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Abstract: This research develops a shape grammar to generate solutions for the adaptive reuse of
historic buildings. More precisely, it proposes a transformation grammar for sobrado buildings, a
typology present in the historic center of São Luís, Brazil. The methodology defines a workflow
for adapting sobrado buildings, once characterized for single-families, into multi-family apartments
considering spatial and structural requirements. The grammar specifies a framework for repurposing
historic buildings into social housing and considers the allocation of three types of apartments
in the floor plan: studios, one-bedroom apartments, and two-bedroom apartments. The adopted
strategy for spatial planning prioritizes access to natural daylight. The grammar supports different
layout solutions for the same building and aims to accelerate the reuse of historic structures for
contemporary housing needs. This paper describes the grammar rules and their application to three
case study buildings.
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1. Introduction

New technologies have emerged with the industrial revolution, resulting in a rapid
increase in population and industrial activities, expanding urban areas, and developing new
forms of land use [1]. This movement of cities often caused the isolation of historic
downtowns and a decrease in urban life around these areas, leading to an increase in vacant
buildings in many historic downtown areas [2]. What is nowadays called a historical center
or a historic downtown in many cities worldwide once represented the city itself, constituting
an essential part of the urban context.

Theorists defend the non-abandonment of buildings, highlighting that one of the
most efficient means of preserving them is through encouraging their occupation and
use [3]. Vacancy directly affects the state of conservation of buildings but also has economic
and social consequences since it often decreases safety and community engagement in a
particular neighborhood [4]. Thus, revitalization of historic downtown areas concerns not
only maintenance requirements but also engages community life around these districts.

In parallel, real estate speculation can cause an increase in property values, which low
income families cannot afford, causing the development of irregular settlements in cities
and suburban areas [5]. The affordable housing crisis is a global reality, affecting both de-
veloping and developed countries, especially during economic and political recessions [6].
In Brazil, for example, more than 6.9 million families need housing and around 6 million
buildings are vacant [7].

In this scenario, adaptive reuse emerges as a sustainable solution for transforming
existing buildings, revitalizing historic districts, and addressing new land use needs,
especially for affordable housing [8–10]. In summary, adaptive reuse modifies a building’s
functional typology, giving it a new use [11]. In this process, various actions related
to construction adaptability can be executed to modify a building’s function. Spatial

Buildings 2023, 13, 722. https://doi.org/10.3390/buildings13030722 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/buildings

https://doi.org/10.3390/buildings13030722
https://doi.org/10.3390/buildings13030722
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/buildings
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9321-9543
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7059-4890
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8939-5998
https://doi.org/10.3390/buildings13030722
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/buildings
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/buildings13030722?type=check_update&version=1


Buildings 2023, 13, 722 2 of 19

modifications are the most evident, but adaptive reuse can also encompass improvements
related to the building’s structural and/or energy performance.

Modifications to a building’s function affect the spatial configuration of the existing
building, which can directly impact the building’s structural performance. Balancing
spatial and structural requirements is one of the most challenging aspects of adaptive
reuse. An adaptive reuse project must consider the allocation of rooms and elements
in the existing building, and consider how these modifications can be economically and
structurally feasible. Design exploration techniques can assist designers with spatial
planning tasks, reducing conceptualization time and guaranteeing feasible solutions in
terms of different requirements.

Developing workflows to support design decisions in adaptive reuse projects can
lead to efficient layout solutions considering different aspects of building adaptation, such
as maximizing material reuse and maintaining structural integrity. Modifications in the
building’s use type lead to a change in the relationship between spaces and circulation areas,
which may require inserting new elements (i.e., walls, windows, etc.) and demolishing
existing ones [12–14]. These modifications may lead to structural instability, especially
considering the current damage state of existing structural components. Thus, determining
spatial solutions that meet the structural requirements is a crucial step in adaptive reuse.

Currently, there is a limitation in tools to assist designers and professionals in imple-
menting adaptive reuse solutions [15], especially in identifying how spatial modifications
affect a building’s structural integrity [16,17]. Usually, the implementation relies on profes-
sional knowledge to provide a more detailed analysis, such as optimizing the placement of
openings and the addition of new elements, maximizing material reuse, and minimizing
construction and demolition (C&D) costs [18]. In recent years, computational tools have
introduced innovative form-finding techniques, revolutionizing architectural design and
production. In computer-aided design (CAD), this process is defined as generative design
(GD) [19]. GD systems produce designs using algorithms, offering the ability to explore
design space solutions for complex design tasks.

Since necessary modifications affect the layout configuration of existing buildings,
one can consider an adaptive reuse problem as a space planning problem. In this scenario,
generative design techniques support the exploration of different arrangements for a pre-
defined problem, assisting professionals during complex design tasks [19]. GD includes
a wide range of techniques, for example, rule-based systems, evolutionary computation,
and computer vision methods [20]. Rule-based systems (RBS) can support the strategic
encoding of sequential steps to generate designs. This is particularly useful for defining
computational workflows, since design is a highly complex task combining creativity,
specialist knowledge, experience, and judgment concerning the objective and the esthetic
aspects of a problem domain [21].

Thus, encoding the designer’s knowledge is essential to produce feasible solutions.
For example, when adapting an existing building, new walls must be constructed and some
may be demolished. One logical strategy is to restrict new walls from intersecting existing
elements, such as windows. In this context, shape grammar (SG) is a rule-based design
analysis and generation approach [22] that comprises a set of transformation rules that
can be applied recursively to an initial form to generate new forms [23–25]. SG is widely
applied to understand the formal and syntactic information underlying plan layouts for
spatial configuration. Studies have successfully developed SG to encode expert knowledge
and reproduce design patterns of renowned architects or architectural styles [26–29]. How-
ever, few attempts have been made to produce reusable grammatical design systems for
architectural design tasks, especially regarding the adaptation of buildings [30–33].

