buildings present the same design problems. Craftôs moderate scale 

allowed for a warm, craft-driven material expression, while Tabla ï located within a larger 

historic structure ï used mezzanine structure to introduce varied dining experiences at 

multiple levels55. At Gramercy Tavern, the transition from a bright, street-facing bar to 

quieter, wood-lined dining areas in the rear illustrates how spatial sequencing can create 

emotional rhythm while respecting the buildingôs existing structure56. 

 
Figure 3.9 ï Street view to Gramercy Tavern, showing the exposed bar through tall 

windows 

Image Source: Bentel & Bentel, 1994 

 

6. The Role of Art and Cultural Reference 

In each case, art and cultural specificity deepen the connection between the space and 

its broader historical or geographic context. At Tabla, Robert Kushnerôs mosaics of Indian 

 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
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vegetables add an interpretive layer to the interior, complementing its formal references to 

Indian visual culture57. At Craft, a commissioned triptych by Stephen Hannock, which not 

just reinforces the restaurantôs connection to craftsmanship and artistry, but also introduces 

a color and subject matter that operate as a counterpoint to the view out the windows to the 

street58. This was an important feature of the restaurant design to introduce a spatial corollary 

to the color and activity that the plate glass windows provided at the other end of the 

restaurant. 

 
Figure 3.10 ï Robert Kushnerôs mosaics of Indian vegetables add an interpretive layer to 

the interior 

Image Source: cucinatestarossa.blogs.com, 2005 

 

 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid. 
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7. Synthesis of History and Modernity 

Taken together, these projects illustrate how adaptive reuse in restaurants can be both 

technically rigorous and narratively rich. Bentel & Bentelôs work demonstrates that 

successful; restaurant reuse is not simply about inserting a program into an old building. It 

is about designing in dialogue with history. Whether through spatial planning, material 

expression, or interpretive art, each intervention creates a layered experience that preserves 

the past while making it relevant and engaging for contemporary diners. These case study 

suggest that adaptive reuse, when thoughtfully executed, offers not just preservation, but 

renewed cultural visibility and public engagement. 

 

3.3 Restaurants as Public Heritage Interfaces 

The intersection of food and architecture finds expression in the performative spaces that 

the preparation and consumption of a meal implyé Like the table itself, food stages events, 

congregating and segregating people, and food becomes an architecture that inhabits the 

body. 

 

ð Paulette Singley & Jamie Horwitz in Eating Architecture, 2004 

 

This quote highlights the intrinsic link between architecture and the dining experience, 

illustrating how spaces for food preparation and consumption extend beyond function into cultural 

and spatial narratives59. Restaurants housed in historic buildings exemplify this relationship by 

transforming meals into immersive encounters where gastronomy intersects with heritage. These 

spaces serve not just as dining establishments but as living landmarks, where history is preserved, 

experienced, and made accessible to the public. 

 
59 Jamie Horwitz and Paulette Singley, eds., Eating Architecture, electronic resource (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 

2004). 
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Restaurants in historic buildings play a unique role in making preservation both tangible and 

accessible. Unlike museums or historic library spaces, which often position history as something 

to be observed from a distance, restaurants integrate heritage into everyday experiences ï eating. 

By occupying historic structures, they ensure that buildings remain active participants in 

contemporary urban life rather than static monuments. 

 

Examples of Restaurant Adaptive Reuse 

Globally, restaurants demonstrate how adaptive reuse can celebrate cultural heritage. For 

example, The Jane in Antwerp, Belgium, occupies a former military hospital chapel60. The 

preservation of its stained glass and vaulted ceilings creates a dining experience that honors the 

buildingôs ecclesiastical past. 

 
Figure 3.11 ï The Jane in Antwerp, Belgium, 

occupying a former military hospital chapel 

Image Source: Richard Powers for ArchDaily, 2014 

 
60 Elizabeth Stamp, ñYou Wonôt Believe What These Restaurants Used to Be,ò Architectural Digest, June 26, 2017, 

https://www.architecturaldigest.com/gallery/you-wont-believe-what-these-restaurants-used-to-be. 
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Similarly, Restaurant Druckwasserwerk in Frankfurt, Germany, transforms a former machine 

hall of 1899 waterworks while retaining its original Neo-Romanesque style61. These examples 

illustrate how restaurants can connect historical preservation with modern functionality, making 

heritage accessible and meaningful. 

 
Figure 3.12 ï Restaurant Druckwasserwerk in Frankfurt, transforming a former machine hall 

of 1899 waterworks 

Image Source: Rainer Schmidt, 2017 

 

In the United States, many restaurants serve as examples of combining preservation with 

contemporary use. The Grey in Savannah, Georgia, occupies a 1938 Art Moderne Greyhound bus 

station62. Its restoration maintained the facade and original tiles, allowing diners to connect with 

the history of transportation in the region. Similarly, The Ordinary in Charleston, South Carolina, 

repurposes a 1920s bank, where the original vault now functions as a raw bar, balancing modern 

use with historical integrity63. 

 
61 Ibid. 
62 AFAR Media, ñ12 Unique U.S. Restaurants That Once Had a Much Different Purpose,ò April 6, 2018, 

https://www.afar.com/magazine/13-unique-us-restaurants-that-once-had-a-much-different-purpose. 
63 Ibid. 
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Figure 3.13 ï The Grey in Savannah, Georgia, occupying a 1938 Art Moderne Greyhound bus 

station 

Image Source: Emily Andrews for National Geographic, 2020 

 

 
Figure 3.14 ï The Ordinary in Charleston, SC, repurposing a 1920s bank 

Image Source: The Ordinary, 2012 
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Another compelling example is Grace in Maine, which repurposes a 19th-century Methodist 

church64. Retaining features such as pews and stained glass while reimagining the pulpit as a host 

stand, this restaurant ensures that patrons experience both the history and functionality of the 

space. Such examples show how adaptive reuse revitalizes historic buildings, ensuring their 

continued relevance in modern society. 

 
Figure 3.15 ï Grace in Maine, transforming a 19th-century Methodist church 

Image Source: Maine Magazine, 2009 

 

3.4 Gaps in the Literature 

Despite the growing body of research on adaptive reuse and restaurant design, significant 

gaps remain in understanding the unique role of restaurants in historic preservation. This section 

highlights the primary gaps in existing literature and how this study tries to address them. 

 

 
64 Stamp, ñYou Wonôt Believe What These Restaurants Used to Be.ò 
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1. Limited Research on Restaurants as a Unique Form of Adaptive Reuse 

Existing research on adaptive reuse has largely focused on cultural institutions and 

residential conversions, leaving restaurant adaptations understudied. Theoretical 

frameworks from Plevoets & Cleempoel and Wong outline broad adaptive reuse principles 

but do not fully account for the operational complexities of programs like restaurants. This 

study addresses this gap by examining how restaurant adaptive reuse strategies navigate 

preservation requirements, business considerations, and design constraints, particularly 

within NYCôs regulatory framework. 

