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R
estoring a Greek Revival or 
a Victorian home to its period 
means balancing the preservation 
of the building’s historic fabric 

against the needs of modern daily living. 
Doing that well is an art that Charlie Allen 
’70 has been practicing for nearly 40 years 
in the Boston area. Allen has won numer-
ous preservation awards from historical 
commissions on the one hand, and awards 
for his remodeling prowess from shelter 
magazines and the construction industry 
on the other.

“I am a preservationist at heart,” he 
says, “but what I am being asked to do, 
and what I happily make a living at, is in-
tegrating modern needs and functions and 
amenities into period homes in as seamless 
and careful a way as possible. Our typi-
cal customers want to be good stewards. 
They come to us because they love their 
old house but it doesn’t work for them in 
the way they need: growing family, grow-
ing old.” Making homes work for people, 
he sums up, is “vital to their preservation.” 

Among the many challenges is deal-
ing with anachronisms like flush toilets, 
refrigerators, and stainless-steel stoves. 
Allen chooses to emphasize the contain-
er—the rooms that hold these objects—
as the proper focus for integrating them 
into the rest of the house. “If allowed, I 
like to bring the flooring from the rest of 

bull Stickney’s 1905 poem “Mt. Lykaion,” 
which also swoons at antiquity:

Alone on Lykaion since man hath been
Stand on the height two columns, where 

 at rest
Two eagles hewn of gold sit looking  East
Forever; and the sun goes up between.
Far down around the mountain’s oval 

 green
An order keeps the falling stones  abreast.
Below within the chaos last and least
A river like a curl of light is seen.
Beyond the river lies the even sea,
Beyond the sea another ghost of sky,—
O God, support the sickness of my eye
Lest the far space and long antiquity

Suck out my heart, and on this awful 
 ground

The great wind kill my little shell with 
 sound.

All poetry can be seen as a conversation 
between poets over time. In The Art of the 
Sonnet, the little room of the sonnet serves 
as an echo chamber and amplifier, allow-
ing us to hear those voices—great and 
small, living and dead—more clearly than 
ever.

Adam Kirsch ’97 is a senior editor at the New 
Republic and a columnist for the online magazine 
Tablet. His most recent collection of poems is In-
vasions (Ivan R. Dee).

Kitchens in older 
homes—unlit, 
utilitarian, and at 
the rear of the 
house—reflect a 
role for women 
that we no 
longer tolerate, 
says remod-
eler Charlie Allen. 
This restoration 
aimed to connect 
the kitchen to the 
outdoors and the 
rest of the house.   

The Art of  Home Restoration
Functional integration of old and new

by Jonathan shaw
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the house back into 
the kitchen. I like 
to bring the mold-
ings from the rest of 
the house—the high 
baseboards, the base 
mold, the wainscot-
ing, the chair rail—
into these rooms. 
Bathrooms,  too.” 
He’ l l  change the 
windows, which in 
kitchens are often 
shorter or modern, 
to match the rest of 
the house because 
“if you ‘hold’ these 
spaces, it helps soft-
en the six-burner 
Wolf stove or the 
f r a m e l e s s - g l a s s 
shower door.  He 
makes no claims for 
out-of-the-box cre-
ativity, but “I’m good at copying,” he says 
with a laugh.

But Allen’s creativity shows in his 
clever solutions for specific problems 
that plague many historic buildings, such 

as lack of storage space or 
inadequate natural light. 
In the basement of his of-
fice headquarters on River 
Street in Cambridge, for 
example, he has funneled in 
light by installing glass pavers in the pub-
lic sidewalk above a granite-lined win-
dow well where previously there would 
have been a steel grate. The hand-hewn 
rock lining the well, which nobody would 
have noticed under normal circumstanc-
es, is beautiful when seen from inside and 
draws attention to the craftmanship of its 
construction. 

To deal with an inadequately lit interior 
bathroom in one project, Allen combined 
a frosted glass door (to ensure privacy) 
with clear transom windows above in or-
der to import light from an inline exterior 

In an interior 
bathroom, transom 
windows and frosted 
glass allow natural 
light from an exte-
rior window in the 
next room to reach 
the space. Allen 
chose to use period 
details such as wain-
scoting and molding 
to draw attention 
away from modern 
anachronisms like 
the frameless glass 
shower door. 
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window. In another 
home, where one ex-
terior kitchen wall 
faced the sheer brick 
façade of an adjacent 
building just three 
feet away, he again used windows with 
frosted glass to block the view while ad-
mitting light. 

Allen grew up on a former chicken farm 
in Washington state; he learned his craft 
by constructing additional bedrooms in 

the basement of his family’s home, using 
materials scavenged from the main chick-
en-coop building. His trip to Cambridge 
as a Harvard freshman marked his first 
time east of the Mississippi. He took up 
social work after college, while support-

A granite-lined window 
well at the headquar-
ters of Charlie Allen 
Restorations Inc. uses 
frosted glass pavers 
in the sidewalk to 
brighten a basement 
hallway.

Winthrop thies would like both the 
name of the U.S. Supreme Court justice 
who wrote, “Wisdom is so rare an attri-
bute that it were better it come late than 
not at all” (or words very similar) in an 
opinion from, he thinks, the mid 1930s, 
and the name of the case being decided, 
which involved the federal estate tax.

Bernard Levine seeks the exact word-
ing, context, and source for a remark at-
tributed to François-René de Chateau-
briand: “A nation can have a constitution 
or it can have a bureaucracy. It cannot 
have both.”