This project aims to understand how GD techniques can assist designers during the
adaptive reuse process. More specifically, this work explores the potential of SG in gener-
ating floor plan layout solutions for the adaptive reuse of historic buildings, focusing on
sobrado buildings in the historic center of São Luís in Brazil, a UNESCO World Cultural Her-
itage Site. The methodology specifies a framework for adapting buildings into multi-family
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apartments, considering the allocation of spatial and structural elements in the design space,
aiming to maximize the reuse of existing elements while producing various solutions for a
given design space. The strategy can generate a variety of design solutions, considering the
allocation of studios, one-bedroom (1-BR), and two-bedroom (2-BR) apartments.

2. The Architectural Typology in the Historic Center of São Luís

This research explores the architectural typology of buildings in the historic center of
São Luís (HCSL), recognized as a UNESCO World Cultural Heritage Site since 1997. This
ensemble preserves a significant architectural, historical, and urban collection reminiscent
of the XVIII and XIX centuries, a time of economic prosperity through the exportation
of rice and cotton [34]. Efforts have arisen from both federal and state organizations to
preserve and maintain the historic buildings in the HCSL, contributing to reviving the
sense of community in the historic district.

In fact, transformations in the functional typology of these buildings are presently
being recommended and implemented by the Social and Habitation Promotion Subprogram
(SPSH in Portuguese: Subprograma de Promoção Social e Habitação) [35]. This program
emerged aiming to stimulate the implementation of housing in the HCSL, expanding access
to urban lands for low income families. Despite significant efforts, the number of buildings
and families covered by the SPSH initiative does not meet the occupation requirements in
the HCSL, especially when analyzing the need for affordable housing in São Luís [35].

The HCSL demonstrates strong traces of the Pombalino architectural style [36]. This
constructive system emerged in Lisbon after the devastating 1755 earthquake in the region
known as Baixa Pombalina. This style is named after Sebastião José de Carvalho e Melo,
the first Marquês de Pombal, responsible for supervising the reconstruction plan [37].
One of the most remarkable characteristics of buildings in São Luís is the presence of
ceramic tiles in their facades (Figure 1a,b). Besides decorative purposes, the tiles provided
impermeability and thermal isolation during the heavy rainy and dry seasons, respec-
tively [34]. Additionally, buildings usually have internal patios with a shutter system,
allowing ventilation and light into the buildings (Figure 1c).

Figure 1. Characteristics of the architectural typology in the historic center of São Luís: (a) facade of
buildings at Rua Portugal, one of the most famous streets in the historic center; (b) different patterns
of the facade tiles; (c) internal patios; (d) wall evidencing the Santo André cross structure.

The design of Pombalino buildings included earthquake safety standards and sewage
channeling, benefiting from modular construction methods [37]. Structurally, Pombalino’s
buildings presented a three-dimensional interlocking system, also known as gaiola pom-
balina, formed externally by the main walls in stone masonry and internally by the frontal
walls [36]. The frontal walls are characterized by masonry walls reinforced with a wood
frame, formed by vertical, horizontal, and diagonal pieces, known as a Santo André
cross [37]. This system allowed building lighter and more flexible elements in the event of
an earthquake [38]. The same structural arrangement can be found in many buildings in
the HCSL, although there was no risk of earthquakes in the region (Figure 1d).

In most buildings, structural masonry walls are constructed in stone and lime and are
plastered with clay, lime, and sand mortar. These walls are usually located externally,
and their thickness varies from 60 cm to 100 cm [37]. Additionally, they can be found
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internally on the ground floor, in contrast to upper floors, which mainly include frontal
walls as internal structural elements and subdivision elements between spaces. Their
thicknesses may vary along the building’s height, at between 60 cm and 90 cm in most
cases [39].

One of the most prominent differences between the Pombalino buildings and the
typology in the HCSL is the volume distribution within blocks. Pombalino buildings
followed a consistent distribution per block, resulting in a uniform volume, with usually
five-story facilities. In contrast, buildings in São Luís demonstrate a variation in the number
of floors in the same block distribution [34]. In addition, these buildings can present
variations in their overall mass within the urban block. They can be projected in an “L”,
“C”, “U”, or “O” shape (Figure 2). This variability allows the incorporation of patios as
described previously, facilitating ventilation and daylight requirements. Similar to most
constructions in Brazilian urban centers of this period, the civic architecture of the HCSL is
characterized as a contiguous block due to the absence of frontal or lateral setbacks. Thus,
buildings are attached to each other, separated by gable walls.

Additional lot boundaryBuilt-up area

Figure 2. Sobrado massing types on the buildable urban lot.

Therefore, considering the volume and composition of the façade elements, the build-
ings in the historic center of São Luís are classified as solar, sobrado, and casa térrea. Solar
is a house type intended for noble families. In São Luís they were built with refinement
by the rural elite of the XVIII and XIX centuries, with an essentially residential function,
to accommodate the family of the planters and the cotton and sugar producers in the capital.
This layout typology is composed of the largest and most imposing buildings in the HCSL.
The sobrado house type consists of buildings of two to four stories in height, with the ground
floor reserved for commercial activities and the upper floor for residential areas. Sobrado
buildings were occupied by merchants, also part of noble families. They are similar to the
solar house type; however, the level of detail and refinement are lower when compared to
solar buildings. Casas terreas, which can be translated as single-story houses, are present
in a smaller area distribution than solar and sobrado buildings, intended for less wealthy
population classes.

