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n the summer of 1991, as a new North 
Carolina State University graduate in 
environmental design in architecture, 
Elizabeth Whittaker, M.Arch. ’99, 
wore a hard hat, pouring concrete over 

rebars at Arcosanti, a planned community 
in the Arizona desert designed by the cel-
ebrated architect Paolo Soleri. “It was a 
hippie-throwback place,” she recalls. “Liv-
ing off the land in a progressive, commu-
nal atmosphere. A hilarious place.” Today, 
as principal of MERGE Architects, Inc. 
(www.mergearchitects.com) in Boston, 
Whittaker still dons a hard hat occasion-

ally, but now she’s overseeing the pours, 
and the buildings under construction are 
her own designs.

The hard hat suggests the hands-on, in-
timate involvement with details of a proj-
ect that Whittaker specializes in, a way of 
working that she calls “extreme collabo-
ration.” It’s a modus operandi that took 
form in the early days of her firm, which 
she founded in 2003, when “we were fly-
ing by the seat of our pants, doing these 
small, quick, needs-to-be-built-in-three-
weeks-for-10-dollars kind of projects,” she 
explains. “We would be inventing the con-

struction details right in the shop 
or on site with the artists and 
craftsmen—the steel fabricators, 
woodworkers, structural engi-
neers, concrete fabricators. Ev-
ery architect collaborates; this is 

extreme only in that it 
is so immediate. We’re 
inventing it with the 
tradesmen. I’ve built 
a practice on learning 
from these people—it’s 
more inventive when 
there are more voices.”

At a health club 
in Woburn, Massachusetts, for example, 
MERGE worked closely with a structural 
engineer to construct an undulating inte-
rior wall by physically stacking up cylindri-
cal Voss glass water bottles from Norway, 
creating a reinterpretation of the glass 
block wall. The clear bottles nicely embody 
the club’s mission of health and fitness.

For a small firm (there are three on 
staff), MERGE has designed and/or built 
a considerable number of structures in its 
eight years: 35 residential, 14 commercial, 
and four institutional projects. “We make 

Elizabeth Whittaker, at her  
office in Boston, with basswood  
architectural models for residen-
tial and commercial structures
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things,” Whittaker declares. 
“We’re not a firm that works 
on a lot of design competi-
tions.” MERGE has done 
plenty of local, smaller-scale, 
super-fast projects: for ex-
ample, design and build a loft 
residence or restaurant inte-
rior in six to nine months from date of hire. 
“They’re fast-track projects because often 
the client is paying two mortgages, or the 
rent has kicked in,” Whittaker explains. 
“The budgets are crazy tight, so we have to 
invent on the fly, very quickly.”

That spurs creativity. For the Yak & 
Yeti Nepalese/Indian restaurant in Somer-
ville, Massachusetts, for example, on 
a budget “smaller than zero,” MERGE 
made something out of nearly nothing. 
The owner hired them to draw up basic 
plans—“This guy didn’t come to us for 
high design,” says Whittaker, grinning—
and had planned to hang framed pictures 
of Mount Everest and the Buddha on the 
walls. Instead, MERGE took one stun-

ning Everest photograph, made it into 
wallpaper, and bled it across three walls. 
They bought nine bare-bulb light sock-
ets for $1.50 each and had circular mounts 
custom made for them (about $150); these 
now light a dining room and represent the 
Nepalese notion of the “nine eyes of the 
Buddha.” Whittaker and her colleagues 
spent weeks on ladders installing a wall 
and ceiling made of thin, horizontal cot-
ton straps stretched between and around 
upright poles; the project ended up a net 
loss for the firm, but “We enjoyed it,” 
she says. “The food is fantastic, the res-

Stacks of  Voss water bottles 
form a translucent curving 
wall at a health club (above); 
a Mount Everest photo 
(right) enlivens a Nepalese/
Indian restaurant, where cot-
ton straps and custom light 
fixtures (far right) create a 
unique wall and ceiling.

