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Kpvtqfwevkqp 

An architectural fragment is a paradoxical object. Its existence signifies its absence. Its survival represents 

the loss. And it is a part that humans expect to speak for the much larger whole.  

With all of the qualities of fragments that go against every single preservation criterionïloss of the original 

structure, dimensions of place, context, and integrityïthis thesis aims to challenge the boundaries of historic 

preservation: Do fragments of a demolished structure fall into the purview of historic preservation, or are 

the boundaries of historic preservation defined by the existence of the structure? What exactly are the role 

and meaning of fragments in the field of historic preservation? 

For Fitch and McEnaney, fragments are something preservationists should preserve when they cannot save 

the whole.12 More accurately, the wholeôs ñsignificanceò must align with contemporary preservation 

ideologies, which means fragment preservation is limited to structures that contemporary preservationists 

already stamped ñworth preservingò but could not be saved in their entirety. In Historic Preservation: 

Curatorial Management of the Built World,3 Fitch clearly claimed that if ñhistoric buildings cannot be saved 

in toto, either on their original site or in new outdoor locations,ò preservationists must save ñas many 

significant elements as possible.ò4 He concluded that architectural fragments, sometimes, ñcan be preserved 

only by installation in a museum.ò5 Three decades later, McEnaney confirmed such an argument by 

claiming that the retention and display of fragments is a valid form of historic preservation.6 However, she 

also made it clear that this form of preservation should be applied only in situations where ñhistoric resource 

cannot be saved in its entirety.ò7 For Fitch, for McEnaney, and for the preservation field, fragments are half 

a loaf; itôs better than none.  

However, the precept of ñhistoricò structures is unfixed, as culture is constantly changing, and preservation 

ideologies and sensibilities are evolving along with it. Fragments are an inevitable result of this cycle: Some 

structures were removed from the urban fabric because contemporary attitudes define them as meaningless, 

but the meanings might change later as attitudes are ever-evolving. In other words, losses and 

 
1"Lcogu"Octuvqp"Hkvej."Jkuvqtke"Rtgugtxcvkqp<"Ewtcvqtkcn"Ocpcigogpv"qh"vjg"Dwknv"Yqtnf"*Ejctnqvvguxknng<"Wpkxgtukv{"Rtguu"qh"Xktikpkc."3;;2+0 
2"Gnk|cdgvj"OeGpcpg{."ҵCtejkvgevwtcn"Htciogpvu<"Vjg"Ncewpcg"qh"Jkuvqtke"Rtgugtxcvkqp<"C"Ecug"Uvwf{"qh"vjg"Ejkeciq"Uvqem"Gzejcpig"DwknfkpiҶ"*O0U0"
Jkuvqtke"Rtgugtxcvkqp"Vjguku."Eqnwodkc"Wpkxgtukv{."4226+0 
3"Lcogu"Octuvqp"Hkvej."Jkuvqtke"Rtgugtxcvkqp<"Ewtcvqtkcn"Ocpcigogpv"qh"vjg"Dwknv"Yqtnf"*Ejctnqvvguxknng<"Wpkxgtukv{"Rtguu"qh"Xktikpkc."3;;2+0 
4"Lcogu"Octuvqp"Hkvej."Jkuvqtke"Rtgugtxcvkqp<"Ewtcvqtkcn"Ocpcigogpv"qh"vjg"Dwknv"Yqtnf"*Ejctnqvvguxknng<"Wpkxgtukv{"Rtguu"qh"Xktikpkc."3;;2+."3570 
5"ndkf 
6"Gnk|cdgvj"OeGpcpg{."ҵCtejkvgevwtcn"Htciogpvu<"Vjg"Ncewpcg"qh"Jkuvqtke"Rtgugtxcvkqp<"C"Ecug"Uvwf{"qh"vjg"Ejkeciq"Uvqem"Gzejcpig"DwknfkpiҶ"*O0U0"
Jkuvqtke"Rtgugtxcvkqp"Vjguku."Eqnwodkc"Wpkxgtukv{."4226+.:70 
7"ndkf 
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fragmentations of possible future historic structures are a natural condition that the field of preservation 

must be aware of, as long as preservation attitudes cannot advance cultural and social changes. 

Since such losses are unavoidable, what is the role of surviving fragments? To answer this question, this 

thesis traces the biographies of the studied fragments, tracking each step of the evolutionary process from 

a ñmeaninglessò structure to scattered yet ñmeaningfulò fragments. It examines the pattern in which each 

fragment accumulated values, meanings, statements, or even histories through the social interactions the 

piece had been involved with in order to interpret the impact of the existence of fragments surviving 

demolitions on the culture of historic preservation. 
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ñ[Chicago] can pull itself down and rebuild itself in a generation.ò 

Louis H. Sullivan, ñKindergarten Chats,ò  

Interstate Architect & Builder, 1901  

 

 

 

In 301 Fayerweather, on the campus of Columbia University, there is a piece 

of ornamental fragment leaning against the wall between two large windows 

looking out to Amsterdam Avenue. According to the words of the faculty, it 

had been there since forever. No one knows what the piece is, where it came 

from, or even why it is here, except for the fact that, as a fragment, it signifies 

a history that once it was removed from the whole of something.   

 

Correspondence between Avery librarian Adolf Placzek and Richard Nickel 

in 1962 shows that the piece was salvaged from ñGarrick Theater,ò a 14-

story, 1300-seat theater designed by the famed Chicago architectural firm 

Adler & Sullivan.8 The building was demolished in 1961, a period in which 

Chicago was striving to renew and ñrebuild itself in a generation,ò as 

Sullivan once claimed,  but it was numerous works of Sullivan himself, 

along with countless other structures, that were pulled down.  

 

 
8"Tkejctf"Pkemgn."Eqttgurqpfgpeg"vq"Cfqnh"Rnce|gm."Lcpwct{"3:."3;840"*Dqz"92."Hqnfgt"6."T{gtuqp"cpf"Dwtpjco"Ctv"cpf"Ctejkvgevwtg"Ctejkxgu."Tkejctf"
Pkemgn"Eqnngevkqp+0 

A Garrick Theater Fragment  

at 301 Fayerweather.  

Author, 2024. 
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Like other major cities across the United States during the post-war years, 

Chicago in the 1950s-1970s was dominated by the ideas of urban renewal. 