2. Insufficient Analysis of Post-Pandemic Urban Dining and Adaptive Reuse 

The COVID-19 pandemic altered urban commercial dynamics, yet little research has 

examined its long-term impact on adaptive reuse, particularly in the restaurant industry. As 

historic properties are increasingly repurposed for dining establishments, questions remain 

about whether these changes reflect short-term adjustments or lasting shifts in urban 

redevelopment. This study situates restaurant adaptive reuse within this evolving urban 

landscape by discussing whether these trends are reshaping preservation and adaptive reuse 

practices in NYC. 

3. Lack of Discussion on Restaurant-Driven Preservation Strategies in NYC 

While NYC has a rich history of restaurant culture embedded within its historic fabric, 

research on how restaurants actively contribute to preservation remains underexplored. 

Many existing studies of preservation in NYC focus on landmark regulations, economic 

incentives, and zoning laws but rarely examine how restaurateurs navigate these frameworks 

or how restaurant conversions impact long-term heritage preservation. Through case study 

analysis, this research explores how restaurant-driven preservation interacts with the existing 
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regulatory frameworks. It also analyses the successes and challenges of restaurateurs 

operating in historic spaces to provide a deeper understanding of restaurant adaptive reuse 

as a preservation tool. 

4. Need for Further Research on Public Engagement with Historic Buildings through 

Restaurants 

While some scholars have explored the commodification of heritage, there is not much 

existing studies on how restaurants influence public engagement with historic spaces.  This 

study examines whether restaurants in historic buildings enhance public awareness of 

heritage or contribute to exclusivity by limiting accessibility to certain demographics. 

5. Gaps in Understanding the Sustainability Trade-offs in Restaurant Adaptive Reuse 

Adaptive reuse in this era is often considered a sustainable practice, yet restaurant 

conversions introduce unique environmental challenges. High water consumption, energy-

intensive kitchen operations, ventilation requirements, and the issue of adding embodied 

carbon complicate the assumption that adaptive reuse is inherently eco-friendly. This study 

explores whether contemporary restaurants in historic spaces in NYC can incorporate 

sustainable design strategies, such as adaptive material reuse. 

6. Lack of Comparative Studies on Restaurant Adaptive Reuse in Global Contexts 

While this study focuses on New York City, restaurant adaptive reuse practices vary 

significantly across cities, and comparative research remains underexplored. London, Paris, 

and Tokyo each have distinct preservation policies and dining cultures. A comparative 

approach would provide insights into alternative regulatory frameworks and financial 

models that shape restaurant adaptive reuse in historic buildings. By situating NYCôs 
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practice within a broader international discourse, this study can further be continued to 

identify common challenges and opportunities across different urban settings. 

 

3.5 Insights from Practice: Restaurateurs and Designers on Adaptive Reuse 

 
Figure 3.16 ï Conversations with Key Experts (Restaurateurs and Designers) on Zoom 

1. Danny Meyer from Union Square Hospitality Group, 2. Emmanuel Verstraeten from SPE 

Certified, 3. Will Guidara from Make It Nice Hospitality Group, 

4. Carol Bentel from Bentel & Bentel 

Image Source: Author, 2025 

 

Adapting historic buildings into restaurant requires balancing historic architectural integrity 

with modern operational demands. Restaurateurs and designers must navigate preservation 

regulations, spatial constraints, and financial considerations while ensuring that the dining 

experience remains memorable and engaging for its patrons. This section provides real-world 

insights from leading industry professionals ï Danny Meyer, Emmanuel (Manu) Verstraeten, and 

Will Guidara ï alongside architect Carol Rusche Bentel, whose expertise in adaptive reuse reveals 

the challenges and opportunities of transforming historic spaces into functional dining spaces. 
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Restaurateursô Perspective: The Business of Historic Spaces 

The decision to house a restaurant in a historic building is more than just a design choice. 

Instead, it is a business strategy that blends storytelling, spatial challenges, and financial 

considerations. Restaurateurs who have worked in these spaces recognize both the potential and 

the pitfalls of operating in buildings that carry historical weight. Through conversations with 

Danny Meyer, Will Guidara, and Manu Verstraeten, themes of placemaking, preservation 

challenges, and economic sustainability emerge. 

 

1. Historic Buildings as a ñFrameò for the Restaurant Experience 

Danny Meyer describes the relationship between a restaurant and its setting as akin to 

ña piece of art and its frame.ò The building, in his view, should complement the restaurantôs 

identity while the restaurant simultaneously breathes new life into the historic space: 

If you look at the restaurant as the software and the space as the hardware ï or if you 

see the restaurant as the piece of art and the building as its frame ï then they need to 

complement one another. The frame suggests the art, but the art also enhances the 

frame. 

 

Will Guidara echoes this sentiment. He emphasizes how historic buildings enhance the 

dining experience by anchoring a restaurant in a timeless setting: 

Everyone wants to create restaurants that will stand the test of time. And when youôre 

in an older building, preserving its heritage and sense of place, it does a lot of heavy 

lifting. 

 

In many ways, choosing a historic space is an intentional strategy to craft a distinct 

dining atmosphere, one that is imbued with authenticity. Manu Verstraeten, who operated 

Rouge Tomate Chelsea by renovating a 19th century carriage house landmark, acknowledges 

that the historical charm and uniqueness of the space were key selling points: 

We saw the space was amazing and thought, this could be a great way to respect and 

magnify the buildingôs history! 
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2. The Challenging Process of Adapting Restaurants in Historic Buildings 

Despite the aesthetic and historical benefits, adapting a historic building into a 

functional restaurant is fraught with logistical and regulatory hurdles. Meyer describes the 

process as a puzzle, where every decision ï from table placement to kitchen layout ï must 

account for spatial constraints and preservation requirements: 

Where do we put the restrooms? Where should the bar go? Where can we install an 

exhaust system without compromising the integrity of the space? Itôs already a 

logistical challenge to design a restaurant from scratch. Add historic preservation 

requirements, and itôs a whole new level of complexity. 

 

Verstraeten encountered similar obstacles while renovating Rouge Tomate Chelsea. 

The buildingôs landmark status meant that even seemingly minor modifications required 

extensive approvals: 

We had to rebuild the original carriage house doors to comply with historic 

preservation requirements. It was a beautiful process but also time-consuming and 

costly. 

 

Guidara also acknowledges that these projects demand patience and flexibility, 

particularly when the goal is to integrate modern kitchen efficiency within an older 

architectural setting: 

You need to be willing to do things that are a bit more quirky and a bit less perfect. If 

youôre working in a historic space, youôre adapting your vision to the building rather 

than the forcing the building to fit your vision. 

