
common way to drama-
tize climate change is to
show before-and-after pic-
tures: now you see the ice-
bergs, now you don’t. “It

seemed like there was more to it than
that,” says Alex MacLean ’69, M.Arch. ’73.
Photographs of vanishing glaciers show
the e≠ect but not the cause, he says, leav-
ing out the “everyday way we live and the
way we use and produce energy” (see, for
example, “A Melting World,” May-June
2006, page 36). To him, refineries, inter-

state highways, and sprawling suburbs
tell a larger story about how we use our
resources and the consequences that fol-
low. He chronicles our impact on the at-
mosphere from the atmosphere, taking
pictures of the ground from high above as
he crisscrosses the country in his plane. 

MacLean’s seventh book, Over: The Amer-
ican Landscape at the Tipping Point (Abrams),
collects hundreds of his aerial pictures.
The book is divided into nine chapters,
each on a di≠erent topic, such as energy
or sprawl. He begins each chapter with a

short essay on what the reader
is about to see. “At first I turned
my eyes away,” he writes in the
introduction to his urbanism
chapter, “hoping the messiness
of what I was seeing would not
a≠ect my interpretation of nat-
ural beauty. Over time, however,
I turned the focus of my camera
on these more degraded areas
with a vengeance, hoping that

others might see
the destructive
process at work.”
The book includes
images of man-

sions outside Pittsburgh, decommis-
sioned nuclear plants in Oregon, rows
and rows of recreational vehicles in Ari-
zona, seaside skyscrapers in Florida, and
even Harvard’s own Jordan Field near the
Charles River. Below each photograph, a
caption explains its subject’s environ-
mental significance. (The picture of Jor-
dan Field shows its synthetic surface
being watered, a prerequisite before field
hockey matches; “a fine mist evaporates
from this large sprinkler before it even
reaches the ground, representing wasted
water,” MacLean chides.)

Over pays particular attention to water
use in America’s southwestern deserts. A
grant from the Lincoln Institute of Land

Alex MacLean with
tools of his trade: a
new fuel-efficient
plane and his camera
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Policy, a research organization in Cam-
bridge, helped fund years of observation
in Arizona, New Mexico, and Nevada.
MacLean flew above artificial lakes and
gaudy casinos, one with fountains shoot-
ing thousands of gallons of water into the
air. Neon-green golf courses, which also
require an immense amount of water,
dotted the brown landscape. “A lot of
these photographs, I think, are almost
metaphors or symbols for these larger
ideas,” he says. “When you’re looking at
using a limited resource for purposes of
golf in the middle of the desert, it raises
questions about how resources, finite re-
sources, are used and who gets to use
them.” (For more information, visit www.-
alexmaclean.com.)

MacLean traces his interest in environ-
mental issues to his childhood home, an
11-acre “hobby farm” that his father, a re-
searcher at the National Institutes of
Health, had bought outside Washington,
D.C. As an undergraduate, he took up
photography; while at the Graduate
School of Design, he learned to fly. “I was
lucky because I had a friend who taught at
a flight school that his uncle owned in
Florida,” MacLean remembers. The school
had a summer camp, and MacLean signed
on as a counselor; during the next few
months, he earned his license.

After completing his degree and travel-
ing for a year, MacLean settled in Syracuse
and worked at a landscape architecture
o∞ce. He quickly decided he would rather
spend time in the air. “Then it was just a
matter of: how do you actually generate
enough income to support flying and tak-
ing pictures?” He sold photographs to uni-
versity slide libraries before branching out
to jobs for architects and planners who
needed a bird’s-eye view of their projects.
Now he is based in the Boston area, with
commercial jobs, stock photographs, and
gallery prints each supplying a third of his
income.

Far from distracting from his artistic
pursuits, the jobs for architects and plan-
ners give MacLean the chance to hone his
skills. “The commercial work is really
like target practice,” he says. To get the
picture his clients need, he has to con-
sider a host of variables. Once he estab-
lishes what sort of lighting he wants
(backlit or front?), he approaches from
the appropriate angle. He then opens his
window and holds the camera steady
with both hands, controlling the plane
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Michelangelo transformed the

purpose and appearance of ar-

chitectural drawings, and in so

doing changed architecture itself. He

demonstrated the possibility for archi-

tecture to be a vehicle for the imagina-

tion equal to painting or sculpture. The

distinct character of his drawings…

show[s] the way in which he would

start with a remembered form, and

how, in drawing and redrawing it, it

would take on an entirely different as-

pect.…Michelangelo’s unusual approach

to architectural drawing emerged from

his figurative drawing practice.

The irony of Michelangelo’s architec-

tural legacy, however, is that his fame

eclipsed his influence. In other words,

while he acquired renown for “breaking

the bonds and chains” of architecture

(in the words of Vasari), few were willing

or able to follow his lead.The asymme-

try between Michelangelo’s experimen-

tal and exploratory approach to archi-

tecture and drawing and its tepid legacy

may in part be explained by the advent

of architectural education.…As the [six-

teenth] century progressed, so did an

increasingly rigid set of expectations

about what an architect should know—

principally, a canonical set of Roman

monuments and the details of the classi-

cal orders. Key to the formation of

these standards was the use and diffu-

sion of drawings and printed images of

Roman monuments, which came to con-

stitute textbooks of ancient architec-

ture. The sheer repetition of a limited

set of images narrowed the palette of

representational choices and led to

greater conformity.…

In general, surprisingly little attention

has been paid by scholars to the con-

nections between Michelangelo’s activi-

ties as a painter, sculptor, architect, and

poet.These links would have been much

more intuitively obvious in the fifteenth

and sixteenth centuries than they are

today. In 1568, for example,

Benvenuto Cellini stated

that Michelangelo “was the

greatest architect who ever

was, only because he was

the greatest sculptor and

the greatest painter.” Yet

much of the literature on

Michelangelo has fallen

prey to a sort of academic compart-

mentalization antithetical to the nature

of his artistic production.

