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DEPOSITORY FOR — Canbri dge Historical Conmi ssion

SURVEY RECORDS Massachnsptts Histnrinal Onmi.ssion
aTt, Tom Canbri dge o 2108

Bocton Massachusetts—02108



DESCRIPTION
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Y
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_FAIR *! —UNEXPOSED

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Harvard Lanpoon Building i slocated at 44 Bow Street, onthesoutheastern peri-
meter of Harvard Square i nCanbridge. Thestructure occupies a triangle bounded by
M. Auburn Street tothesouth, Plynpton Street t o theeast, and BowStreet to the
north. Theinmmediately surrounding area i scomrercial encircled by Harvard University
buildings.

E M VWheelwright, whowas then theBoston city architect, was commssioned t o design
the Lanpoon Building i n1909. Thetriangular -shaped brick building i s2%stories
tall with anintersecting ridge roof. Thestructure i sa parody of thearchitectural
style of late 16t hcentury Holland, designed i nthe wedge shape dictated by t he odd
block of land at theintersection of four streets. A doned tower approached by a
flight of granite stairs enphasizes the western point of the wedge. The tower
houses theformal entrance tothe building and an interior spiral staircase. The '
north andsouth street elevations of the building each have a projecting eastern

and western end bay which feature Gothic tracery wi ndows and medi eval stepped gables
above. The Rennai ssance-inspired, regularly fenestrated first floor contrasts with
the three stepped gable dorners above onboth elevations. Qe of t henost engaging
aspects of thestructure i stheorganization of these design elements toproduce a
whi msi cal resenblance t o an Egyptian sphinx. Therear (eastern) bayonthenorth
and south elevations suggest thehaunches of theanimal; thefore (western) bays, the
"shoul ders", plus thetwo "arns" oneach side of t heentrance steps enphasizet he
anusing face-1ike appearance of thetower. |t shigh oculus windows, 15thc. Spanish
wrought iron crane andlantern, andtherectangular wi ndow above t hetower door were
specifically intended t o form an al nost-human countenance.

The original "Ludovici" roofing tiles and"Bench" brick (used instead of traditional
"Harvard" brick) were enployed for their "antique effect" andt o enhance surface
quality. Theuse of these materials makes for variation i ncolor, texture, and

shape. Wought iron ornamentation and a variety of tiles aresetinto thebricki n

a band around the building and over t hegable anddormer wi ndows, also toaddtextural
diversity. Indianalimestone accents thew ndows andenphasizes thehorizontal divi-
sion between t hetwo main floors. Theentrance doors have painted designs imitating
Dutch tradition: two diagonals separate triangles of t heLanpoon's colors (purpleand
yellow), while asolid crimson circle stands for Harvard.

The original tile roof was replacedwith copper and slate i n1950. Thepresent copper
covering ties thetower done nore successfully into thevisual unity of thestructure
by relating i ttothecopper bell tower which stands at theintersection of therear
(east) roof lines. Thetower's copper done i s capped by a filiaree copper finial
termnating i ntherepresentation of anlbis, a symbol of thelLanpoon. There i s a
small hip roofed dornmer i nthedone online with thetower door. Theentrance to

the commercial space presently occupied by t heStarr Book Shop i sonthe Plynpton
Street (east) elevation. Thebusiness entrance of t helLanpoon i s on Bow Street.

An entrance into the basement fromM . Auburn Street i s blocked of f and no | onger used.
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Mst of theoriginal interior has been well preserved. The nmost remarkable interior
space i sthebanqueting room known as the"Geat Hall." Here theshape of the
buil ding has been used t oarrange anel aborate visual joke. Looking fromthe
narrow western end toward the brick arch which separates thechimeyed recess from

the length of the hall, theeye i sdeceived by several ingenious tricks of perspective:
the angles of thewalls open and t heangle of theroof slopes upward increasing
the apparent size of the hall; thewooden arches of thecathedral ceiling and the

four brass chandeliers likewi se increase proportionally i nsize, exaggeMatingthe
length of theline. These arrangenents create a sense of distance and grandeur
that i sout of proportion tothe®60" length of theroom
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The Harvard Lanpoon Building i ssignificant for its architectural quality. The
unique building was an attenmpt t o enbody t hecom cal nature of thepublicationi n

the design of thestructure. The success of thedesign is indicated by the fact

that the building has become t hetrademark of t heorganization. The building i salso
significant for its designer, Edmund M Wheel wri ght, an alumus of Harvard, one of
the founders of t he Lanpoon, and t heBoston City Architect of theearly 20th century.
The Harvard Lanpoon Buil ding was Wheelwright's |ast conpleted design; he suffered a
nervous breakdown i n 1920 and died shortly thereafter.

The cornerstone of thelLanpoon Building was laid June 24, 1909. Though 27 of 80
graduates of t helLanpoon were architects i n1910, Wheel wright enjoyed special pro-
m nence as one of theoriginal founders of thestudent humor magazine i n1876. A
graduate of Harvard, MI1.T., and L' Ecole des Beaux Arts, Wheelwight was enployed
by McKim Mead and VWhite i n New York before being hired as Boston City Architect i n
1891. I nthis capacity he was responsiblefor thedesign of over 50 munici pal
buildings during his tenure i noffice. Oher of his extant structures i n Boston
include thelarz Anderson and Longfellow Bridges, the Massachusetts Historical

Soci ety Headquarters, and Horticultural Hall.

The Harvard Lanpoon i sone of thefirst college humor magazines i n Anerica. Thr ough
its alumni, it has spawned such nationally-known publications as theoriginal Life
magazi ne and t heNational Lanmpoon. Other promnent menbers of t heLanmpoon include

CA. Coolidge (of Shepley, Rutan and Coolidge), Al exander W Longfellow, Jr. (Canbridge
City Hall architect), publisher WIliam Randol ph Hearst, philisopher George Santayana,
former Cabinet officials Elliot Richardson and Wl liam M ddendorf, and writers
Onen W ster, John P Marquand, Robert Benchley, George Plimpton, and John Updi ke.
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