 

3. Economic Realities: Higher Costs but Long-Term Benefits 

From a business standpoint, operating in a historic building comes with financial trade-

offs. Restoration efforts, specialized consultants and labor, and compliance with preservation 

regulations all contribute to higher initial costs. As Guidara explains: 
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Anytime youôre fixing something old, itôs generally more expensive than building 

something new. There are fewer people skilled in historic craftsmanship, and when you 

fine them, their work comes at a premium. 

 

Verstraeten estimates that adhering to landmark regulations added at least 20% more 

costs to the project compared to a new build. While financial incentives such as historic tax 

credits can sometimes offset expenses, they do not always cover the full economic burden. 

Yet, despite the costs, restaurateurs argue that historic buildings offer an intangible value that 

new constructions cannot replicate. Meyer believes that patrons can feel the soul of a space, 

even if they do not explicitly recognize its history: 

People go out to a restaurant because they want to feel something ï a sense of 

connection, nostalgia, or place. A historic building gives you that inherently. 

 

Guidara adds that adaptive reuse is ultimately a long-term investment in creating an 

enduring brand: 

Itôs more expensive and more challenging in the short run, but in the long run, it lends 

itself to a more sustainable restaurant operation. 

 

4. Restaurants as Stewards of Historic Spaces 

Beyond economic and design considerations, there is a broader cultural responsibility 

that comes with operating in a historic building. While none of the restaurateurs the author 

spoke with considered themselves ñpreservationistsò in the traditional sense, they all 

recognized their role in maintaining and reinterpreting historic spaces. Guidara points out 

that while restaurants may not explicitly serve as educational tools, they contribute to 

preservation simply by existing: 

Restaurants and hotels are doing a lot of the heavy lifting in resuscitating old spaces. 

They may not make people more aware of historic preservation, but theyôve certainly 

keeping these spaces alive. 
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Meanwhile Meyer takes this idea a step further, arguing that restaurants can be the 

reason a historic building survives in a rapidly changing city by stating: 

New York has a habit of knocking down the old to make way for the new. If an old 

building can find a new use, like becoming a restaurant, it gives it another lease on 

life. 

 

These statements provide insights that operating a restaurant in historic building is an 

exercise in adaptation, creativity, and resilience. While these spaces come with significant 

logistical and financial challenges, they also provide an unparalleled opportunity to craft 

memorable, enduring dining experiences in a sustainable way. As Meyer, Guidara, and 

Verstraeten illustrate, we can learn that a well-integrated restaurant can transform a historic 

building from a relic into a vibrant, living space, ensuring its place in the cityôs evolving 

cultural landscape while giving the restaurant a distinctive character that can never be 

reached by using modern spaces. 

 

The Designerôs Perspective: Interior Architecture in Restaurant Adaptive Reuse 

While restaurateurs see historic spaces as a way to enhance the restaurant experience and 

ground it in a sense of place, architects and designers approach adaptive reuse with a different set 

of priorities by navigating structural constraints, maintaining architectural integrity, and balancing 

historic character with modern function. Carol Bentel, an architect and a partner at Bentel and 

Bentel with extensive experience in restaurant adaptive reuse, offers valuable insights into how 

designers transform historic spaces into functional dining spaces while preserving their essence. 
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1. Respecting the Existing Structure: ñThe Building Has the Answersò 

One of Bentelôs strongest convictions is that a historic building is not a blank canvas, 

but rather a source of design inspiration that should be carefully studied and incorporated 

into the project, as she puts it, ñThe building is packed with information that you canôt 

disregard. You have to dive into it, select from it, enhance it, and celebrate it.ò 

This philosophy guided her work on projects like Rouge Tomate Chelsea, a restaurant 

that moved into a 19th century carriage house. Instead of imposing a new identity onto the 

space, she and her team embraced and highlighted its original features, such as the carriage 

doors, wooden beams, and industrial proportions. ñWe wanted it to feel like the horse could 

still walk right in,ò Bentel explains, referencing to the retention of the buildingôs large 

carriage doors. 

This approach also shaped the transformation of Eleven Madison Park initial design, 

which was originally a banking hall. Rather than gutting the interior, she and her team 

worked with the existing grandeur of the space to preserve its soaring ceilings and art deco 

detailing. 

 

2. Creating Spatial Hierarchy: Defining Space Without Walls 

For Bentel, defining spaces within large, open historic spaces without resorting to 

excessive partitions that disrupt the architectural flow is one of the design key challenges in 

restaurant adaptive reuse projects. Her approach involves using ceilings, furniture, and 

lighting to subtly shape dining areas. ñWe never put more than three tables across because 

then it starts to feel like a cafeteria,ò she explains. ñInstead of enclosing spaces with walls, 

we define them with ceiling treatments, furniture arrangements, and lighting.ò 
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For The Modern at MoMA, she ensured the restaurant remained visually connected to 

the museum by avoiding enclosed spaces and instead integrating it into the museumôs layout. 

This principle also was used in Rouge Tomate Chelsea, where different zones ï such as the 

wine bar, open kitchen, and private dining area ï were delineated by materials and elevation 

changes rather than walls. The design maintained the buildingôs openness while creating 

intimate, defined experiences. 

 

3. Adaptive Challenges: Structural and Functional Considerations 

Working with historic buildings often means inheriting their structural imperfections 

ï from uneven floors to outdated support systems. Bentel encountered this firsthand at Rough 

Tomate Chelsea, where the removal of a column had caused the floor to sag. ñThe building 

was a mess. The floor was sagging, the structure was compromised, and we had to reinforce 

it while maintaining its historic integrity,ò she explains. 

Another critical challenge in restaurant adaptive reuse is designing efficient kitchen 

and service layouts within historic spaces that were never intended for such use. Routing 

exhaust systems, placing restrooms, and ensuring ADA compliance can require creative 

problem-solving. Bentelôs team had to rethink circulation pathways to ensure that staff 

movements (e.g., delivering food and clearing tables) did not interfere with the dining 

experience. ñDirty in, clean out ï thatôs our rule. You donôt want dirty dishes crossing paths 

with food coming out of kitchen. We redesign restaurant flow to keep those movements 

separate.ò 

 

 



CHAPTER 3 | LIT. REVIEW  Preserving the Past, Serving the Present 

65 

 

4. Materiality and Authenticity: Designing with the Past in Mind 

A key value of Bentelôs work is the use of authentic materials that align with the 

buildingôs history while also accommodating contemporary needs. 

You have to be very intentional with materials. If youôre restoring a historic building, 

you donôt fight against its materials ï use them, reinterpret them. 

 

For Rouge Tomate Chelsea, she emphasized materials that echoed the buildingôs 

equestrian past, using leather, bronze, and wood to evoke the craftsmanship of traditional 

horse stables. Additionally, she believes that lighting is a material in itself, shaping the mood 

and atmosphere. ñWe use warm, indirect lighting to highlight architectural details while 

keeping the space inviting and comfortable,ò she mentions. 

