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Former Harvard president Lawrence H. Summers feels that,
“With the exception of the business school, Harvard architecture
has tended very much towards eclecticism, with many di≠erent
styles juxtaposed in close proximity. Reasonable people di≠er,
but I think Harvard has in general erred more on the side of vari-
ety than on the side of coherence in its architectural choices.”

The reason the branding question is so important right now is,
of course, Allston. The University’s plan to build an enormous
new campus on the other side of the river has everyone wonder-
ing what it’s going to look like. As Lee Cott says, “Allston is the
Harvard of the future.”

University insiders acknowledge that Harvard first turned its
sights on Allston in response to the increasing di∞culty of getting
things built in Cambridge. The grass looked greener over there (but
as has been reported in this magazine, the process has already hit a
Cambridge-like snag, as neighbors objected to plans for a new art
museum because they disliked its height and size and had not yet
reviewed an overall master plan; see “O≠ the Fast Track,” May-
June, page 64). The scale of the Allston campus—more than 200
acres, and up to 10 million square feet of construction—ensures it
will provoke the same political questions that have dogged Har-
vard in Cambridge: the politics of site, the politics of urban context,
and the politics of branding and style. In addition to the many
voices within the University, there will be neighbors, civic groups,
and city agencies, all of whom will use available planning and zon-
ing tools as leverage to achieve their own ends. 

As Kathy Born points out, “Harvard is up against pressures an
ordinary developer doesn’t face. First, it’s here to stay. Every project
is one of a series, and the repercussions from any given project last a
long time. Second, there’s a perception that it’s a wealthy liberal in-
stitution and everything it does should benefit the public good.
And third, pretty much everyone in the Boston area has a connec-

tion with Harvard. They went there, or didn’t
get in, or worked there, or know someone
who was fired. It’s personal. There’s no one
who doesn’t have an attitude about Harvard.”

George Thrush acknowledges the impor-
tance of public input and says that under-
standing how to navigate it is key to the success of both an archi-
tect and a university. “Architects need to treat the public process
with as much attention as they treat the composition of a façade.”

Tim Love is an architect who teaches at Northeastern and has
done work for Harvard; he also worked as a designer for Machado
and Silvetti on the Boston Public Library’s new Allston branch,
sited on land provided by Harvard—a building that is praised as
often as the firm’s One Western Avenue graduate-housing project
is reviled. “The best architects know how to listen, and how to syn-
thesize,” he says. “They hear di≠erent things from di≠erent stake-
holders, and then come up with a design that gets it all in. The key
is to do it democratically without moving a Ouija board around the
community. Nor do you want to fall in love with a design concept
and then have to defend it. It’s more like surfing—you watch care-
fully and wait, and then pick the right wave and ride it in.”

But the Allston campus also, inescapably, raises questions of ar-
chitectural style, taste, and beauty. As Robert Stern says, many uni-
versity campuses have a brand: think of Yale’s Oxford-inspired
Gothicism, or Stanford’s Californian Mission-inspired sandstone,
or the lean steel I-beams and
glass of Ludwig Mies van
der Rohe’s Illinois Institute
of Technology. Should there
be a Harvard brand in All-
ston? If so, what should it
be? And what should be the

How do Harvard’s experiences with
architecture and community process
compare with those at MIT? Cer-
tainly MIT has erected some eye-
catching buildings during the past
few years: Frank Gehry’s exuberant
Stata Center and Steven Holl’s jittery

gridded Simmons Hall dormitory. Robert Simha, who for 40
years was MIT’s head of planning, points to the very di≠erent
physical situations of the two schools. “One major advantage
MIT had, in the past, is that it was surrounded by industrial
land uses.” As a result, he says, MIT’s relations with its neigh-
bors were “cordial but remote.” 

In addition, Simha says, both MIT’s central administration
and its planning o∞cers were encouraged to become involved in
Cambridge city a≠airs, as university representatives and as in-
dividuals. Simha once counted that he was a member of 15
di≠erent local boards and groups. “We had better eyes and ears
on the street,” he says. “The institute had a human face, not just
an institutional one.”

He suggests that Harvard’s decentralized organization cre-
ates di∞culties when it comes to community relations. Because

each Harvard school is
financially self-sustaining,
the University can be re-
luctant to reveal plans for
a specific site until the
money is in hand and the
project is viewed as “real.”
But in the meantime, he
adds, information about a project usually leaks out, increasing
the distrust of community groups who may be a≠ected.

Yet the di≠erences between the two institutions may be nar-
rowing. Simha points out that as MIT’s residential neighbors
have become more sophisticated, and as the Cambridge Histori-
cal Commission has taken more interest in the old industrial
buildings around the MIT campus, MIT now faces the same
kinds of constraints on university expansion that Harvard does.

The View
from down
the River

Designed by Frank Gehry,
Ar.D. ’00, MIT's Stata Cen-
ter is a striking 
two-towered academic
complex that has drawn 
architectural attention.

       to have its own brand, just as a corporation or product does.


