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The original building on this site survived the 1871 fire although one-third 
of the building was destroyed. The building was purchased by William E. Hale 
in 1882 from the First National Bank of Chicago. Root began plans for a 16 
story building in 1890. The bank relocated from the first floor in 1890 but 
leases on the four floors above ran until 1894. Osmund Overby in his HABS 
report (1963) gives a vivid description of the unusual way the Reliance went 
up—"As a result, work was begun on the ground floor and foundations in 1890 
while the upper stories and their tenants were held up by jack screws. In 
1894, these were demolished and thirteen stories of steel construction were 
added to the completed ground floor without disturbing its tenant. It took 
less than two days to erect each story. The building was completely closed 
in on November 8, 1894, and was due to be occupied January 1, 1895. From 
1890 to 1894 Root's original plans had been changed by Atwood so that the 
resulting upper stories are of cream-white terra cotta while the original 
first story was of polished Scotch granite."

The building is rectangular: 55 feet 10 inches on the State Street side and 
84 feet 10 inches on the Washington Street side. It rises 15 stories to 
200 feet in height. The base is a spread foundation with beam and rail 
grillage. The construction is iron-skeleton with irregular bay spacing with 
non-bearing masonry walls on south and west sides. The ground floor 
contained large areas of glass framed in granite—above there is open grill 
work of windows framed in glazed white terra cotta. This terra cotta 
cladding was made in the Gothic mode with quatrefoils, cusps, etc. This 
tile work sheathing and the windows enclosed the structural frame producing 
a "curtain wall" building. The roof is flat but the original ornamental 
cornice is gone. It was called a "porcelain tower" by contemporary critic; 
the tiles were made by the North Western Terra Cotta Company. The 
ornamental iron and elevators were made by the Winslow Brothers. (Some 
of the iron work and polished granite have been removed—probably when the 
building was sold in 1923 or later.) The cornice was removed after 1948.

In spite of the alterations on the interior and the intrusive shop windows 
on street level the Reliance Building remains one of the classic structure, 
in the evolution of 20th century architecture.
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The Reliance Building is one of the key monuments in the development of modern 
architecture. The "Chicago School" or style, grew as the result of the 
building boom following the fire of 1871 and reached its zenith in the 1890's— 
the Reliance is a simple, honest expression of these functional commercial 
structures. Carl Condit has written of this early skyscraper—"If any work of 
structural art in the Nineteenth Century anticipated the future, it is this 
one. The building is the triumph of the structuralist and functionalist 
approach of the "Chicago School."!

This building is a refined version of an earlier "Chicago" type, Holabird and 
Roche's Tacoma Building, constructed in 1887 (demolished 1929). In the Tacoma 
all windows in the bays were double hung and remained isolated design elements- 
Reliance has bays almost entirely filled in with glass; "Chicago windows" of a 
large fixed central pane framed by narrow double-hung windows that open, form 
bands of glass one above the other that become the body of the building itself.

"The Reliance is not, like the Crystal Palace, a passing sensation produced 
for a exposition. It is a utilitarian structure commissioned as an office 
building, and it has actively used as such since its completion..... In its 
grace and airiness, in the purity and exactitude of its proportions and 
details, in the brilliant perfection of its transparent elevations, it stands 
today as an exciting exhibition of the potential kinesthetic expressiveness of 
the structural art. Although it is outrageously disfigured by signs and by a 
"modernized" base, the essential beauty of this slim glass tower still reveals 
that it has its place....as a witness to the best of the spirit of the 
nineteenth century."

Begun in 1890 as a remodelling of an earlier structure by John Root of the 
Firm of Burnham and Root, only two stories had been completed when Root died 
in 1891. Revised plans for the upper floors were done in 1894 by Charles A. 
Atwood, chief designer for D. H. Burnham and Company.

Carl, The Chicago School of Architecture, University of Chicago 
Press, 1964.

2Ibid p. 111.
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The use of terra cotta cladding was a great innovation, a building could be 
kept clean and it was light. Louis Sullivan was to use it a few years later 
on the Carson, Pirie, Scott and Company Building and the Guaranty Building 
in Buffalo, New York. The system of steel framing also provided for an 
unusual system of wind bracing, the construction schedule for the top ten 
stories was a remarkable 15 days (July 16 to August 1, 1895) and this 
building also stands as a milestone of the functionalist group of the 
Chicago School that strove for sheer, dematerialized uncluttered, high-rise 
structures. The Reliance is a direct forerunner of the work of Mies van der 
Rohe and Le Corbusier.
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