The term ñurban renewalò refers to a practice of tearing down old, 

ñobsolete,ò ñoutdatedò structures, residences, or even entire neighborhoods 

to make way for newer, ñmodern,ò ñbigger,ò and ñbetterò facilities, and such 

practice intensified the already unusual development cycle of Chicago. To 

regain its leader status in architectural and economic visions after being idle 

for years, post-war Chicago was more than willing to pull itself down, 

leaving all its histories behind, and soar toward modernity; as Reyner 

Banham once noted, ñChicago has no tradition but modern.ò9   

 

After decades of destruction, Chicago started to look back at what it had lost, 

and, notably, architectural fragments that survived the destructions played a 

leading role in reflecting the ñloss of Chicago.ò At the time the Garrick 

Theater was torn down, the fragment salvage and distribution project that 

followed the failure of the building preservation campaign was claimed to 

be one of the most enormous, ambitious attempts to preserve ornaments in 

architectural history. The fragments were systematically removed, stored, 

and distributed all over the United States ï one of which, as mentioned 

above, made its way to Columbia Universityôs School of Architecture. The 

Chicago Architecture Foundation proposed an ñArchitectural Fragment 

Parkò in 1978, and the Art Institute of Chicago curated a permanent 

exhibition, Fragments of Chicago's Past, in 1987 ï which was renamed 

Architectural Fragments from Chicago in 2023 and is still on display today 

at Gallery 200 ï to reminisce and regret the loss of the cityôs built history. 

 

To investigate the roles and meanings of fragments and the impact of the 

existence of fragments that survived demolitions on the field of historic 

preservation, this thesis traces and tracks the biographies of fragments of six 

selected demolished structures: The Mecca Flats (demolished 1952), the 

Columbus Memorial Building (demolished 1959), the Garrick Theater 

(demolished 1961), the Federal Building (demolished 1965), the Francis 

Apartments (demolished 1971), and the National Pythian Temple 

(demolished 1980). Ranging from buildings designed by famous Chicago 

School architects to ones designed by Black architects, from buildings that 

were defined as ña masterpieceò to ones defined as ña slum,ò the selected 

case studies allow the thesis to examine various patterns of change in the 

value of the demolished structures and their surviving fragments. 

 

 
9"Vjqocu"F{lc."Vjg"Vjktf"Eqcuv<"Yjgp"Ejkeciq"Dwknv"vjg"Cogtkecp"Ftgco"*Pgy"[qtm<"Vjg"Rgpiwkp"Rtguu."4235+."30 
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Fragment:  

A part broken off or otherwise detached from a whole.10 In this thesis, the 

definition of a fragment is any part broken off or detached from the studied 

architecture. In other words, if the object carries the name of the building or 

structure it was detached from, it is a fragment.  

 

Demolition: 

The action of demolishing or destroying something.11 In this thesis, the term 

demolition is limited to the action of demolishing the whole building or 

structure. In other words, the architecture that went through the demolition 

in this thesis no longer exists. 

 

Urban Renewal Movement: 

The movement that shared similar attitudes with ñrebuilding of a large area 

(as of a city) by a public authority.ò12 In this thesis, the Urban Renewal 

movement is focused on the ñidea,ò the belief system that newer is better. 

This belief system stemmed from federal and state urban renewal practices 

of tearing down older residences and buildings to replace them with newer 

developments in cities that were widespread in the 1950s-1970s.13 In the 

case of Chicago, such practice focused on revitalizing the value of the cityôs 

central business district and ñcleaningò the poverty area encroaching on the 

cityôs core. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
10"ҵHtciogpv.Ҷ"Qzhqtf"Gpinkuj"Fkevkqpct{."ceeguugf"Crtkn"46."4246."jvvru<11yyy0qgf0eqo1ugctej1fkevkqpct{1Aueqrg?Gpvtkgu(s?htciogpv 
11"ҵFgoqnkvkqp.Ҷ"Qzhqtf"Gpinkuj"Fkevkqpct{."ceeguugf"Crtkn"46."4246."jvvru<11yyy0qgf0eqo1ugctej1fkevkqpct{1Aueqrg?Gpvtkgu(s?fgoqnkvkqp 
12"ҵTgpgycnҶ"Ogttkco"Ygduvgt"Fkevkqpct{."ceeguugf"Crtkn"46."4246."jvvru<11yyy0ogttkco/ygduvgt0eqo1fkevkqpct{1tgpgycn 
13"ҵEjkeciq"Fgrctvogpv"qh"Wtdcp"Tgpgycn"Tgeqtfu<"Rjqvqitcrjke"Pgicvkxgu"Fkikvcn"Eqnngevkqp."ceeguugf"Crtkn"46."4246."
jvvru<11yyy0ejkrwdnkd0qti1ejkeciq/fgrctvogpv/qh/wtdcp/tgpgycn/tgeqtfu/rjqvqitcrjke/pgicvkxgu/fkikvcn/eqnngevkqp1 
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HtciogpvuҲ"Dkqitcrjkgu 

This thesis traces the biographies of fragments that survived demolitions to 

investigate the roles and meanings of fragments in the field of historic 

preservation. Collections, movements, and social interactions of the studied 

fragments are information that has no official or systematic records. This 

thesis, therefore, applies various techniques to gather the data: archival 

research, historical newspaper and publication research, interviews, and 

museumsô artifact acquisition and exhibition records. It should be noted that 

the availability or accessibility of information varied in case studies, and that 

affects the richness of information of the fragments from each structure 

presented in this thesis. While there are voids in the information about the 

fragments that were privately collected by individuals, this thesis completely 

gathers the information on the fragments that are now in the collections of 

museums and institutions and is able to track the ñmilestonesò in the 

biographies of the studied fragments as listed below: 

 

 

1. Collections:  

a. Who collected/salvaged the studied fragments, what was 

the purpose of their collections and salvages, and what were 

their fragment selections 

b. What were the meanings behind the collections and 

salvages 

 

2. Movements and Activities: 

a. What were the social interactions each fragment was 

involved with, and what were the purposes of the social 

interactions 

b. What were the meanings and values each fragment gained 

through its movements and social interactions 

 

3. Present-day status:  

a. What is the status of each studied fragment today, what is 

the current social interaction each fragment is involved with 

b. What are the current meanings and values of the studied 

fragments 
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Based on the gathered data, the thesis examines the meanings that each 

fragment accumulated through its biographies, analyzing how the fragments 

surviving the demolition of the structures that contemporary attitudes 

defined as ñmeaninglessò have evolved into pieces representing a 

meaningful placeðor, in some cases, vice versa. To achieve this, the focus 

questions of the analysis process are listed below: 

 

 

4. Analysis:  

a. What were the meanings and values of each studied 

structure when it was demolished 

b. What were the meanings and values each studied structure 

gained over time through the movements and social 

interactions of its surviving fragments 

c. What are the meanings and values each studied structure 

possesses today, and how the studied fragments were used 

to represent such meanings and values 

d. What is the pattern in which each studied structure 

accumulated values, meanings, statements, or even histories 

through the social interactions its surviving fragments have 

been involved with  

 

 

As stated above, the thesis aims to reevaluate the boundaries of historic 

preservation, determining whether such boundaries are defined by the 

existence of historic structures, or whether fragments of a demolished 

structure also fall into the purview of historic preservation. To achieve this, 

the primary question that  the thesis must be able to answer at the end of the 

research is listed below: 

 

 

5. Answer the question: 

a. What are the roles and meanings of fragments of 

demolished structures in the field of historic preservation 
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Chapter 1: 

Pgygt"ku"Dgvvgt 
Renewal Attitudes during the Urban Renewal era  

in post-World War II Chicago 

 

The losses of the structures selected for case studiesðthe Mecca Flats, Columbus Memorial Building, 

Garrick Theater, the Chicago Federal Building, Francis Apartments, and National Pythian Templeðwere 

all the result of the idea that dominated Chicago during the post-war years: newer is better. An Illustration 

in the 1954 Chicago Tribuneðclean, crisp lines of modern-looking structures overshine the old, crumbling, 

gloomy rowhouses that they replaced ðperhaps best illustrates the hopes of aspiring Chicagoans who 

believe that ñrenewingò the cityôs urban landscape could help Chicago regain its status as a metropolis 

driven by visions of both architecture and economy. To renew Chicago, what must be protected and what 

must be replaced had to be determined. These structuresðeither falling out of the valuable or falling into 

the worn-out, obsolete categoriesðwere torn down to make way for new, modern facilities. 

