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A New Era in Allston
After years� of discussions and plan-
ning—and more than a quarter-century 
after the University began buying land for 
development in Allston—Harvard and its 
community and development partners are 
poised to effect significant change there. In 
coming months, new buildings will open, 
and new uses and residents will put down 
roots in the neighborhood beyond the 
boundaries of Harvard Business School’s 

(HBS) campus and the athletics complex. 
In their wake, academic facilities should rise 
quickly. Furthermore, the long-range goal of 
redeveloping the vast acreage further east 
(beneath and beyond elevated roadways, a 
former rail yard, and other less visible prop-
erties), once thought far off in the future, 
now appears a realistic prospect. (See the 
map on page 22.)

• 2015. Some of the changes are imme-
diately visible at Barry’s Corner, the in-
tersection of Western Avenue and North 
Harvard Street, where a mixture of aca-
demic, retail, residential, and community 
uses will converge. University develop-
ment partner Samuels & Associates is 
completing Continuum: two residential 
buildings of six to nine stories (both step 
down toward nearby streets) rising atop 
a ground-floor base that will host retail 
uses; the complex will open in August. 

Across North Harvard Street, the demoli-
tion of Charlesview (a low-income hous-
ing project that Harvard acquired in a deal 
that relocated residents to new housing 
on Western Avenue) will be completed by 
May.

• 2016. Two projects outlined in the 
University’s late-2013 Institutional Mas-
ter Plan (IMP; a regulatory document 
describing 10-year plans for growth in 
Allston) will follow closely behind. As 
early as next year, pending necessary ap-
provals and barring unexpected complica-
tions, Harvard could begin construction 
of a new 500,000- to 600,000-square-foot 
complex that will house two-thirds of the 
faculty of the School of Engineering and 
Applied Sciences (SEAS), relocated from 
Cambridge. This structure could rise rap-
idly on the already completed foundation 
of what was to have been a four-building 
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science complex on Western Avenue—be-
fore construction was halted in the after-
math of the financial crisis.

Meanwhile, a 300,000-square-foot “gate-
way” building, made possible by the clear-
ing of the Charlesview site, will occupy 
an important location fronting on Barry’s 
Corner. The building will anchor the new 
academic precinct taking shape in Allston 
within the mixed-use environment en-

visioned for that intersection. Originally 
described as administrative offices, it now 
seems destined for academic uses that 
might synergize with HBS and SEAS.

• On the horizon. The groundwork 
for future growth is being laid as land is 
cleared for an “enterprise research campus” 
along Western Avenue. An initial, small el-
ement of the plan in the IMP is to build a 
hotel and conference center that will rep-

resent first steps in the development of 
what is to be a 36-acre commercial “in-
novation district”—one of the largest in 
the booming Greater Boston area. 

As solutions to formidable challenges 
on the site fall into place, it is becom-
ing possible to “think big” sooner. Ever 
since the late 1990s, when University 
planners realized Allston could be much 
more than a place for overflow from the 
increasingly space-constrained Cam-
bridge campus (see “South by North 
Harvard,” September-October 1999, 
page 67), they have also recognized the 

significant hurdles to be overcome in order 
to build on the properties acquired there 
in the preceding decade. (For a condensed 
history, see “Building—and Buying—a 
Campus,” September-October 2011, page 
68.) Charlesview, on a key site in the mid-
dle of Harvard’s holdings, was one such 
obstacle. One of Harvard’s later acquisi-
tions, an approximately 90-acre contami-
nated parcel owned by CSX, had remained 

Opposite: the Continuum residential and 
retail project at Barry’s Corner (see photo 
position A on map). Above: demolition of 
the Charlesview apartments. Left: 
Continuum as seen from the Stadium, 
looking across the Harvard track
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encumbered with the company’s rights of 
way as it relocated its rail/truck container-
transfer facilities to Worcester. This site is 
also bisected by a Massachusetts Turnpike 
interchange, which contributes to traf-
fic congestion where the exit ramp meets 
local roads at the Charles River. Now, the 
state plans to rebuild the intersection, 
enhancing local transportation—and op-
portunities for development of the site and 
land beyond. 

In a� late-January conversation with this 
magazine, executive vice president Kath-
erine (Katie) N. Lapp and University pro-
vost Alan M. Garber outlined the progress 
being made in Allston.