This study will focus on the sobrado house type, the most prevalent layout typology
of buildings in the HCSL, especially in the federal and UNESCO areas of protection [37].
Sobrado buildings can have different shapes when analyzing the the buildable urban lot
implementation. Considering the dimensions of such structures and high maintenance
costs, single family use is not feasible in modern urban contexts [35]. The adaptation of
sobrado buildings into multi-family apartments is a common solution today. Thus, this work
defines a grammar-based methodology for assisting the adaptive reuse of sobrado buildings
into multi-family apartments. The grammar presents a general approach for dealing with
the high variability of sobrado building shapes by conceptualizing strategic transformations
to modify a typical upper floor plan from single to multi-family use.

For formally defining rules that can be general for different building lot shapes while
analyzing the sobrado house type, this study focused on three case study buildings (Figure 3).
All buildings are part of the SPSH rehabilitation program, which defines mixed-use projects,
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with public offices on the ground floor and multi-family apartments on the upper floors.
These buildings range from three classes of building lot implementation. Building 1 is
located on Rua do Giz, no. 445, classified as a “C” shape. Building 2 is also located on Rua
do Giz, no. 66; however, it is classified as a “U” shape. Lastly, building 3 is located on Rua
da Palma, no. 336, and it is classified as an “L” shape.

Figure 3. Case study buildings.

3. Reviver Grammar

This work explores the potential of SG in generating floor plan layout solutions for
the adaptive reuse of historic buildings in the historic center of São Luís. The proposed
grammar is entitled Reviver, a word from Portuguese meaning ‘to revive’. The name is
based on a rehabilitation program created in the late 1980s to preserve the city’s heritage
identity. Presently, locals refer to the historic center using this term. Grammar rules are
defined to establish a strategic approach for allocating spaces (more specifically, apart-
ments for multi-family use purposes and consecutively rooms within apartments) and
architectural elements, such as walls, openings, corridors, etc. This process considers the
base information of existing building elements as the initial input and encodes design
constraints as shape rule sets, such as daylight requirements (for example, living rooms and
bedrooms must contain a window) and dimension limits considering different apartment
configurations (studios, 1-BR, and 2-BR apartments). Grammar aims to develop a formal-
ism for repurposing historic buildings into social housing, in accordance with existing
rehabilitation programs in the HCSL.

Although this paper focuses on the grammar-based methodology, this work is part of
a broader context hybrid method framework for generating various layout solutions during
adaptive reuse projects. It investigates how GD techniques can automate the adaptive reuse
of historic buildings into multi-family apartments. The framework offers the potential
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to advance design workflows by combining human and machine knowledge to reduce
conceptualization time and generate feasible designs considering the target objectives. More
specifically, it investigates how the spatial requirements (number and type of apartments) in
future work can be integrated with structural performance conditions, targeting solutions
that maximize the reuse of existing elements and minimize C&D costs.

Since this methodology explores layout solutions for the adaptive reuse of historic
buildings, the process focuses on floor plan drawings. Any floor plan configuration is
abstracted as two datasets (Figure 4): (a) a list of points defining the precise boundaries of
the building and (b) geometric information of existing elements such as walls, windows,
stairs, patios, etc.

pr

y

x

b(y)

a (x)

label

element schema

LEGEND

lot boundary

external boundary

internal boundary

p1 p2

p3

p4

p5p6

p7

p9 p10

p8

p11

p12 p13

p14p15

p17p16

p18p18

Figure 4. Abstract schema for defining the data input for the floor plan configuration (adapted
from [34]).

First, three boundaries are defined as relevant for the adaptive reuse process: the urban
lot boundary (lot) and the external (ext) and internal (int) boundaries for the built-up region
(inside external walls). The data input for representing these curves are the coordinates (x, y)
of the points defining each boundary. Second, information on each element on the floor
plan must be provided. Floor plan elements are abstracted as a rectangle, as detailed in the
sample internal element in Figure 4. To determine the element configuration, each element
is abstracted as the following input variables: reference point defined by coordinates in
x and y direction (pr), dimension of the element in the x-direction (a), dimension of the
element in the y-direction (b), and a label for each element (label). The label information
refers to the type of element, such as walls, windows, stairs, etc. Although this process can
be general for any floor plan, the label list can be more specific for incorporating details on
the analyzed architectural typology.

The strategy considers the allocation of three types of apartments in the floor plan:
studios, one-bedroom (1-BR), and two-bedroom (2-BR) apartments. It is important to
consider that multi-family apartments are intended to be allocated only to upper floors,
in accordance with the SPSH rehabilitation program guidelines. The transformation process
considers the original built-up area (within exterior walls) as the design space. During the
space allocation, façade elements will be used to guide the apartment allocation process,
maximizing the use of natural daylight in apartments. In addition, the process will target
the reuse of existing elements, aiming to minimize the C&D costs.

