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interplay between the background buildings of the new campus
(branded, or not) and its signature monuments?

“The Allston site isn’t hemmed in by tradition,” Cott says. “It’s
not historic. What Harvard has to do is build responsibly and
wonderfully.” 

Cott, whose firm’s work includes the critically and popularly
praised Mass MoCA, a contemporary art museum housed in the
shells of a cluster of old mill buildings in North Adams, Massachu-
setts, dislikes the idea of a neo-Georgian—or indeed, neo-any-
thing—campus in Allston. “We’ve got to get past thinking of archi-
tecture in terms of style. We don’t think of cars as modern or
not—they are modern, they’re of this time. Once I said to a client
who wanted a Colonial design, ‘I’ll make a deal with you. If you’re
wearing leather underwear, I’ll design you a more traditional-look-
ing building. But if your underwear is made of some modern mater-
ial, then I’d like to ask you to keep an open mind about the design.’”

Tim Love, like Stern, acknowledges the use of architectural
branding as a corporate marketing tool, citing Frank Lloyd
Wright’s 1937 Johnson Wax building in Racine, Wisconsin, and
Eero Saarinen’s New York TWA terminal: “Those buildings re-
ally said something about the patron. They were brand-specific.” 

But Love thinks that the recent trend of universities hiring su-

perstar architects is a di≠erent, and troubling, kind of branding.
“Instead of the architect getting deep inside the culture of a uni-
versity and customizing the expression of the building, as Saari-
nen might have done, the new model is more prêt-à-porter. By se-
lecting architects with pre-established and media-validated
styles, universities are perpetuating the architect’s own brand at
the expense of the cultural insights and unique solutions that
might be gained in a more open-ended and innovative design
process.” Though Love agrees with Stern that branding is impor-
tant, he thinks that neo-Georgian is a “cowardly” way to go about
it. Like Cott, he feels that “buildings should look like what they
are. The exteriors should give cues about what goes on inside.”

In a sense, this is the old form-versus-function debate. Many
architects would argue that aesthetic style—whether the ap-
proach is familiar and traditionalist, or spectacularly innovative,
à la Frank Gehry—should not drive design. “Gehry does it re-
sponsibly, but when it’s handled irresponsibly, as it so often is,
that kind of pure formalism goes too far and becomes meaning-
less,” says Hubert Murray, president of the Boston Society of Ar-
chitects. “It’s spiritually empty, divorced from anything human.
It has no connection with people and how they feel and live.” 

But it would be disingenuous to imply that function alone can
design a good building. Says George Thrush: “Peo-
ple think modern buildings are transparent and
honest about their functions. Wrong. All buildings
lie. The question is, how beautiful is the lie?”

Harvard’s choice of Behnisch Architects of
Stuttgart to design the first Allston buildings, a
science complex, signals that whatever the overall
look of the new campus, sustainability will be a
priority. The Behnisch firm is renowned for exper-
tise in “green” design. Their Genzyme corporate
headquarters building, near the MIT campus, is a
shimmering modern interplay of reflective surfaces
and energy-e∞cient technology. 

Great design at Harvard in the twenty-first cen-
tury may result from a sensitive balancing of public
process, the University’s needs, and an architect’s
aesthetic vision. Inevitably some buildings will be
dumbed down on their way to being built, and oth-
ers will be killed outright. And still others will get
built and be controversial. As Lawrence Summers
observes, “It takes at least a decade before a build-
ing can be fully evaluated.” Yet at the same time, he
says, “The buildings that the University erects are
its longest-lived investments. Nothing is more im-
portant than getting architectural choices right.” 

Nazneen Cooper speaks of the idea of architec-
ture as legacy. “We create a campus. It tells a story.
Edmund Burke says that buildings aren’t just
buildings—they are memories. One root of the
word ‘architecture’ is ‘tectonic.’ It’s the making of
an artifact: something that can tell us about cul-
tures, civilizations, and time. The question is al-
ways: What do we want to leave behind?” 

Joan Wickersham’s column “The Lurker” is a regular fea-
ture in ArchitectureBoston magazine. Her memoir, The
Suicide Index, will be published by Harcourt next year.

If there’s one name associated with the
reputation of Harvard’s Graduate School of
Design (GSD) as the cradle of American mod-
ern architecture, it is that of Walter Gropius.
His tenure at Harvard—from 1937 to 1952—

marked the end of the academic French Beaux-Arts method of educating archi-
tects. Gropius’s philosophy grew out of his leadership of the German Bauhaus: an
emphasis on industrial materials and technology, functionality, collaboration
among di≠erent professions, and a complete rejection of historical precedent. 

But according to two books on the history of the GSD—Anthony Alofsin’s
comprehensive The Struggle for American Modernism and Jill Pearlman’s Inventing
American Modernism—Gropius’s celebrity has eclipsed another important figure
in the history of modern architecture: Joseph Hudnut. 

Hudnut, a respected educator and writer with a particular interest in cities,
was brought in by Harvard president James Bryant Conant in 1935 to modern-
ize architectural education at the University. Hudnut created the Graduate
School of Design (uniting the three formerly separate programs of architec-
ture, landscape architecture, and city planning). He got rid of antique statuary,
replaced mullioned windows with plate glass, and hired Gropius to head the
architecture program. (The other leading candidate was Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe, who, according to both Alofsin and Pearlman, did not like the idea of
competing with anyone else for the job.)

Hudnut and Gropius got along well for a decade or so. But even though
Hudnut was the titular leader of the school, Gropius was by far the more
charismatic figure and an expert self-promoter whose students routinely in-
sisted on his greatness while at the same time praising his modesty. Ultimately,
Hudnut and Gropius diverged philosophically. Hudnut believed Gropius had
gone too far in denigrating both the importance of urban context and the value
of historical knowledge for designers. Gropius’s supporters called Hudnut a
“reactionary…skulking behind lantern slides of the past.” But Pearlman
poignantly quotes architect Henry Cobb on Hudnut’s urban-history courses:
“The most a≠ecting single learning experience…for many of us.” The pedagogi-
cal dispute between the two men was unresolvable, and they resigned within a
year of each other. Hudnut was largely forgotten, while Gropius continued to
be feted by students (sometimes sporting vote grope buttons) at an annual
birthday bash until he died in 1969.

The Forgotten
Modernist


