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Waterfront development:
The high-rises of Lake Shore
Drive, as seen from the roof
of the Drake Hotel, look out
over Lake Michigan

Words by Stephen

Whitlock Photographs by Martin Adolfsson

THAT
BUILT
THE
CITY

AMERICA
CHICAGO, USA The world’s ﬁrst
skyscraper went up in 1885, giving
rise to the Chicago School and a
‘United States of Architecture’

C

hicago is America. Go there
and you’ll hear this claim
from tour guides and architects and proud locals.
This is America, right here,
they’ll tell you. Los Angeles is California,
and Dallas is Texas, and New York is an
independent principality off the coast
of New Jersey but Chicago… Chicago is
the city that sums up all that’s best about
America. It’s a self-starter, a doer, it’s ambitious, it’s friendly, it knows how to cook
a pizza and shoot a hoop. However, there’s
one thing they don’t tell you: Chicago is a
pain in the neck.
In no other city in America do you ﬁnd
yourself staring upwards quite so much,
craning your neck to see what’s above
you. New York City has lots of tall buildings but only a handful of them – the
Empire State Building and the Chrysler
Building come to mind – are truly beautiful. In Chicago, on the other hand, there’s
one stunning building after another. If
King Kong had come here, he would have
been spoiled for choice. How did it happen that Chicago came to have the greatest architecture in America?
“The reasons are complicated, but
they have their roots in the Great Fire of
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1871, which brought a ﬂood of architects
to the city, and the building boom of the
mid-1880s, which led to the ﬁrst skyscrapers,” says Blair Kamin, the Chicago
Tribune’s Pulitzer Prize-winning architecture critic. He works in one of the city’s
most beautiful buildings, Tribune Tower,
a stunning 1925 skyscraper that appears
to be topped with a medieval cathedral.
“These developments established a tradition of innovation and, in turn, led to
other innovations, such as Daniel Burnham’s visionary urban plans, Mies van
der Rohe’s pioneering steel-and-glass
high-rises and, more recently, the postindustrial playground known as Millennium Park. The overall outcome is a city
with enormously high architectural standards—a very high visual IQ, as it were.
You’d better not bring dumb architecture
here or you’ll get laughed out of town.”
If the skyscraper is, like jazz, a truly
American art form, then this is where
you come to see masterpieces. And for
any ambitious architect, this is where you
want to build. The newest addition to the
skyline is the Aqua, an 82-story tower at
Lakeshore East that houses apartments
and a Radisson Blu hotel, the hotel chain’s
ﬁrst North American property. To make
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it stand out among the wealth of buildings that
already crowd the area, the architect, Chicagoan
Jeanne Gang, did something remarkable. She
made the Aqua look like it’s rippling in the breeze
from Lake Michigan. It’s an extraordinary effect.
Contours of concrete (that form balconies on some
ﬂoors) create the impression that the building is
ﬂuid. Whether seen from a distance or from right
underneath it (once again, straining your neck),
the Aqua is an astonishing sight. Writing in The
New Yorker, architecture critic Paul Goldberger
said that the Aqua “reclaims the notion that thrilling and beautiful form can emerge out of the realm
of the practical.”

Light show: Frank
Lloyd Wright’s
atrium at The
Rookery, the oldest
high-rise in Chicago.
When the 11-story
building was
completed in 1888,
the architects –
Burnham & Root –
moved their ofﬁces
to the top ﬂoor

THE BEST WAY TO EXPLORE the city’s architecture is
with a tour. The Chicago Architecture Foundation
offers them on foot or by Segway, bus, bike or boat.
Opt for the boat tour. Not only do you get the best
views but to fully understand the city you should
also take a moment to look down before you look
up. The Chicago River is more than just the reason why there’s a settlement here in the ﬁrst place,
it’s also a perfect example of the city’s attitude toward obstacles. In the mid-1800s, the residents of
the rapidly growing town recognized they had a
problem with their river. It was carrying sewage
out into Lake Michigan and polluting their drink-

Grand send-off:
Daniel Burnham
also designed –
but didn’t live to
see – Union Street
Station, whose
beaux arts-style
Great Hall features
Corinthian columns,
terracotta walls,
a pink Tennessee
marble ﬂoor and
a barrel-vaulted
atrium ceiling
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New hotel in the heart of Narvik!
Check in at Rica Hotel Narvik from 1st of March 2012 - the city’s new venue with a spectacular
view over the Ofotfjord and the surrounding mountains!







