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Our campus architecture

By Marla R. Miller and Max Page

EAUTIFUL HAS NOT always been the word 

attached to the architecture of the University of 

Massachusetts. Our goal is to do nothing less than 

use that word proudly for the Amherst campus. We 

find individual buildings and landscapes beautiful, 

but also the century-and-a-half quest to provide 

higher education for the commonwealth’s citizens.
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TO BE SURE, the appeal of the campus 
is not in its uniformity of vision and 
completeness of design. Visitors will not 
confuse this place with Stanford Univer-
sity, whose core Romanesque and Span-
ish Mission-inspired buildings were 
constructed within a few short years, or 
Yale’s Gothic colleges, built all at once in 
the midst of the Depression. Founded in 
a state with more private colleges than 
any other in the union, the University 
of Massachusetts has been engaged in a 
long debate in brick and steel and lots 
of concrete about the appropriate im-
age for a major public university. The 
campus, both its glorious buildings and 
its less-beloved ones, is part of a noble 
story—perhaps the most noble story 
we have—of the attempt to achieve the 
vision Governor John A. Andrew an-
nounced to the legislature on January 
9, 1863: “We should have a university 
which would be worthy of the dream 
of her fathers, the history of the state, 
and the capacity of her people.” The 
University of Massachusetts has spent 
the last 150 years trying to figure out 
what it means to be a public institution 
of higher education. As the university 
celebrates the beginning of its next 150 
years, it will continue to ask what our 
buildings should say to the common-
wealth and to the nation.

There are a number of story lines 
here, in what has been at times noth-
ing short of a tragicomedy. First is the 
interplay between the rural setting and 
agricultural origins of the original cam-
pus and the sophistication of a modern 
research institution. This is a campus 
of contrasts, from Southwest’s high-
rise dormitories to Prexy’s Ridge and 
its old-growth forest, and the 400-acre 
Waugh Arboretum, which covers a good 
portion of the campus. From the top of 

the tallest building here you look down 
upon fields not a quarter mile away that 
have been cultivated for more than three 
and a half centuries. In the shadow of 
cutting-edge research that may one day 
lead to bacteria-powered appliances is 
the Stockbridge House (1728) where 
farmers once debated the American 
Revolution and a budding artist named 
Daniel Chester French first started 
sketching—on the walls of his home.

These contrasts speak to another 
central theme of our story: dramatic 
change. When the college opened its 
doors in 1867, there were four faculty 
members and 56 students; the popula-
tion today stands at about 28,000 grad-
uate and undergraduate students. It may 
have taken several years after the estab-
lishment of the school in 1863 to build 
its first buildings, but a century later 

The campus has been called a dictionary 
of architecture. The Georgian Revival 

French Hall, at right, contrasts with the 
modern Fine Arts Center plaza.

At left, Professor of Architecture and History Max Page and Professor of 
History Marla R. Miller stand outside one of their favorite campus buildings, 
the 1970 Murray D. Lincoln Campus Center, designed by Marcel Breuer.  
This article is adapted from their book, University of Massachusetts Amherst: 
An Architectural Tour (Princeton Architectural Press, 2013). The book relates the 
history of the campus and includes five guided walks that encompass dozens 
of buildings, landscapes, artworks, and memorials. Professors Miller and Page 
are grateful to the many UMass colleagues, students, and alumni who shared 
their insight, scholarship, time, and expertise in support of this project.

only two of the original buildings still 
survived, and they too would soon fall. 
The campus has gone through the ups 
and downs of the economy and state 
funding, shifting ideas of its multiple 
missions, and changes in organization. 

The most dramatic metamorphosis 
came after World War II with the second-
most important act in public higher 
education’s history (the first being the 
Morrill Act of 1862): the passage of the 
GI Bill (officially called the Servicemen’s 
Readjustment Act) of 1944, which gave 
millions of returning veterans and their 
children the opportunity to attend col-
lege. The population of college students 
soon tripled and the number of public 
research universities quintupled (from 
25 to 125) in a mere two decades. UMass 
was, therefore, building to accommo-
date the tidal wave of students while 
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again. For every observer who believes 
that “these powerfully shaped buildings 
have great visual interest—especially in 
a strong sun that shows off their crisp 
edges, stripped surfaces and Brobding-
nagian geometry,” there is another who 
finds them “drab and uninviting.”

The reactions to this architectural 
landscape could make for an interesting 
study in and of itself; the themes that 
flow through the urban legends sur-
rounding many of these buildings are 
telling for the assumptions they reveal 
about the history of this place. Stories 
of malfunctioning structures (falling 
bricks, mislaid steam pipes) often hinge 
on notions of bungling managers who 
failed to foresee obvious physical chal-
lenges, if not impossibilities, while nar-
ratives of second-rate or off-the-shelf 
plans compete with others about arro-
gant architects unwilling to compromise 
their aesthetic vision or condescend 
to practicality. The voices we found in 
the university archives confirmed none 
of the urban legends repeated so often 
around campus; instead, we saw how 
each of these structures reflects com-
plex long-term negotiations among an 
array of disparate interests and con-
cerns. How one assesses the outcomes 
of those negotiations aside, the process 
itself was rarely a simple one. 

Whatever the opinion, one thing is 
clear: the UMass campus boasts three 
centuries of American buildings and 
landscapes, including examples of sig-
nificant works of architecture by some 
of the most important architects and  
architectural firms of their time. As  
Arnold Friedmann, longtime historian 
of the campus buildings, has said, “It is a 
bit like a dictionary of architecture.”