Lapp’s first order of business when she 
arrived in 2009, she recalled, was to fill the 
empty retail buildings Harvard had ac-
quired. “We achieved that: 97 percent of 
all our rentable space is filled with active 
and vibrant uses,” including swissbäkers, 
Stone Hearth Pizza, and CrossFit Boston, 
she reported. “We also opened a new ce-
ramics studio, at 224 Western Avenue,” 
that is actively used by faculty members, 

students, and 
the neighbor-
hood commu-
nity.  The Ed 
Portal, a proj-
ect that offers 
performances, 
w o r k s h o p s , 
and classes for 
adults, as well 
as scholarships, 
a summer-jobs 
program, and 
mentoring by 
Har vard st u-
dent volunteers for local children, will re-
open in larger quarters in the same build-
ing at a rededication February 21, she said. 
(President Drew Faust and Boston mayor 
Martin J. Walsh will officiate.) At Barry’s 
Corner, the University has added lights 
and benches to a grove of trees in front of 
the Charlesview site. And 114 Western Av-
enue, a conference building that will even-
tually be used by administrators at SEAS 
(whose new building will rise next door), 
is home to the new Launch Lab, occupied 

by alumni of the i-lab (University space for 
entrepreneurship—for more information, 
see harvardmag.com/hi-lab), who have 
moved on to the incubation phase, and are 
renting the space.

Alongside the eye-catching high-rise 
construction, the local infrastructure is 
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“Beauty,” Embodied
An undergraduate reflects  
on “Beauty,” a lecture by 
Howard Gardner, Hobbs 
professor of cognition and 
education. The talk, his second in 
a series entitled “Truth, Beauty, 
and Goodness Reframed”—a 
name shared with the book  
he published in 2011—investi-
gates how these basic human  
concepts have changed in today’s 
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Atop this foundation, a 500,000- to 
600,000-square-foot building for the 
School of Engineering and Applied 
Sciences will likely go up (see photo 
position B on map). 
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being improved. The Continuum residen-
tial and retail project is bounded by two 
new roads: Smith Field Drive and Grove 
Street. Once Charlesview is demolished, 
Harvard will build Academic Way, run-
ning between Western Avenue and North 
Harvard Street, said Lapp, to alleviate traf-
fic at Barry’s Corner and provide access 
to the planned gateway building. (It will 
also facilitate construction of the SEAS 
and gateway structures.) “Public-realm 
improvements”—new sidewalks, lighting, 
and landscaping—will be installed along 
Western Avenue.

These steps set the stage for the main 
near-term events under the IMP. Con-

struction of the science building could 
begin in 2016, Lapp said, and be completed 
by 2019 under the current schedule. 

Garber noted that the planning process 
for that building has led to extensive, pro-
ductive discussions about the future of 
SEAS that have “implications for the en-
tire University.” SEAS faculty members, 

working with architect Stefan Behnisch, 
have been thinking not only about lab and 
office configurations and “the kinds of ser-
vices that they want to have,” said Garber, 
“but also about how teaching spaces might 
accommodate their aspirations for peda-
gogy,” whether in the classroom, the lab, 
or elsewhere. (For faculty perspectives on 
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Harvard in Allston
The map shows projects under 
construction, some planned 
projects outlined in a 2013 
master plan, and imminent 
changes to transportation 
infrastructure.

Harvard will donate the land to move the  
highway; once the new roadway is operational, 
the state will “knock all this spaghetti  
of  entrance and exit ramps down.” 

New road
 
Potential building location
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Harvard-owned land

22      March -  April  2015

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746



these design issues, see harvardmag.com/
allston-15.) “We want to make sure the 
new building accommodates the needs” of 
current and future students, he continued.

Although the building will not house 
the entire SEAS faculty, Garber observed 
that the school will nevertheless be more 
integrated than it is now, with its faculty 
“spread out over approximately 17 differ-
ent buildings. The groups going to Allston 
will have great space for collaboration.” 
(Computer science, biological engineering, 
and mechanical engineering will relocate; 
applied mathematics, applied physics, 
electrical engineering, and environmen-
tal science will remain in Cambridge.) 
He also confirmed that the foundation on 
which the building will rise could accom-
modate more construction. “Our discus-
sions and our thinking are focused on this 
first building,” he said, “but we are con-
stantly aware that we have great potential 
for additional construction.”

As for the gateway building, Garber 
confirmed that during the past year, “We 
reached a decision that [it] should be 
available for academic uses.” Which uses 
are still “a topic of intensive, ongoing con-
versations.” The committee “tasked with 
thinking about how best to take advan-
tage of the opportunities” in Allston, he 
added, aims to engage “the entire Univer-
sity community” in answering that ques-
tion. A component of a professional school 
is “not off the table”—and certainly sever-
al of them are severely space-constrained 
today. The units chosen will likely have 
intellectual and academic connections 
to many parts of Harvard, ideally includ-
ing HBS and perhaps SEAS. Construction 
might follow a timetable nearly parallel to 
that of the SEAS building if the necessary 
approvals can be secured.