Stylish and modern exterior and interior
148 spacious guest rooms
Pleasant “all-day” restaurant at the ground ﬂoor
Sky bar with a panorama terrace at the top ﬂoor
8 functional meeting rooms
Conference capacity for up to 175 persons

Be one of the ﬁrst to check in! Book online at rica.no, contact the hotel directly
by telephone: +47 76 96 14 00 or e-mail: rica.hotel.narvik@rica.no.

Welcome to Rica Hotel Narvik!

action: in 1900 they reversed the ﬂow of the Chicago River. They made it run in the opposite direction. Problem solved. There’s a reason Chicago
is known as the City of Big Shoulders: it gets stuff
done.
The architectural tour sets sail from close to
the city’s main shopping strip, Michigan Avenue,
known as the Magniﬁcent Mile. For 90 minutes
you chug up and down the branches of the river
and sail onto Lake Michigan to take in the skyline
from a distance. Not everything is beautiful. There
are some ugly buildings and dull glass boxes – this
is the Chicago River not Venice’s Grand Canal –
but the range of buildings and styles dazzles: neoclassic, neo-Gothic, mid-century, Chicago School,
art deco… Don’t worry, you don’t need a degree to
understand what’s being said. Everything becomes
clear when you stare up at the buildings. Our guide,
Jim Bartholomew, a volunteer from the Architecture Foundation, keeps up a steady patter of facts,
ﬁgures and, at one point, a burst of song when he
points out where the Great Fire started: “One dark
night, when people were in bed/Mrs. O’Leary lit a
lantern in her shed/The cow kicked it over, winked
its eye, and said,/There’ll be a hot time in the old
town tonight.”
As we take in the main buildings downtown, the
anecdotes come thick and fast: “That’s where Abraham Lincoln was nominated for the presidency
in 1860… That’s the Civic Opera House, commissioned by Samuel Insull who lost his fortune in the
Great Crash and died with 84 cents in his pocket...
That’s where the ﬁrst metal-frame skyscraper once
stood… There’s the Merchandise Mart, the secondbiggest building in America after the Pentagon,
bought by JFK’s father, Joe Kennedy, for $13 million in 1945 and sold by his descendants for more
than $600 million in 1998... Navy Pier is where the
World’s Fair, known as the White City, took place
in 1893; it so dazzled one visitor, L. Frank Baum,
that he went home and wrote a book about a land
called Oz that has an Emerald City… This curving
green-glass building, 333 West Wacker Drive, is
where Ferris Bueller’s father has his ofﬁce in Ferris Bueller’s Day Off...”
No wonder Chicagoans claim this is the most
American of cities. It seems to have links to so many
icons of American history: Lincoln, the Kennedys,
the Depression, Dorothy and Toto… And let’s not
forget Ferris Bueller. That’s not an insigniﬁcant
detail. Chicago is full of movie connections. Cary
Grant comes here in North by Northwest and Tom
Cruise and Rebecca De Mornay get frisky on the L
(elevated train) in Risky Business. Kevin Costner
has a shoot-out with Al Capone’s men on a staircase at Union Station in The Untouchables, Harrison Ford runs for his life in The Fugitive, and
Decepticons slug it out on Michigan Avenue in
the third Transformers movie. If you want a more
tangible bit of ﬁlm history go to the Cape Cod restaurant in the Drake Hotel and you can see where
Marilyn Monroe and Joe DiMaggio carved their
initials into the wooden bar.
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Smart cookie:
Architect Iker Gil
( left) has a milliondollar view from
the balcony of
his Marina City
apartment. The
towers (above) are
said by some to look
like a pile of cookies
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LET’S MAKE IT
EXCELLENT. SIMPLY.
Curious to know how 10,000 tonnes of steel react to a 100-year wave?
At Ramboll Oil & Gas our workdays are ﬁlled with interesting technical
questions and solutions that set new standards for world class. So if
you’re into challenging problem-solving based on profound professional
expertise and engaging teamwork, please see your opportunities for
excellence at:

