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The Street in Cairo at the \\orld ·s Columbian Exposi­
tion of 1893 and the Chicago Opera House , 1884- 5 (Figures 
1- 3), may seem to have linle in common, for the fonner is 
an American's vision of a far.off and exotic land while the 
lancr is a stripped-down commercial building. Yet. both 
were erected in Chicago during the tum-of-the-century 
period and both were designed by Henry Ives Cobb. The 
fact that both were destroyed I partially explains why one of 
the most successful architects of the Chicago School and the 
American Renaissance has nearly been forgoncn. Admired 
by the great critic Montgomery Schuyler and acknowledged 
as an innovator in the use of metal skeletal systems.' Cobb 
has rarely been the subject of recent hislorians.J To further 
complicate the issue, virn,ally no records or correspondence 
from his office remain because most, if not all, of Cobb's 
files were destroyed before the architect's death in 1931. • II 
is the intention of this author to give some definition 10 this 
fascinating career and 10 discover why the contribution of so 
active and respected an architect has been obscured. 

Unlike many architects of the Chicago School (includ­
ing Daniel Burnham and Louis Sullivan), Cobb did not 
work as a draughtsman or an apprentice in the office of 
William Le Baron Jenney before striking out on his own. 5 

The twenty-1wo-year-old Bostonian arrived in Chicago as 
the winner of a competition in 1882. which brought wel­
come anention to Cobb who soon received another pres­
tigious commission that would have been the envy of most 
architects: the so-called "Father of State Street,·· the 
millionaire rcal-es1a1c and hotel tycoon Poner Palmer, asked 
him to design his new residence. This gave young Cobb a 
chance 10 prove himself in the field of domestic architecture 
and introduced him to Chicago's most elite and wealthy 
society, paving the way for many future commissions.• 

With his architectural education from the Mas­
sachusetts Institute of Technology, as well as knowledge of 
&iropean building and practical experience acquired when 
he worked in the Boston-based finn of Peabody & Steams.' 
the young architect designed a huge, pseudo-medieval 
mansion (Figure 4). This milLion-dollar crenelated edifice 
with a skyline broken by towers. turrets and projections was 
highly picturesque. The Potter Palmer Mansion was not an 
archaeologically correct copy of past buildings, but was 
eclectic. combining English Gothic details with the heav­
iness and general massings of Henry Hobson Richardson's 
archi1ecrure. Unquestionably, this mansion was an Amer­
ican architect's vision of a baronial residence. 8 created for a 
client who was a "baron .. of Chicago. This "caslle-on-the­
lake ... also resembled the famous Chicago \\later Tower, 
1869. which was the only major building in Chicago ·s 
downtown 1ha1 survived the Great Fire of 1871. As a symbol 
of Chicago's perseverance and strength, it could not be 
separated from the identity of Chicago itself. Paraphrasing 

the Water Tower associated Potter Palmer with the spirit of 
Chicago. Cobb masterfully exploited the symbolic potential 
of architectural fonn. and he would continue 10 do this 
throughout his career. The immediate success of the Potter 
Palmer Mansion made this residence a Chicago landmark 
and helped establish Cobb as an important local archi1ec1. 10 

During the 1880s he worked with one partner. and his finn 
became well known for its many mansions and domestic 
commissions. 

Soon after the completion of the Potter Palmer Man­
sion, Cobb received another important commission-this 
one for a tall, commercial building, the Chicago Opera. 
1884-5 (Figure 3). Erected only a few months after William 
Le Baron Jenney·s Homes Insurance Building, the Chicago 
Opera was a ten-story. lrshaped building with an internal 
iron skeletal system, h was one of the firs t true Chicago 
skyscrapers. Like many other young American architects, 
Cobb welcomed new construction techniques. improved 
materials. ventilation and light. 11 In designing this build­
ing, Cobb gave much consideration to these concerns and 
created a fire-proof edifice fitted with all the modem 
conveniences. With its overall simplicity. clarity of forn1. 
minimaJ exlcrior decoration and uninterrupted glass win• 
dows, this building had a modern appearance. The Chicago 
Opera was a stripped-down. smooth-faced building ani­
mated by string courses and windows that seemed 10 
correspond 10 internal functions . Lin le was spent on orna­
mentation. The result was bare-bones architecture that 
answered practical needs without making oven references 
to historical styles. Comparing this building to other struc­
tures erected at the san1e time (such as Jenney 's Home.~ 
Insurance Building and Burnham & Root's Rookery) re­
veals that Cobb's Opera House was the least dependent 
upon historical precedent. 

In Cobb's Opera House all non-essentials were 
stripped away. No extraneous details remained. To some 
degree, internal structure was suggested by outward fonn. 
For example, weight-bearing members were expressed by 
wider piers. Cobb visually differentiated between weight­
bearing and non-weight-bearing piers. This treatment of 
piers called at1en1ion to the internal metal skeletal system 
and also gave some emphasis to verticality. Cobb's deliber­
ate differentiation between functional and non-functional 
piers anticipated Louis Sullivan's use of the same device in 
his Bayard Building, 1895. Sullivan did not employ this 
approach in the \½inwrigh1 (1890-1). or in the Guaranty 
Building (1895). Using piers to visually accentuate the 
vertical nature of the tall building , Cobb's Opera predated 
many other Chicago buildings with s imilar visual 
programs. 12 

From the outside, Cobb ·s stripped-down commercial 
building did not resemble the traditional opera house of the 
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ninc1ecn1h century. h looked like a commercial building 
with a relatively unadorned exterior and little historic 
reference. Ye1 , as 1he name of 1his building indicates, !his 
structure was to house the Chicago Opera. In effect, Henry 
Ives Cobb created a unique building that combined the 
commercial and the civic by surrounding an opera wi1h 
offices. The opera house itself was lavish, fitted wilh rich 
and sumptuous omamcn1a1ion well suited to its purpose. 
Cobb's design for a sober and rather restrained commercial 
building and offices enclosing a grand opera an1icipa1es 
Adler & Sullivan's famous Auditorium (1887), by 1wo 
years." Cobb's Chicago Opera was successful: its offices 
were easily rented for they had ample closet space, ligh1 and 
good ventilation . 

