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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
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 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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