Although the three case study buildings are essential in the rule definition process,
this section will initially consider only building 1 to exemplify the grammar stages and
derivation process in detail. Then, the results on the other two buildings will be presented
subsequently to validate and demonstrate the application of the Reviver grammar to dif-
ferent building types. In summary, the analysis can be divided into five stages (Figure 5).
The first stage defines the initial floor plan configuration for the grammar-based space allo-
cation process. In this stage, the numeric data input is converted into a labeled floor plan,
where relevant elements are differentiated using colors, aiming to visually encode distinct
shapes [40]. The second stage consists of defining a grid system for subdividing the design
space into smaller areas. This step is essential for later classifying these areas according to
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daylight requirements (proximity to windows), which is part of the third stage. The fourth
stage concerns the space allocation process, where apartments and connectivity elements
(such as corridors and stairs) are allocated to the design space based on the subdivision
areas. Lastly, the fifth stage includes the internal subdivision of individual apartments
(units), also allocating openings to connect spaces and defining the final adaptive reuse
layout. This process is implemented using Python and rhino script syntax. Although the
computational implementation is an essential step in this project, this paper will mainly
focus on describing the ruleset for the five stages (Figure 6) involved in the grammar-based
methodology for facilitating the adaptive reuse process of the sobrado house type.
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Figure 5. Summary of the Reviver grammar process.
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Figure 6. Ruleset for the Reviver grammar.
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3.1. Stage 1: Defining the Existing Floor Plan Layout for the Analysis Process

Initially, grammar rules are defined to convert numeric data into visual components
(steps 1.1 and 1.2 in Figure 6). The two datasets, defined in the previous section, can be
stored in a comma-separated value file (csv) file, or any readable file, and used as data
input for running the analysis. Step 1.1 consists of defining the three types of boundary
(lot, external, and internal), based on the list of points representing the vertex of the shape
to be drawn. Each boundary is visually differentiated. Rule 1.1.1 defines the lot boundary
as a dashed line, while rules 1.1.2 and 1.1.3 defines the external and internal boundaries as
red and black lines, respectively. It is important to stress that for simplification purposes,
shapes in these rules are shown as basic rectangles to covey the overall concept. However,
since sobrado buildings vary in urban lot implementation shapes, depending on the number
of points given as input, these boundaries may assume a high variability of shapes.

The second step focuses on generating and labeling elements in the floor plan. Each
element is abstracted as a rectangle, according to Figure 4. Thus, based on the given input,
four vertex points and the label of each element can be used to draw a labeled rectangle
(rule 1.2.1). Then, a color code is defined to visually differentiate each relevant element for
the analysis (rules 1.2.2 through 1.2.9). These rules only include elements to be preserved
during the adaptive reuse process. Considering the Luso-Brazilian architecture context,
the list of element labels includes:

• Structural elements: The main structural components are masonry walls, classified
into external masonry walls (ew), gable walls (gw), internal masonry walls (iw), and
frontal walls (fw). Furthermore, some buildings may present stone columns (cl),
especially on the ground floor.

• Opening elements: Mainly, one can classify the opening elements as facade elements,
which includes the main entrance (en) and the facade windows, commonly containing
balconies (bc). In addition, secondary windows (wd) are defined, encompassing
windows located in the region facing internal patios and internal passages (ip).

It is important to note that existing non-structural partition walls and original stair
locations are disregarded in this analysis. This is due to our focus on maximizing the reuse
capacity of the base building structure and updating circulation components, especially
stairs, to satisfy modern standards for egress in multi-family residential buildings. The last
step in stage 1 differentiates façades regions (rule 1.3.1). When rule 1.3.1 is applied twice,
it means the building is located in a corner lot. This is particularly important to identify,
since this preliminary study will focus only on corner lot buildings. Figure 7 illustrates
the derivation process of stage 1 for building 1, considering the numeric data (points and
label information) as the data input. First, information on points (coordinates) is used to
generate each boundary region, labeled according to ruleset 1.1 (dashed for the lot, red for
the external, and black for the internal boundaries). Then, information on each element
(points and labels) is used to draw labeled polygons by applying rule 1.2.1. Subsequently,
each element is labeled by applying rules 1.2.2 through 1.2.9. Lastly, façade regions are
differentiated by applying rule 1.3.1.
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Figure 7. Derivation process considering steps for stage 1 for the case study building 1.
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3.2. Stage 2: Grid System for Subdividing the Design Space

The second stage consists of defining a grid system to subdivide the design space
area (steps 2.1 through 2.3 in Figure 6). The first step in this process consists of rules for
allocating grid lines (step 2.1). Grid lines are generated based on the mid distance between
two consecutive openings in the façade (balconies). It starts from the center point between
two façade elements and it is extended until it meets the opposite internal boundary
(rule 2.1.1), forming a 90◦ angle. In sequence, each grid line is subdivided into smaller
components considering the points where vertical and horizontal lines connect with each
other (rule 2.1.2).

When applying the grid division as defined in step 2.1, some undesirable patterns
may arise due to the configuration of the existing building, such as grid lines coalescing
with secondary windows or intersecting with structural elements (such as external and
internal walls). Step 2.2 presents rules for adjusting grid lines to consider patio windows,
while step 2.3 presents rules for modifying grid lines around structural elements.

In step 2.2, rules 2.2.1 and 2.2.2 are applied for adjusting grid lines that may intersect
corner secondary windows, differing in the distance d from the window to the corner of
the internal boundary (int). These rules may be applied simultaneously. In sequence, rules
2.2.3 and 2.2.4 are applied to intermediate secondary windows and should be applied in
order. The first is applied to remove grid lines that may intersect these windows, while the
latter is applied for defining a grid line between two windows.

In step 2.3, the first rule (2.3.1) is applied to split grid lines that intersect structural
elements. In sequence, rules 2.3.2 and 2.3.3 can be applied simultaneously to remove
grid lines that are located within a distance d (smaller than 1 m) to structural elements.
Lastly, rule 2.3.4 is applied to extend any grid line that may be within a distance d from
the structural element, a pattern that may arise due to the application of previous rules.
These rules are critical while preparing the floor plan since they restrict intersection with
existing structural elements to satisfy one of the primary goals of the grammar: to preserve
the majority of the existing structure.

