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DESCRIBETHE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Completed in 1886 at a cost of $1,500,000, the Rookery contained 4,765,500 
cubic feet of space. Rising eleven stories above a basement to a height of 164 
feet. The exterior construction on Adams and LaSalle Streets is of heavy 
granite columns from which rise a series of brick piers. On the upper 
floors on the building's flanks the wall load is carried on cast-iron columns 
joined by wrought-iron spandrel beams—a demonstration of true skeletal 
construction (Condit).

The plan was a hollow square allowing light on all four sides and from the 
interior as well over the central court which is 62 by 71 feet in the opening, 
built of glazed white terra cotta. An iron and glass roof covers the open 
court on the level of the second floor. The upper floors were reached by 
10 elevators for passengers and one for freight. An elaborate oriel staircase 
on the court back of the LaSalle Street entrance and staircase from the 
Adams Street entrance give access to the upper stories. The corridors are 
floored and wainscoted in Italian marble. The wood finish throughout is 
antique oak (Ornamental Iron, Volume 1, November 1893, p. 96).

The exterior elevations, particularly on the LaSalle and Adams Streets sides 
are outstanding demonstrations of Burnham and Root's penchant for doorways 
covered with rich ornamental detail but of excellent basic workmanship-- 
rough granite blocks precisely cut combined with delicate carving.

The minor changes that have occurred include the removal of some of John 
Root's ornament in the court which was replaced in 1905 by stair rails, light 
fixtures and urns designed by Frank Lloyd Wright. Some of the glass has 
been covered with waterproof paint and a recent ground floor alteration by 
a tenant bank are minor changes—the Rookery stands today very much as it 
was it 1888.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

"The Rookery and the Monadnock Building join the Marshall Field Wholesale 
Store [demolished] and the Auditorium as the final monuments of the art of 
masonry architecture."1 Combined with the heavy masonry exterior the interior 
of the Rookery is a suprising light open space--full of intricate ornament 
and illuminated by a glass and iron vault—a descendant of Joseph Paxton's great 
Crystal Palace in London (1851). It took the special imagination and 
creaturty of men like Richardson, Burnham and Root and Louis Sullivan to 
combine the techniques required to build multi storied commercial structures 
that were also beautiful--both in scale and detail.

The building was erected by the Central Safety Deposit Company on land leased 
from the city. Originally there was a reservoir and water tank on the property 
as well as a temporary City Hall. Both structures were a favorite roost for 
pigeons and were known all over Chicago as "The Rookery"--John Root's sense 
of humor apparently prevailed and the new building retained the old name.

Some of the structural innovations include the use of cast iron and stone in 
new ways that allowed for the use of "ribbon windows" which allowed much more 
light into a high rise structure, the imaginative plan which integrated office 
spaces with shops in the interior court. This graceful court is enhanced by 
ornament in terra cotta and iron work, some by Root, the rest by Frank Lloyd 
Wright. A contemporary architect of that period, Henry Van Brunt, praised the 
court:"'The Rookery' is not only a noted example of great fertility of design, 
but there is nothing bolder, more original, or more inspiring in modern civic 
architecture either here or elsewhere, than its glass-covered court,..,the work 
has been committed to such a multitude of new devices in construction, and 
such a prodigality of invention in ornament, etc... .' Van Brunt goes on to 
describe the wonderful cast iron stairway "..the audacity of the double iron 
staircase which, supported by ingenious cantilevers, ramps with double curvature

"Condit, Carl The Chicago School of Architecture. 
Press, 1964, p. 58

University of Chicago
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2 out into open space, meeting at a landing in the sky, as it were." He
compares it to the fantasies of Piranesi's famous etchings.

The Rookery was honored by the Chicago Historical and Architectural Land­ 
marks Commission in 1962. Burnham and Root was one of the great pioneering 
Chicago architectural firms and most of their Chicago structures have been 
demolished.

2 Ibid, page 64
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