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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Bounded by Wabash Avenue, (162') Michigan (187-1/2') and Congress Street (362')
the Auditorium covers 63,500 square feet of ground. The building is
rectangular with the hotel on the east was 45' deep (Michigan Avenue facade,
Congress Street flank). The offices faced Wabash Street. The load bearing
masonry building had a basement and rose 10 stories (240') surmounted by a

17 story tower. The tower provided the high rent office space, below were
spaces for 136 offices and stores on ground level on the Wabash Street side,
this construction wrapped around the interior theatre and secured it from
street noise. Rusticated gray granite was used on the first three stories,
smooth Indiana limestone sheathing above. The arcade on Congress Street was
cut through in 1952 when the street was widened. The weight of the office
tower required ingenious engineering devices which Adler worked out--he used
cast iron interior frame with wrought iron trusses to support the weight of
the tower which was 15,000 tonsy Adler used all his skill--Hugh Morrison described
the problem: "The actual area of the tower was 2,870 square feet, but its
foundation was much larger, spreading...over 6,700 square feet. It might be
described as a kind of platform composed of a five-foot thickness of concrete
reinforced by two layers of heavy timbers, three layers of criss-crossed

steel rails, and three layers of iron l-beams...

But still the necessary settlement had to be allowed for and this introduced
one of the most baffling problems, and one of the most ingenious solutions in
the entire structure of the Auditorium...Under normal conditions, the settlement
of the foundations would have progressed uniformly as the building continued

to rise and the load was increased. But the foundation under the tower was
designed to support between six and seven thousand tons more than the adjacent
wall the weight would be insufficient to compress its foundations, the adjacent
walls would settle more than the tower walls, and cracks in the masonry would
ensure. The problem was to load the tower foundations concurrently with the
wall foundations in proportion to their ultimate loads so that the settlement
would be even throughout...

The only solution was an artificial loading of the tower. This Adler did by
means of adding pig-iron and brick in vast quanitites to the lower stories and
basement, increasing the artificial load gradually as the height of the walls
and tower approached the tenth story, but always maintaining a constant
mathematical equation between the relative weight of the adjacent wall to its
foundation-capacity. Thus the settlement proceeded absolutely uniformly. After
reaching the tenth story the full settlement cf all the foundations had been
reached. Above this, as the tower rose above the adjacent wall, the problem was

(CONTINUED)
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Dankmar Adler and Louis Sullivan

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The architectural firm of Adler and Sullivan brought together two men with

rare talent-one complimenting the other. They created between 1886 and 1889

the Chicago Auditorium, which was the most important structure of its time in
Chicago and probably in the United States. Before it was completed it

housed the Republican National Convention in 1888 (Benjamin Harrison and Levi
Morton were nominated) and in 1889, they returned as President and Vice President
for the dedication.

The Auditorium grew out of Chicago's need for a civic center housing primarily
a concert hall and opera house but also space for political conventions,
charity balls, etc. Sullivan's biographer, Hugh Morrison, documents carefully
the developing plans and ideas that gave the final structure its form. He
writes that the building had to finally financially support its size and
"cultural services" and had to also be revenue producing so that business
offices and hotel were designed to enclose the theatres. The Chicago Auditorium
Association was formed and the architects began to solve the enormous design
and engineering problems. The final cost reached $3,145,291 but it was the
most important complex under a single management, the theatres; Chicago's best,
the hotel the most beautiful, the large banquet hall the finest public room.
Carl Condit writes that: 'On the Auditorium, the later success of Adler and
Sullivan was built, and in good measure, the later fame of the Chicago school
and of the city itself."l

The engineering genius of Dankmar Adler was at its height in the complicated
construction and machinery needed to make the mass of the auditorium function.
Sullivan's understanding of space arrangement makes the interior coherent and

it is in these spaces that one can see the organic ornament that was his

special genius. The exterior of the Auditorium is rugged and devoid of
delicate ornament because, as Carl Condit points out, Adler and Sullivan and
Ferdinand W. Peck, a Chicago civic leader had admired H. H. Richardson's
Marshall Field Wholesale Store of 1885. Most scholars agree that this building
marks the turning point in Sullivan's career and that it reveals his development

1Condict, Carl. The Chicago School of Architecture, Chicago, Illinois,

University of Chicago Press, 1965, pp. 77
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merely to translate artificial load into real load, and this was done by
gradually removing the pig-iron and bricks as the tower grew to its full

height and weight. When the tower reached the top, ninety-five feet higher
than the adjacent walls, all the artificial load was gone. but the total weight
was just the same as it had been at the tenth-story level.¥

However, the even greater problem involved the large theatre in the building's
core which had to provide for hydralic stage equipment to be housed in the
basement which was seven feet below the water level of Lake Michigan--he made

it water tight. Seating capacity in the theatre was 4,237 and it takes up

1/3 of the interior space of the building. Vision and acoustics were near-
perfect even in the highest balcony and the vast enclosure was cooled by air
tempered by roof sprays--it was the first air conditioned structure. Hugh
Morrison has again described it vividly "Sullivan made them [the ceiling arches]
the dominate theme of the interior and the repeated curves have a grand sweep
over the hall. They are decorated by plaster reliefs, chevron mouldings
dividing the faces into hexagons enclosing the grilled bosses, and smaller
triangles enclosing other foliage designs. The whole surface is covered by
gold leaf and studded with electric lights, gleaming like dull, mellow gold.
Even the borders of the arched panels are enriched by relief bands and an

inner lace-like pattern delicately stencilled in gold. Rarely has there been such
a wedding of large and majestic simplicity with refined and subtle detail.

The effect is superb."

This structure is so complex and an unquestioned architectural engineering
triumph that further descriptions can be seen. (HABS measured drawings and
documents)

1
Morrison, Hugh. Louis Sullivan, W. W. Norton and Company, New York, 1935
p- 90-92

2
Ibid, p. 103-104
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of the theories that clearly express the logic of tall buildings, the
genesis of skyscraper construction as we know it today.

The complex flourished for 40 years but in 1929 a new opera house was built
and the depression further threatened the aging office and hotel facilities;
bankruptcy came in 1940. In 1945, Roosevelt University began a courageous
program to restore this famous building and today the building is serving as a
city college and public theatre. Although slightly altered to serve as a
college (the banquet hall is now the library), the building survives and is a
source of pride to the University--the Auditorium is one of the outstanding
examples of American ingenuity and genius.
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