 

5. Public Engagement and the Role of Restaurants in Preservation 

Beyond the functional and aesthetic challenges, Bentel sees restaurants in historic 

buildings as vehicles for public engagement with architectural heritage. ñThe carriage house 

doors alone are an education. People may not realize it right away, but the moment they step 

inside, theyôre engaging with history,ò she notes. 

She adds that staff education is an important component of making a historic 

experience meaningful for patrons. When she worked on The Modern, she gave lectures to 

the staff so they could confidently speak about the buildingôs story: ñThe staff needs to 

appreciate the space theyôre working in, because they are the ones passing that story along 

to the guests.ò 
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6. Sustainability and the Future of Restaurant Adaptive Reuse 

Bentel sees adaptive reuse as a fundamentally sustainable practice, preserving 

embodied energy while reducing the need for new construction. 

Youôll never be able to build the same thing today that was built a hundred years ago. 

These buildings have character and craftsmanship that canôt be replicated. 

 

However, she warns that adaptive reuse can be financially challenging. She mentions 

Rouge Tomate Chelsea as an example where renovation costs became unsustainable. ñManu 

(Verstraeten) wanted to save the building the same way he wanted to save people ï by making 

them eat healthier. But he spent too much on renovations, and that ultimately led to the 

restaurantôs closure,ò she adds. 

Looking ahead, Bentel sees the future of restaurant adaptive reuse being shaped by 

economic factors, technological shifts, and changing dining habits. She notes that trends like 

robotic kitchens, AI-driven service, and the rise of private chefs could impact how historic 

spaces are adapted for modern dining. 

Food culture is changing ï chefs are quitting (from working at a restaurant) to become 

private chefs, plant-based menus are taking over, and AI is making its way into 

kitchens. But no matter what happens, great restaurants will always need great spaces, 

and historic buildings will always have something unique to offer. 

 

3.6 Synthesis: Connecting Theory to Research Approach 

The literature reviewed in this chapter presents a comprehensive foundation for 

understanding how adaptive reuse operates at the intersection of preservation, design, and public 

engagement ï particularly in the context of restaurants. Drawing from frameworks proposed by 

Plevoets and Cleempoel, Liliane Wong, Fran­oise Bollack, and Paul Byard, this chapter has 

illustrated how adaptive reuse can balance historical continuity with innovation, and how 
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principles like compatibility, reversibility, minimal intervention, and contextual sensitivity inform 

thoughtful design decisions. 

Additionally, all of the case studies mentioned before reveal the complexity of adapting 

restaurants in historic buildings. These spaces must meet rigorous operational demands while 

maintaining architectural integrity, requiring not only spatial planning and technical ingenuity but 

also narrative clarity. Insights from practitioners such as Carol Bentel from Bentel & Bentel, as 

well as restaurateurs like Danny Meyer, Will Guidara, and Manu Verstraeten, further emphasize 

that adaptive reuse is not just a design process, but a cultural and economic strategy. 

Together, these frameworks and examples inform the research approach taken in this study. 

This thesis builds on the literature to propose three evaluative criteria: 

1. Architectural & Spatial Synergy ï The extent to which the contemporary restaurant 

integrates with its historic environment, considering material authenticity, spatial 

integrity, and the balance between preservation and adaptation. 

2. Historic Identity & Public Persona ï How well the adapted space acknowledges, 

communicates, or reinforces the buildingôs historic setting and identity through branding, 

interior design, and storytelling. 

3. Public Perception & Engagement ï The degree to which the public interacts with and 

perceives the restaurantôs historical significance, considering guest experiences, media 

representations, and digital engagements. 

These criteria are not only drawn from theory but also shaped by real-world practice, 

providing a flexible framework to analyze how restaurants in New York City reinterpret historic 

buildings for contemporary use. This approach recognizes that adaptive reuse is not a fixed formula 
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but a dynamic process ï one that demands sensitivity to the past, responsiveness to present needs, 

and openness to future change. 

In the next two chapter, these criteria are applied to four case studies in New York City ï 

Hawksmoor NYC, Eleven Madison Park, Portale Chelsea, Aqua NYC ï offering comparative 

insights into how restaurants negotiate the balance between preservation and innovation, 

commerce and culture, architecture and experience. 
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Chapter 4: Research Methodology 
 

4.1 The Mise en Place: Research Design 

The Mise en Place is a French phrase that means ñeverything in its placeò or ñgatherò65. It is 

a culinary technique that involves organizing ingredients and equipment before cooking. To put 

everything (research data) in its place, this study employs a qualitative, case study-based research 

design to investigate how contemporary restaurants housed in historic buildings balance modern 

functionality with historic preservation. The case study method allows for an in-depth examination 

of each restaurantôs adaptive reuse, assessing how new interventions interact with pre-existing 

architectural and historical elements. By studying real-world examples, this research aims to 

extract best practices for future adaptive reuse projects in historic buildings, particularly 

restaurants or other food and beverage establishments. 

 

Rationale for Case Study Selection 

The Flatiron District in New York City serves as the primary study area, given its 

concentration of historic structures that have been repurposed as restaurants. Historically a retail 

and publishing hub, the district has transformed into a vibrant commercial and culinary destination. 

Its variety of historic designation buildings allow for a comparative analysis of how regulatory 

oversight influences adaptive reuse outcomes. 

There are four selected restaurants that represent diverse and representative approaches to 

adaptive reuse, varying in their designation status, historical significance, architectural adaptation 

 
65 Merriam-Webster, ñDefinition of Mise en Place,ò March 24, 2025, https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/mise+en+place. 
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scenario, public engagement with heritage identity, geographic and timeframe relevance, and 

operational factors. The case study selection criteria include: 

1. Historic Significance & Designation Status 

Each selected restaurant must be housed in a building with recognized historic value, 

whether through individual New York City landmark status, inclusion in a historic district, 

or listing on the National Register of Historic Places. 

2. Degree of Architectural Intervention 

The extent to which the historic building has been altered to accommodate the restaurant 

function, from minimal adaptive reuse to significant interior or exterior modifications, 

will be considered. 

3. Public Visibility & Cultural Recognition 

The chosen restaurants should contribute to public awareness of the historic structure, 

either through their reputation, media coverage, or their role in reinforcing and redefining 

the cultural and social fabric of the area. 

4. Geographic & Contextual Relevance 

Case studies should be located in areas where historic preservation and contemporary 

commercial use intersect, in this case, the Flatiron District. The purpose is to maintain 

contextual consistency in urban adaptive reuse strategies. 

5. Timeframe for Contemporary Relevance 

Restaurants must have been established as adaptive reuse projects after 2010 to ensure 

their adaptive reuse reflects contemporary trends in preservation, urban development, and 

dining culture. 
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6. Restaurateurs Role in the Adaptation and Creating Dining Experience 

The involvement of the restaurateurs in shaping the adaptation of the space and curating 

a dining experience that interacts with the buildingôs historic elements will be assessed. 