A design for a  YMCA health and wellness 
center (below), projected to go up at one 
or more YMCA camps, beginning in 2011 
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taurant is doing extremely well, and the 
neighborhood loves the space.”

The designs typically have clear, clean 
lines: “I’m interested in abstraction,” says 
Whittaker, who worked for a year in Ber-
lin, where the Bauhaus legacy lingers. “We 
have to get to the point quickly. We don’t 
do fussy trim.” For example, in Quincy, 
Massachusetts, the six-unit Penn Street 
Lofts—which have won three awards from 
the American Institute of Architects (AIA) 
and its affiliates—is a multifamily residen-
tial building of 1,100- to 1,600-square-foot 
lofts, built most economically for $100 per 
square foot. It replaced a moribund in-
dustrial facility in a neigh-
borhood of one- and two-
family homes. (“We felt this 
building could be a catalyst 
for real change in the neigh-
borhood,” Whittaker says.) 
The exterior has a crisp, 
angular simplicity, softened 
by red cedar siding. Instead 
of an “anonymous façade of repetitive 
windows,” each loft has its own window 
pattern. “The unit, and the life within the 
unit, become more of a cinematic moment 
on the façade, and that therefore involves 
the street,” she explains. “It’s not the same 
as having a front stoop, but it’s the next-
best thing.” Balconies, instead of projecting 
outward, are recessed into the units’ foot-
prints: “You have a balcony stating that 
this is your unit, distinct from the others.” 

Her creative solutions to problems of 
site, structure, budget, timeline, and func-
tion have won Whittaker invitations to 
lecture at Taliesin West in Arizona and 

This light—but blasphemous—little 
poem parodies the Trinitarian formula 
of baptism, initiated by Jesus’ command-
ment to his disciples that they should go 
forth baptizing all nations “in the name 
of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 
Holy Ghost” (Matthew 28:19).…Dickin-
son relies—as we first think—on simple 
alliteration to bind her poem together: 
Bee, Butterfly, and Breeze make up a nat-
ural spring “trinity.” But…if alliteration 
were all she was after, she could have 
said “Bird”…or “Buttercup”….We have 
to look a little more curiously at the im-
port of her three successive nouns.

Dickinson has assumed here the au-
thority of the vicar who inaugurates a 
ritual with his “In the name of the Fa-
ther” and ends it with his “Amen.”…It is 
Dickinson’s conviction of her intellectual 
and aesthetic authority that enables her 
to stand, however whimsically, against 
the church, and offer Nature as a better 
object of worship than the Trinity. The 
authority of the poem is so sweetly ex-
erted that its sting is felt only after its 
charm: this mixture of comedy and sat-
ire is characteristic of many of Dickin-
son’s early poems.

…[S]uch a short poem raises the 

question of what 
counts as a poem 
at all. Using “In the 
name of the Bee -” 
as our example, we 

could say that what a poem needs above 
all is imagination. In this tiny poem we 
see a first, second, third, and fourth ef-
fort of imagination.

First, the poem invents the idea of 
a parody of a Christian form of words, 
while retaining a trace of its source in 
its closing “Amen.” And second: the poet 
decides on the three nouns to be substi-
tuted for the three Persons of the Trinity. 
And third: the poet has to make her trin-
ity of nouns “mean something” in rela-
tion to one another (as Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit are related). While Bee and 
Butterfly are named and capitalized living 
things (as are the Father and the Son), 
the Breeze is a motion of air (as was 
the Holy Spirit at Pentecost). And fourth: 
the nouns chosen must have a “spiritu-
al” quality, must be symbolic as well as 
“real”; the Bee (for Being), the Butterfly 
(Psyche, the resurrected Soul), and the 
Breeze (the Spirit) all fit that criterion. 
While the imagination is doing its work, 
a parallel investigation is being carried 
out by the ear, creating a link of sound—
Bee, Butterfly, Breeze—to substitute for 
the “familial” links of the Trinity.

