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In architectural and urban histories, two points stand out 
about Chicago: the city’s rapid growth and the development 
of the tall office building there. Founded as a settlement only 
in 1803, by the end of the 19th century Chicago’s population 
exceeded one and a half million and the city had claimed 
its position as the second city of the United States and rival 
to new york.1 This rivalry appears in histories of architec-
ture, especially with regard to the development of the tall 
office building, or early skyscraper, as both cities claimed 
its origin. What matters here, however, is not the question 
of origin but Chicago’s identity and architectural sensibil-

ity. new york was closer to Europe both geographically and 
culturally, and the influence of European architectural pref-
erences was greater there. Chicago expressed itself through 
its architecture as being more pragmatic and less historical 
than that of new york, a bit tougher, and, especially in these 
early years, more in tune with the economic demands of 
modernity.

In this context it is necessary to observe the difference 
between modernity and modernism. Modernity refers to the 
industrial revolution, the changes in the means of produc-
tion, and the harnessing of new forms of energy, as well 
as the dislocations and economic restructuring that caused 
great social changes. The effects of the industrial revo- 
lution were exaggerated in the United States by the its  
rapid development, its great numbers of immigrants, and 
its seemingly unlimited resources. This contributed to rap-
idly growing Chicago and to the development of the tall 
office building, especially the speculative building which 
was expected to produce revenue. Modernism, on the other  
hand (as in “international style modernism”), was an aes-
thetic sensibility of philosophical, intellectual, and artistic 
origins.

The tall office building did not originate as a work of art, 
but as a response to economic pressure and rising land val-
ues caused by expanding business and population. In the 
years of rebuilding after the great fire of 1871, the Loop (or 
business district) became more purely commercial, but its 
area was limited by lake Michigan on the east, branches of 
the Chicago river on the north and west, and a bulwark of 
railroad yards on the south. Because so much of business 
required face-to-face contact, the only way to accommodate 
growth was to go up. Building up was made possible by the 
more economical production of steel, advancements in struc-
tural wind bracing and foundations, and the development of 
fireproofing, as well as by technological advancements in 
plumbing, heating, ventilating, and perhaps most important 
of all, in the safety, reliability, and speed of the elevator. 

These forces also created the demand for larger, more 
complex speculative office buildings: revenue-producing 
machines that architects designed, and contractors built to 
meet client specifications, often represented by a building 
and rental agent. yet architecture is an art, and the plans, 
sections, and elevations required the work of an architect to 
make the buildings not only functional and sound, but cul-
turally legible and acceptable. More than that, in the context 
of the office building, it had to be desirable. This is not just 
a reiteration of the Vitruvian triad of ‘commodity, firmness, 
and delight.’2 Delight, or desirability, was now part of the 
design’s function to attract tenants and produce revenue.
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Figure 1: Exterior, Homes Insurance Building, Chicago 
(1883–85) William LeBaron Jenney, with added  
upper floors (demolished)
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The history of the tall office building in Chicago can be 
encapsulated in a comparison of two of its most prominent 
firms: Adler & Sullivan and Burnham & Root. Dankmar 
Adler hired Louis H. Sullivan in 1879, and they formed the 
firm of Adler and Sullivan in 1881.3 Daniel H. Burnham and 
John W. Root formed their firm in 1873.4 With a few modest 
diversions, these Chicago local firms will be the focus of 
this discussion.