These case study criterions provide a framework to evaluate how adaptive reuse in 

restaurants creates ñsynergyò between historic preservation and contemporary functionality, 

addressing both physical design and public perception. 

 
Figure 4.1 ï Research Design Diagram 

Image Source: Author, 2025 
 

4.2 Data Collection Methods 

This study employs a multi-faceted data collection approach, combining archival research, 

on-site observations, expert interviews, and public perception analysis. This comprehensive 

method ensures a well-rounded evaluation of each restaurantôs adaptive reuse. 
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Archival Research: Establishing Historical Context 

Before conducting site visits, extensive archival research was undertaken to understand the 

historical evolution of each historic space into a restaurant. Sources included: 

¶ New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission (LPC) Reports 

¶ National Register of Historic Places Registration (NRHP) Forms from the United States 

Department of Interiorôs National Park Service 

¶ Historic photographs/tax photos and original architectural plans 

¶ Zoning and building permit records 

¶ Historical newspaper documenting past uses of the buildings 

This step provided a baseline for assessing architectural changes and determining how much 

of the original character was retained or altered. 

 

ñThe Michelin Inspectorò Approach: Site Visits & Observation Checklist 

A Michelin Inspector is an employee of the Michelin group who inspects restaurants, 

determines star ratings, and shares recommendations. They typically remain anonymous while 

dining to ensure restaurants do not provide special treatment, along for an unbiased evaluation of 

the dining experience. Similarly, this experimental method applies a systematic and objective 

approach to adaptive reuse assessments by developing an observation checklist template with 

specific criteria and sub-criteria, ensuring consistency across case studies. To achieve this, the 

research follows a structured on-site evaluation process, incorporating: 

¶ Physical assessment of architectural adaptations (e.g., material choices, spatial layout, 

lighting, signage, et cetera). 

¶ On-site sketches and photographs documenting design interventions. 
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¶ Mapping customer circulation and service flow to assess spatial efficiency. 

¶ Recording atmospheric elements (lighting, acoustics, textures) that influence the dining 

experience. 

Each case study is evaluated using this observation checklist (see Appendices A to D), which 

is pre-filled with archival data before site visits to compare the intended preservation efforts with 

the actual adaptive reuse execution. This method mirrors the Michelin Inspectorôs investigative 

approach, ensuring a rigorous, unbiased, and experiential evaluation of how historic structure 

function as contemporary dining spaces. 

 

Supplementary Internet Resources: Public & Experts Insights 

To evaluate the restaurantôs engagement with historic identity beyond its physical space, 

digital and social media sources were analyzed with: 

¶ Key Experts Interviews 

ü Conducted with architects/preservationists, and restaurateurs. 

ü Questions focused on design challenges, historical authenticity, and the restaurantôs 

role in heritage conservation. 

ü Existing interview videos on YouTube and other media can also be analyzed. 

¶ Online Reviews & Media Analysis 

ü Google and TripAdvisor reviews: Identified customer perceptions of the historic 

ambiance. 

ü Local newspaper and food blog articles: Tracked how the media portrays each 

restaurantôs adaptive reuse. 
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ü Restaurant websites and social media: assessed branding strategies that reference 

historical identity. 

These sources provided insight into whether the adaptive reuse narrative resonates with the public. 

 

Data Consolidation & Thematic Coding 

Data collected from archival research, site visits, and public perception sources were 

synthesized using thematic analysis. The focus was on identifying: 

¶ Patterns of successful integration of new and historic architectural elements. 

¶ Recurring public opinions on the historic setting as part of the dining experience. 

¶ Challenges or conflicts between preservation goals and operational needs. 

Findings were categorized under three key evaluation criteria, detailed on the next section. 

 

4.3 Key Evaluation Criteria 

Each case study was assessed based on three core categories to ensure a balanced analysis 

of architectural, historical, and public engagement factors. 

 

Architectural & Spatial Synergy 

(How does the restaurantôs design interact with the original structure?) 

¶ Preservation of Historic Fabric: Is the original structure retained/preserved, adapted, or 

drastically altered? 

¶ Material & Aesthetic Coherence: Do modern interventions enhance or detract from the 

buildingôs historic character? 
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¶ Functionality & Service Flow: Does the adaptation allow for efficient restaurant 

operations while respecting the historic space? 

 

Historical Identity & Public Persona 

(How does the restaurant engage with its historical context?) 

¶ Narrative Framing: How does the restaurant brand itself in relation to the buildingôs 

history? 

¶ Use of Historic Elements or Programmatic Materials in Design: Are artifacts, plaques, or 

any storytelling tools/devices present in the restaurantôs d®cor? 

¶ Authenticity vs. Theming: Does the historic reference feel genuine or commercialized? 

¶ Customer Engagement with History: Does the restaurant encourage patrons to interact 

with or learn about the buildingôs history? 

 

Public Perception & Engagement 

(How do patrons and media perceive the historic character of the historic spaceôs adaptive 

reuse?) 

¶ Online Reviews: Do patrons appreciate or criticize the preservation efforts and/or the 

ambiance of the space? 

¶ Media Portrayal: Are adaptive reuse efforts highlighted in press coverage? 

¶ Social Media & Restaurant Marketing: Does the restaurant emphasize its historic identity 

in promotions? 

¶ Cultural & Economic Impact: Does the adaptive reuse contribute to the broader historic 

districtôs identity and economy? 
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Figure 4.2 ï Table of the research evaluation criteria 

Image Source: Author, 2025 

 

Ultimately, the data collected through this methodology aims to refine best practices in 

adaptive reuse for historic restaurant spaces. By analyzing both architectural execution and public 

perception, this research will provide practical insights for architects, preservationists, and 

restaurateurs. The findings will highlight: 

¶ Best/ideal ways to evaluate the adaptive reuse of historic spaces into restaurants. 

¶ What makes adaptive reuse successful or problematic in restaurant design. 

¶ How historic buildings contribute to cultural storytelling and economic sustainability. 

¶ Recommendations for balancing preservation with commercial viability. 

Through this rigorous qualitative framework, this study is expected to contribute to the 

growing discourse on heritage preservation through the hospitality industry, demonstrating how 

restaurants can serve as living, adaptive landmarks that sustain urban history. 

 

4.4 Limitations of the Research Methodology 

Restaurants are a fast-paced and highly demanding industry, which makes it very challenging 

to secure interviews with the restaurateurs and obtain assistance for distributing survey 

questionnaires or accessing necessary documentation. Additionally, each restaurant takes a 

different and unique approach to crafting its dining experience, requiring the research to have a 
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critical and open-minded lens to assess both the positive and negative impacts on historic 

preservation. 

However, restaurants are also public-facing establishments, which provide accessible 

settings for firsthand dining experiences, observational research, and photographic documentation. 