In an age when the very idea of pub-
lic institutions has been under attack, 
many have gained a new appreciation 
of the modern buildings of the past 
50 years, built at the height of faith in 
government. We have looked past the 
chips that once fell from upper-story 
bricks and out-of-service elevators to 
stand in awe at the idealism of build-
ing the world’s tallest library, open to 
anyone, 24 hours a day. We have found 
ourselves willing to forgive the cracks 
in the concrete of the Fine Arts Center 
because we are moved by the decision 
to ask one of the premier architects of 
the day to design first-class art, music, 
and theater spaces for the sons and  

also trying to establish itself in a com-
munity of national research institutions.

Finally, there is the question of ap-
preciation. It would be dishonest for 
us—UMass faculty with an open affec-
tion for our university and its campus—
to fail to acknowledge that many others 
disagree. Not long ago at least one on-
line source conferred on UMass Am-
herst the dubious distinction of being 
the second ugliest campus in the nation 
(with Drexel University in Philadelphia 
named the “winner”). As we began our 
research, the director of student affairs 
declared the architecture of the South-
west Residential Area to be “brutal.” Art 
students have long complained about 
the leaks in the Fine Arts Center. And 
this is not a new feeling. Robert Camp-
bell, architecture critic for the Boston 
Globe, wrote in 1974 that the campus is 
“a jumble of unrelated personal monu-
ments that looks more like a world fair-
grounds than a campus.”  

Of course, much the same was said 
of New York brownstones, beloved in 
the nineteenth century, hated in the 
early twentieth, and cherished again 
toward the end of the millennium. Or 
the red-brick homes of Boston, swept 
aside in the 1950s to make way for the 
modern era. Every style has had its day, 
and usually more than one. Beauty is in-
deed in the eye of the beholder. But the 
beholder’s eye changes over time, and 
what was once ugly can become beau-
tiful—just as it may become ugly once 

From the top: the atrium of the 2009 Integrated Sciences Building; the 1957 Student 
Union and more than 30 other campus structures, including many dormitories and 
Skinner Hall, were designed by Louis W. Ross, Class of 1917; the 1973 W.E.B. Du Bois 
Library, designed by Edward Durrell Stone, towers over campus. 
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daughters of working men and women 
of Massachusetts. We lament that the 
state hasn’t been consistent, to say the 
least, in its commitment to maintain its 
flagship campus, but we still take pride 
in the extraordinary constellation of 
landscapes and buildings that attest to 
the continued mission of the university.

The story of the UMass campus 
since the mid-1970s has been a three-
part symphony: building, neglect, 
building. The massive expansion of the 
1960s and 1970s was matched by two 
decades of relative disinvestment. In re-
cent years, UMass has been in a building 
boom. There has been plenty to watch 
as the land of this plateau, on the edge 
of ancient Lake Hitchcock, has been dug 
up and concrete foundations poured 
like (almost) never before. A new stu-
dio arts building, a recreation center, a 
marching band building, and a life sci-
ence building have risen since 2008 and 
a six-building residential honors college 
complex, a new classroom building, and 
a second science building will be com-
plete within the next two years.

Unlike previous growth eras, when 
the state and often the federal govern-
ment footed the bill, this time it is the 
campus that is largely paying for it, out 
of its own operating budget. With little 
room in those budgets for hiring the 
biggest luminaries of the architecture 
world, quality construction and cau-
tious design have characterized many 
of the more recent buildings. They 
fulfill important functions and do not 
offend. But few have lit up the architec-
tural world or fired the imagination. On 
the other hand, the urgent state of the 
environment has put growing empha-
sis on sustainability, with the campus 
constructing more energy-conscious 
buildings than their predecessors. The 
widely acclaimed permaculture garden 
installed alongside Franklin Dining 
Hall in many ways brings the campus 
full circle, back to its origins in agricul-
tural innovation and enterprise.

The debates about what UMass 
should be and what its buildings should 
say rage on. In each economic recession, 
the old debate about how important 
this campus is to the commonwealth’s 
future comes back, Lazarus-like. The 
pull of Massachusetts’s long tradition 
of private schools, and past 40 years 
of steadily growing skepticism toward 
government investment, is written as 

much in the cracks in buildings not well 
maintained as it is in new workaday 
campus buildings. 

As we mark the sesquicentennial, the 
campus is in the midst of another pe-
riod of transformation, as a new cam-
pus plan moves toward implementa-
tion. While there are centuries of built 
history (not to mention a millennium 
of Native American history) on the site, 
this is not a campus that has typically 
cherished tradition and heritage with 
regard to its built environment. Instead, 
this campus has pursued change and 
innovation.

Before long, the landscapes we know 
today will again be altered. Someday, 
for example, the boulevard that is Mas-
sachusetts Avenue will be gone and new 
construction will enclose Haigis Mall. 
Soon buildings will rise on present-day 
parking lots. This is not to say that plan-
ners and designers had no respect for 
the past at UMass, nor that members of 
the university community are indiffer-
ent to the institution’s physical heritage. 
But at UMass, the story is incomplete. 
It invites debate. And that is not such a 
bad thing for a university.  

From the top: the colorful facade of 
the 1993 Mullins Center; Hugh Stubbins 
designed the 1966 Southwest Residential 
Area with modern forms and bold lines; 
alumni led the movement to build Memorial 
Hall in 1921 to honor the war dead. 

DID YOU KNOW the Old Chapel 
used to be a library, the Blue Wall 

was a bar, and Draper was a dining 
hall? With help from UMass History 
graduate student Sarah Marrs, stu-
dents in Marla Miller’s Introduction 
to Public History course researched 
the stories of campus structures that 
have been built, moved, repurposed, 
and torn down. You can learn about 
these vanished landscapes on the 
website Lost UMass.  
http://lostumass.omeka.net

LOST UMASS

The fountain that once stood in front 
of South College was installed in 1880 
as a gift of the Class of 1882.