Benjamin Karney requests the source 
of a quotation (frequently attributed on 
the Internet to Albert Einstein) about 
men’s and women’s expectations for each 
other in marriage: “Women marry men 
hoping they will change. Men marry wom-
en hoping they will not. So each is inevi-
tably disappointed.” He has yet to find a 
precise citation, although he has seen sim-
ilar statements attributed to others, for 
example: “Women hope men will change 
after marriage but they don’t; men hope 
women won’t change but they do,” from 
Bettina Arndt, Private Lives (1986).

“I have spent sleepless nights that 
others might rest” (November-De-
cember 2009). Michael Comenetz pro-
vided a very different interpretation of 
the possible meaning of the original as-
sertion by forwarding lines 93-94 from 
Book I of Alexander Pope’s The Dunciad: 
“While pensive Poets painful vigils keep,/
Sleepless themselves to give their read-
ers sleep.”

“You tell me I am wrong” (May-June). 
Ralph Gallagher was first to identify the 
opening lines of D.H. Lawrence’s poem 
“Pomegranate” (the second line runs, 
correctly, “Who are you, who is anybody 
to tell me I am wrong?”), later published 
in his book Birds, Beasts, and Flowers. Dan 
Rosenberg, citing details from A Bibliogra-
phy of D.H. Lawrence, by Warren Roberts 
and Paul Poplawski, reported that the 
poem, which was written near Florence 
in 1920, was originally published in the 
literary magazine The Dial (70: 317-318) 
in March 1921.

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138, or via e-mail 
to chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.
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ing himself with his carpentry skills, and 
eventually fell in love with his second job. 

In 1978, he found-
e d  Ch a r l i e  A l -
len Restorations 
(w w w. c h a r l i e -
allen.com); it now 
e m p l o y s  t h r e e 
full-time project 
managers.

Although he rarely wields a hammer 
himself these days, Allen pays atten-

tion to the details—restoring the sill 
horns (the extreme ends that extend 
beyond the opening) or long-lost back-
band molding to a window, or simply 
applying the right combinations of paint 
colors to emphasize a building’s “art-
ful geometries”—that let buildings re-
capture their original character. At the 
Cambridge Historical Society’s Hooper-
Lee-Nichols House, where Allen has su-
pervised preservation work pro bono, the 
goal is to preserve the house exactly as 
it is. But for his customers, the goal is to 
make their homes function well and look 
the period. The result is a testament to 
the link between utility and beauty. 

Artist Francie Randolph ’87, Ed.M. ’96, 
of Truro, Massachusetts, was looking for a 
visual element that could unite the ideas 
of failure and imagination. She was design-
ing a limited edition of 15 hand-bound 
books, enclosed in wooden boxes, each 
a reprint of Harry Potter author J.K. Rowl-
ing’s 2008 address on Commencement 
afternoon, “The Fringe Benefits of Failure, 
and the Importance of Imagination.”

When Randolph’s son came home 
from school one day 
and displayed his 
own name written 
in Braille, she had a 
eureka moment. She 
learned the story 
of Louis Braille , a 
French child who 
lost his sight in 1812 
at the age of three 

after an accident 
in his father’s har-
ness shop, but by 
the age of 15 had 
invented the six-dot 
Braille system for 
rendering letters and 
words in tactile form—
an alphabet now used 
worldwide by blind and 
severely sight-impaired 
individuals to read.

“The creation of this book was won-
derful for me,” Randolph explains, “be-
cause practicing and creating Braille for 
hours in my studio led to thinking about 
the nature of feeling—reading Braille, ver-
sus analyzing—sight reading. I found that 
this balance between intuitive feeling 
and conscious analysis is at the heart of 
Rowling’s speech when she says, ‘We do 

not need magic to change the world, 
we carry all the power we need inside 
ourselves already: we have the power to 
imagine better.’”

Georgene Herschbach, the former reg-
istrar of Harvard College and co-master 
(with her husband, Dudley Herschbach, 
Baird professor of science emeritus) of 
Currier House, commissioned the limit-
ed edition as a source of gifts for friends. 
She knew Randolph from having worked 

w i t h  h e r 
on the covers of 

Harvard’s course catalogs, 
which Randolph designed 
from 1993 until 2009, when 
they went online.

So far, Randolph has 
made eight of the 15 books; recipients 
include President Drew Faust and dean 
of Harvard College Evelynn Hammonds. 
Rowling is also on the gift list. A copy will 
be displayed at Randolph’s annual studio 
exhibition on Thursday, August 12 (see 
www.francierandolph.com).

Randolph hand-embossed a single word 
in Braille in the margin of each page of the 
text. A vellum overlay at the end of the 
book provides the key. The Braille words 
spell out a sentence from Plu tarch that 
Rowling quoted in her speech: “What we 
achieve inwardly will change outer reality.”                         
 vCraig lambert

f o l i o

 I n n e r  V i s i o n

This special
edition of J.K. Rowling’s 

Commencement address, 
with wooden case and
hand-embossed Braille  
(below), was crafted by 
Francie Randolph (left).

P h o t o g r a p h s  b y  S t e p h e n  W i s b a u e r

Visit harvardmag.
com/jkrowling 
for the video and 
text of Rowling’s 
2008 speech

In this upper-story 
turret, unused 
space has been  
captured for stor-
age with cabinetry 
that blends seam-
lessly with the ex-
isting  woodwork.
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