During the late 1880s and 1890s. there were many 
commissions for 1all office buildings given 10 Chicago 
architects . The city of Chicago and i1s commercial cemer 
were growing, creating a demand for offices downtown. 
Cobb received many commissions for tall commercial 
buildings. for which he employed metal skeletal sysiems. 14 

Comparing Cobb ·s Chicago Opera (Figure 3) wi1h his 
Owings Building," Liberty Tower Building (Figure 5) and 
Club House of the Chicago Athletic Association (Figure 6) 
reveals 1hat Cobb did not rely on one style or approach 10 
!he tall building. Quite obviously Cobb was 1101 averse 10 
1he idea of using historical precedents for modem building 
types. In the Owings Building and 1he Libeny Tower 
Building Cobb freely combines Go1hic de1ails and Queen 
Anne elemen1s. Like his Potter Palmer Mansion. these 
skyscrapers have broken. piclllresque skylines wilh project­
ing 1urre1s. gables and towers. His Athletic Association is 
an original in1erpreta1ion of the ¼:ne1ian Gothic used for its 
textural and coloris1ic cffecis 10 animate 1he surface of a 
highrise. Relying on Golhic details for tall. ven ically 
exlendcd buildings is far more logical than one might 
initially think. for both the Gothic cathedral and 1he 1all 
office buildi11g achieved great heigh!. Bolh had venical 
emphases and s1ruc1ural sys1ems which made possible 
unprecedented heigh!. Wi1h their gables, towers and pictur­
esque skylines. Cobb ·s medieval edifices did no1 fore­
shadow what developed in Chicago during 1he ncx1 decade, 
bul prefigured 1hc skyscrapers of the 1920s and 1930s.16 

By the early 1890s Cobb employed steel as 1he prin­
cipal material of his metal skeletal system. S1eel had only 
recen1ly become an economically feasible allernative to 
iron. Cobb quickly and enthusiastically embraced the new 
material , designing many skyscrapers with steel skeletal 
constructions during !he turn-of-1hc-cen1ury period. 17 Dur­
ing the 1890s Cobb continued 10 experiment wi1h new 
materials . technology and style. Like other archi1ec1s of his 
day. Henry Ives Cobb was searching for an appropriate style 
or s1ylcs for 1he new building 1ypes of the modern age. The 
amoun1 and kind of ontamenl he employed was de1ermined 
by several factors: ( I) Cobb ·s desire 10 express 1he na111re of 
1he building, be it a tall office building or an ecclesiaslical 
structure: (2) the client's inpul, which was imponani in 
vinually all kinds of commissions: and (3) financial limila­
tions. When he had a free reign, he apparently preferred 1he 
employment of omamcn1a1ion and high-quality ma1crials. 
However. Cobb was also a versatile archi1cc1 who was qui1e 
capable of modifying plans in accordance with a clienl's 
demands and the economic limilS. 

The 1890s brought hardship 10 archi1cc1s for !here was 
a nation-wide building slump and a depression in 1893. 
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While Chicago archi1ec1s may have had a beuer situation 
than architects in other cities because Chicago was still 
experiencing physical and economic growth and because it 
was 10 play host 10 1he World's Columbian Exposition of 
1893 (Figure 2), many were suffering and Struggling 10 
maintain their practices. Interestingly. !his period of hard­
ship was perhaps the busies! for Cobb, who was receiving a 
disproponionately high number of commissions, many of 
which were extremely importam civic buildings and pro­
jects. 18 \¼>rking without a panner but with a staff of 
between 100 and 130. ' 9 Cobb completed a wide-range of 
projects including 1he Chicago Historical Society, 1892, and 
1he Newberry Library,'0 1892, both of which show the 
influence of Richardson. During this period he also de­
signed athletic clubs. homes, churches and buildings for 1he 
% rid 's Columbian Exposition (Figures I, and 7), as well as 
libraries, art museums, scholastic buildings, skyscrapers. 
observatories and the plans for two universities in Styles that 
included variations of !he ¼:ne1ian, French, and Du1ch 
Renaissance, Classical, Romanesque, Golhic, Baroque, 
English Country, Fantasy. Egyptian, Byzantine, Tudor. 
Shingle and stripped modem. 21 Not only did he render a 
grca1 variety of building types in an equally grea1 number of 
styles, bu1 he combined styles in a free and often winy 
manner. Cobb capitalized on historic styles, bul did not 
copy the pas1 in a dry and li1eral fashion. 

