
Gilmore David Clarke

July 12, 1892 — August 6, 1982

When Gilmore D. Clarke, professor emeritus, died in August 1982 on a cruise ship off the coast of Denmark, he 

had not been active at Cornell for more than thirty years. The results of educational programs he inaugurated and 

attitudes he fostered as professor of city and regional planning and as dean of the College of Architecture, however, 

are still clearly evident.

Clarke graduated from Cornell in 1913. Then in 1930 the University sought his help and he became a member, while 

in practice as a landscape architect, of the Architectural Advisory Council. This council had been newly formed 

to advise the president and the trustees in matters concerning the physical development of an expanding campus. 

The council, which Clarke chaired from 1939 to 1950, studied and made recommendations about many problems 

small and large. In 1948, for instance, it prepared a plan for the development of the campus, rearranging road 

patterns and suggesting possible locations for new buildings. The plan proposed that the College of Engineering 

be housed in new buildings at the south end of the campus, as it now is, a scheme that had been under discussion 

for some time.

In 1935 Clarke began to serve Cornell in another way, when he became professor of city and regional planning 

and then, in 1939, dean of the College of Architecture. There were no professors of planning at that time; in fact, 

planning was a newly designated field of study, and there were few professors of it anywhere. Under Clarke’s 

guidance, with the help of funds from the Carnegie Foundation, the unique program in city and regional planning, 

which now has fifteen faculty members, was developed.

It is significant that when, as a landscape architect and civil engineer with a large practice, Clarke accepted the 

responsibility of a professorship, he came prepared. The notes he used in giving the original course in the history 

of city planning are still in existence.

Many other things about Gilmore Clarke’s career as professor and dean are notable. The new field of study 

necessitated additional faculty, and because of the retirement of several important teachers in architecture and 

art new appointments in those fields had to be made—and the job was done well. The faculty in all areas was 

strengthened, and the foundations were laid for the change made in 1976, when the College of Architecture became 

the College of Architecture, Art, and Planning. 
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In certain ways, however, Clarke was not a usual dean. For one thing, he had accepted the post with the 

understanding that he would continue as a principal in his practice in New York and be in residence in Ithaca only 

three days a week. In fact, he never did become a completely academic person. Sometimes he would operate as if he 

were running his firm in the city. On one such occasion he fired on the spot, for cause, a tenured professor. When 

President Day heard this, he protested that it just could not be done; it was contrary to academic procedure. Clarke 

pointed out that the man in question knew nothing of academic procedure; he was only an architect.

Clarke entered Cornell in 1909, enrolling as a student of landscape architecture. Many years later he explained in 

conversation that the choice of landscape architecture was made while he waited to register. The pleasant fellow 

in line in front of him had decided upon that field as his major, and since it sounded interesting, Clarke went 

along. The choice proved perfect. By 1930, when he joined the Architectural Advisory Council, he had become 

an important figure in his profession, although his career had been interrupted in 1917 by World War I, during 

which he served with the Sixth Engineers, attaining the rank of captain. After the war he returned to practice and 

became superintendent of construction for the Bronx River Parkway in Westchester County, New York. A few 

years later, when the Westchester Park Commission was formed, he became chief landscape architect in charge 

of design and construction for the remarkable system of parks and parkways the commission was building. These 

parkways, the first roads designed especially for automobile traffic, developed features we are all now familiar 

with—limited access with separate roadways, curvilinear as they follow the contour of the land, for traffic in each 

direction. The designer became a prominent man.

Until his retirement from practice in 1972 Clarke was president of the firm of Clarke and Rapuano, which he 

and the late Michael Rapuano, a 1927 Cornell graduate, had formed in 1937. This New York City firm developed 

a large practice, executing commissions in many areas: college campuses, housing developments, and parks and 

parkways. Clarke was involved with this practice all the years he was spending three days a week in Ithaca. During 

World War II, however, the firm became involved with military installations for the government, and the volume 

of work became so large that in 1950 Clarke was obliged to resign as dean. At his request he was continued as 

a member of the faculty with the title of professor of landscape architecture, and in 1963 the University Faculty 

voted to grant him the title of professor emeritus.

There is much to be told about Gilmore Clarke as an impressive figure, tall and handsome; as a kindly and 

sympathetic listener to students and young professors; and as a protagonist, a man active in support of causes 

in which he believed. While chairman of the National Commission of Fine Arts in Washington between 1937 
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and 1950, for instance, he fought endlessly to protect the Mall from threatened encroachments and carried on 

a dispute, reported widely in the press, with President Harry Truman over the balcony Truman added to the 

White House. Another such angry dispute involved Clarke with Cornell in the 1950s, when he disagreed with the 

decision to tear down Boardman Hall and build the present Olin Library in its location. However, time healed 

the wounds, and in 1965 Clarke returned to the campus to attend a reception given in his honor on the thirtieth 

anniversary of his establishment of the program in city and regional planning.

A list of the important positions Gilmore Clarke held, of important projects with which he was associated, and 

of the honors he received is very long indeed and may be found in many places. It seems suitable to note here, 

however, that he served terms as trustee of the American Museum of Natural History and the American Academy 

at Rome and on the Advisory Commission of the Graduate School of Design at Harvard University and that he 

was awarded the Doctor of Humane Letters by Yale University in 1940.

One more facet of this remarkably busy and effectual man must be mentioned—he wrote sonnets. One of these, 

included in a selection Published as A Septet of Sonnets, seems to sound a note on which a tribute to his memory 

might end.

On reaching seventy and five I’ve met  

The winter of a long and busy life; 

Apologies there be, for life is strife 

And disappointments, sorrows and regret. 

Success, I’m sure, is measured by the friends 

We’ve made, not in our mere accomplishment, 

For friends remain unto the end unspent; 

Our works, done and undone, all have their ends. 

Let me remembered be by friends I’ve made, 

Unnumbered through the long eventful years 

I’ve trod this earth, resisting countless fears 

While following the tenets of my trade.

To be recalled by friends, have their respect,

For me is what I hope for, yea, expect.

Kermit C. Parsons, John A. Hartell
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