The firms competed for the same projects, but the prin-
cipals had different strengths. Sullivan disparaged Burn-
ham for thinking of architecture as a business. From 
the outset Burnham strove for larger projects: “ my idea 
is to work up a big business, to handle big things, deal 
with big businessmen, and to build up a big organiza-
tion, for you can’t handle big things unless you have an  
organization.” The business corporation was the model  
for the large architectural offices. Not intending any flat-
tery, Sullivan observed that “ the only architect in Chicago 
to catch the significance of this movement was Daniel Burn-
ham, for in its tendency toward bigness, organization, del-
egation and intense commercialism, he sensed the reciprocal 
workings of his own mind.” 5 On the other hand, Sullivan 
admired root’s “great versatility and restrained originality” 
in design.

adler’s position was somewhat similar to Burnham’s. He 
understood that the “architect is not only an artist ... but also 
an engineer, a man of science, a man of affairs.” He contin-
ued his definition – and this was after his split from Sullivan 
– by saying that the architect was not just a “clear thinker 
and brilliant writer.” 6 This was a barb at Sullivan, imply-
ing that he was an artist but not an architect. Given the size 
and level of complexity of the new tall office buildings, it 
became clear that it was more than a single architect could 
handle. a contemporary architect observed that “individual 
have been supplanted. It now takes several men to make a 
good architect.” 7 Architectural offices became larger and 
now often included structural engineers and technicians.

Early in their young careers, both Burnham and Sul-
livan had worked for William leBaron jenney, a Chicago 
architect trained as an engineer. jenney designed the Home 
Insurance Building (1883–85), one of the earliest uses of 
steel, at least for part of its frame structure (Fig. 1). although 
the technological problems of structure were solved rather 
quickly, the architect had a more difficult time with the 
facade. The structural metal frame was separate from the 
enclosing walls. This disengagement of enclosing envelope 
from structural support was liberating, but not easy. In the 
long tradition of masonry load bearing walls, structure and 
enclosure were one and the same; and with thousands of 
years of experience, there were hundreds of good examples 
of architectural composition and proportion. The tall build-
ing, with its new “curtain wall,” was a new artistic problem. 
Coupled with the need for light and the extreme proportions 
of the new building type, architects struggled to find appro-
priate articulation and expression. Chicago’s German speak-
ers translated and published portions of the work of Gott-
fried Semper, whose writings provided theoretical direction, 
but the architectural problem of the facade was difficult to 
solve. jenney’s solution, in its layer cake-like stacking, was 
on the whole unsatisfactory.

A building in Chicago had an exemplary facade, by the 
master of the masonry load-bearing wall, the Boston-based 
architect H. H. richardson. His Marshall Fields Wholesale 
Store (1885–87) (Fig. 2) provided architects with a useful 
facade strategy. The grouping of the windows of multiple 
stories under a single arch provided offered a way to rethink 
facade composition. This creates the illusion of shorter and 
more traditional scale of facade. This insight8 was evident on 
a Chicago street. Facade composition, as a cultural language, 
may begin in the context of structure and materials, but as an 
aesthetic form it accrues meaning unto itself, and in provid-
ing precedents for architects, develops a legacy of its own. 
The meaningfulness of richardson’s facade was based on 
his preference for masonry architecture, but its appeal was 
broader and, as a model, was disengaged from structure by 
those who found it inspirational.

richardson’s facade organization appears rather quickly in 
works by adler & Sullivan and Burnham & root.9 The most 

Figure 2: Exterior, Marshall Fields Wholesale Store 
(1885–87), Chicago, H. H. Richardson (demolished)

Figure 3: Exterior, Auditorium Building (1886–89),  
Chicago, Adler & Sullivan
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notable example is Adler & Sullivan’s Auditorium Building 
(1886–89) in Chicago (Fig. 3).10

The auditorium Building was commissioned by a consor-
tium of businessmen to provide Chicago with a suitable cul-
tural venue. This mixed use complex contained an important 
hotel and rental office space, whose revenues would support 
the auditorium theater itself. The building’s facade wraps its 
three street faces and unifies the different functions. Rich-
ardson’s Marshall Field Wholesale Store provided adler & 
Sullivan with a way of organizing this expansive facade into 
a compositional whole, but there were limits as to how far it 
could be expanded.