Today the name Henry Ives Cobb is mos! closely 
associated with one of the architect's great civic projects, 
his design for !he University of Chicago. This commission 
was for 1he general scheme of an entire campus and specific 
plans for all individual buildings. Unlike many large 
commissions of this narure, no architectural comperition 
was held for 1he design of lhe University of Chicago. This 
imponant commission was simply given 10 Cobb when the 
architect was still a relatively young man . Obviously, 
prominent civic leaders held Cobb in high regard. II was 
due 10 1he generosi1y of John D. Rockefeller and Chicago 
businessmen like Marshall Field and Charles Yerkes 1ha1 the 
dream of a new and betlcr University of Chicago was 
real ized with a campus designed from its beginning as a 
unified program of many related buildings. During this 
period , Chicago 100k grea1 pride in its cultural amenities 
and civic projects , commissions of which Cobb received a 
disproponionately high number. 22 

His earliest schemes for 1he Universi1y of Chicago date 
from the first years of the 1890s. Inilially, he hoped a unified 
series of simple, sober Romanesque edifices would be 
grouped around formal quadrangles. This program and the 
use of the Romanesque style recall 1he 1hen recen1ly­
completed campus of Stanford University which was a 
comprehensive scheme of Romanesque buildings designed 
by Shepley. Rutan & Coolidge." As lhe successor firm of 
Henry Hobson Richardson, Shepley, Ru1an & Coolidge 
favored the Romanesque. While Cobb intended 10 follow 
their example, lhc bcncfac1ors of 1he Universi1y of Chicago 
preferred a unified program in the Gothic, a 1ime-1es1ed 
style inspired by the great universi1ies of Europe and 1he Ivy 
League schools of Harvard and Yale. Cobb therefore 
planned a comprehensive scheme of formal quadrangles 
wi1h Gothic buildings. 24 

Unlike many Olher ninc1cen1h-cen1ury American col­
leges, Stanford University and the University of Chicago 
were each the conceptions of one mind. planned when no 
o ther buildings existed on !heir respective sites and their 



buildings were ercc1cd al the same time. While many 01her 
campuses possessed a more disparate appearance because 
1hey had no unified program or because 01her buildings had 
been added wilh liltle regard for earlier archi1cc1s' original 
designs. bo1h Stanford Universi1y and the University of 
Chicago had and still have a uni1y of s1yle, scale and 
expression, selling a precedent for future campus designs. 
Bo1h of 1hese schools were conceived before the erection of 
lhe World ·s Columbian Exposi1ion of 1893. 

During the 1890s, many of Cobb's blue-grey Indiana 
limestone buildings were completed, creating whal became 
known as "The Grey City of Enduring Slone .. which stood 
nex1 to the "White City" of the \.\\Jrld's Columbian Exposi­
tion in 1893. While Cobb's buildings reveal his interest in 
the use of historic modes. they also reflect his hope 10· 
coordinate internal spaces and func1ions with cxccmal 
massings. One can sec the impact of Richardson ·s architec­
ture and of Leopold Eidlitz 's theories on organic architec­
ture (188 1) which were popu lar among American 
architects." In Cobb's scholastic buildings , staircases are 
often externally expressed by projecting 1owcrs. Montgom­
ery Schuyler had great praise for Cobb ·s university build­
ings and for his general scheme for the campus. 
emphasizing the unity of the plan . 26 It is of no small interest 
that Schuyler had special words of prJise for the university·s 
Yerkes Observatory (Figure 8) which he called the first 
observatory with a true architectural treatment, and as a 
building without a precedent." While this building has the 
basic ground-plan of a cruciform church and details that 
make obvious references to the past, he had attempted to 
create a stn,cturc appropriate to the need~ of a modem 
observatory. 

Largely due to his success and his identity as a Chicago 
architect of grea1 talent, Cobb was selected a.\ one of the 
O,icago planners of the World ·s Columbian Exposition 
(Figure 2), a great international exhibition which was to 
commemorate the 400th anniversary of Columbus's discov­
ery of America. Only nationally recognized architects were 
asked to design buildings for this fair. Frederick Law 
Olmsted ·s firm was responsible for the overall plan of the 
grounds. Prominent architects like Charles Follen McKim. 
George Post and Louis Sullivan were asked to design 
buildings for the exposition. Excluding the works planned 
by the Office of Chief of Construction, which was under the 
direction of Daniel Burnham, W.J. Edbrooke and Henry 
Ives Cobb designed the largest number of buildings for the 
faposi tion.'8 Along with Louis Sullivan, Henry Ives Cobb 
has been singled out by historians for being among the 
dissenters working at the fair.29 Sullivan and Cobb were the 
only two architects who remained loyal to John \.\\,llbom 
Root's original intentions. Root had initially envisioned a 
series of more fanciful Romanesque buildings. After his 
death. it was decided to employ the classical style. Unlike 
the other principal buildings for the exhibition, Sullivan ·s 
Thlnsponation Building and Cobb's Fisheries were gener­
ically Romanesque and cenainly not classical in character. 
Cobb ·s Fisheries and Marine Cafe were whimsical and 
wiuy, eclectic, neither copic.~ of past styles, nor verbatim 
replicas of particular buildings. They arc architecture 1ha1 
clearly belonged to the realm of the fabricated world of a 
fair. Most of his buildings for the fair and certainly these 
two examples as well as the Street in Cairo (see Figures I 
and 7) and the Indiana State Building were fanciful, 
imaginative creations exprc.~sing the notion of fantasy itself 

and looking forward to the Disney Worlds of the twentieth 
century. 

