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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Located on the SW. corner of Pearl and Church Streets it is a 13 story steel 
frame skeleton, rectangular on the first floor and U-shaped above allowing for 
a light well at the rear (south). The structure measures 93 feet on Pearl Street 
and 116 feet on Church Street, 6 bays (Pearl Street) by 7 bays (Church Street). 
The steel frame is held by reinforced concrete footings. The structure is 
sheathed with tile and terra cotta curtain walls covered with distinctive 
Sullivanesque ornament. Although Sullivan designed most of the architectural 
ornamental scheme, the detailed working drawings were executed by George Grant 
Elmslie (two drawings of the capitals are deposited in the Avery Library, 
Columbia University).

The terra cotta sheathing was used as fire proofing for the metal skeleton and 
was also an ideal material for surface decoration.

The soaring verticality of the building is enhanced by its rather isolated 
site, unlike the Chicago buildings which are now often "swallowed up" by 
larger adjacent structures. The steel supports for the building are clearly 
visible on the ground and first floor elevation but divide into double 
windows for eleven stories terminating in an elaborate concave cornice with 
circular window openings. There are two of these circular windows per bay 
surrounded by beautifully carved terra cotta foliate ornament.

The ground floor shops have large unbroken glass display areas with the steel 
supports passing through the top of the window. These piers are topped by orna­ 
mental capitals. The doors are framed in non-structural arches that also 
carry fine ornamental detail.

The interior was equally elegant but has been renovated somewhat. Fire codes 
required closing in the open stairs but restoration would not be too com­ 
plicated. Office spaces above were ample and each unit had no less than two 
windows. Some of the original marble mosaic floor remains, interior woodwork 
is oak and Mexican mahogany. There is a mosaic stained glass ceiling in the 
rear lobby designed by Sullivan. Some original ornamental hardware is 
retained in a small second floor gallery-museum.

Originally designed to contain 275 offices, a bank and a restaurant, the 
building is still operating with a limited tenant situation. The Prudential 
is perhaps the most beautiful of the early skyscrapers in that it synthesizes 
simplicity of form and function with great richness of surface ornament.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Buffalo, New York prospered in the second quarter of the 19th century because of 
railroading. It is situated at the end of the Erie Canal and was known as the grain 
depot of America. As Buffalo flourished, construction soared and from the 1840's 
until the end of the century, the city was embellished with a large number of out­ 
standing structures in the core of the city.

Richard Upjohn designed St. Paul's Cathedral between 1846 and 1851, H. H. Richardson 
was working on the State Hospital and Daniel Burnham was creating the then largest 
office building in America; the Ellicott Square Building (1896). In the same year, 
another Chicago firm of Adler and Sullivan designed the Prudential. Burnham and 
Adler and Sullivan, mid-western designers had given Buffalo two buildings far in 
advance of anything then standing in New York City.

The Prudential is the last collaborative effort of Dankmar Adler and Louis H. Sullivan, 
Their earlier Wainwright Building (1890-91) in St. Louis was the prototype and many 
scholars agree that the triumph of early skyscraper construction is realized in this 
Buffalo building (Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Hugh Morrison, Vincent Scully). Many of 
the ideas Adler and Sullivan had used in earlier high-rise structures culminate in 
the Prudential—wedding clarity of design to richness of ornament.

It is an example of what Hugh Morrison calls "integration of romanticism and realism." 
Sullivan's place in the history of modern architecture is perfectly expressed in the 
Prudential—his life long effort to free architecture from the revivals and re- 
revivals of past vocabularies and to find an appropriate new vocabulary for his own 
place and time and particularly for America.
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Geographical Data (Verbal Boundary Description): Prudential Building

The easterly 116 feet of the inner lot 77 according to survey of Holland Land 
Company bounded and described as follows:

Northerly by the southerly line of Church Street 116 feet; easterly by the 
westerly line of Pearl Street 1 chain and 41 links more or less; westerly by 
a line parallel with the westerly line of Pearl Street and 116 feet westerly 
at right angles therefrom; and southerly by the northerly line of inner lot 
76, 116 feet, by the same more or less said premises being known as the 
Prudential Building, Buffalo, N.Y.

Liber No. 5794, p. 123.