In the firm, it was Sullivan who was responsible for the 
design of facades, and he made a major breakthrough in 
facade design, first in the Wainwright Building (1890–92) 
in St. Louis and then in the Guaranty Building (1894–96) in 
Buffalo (Fig. 4).11 The Wainwright was praised for its simple 
composition and plain treatment, for “its superior coherence 
and unity.” 12 Frank lloyd Wright would say it was “Sulli-
van’s greatest moment – his greatest effort. The ‘skyscraper’ 
was a new thing under the sun, an entity with ... beauty all 
its own” .13 The Guaranty (later Prudential) Building devel-
oped this new idiom to greater perfection. One critic was 
enthralled: “ I know of no steel-framed building in which 
the metallic construction is more palpably felt through the 
envelope of baked clay.”14

In these facades, Sullivan departed from the richard-
sonian model, and created a strategy that he explained was 
based on function. In his article “The Tall Office Building 
artistically Considered,” 15 he stated “form ever follows 
function.” He divided the facade into three zones: the first 
two floors that relate to the street; the top floor; and the 
repetitive floors of offices that is the tall middle zone. It is 
in this middle zone that Sullivan offered a new strategy by 
grouping these floors all together, no matter how many, and 
by emphasizing the height of the building with uninterrupted 
piers that extended through the full height of the building’s 
midsection.

What is curious about Sullivan’s article is that he only 
minimally discusses function. He explains it in terms 
of the three zones, but he assumes that the plans have all 
been worked out already. This is curious in that the care-
ful working out of a design to produce a maximum amount 
rental space was done in the arrangement of the building’s 
plans. Sullivan addresses the modernism of the building in 
the artistic composition of the facade, but does not directly 
engage the modernity of this building type in its need to be 
an efficiently organized revenue-producer.

The architect who does take up this issue is root of Burn-
ham & root, in his article “a Great architectural Problem.”16 
He discusses the layouts of a series of offices around a light 
court based on the limits and orientation of the site, at the 
same time “enumerat[ing] some of the structural and com-
mercial conditions which lie at the beginning of a typical 
architectural problem of the present.” His article reveals the 
stringent limitations under which the architects worked in 
order to create a maximum of high-quality rentable space. 
Compared to facade composition, the development of the 
floor plan to provide adequate light and air has enjoyed 
somewhat less discussion in architectural histories.17

Figure 4: Exterior, Guaranty Building (1894–96), Buffalo, 
N. Y., Adler & Sullivan

Figure 5: Exterior, The Rookery (1885–1888), Chicago, 
Burnham & Root
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The Rookery (1885 –1888) by Burnham & Root is a Chi-
cago building that was noted by contemporaries for the 
development of its plan. Its exterior wall is still a combina-
tion of some load-bearing elements and a curtain wall on 
frame, and, earlier than the auditorium, the facade is not so 
well composed ( Fig. 5). However, the building was praised 
in its own time by architectural critic Montgomery Schuyler 
for the “roman-largeness of its plan and the thoroughness 
with which it was carried out.” 18 The first two floors take 
up the entire site, while the offices on the floors above are 
arrayed around a large open court (Figs. 6,  7). At the cen-
ter on the ground floor is a two-story atrium covered with 
iron and glass and surrounded by an interior balcony giving 
access to the first (American second) floor (Fig. 8). 

The rookery’s plan proved enduring. The hollow square 
plan was subsequently widely used, by Burnham and root 
as well as by others. So powerful was its effect in the rook-
ery, that Schuyler incorrectly attributed the invention of 
this plan type to Burnham and root: If it is not so uniquely 
impressive now, it is because such a project, when it has 
once been successfully executed, becomes common prop-
erty, and may be reproduced and varied until, much more 
than in purely artistic successes, the spectator is apt to forget 
the original inventor, and the fact that the arrangement he 
takes for granted was not always a commonplace but origi-
nally an individual invention.19 However incorrect the attri-
bution of origin, the plan had great impact.