WWW.RAMBOLL-OILGAS.COM\NEWJOB
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Sitting pretty:
The Drake Hotel
( bottom left) amid
the Gold Coast’s
apartment blocks

Midas touch: Marco
de Grazia’s Tenuta
delle Terre Nere
today produces
160,000 bottles
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Marilyn Monroe and Joe DiMaggio carved their
initials into the wooden bar.
It’s hard to take a dull photo with your iPhone
here so it’s easy to see why it’s an ideal movie location. In a compact area there’s a curving river
lined by remarkable buildings and crisscrossed by
bridges, a glittering shopping street with all the
biggest brand names, silver elevated trains clattering overhead and even a beach right in the heart
of town. Chicago’s greatest starring role in recent
years has been to double as Gotham in The Dark
Knight. Bruce Wayne lives in a penthouse that is,
in reality, atop the Hotel 71 on East Wacker Drive
and the Gotham National Bank robbery was shot
at the old Chicago Main Post Ofﬁce.
“Architecture is the art through which Chicago
most visibly and viscerally expresses itself,” Kamin
says. “No other American city takes such pride in
its architecture. However Chicago builds, it does
so in bold strokes. One historian called it ‘the great
American exaggeration,’ expressing at larger scale
– and in excruciating contrast – the highs and lows
of architecture in other American cities. I think
that’s on target. If you want to see how America
builds, this is the place to be.”
As the boat continues through the heart of the
city, we hear about the astonishing speed of Chicago’s growth. In 1803 this was a prairie trading post
in the middle of nowhere. Settlers fought regular
skirmishes with Native Americans. In 1833 the
town had a population of a few hundred. By 1850 it
was almost 30,000. A decade later it had more then
trebled to almost 110,000. By 1890 the population
exceeded a million and broke two million by 1910.
By the time the Great Depression started, Chicago had a population of more than three million –
more than it has now (the 2010 census records a
population of 2,896,016).
In 100 years it had grown from almost nothing
to more than three million inhabitants. The city
was exploding and skyscrapers shot up like rockets
to create space in the center. In just three years, between 1926 and 1929, 168 buildings over 15 stories
high were built in Chicago. In contrast, between
1930 and 1951 only 18 were constructed.
Something that strikes you when you ascend to
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Liquid gold: The
shimmering Aqua
(above) houses
America’s ﬁrst
Radisson Blu hotel,
complete with
sparkling lounge
(top left). Jeanne
Gang of Studio
Gang Architects at
work in her studio
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Local legend: The revamped
Pump Room at the Public
Chicago is once again one of
the hottest tables in the city

SCANORAMA FEBRUARY 2012

65

History in the making: The Tribune Tower is studded
with stones procured by reporters on their travels

