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The architect whose conversions sparked the loft movement 
This article highlights the significant contributions of Joseph Pell Lombardi, a Financial District resident and 

architect, to urban development through his pioneering work in converting commercial buildings into residential 

spaces. Lombardi's efforts are credited with initiating the loft movement in downtown New York, profoundly 

shaping the residential landscape of the city, particularly in areas like Tribeca and the Financial District. His most 

notable early achievement was the conversion of Liberty Tower at Liberty and Nassau streets into residential 

co-op apartments in 1978. This project, undertaken almost five decades ago, marked the first major residential 

conversion of an office building in the Financial District and was initially met with bafflement from the real estate 

industry. 

The article emphasizes that Lombardi's vision, though initially considered radical, has since become a widely 

accepted and imitated practice in urban planning and architecture. Kent Barwick, former chairman of the New 

York City Landmarks Preservation Commission, is quoted as stating that Lombardi's work was groundbreaking 

and changed how cities perceive the utility of old buildings. Lombardi's interest in preservation, which was ini­

tially unpopular among his architectural peers, is now considered a leading approach. 

The impact of Lombardi's work extends to numerous buildings across New York City. The article lists several 

of his preserved or converted projects in the neighborhood, including 161 Duane (Mohawk), 27 N. Moore (Ice 

House), 25 N. Moore (Atalanta), 14 Leonard (Juilliard), 79 Laight (Sugar Warehouse), 145 Hudson (Skylofts), 

7 Hubert, the National City Bank Building on Canal and Broadway, and the Haughwout Building in Soho. His 

firm, Joseph Pell Lombardi & Associates, maintains offices on Broadway and Canal, and Lombardi himself con­

tinues to reside in an apartment in Liberty Tower. 

The article also touches upon the broader context of these conversions, particularly the economic climate of the 

1970s. Comments from readers suggest that the fiscal crisis of 1975 likely led to a glut of vacant office spaces, 

creating an opportune environment for such adaptive reuse projects. Another comment elaborates on the histor­

ical trends leading to adaptive reuse, including the Great Depression, suburban flight, and urban renewal efforts 

that threatened historic buildings. This created a demand for new housing solutions in areas with declining com­

mercial and industrial use. The opposition from city departments and the subsequent Loft Law of the 1980s are 

mentioned as crucial elements in legalizing and facilitating these conversions, addressing restrictive building 

codes and zoning resolutions. 

Ultimately, Lombardi's enduring legacy lies in his foresight and dedication to preserving architectural heritage 

while simultaneously innovating urban living. His work demonstrates that even modem office buildings, with 

appropriate modifications such as dropping shafts for courtyards and light, can be successfully repurposed for 

residential use. His pioneering efforts laid the groundwork for today's widespread practice of commercial-to-res­

idential conversions and the establishment of preservation departments within architectural firms. 
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