Michelangelo’s studies for the vestibule
stairs, Casa Buonarroti, Florence.

“The sketch on a cock-

tail napkin has become a

modern-day shorthand

for architectural epiph-

any,” writes Cammy

Brothers ’91, Ph.D. ’99,

an associate professor

of architecture at the

University of Virginia.The architect who interests her is best known as a painter and

sculptor. In Michelangelo, Drawing, and the Invention of Architecture (Yale, $65), rather

than examining his drawings for insight into his buildings, Brothers interprets his

buildings (the Medici Chapel and Laurentian Library) as the product of his imagination

worked out on paper. She dedicates the book to Howard Burns, an expert on Palla-

dio who taught at Harvard’s Graduate School of Design, and to the late Adams Uni-

versity Professor John Shearman, a leading Michelangelo scholar. Brothers also bene-

fited from time spent at the Villa I Tatti and Dumbarton Oaks.

B e f o r e  t h e
C o c k t a i l  N a p k i n

O P E N B O O K

F
O

N
D

A
Z

IO
N

E
 C

A
S

A
 B

U
O

N
A

R
R

O
T

I

Visit harvard-
mag.com/extras 
to view other
examples of
Michelangelo’s
architectural
drawings.
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only with the pedals at his feet. If he
needs to shoot downward, he banks the
plane to one side—but this maneuver
complicates his shot, because banking
makes the plane turn and sink. To com-
pensate, MacLean sets up above and to
the side of his target, then swoops across
it. If he’s flying over a city, he also has to
contend with air-tra∞c controllers and
crowded airspace.   

His commercial jobs are also chances to
scout points of personal and artistic in-
terest. While flying from New Mexico to

Wyoming, he might cruise over Denver to
look at new urban developments. Going
up expecting to find something beautiful
or meaningful enough to put into a book
on e very flight, MacLean says, would
quickly frustrate him. Instead, he sits
back and waits for something to catch his
eye. “To an extent, it’s happenstance,” he
says. “But that’s the nature of the art
form.” He may not even know exactly
what he’s seen until after he lands and re-

views his pictures. “It seems like you’re
actually drawn to the image, but you
don’t fully understand it,” he says. “At the
time, it’s more of an intuitive, subliminal
thing.” 

Even the suburbs and shopping malls
have to hold some sort of attraction. “The
images have to be alluring,” he says. “You
have to bring the viewer into them, so
they’ll look at them and think about what
they’re actually looking at.”

Even before she started writing
a novel about France during and
after the Second World War,
Sara Houghteling ’99 felt as if

she’d been there. Her grandparents, who
had lived in Paris (her grandfather was
working for the Marshall Plan), filled her
head with stories about foreign aristo-
crats, rationing, and Parisian men who
could peg her grandmother as an Ameri-
can by her shining hair. (Who but an
American would have shampoo?) Hough-
teling’s forthcoming debut novel, Pictures
at an Exhibition (Knopf), weaves such fam-
ily memories into a larger story about a

young man trying to recover his father’s
lost art collection. 

Her narrator, Max Berenzon, is the son
of a famous Jewish art dealer who, for rea-
sons Max doesn’t understand, refuses to
hand him the family business. Unhappily
enrolled in medical school, Max spends
more time falling for Rose Clément, his
father’s assistant, than he does on his
studies. The German invasion upends all
their lives: the Berenzons hide in the
country while Rose works in a museum,
surreptitiously making records of the
Nazis’ looting. (Of the more than 100,000
pieces of art stolen from French collectors

during the war, some 40,000 are still un-
accounted for.) After the war, Max wan-
ders through Paris, looking for Rose and
for his father’s paintings.

Houghteling began writing the novel
seven years ago, but has been researching it
even longer. She concentrated in English
and applied to write a creative thesis “with
some very loose, strange proposal that I
write a series of short stories based on
Manet paintings,” she remembers. “Fortu-
nately I wasn’t accepted.” (She examined
museums in Henry James’s The Golden Bowl
and The American instead.) But Manet—
along with Picasso, Matisse, and Degas—
appears in the novel through the paintings
that line the Berenzon gallery walls.

Those paintings supplied a wellspring
of inspiration. “Every time I was stuck in
my novel, I would write a scene based on
a di≠erent missing painting,” Houghtel-
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Imagining the Past
Lost art—and loves—in a new novel

“Using a limited resource for purposes of golf…
raises questions about how resources, finite 
resources, are used and who gets to use them.”

Above, trailers dot the landscape near Lake
Havasu, Arizona. At right, homes in Galves-
ton, Texas, are built on wetlands. MacLean
fears that, if the sea level rises, communities
like this one will be especially vulnerable.
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