the top of any of the high-rises is how low everything is outside the city center. As entertaining
as downtown is, it’s worth jumping on the L and
heading out to the suburbs. One of the best neighborhoods to visit is Wicker Park, for its great restaurants, coffee bars, stores and a cocktail bar, The
Violet Hour, that’s been named one of the best in
the country by Esquire and GQ.
TAKING A TOUR OF THE CITY’S architecture is a little
like walking around one of its other great treasures,
the Art Institute of Chicago. You’re amazed at just
how many major artists hang on the walls: Monet,
Manet, Renoir, Hopper, Toulouse-Lautrec, Rothko,
van Gogh, Picasso, Cézanne and whoever did that
spooky picture with the old couple standing in
front of their house with a pitchfork (Grant Wood).
You have the same sensation of seeing masterpiece
after masterpiece on the boat tour. It’s like “Architecture: The Greatest Hits.” All the big names are
here: I.M. Pei, Frank Gehry, Daniel Burnham,
Rem Koolhaas, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Philip
Johnson. Unfortunately plans to add a building by
Spain’s Santiago Calatrava, whose works include
Malmö’s Turning Torso, stalled when the funding
fell through for his Chicago Spire, a building resembling a gigantic narwhale tusk.
Louis Sullivan, a leading light of what became
known as the Chicago School, designed some of
the city’s most important early buildings. In 1888
Sullivan hired a promising young draftsman to
join his ofﬁce: Frank Lloyd Wright. Sullivan even
loaned Wright money to buy a plot of land on
(where else?) Chicago Avenue in Oak Park. Today

66

Wright’s beautiful home and studio is a popular
tourist attraction.
Back on deck, we continue to sail past one amazing building after another. We catch sight of the
Carbide and Carbon Building (1929), a dark green
tower topped with real gold leaf that was said to
be inspired by a champagne bottle, and then spy
the city’s reigning giant, the Sears-I-mean-Willis
Tower. Our guide doesn’t get the name wrong, of
course, but everyone else does. When it was built
in 1973, the Sears Tower – named for the American retailer – was the world’s tallest building. It’s
still the tallest building in America but in 2009 it
changed its name to that of a little-known British
insurance conglomerate. Since then, no one quite
knows what to call it. The Willis Tower isn’t particularly elegant – it’s a blocky building in one of
the duller corners of the business district and is
a color best described as Darth Vader-black. If it
were shorter, you wouldn’t notice it. No one loves
it in the same way that they love, say, the Tribune
Tower with its incredible Gothic top, but the locals
still take pride in it, and the view from the glassbottomed boxes on the 103rd ﬂoor is staggering.

Intertextuality:
Hammond, Beeby
and Babka’s
postmodern design
for the Harold
Washington Library
Center, Chicago’s
Central Library,
took a leaf or two
out of neighboring
buildings’ books
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Do you dream about Svalbard?
- a unique place to stay
Do you dream about Svalbard? About white snow plateaus, blue glaciers, all the speed and
excitement of a snow scooter ride and maybe a hair-raising encounter with a polar bear? Or
maybe you would like to see the group of islands bathed in the red glow of the midnight sun
during summer, experience the teeming bird-life, or enjoy an exciting boat trip to watch calving
glaciers. Whatever the time of year - northern lights and dark polar nights or the midnight sun
when the day never ends - you need somewhere to sleep. You need a base during your stay
on the island.
At Mary-Ann’s Polarrigg you will encounter
the real Svalbard, both inside and outside of
the rough wooden walls. Polarrigg is an exciting and unique place to stay, which our guests,
RWeVceYVZc cdegZdZecVefc_e`eZ^VR_UeZ^V
again.

Mary-Ann’s Polarrigg - Post box 17, 9171 Longyarbyen, Norway
Tel. + 47 79 02 37 02 - info@polarriggen.no - www.polarriggen.com

Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, an architectural
ﬁrm founded in Chicago in the 1930s, designed the
Willis Tower. The ofﬁce also designed several other
landmarks, including the John Hancock Center on
Michigan Avenue and more recently the Trump
International Hotel & Tower. Skidmore, Owings
& Merrill is something of an expert when it comes
to thinking big: it also designed the world’s tallest
building, the Burj Khalifa in Dubai. An employee
at the Trump Hotel later tells me that the Burj
Khalifa was destined for Chicago but after 9/11
Donald Trump preferred, for once, to do something less attention-grabbing. The Trump building is a real surprise because even though the interior has some typically ﬂashy ﬂourishes, including
Swarovski chandeliers, the building has real elegance. Or, as Blair Kamin puts it, “It’s better than
anything we ever could have expected from Mr.
Glitz. The steel-and-glass curtain wall beautifully
reﬂects the sky and the light, particularly at sunset,
when it turns from blue to white.”
As the boat returns to the quayside, our guide
points out several examples of how certain buildings seem to acknowledge their neighbors. For
instance, the NBC Tower borrows design elements
from the Tribune Tower, which it faces. In architectural terms, he says, this is known as contextualization but it seems more likely that in Chicago
even the buildings are polite to each other.
IT’S ONE THING TO GAZE UP at a great building, but
what is it like to gaze out of one? To many people,
Marina City (1963) is one of the most unusual
buildings in the city. Financed by the janitors’
and elevator operators’ union to bring life back
to the downtown, some people think that the two
towers housing condominiums look like massive
corn cobs, or Lego blocks, or even a pile of cookies.
There’s something oddly organic about the shape,
like it was grown rather than built. There’s nothing
else like it. But to Iker Gil, it’s home.
Originally from Bilbao, northern Spain, he came
to Chicago to study architecture and for several
years worked at Skidmore, Owings & Merrill. Now
he teaches, edits a magazine, and recently collaborated with Swedish photographer Andreas E. G.
Larsson on an exhibition at The Art Institute of
Chicago entitled Inside Marina City. Gil and his
wife dreamed of ﬁnding an apartment in Marina
City but wanted a south-facing view and original
ﬁxtures. They found it. His apartment has an original pale pink kitchen, artiﬁcial turf on the balcony,
and jaw-dropping views of the city, including the
cupola of 35 East Wacker Drive, known as The
Jewelers’ Building, where Al Capone was said to
have had a speakeasy during Prohibition.
“Marina City is an icon of the city,” Gil says.
“Steve McQueen drove a car off it in a movie, Wilco
put it on an album cover, but almost no one knows
how it is inside. I get these calls from my parents in
Bilbao, ‘We’re watching a movie and we saw your
house.’ ”

68

Roaring Twenties:
The Palm Court at
the Drake Hotel
offers afternoon tea
and old-fashioned
Chicago glamour
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Earn EuroBonus
points with SAS’
largest global
hotel partner

As a EuroBonus member you can earn points in more than
150 Best Western hotels throughout Scandinavia, Balticum
and Poland and at 4 000 hotels worldwide. We also offer a
number of exclusive service beneﬁts, free Internet, etc.

Best Western consists of privately owned quality hotels, in three categories. Our uniqueness
is found in each hotel’s charm and local appeal. You will never ﬁnd two hotels alike but always
ﬁnd the personal commitment and superior customer care.
Visit our websites for more information or call our toll free numbers:
Sweden
www.bestwestern.se
020 792 752
Norway
www.bestwestern.no
800 11 624
Denmark
www.bestwestern.dk
80 01 09 88
Finland
www.bestwestern.ﬁ
0800 12010

Home of the bold:
Blair Kamin
( below), the
Chicago Tribune’s
architecture critic,
says no other city
in America takes
such pride in its
architecture – even
the tall but dull
Willis Tower (1973)