Figure 8 illustrates the derivation process for stage 2, considering the building 1
configuration. Starting with the labeled floor plan from stage 1, the first step is to apply
rules 2.1.1 and 2.1.2 to generate the grid lines. Subsequently, adjustments to grid lines
will be performed according to steps 2.2 and 2.3. Each grid line that will be modified is
highlighted in blue. Thus, the rules from step 2.2 are applied to adjust the grid lines near
the regions of patio windows, and rules from step 2.3 are applied to adjust the grid lines
near structural elements.
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Figure 8. Derivation process considering steps for stage 2 for the case study building 1.

3.3. Stage 3: Classifying the Design Space According to Daylight

Based on the final grid configuration, stage 3 can specify areas to transform the existing
building layout for a multi-family apartment floor plan (steps 3.1 and 3.2 in Figure 6). Step
3.1 presents a rule for generating areas based on the grid lines (3.1.1). In sequence, step
3.2 focuses on labeling areas according to their proximity to openings. These areas are
classified as: (a) areas exposed to direct sunlight, “ds”, labeled as a light orange shade; (b)
areas without openings but still relatively close to spaces with openings, “cs”, labeled as a
light yellow shade; and (c) areas far from sunlight, “fs”, labeled as a greyish-yellow shade.
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First, rules 3.2.1 through 3.2.3 are applied in sequence to define “ds”, “cs”, and “fs”
regions considering facade windows/balconies as references. Since external patios may
have different shapes, which can affect the area distribution for secondary windows, rules
3.2.4 through 3.2.6 are used to label areas near secondary windows. Rule 3.2.4 is applied
when an area with an adjacent secondary window is within a distance of d ≥ 5 m to a facade
window. It is important to note that this rule can only be applied to corner windows (when
two or more sides of the apartment boundary intersect the internal boundary). Rule 3.2.5
is applied when an area is within a distance 2 m ≤ d ≤ 5 m from an “fs” region (defined
based on facade windows). Lastly, rule 3.2.6 is applied when an area with an adjacent
secondary window is within a distance of 2 m ≤ d ≤ 4 m from the internal boundary. Once
these rules are applied, rules 3.2.2 and 3.2.3 can be applied again to modify the areas near
to “ds” regions, defined based on the secondary windows.

Figure 9 illustrates the derivation process for stage 3, considering the building 1 layout.
Starting from the grid system defined in stage 2, the first step is to apply rules 3.1.1 to
define areas based on grid lines. Then, each area is classified according to its proximity to
openings. First, rules 3.2.1 through 3.2.3 can be applied in sequence to classify areas near
facade windows (balconies). Next, areas near patio windows are classified. Once rules 3.2.4,
3.2.5, and 3.2.6 are applied, rules 3.2.2 and 3.2.3 can be applied again to modify regions “cs”
and “fs” based on the “ds” regions for patio windows.
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Figure 9. Derivation process considering steps for stage 3 for the case study building 1.

3.4. Stage 4: Allocating Apartments and Circulation Areas

This stage defines a general approach for allocating areas into apartments and circula-
tion spaces, summarized in five steps (steps 4.1 through 4.5 in Figure 6). In addition, step
4.0 defines auxiliary rules, which may be applied concurrently with other rules during
stages 4 and 5. Rule 4.0.1 is defined to merge areas, while rule 4.0.2 is defined to split a
single area into two new areas.

Before describing the rules for the allocation process, it is essential to define the
minimum requirements for each apartment configuration considered in the analysis (studio,
1-BR, and 2-BR), as summarized in Table 1. Studios must have at least two areas with direct
sunlight, with a minimum area of 30 m2, while 1-BR apartments must have at least two
areas with direct sunlight and a minimum area of 40 m2 and a 2-BR apartment must have
at least three areas with direct sunlight and a minimum area of 50 m2.

Based on this classification, the first step is allocating areas for apartments and cir-
culation purposes. Rule 4.1.1 concerns the process of grouping areas into apartments,
considering the minimum requirements in Table 1. While grouping areas, “ds” areas are
mandatory, and to meet area requirements, priority will be given to “cs” regions over “fs”
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regions. Once areas are grouped, respecting the minimum requirements for the three types
of apartments, the apartment boundary is differentiated as illustrated in rule 4.1.1.

Table 1. Minimum apartment requirements.

Apartment Type n of Windows Minimum Area (m2)

Studio 2 30
1-BR 2 40
2-BR 3 50

Then, the second step is to allocate circulation areas. These rules modify “fs”, regions
since they are not preferably used in apartments. Rules 4.2.1 through 4.2.3 are defined
to allocate potential vertical circulation areas (elevator and stairs). They can be applied
simultaneously when possible and consider facade walls as a reference. They are applied
to regions adjacent to internal boundaries opposite to facade walls. Rule 4.2.1 applies when
an “fs” region is between two apartments. Similarly, rule 4.2.2 applies when an “fs” region
is located between one apartment and one internal boundary. Lastly, rule 4.2.3 applies to
“fs” regions on opposite sides of facade walls.