While Cobb was one of the 'dissenters' (remaining 
loyal to the origina.1 Romanesque vision) at the World ·s 
Columbian Exposition, he himself was much inspired by 
the fair and found in classicism a style which appealed 
Strongly to him. This is exemplified in Cobb's last imponant 
comunission in the city of Chicago, the Federal building or 
Chicago Post Office, 1898- 1905 (Figure 9). A monumental 
structure, this was the first federal pos1 office entrusted to a 
private architect since 1853. In the early 1890s, Cobb had 
been instrumental in changing procedures of government 
patronage of architecture. His design for this building was 
completed in 1898. While iL~ elevation. tremendous scale 
and general massings recall the archi1cc111re of imperial 
Rome , as well as the United States Capitol, 1his 1wo-million 
dollar edifice was a technological wonder and a thoroughly 
modern structure. In order to support the weight or the 
gigantic grani1e and masonry building. piles were driven 75 
feet deep or more, and the foundations included a deep bed 
of concrete which formed 1hc bases for the stone piers that 
supported 280 steel columns. There were 150.000 cubic feet 
of concrete and 350,000 cubic feet of stone. The building 
occupied the entire block of Dearborn-Clark-Adams and 
Jackson . A great dome covered a polygonal court rising 300 
feet high to create a unique and soaring octagonal rotunda. 
One hundred feet in diameter. the dome was larger than that 
of the United S1ates Capitol and elaborately adorned with 
mosaics, white and siena marbles, gilded bronze and a 
trompe-/' oeil oculus. Elegant and imposing, Cobb ·s Federal 
Building was also playful and clever, visually and 1exturally 
rich. Looking at this grandiose edifice. one is immediately 
reminded of the fact that the citizens of Chicago considered 
their city to be a second United States Capital. The Federal 
Building recalled the rivalry which existed between the 
great western cities and the older metropolitan centers of the 
east. since in a symbolic gesture-Cobb deliberately para­
phrased 1he dome of the United States Capitol and yet 
surpassed it. 30 

By the late l890s Cobb was receiving commissions 
from all over the nation. By 1900 he had three offices to 
accommodate business: one in Chicago and two in Wash­
ington, D.C. In \\llshington, D.C . . Cobb was architect of 
the Treasury. His ability in 1he classical styles paved the way 
to many other commissions including the Pennsylvania 
State Capitol in Harrisburg, City Hall in Lanca.~ter, Penn­
sylvania, the Harriman Bank Building. New York , Wood­
ward & Lothrop Building, Washington, D.C., and 42 
Broadway, New York. 31 His Libeny Tower. New York 
(Figure 5), also has some clas~ical de1ails ," but is generally 
medieval in character. 

One of Cobb's most interesting commissions of the 
tum-of-the-century was The American University, Wash­
ing1on, D.C. (Figure 10). Using Frederick Law Olmsted's 
Plan of 1896-7 as the basis for his comprehensive scheme, 
Cobb designed over twenty classical buildings that were to 
relate in character and in the quality of their materials to the 
one existing edifice, Henry Van Brun1's College of History. 
1898. His Pennsylvania Hall was a monumentalized version 
of Independence Hall, Philadelphia, and also resembled the 
Pennsylvania State Building from the V.\Jrld 's Columbian 
Exposition. In the same way 1he Poller Palmer House 
paraphrased the Chicago \½ter Tower and the Federal 
Building quoted the United States Capitol. Pennsylvania 
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Hall of Administration made a direct, symbol ic reference to 
a well-known early American edi fice. This very obvious 
reference to American hiswry was meant to express the 
hope of the founders of The American Universi ty that they 
might establish George W..shington·s ··National Univer­
sity .. in the nation ·s capital. The cultural pride and na­
tionalism which such buildings represent was a trademark 
of the American Renaissance. Unfonunately only one of 
Cobb ·s many buildings was ever realized (Figure IO)." 

In evaluating the contribution and reputation of Henry 
Ives Cobb. it is appropriate to compare assessments of the 
architect made by Carl Condi t .'' and Montgomery 
Schuyler," one of Cobb ·s contemporaries and an influential 
critic of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. 
Selecting buildings that suppon his perspective on the 
development of modernism and the Chicago School of 
architecture. Condit sees Cobb ·s Chicago Opera House as 
··one of the triumphs of the Chicago School. ·•3• For Condit . 
Cobb ·s bui lding possessed a modem aes1he1ie. Unl ike 
Condi t. Schuyler docs not isolate Cobb's skyscraper from 

I Man)' of Cobb ·s buildinJ.s have been dcslroyed. His Chicago Opera 
HouM:.. 1884- 5. w;lS dernoli~hed in 1912. 

2 ,, number of au1I~ ancJ historians call ,111cntion 10 the fact thal Cobb 
wa.-. c.irty to acccp4 and make use of mcral skeletal systems. Frank 
Randall ·.s Jlim>I)' of the De~-el¢pme111 of H11ildit1g Cons1r1,c1io11 ;,, 

Chi1·,,,:o. Urbana. lllinoi:.: University of Illinois Press. 1949, includes 
infom1:1cion on Cobb':, 1:1II building:, (S. 17- 18. 132. 169 .. 70). Carl \V. 
Condi! c-111phasiLcs Cobb"s inooV'.alion~ in Thr Chirog,, SrhtH,I of 
Ardlit1•(111rc·. Chica!?O & London: The Unh-«S-i1y of Q1icago Pl'CSS. 
1915. 122. Julius Lcwi.s strcsscs Cobb·s posi1ion as a Olic.ag,, archi1ec1 
who quickly cmbra,ced and undct'$1ood the m,eu1I skelernl systems of the 
1880s and 1890s in his unpublished disscmuion. "Henry Ives Cobb and 
1hc Chicago School, .. Chicago: The Univcrsi1y of Chicago. June 1957. 
Cobb ·s obi1uary from P('r1('il P<,,im:. . May 1931, also calls anenlion 10 
the fac-t that Cobb was apparently an ,.-xpc:-rt in s1ecl construc1jon. 