The towers are entered through a subterranean
lobby then you ascend in the elevator. The curving corridor calls to mind a college dorm rather
than a downtown apartment building, and the
ﬁre safety notice that shows you the nearest exits
simply depicts a big circle with a dot on it saying:
“You are here.” You sense that this must have been
the height of 1960s sophistication, a building that
tried to reimagine how we live. Because the towers
are circular, the apartments are shaped like pieces
of pie. It’s unusual but Gil says it’s a surprisingly
successful design.
“We like how it works. The narrow end is used
for storage, leaving more space for the living room
and bedroom. In terms of how it’s organized, it’s
great. It has a really domestic scale and inside you
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feel like you’re in your own house. But when you
step outside the light on the balconies is incredible
and you’re in the middle of the city.”
Later we go up to the roof, which has a 360degree view of the city. It’s a holiday and a parade
is making its way down Michigan Avenue. The
searchlights that rake the sky lend a Hollywood
feel to the scene. We’re surrounded by remarkable
buildings though low clouds hide the pinnacle of
the Trump building. That’s when Gil says the line
everyone here seems to say sooner or later: “New
York is its own country… but this is America.” Ø
4 GO TO CHICAGO SAS takes you to Chicago from Copenhagen
and Stockholm. Book your trip at www.ﬂysas.com or use your
EuroBonus points starting at 36,000 points one way
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15.40 ct Rubies & 18K Gold

Shamballa™ Jewels Flagship Store
Grønnegade 36 | 1107 Copenhagen | Denmark | +45 33 36 59 59
London | Paris | New York | Los Angeles | Miami | Las Vegas | Moscow | Doha | Singapore | Barcelona
Copenhagen | Oslo | Amsterdam | Zürich | St Tropez | Courchevel | Knokke | Andorra | Kiev

www.shamballajewels.com

CHICAGO’S TOP 10 BUILDINGS (RANKED BY HEIGHT)

Skylight: The circular driveway at
Lake Point Tower (1969). The curved
outlines of the skyscraper can be seen
through a two-story open rotunda
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1. Willis Tower (Skidmore,
Owings & Merrill, 1973)
America’s tallest building.
For many Chicagoans it will
always be the Sears Tower.
233 South Wacker Drive.
2. Trump International
Hotel & Tower (Skidmore,
Owings & Merrill, 2009)
Second tallest in the city and
12th tallest in the world, the
soaring silver building is far
more elegant and appealing
than its namesake.
401 North Wabash Avenue.
3. The John Hancock
Center (Skidmore, Owings
& Merrill, 1969)
A big black monolith with
twin antennae masts on the
top, it stands right on the
Magniﬁcent Mile.
875 North Michigan Avenue.
4. Aqua (Jeanne Gang, Studio Gang Architects, 2010)
Recognizable by the concrete
contours that seem to ripple
up the facade, the Aqua was

an instantly popular addition
to the skyline.
225 North Columbus Drive.
5. Marina City (Bertrand
Goldberg, 1963)
You can live here, park here,
or moor a boat here. The
round, futuristic towers are
among the city’s most-loved
landmarks.
300 North State Street.
6. Carbide and Carbon
Building (Daniel and
Hubert Burnham, 1929)
This green-and-gold art deco
treasure, said to be inspired
by a champagne bottle,
houses the Hard Rock Hotel.
230 North Michigan Avenue.
7. Tribune Tower (John
Mead Howells and Raymond
Hood, 1925)
The top is Gothic and the
base is set with stones that
journalists brought back
from places including the Taj
Mahal and Notre-Dame.
435 North Michigan Avenue.

8. The Rookery (John
Wellborn Root, Daniel Burnham, 1888; Frank Lloyd
Wright, 1905; William Drummond, 1931)
The main draw here is Frank
Lloyd Wright’s glass atrium.
209 South LaSalle Street.
9. Jay Pritzer Pavilion in
Millennium Park (Frank
Gehry, 2004)
This curving metal band shell
is instantly recognizable as a
Frank Gehry design and is the
centerpiece of the park.
201 East Randolph Street,
between Michigan Avenue
and Columbus Avenue.
10. Frank Lloyd Wright
Home and Studio (Frank
Lloyd Wright, 1889/1898)
This stunning arts and crafts
property was Frank Lloyd
Wright’s base for 20 years.
It’s easily reached from the
center and there are regular
guided tours.
951 Chicago Avenue, Oak Park.
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