 

  

Tgdwknfkpi"Ejkeciq"Knnwuvtcvkqp0" 

Ejkeciq"Vtkdwpg."3;760 
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Eqookuukqp."3;650 
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Fqypvqyp 
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 Urban renewal efforts in Chicago were primarily concerned with revitalizing 

its central business districtðthe Loopðwhich had been stagnant for years 

after the war,14 and protecting the Loop from the expansion of ñslumsò that 

started to encroach on the edges of the business district area.15 One of the 

earliest visible attempts to revitalize and ñprotectò Chicagoôs central 

business district appeared in the 1943 Future Planning Areas of Chicago, as 

it identified most of the areas surrounding the Loop as ñblighted and near 

blightedò and needing to be ñrebuilt.ò16 In 1958, the Department of City 

Planning proposed the Development Plan for the Central Area of Chicago. 

Clearly stated in its Proposed Land Use section, the objectives of this urban 

renewal planning were to ñprovide for new and expanded functions of the 

Central Areaò17 and ñeliminate blight wherever possible and replace it with 

a stable environment.ò18  

 
14"ҵWtdcp"Tgpgycn.Ҷ"Gpe{enqrgfkc"qh"Ejkeciq."ceeguugf"Crtkn"46."4246."jvvr<11yyy0gpe{enqrgfkc0ejkeciqjkuvqt{0qti1rcigu134;70jvon 
15"Fcpkgn"Dnwguvqpg."ҵRtgugtxcvkqp"cpf"Tgpgycn"kp"Rquv-Yqtnf"Yct"KK"Ejkeciq.Ҷ"Journal of Architectural Education (1984-) 47, no. 4 (1994): 210ҭ23. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/1425339.  
16"Ejkeciq"Rncp"Eqookuukqp. Hwvwtg"Rncppkpi"Ctgcu"qh"Ejkeciq"*Ejkeciq<"Ejkeciq"Rncp"Eqookuukqp."3;65+0 
17"Ejkeciq"Fgrctvogpv"qh"Ekv{"Rncppkpi."Fgxgnqrogpv"Rncp"hqt"vjg"Egpvtcn"Ctgc"qh"Ejkeciq"*Ejkeciq<"Fgrctvogpv"qh"Ekv{"Rncppkpi."3;7:+."70 
18"ndkf0 
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In the mid-twentieth century, the Loop was entirely occupied by aging 19th-

century structures. The 1962 Architectural Forum noted that Chicago 

seemed ñnot to be doing any building after World War II.ò19  Desiring to 

regain its energetic development cycle, Chicago was eager to abandon its 

old, early skyscrapers and achieve a higher goal. The enthusiasm for 

renewing Chicago was emphasized ambitiously at the Chicago Dynamic 

Week in 1957, as the committee invited poet Carl Sandburg to write a new 

poem about the City. Sandburg announced, ñToday Chicagoôs dynamic has 

cut loose from old traditions and begun to make new ones. Yesterdayôs 

skyscrapers are over-towered by steel-clad structures rising far taller.ò20  

Downtown redevelopment, especially those whose proposals were endorsed 

by Mayor Richard J. Daley, could expect quick and smooth government 

action and supportðzoning changes, capital improvements, and 

development subsidies, for example.21 After being stagnant for decades, 

construction in downtown resumed and accelerated. ñNew projects for the 

[downtown] area are coming along so fast that it is hard to keep track of 

them,ò the Chicago Tribune reported in its 1963 article ï A Greater 

Downtown Chicago.22 It also noted that, from 1958-1963, the ñprivately 

financed construction in the area has totaled 662 million dollars.ò23 A 

building boom transformed the Loop itself.24 Numerous old, ornate 

buildings were torn down, and either skyscrapers fitting ñmodernò aesthetic 

tastes or facilities serving the ñmodernò lifestyle took their place. The 

Garrick Theater was replaced by a parking garage. The Columbus Memorial 

was demolished to make way for a two-story store building called the 

Stevens Annex, which was a part of the expansion of the Charles A. Stevens 

Building. The Federal Building, however, was a federal urban renewal 

project. While mentioning ñdeterioration,ò ñinadequate spaces,ò and 

ñinconvenient for the public,ò one of the goals that the Department of City 

Planning listed in its Development Plan for the Central Area of Chicago as 

a need for the new Federal Building ï and the new Civic Center on the north 

 
19"Fcpkgn"Dnwguvqpg."ҵRtgugtxcvkqp"cpf"Tgpgycn"kp"Rquv-Yqtnf"Yct"KK"Ejkeciq.Ҷ"Journal of Architectural Education (1984-) 47, no. 4 (1994): 210ҭ23. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/1425339.  
20"Gtke"Pqtfuvtqo."ҵEjkeciqҲu"ҵF{pcoke"YggmҶ"Egngdtcvgf"kp"rctv"ykvj"Uvckpnguu"Uvggn"Dwknfkpi"Rncswgu.Ҷ"Wtdcp"Tgockpu."ceeguugf"Crtkn"46."42460"
jvvru<11yyy0wtdcptgockpuejkeciq0eqo1pgyu/cpf/gxgpvu1424312412;1ejkeciqu/f{pcoke/yggm/egngdtcvgf/kp/rctv/ykvj/uvckpnguu/uvggn/dwknfkpi/
rncswgu1 
21 Joel Rast, ҵEtkvkecn"Lwpevwtgu."Nqpi-Term Processes: Urban Redevelopment in Chicago and Milwaukee, 1945-1980,Ҷ"Social Science History 33, no. 4 
(2009): 393ҭ426. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40587323.  
22"$C"Itgcvgt"Fqypvqyp"Ejkeciq0$"Ejkeciq"Vtkdwpg."Oc{"3;."3;85."ceeguugf"Crtkn"46."4246."
jvvr<11g|rtqz{0ewn0eqnwodkc0gfw1nqikpAwtn?jvvru<11yyy0rtqswguv0eqo1jkuvqtkecn/pgyurcrgtu1itgcvgt/fqypvqyp/ejkeciq1fqexkgy13:48;86981ug/40 
23"$C"Itgcvgt"Fqypvqyp"Ejkeciq0$"Ejkeciq"Vtkdwpg."Oc{"3;."3;85."ceeguugf"Crtkn"46."4246."
jvvr<11g|rtqz{0ewn0eqnwodkc0gfw1nqikpAwtn?jvvru<11yyy0rtqswguv0eqo1jkuvqtkecn/pgyurcrgtu1itgcvgt/fqypvqyp/ejkeciq1fqexkgy13:48;86981ug/40 
24"ҵWtdcp"Tgpgycn.Ҷ"Gpe{enqrgfkc"qh"Ejkeciq."ceeguugf"Crtkn"46."4246."jvvr<11yyy0gpe{enqrgfkc0ejkeciqjkuvqt{0qti1rcigu134;70jvon 
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side ï was to provide ñan atmosphere of dignity and respect which [was] 