3 Julius Lewis":, dissena1ion on some of Cobb":, work in Chic:sgo i.s the 
besl soott-c on this part of 1hc arc-hitcct·s c.irccr. Also sec Alc:tis. 
"Romanesque Visions of the Naiion:il Unh·ersi1y. •· an unpublished 
masten. the.<iis. 'Inc American Uni\'c~ity. 1978. and Alc:tis. r1rr 
Am('rico,, U,ii1"('r1i1y: Ard1itrc-11m1/ ViSiQIM' of 11,e NMimu,f Unb'('r:.'ity. 
\'l.\shingcon. O.C.: The Americ:in University. 1985. for infonnation on 
Cobb's plans for TI1e Americal'l University and some info,maijoJ'l on his 
later career. Moo1gomery Schuyler·s .. The \\brt of Henry h-cs Cobb ... 
The Grt'"' Amt•riron Ard1itu1:i· Serit'S. The Ard1itea11rol ReUJrd. 
1895. provides a \'try good cri1ical essay and summary of Cobb's 
career. Olhcr authoo gi\'e some mention 10 Cobb. The following is a 
listing of sources which briefly refer to Cobb: Ira J. Boch·s Cl1iN1go·s 
Famqus H11ildi11gs. Chicago & London: 11)C Univcrsi1y of Chicago 
Pre~s. 1980: Stuan E. Cohen's Chic,,gu Ard,ire,·ts. Chic:;'t,go & London: 
'Ille Swallow Press. 1976: Carl W. Condit, Am~ri('o11 811ildi11g, 
Chicago & London: The Univel')ily of 01ica.go Press. 1975: John 
Drury. Old Chu·ago Hooses. Chicugo & London: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1976: Oswald W. Gn1be, Pe1er C . Pran. and Fmni 
Schuhzc. /00 re,,rs t>f ArC'hitt·c·t11rt· ;,, Chkt1go. Chicago: J. Philip 
O'Hara. 1973: Hcnry-RuS;sell Hilchcoc-k. ArcltitffllltY: /9th &:- 20111 
Cc·muric•s, Baltimore. Maryland: Penguin Books. 1958: Chatles: E. 
Jenkin:,. "The Uni.,ersity of Chicago. - Archl1er11m1l Reconl. \blumc 
4, 1895. 229- 46: William H. Jordy. Amt•ri<."tm 8uil(li11gs o"'J n,('ir 
1lrrhitt•c·1s. Garden City. New York: Doubleday & Company. 1972: 

46 

Edgar Kaufmann. Tilt• Risc· of Amc·rito,1 Al"(·lti1c,c-1111t•. New )brt: 
Pracgcr Publishen.. 1970: Arlhur Siegel. Chlcago·s Fm,im,J fJuiltli11gJ. 
Oiica_go & London: The University of Chicago Press. 1974: and 

his scholastic, ecclesiastical. domestic and civic building. 
but praises Cobb for his abi l ity 10 handle diverse commis­
sions. In compari ng Condi t ·s and Schuyler's appraisals of 
Cobb's work . one begins 10 detect why Cobb. an innovator 
in metal skeletal construction and uni fied planning. as well 
as a highly successful archi1ec1 of domestic and civic 
building. has been overlooked by the 1wcn1ie1h century. As 
an eclectic who could design a baronial castle, a Beaux-Ans 
department store, a stripped-down commercial building or a 
Shingle-style home. and as an architect who could fi t one 
skyscrnper with a gable and turret, and build another 
skyscraper with no reference 10 the past. Cobb does not 
neatly fit into a category. As eclecticism. historicism and 
ornamentation fell out of favor in the twentieth century. 
Cobb's buildings were forgotten and. in a number of cases, 
destroyed. It is ironic that the qualities which Schuyler 
found most praisewonhy in Cobb ·s work-his versatil ity 
and his ability to handle diverse commissions and to do 
them well-arc responsible for his accomplishments being 
obscured. 

The Uni versity of Virginia 

Thomas Tullmad_ge. t1rcl,i1'"l'l11tl' i,1 Oltl Cliirogo. Chicago & Lot1don: 
The University of Olic.a_go Press. 1941. 

4 One of Cobb ·s sons. Henry l\'CS Cobb. Jr .• informed Julius Lewis tha1 
Cobb"s records were destroyed before his deulh (Lewis. footnoce I. 4). 
There nre. however . .wme primal'y source ma1erials a1 the Unive~i1yof 
Chicago. and thert arc quite a number of imponant lener.; in the 
possession of The American lnstitu1c of Arc:hi1ec1s· Archi\'t"S, W3sh­
ing1on. O.C .• and man)' ,,atuable lc-ttc:n in The American Uni\'crsi1y 
Archi,'t.~. \\~shinglon. D.C. 

5 Cobb won the Union Oub Competition. 1881- 82, the proje<:1 which 
brought him to Chicago. 

6 Soon sf1er his arri\'al in Chicago. Cobb formed a pan ne.rship with 
Charle.-, Sumner Frost. This p:inncrship tcnnina1ed in 1888. The Potter 
Palmer Mansion. 1882- 3. 1he Chicago Opera House. 1884-S. and the 
Owiilgs Building, 1887. wc..·rc among the m.1.ny commissions of lhc flnn 
dul'ing Lhe 1880s. The Owing..1; Building Mb the firm ·s last projec1. 