a comparison of the plan of the rookery with that of the 
Guaranty-Prudential Building (Figs. 9,  10) in this regard 
may seem unfair as the Guaranty is so much smaller, but it 
is instructional nevertheless. In the upper floors, both plans 
respond to the same stringent requirements for light and air, 
requiring a court and limiting the depth of the offices from 
the exterior to the corridor wall. 20 But the differences in the 
ground floors is striking. The Rookery plan is organized 
around the atrium which provides a strong sense of place, a 
destination that is clear. Despite the relatively large amount 
of space (given its small size) devoted to public access, there 
is no sense of destination in the Guaranty.21 One is con-
fronted almost immediately with the bank of elevators, and 
the rest of the ground floor public sequence has the spatial 
dimension of a corridor. The interior is disappointing; the  
surfaces are well-ornamented but the space is not well-
defined.

This difference is even more apparent in section. Schuy-
ler’s phrase “roman largeness” characterizes the generos-
ity of the sectional development of the rookery as well 
(Fig. 11). The building possesses a well-developed spatial 
sequence of varying height and width, of compression and 
then release, into the spatial and visual expansion of the two-
story atrium.

In the section of the Guaranty, the sensibility of the corri-
dor prevails (Fig. 12). Although it is a generous single story, 
it is still just a single story. Despite Sullivan’s theory about 
how the first two stories both relate to the street, there is no 
connection of the first (American second) floor to that of the 
street level, no two-story space; no spatial connection. The 
floors remain separate. The only place the floor plate is cut 
is at the stairs where, by necessity, they must pass through 
from one floor to the next. Despite Sullivan’s statement that 

the first two stories have a relation to the street, that have 
little relation to one another, and there is no real architectural 
difference between this first floor (American second floor) 
and the repetitive floors above.

The connect of the first two floors at the Rookery is well-
developed and takes place mostly in the atrium, but also in 
the entry vestibule. In the atrium, the stair to the first (Ameri-
can second) floor is placed on axis with the entrance, provid-
ing direct access to the balcony that wraps the space. Desir-
able by virtue of its location in this major public space, this 

Figure 6: Ground floor plan, The Rookery (1885–1888), 
Chicago, Burnham & Root

Figure 7: Typical floor plan, The Rookery (1885–1888), 
Chicago, Burnham & Root
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upper level of the atrium acts as a second ground floor by 
virtue of its clear visual connection and clear sequence. The 
dissolution of the floor plate here, and the sectional develop-
ment, create a first (American second) floor that relates well 
to the street.22

This sectional development and open center plan was used 
by Burnham & root in the Masonic Temple Building com-
pleted after Root’s death (1890–1892), and in D. H. Burn-
ham & Co.’s Railway Exchange, later Santa Fe, Building 
(1903– 04), both in Chicago. In the later Continental & Com-
mercial National Bank, now 208 S. La Salle St., Chicago 
(1911–1914), Burnham makes the connection between the 
ground floor with a public passage and the grand two-story 
sky-lit banking hall above.23 The continuity in the work of 
the firm is as striking as the lack of sectional development in 
the work of adler & Sullivan. It is curious that the rookery, 
a speculative office building, has a more elaborately devel-
oped section than the presumably more ceremonial audi-
torium Building with its theater and hotel lobbies. adler & 
Sullivan’s Stock Exchange Building with its important trad-
ing room also lacked spatial connections between the levels 
of the building. One could well ask why adler & Sullivan 
did not avail themselves of this architectural opportunity; 
but perhaps the more interesting question is how Burnham 
& root were able to devote so much space (both in area and 
height) to non-rental public space in buildings designed to 
produce revenue.