fitting for the administration of justice.ò25 
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ҵDnkijvҶ 
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Uwttqwpfkpi"vjg"Nqqr 

  

 

 

As mentioned, another mission of the urban renewal effort was to ñeliminate 

blight [é] and replace it with a stable environment.ò26 In order to obtain the 

right to remove ñblight,ò the government exercises eminent domain to seize 

private property. Initially, the federal urban renewal program was 

established by the passage of the 1954 Housing Act, which provided funding 

to support federal urban rehabilitation programs, including new 

constructions for public housing, demolitions, resident relocations, and 

revitalization of deteriorating areas. In Illinois, to stretch the boundaries of 

the cityôs power of eminent domain, to take private property and convert it 

into ñpublic use,ò27 the city exercised the Neighborhood Redevelopment 

Corporation Act of 1941 (amended in 1953), the Blighted Areas 

Redevelopment Act of 1947, the Relocation Act of 1947, and the Urban 

Community Conservation Act of 1953.28  

The term ñblightò is the term governmental officials have struggled to define 

for more than half a century.29 Initially, ñblightò replaced the term ñslums,ò 

which pertained to the problem of living conditions threatening cities that 

wished to remain healthy and safe.30 By the 1950s, the federal and state 

urban renewal programs defined blight as an economic problem and used 

the term as legislation for redevelopment and poor neighborhood 

clearance.31 This aligned with Chicagoôs objectives in the urban renewal 

program, which were to regain the economic value of its central business 

district ï the Loop. According to the Blighted Vacant Areas Development 

Act of 1949, the terms ñinadequacy of housing,ò ñdisease,ò ñcrime,ò 

ñundeveloped land,ò and ñburden upon the tax paying properties of the 

communityò were used to identify ñeconomic, social, and physical waste 

landsò that ñshould be eliminated in the best interest of the health, morals,  

safety, and general welfare of the people of the State of Illinois.ò32 

 
25"Ejkeciq"Rncp"Eqookuukqp. Hwvwtg"Rncppkpi"Ctgcu"qh"Ejkeciq"*Ejkeciq<"Ejkeciq"Rncp"Eqookuukqp."3;65.+"350 
26"Ejkeciq"Fgrctvogpv"qh"Ekv{"Rncppkpi."Fgxgnqrogpv"Rncp"hqt"vjg"Egpvtcn"Ctgc"qh"Ejkeciq"*Ejkeciq<"Fgrctvogpv"qh"Ekv{"Rncppkpi."3;7:+."70 
27"ҵGokpgpv"Fqockp.Ҷ"Eqtpgnn"Ncy"Uejqqn."ceeguugf"Crtkn"46."4246."jvvru<11yyy0ncy0eqtpgnn0gfw1ygz1gokpgpvafqockp 
28"ҵWtdcp"Tgpgycn.Ҷ"Gpe{enqrgfkc"qh"Ejkeciq."ceeguugf"Crtkn"46."4246."jvvr<11yyy0gpe{enqrgfkc0ejkeciqjkuvqt{0qti1rcigu134;70jvon 
29"Lqugrj"Uejknnkpi"cpf"Lkogpc"Rkp|︡p."ҵVjg"Dcukeu"qh"Dnkijv<"Tgegpv"Tgugctej"qp"Kvu"Ftkxgtu."Korcevu."cpf"Kpvgtxgpvkqpu.Ҷ"XRTP"Tgugctej"("Rqnke{"
DtkgὍ{."pq04."30" 
30"ndkf 
31"ndkf 
32"ҵDnkijvgf"Xcecpv"Ctgcu"Fgxgnqrogpv"Cev"qh"3;6;.Ҷ"Knnkpqku"Igpgtcn"Cuugodn{."ceeguugf"Crtkn"46."4246."
jvvru<11yyy0knic0iqx1ngikuncvkqp1kneu1kneu50curACevKF?3666(EjcrvgtKF?52"Dnkijvgf"Xcecpv"Ctgcu"Fgxgnqrogpv"Cev"qh"3;6; 

https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/ilcs3.asp?ActID=1444&ChapterID=30
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To ñeliminate blightò and ñreplace it with a stable environment,ò the federal 

and state governments used the policies of urban renewal as a legal tool to 

ñhealò the poor neighborhood adjacent to the Loop. Fixing, correcting, or 

even erasing deteriorated areas was led by the federal and state governmentsô 

public housing, slum clearance, and freeway construction programs. As a 

result, the Asian American neighborhood on the South Side was cut in half 

by the interchange with the I-55 and I-90 freeways. Recent European 

immigrants on the North Side, Hispanic people on the West Side, and Blacks 

on the South Side faced drastic changes in their neighborhoods, physically 

and demographically.33  

 
33" ҵEjkeciq"Htggyc{"("Wtdcp"Tgpgycn.Ҷ"Ugitgicvkqp"d{"Fgukip."ceeguugf"Crtkn"46."4246."jvvru<11yyy0ugitgicvkqpd{fgukip0eqo1ejkeciq1htggyc{u/
wtdcp/tgpgycn 
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In Bronzeville, Chicagoôs Black metropolis that faced the most severe 

displacement experience in the city,34 the Illinois Institute of Technology 

(IIT) spearheaded the implementation of the ñrenewal projectò through its 

campus expansion plan. The Mecca Flats was bought by the IIT in 1941 and 

the school claimed that the building was a ñdangerò to its tenantsô lives ten 

years later.35 It was eventually replaced by Mies Van der Roheôs modernist 

structure ï S.R. Crown Hall for the schoolôs architecture college. Standing 

just a few blocks from the Mecca Flats, the National Pythian Temple did not 

directly face a displacement, but the structure was torn down in 1980 

because it was an ñeconomic burden.ò This apparently seemed to be the case 

for the Francis Apartments as well since it was eventually demolished in 

1971 even though it was designated a Chicago architectural landmark. 