7 Schuyler and Lewis provide good. but "cry brief. s~1mmaries or Cobb's 
earl)' career. By 1880 Cobb had finished a course in mcchankal 
engineering at 1hc Mas.sac-husc-us lnstitule of 'R:chnology and one in 
engineering :ti the Laurence Scientific School of Harvard. 

8 Tullmadgc. 191. 

9 This became one of 1hc nickn3mcs of 1he Pouer Palmer Mansion. 

10 For more infonna1ion on the Potter Palme, Mansion see David Lowe. 
IA$1 Cliieago. Soston: Houghton Mifflin Co .• 1975. 35 and IS4: Drury, 
128-31: Lewis. S-6. 

11 By the 1880s many American arehiteets had moved away from Ruskin's 
doctrines. Unlike !{us.kin, many of lhc architects were not agains.1 the 
use of modem or machine-made materials such as cast iron columns or 
entire metal skeletal syslems. Cobb was one of 1he young Americ.in 
architeclS who had en1husiastically c.ml)rnccd new materials and tccll• 
niques of con~tnrction. 

Randall discusses how cast-iron columns were frequently used before 
1890. Until !he early 1890s stoel columns were too e:tpe,nsive. The last 
building 10 use c.a.~t-iron columns was probably the Unily Building. 8}' 
lhis time. s,eel had become less e.xp,ensive :uKI was beginning 10 be used 
by arehi1ccts. 



1bc Opera Hoose was among 1he early examples of a modern 
huilding , Owned by a stock comp.my. it pr(>\•ided tcnanl.s with many 
c:oovenicnccs. As a result of lhis. nearly one hundred per cent of its 
office space was rented to '"first class 1enams . .. It was also fire-proofed 
b)' the firm of Pioneer Fire-Proof C<>Mtruc1ion Company which 
msinllcd hollow, solid, )'Cl porous tile in the floors. ceilings :i.nd roof. 
Plumbing :1.1><1 gas-fi ning utilities were also included: there wt-re 
numerous cfoscts. The lnft1ml Ar<'hi1u1 a,ul New Rt"<Ymls, April 1835. 
3. prai11es this building for i1s faciliries and innovations . This article .also 
~-alls attention to the impo11aooc of the patron in i1s c~1ion. and gh-es 
crcdi110 the :\gCnl W.D. Kerfoot & Com~ny for the ultimate succc.,:;s of 
this §tructurc. 

In criticism. Edgar Kaufmann concends 1hat a .. capricious grooping 
()( stories designed to produce attractive appcar'Jnec- was cmployt.--d in 
lhis building' 

,2 Condi1. Chicago Scl'iool. 60, Condit points out th~t Cobb ahemated 
fune1ional and non-functional piers, but views lhis building a..1; primarily 
u masonry s1ructure. 

13 Colldit praises Cobb ·s Chicago Opera Hou.se for its modem ap­
pearance. 59 .. 6(). and sees ii as a kiOO or prcp.vation for buildings like 
Adlct' & Sullivan ·s Auditorium (AmerfC(lll 811ilding. 122). 

14 Amoog Cobb:;, tall commcrcfaJ buildingll are: Cook Counly Abstnk.1 & 
1hlst Company, Boyce Building , Hanford. \~lling;ton. and many New 
Y0tk Cit)' Sk)•strapers from the firsl decade of the twentieth century. 
Aflcr 1900 most of Cobb ·s skyscrapers were erected in New York. 
Randall gives informa1fon on variws tall office buildings: Lewis al.so 
provide.~ some w mmarics of Cobb ·s Chicago skyscrapers. 

IS Moo1gomc:ry Schuyler discussed Cobb·s Owings Building in his an icle 
on Cobb ·s architecture (pho10 reproduction). Schuyler's article 
"GlimpSt."S of \\bstcrn Archi1ccturc: Chicago, .. HaTJwr·.'t Magazi,,e. 
1883 (later reprinted in lhe Archil~<~lur<ll Rt:('(m/. 1891). includes an 
cxccllcnl crilical ewtunlion or this building:. 

16 Lewis. 9. the Owings Building "expresses Cobb's concern with the 
pie1urcsque. No one .style is used- but SC\'eral . . .. Nothing like it was 
:seen in Otic.igo until the abe:nan1 an.'hitecture of the J920s and J930s. •· 

17 In 1890 ~eel was used in lhe Reliance Building. Cobb began lO use 
S-tttl in the early 1890s ;"tnd was the fi rSt to make use of Larimer steel 
(Rand, 11 . 15). 

I& In his an icle on Cobb. Schuyler praises Cobb for his a.bility 10 handle 
dherse oommissions. He says of Cobb: .. Mr. Cobb is the mos1 
C'Ql'l~picuous cxcepcion to rhc rule or the practice of a.rchitecrurc in 
Olk.ago. 1h.a1 it coosb1s in designing dwellings and tall conuntrdal 
buildings. He has had quite his i.harc of these things 10 do. bul he has 
had so much more than his share of the excepcional buildings 10 do 1hat 
one is, inclined 10 regard his practice as more inter-cning in the charaC'ler 
of i1s problems, and in that way more enviable than 1hat of any of his 
co-workers. ln ex1en1 it has been as remarkable as in di\'ers-itication. 
and. considering that during his busiest ~ars he has had no partner, the 
amount of wOl'k that he has accomplished. quite tJ);'t11 from its artis1ic 
quali1y. is very imprc.ssivc. 11 argues not merely on unremiuing 
application. but 1he establishment of a very rigid a.nd effecth•e method 
or ~o,k . .. 