The answer lies in the person of Owen aldis and what 
Burnham in particular learned from him. aldis was a prop-
erty manager and building agent, notably for Peter and Shep-
herd Brooks, the investors who commissioned from Burn-
ham and Root the Grannis Building (1880 –81), the Montauk 
Block (1881– 82), the Monadnock Building (1884 –92), and 
the Rookery. By 1902, Aldis & Company produced and 
managed “more than one-fifth of Chicago’s office space.”  24

Burnham & Root’s first major commission for an office 
building was the Grannis Block and in that context they 
learned a great deal about the requirements of a specula-
tive office building and benefitted greatly from aldis’ 
knowledge. The architects organized this seven-story build-
ing around a light court and also attempted to create two 
first floors so that prime rental rates could be charged for 
both the low storefronts and the tall banking floor above 
them. another look at the rookery plan and section reveals  
how the architects were able to refine that strategy. In  
the Rookery, the ground floor was again devoted to retail. 
These tenants could be charged the highest rate as they  
had direct access to the exterior and pedestrian traffic, and 
some to the atrium as well. The floor above was designed  
as an american version of the piano nobile, the most impor-
tant level of an urban building, and with the goal of almost 
duplicating the revenue the ground floor produced. Here  
the floor-to-ceiling height is greater than that of the ground 
floor and the rental spaces were larger. Banks were the major 
tenants of these spaces. This strategy also contributed to  
the life of the street as retail tends to enliven the sidewalk 
while banks, which do not engage the passer-by with win-
dow displays, were one floor up but still contributed to foot 
traffic.

The rookery’s well-developed spatial sequence of vary-
ing height and width is a marker of the building’s and, by 
association, the tenants’ status. Tenants were attracted by 
the way the atrium would act as their lobby and prolong the 
architectural promenade to their doors. The atrium created 
a desirable public space and provided a building lobby at 
a scale appropriate to the new tall office building and one 
that resonates at the urban level as well. It advertised the 
desirability of the building. The clients and architects strove 
not for the most economical solution in the meanest terms, 
but for something grander and more monumental that would 
yield higher revenues. The rookery contained a consider-
able amount of “wasted” (that is to say, non-rentable) public 
space. yet this unoccupied space had another function. rep-
resentative of decorum and status, space became an indica-
tor of a building’s place within the hierarchy of the city’s 
structures.25

This understanding of the larger picture comes from aldis. 
The Rookery exemplifies one of his rules for Profitable 
Building Management: “Second class space costs as much 
to build as first class space. Therefore build no second class 
space.”26 aldis was, of course, knowledgeable about the cost 
effectiveness of a plan, square footage returns, and the price 
of maintenance and upkeep. He knew, however, that such 
a focus on economics would not be enough to attract the 
best tenants. While most commercial buildings had mini-
mal lobbies so that more space was devoted to the highest 
income-producing rentals like restaurants and shops, aldis 
believed in making the public spaces high-quality, espe-
cially the lobby.27 aldis developed the fundamental criteria 
of office building design from the point of view of profitable 
economic return by emphasizing “good light and air, attrac-
tive lobbies and corridors, easy circulation, and good build-
ing service and maintenance.” He preferred a large number 
of small tenants as they could be charged a higher rate per 
square foot.

Figure 8: Interior, The Rookery (1885–1888), Chicago, 
Burnham & Root
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The rules of Profitable Building Management were writ-
ten for the Marquette Building (1893–1895, addition 1906), 
Chicago, designed by Holabird & roche (Fig. 13). 28 Here, 
although not as elaborate as the public space of the rook- 
ery atrium, the plan reveals a vestibule, stairs to the first 
(American second) floor, and a spacious elevator lobby. 
What the plan does not reveal is that the elevator lobby is of 
double height, linking the two floors and relating the upper 
level to the lower. In its own time the building was noted 
as having fulfilled both the demands of artistry and com-
merce.29

aldis advocated high-quality interiors, and tenants began 
to clamor for them. Perhaps in reaction to the bald specula-

tive quality of earlier, ornamentation as well as good qual-
ity materials and finishes were demanded for buildings of 
the first class rental category. There was a recognized com-
mercial value to beauty; the economic problem needed an 
artistic solution.30

The tall speculative office building was part of the major 
changes that occurred in architecture by the end of the  