However, Stemming from the years of the Great Depression, poor living 

conditions were perceived as an economic burden and a threat to the 

wellness of the city that must be fixed by building modern, standardized 

living spaces.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
34"ҵWtdcp"Tgpgycn"cpf"Dtqp|gxknng.Ҷ"Vjg"Ekv{"Dg{qpf"vjg"Yjkvg"Ekv{."ceeguugf."Crtkn"46."4246."jvvru<11yyy0dg{qpfvjgyjkvgekv{0qti1wtdcp/tgpgycn/cpf/
dtqp|gxknng%<¡<vgzv?Wtdcp'42Tgpgycn'42kp'42Dtqp|gxknng(vgzv?Kp'42Ejkeciq'4E'42crrtqzkocvgn{'4245'4E222'42hcoknkgu.eqnqt'42*Tgpgykpi
'42Kpgswcnkv{'424244+0 
35"jvvru<11yyy0ugitgicvkqpd{fgukip0eqo1ejkeciq1htggyc{u/wtdcp/tgpgycn 
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Chapter 3: 

Dkqitcrjkgu" 

qh"vjg"Uvwfkgf"Htciogpvu 
Collections, Movements, and Social Interactions 

 
As discussed in the previous Chapter, post-war Chicago was dominated by the attitude of ñrenewingò as a 

solution for urban and economic problems. Replacing obsolete and deteriorated structures or neighborhoods 

with modern ones was also a promising answer for elite Chicagoans who aspired to regain the status of a 

progressive metropolis for their city. As a result, countless historic structures and neighborhoods that were 

identified as meaningless or unwanted were destroyed. The questions for this chapter are: Why and how 

did parts of those ñunwantedò structures survive? Why did fragments of some structures accumulate much 

more value while some remained almost unchanged? This chapter traces the biographies of the studied 

fragments to answer the questions. 
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 ñBut my best memories are of those who refused to be crushed,ò recalled a 

tenant of apartment 326 at the Mecca Flats thirty years after the building was 

demolished in 1952 to make way for Mies van de Roheôs S.R. Crown Hall, 

which was a part of the Illinois Institute of Technology (IIT)ôs campus 

expansion.36 The Mecca Flats opened its doors in 1892 to provide hotel 

accommodations during the Worldôs Columbian Exposition, the Mecca, 

designed by Willoughby J. Edbrooke and Franklin Pierce Burnham, was an 

innovative design at that time with its massive interior courtyard covered by 

gabled skylights and surrounded by ornamental balconies.37 Over the course 

of thirty years, the demographic of the Mecca Flatsô residents changed from 

all-white in 1892 to all-black by the end of the 1920s due to the massive 

migration of African Americans coming to seek their fortune in Chicago.38 

The building itself was also transformed from ñthe largest apartment house 

ever planned in Chicagoò39 to, as described by newspapers, ñChicagoôs 

ñworst slumò tenement building.ò40 IIT took over the Mecca Flats in 1941 

with no other intention than to tear it down.41 After a long and worn-out 

battle between the Institute and the residents who fought to save the roof 

over the heads of their families,42 the IIT pronounced the death sentence in 

1950, claiming that it was ña case of where the school can no longer be 

responsible for leaving people in a place where their lives are constantly in 

danger.ò43 

 

 

  

 
36"$Tgogodgtkpi"Ogeec"Hncvu.$"Ejkeciq"Vtkdwpg."Oc{"3;."3;:40"jvvr<11g|rtqz{0ewn0eqnwodkc0gfw1nqikpAwtn?jvvru<11yyy0rtqswguv0eqo1jkuvqtkecn/
pgyurcrgtu1tgogodgtkpi/ogeec/Ὅcvu1fqexkgy13948:67771ug/40 
37"Fcpkgn"Dnwguvqpg."ҵEjkeciqҲu"Ogeec"Hncv"Dnwgu0Ҷ"Lqwtpcn"qh"vjg"Uqekgv{"qh"Ctejkvgevwtcn"Jkuvqtkcpu"79."pq0"6"*3;;:+<"5:4ҭ6250"
jvvru<11fqk0qti132045291;;367:0 
38"ndkf 
39"ҵOgeec"qh"Hncv/Uggmgtu<"Vjg"Nctiguv"Crctvogpv"Jqwug"gxgt"Rncppgf"kp"Ejkeciq0Ҷ"Ejkeciq"Vtkdwpg."Ugrvgodgt"34."3:;30 
40"$Ogeec"Hncvu"Vqtp"Fqyp"kp"Ejkeciq0$"Cvncpvc"Fckn{"Yqtnf."Lwpg"23."3;720"jvvr<11g|rtqz{0ewn0eqnwodkc0gfw1nqikpAwtn?jvvru<11yyy0rtqswguv0eqo1 
jkuvqtkecn/pgyurcrgtu1ogeec/Ὅcvu/vqtp/fqyp/ejkeciq1fqexkgy16;2;344931ug/40 
41Fcpkgn"Dnwguvqpg."ҵEjkeciqҲu"Ogeec"Hncv"Dnwgu0Ҷ"Lqwtpcn"qh"vjg"Uqekgv{"qh"Ctejkvgevwtcn"Jkuvqtkcpu"79."pq0"6"*3;;:+<"5:4ҭ6250"
jvvru<11fqk0qti132045291;;367:0 
42"ndkf 
43"$Qypgtu"Fqqo"Ogeec"Hncvu."Unwo"Vgpgogpv<"Qpeg"Hkpg"Crctvogpv"vq"dg"Tc|gf.$"Ejkeciq"Fckn{"Vtkdwpg."Oc{"45."3;720"
jvvr<11g|rtqz{0ewn0eqnwodkc0gfw1nqikpAwtn?jvvru<11yyy0rtqswguv0eqo1jkuvqtkecn/pgyurcrgtu1qypgtu/fqqo/ogeec/Ὅcvu/unwo/
vgpgogpv1fqexkgy1399;3;2591ug/40 
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There were two major periods when the Mecca Flatsô fragments were 

rescued from the site. The first one was between 1951 and 1952 when the 

building was torn down by the IIT. Except for some North Siders who were 

interested in art and antique objects, the fragments from the Mecca Flats 

seemed not to be of public interest. The second one was more than half a 

century later, after an IIT crew accidentally unearthed the remains of the 

Mecca Flatsô basement during construction at Crown Hall in 2018.44 At this 

time, it was the IIT itself that managed the whole process of fragment 

excavation and distribution. All identified fragments from the Mecca Flats 

are listed below:  

 