Lapp also addressed two other compo-
nents of the 2013 master plan: a basketball 
arena that could accommodate larger au-
diences (nestled within a larger complex, 
including affiliate/graduate-student hous-
ing, and/or office space, with ground-
floor retail uses, according to the IMP), 
and renovations to Harvard Stadium that 
would add heated luxury boxes, while 
reducing the total seating capacity. “The 
stadium is continuing to be looked at,” 
she said, “as is the basketball [arena], but 
this is a 10-year plan.” 
Turning to� the enterprise research cam-
pus, envisioned for a 36-acre parcel across 

h a r v a r d  p o r t r ai  t

Pianist and composer Vijay Iyer calls himself a “reluctant educator.” Whereas 
teachers set an example, he says, “to be an artist is to always be radically unfinished, 
to seek out transformation.” Iyer is Harvard’s first jazz artist-in-residence and 
tenured professor, a complex dual role: “What does it mean to be connected to a 
vernacular music that’s part of grassroots histories and movements, and then walk 
into the academy with tenure?” His own musical education unfolded in counterpoint 
to his official schooling. After starting classical violin at age three, he began to learn 
the piano by ear; while pursuing his Ph.D. at Berkeley, he sought the tutelage of jazz 
elders in Oakland. Fittingly, his new album is titled Break Stuff, evoking the liberated 
energy of playing between formal sets. Recent ventures range from an adaptation 
of Teju Cole’s novel Open City to a project with poet Mike Ladd about veterans of 
the War on Terror. Iyer wants to instill a collaborative spirit in his students, whom 
he describes as “brazen, a little crazy.” Sitting in the basement studio he calls his 
music department “bunker” at Harvard, he jokes, “You know, I’m constantly re-
minded of the fact that this place predates the rule of law in the United States.” The 
University’s immense resources and decentralized academic culture, he says, create 
“fiefdoms” that are “just straight-up gangster.” In his efforts to foster ties among 
aspiring artists, Iyer sees his hybrid role in Harvard’s music scene as more “com-
munity organizer” than “institutional entrepreneur.” As students return to his class-
room, he believes, “We can start to build something here.” After all, “Instigators 
are what this place selects for.”  vsophia nguyen

V i j a y  I y e r
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Yesterday’s News
From the pages of  the Harvard Alumni Bulletin and Harvard Magazine  

 1920 The Faculty of Arts and Sciences 
accepts recommendations from the 
Committee on Admission that make it 
easier to admit well-qualified public high-
school boys who might have been barred 
“by…merely technical defects of school 
and examination records.”

 1935 Signs of spring: “Parties un-
known” remove the clapper of the Me-
morial Hall bell in broad daylight, using 
hacksaws and other tools.

 1940 At the first Senior-Alumni Din-
ner, sponsored by the Alumni Associa-
tion, Mayor Fiorello La Guardia of New 
York urges seniors to go into government 
and “be unorthodox.” Said the guest of 
honor, “I didn’t last five minutes in 
any party. Going into govern-
ment doesn’t mean go-
ing into politics. The 
country can’t stand gov-
ernment by politicians. 
We need specialists.” 

 1960 President 
Pusey appoints lec-
turer in government 
Daniel S. Cheever 
’39 his special re-
search assistant to 
investigate the im-
pact on Harvard 
of federal fund-
ing, which repre-
sented 1.5 per-

cent of the University’s budget in 1941 but 
nearly 20 percent in 1959.

 1975 In his fourth annual report, Pres-
ident Derek Bok implores the University’s 
professional schools to train public lead-
ers prepared for post-Watergate Ameri-
ca. Bok writes, “In the wake of grave pub-
lic scandals, followed by severe recession 
and unemployment…it is timely to con-
sider what universities can contribute to 
improve the level of public service, and 
specifically what Harvard can do to pre-
pare students for public careers.”

 1980 Plans are afoot for the men’s 
varsity basketball team to travel to China 
in June for a five-game goodwill tour.

1990 Monty Python’s 
John Cleese, in town to ac-
cept the Harvard Lam-
poon’s Elmer Award “for 
lasting contribution to 
comedy,” draws a full 
house in the Science 
Center. Asked to con-
trast British and Amer-
ican humor, he replies, 
“[T]he most obvious 
difference, of course, 
is the way they’re 
spelled.”

2000 As of  
January 1, 2001, 

Drew Faust will 
become “founding 
dean” of the new 
Radcliffe Institute.