Rule 4.2.4 is applied to define horizontal circulation regions (corridors/hallways). It
maintains a minimum distance, d, from an apartment boundary and splits an existing
area into two new regions. One subarea defines a feasible circulation region, following a
predefined range for the corridor width (d1). Similarly, rule 4.2.5 is applied to determine cor-
ridor regions but considers vertical circulation regions as a reference instead of apartment
boundaries. Then, rule 4.2.6 can be used to connect horizontal circulation areas that may be
unattached if necessary. By applying these rules, several regions can be allocated. Thus, rule
4.0.1 can be used to combine areas into a single region for horizontal circulation purposes.

Then, the third step of stage 4 focuses on adjusting apartment areas. When an “fs”
area is located between an apartment and a circulation area, rule 4.3.1 can be applied to
merge the “fs” area into the apartment configuration. Similarly, stage 4 focuses on adjusting
corridor areas. Basically, rules 4.4.1 through 4.4.3 can be applied to transform any remaining
“fs” area left into circulation areas, focusing on horizontal circulation.

Once this process is finalized, the fifth step focuses on adding and removing walls.
Rules 4.5.1 through 4.5.3 define new structural walls around apartment boundaries and
vertical circulation regions. It is important to emphasize that these rules should be only
applied in spaces where existing structural walls are not delimiting these regions. Lastly,
rule 4.5.4 defines a strategy for removing existing walls and internal openings inside an
area. In this stage, only walls inside the horizontal circulation region must be demolished.
However, this rule can be used in later steps.

Figure 10 illustrates the derivation process for stage 4 considering the case study
building 1. Starting from the final design in stage 3 (Figure 9), rule 4.1.1 is applied to
combine areas into apartment units. Then, rule 4.2.1 applies to allocate the vertical circula-
tion regions. In sequence, rules 4.2.4 and 4.2.5 are applied to define horizontal circulation
(corridor) regions. Then, rule 4.0.1 is applied to merge all corridor regions. Later, rule 4.3.1
is applied to expand apartment regions. In this building, stage 4 is not necessary. Then,
stage 5 rules are applied. First, rules 4.5.1 through 4.5.3 are applied to add new walls, which
later can be used as structural elements. Then, rule 4.5.4 is applied to remove wall portions
inside corridor regions.



Buildings 2023, 13, 722 12 of 19

4.1.1 4.2.1
4.2.4,

4.2.5

4.0.1

4.3.1
4.5.1-
4.5.34.5.4

Apt 

1

Apt 

2

Apt 

3

Apt 

4

Apt 

5

Apt 

6

Apt 

7

Apt 

1

Apt 

2

Apt 

3

Apt 

4

Apt 

5

Apt 

6

Apt 

7

Apt 

1

Apt 

2

Apt 

3

Apt 

4

Apt 

5

Apt 

6

Apt 

7

Apt 

1

Apt 

2

Apt 

3

Apt 

4

Apt 

5

Apt 

6

Apt 

7

Apt 

1

Apt 

2

Apt 

3

Apt 

4

Apt 

5

Apt 

6

Apt 

7

Apt 

1

Apt 

2

Apt 

3

Apt 

4

Apt 

5

Apt 

6

Apt 

7

Apt 

1

Apt 

2

Apt 

3

Apt 

4

Apt 

5

Apt 

6

Apt 

7

1m

4m

10m
SCALE

15m
interior passageswindowsLEGEND external wall gable wall internal walls frontal wall partition wall balconylot ext int

Figure 10. Derivation process considering steps for stage 4 for the case study building 1.

3.5. Stage 5: Defining the Final Layout Considering the Adaptive Reuse Project

This stage concerns the final arrangements for generating a floor plan layout consider-
ing the adaptive reuse strategy. It is divided into three steps, defined as steps 5.1 through
5.3 in Figure 6. The first step of stage 5 concerns the allocation of openings representing the
entrance of apartments (units). Rules 5.1.1 and 5.1.2 are applied to corner units (when two
or more sides of the apartment boundary intersect the internal boundary). The first one
is applied to apartments where two sides of its boundary intersect the internal building
boundary. It defines the allocation of openings on opposite sides from the internal boundary
location. The latter is applied to apartments where three sides of its boundary intersect the
internal building boundary. It defines the allocation of openings on opposite sides of the lot
boundary location. Lastly, rule 5.1.3 is applied to intermediate units. During this process,
if an existing interior opening (“ip”) is positioned near the apartment boundary, then
entrance elements must be allocated to maximize the reuse of such circulation elements.

Then, step 5.1 defines rules for subdividing units internally. Three spaces are defined:
bedroom (be), bathroom (ba), and a open kitchen space, with a living room shared with the
kitchen (lr + kt). Rule 5.2.1 starts by allocating a bedroom in a “ds” area. In the case of a
2-BR apartment, rule 5.2.1 is applied again to define a second bedroom. When a bedroom
has one dimension in the range of 2 m ≤ d1 ≤ 3 m, rule 5.2.2 can be used to expand the
bedroom area. In addition, rule 5.2.3 can be applied to reduce the bedroom area. These
rules must respect minimum dimension ranges, aiming to guarantee the usability of spaces.

After bedrooms are allocated, the remainder areas can be grouped using rule 4.0.1.
This process must respect the daylight classification. For example, all “ds” areas can
be merged. The same is valid for “cs” and “fs” regions. Then, walls that are internally
distributed within an apartment region can be deleted, according to rule 4.5.4. Subsequently,
rule 5.2.4 is applied to allocate the bathroom, while rule 5.2.5 transforms the remaining
area into the living room and kitchen space. Lastly, step three focuses on closing existing
openings that are not necessary for circulation. It is important to note that when applying
rules 5.2.2 through 5.2.5, rule 4.0.2 is applied concurrently to split regions and allow the
subdivision process.