Cast Iron Handrail Panels 

All the surviving Cast iron handrail panels that can be seen in museums, 

institutions, or even in Chicagoôs streetscapes today are from the fragment 

removal in 1951-1952. After the demolition was firmly announced, ñThe 

Mecca: Chicagoôs Showiest Apartment has Given up all but the Ghostò was 

published in Life.45 A large, black-and-white photograph showing a child 

standing in the middle of the atrium surrounded by panels of cast iron 

railings was printed on the opening page. Next to the photograph was its 

description, ñInner court with glass roof is feature of each wing of U-shaped 

Mecca. Apartments open off main floor and three balconies, each circled by 

graceful railing.ò46  

Life wasnôt the only magazine that published content about the Mecca Flats' 

very final days. Harperôs Magazine also printed an article about the Mecca 

Flats under the name ñThe Strangest Place in Chicagoò in its December 1950 

issue, accompanied by a series of illustrations by Ben Shahn.47  

A series of ornate cast iron handrail panels surrounding an interior courtyard 

seemed to be óthe imageô of the Mecca Flats that was imprinted in Life and 

Harperôs Magazine readersô minds. Perhaps it was these publications that 

told Chicagoans who had never set foot in the Mecca Flats about the 

existence of these panels. According to Tim Samuelson, a cultural historian 

at the Chicago Cultural Center, ñOnly a small percentage of the baluster 
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panels were carefully taken down and saved,ò and most of the salvaged 

panels went to two large-scale purchasers: Otto ï a graphic designer, 

lecturer, and consultant ï and Amy Forkert, and Joseph E. Dimrey, an 

English antique dealer who made his fortune in Chicago.48 
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The railing panels Otto and Amy Forkert purchased were reinstalled in 1836 

and 1838 Lincoln Park West. The houses were initially built by Frederick 

Wacker ï a co-founder of the Wacker and Birk Breweries ï in Chicagoôs 

Old Town triangle after the Great Fire.49 The Forkerts bought 1838 Lincoln 

Park West and started their restoration project on the house in 1950.50 

Samuelson recalled that Otto Forkert told him that he visited the Mecca 

Flatsô demolition site with the idea to ñmake the baluster panels into head 

and footboards for beds intended for childrenôs dolls,ò but after finding out 

that the pieces were too heavy for such purpose, ended up used them to 

ñcreate a backyard fence behind their property ï as well as a side gate.ò51  

The Mecca Flatsô handrail panels in the Forkertôs backyard were mentioned 

several times in publications. In 1963, an image of these panels appeared on 

a plastic dust cover of City in a Garden: Homes in the Lincoln Park 

Community, and Otto Forkert himself was listed as a compiler in the 

publication team. The image of a Mecca Flatsô handrail panel was printed 
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on the bookôs dust cover jacket. Inside, there was a description that said, ñAt 

one side stands a gate [é] originally built for Mecca House, home of 

important Oriental visitors to the Columbian Exposition of 1893ò Four years 

later, the Chicago Tribune praised the 1836 and 1838 Lincoln Park West as 

ñ[s]ome of the finest examples of the nationôs Victorian era architecture,ò 

and dedicated its last paragraph to these panels from the Mecca Flats. It 

mentioned Forkertôs salvage and described the Mecca Flats as a building to 

house the visitors of the 1893 Columbian Exposition, Chicagoôs first world 

fair.52 

Today, although the Forkerts are no longer the owners of 1836 and 1838 

Lincoln Park West, their houses still stand there, and so do the Mecca Flatsô 

handrail panels, as can be seen in photographs on Christieôs International 

Real Estateôs website taken in 2018.53  
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Another early large-scale purchaser, Joseph E. Dimrey, bought the Mecca 

Flatsô handrail panels for a balcony and the outside staircase of his ñcoach 

houseò behind the building at 60 West Erie Street.54 In a Chicago Tribune 

article published in 1966, one of the photographs showed the panels reused 

as balcony railings, describing them as a piece from the Worldôs Columbian 

Exposition of 1893.55 While those panels seemed to retain their original 

finishes, the ones reused at the back porch apparently had undergone some 

modifications and were repainted white.  
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60 West Erie Street was demolished at some point between the 1980s and 

2000s. A number of the panels were rescued again by the Architectural 

Artifacts salvage store before going to private collections or institutions.56 

According to Daniel Bluestone,ШProfessor Emeritus of American 

Architecture and Urbanism at Boston University, there is one handrail panel 

in his private collection, and another is above the exterior doorway at 1509 

West Jackson Boulevard.57 Samuelson himself recalled that he purchased 

one panel with its two stanchions. ñI restored it to its original blue/black 

gunmetal finish,ò He responded in an email, ñand it is now displayed in my 

office at the Chicago Cultural Center.ò 58 

In 2014, the Chicago Cultural Center held an exhibit Mecca Flat Blues, at 

the Sidney R. Yates Gallery. The exhibition took its name from the song 

pianist and songwriter Jimmy Blythe recorded with jazz singer Priscilla 

Stewart in 1924.59 Together with historical photographs, a 1968 poem by 

writer Gwendolyn Brooks, In the Mecca, and Jimmy Blytheôs Mecca Flat 

Blues, six railing panels, including two curved pieces that constituted the 

corner, were installed to recreate a short end of the atrium railing. 
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Samuelson, who curated the Mecca Flat Blues exhibition, managed to 

borrow the pieces from the Architectural Artifacts salvage store.60 The 

exhibition lasted three months, and then Samuelson contacted the 

Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture in 

Washington, DC, which eventually purchased the whole assembly from the 

salvage shop.61 The pieces are not physically displayed, but they were listed 

in the museumôs online collection.  

 

 

 

Two other institutions that currently own the Mecca Flatsô railing panels are 

the Smithsonian National Museum of American History and the Art Institute 

of Chicago. According to the credit line at the Smithsonian, the panel was a 

gift from Samuelson to the Smithsonian National Museum of American 

History in 2017. The piece was a part of an Exhibition called Many Voices, 

One Nation. To represent a neighborhood in Chicagoôs ñBlack Beltò 

segregated from white areas, the panel, a rendering of the Mecca Flats atrium 

in 1893, and a photograph of children in the hallway in 1949 were displayed 

together. The caption briefly described the change in the buildingôs 
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demographic: From white renters to black renters who ñsuffered from 

landlord neglect, overcrowding, and building code violations.ò62 

Unlike most panels in the above-mentioned institutions that were from 60 

West Erie, the Mecca Flatsô railing panel at the Art Institute of Chicago was 

a gift of ñMr. and Mrs. Vernon P. Reynolds,ò who donated the piece in 

1972.63 According to The Art Institute of Chicago Annual Report 1971-

1972, the piece was listed as one of the acquired objects the Institute ñwere 

able to add some [é] decorative architectural fragments designed by 

architects of Chicago School.ò64  In 1987, the piece appeared in the 

Exhibition Fragment of Chicagoôs Past. Pauline Saliga, an assistant curator 

who organized the exhibition, gave an interview to the Chicago Tribune, 

saying that this exhibition had more than 50 fragments, and the ñcuratorial 

commentary on [the pieces] [would] be a strong argument for 

preservation.ò65  

In 2023, the Art Institute of Chicago renamed the exhibition to Architectural 

Fragments from Chicago. This time, the Mecca Flatsô handrail panels were 

grouped together with fragments from other non-extant buildings in 

Bronzeville ï a façade panel from the Jordan Building66, a relief fragment 

from the National Pythian temple, and floor tiles from the Mecca Flats that 

were ñrediscoveredò in 2018. The 2023 description below reflects the shift 

in the two fragment exhibitions by the Art Institute ï from architects and 

architectural styles to social and cultural history: 