9 In lbe May 1895 i:ssue of The /11/mul Archi1ect ,md News R~cord Cobb ·s 
offic-c is prC$ented as an example of the model archite<:turaJ oftice of the 
period. It was not only a well organized business. but had rather 
l.ivi$Jlly deoomted office spacts. In this article. information on the 
nvmber or employccs (100 10 130) is provided: 39. 

20 Sdiuyl« emphasi1.c5 the quantity or incoming com miss.ions. Cobb ·s 
many civte commissions are discussed in some detail in SC'huyler·s 
\'er)' positive account. The Newberry Library and 1he Univcrsily of 
Chica.go are gi"en emphasis in Schuyler's anicle. ··m e 1he buildings 
in Otic'ago itself and its neighborhood that arc neither commercial nor 
domcstK. alld how many of them are of his prodoc1ion. Of those which 
arc dc,'Oled 10 the humanities. 1hc An. lnStitule and Public Library are 
from ocher hands, but the University a1 one end of the town and the 
Nc\s'beny Library at lhe other are or the tlrst imp(>rtaooc in a civic as 
...,ell as in an architectural sense. The Universi1y alone would accoun1 
almost anywhere else fOI" fi \·e )-Cars or so or the 1ime of a fairly busy 
;archi1oc1. Add 10 these lhings the '1-'cli:es Ob-scrva1ory and the buildi1>g 

of 1hc Chicago HiMorical Society, 10 mention no more. and we have 
gone near 10 exhauq 1he list or public in-.titutic)n:S whieh arc neither 
commercial nor municipal. and are so impressively lodged a-" to u.rrcst 
the attcn1ion of the strang.cr ... 

.. II is q uite Oul of the que.stion with 1he space here at command 10 
attempt anything like a complclc review of the work or an 3rehitect 
whose practice h.lS been so cx1ensiV'C and w varied. or 10 unde.nake i1s 
complct.: illustrutioo ... 

21 Cobb was a.n arthitccl who designed C\'el)'lhing from Shingle-style 
homes to baronial casrles, from play architecmre 10 Richardsonian 
Romanesque libnaties. from English Country c~tates lo stripped modem 
commercial buildings. Julius Lewis de.$cribes Cobb as a '"dealer in 
S1y1es··. 2. 

22 Sehuyler. ··Henry Ives Cobb . .. 

23 The buildings of Shepley. Rutan & Coolidge's plan for Stanford 
UnivcrSity were executed during the I.lie 1800s. 1'hc erection of Cobb·s 
edifices for The Uni"ers.il)' of Chicago began in the early 18905 and 
con1inucd unlil the end of the dec.adc. Schuyler has good words for the 
dc.1;ign of 1hc Univcrsi1y of Chicago. He praises Cobb's coneepiion ror 
bolh its unity of impres:iion and i1s unity of .style (Schuyler. ··Hcnr)' 
Ive.,:; Cobb-). 

24 There arc 1wo an.ides on the Unh·erSily which are of special value. 
They 3re Olarles E. Jenkin 's "The Universi1y of Oticago ... Ar,·hite<·· 
111ral Rec,,rd. 4 (1985). 229-46. and Julius Lewis's ··Henry Ives Cobb 
and The Grand Oc~ign •.. Uniw:r.fity ()/Chi<v1gQ Magaz.itt<', LXIX . No. 
3 (Spring 1977). 6- 15. Schuyler also mentions the uni\'ersity in hi:s 
article "'The \\/Qrk or Henry h ·es Cobb ... Grube discusses the Unh·er­
si1y or Chicago (143), There are two imponant leuers from Cobb 10 
or6cial1- of the Universi1y or Chicago (lo Or. William R. Harper. 
President. Januar)' 23 . 1900. Md Mr, T.W, Goodspeed . June 2. 1892) 
in 1he possession of the University :\ rchi\'es. 

25 Leopold Eidlirz.·s book ihe Nmure 011d Flmrti011 of Art w,:1!; pobli!ihcd 
in 1881 and presented 1he aulhor ·s. theories. 

26 Schuyler. ··Henry Ives Cobb.·· 

27 l bM. 

28 Titus Marion Karlowici. 's di~M•,rtation. i11e Ard11·1«-111re of the Hbrl,ts 
Coiuml>io,, E:q)(}sitiM. O.ica,go: Non.hwestern Uni\'e,s.i1y. 1965. in;• 
cluclcs a list or the buildings of 1hc fair. M do some or the original 
calalog:ucs from 1893. In it, Charles Atwood. who wort:cd in Sum• 
ham's ornce. is credited with the mosl buildings for the exposition. 
W.J. Edbrooke and Henry Ives Cobb designed eight and seven 
b1.1ildings respec1h·ely (337- 342), Other good sou~ on the fair are 
Horace H. Moran·:; The lfWJ,:/'s CQlumbinn £xpQSiti()r1 a,1d C11itlt' IQ 
Chicog() ,md St. L<mis. Pacific Publishing Co.: St Louis & San 
Fmnc-isco, 1892: Stanley Applebaum ·s ChicagQ's UWl,J's Ft,ir of 1891. 
New Yol'k: O()\'er Publications. 1980: J. W, Buel ·s The MClgic City. St 
Louis.: Historical Publishing Co .• 1984: The· CQ/umbia11 Ex1mirit.>,1 
Albw,i, Chicago: Rand McNally & Co .• 1893~ John J, Flinn ·s Brs1 
Things 10 Be Seen At The IVorltf s Fair: Chicago: The Columbian Guide 
Co . • 1893~ Halsey C. lves·s Tilt: Dream City, St. Louis: Thompson 
Publishing Co .. 1893: and l\'cs·i IVorld°.f Collmzbia,1 l-::Xpositi011 Of 

firial Catalogue, Chic.ago: Worfd·s Columbian Exposition, 1893. 