Figure 11 illustrates this process for the case study building 1. Starting from the final
configuration from stage 4, rules from step 5.1 are applied to allocate entrances to each unit.
Next, rule 5.2.1 is applied to allocate bedrooms. Then, rule 5.2.2 and rule 4.0.2 are applied
to expand the bedroom areas for apartments 5 and 7. Next, rule 4.0.1 is used to merge
regions labeled with the same classification according to its proximity to openings, and rule
4.5.4 is applied to delete walls that are located internally to apartments and cannot be used
to subdivide spaces. Then, rule 5.2.4 is applied to allocate bathrooms, and subsequently
rule 5.2.5 is applied to allocate living room and kitchen spaces to any remainder regions
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inside apartment units. Lastly, rule 5.3.1 is applied to close any existing opening that may
not be used as a circulation element in the transformation process.
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Figure 11. Derivation process considering steps for stage 5 for the case study building 1.

3.6. Validating the Reviver Grammar

Using the three case study buildings, it is possible to define a grammar that is likely
to suit the three studied types of projected shapes on the buildable urban lot: “C”, “U”,
and “L”. This section demonstrates the applicability of the Reviver grammar to case study
buildings 2 and 3, classified as “U” and “L” shapes, respectively. Figures 12 and 13
demonstrate the simplified derivation process for buildings 2 and 3.
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Figure 12. Derivation process for the case study building 2.

By verifying the applicability of rules to the three buildings, each rule can be classified
according to its existence: mandatory, exception, and optional. A mandatory rule is applied
regardless of the building configuration. An exception rule is applied if it exists in the floor
plan configuration, meaning that in some building configurations, it may not be possible to
apply it. Lastly, an optional rule allows the generation of design variations. Although they
can be applied in a specific building configuration, they are not necessarily applied.
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Figure 13. Derivation process for the case study building 3.

In stage 1, rules from steps 1.1 through 1.3 are mandatory, except for rules 1.2.4 and
1.2.5, since these elements may only sometimes be present in the floor plan. In stage 2, rules
in step 2.1 are mandatory, while rules from steps 2.2 and 2.3 are classified as exception rules.
Analyzing the two buildings, from step 2.2, only rule 2.2.4 is applied for building 2, while
2.2.3 and 2.2.4 are applied for building 3. Although rules from step 2.3 may be exceptions,
this is not true for buildings 2 and 3, since all four rules were necessary. In stage 3, rules 3.1.1
and 3.2.1 through 3.2.3 are mandatory, while 3.2.4 through 3.2.6 are exceptions. From rules
3.2.4 through 3.2.6, only rule 3.2.4 is applied for both buildings 2 and 3. In addition, it is
important to stress that if rules 3.2.4 through 3.2.6 are applied, rules 3.2.2 and 3.2.3 must be
applied in sequence since they modify areas considering their proximity to openings.

In stage 4, step 4.1 specifies the apartment allocation process with a single rule. Thus,
this rule is mandatory during the derivation process. In step 4.2, rules 4.2.1 through 4.2.3
concern the allocation of vertical circulation elements; sometimes only one of these rules
is applied. For building 2, only rule 4.2.2 is applied, while for building 3 both rules 4.2.1
and 4.2.3 are applied. Then, when verifying rules for allocating horizontal circulation, rule
4.2.4 is always applied (mandatory), while 4.2.5 and 4.2.6 are only applied when needed
(exception). For building 2, only rules 4.2.4 and 4.2.6 are applied, while for building 3, only
rule 4.2.5 is applied. Then, rules from step 4.3 and 4.4 are classified as exception rules. This
can be verified by analyzing the case study buildings. Rule 4.3.1 is only applied to building
2. Then, for step 4.4, rule 4.4.3 is applied to building 2 and rules 4.4.1 and 4.4.2 are applied
to building 3. Lastly, all rules in step 4.5 are mandatory.

In stage 5, rules 5.1.1 and 5.1.3 are classified as mandatory, while 5.1.2 is classified as an
exception. This can be verified for the case study buildings, since there will always be corner
and intermediate apartments for any building type. However, a corner apartment that has
three sides coinciding with the internal building boundary does not exist in the building 3
layout. Then, rules 5.2.1 and 5.2.2 are classified as mandatory, while rule 5.2.3 is classified
as optional. Reducing the dimensions of bedrooms is an optional process included in the
ruleset to generate variations in design. Finally, rules 5.2.4, 5.2.5, and 5.3.1 are mandatory.
By the end of the derivation process, building 2 was split into five apartments (two 1-BR
and three 2-BR) and building 3 was split into six apartments (two studios, one 1-BR, and
three 2-BR).

Table 2 summarizes the Reviver grammar, defining the steps and corresponding ac-
tions. The rules in each step are classified according to their application during the deriva-
tion process.
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Table 2. Summary of steps and classification of rules according to their application during the
derivation process.