In the early 1900s, residents of Bronzeville built one of the most influential and 

prosperous African American neighborhoods in the country. These fragments 

represent the South Side neighborhoodôs many groundbreaking moments [é] 

During the Great Depression, Bronzeville experienced financial decline and became 

the epicenter of racist programs of ñUrban Renewalò that razed large sections of the 

neighborhood and displaced many Black residents. This trajectory can be traced 

through the singular history of the Mecca apartments ï immortalized in popular jazz 

songs and in [Pulitzer] Prize-winning poet Gwendolyn Brooksôs In the Mecca67 ï 

whose tenants fought a long and ultimately unsuccessful battle to save the building 

from demolition as part of the Illinois Institute of Technology campus expansion in 

the early 1950s. 
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Hexagon Terracotta Tile  

 

In the IIT Paul V. Galvin Libraryôs archives, there is one hexagon terracotta 

tile with the words below written on its back: 

 

 

REMOVED 

FROM 

MECCA BUILDING 

12-31-51 
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These words allow future the later researchers to know that the piece was 

removed when the Mecca Flats were being demolished. However, how the 

piece was salvaged and how it ended up in the IITôs archives is a mystery. 

According to Mindy Pugh, a historian and IIT archivist, the piece appeared 

in the IIT Archives from the very first day that the university archives and 

special collections unit was formally founded in 1998. Hypothetically, 

ñsomeoneò rescued the piece from the demolition site of the Mecca Flats 

and dropped it at the IIT, but who that person was and what their motivation 

was in doing so is unknown. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Basement Tiles from  the KKVҲu"Ctejgqnqikecn" 

Salvage Project, July 2018  

 

In 2018, more than seventy years after the Mecca Flats were replaced by 

Mies van der Roheôs S.R. Crown Hall, remaining fragments were 

ñrediscoveredò when an IIT crew accidentally unearthed the buildingôs 

basement floor during construction work alongside the western edge of the 

Hall.68 Racing against time as the construction work needed to resume, 

Rebecca S. Graff, an archaeologist, together with a volunteer crew of 

students, faculty, and staff from Lake Forest College, IIT, and the University 

of Chicago, worked to recover artifacts from the construction backfill.69 

On August 5, 2018, the Chicago Tribune published an article, ñRemnants of 

Historic Mecca Flat Found,ò reporting that the IIT had opted to preserve and 

display some of the discovered fragments at the IIT University Archives and 

Special Collections. Some of the discovered fragments were distributed to 

other institutions: The National Museum of African American History and 

Culture, the Art Institute of Chicago, the Bronzeville Historical Society, the 

Chicago Architectural Preservation Archive, the Society of Architectural 

Historian (Charnley-Perksy House), the South Side Community Arts Center, 

and the Chicago History Museum.70 according to Michaelangelo Sabatino, 

Dean of the architecture school at IIT, these fragments were strategically 

distributed to a wide range of institutions, from the very local to the national 

ones.71 The goal of such action was to make sure that a broad audience could 

https://www.beyond/
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access the materiality and the history of the Mecca Flats.72 Depending on the 

institution the piece ended up with, the distributed fragment can represent 

the historical relationship between the Mecca Flats and the IIT, between the 

Black community and Bronzeville and Chicago, and between the Black 

community and the United States.73 According to the Chicago Tribune, 

Sabatino believed that the distribution was ña small gesture but a powerful 

one that further strengthen[ed] the shared history of the school and the 

neighborhood.ò74 

 

Today, IIT College of Architecture has one panel of floor tiles displayed in 

a vitrine in a building across Crown Hall ï 3140 South State Street, and one 

other panel, together with some bricks and tiles, is kept at the IIT Paul V. 

Galvin Libraryôs archives. Another panel of floor tiles is on display next to 

the Mecca Flatsô railing panel at the Art Institute. One floor tile fragment is 

at the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and 

Culture. A hexagon tile ï similar to the one salvaged in 1951 that is currently 

kept at the IIT Paul V. Galvin Libraryôs archives ï together with smaller, 
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bright color tiles, an aspirin bottle, a Pepsi-Cola bottle fragment, and 

marbles, are exhibited as a part of an exhibition, The City Beyond the White 

City: Race, Two Chicago Homes, and Their Neighborhood 1892-2022, at 

the Charnley-Persky House Museum.  
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Though the Mecca Flats were condemned as blighted and torn down for such 

a claim, its craftsmanship and aesthetic values were still ï though not widely 

ï appreciated. When Otto and Amy Forkerts and Joseph Dimrey purchased 

the handrail panels from the Mecca Flatsô demolition site, they had no other 

intentions than to reuse the foliated cast-iron pieces. As a graphic designer 

and an antique dealer, they mainly valued the aesthetic and craftsmanship 

dimensions of the objects. The fact that Dimrey repainted some of his 

handrail panels white and reinstalled their newel posts, according to 

Samuelson, ñin such a way that they couldn't be [later] salvaged without 

damage,ò evidently showed that, for Dimrey, the Mecca Flats handrail 

panelsô significance lied in their elaborate pattern, and he reused the pieces 

for such motivation rather than to protect or preserve them due to any 

historical significance of their original structure. 

Indeed, some aspects of the Mecca Flatsô historical dimensions were 

selected, acknowledged, and ñapprovedò by the Forkerts and Dimrey as 

well, as the phrase ñrailing from the 1893 Worldôs Columbian Expositionò75 
76 77 appeared over and over again in any article that discussed the reuses of 

the handrail panels in their houses. For the Forkerts and Dimrey, the handrail 

panelsô significance was an ornate ironwork from the building that was part 

of the history of Chicagoôs World Fair. Over time, the publications and 

repeatedly mentioning of the Mecca Flatsô handrail panels maintained and 

added meanings to the pieces, not to mention that the Forkerts and Dimreyôs 

actions of purchasing the Mecca panels were like stamping an approval mark 

on their aesthetic and some historical value by the experts in arts and 

antiquity.  

In 1972, the Art Institute of Chicago was the first institutional entity to 

acquire the Mecca handrail panels for its collections during the time that 

ñ[architectural fragments] were contributed [to the Art Institute] in 

substantial numbers in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s as the destruction of old 
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buildings accelerated.ò78 Obviously, the Mecca Flats were demolished 

before the abovementioned time frame. Indeed, its handrail panel was not 

added to the Art Instituteôs collection because the Mecca Flats were part of 

the accelerated destruction of old buildings. Rather, it was added to the 

collection to strengthen the narrative of the Chicago School, which gained 

momentum due to the outcry and the effort to save those ñold buildingsò ï 

the Garrick Theater, for example ï from demolition. In The Art Institute of 

Chicago Annual Report 1971-1972, the Mecca Flatsô handrail panel was 

simply included in the acquisitions of ñdecorative fragments designed by 

architects of Chicago School.ò79 In 1987, the Mecca Flats handrail panel was 

included in the Art Instituteôs first architectural fragment permanent 

exhibition,80 whose content was curated to present the narrative of the 

Chicago School and the legacy of two architects who built their fame in 

Chicago ï Louis H. Sullivan and Frank Lloyd Wright. 