Furthermore, the growing reliance on restaurant reviews on the internet has offered valuable 

insights into patronsô experiences, perceptions, and interactions with historic spaces. 

While this study employs a holistic qualitative approach to assess the adaptive reuse of 

historic buildings as restaurants, there are inherent limitations that may affect the depth and 

generalizability of the findings. These limitations primarily stem from accessibility to historical 

documentation, site specific constraints, and the challenges of evaluating public perception. The 

limitations that might occur include: 

 

1. Limited Historical Documentation for Some Case Studies 

Not all buildings in this study have extensive archival records or preservation reports. 

While designated landmarks often have well-documented histories, some buildings within 

historic districts may lack original architectural plans, historic photographs, or formal 

evaluations. This inconsistency affects the ability to establish a uniform baseline for 

comparison across case studies. In some instances, historical narratives rely on anecdotal 

evidence from owners or locals, making it difficult to fully assess past modifications. 

The absence of historical documentation is not just a limitation. It also might influence 

the adaptive reuse process itself. When historical research is lacking at the outset, the design 

may be guided primarily by the buildingôs tangible, extant features rather than a deeper 

engagement with its past. This raises questions about whether projects without strong 
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archival foundations are inherently more superficial in their associations between old and 

new, potentially diluting their depth as preservation efforts. To address this limitation, 

supplementary internet research and interviews with restaurateurs were conducted where 

archival sources were unavailable. 

 

2. Challenges in Securing Access to Interior Spaces 

While exterior architectural assessments can be conducted through public observations 

and photographs, interior spaces present access limitations due to: 

¶ Operational restrictions ï restaurants may not permit extended site visits, sketches, 

or detailed documentation during peak business hours. 

¶ Owner or management discretion ï not all restaurateurs may be willing to 

participate in research or allow documentation of service areas, kitchen layouts, or 

back-of house adaptations. 

¶ Guest privacy concerns ï photographing dining spaces may be restricted due to 

customer presence, limiting comprehensive visual analysis. 

To address this, observations were conducted during off-peak hours, and additional interior 

photographs from media sources and restaurant marketing materials were also reviewed. 

 

3. Subjectivity in Evaluating Architectural & Design Synergy 

Assessing the synergy between new and pre-existing architectural elements requires 

design critique, which is inherently subjective. This study attempts to maintain objectivity 

by: 
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¶ Using a standardized observation checklist to guide evaluations across all case 

studies. 

¶ Cross-referencing expert opinions (architects, preservationists, and designers) with 

on-site observations. 

¶ Comparing findings with guest perceptions in online reviews to validate whether 

architectural choices resonate with the public. 

Despite these measures, the interpretation of design success or failure may still vary based 

on individual perspectives. 

 

4. Reliance on Public Perception via Online Reviews & Media 

Evaluating public engagement with historic identity is largely dependent on online 

reviews (Google and TripAdvisor) and media coverage. This presents limitations such as: 

¶ Bias in online reviews ï only a subset of patrons leaves reviews, and those who do 

may represent extreme opinions (highly satisfied or dissatisfied guests). 

¶ Lack of detailed historical awareness ï most customer reviews focus on food and 

service rather than the architectural and historical character of the space. 

¶ Inconsistent media coverage ï some restaurants may have extensive press coverage 

discussing their adaptive reuse efforts, while others may have little to no 

documentation. 

To minimize these biases, a broad range of sources (multiple review platforms, blogs, and 

newspaper articles) was analyzed to capture a diverse set of public perceptions. 
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5. Influence of Restaurant Type & Business Model on Adaptive Reuse Outcomes 

The scale, concept, and financial model of a restaurant significantly shape its approach 

to adaptive reuse. While well-funded restaurants may have the resources to support 

preservation efforts, they also have the flexibility to make substantial alterations to the pre-

existing fabric. In contrast, smaller, independent businesses with budget constraints may 

retain more original features ï not necessarily as a preservation choice, but as a cost-saving 

measure. Similarly, chain restaurants or hospitality groups may prioritize brand identity over 

site-specific historical engagement, influencing how much of the original character is 

preserved, reconstructed, or altered. 

These variations mean that not all findings will be universally applicable to every 

restaurant housed in historic building. However, by examining a range of business models, 

this study captures how financial and operational considerations influence adaptive reuse, 

whether through intentional preservation efforts, economic necessity, or a combination of 

both. 

 

6. Other External Factors Affecting Adaptive Reuse Success 

Beyond architectural and public perception considerations, external variables may 

impact the findings, including: 

¶ Regulatory & Zoning Variations ï New York City landmark status or the National 

Register listing may impose restrictions on some properties but not others, 

influencing design decisions. 
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¶ Post-Pandemic Economic Conditions ï Restaurants may have made temporary or 

financially-driven modifications that do not reflect long-term adaptive reuse 

strategies. 

¶ Neighborhood Context & Foot Traffic ï The success of adaptive reuse is partially 

contingent on location-based factors, which may not be replicable in different urban 

settings. 

 

While these methodological limitations introduce constraints, they also provide 

opportunities for further research. This study focuses on qualitative depth rather than broad 

statistical generalization, ensuring that each case study contributes meaningful insights into the 

adaptive reuse of historic spaces into restaurants. Future research could address these limitations 

by: 

¶ Conducting long-term studies to examine how adaptive reuse strategies evolve over time. 

¶ Expanding the geographic scope to compare adaptive reuse practices in different historic 

districts, boroughs, cities, and countries. 

¶ Incorporating patron surveys or structured interviews to gain more direct insights into 

public engagement with historic spaces. 

By acknowledging these limitations, this study remains transparent about its methodological scope 

while providing actionable insights for architects, preservationists, and restaurateurs engaged in 

adaptive reuse projects. 
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Chapter 5: Case Study Analysis 

This chapter examines how contemporary restaurants inhabit and adapt historic buildings in 

New York City, focusing on the relationship between preservation and design. Through a series of 

four case studies, it explores how different levels of historic designation, architectural 

interventions, and spatial strategies affect the way historic identity is preserved, reinterpreted, or 

diminished. Drawing on the evaluation framework outlined in the previous chapter, each case study 

is analyzed through three interrelated criteria developed during the data collection process ï 

Architectural & Spatial Synergy, Historical Identity & Public Persona, and Public Perception & 

Engagement. 

By applying these criteria consistently across each example, this chapter aims to go beyond 

surface-level assessments of preservation. It critically examines how adaptive reuse projects ï 

whether operating under strict regulation or not ï navigate the balance between preservation and 

transformation, and how restaurants, as both cultural and spatial experiences, can serve as active 

participants in the stewardship of historic identity. 

The case studies are ordered to reflect varying levels of historic designation and preservation 

outcomes. Hawksmoor NYC, followed by Eleven Madison Park are both housed in National 

Register-listed buildings, offering different approaches to preserving historic interior character. 