Step Action Rule Classification

Step 1.1 creating and labeling boundaries mandatory

Step 1.2 creating elements (1.2.1) mandatory

labeling elements(1.2.2–1.2.9) mandatory

Step 1.3 identifying façade walls mandatory

Step 2.1 defining grid system mandatory

Step 2.2 adjusting grid lines for patio windows exception

Step 2.3 adjusting grid lines for structural elements exception

Step 3.1 defining areas based on grid lines mandatory

Step 3.2 classifying areas according to daylight mandatory (3.2.1–3.2.3)

exception (3.2.4–3.2.6)

Step 4.1 allocating apartment areas mandatory

Step 4.2 allocating circulation areas exception

Step 4.3 expanding apartment areas exception

Step 4.4 expanding circulation areas exception

Step 4.5 adding and deleting walls mandatory

Step 5.1 allocating entrance to apartment units mandatory (5.1.1,5.1.3)

exception (5.1.2)

Step 5.2 subdividing units all mandatory except rule

5.2.3 (optional)

Step 5.3 closing openings mandatory

4. Variations in Multi-Family Apartment Solutions Using the Reviver Grammar

This section produces different floor plan layouts for each case study building to
verify the proposed grammar’s ability to achieve various design solutions. For building 1,
three combinations of seven apartments are explored during stage 4. The first and third
variation achieved one studio, three 1-BR apartments, and three 2-BR apartments, while the
second variation achieved four 1-BR apartments and three 2-BR apartments. By applying
the subdivision process of apartments in stage 5, each variation from stage 4 can have
sub-variations. Figure 14 shows six different layouts produced for building 1 using the
Reviver grammar.

For buildings 2 and 3, four variations are presented (Figures 15 and 16). During stage
four, two combinations are explored. For building 2, the first variation resulted in five units
(two 1-BR and three 2-BR apartments), while the second variation produced six apartments
(one studio, four 1-BR apartments, and one 2-BR apartment). For building 3, the first
variation produced six units (two studios, one 1-BR apartment, and three 2-BR apartments),
while the second variation produced seven apartments (two studios, four 1-BR apartments,
and one 2-BR apartment). Then, for each variation from stage 4, two sub-variations are
illustrated for the subdivision process of apartment units in stage 5.
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Figure 14. Variation process for the case study building 1.
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5. Conclusions and Future Work

Adaptive reuse is a challenging task that involves understanding a building’s con-
figuration and repurposing it for a new use. Thus, this research investigates how the SG
formalism can automate the space allocation process for adaptive reuse projects, focusing
on historic buildings. It explores a building typology named sobrado, the predominant
building type in the historic center of São Luís, Brazil, a UNESCO World Cultural Heritage
Site. The described framework contributes to the exploration of design space by formal-
izing the steps for allocating multi-family apartments in the floor plans of typical sobrado
buildings. The grammar, entitled Reviver, presents five stages that assist in transforming
an existing floor plan configuration, originally designed for single-family use, into a new
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layout reconfigured as units subdivided as housing units for multiple families. It effectively
produces variations in designs considering three different apartment types: studios, 1-BR
apartments, and 2-BR apartments. The Reviver grammar targets the maximization of reuse
of existing elements, not only considering daylight but also considering structural (walls)
and circulation elements (interior openings). The strategy encodes a design logic that
strategically allocates apartments into regions that profit from existing façade openings
and windows, supporting daylight requirements.

Since many historic downtown areas, especially in Europe and European colonized
countries, present similarities in how buildings interact among blocks, the proposed strat-
egy can be further investigated with different case studies, verifying the transferability of a
rule-based framework for adaptive reuse. Despite differences in architectural styles and
functional typology, often historic downtown areas have low-rise buildings distributed
in the same block, prevalently from the same architectural style, lined up shoulder-to-
shoulder and sharing one or both walls, which can be defined as row buildings. Thus,
the reviver grammar can be investigated as a general approach for row buildings in historic
downtown areas. As described in this work, the HCSL presents similarities with the Baixa
Pombalina region in Lisbon, which can be considered in future work as a transfer case study
to extrapolate the results in this paper.

The steps in the reviver grammar are a general approach for analyzing an existing
building and allocating spaces to plan for the future use of urban infrastructure. When
studying the transferability of this approach to other case studies, some adaptation may
be necessary. In step one, the labeled colors are defined based on the constructive system
encountered in the HCSL. Due to a substantial similarity with the Pombalino style, the ruleset
can be maintained when analyzing buildings in the historical region of Lisbon. However,
new rules may have to be defined in this step to accommodate other architectural styles
depending on how different the constructive system is compared to the buildings in
the HCSL.

In steps 2 and 3, the general idea can be translated to other building types since the
strategy investigates the subdivision of the interior spatial layout based on existing façade
openings and windows. However, new rules may be necessary, especially in adjusting
gridlines (step 2.2 and 2.3) and in classifying areas according to the distance to openings,
especially rules 3.2.4 through 3.2.6. These rules were defined based on the massing types
present in the urban context in São Luís (Figure 2). Thus, it is essential to investigate how
they can be transferred to other urban configurations.

Similarly, the logic for allocating apartments (step 4.1) can be easily extrapolated to
other building types. Modifications to apartment requirements (such as total area and
the number of windows) can also be included by modifying the specifications in Table 1.
However, steps 4.2 through 4.5 could be more challenging, depending on the existing floor
plan layout. Finally, rules in step 5 would also be easily adapted to different building
typologies since they deal with the subdivision of apartment units.

This project is part of a broader scope of mixed methods to study how generative
design can support adaptive reuse in terms of spatial and structural problems. Future
work will integrate the reviver grammar with genetic algorithms (GAs) and generative
adversarial networks (GANs) to support the combination of human and machine expertise
for the adaptive reuse of historic buildings. Some advantages of combining GD methods
into the adaptive reuse process include: (1) facilitating a broader exploration of the design
space to evaluate different scenarios based on objective functions and design requirements;
(2) formalizing human design knowledge, experience, and expertise in SG rules to automate
feasible designs in an accelerated and adaptable framework; and (3) developing more
robust, repeatable frameworks, which may be further integrated with participatory design
to promote feedback and interaction from the perspective of the designer and the end-user.
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