Dickinson keeps a secular Sabbath 
in the open fields, her ear open to the 
bee’s hum, her eye open to the butterfly’s 
flight, and her skin open to the caress of 
the spring breeze; but she sanctifies them 
by making them “match” the Christian 
Trinity. It is her own imaginative effort 
that Dickinson is “baptizing” here, calling 
on the authority of Nature, not of God.

Winter looms, but the artistic imagi-
nation can summon the warmer sea-
sons. Porter University Professor 
Helen Vendler has turned her critical 
skills to Emily Dickinson, and by happy 
coincidence, Dickinson: Selected Poems 
and Commentaries (Harvard University 
Press, $35) begins with a deceptively 
simple verse:

In the name of the Bee -
And of the Butterfly -
And of the Breeze - Amen!

Vendler’s interpretation follows.

o p e n  b o o k

D i c k i n s o n ’ s  
Tr i n i t y

Visit harvardmag.
com/extras 
for more 
photographs of 
Elizabeth Whit-
taker’s buildings.

The award-winning Penn Street Lofts  
in Quincy, Massachusetts, include six  
residential units, each with its own  
balcony and pattern of windows.

The young  
Emily Dickinson, 
in a daguerreotype 
made in late 1846 
or early 1847
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t’s a saturday night 
in San Francisco. Time 
feels tight for Susan 
Lieu ’07 and her older 

sister,  Wendy, found-
ers of Sôcôla Chocolatier. 
(Sôcôla, from the French 
chocolat, means “choco-
late” in Vietnamese.) They 
must make 1,200 more 
truffles—pear pâte de fruit, 
yuzu ginger, jasmine tea, 
and burnt caramel with 
red Hawaiian sea salt.

What sets the sisters’ 
confections apart  are 
their inventive Eastern- 
and Western-inspired flavors, perfected 
confection, and playful packaging. These 
truffles—some with sassy names like Give 
It To Me Guava and Notorious H.O.G. (a 

play on the stage name of the late rapper 
The Notorious B.I.G.)—are tantalizing 
taste buds and winning prizes. 

Sôcôla (www.socolachocolates.com) 

Chocolate à la Vietnamese
Truffles with a South Asian accent

to represent the United States in an AIA 
lecture series in Puerto Rico, alongside ar-
chitects from France and Spain. Last year 
and this, as design critic in architecture, 
she has also taught a studio—the heart of 
the curriculum—at the Graduate School 
of Design. “I love teaching,” she says. “It 
keeps your mind fresh and helps you stay 
engaged in all aspects of the discipline. It’s 
beyond stimulating.”

In the classroom, Whittaker can also 
reconnect with the feeling she had when 
she took her first architecture course 
and found it “the most fascinating, hard-
est, and most challenging thing I had 
ever done.” Having painted and done 
graphic design, she felt that architec-
ture opened a door to infinite possibility. 
“Architecture is everything: it’s sculp-
ture, it’s graphics, it’s product design—
done in three-dimensional experiential 
space,” she says. “Layered on top of that, 
you have the responsibility of making a 
building people actually want to inhabit. 
How could I give that up and just do one 
of those, when architecture asked me to 
do them all?”

The upscale chocolates—boxes of a dozen,  
like these, retail for $25 each—draw on flavors from  
Vietnam and the rest of the world.
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exploring the striking differences  
and unexpected similarities between  
East Asian and European medicine

left: ShigehiSa Kuriyama, reiSchauer inStitute 
ProfeSSor of cultural hiStory

r e i n v i g o r at i n g  

l i b e r a l  a rt s  

e d u c at i o n

Support the

Harvard
is. . .

ph
ot

o:
 s

te
ph

an
ie

 m
it

ch
el

l/
ha

rv
ar

d 
un

iv
er

si
ty




