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Nostalgia for the Future 

Memories are incredibly malleable, yet we still hold them in high regard. In a 

post-internet society, people are drawn to the ruins of buildings from the industrial era. 

But why do we hold on to the past and idealize it in a way we cannot do with present 

architecture? Is it, in part, as Huyssen believes, that “We are nostalgic for the ruins of 

modernity because they still seem to hold a promise that has vanished from our own 

age: the promise of an alternative future”? In many instances, this nostalgia is a 

product of false memory, a memory that has been polluted by time. 

Set in the ruins of the Archibald Mill in Dundas, Minnesota, this project consists 

of a gallery, artist residence, and studio. The residence is set in a pre-existing historical 

engine house, which resides on the main road near local businesses. The gallery is set 

in the mill ruins, superimposing the new and old architecture. A bridge emerges from 

the gallery connecting to the studio space which resides on an island within the 

Cannon River. By creating a local, accessible retreat for artists, where the history of 

industrial ruins are mixed with the future of art, the goal is to restore artists within their 

practice so that they are able to be a part of our changing future.  
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Originally built in 1860, the grain mill was known for the high-quality flour made 

from the technology being used ( ​National Register of Historic Places) ​. It was the 

epitome of success in rural America during the industrial revolution. The ruins, 

however, are not an accurate representation of this era of success. What remains on 

the site is actually from when the mill was rebuilt in 1914. The original mill was built on 

the east bank of the Cannon River in 1857 before high water from the river created a 

second channel that created an island of the original mill location. The mill on the west 

bank wasn’t built until 1870. Both mills burned twenty-two years later. The mill located 

on the current west bank ruin site was rebuilt but burned again a year later. The mill 

was again rebuilt in 1914 but in 1930 the roof was removed and the building was 

abandoned; these are the ruins seen currently. The engine house which was built in 

1879 near the west bank mill has two of the original walls remaining; however, it was 

built upon to create a space that is currently occupied by a local sports equipment 

company. While both the Archibald mill ruins and engine house are from the same site 

with a similar history, why is one given such importance and the other becomes 

glossed over in memory? 

Many historic buildings have importance placed on to them through a collective 

memory held by a community. However, the instability of memory is cause for further 

evaluation of that importance. Connerton addresses this notion and how emotion 

changes our recalling of the past in ​How Societies Remember. ​The action of recalling 

our memories can be considered performative as they are about the present as much 

as they are about the past. A similar view is presented by Halbawachs in ​On Collective 
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Memory ​, in which memory is part of a collective context and thus it reflects the 

sentiment of the group that holds it. A historical event may be remembered differently 

depending on which group is remembering it and the criteria they use to determine 

items significant enough to remember. 

Site plays a crucial role in collective memory as a means to preserve history in 

the physical domain. ​On Collective Memory ​advocates “People select their memories; 

and the objects once selected then fashion the ideas and actions of those who have 

done the selecting”. Having a physical exemplar of memory can create a larger impact 

on society, as compared to a solely psychological memory. Architectural ruins are an 

example of how a site can be considered the sole means for carrying memory. The 

Archibald mill ruins, although not the original site or building, still embodies the feeling 

of prosperity in a small town. ​Nostalgia for the Future​ is looking at how to embody that 

perception that the ruins possess. Building upon ruins is meant to celebrate history by 

creating new spaces that further the perception of the site.  

This site exists as a palimpsest of what was there, what is currently standing, 

and the false memory of both. The false memory of the site is what connects the three 

buildings that exist or once existed on this site: the engine house, the mill ruins, and 

the ghost of the original mill. The physical manifestation of this idea comes in the form 

of an arbitrary line drawn from one corner of the residence (engine house), bisecting 

the gallery and mill ruins, ending at the far corner of the studio on the island where the 

original mill once was. 
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This line of false memory was used to create the forms for the buildings. Starting 

with rectilinear forms: wherever the line intersected the building was pulled up six feet, 

creating asymmetrical pitched roof lines. From here, the line perforates through the 

buildings in a gradual manner. Starting with the residence, the line cuts through the 

roof creating a linear skylight. The line continues to push down as it enters the gallery, 

piercing through the walls to create a pathway that ends with an opening that leads to 

the bridge. The bridge is a continuation of the line which connects to the studio, slicing 

completely through the ground plan and slicing the building in two (see fig.1 and fig. 2).  

 

 

Fig. 1. Diagrams showing the progression of form-finding based on the line of false memory. 

 

 

Fig. 2. An exterior view shows the forms of all three buildings as a result of diagramming.  
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The importance of materiality in this site was to show the truths of the site’s 

history. Materiality chosen for this project was based upon the ruins as they stand 

currently and historical information from the ​National Register of Historic Places. The 

ruins are mostly built of limestone, however, upon closer examination, there are 

moments with concrete layered on top of the stone (see fig. 3).  

Fig. 3. Images of the site materiality. Concrete is used in conjunction with the limestone. 

 

The concrete holds up the stone in the areas that need the most structure. As this 

project builds upon these materials of the ruins, the interaction of materiality was of 

utmost importance. By using concrete as the main materiality for all three buildings, the 

material becomes the mechanism that connects the past to the present. 

The interior space intends to blend the past and present but relies more on the 

documentation of the interiors as they have not existed for more than a hundred years. 

The National Register of Historic Places reports that the interior was “finished with 

black walnut and butternut lumber”. The use of wood in the interiors of the buildings is 
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a way to warm the mostly concrete structure. Both the kitchen of the residence and the 

built-in storage and desk in the studio utilize walnut as their main material (see fig.4). 

 

 

Fig. 4. Render of the studio interior shows the use of white walnut (butternut lumber) used as built-in 

storage and workspace that runs along the wall. 

 

The gallery, residence, and studio are all deliberate in their use of minimal 

interiors. Creating a space meant for artists and their work means that room must be 

left anticipating the future while still evoking a creative mindset. The furnishings chosen 

have a sculptural quality to them, pieces that were deliberately designed to a point 

where they may be seen as art. Every element of design on this site is intended to fuse 

the past and present while leaving space for the future. ​Nostalgia for the Future ​ views 

the human interaction of creativity within the site as the future, and simultaneously the 

creativity found will lead the way toward that of an unpredicted future. 

While memory is fickle, unreliable, and malleable, its function in site and design 

can act as a crucial element. Collective memory can serve as a unifier for a site and the 
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community. Where false memories are evident, tangled within a site's history, it is 

important not to disqualify their role in the site. ​Nostalgia for the Future ​manifested the 

false memories of the Archibald Mill in a physical form bringing them to the same 

importance as the past history of the site. ​Architectural ruins are not a pure form of 

preservation by many as they exist in an ongoing state of deterioration; however, 

shifting the paradigm of “ruin” as an element anticipating future creativity, celebrates 

nostalgia and gives the site renewed purpose. 
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