29 In Jolm ll't>llbom ROQI, Hanict Monroe praises the Fisheries: con1end· 
ing that it is the best example on the ground:, or the fair or Rooc '.s ideas. 
It is ·•frankly playful-in its use of staff and has .. gay detail . .. Monroe 
calls Cobb ·s adaptation of sea ronns "humorous" (Boston: Houghton 
Mifll in & Co.: The Rh•eflide Press. Cambridge. 1896) 245- 48. 

30 An article cn1idcd -The Chicago Post Office and Its Archi1ect"' 
appeared in the April 1898 issue or Tire l 11/a11d Ard1i1rc1 am/ News 
Record, 25. It summarized 1he building proposal and s1yle or the Post 
Office. At the time or the anicle, the fouod.ations were nearly ha.If• 
completed. lllustra1ions of Cobb"s elevation and detailed technical 
drawings were included in 1he issue. Praising 1he proposed plan:; and 
the a.rchitcc:t. ,he anicle points oot that this was the .. first govcrnmem 
post office building entrusted to a private architccl to design since 1h( 
year 1853 ... Cobb 's efforts in facilitating change in lhe govemmen1al 
procedure of commi»ioning architcc1s were cmphasiud. -Toe prof cs• 
sion has cen.ainly benefited by Mr. Cobb ·s residence in \¼shington. It 
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was aho largely through hi1- effon, and ad\•ke th111 oontlie1ing 
legbhtli"c- measure., were dropped and the 1arsncy r-\C1' is being 
ltied." Cobb's wort:. in Lancas1er. Penn~ylvaniu. and his design f« the 
Pennsyh•ania Sm.le Capilol . Harrisburg, were also mentioned, 26. 

David Lowe acknowledges the importance of the Chjcago l\>st 
Office. 1898- 1905. nvo iUu~u-Jtiom of it arc included in his bool: Um 
Cl11rngo (9 and 214). •-'n,c Pcdc-ral Building. the mos1 no1uble ex:1mple 
of civic architccrurc in Chicago. was wan1onJy demolish(:(! in 1965- 6 .. 
(9). 

31 42 Bro.·1dway is a classical Jk.,_uit•Art.;; edifice which was published in 
1hcArrhitee11m,I Record {v. 19. 7S). 

32 Many of Cobb ·s buildinJs were published in the leading an-hite<"turJ.I 
journals. during 1hc 1890s through 1910. 

33 Alexis. Tltr Amrrictm U11i1-.,rsi1y: Ard1it('(·111ral Vfa·i<»1s. 

34 Carl \V. Condi1,Amrric,m 81,ildi,1g. Chicago & London: The Unh-er, 
si1y of Oiicago Press. 1975: Condit. Tltr Chio,go Scfux>I of Ard1i1rt• 
111rr. Olic:-ugo & London: The University of Chicago Prc.~s. 1964. 

3S M ontgomery Schuyler. '1'hc \\b rk of Henry Ives Cobb.·· G~ar 
Amerit,,m Ardtilet'IS Serit!s , Thi' Arel1iuw1m1l Ret;(>l'd, 1895: Schuyler, 
A111(1rica11 Ard1iti'<'t11re (md 0 1/ra Writings. Cambridge: Belknap Pr~ 
of Harvard Unhtts.ily Press. 1961. 

36 Condil. The ClliNigoScliool. 59-60. 
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Figure I, Henry Ives Cobb , Street in Cairo, The World 's Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893. (Halsey C. Ives, The Dream 
City, St. Louis: Thompson Publishing Co. , 1893) 
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Figure 2, The World's Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893. (Halsey C. Ives, The Dream City, St. Louis: Thompson Publishing 
Co., 1893) 

Figure 3, Henry Ives Cobb, Chicago Opera House, Chicago, 1884-5. (Cou11csy of lhe Chicago Historical Society.) 
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Figure 4. Henry Ives Cobb, The Potter Palmer Mansion. Chicago, 1882-3. (Counesy of the Chicago Historical Society.) 
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Figure 5, Henry Ives Cobb, The Libeny Tower Building, New York City, 1909. (Architects' anti Builder.<' Mt,gazJne, v. 42, 1909. 
435.) 

Figure 6, Henry Ives Cobb, Club House of the Chicago 
Athletic Association, Chicago, 1896: (The American Ard,i­
tect anti Building News, April-June 1896, May 16, 1896, 
opp0site 72). 

51 



Figure 7 , Henry Ives Cobb, Marine Cafe, \\!orld's Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893. (Halsey C. Ives, The Dream Ciry. St. 
Louis: Thompson Publishing Co., 1893) 

Figure 8, Henry Ives Cobb , The Yerkes Observa1ory (planned for 1hc University of Chicago), 1890s. <tlrcl1irecrural Record. v. 4, 
1895, 331.) 
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l'ieurc 9. Henry Ives Cobb, The Chicago Post Office, Chicago, 1905. (Counesy of the Chicago Historical Society.) 

Figure 10. Henry Ives Cobb, The McKinley-Ohio Hall of Government (left with dome), The American University. Washington. 
D.C. 1b the right is Henry V..n Brunt's College of History, now c.alled Hurst Hall. (Counesy of The American University, 
\\a,hington, D.C.) 
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