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The American mall is a dead and dying creature, its demise chronicled in photos
that fill up entire websites and books. Not all malls, however, have to end up so
sad and empty. When the shoppers are gone, these are still colossal pieces of
infrastructure that can be repurposed, as medical complexes and churches and
apartments and more. (...)

When the  100  Oaks  Mall  opened  in  1967,  it  was  off  to  an
illustrious  start  as  Nashville's  first  large-scale  enclosed
shopping  mall.  For  the  next  several  decades,  the  mall's
fortunes went up and down until finally, in 2007, more than
half  of  100  Oak's  800,000  square  feet  was  leased  to  the
Vanderbilt University Medical Center (VUMC). The mall's old
main entrance has been converted to the lobby of the medical
center. Twenty clinics as well as VUMC's administrative offices
now take the place of old shops and department stores. The
other half of the mall is still retail space—not a bad distraction
for caregivers waiting on patients in the clinics.(…)

The Galleria at Erieview has beautiful vaunted glass ceilings
that let in tons of natural light. So when the mall's shops began
closing, Vicky Poole, an exec at the mall, decided to turn parts
of  the  mall  into  the  greenhouse  it  resembled.  Starting  in
September 2010, herbs and salad greens and fruit were grown
hydroponically  in  the  mall's  glass  atrium;  old  jewelry  stalls
were  repurposed  as  gardens  on  wheels.  (...)  The  mall's
temperature-controlled indoor climate was a breeding ground
for aphids. With poor yields and management difficulties, the
gardens were gone two years later.  Abandoned malls  might
become  filled  with  weeds,  but  growing  actual  produce  in
shopping spaces is no profitable exercise.(…)

The  Arcade  in  Providence  is  the  oldest  indoor  mall  in  the
country.  Built  all  the  way back  in  1828,  it  was modeled  after
European arcades rather than the sprawling suburban malls that
would spring up in the 20th century. But even it had fallen on
hard  times.  In  2012,  it  closed  for  two  years  of  renovations.
A dozen or so local shops—no chain stores—still occupy the first
floor, but the top two floors were completely gutted and turned
into microlofts,  tiny  one-bedroom apartments  now popular  in
crowded  cities.  For  any  teenage  mall  rat  who  ever  fantasized
about living in a mall, this is about classy as it gets.(...)

When a tornado leveled Joplin's high school in May 2011,  the
district scrambled to build a new school in time for the fall. To do
that,  they had to repurpose an existing building.  Just 55 days
later,  a  temporary  high  school  opened  in  a  former  Venture
department  store  in  Joplin's  Northpark  Mall.  Moveable  walls
kept  classroom  space  organized,  and  new  furniture  filled  the
90,000 square feet. But this was all meant to be temporary. Just
this  fall,  Joplin's  shiny  new  permanent  high  school  opened,
leaving the former department store an empty shell again.(...)
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