
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.
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Visit harvard-
mag.com/extras 
to view other
examples of
Michelangelo’s
architectural
drawings.
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