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Michael Brenner  designed the popular General Education course “Science and Cook-
ing” on successive nights between 11 p.m. and 3 a.m., after a lecture by Spanish chef 
Ferran Adrià moved him to teach science through physical transformations in food. “I 
decided this was the best possible way to teach physics to people with no desire to learn 
it,” he says. Now, in class and online, he’s “taught cooking to more than 100,000 people, 
which is sort of ridiculous.” The Glover professor of applied mathematics and applied 
physics grew up in the middle of Florida, where, he reports, “All there was were tennis 
courts, and all I did was play tennis.” At Penn, he traded tennis for a new obsession, 
physics, of which he knew nothing. Today, he laments, many Harvard students arrive so 
prepared that those with little background feel studying the sciences is impossible: “I 
couldn’t have been an applied math major here. I would’ve gotten scared.” With a Ph.D. 
from the University of Chicago, he joined MIT’s math department. “I still don’t know 
anything,” he asserts, “but at the time I really didn’t know anything.” Not knowing meant 
he could work on any problem he wanted, with anyone. He moved to Harvard’s School 
of Engineering and Applied Sciences because “this place was sufficiently interdisciplin-
ary…so nobody knew what they were.” He resists defining the kind of research that 
interests him, suggesting instead that he uses math to answer “lots of different ques-
tions”: what happens when a water droplet splashes, or how bird beaks develop. 
Brenner’s Pierce Hall office doesn’t have a desk, making a visitor wonder how he gets 
his work done. “Why, is that bad?” he asks nervously. “Everything’s too fancy at Harvard. 
I decided it was better to just make my office into a living room.” vmarina bolotnikova
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of vintage buildings in working order: roof-
ing projects at Barker, Dana-Palmer House, 
and Lamont Library; repainting the window 
sashes and mullions at Barker and Univer-
sity Hall (where John Harvard, protectively 
screened, remained visible to adoring tour-
ists); modifications in a second-floor class-
room in Harvard Hall and University Hall’s 
Faculty Room; renovation of Lamont’s cir-
culation desk)—all calculated to drive bud-
get-minded administrators mad.

Even bigger projects are under way, or 
gearing up, across the Charles. Harvard 
Business School, a serial construction 
zone in recent years, began extensive site 
work and excavation for Klarman Hall, its 
replacement conference and convening fa-
cility, even before the early-June dedication 
of the newly completed Chao Center (see 
page 25). The prefabricated Life Lab, an 
extension of the Harvard Innovation Lab, 
was assembled as if meant to symbolize the 
building blocks of life itself—presumably, 
the stuff that engages the bioentrepreneurs 
eager to get to work there. At the edge of 
the campus, the four-year renovation of the 
Soldiers Field Park housing complex, itself 
a nearly $200-million project, began in ear-
nest. And just across Western Avenue, less 
visible work continued 
to prepare the existing 
foundation for modifi-
cation and then erec-
tion of the $1-billion sci-
ence and engineering complex (a huge new 
building, a renovation, and an associated 
energy plant), designed as the new home 
for much of the School of Engineering and 
Applied Sciences come 2020.

Virtual sidewalk superintendents can 
follow the major action at http://construc-
tion.harvard.edu. Nor do the diverse amuse-
ments tracked there exhaust the schedule 
of events. Coming attractions said to be in 
various stages of academic planning, design, 
and, of course, fundraising, include such sig-
nificant projects as reconfiguring the Sackler 
Museum space (accommodating space needs 
for history of art and architecture, the Grad-
uate School of Design, and possibly others); 
addressing the economists’ constraints at 
Littauer Center; pursuing the athletes’ goals 
for their basketball and football facilities; 
and proceeding on the new academic and 
administrative Gateway building in Allston. 
The University’s contractors can count on 
being enrolled at Harvard at least as long as 
its degree candidates. vjohn s. rosenberg
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