Figure 9: Ground floor plan, Guaranty Building  
(1894–96), Buffalo, N. Y., Adler & Sullivan

Figure 11: Section through ground floor, The Rookery 
(1885–1888), Chicago, Burnham & Root

Figure 13: Ground floor plan, Marquette Building  
(1893–1895, addition 1906), Chicago, Holabird & Roche

Figure 12: Section through ground floor, Guaranty Building 
(1894–96), Buffalo, N. Y., Adler & Sullivan

Figure 10: Typical floor plan, Guaranty Building  
(1894–96), Buffalo, N. Y., Adler & Sullivan
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19th century. an architectural writer remarked at the time 
that: Current american architecture is not a matter of art, but 
of business. a building must pay or there will be no inves-
tor ready with the money to meet its cost. This is at once 
the curse and the glory of american architecture.31 another 
writer remarked how “ in this strictly utilitarian building 
the requirements are imposed with a stringency elsewhere 
unknown in the same degree,” and yet, it was, he thought, 
“very greatly to the advantage of the architecture.” In partic-
ular, he recognized the “ very great share” Chicago business-
man (even more than new york) had in the “evolution of 
commercial architecture” through the insistence on accept-
ing functional and economic requirements.32 all recognized 
the changing demands on the profession by the effects on 
modernity, at the same time there were calls for a contempo-
rary american architecture mostly in terms of a new style. 
In succeeding years, in art and architectural histories, the 
meeting of the new demands of modernity was too often 
separated from the appearance of modernity, or modernism. 

That separation has tended to extract architecture from its 
context. This artificial separation contradicts the fact that 
our buildings are deeply a part of our entire cultural, social, 
political, and economic contexts. They are not solely artis-
tic artifacts. and as large and largely permanent construc-
tion, architecture has shaped our cities. and, perhaps most 
importantly, such buildings are a repository of architectural 
and urban knowledge, waiting to be rediscovered and to cor-
rect our path when we go astray in the design of our human 
environment.

Abstract

Das große Bürogebäude im frühen Chicago  
aus künstlerischer und funktionaler Sicht

Das große Bürogebäude als Spekulationsobjekt verwies 
schon per definitionem auf die Aspekte Höhe und Renta-
bilität in ihrer extremen Form. Es stellte die Architekten in 
puncto Bauentwurf und -ausführung vor neue Herausforde-
rungen und architektonische Prinzipien und Dimensionen, 
die sich über jahrhunderte für fünf- oder sechsgeschossige 
Strukturen entwickelt hatten, wurden durch die hohe Fas-
sade eines solchen Gebäudes gesprengt. Die fein abstimm-
bare Quadratmetermiete, die dann mit Geschossflächen und 
Etagen multipliziert wurde, verlangte erstmals eine Flächen-
planung, über die genau rechenschaft abzulegen war. 

Diese zwei wichtigen aspekte – Fassade und Grundriss 
– in der Entwicklung der großen Bürogebäude im Chicago 
des späten 19. und sehr frühen 20. Jahrhunderts sind Thema 
dieses Vortrags. Im Mittelpunkt der Diskussion steht dabei 
hauptsächlich die arbeit der Firmen adler & Sullivan sowie 
Burnham & root (später D. H. Burnham & Co.).
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1 Chicago was incorporated in 1833. By 1850, the city had 
less than 30,000 inhabitants, but between 1850 and 1870, 
the population grew tenfold, to about 300,000 inhabitants. 
It grew to 1,000,000 inhabitants by 1890, and by 1900 the 
population had reached 1,700,000. Some of this growth, 
especially in the period from 1880 to 1890, was due to the 
annexation of adjacent townships. During that period, the 
increase of population within the old city limits was 57 %, 
but in the increase from annexation was 650 %. MAYER 
and WADE, Chicago, 30, 35 & 176; GILBERT, Perfect  
Cities, 27.

2 I am referring to the first century BCE Roman architect 
Vitruvius whose definition of architecture, as utilitas, fir-
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