Portale Chelsea, located in two carriage house buildings that are both New York City Individual 

Landmark, shows how formal regulation shapes adaptive reuse scenario. Aqua, set within the 

Ladiesô Mile Historic District, illustrates a more transformative approach, where interior 

preservation is not regulated. 
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5.1 Case Study #1: Hawksmoor NYC 

 
Figure 5.1 ï United Charities Building today and its general information 

Image Source: Author, 2025 

 

A. Building Overview 

Historical Background 

The United Charities Building (UCB), located at 105-109 East 22nd Street in Manhattanôs 

Gramercy neighborhood, was constructed between 1892 and 1893 as a permanent headquarters for 

several leading philanthropic organizations66. Funded by the Scottish-American banker and 

philanthropist John S. Kennedy, the building became a central node for Progressive Era reform67. 

Inside its walls, pioneering advocates such as Josephine Shaw Lowell and Florence Kelley 

advanced causes, including poverty relief, labor protections, and child welfare68. Among its tenants 

 
66 Page P. Miller, ñThe United Charities Building National Register of Historic Places Registration Form,ò U. S. 

Department of the Interior - National Park Service, September 29, 1989. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
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were the Charity Organization Society, the National Consumers League, and the New York School 

of Philanthropy (now known as Columbia Universityôs School of Social Work)69. The buildingôs 

influence extended beyond New York City, helping to shape labor policy and social welfare at the 

national level70. In recognition of this legacy, the UCB was listed to the National Register of 

Historic Places in 199171. 

 
Figure 5.2 ï The United Charities Building Historic Photograph (Circa 1892) 

Image Source: City Realty, 1892 

 

Architectural Feature 

The building rises nine stories, its Renaissance Revival fa­ade anchored by a limestone base 

and granite Ionic columns flanking a semi-circular arched entrance. Rich classical detailing, such 

as guilloche, egg-and-dart, bead-and-reel ornamentation, frames the main doorway, while a bronze 

 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid. 
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plaque inscribed ñUnited Charities Buildingò marks its civic purpose. A secondary entrance leads 

into the Assembly Hall, distinguished by cherub reliefs and ornate bronze tympanum reading ñ109 

Assembly Hall.ò The pressed brick fa­ade continues upward with a rhythmic arrangement of 

pilasters, arched and rectangular windows, and a series of decorative pediments and cornices. The 

original Spanish tile roof remains intact along the 22nd Street elevation. 

 
Figure 5.3 ï Main entrance on the south fa­ade of The United Charities Building 

Image Source: Andrew S. Dolkart for NYC Landmarks Preservation Commission, 1989 

 

Inside, many original finishes are retained. The main lobby, which was remodeled in 1930s, 

retains oak and glass doors, marble plaques, and iron staircases with Ionic-columned railings72. On 

the east side of the building, the former Assembly Hall stands out as the most architecturally 

dramatic interior of the building. Vacant for over a decade prior to its reuse, the hall is defined by 

its 26-foot-high vaulted ceiling, coffered in ornate plasterworks and supported by paired Ionic 

pilasters. Clerestory stained-glass windows line the upper walls, casting soft filtered light into the 

 
72 Ibid. 
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space. Below, a marble mosaic floor framed the rectangular hall, which once served as a venue for 

public meetings and lectures by prominent reformers. 

 
Figure 5.4 ï The Assembly Hall (left) and Trustees Room (right) 

Historic Interior Photo (Circa 1900) 

Image Source: The President and Fellows of Harvard College, 

Harvard Art Museums, 1900 

 

 
Figure 5.5 ï Pre-existing condition of the Assembly Hall in 2017 before Hawksmoor's 

adaptation showing the abandoned room for decades 

Image Source: Yvonne Albinowski for Commercial Observer, 2017 
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Figure 5.6 ï The owners of Hawksmoor, Will Beckett (left) and Huw Gott (right) in front of 

the Assembly Hall entrance that became the entrance for Hawksmoor 

Image Source: Hawksmoor NYC, 2021 

 

Hawksmoor NYC 

We love working with heritage buildings, from grand former banking halls in Dublin, 

Edinburgh and Liverpool, to the vaults of a Victorian London brewery and a Chicago power 

house from the days when streetcars began to replace horse and carts.   

 

The most dramatic, though, is the Assembly Hall in New Yorkôs United Charities Building, 

where important reformers used to gather to inspire packed crowds. It felt particularly 

special because this amazing remnant of civic history had been closed off to the public for 

decades.  Returning it to the public domain was a great moment.  

 

Heritage buildings bring warmth, character and the patina of age.  Our aim is to build long-

lived institutions.  Restaurants with real personality that feel like they have been around for 

decades, and that will stand the test of time. Heritage buildings are the perfect fit. 

 

ð Huw Gott, Co-founder of Hawksmoor, 

through e-mail correspondence with author in 2025 

 

In 2018, this long-dormant space was selected as the future home of Hawksmoor, a British 

steakhouse founded in 2006 and known for adapting historic buildings into their dining venues 
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owned by best friends, Huw Gott and Will Beckett73. The restoration and transformation of the 

Assembly Hall into a restaurant was led by the U.K.-based design studio Macaulay Sinclair in 

collaboration with co-founder Huw Gott74. Construction drew from both preservation and 

reinvention: original architectural features such as the stained glass, crown molding, and mosaic 

flooring were carefully restored, while new insertions ï including a wraparound brass bar, 

reclaimed timber furnishings, and brass light fixtures ï were introduced to support the spaceôs new 

function. 

 
Figure 5.7 ï Main dining room of Hawksmoor NYC today, reviving the former grandeur of the 

Assembly Hall 

Image Source: Author, 2025 
 

73 Dana Schulz, ñFamed London Steakhouse Hawksmoor Opens in Gramercyôs Historic United Charities Building,ò 

6sqft, accessed March 24, 2025, https://www.6sqft.com/famed-london-steakhouse-hawksmoor-opens-in-gramercys-

historic-united-charities-building/. 
74 Will Speros, ñLondonôs Hawksmoor Steakhouse Opens New York Outpost,ò Hospitality Design, accessed March 

24, 2025, https://hospitalitydesign.com/news/f-b/hawksmoor-new-york/. 
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Figure 5.8 ï Detailed photos of Hawksmoor NYC 

1. Restored crown molding, 2. Entrance vestibule showing the restored marble mosaic flooring, 

3. Restored stained glass window, 4. Wraparound brass bar area 

Images Source: Author, 2025 

 

When Hawksmoor NYC opened in September 2021, it marked the restaurant groupôs first 

international location75. Guests now enter through the former Assembly Hall entrance, passing 

through a restored marble vestibule into a carefully detailed dining room that blends original 

architectural elements with contemporary material warmth. Overhead, the coffered vault draws the 

eye upward, while warm lighting and dark paneled finishes below establish the masculine 

atmosphere of a classic steakhouse. The space today reflects both the buildingôs civic past and its 

new role as a gathering place, once again open to the public after decades of closure. 