Western Avenue from HBS and east of the 
SEAS site, Garber said that the “time is pro-
pitious” for such a commercial development. 
“Boston has an extraordinary concentration 
of intellectual capital and of research activ-
ity, particularly in the life sciences and tech-
nology,” he pointed out. The city is also “an 
extremely attractive location for knowl-
edge-intensive industries, and virtually 
every major pharmaceutical company has 
or seeks to have a research presence in the 
Boston area.” Kendall Square, the epicenter 
for such tenants, near the MIT campus, to-
tals 30 acres, he said. Elsewhere in Boston, 
“There are pockets of land where research-
intensive businesses can be developed, but 
nothing quite like this [parcel] that I am 
aware of.”

Because Harvard, Boston University, 
MIT, and Tufts are all near the site, he 
continued, “If you wanted to develop your 
plan for dealing with malnutrition in Af-
rica, you have access to scientists and to 
students who will be passionate about 
solving worldwide problems. You’ll have 
also access to a philanthropic commu-
nity…committed to many of these causes. 
We believe that the enterprise research 
campus will be a very attractive location 
for large research-intensive companies, 
for commercial startups, and for social en-
terprises who want to tap into the wealth 
and talent that are available in our area.”

Such activity will, in turn, “contribute 
to the academic environment, in part by 
enabling those members of our commu-
nity who wish to interact with companies 
to do so,” Garber said. What construction 
will appear on the enterprise campus (be-
yond the hotel and conference center de-
tailed in the IMP) has not yet been decid-
ed, but Lapp indicated that the “goal is to 
create a 24/7-type community,” implying a 
broad mix of uses.

That prospect is on the verge of critical 
enhancement as transportation improve-
ments come into view. Gesturing to a map 
that shows how the Massachusetts Turn-
pike sprawls across and above the 90-acre 

Allston Landing property formerly 
used by CSX, Lapp explained that 

the state plans to straighten the 
road, beginning in 2017. Harvard 

will donate the land to move the 
highway and build a new inter-

change, she said, speeding the project 
and trimming its cost—and once the 

new roadway is operational, the 
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state will “knock all this spaghetti of en-
trance and exit ramps down.”

The new local road network, at grade 
level, effectively makes available an en-
tirely new parcel of property: 40 to 50 
additional developable acres, Lapp ex-
plained. The Boston Society of Architects, 
recognizing the opportunity, arranged pro 
bono charettes by two teams of local ar-
chitects, who worked to devise ideal but 
practical schemes for pedestrian and bike 
access, parkland, and public transporta-
tion. These were presented at a neighbor-
hood meeting in Allston last September, 
and were greeted with enthusiasm.

Harvard has also given the state suffi-
cient land for tracks to facilitate more trips 
on the commuter rail line that serves com-
munities directly west of Boston. “In ex-
change,” Lapp said, officials “have agreed 

to put in a commuter rail station” (with 
the University reportedly paying one-
third of the cost). That raises the possibili-
ty of rail connections between Allston and 
other parts of Boston—a huge potential 
benefit in a neighborhood not served by 
the subway system, and a further opportu-
nity to diversify the enterprise zone.

Construction of the enterprise campus 
might begin in three to five years, but 
Garber acknowledged, “There are many 
potential sources of delays in a planning 
process of this scope and magnitude. 
They are not all predictable. Some can 
come from getting appropriate approv-
als from government agencies, some 
can come from surprises that you find 
out about the land or engineering chal-
lenges—the list goes on and on. Allston 
represents a tremendous opportunity for 

the academic future of the University. 
But…as we plan for new academic sites 
in Allston, new buildings, new forms of 
academic space, there are many inter-
dependencies that we need to take into 
account. If you free up space in Cam-
bridge, what is the best use? And in fact, 
you don’t start by thinking about filling 
space in Allston, you start by thinking 
about what are our needs in the Univer-
sity, what challenge to our growth can 
we overcome by taking advantage of the 
opportunity to build space in Allston. So 
that is an inherently complex question 
to answer. And it is critically important 
for us to get it right, because we are con-
stantly aware that we are thinking about 
the University of the future. We need to 
think decades into the future, not years.”

Those are indeed appropriate caveats. 
Even so, Harvard’s future in Allston, and 
Allston’s future with Harvard, seem con-
siderably clearer than they were a few 
years ago.� vjonathan shaw

An enterprise research campus  
(see photo position C on map) is 
planned for a 36-acre parcel formerly 
occupied by CSX. In the panoramic 
view above, Harvard Business School 
is on the left, Genzyme and the 
DoubleTree hotel are in the center 
(see inset detail directly above), and 
the former WGBH building is on the 

right. Left: CSX is remediating soil at the 
site, a multiyear process. “We  are constantly aware that we are thinking 

about the University of  the future. We need to 
think decades into the future, not years.”
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