 
75 Ibid. 
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The decision to open in the United Charities Building aligns with Hawksmoorôs broader 

philosophy of adapting historic spaces for contemporary dining. In the United Kingdom, the 

restaurant group has successfully restored and repurposed several historic buildings for its 

locations. Notable examples include Hawksmoor Guildhall, housed in a grand former banking hall 

in Londonôs financial district; Hawksmoor Edinburgh, located in the historic former National Bank 

of Scotland building; and Hawksmoor Manchester, set within a late-Victorian courthouse76. Each 

of these locations reflects their values and dedication to preserving architectural heritage while 

delivering a unique dining experience. 

 
Figure 5.9 ï Hawksmoor Guildhall, East London, United Kingdom 

Image Source: Hawksmoor, 2011 
 

 
Figure 5.10 ï Hawksmoor Edinburgh, Scotland 

Image Source: Hawksmoor, 2018 

 
76 Hawksmoor U.K., ñBest London Steak & Seafood Restaurant | Guildhall Steakhouse, near Bank,ò accessed March 

25, 2025, https://thehawksmoor.com/locations/guildhall/; Hawksmoor U.K., ñSteak & Seafood Restaurant | 

Edinburgh Steakhouse | Hawksmoor,ò accessed March 25, 2025, https://thehawksmoor.com/locations/edinburgh/; 

Hawksmoor U.K., ñBest Steak House in Manchester | Steak & Seafood Restaurant,ò accessed March 25, 2025, 

https://thehawksmoor.com/locations/manchester/. 
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B. Regulatory & Preservation Context 

Although the United Charities Building has been listed on the National Register of Historic 

Places since 1991, it is not designated by the New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission 

(LPC) and therefore not subject to local landmark regulation. This means that, in the absence of 

LPC oversight, interior alterations are not bound by municipal preservation controls. While NRHP 

listing alone does not impose design restrictions on private owners, regulatory oversight can be 

triggered if federal or state preservation tax credits are sought, in which case all rehabilitation work 

becomes subject to review by the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO). 

In this case, there is no public record indicating that tax credits were pursued. Thus, 

preservation decisions ï particularly regarding the interior ï appear to have been voluntary. 

Notwithstanding the absence of formal regulatory obligation, the designers and operators of 

Hawksmoor NYC chose to engage with the buildingôs architectural legacy through careful material 

selection, lighting, and spatial planning. The project illustrates how adaptive reuse can operate as 

a preservation strategy, even outside formal regulatory frameworks. 

 

C. Evaluation by Criteria 

Criteria #1: Architectural & Spatial Synergy 

The adaptive reuse of the Assembly Hall demonstrates a degree of architectural sensitivity, 

maintaining much of its original volume and historic detail while accommodating a new restaurant 

program. The 26-foot-high coffered vault remains the dominant spatial element, supported by Ionic 

pilasters and illuminated by a carefully calibrated indirect lighting system. This treatment draws 

attention upward, emphasizing the verticality of the space and highlighting the intricate 

plasterwork that defines the ceiling. 



CHAPTER 5 | CASE STUDY ANALYSIS  Preserving the Past, Serving the Present 

93 

 

The layout of the restaurant was thoughtfully organized to preserve the original proportions 

of the hall. Hawksmoorôs adaptation respects the roomôs axial symmetry and ceremonial character 

while introducing clear programmatic zones: a vestibule entry, a surrounding wraparound bar, a 

central main dining area, and private dining rooms placed in adjacent pre-existing chambers. This 

spatial division retains the Assembly Hallôs openness while subtly layering it with new functions. 

The removal of select drywall partitions and the insertion of service zones such as the kitchen and 

back-of-house circulation were accomplished without disrupting the architectural logic of the 

space. Circulation flows naturally from front to back, and between dining areas and service zones, 

allowing the space to function efficiently without compromising its historic character. 

 
Figure 5.11 ï Diagrammatic sketch of Hawksmoor NYCôs adapted spatial organization within 

the former Assembly Hall 

Images Source: Author, 2025 

 

At the same time, Hawksmoorôs adaptation introduces a distinct visual and material 

hierarchy within the room. The lower portion of the space has been reshaped through the 

introduction of dark wood paneling, emerald green leather booths, and patinated mirror and brass 

finishes ï materials that evoke a grounded, masculine atmosphere consistent with the identity of a 
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traditional steakhouse. These insertions subtly diminish the original spatial reading of the vault, 

which was conceived as a continuous volume from floor to ceiling. In its current configuration, the 

vaulted ceiling is visually detached from the lower register of the room, reframed as a decorative 

overhead feature rather than a whole architectural gesture. This transformation signals a shift from 

ñcivic grandeurò to ñbranded hospitalityò, yet it remains largely reversible. 

 
Figure 5.12 ï Hawksmoor NYC interior photographs showing the introduction of dark wood 

paneling, emerald leather booths, patinated finishes, and indirect lighting 

Images Source: Author, 2025 

 

The preserved upper portion of the room retains its clarity and significance. Clerestory 

stained-glass windows, ornate plaster detailing, and original crown moldings remain untouched, 

and are further emphasized by indirect lighting carefully embedded within the vaults. These 

uplifting elements invite patrons to look upward and re-engage with the architectural drama of the 

Assembly Hall, transforming the ceiling into a celebrated visual anchor of the dining experience. 

Mechanical systems, including HVAC, have been discreetly integrated beneath the central 

seating area, with no visible disruption to the ceiling or wall planes. The use of Art Deco-inspired 

brass lighting fixtures ï though not aligned with the buildingôs original Renaissance Revival style 
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ï nonetheless contributes to a broader public perception of ñhistoricò character. While some may 

view these elements as stylistically inconsistent, they help cultivate an atmosphere that positions 

the space as grand and historically resonant. Such eclectic insertions could be understood as a form 

of bricolage, where fragments from different eras are assembled to evoke layered meanings. This 

approach raises questions about interpretive clarity: do these gestures support or obscure a ñtrueò 

reading of the original space? 

 
Figure 5.13 ï Hawksmoor NYC's sensitive and ñhistorically provokingò intervention 

1. Discreet HVAC system beneath the central seating area, 

2. Use of Art Deco-inspired brass lighting fixtures 

Images Source: Author, 2025 

 

Similarly, the addition of a practical entrance awning in black fabric ï while serving 

functional needs ï partially obscures the historic ñAssembly Hallò signage and cast-iron floral 

detailing on the tympanum, subtly diminishing the buildingôs visual integrity. These interventions 

exemplify the tensions in adaptive reuse between preservation, usability, and reinterpretation ï 

inviting reflection on how authenticity is conveyed and negotiated in contemporary practice. 


































































































































































































