When 60 West Erie was demolished, most of the Mecca Flatsô handrail 

panels reentered the art and antique market. The second period of purchasing 

illustrates shifts in value and meanings undergone by those handrail panels. 

From only having aesthetic and architectural value, this time, the handrail 

panels were interpreted through cultural and social lenses. The fragments 

became representative of the architectural features that generated the social 

and cultural interaction in the Mecca Flats: the interior atria. Bluestone, the 

author of the 1998 article Chicagoôs Mecca Flat Blues, which defined the 

building as an architectural innovation that fostered the African American 

cultural presence,81 purchased one of the handrail panels for his private 

collection.82 Samuelson, Chicagoôs cultural historian, also purchased a 

ñbaluster panel along with its two supporting stanchions that flanked it on 

each side.ò83 Samuelson restored the acquired piece to its original finishes 

before putting it on display in his office at the Chicago Cultural Center,84 

together with other memorabilia of the Mecca Flats that are now part of the 

Chicago Architectural Preservation Archive: a recording and pressings of 

Mecca Flat Blues, a decorative knob from the Mecca Flatsô stairs, copies of 

Life and Harperôs Magazine which published articles about the Mecca Flatsô 

final days.  
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Here, a significant shift in the attitude toward the Mecca Flats could be read 

through the way Bluestone and Samuelson treated the handrail panels. They 

added the panels to their private collection and put the pieces on display. 

Evidently, the objectives of Bluestone and Samuelsonôs acquisition were not 

to reuse and utilize their functionality and their aesthetic like what the 

Forkerts and Dimrey did half a decade ago. The fact that Samuelson decided 

to restore the piece back to its original finishes explicitly marked important 

changes in the attitude towards these handrail panels. Together with the 

materials of the Mecca Flat Blues, copies of magazines in the 1950s, and 

some other fragments, the handrail panel was put back into the context of 

the time in which Bronzeville was a central hub for Black culture. To put it 

simply, Samuelson restored the pieceôs appearance back to what he defined 

as its period of significance, which is neither the time it was reused in 60 

West Erie nor when the Mecca Flats were part of the 1893 World Fairôs 

history, but the time the cast-iron handrail panels was lining the walkways 

and the interior courtyard in the Mecca Flats, witnessing the daily lives of 

the Mecca Flatsô tenants. Beyond the materiality and aesthetic dimensions, 

the fragments of the Mecca Flats, over time, accumulated new meanings, 

values, and interpretations. The way the innovative architectural design of 

the Mecca Flats generated community was examined, and the layers of 

social and cultural dimensions came into play, as Samuelson claimed in 

2021: ñThis is not just the case of an architecturally interesting building. It 

is a loaded story. It pushes every button of development, gentrification, 

injustice, and survival. The building had such a power that people 

remembered it, that someone who would write a song about it.ò85 

Samuelsonôs ñdevelopment, gentrification, injustice, and survivalò were 

explored further and amplified in an exhibition he curated at the Chicago 

Cultural Center in 2014, Mecca Flat Blues. Together with black-and-white 

photographs of lives in the Mecca Flats, Gwendolyn Brooks's In the Mecca, 

and Jimmy Blytheôs Mecca Flat Blues; six cast-iron handrail panels were 

installed to recreate a short end of the atrium railing in front of an enormous 

blown-up photograph of the atrium. These materials reconstructed the 

Mecca Flats as the place of Black creativity and cultural expression during 

the time of segregation and suppression. In this 2014 exhibition, the 

development and injustice of displacement were brought into the 

conversation. A pair of black-and-white photographs were displayed next to 

each other. The left one showed a Black child standing in the middle of the 
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atrium of the Mecca Flats, and the right one showed Mies in a suit and tie 

standing in front of huge glass panels in the newly constructed Crown Hall. 

More than 60 years after the demolition, the Mecca Flats tenants were now 

supported in their right to protect their homes, their community, and their 

cultural identities from the rhetoric of 1950s urban renewal. 

40 years after the Mecca Flatsô handrail panel was acquired by an 

institutional entity, the Art Institute of Chicago, the second group of panels 

finally entered institutes and museums but for very different reasons. For the 

Art Institute of Chicago, the Mecca Flatsô handrail panel was simply an 

added contribution to the Chicago School narrative. However, the 

Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture 

purchased the whole assembly to add to the argument made in the exhibition 

Mecca Flat Blues. It clearly stated in the online description that these 

handrail panels were used ñalong the open corridors surrounding the interior 

courts of the Mecca Flatsò which was ña center of Black lifeò that inspired 

a number of creative works by Black people.86 Two years later, the 

Smithsonian National Museum of American History acquired one Mecca 

Flats handrail panel and put it on display to showcase urban segregation in 

Chicago. It stated, ñMecca Flats residents suffered from landlord neglect, 

overcrowding, and building code violations.ò87 These institutional 

acquisitions of the Mecca Flatsô handrail panels were an approval stamp on 

the shifts in the meanings and historical significance of the piecesô original 

structure. From an accommodation for the visitors of ñThe White Cityò88 to 

a vibrant and resilient hub of Black culture. 

The changes in the meanings of the Mecca Flats over the course of 65 years 

can perhaps best be read from the significant shift in attitude from who razed 

them: the IIT. Back when the demolition plan was announced, the school 

claimed the dilapidated conditions of the Mecca Flats were a reason for the 

teardown of the structure.89 On the contrary, in 2018, the IIT defined such 

actions as an ñirreversible painful decision.ò90 Before the rediscovery of the 

Mecca Flatsô basement, the IIT had neither the Meccaôs handrail panels nor 

any fragments from the razed structure, except for the hexagonal terracotta 

tile, with the removal date and the building name written on its back. Though 
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there were no records of who and why they rescued the piece, the fact that 

they selected the simplest fragment ï and perhaps the easiest fragment to 

remove ï and marked the removal date, which was right before the 

demolition kickoff, reflects a much different motivation to salvage than the 

Forkerts and Dimreyôs motivation, who clearly salvaged the ornate cast-iron 

handrail panels because they could utilize the piecesô aesthetic and 

functional qualities, and even make money from them.  

It should be noted that removing a handrail panel wasnôt an easy task that 

one could do alone due to the pieceôs weight and the way it was installed. 

The Forkerts and Dimrey certainly needed to ask for help, or even pay, the 

wrecking company crew to remove the handrail panels for them. In contrast, 

the anonymous terracotta tile salvager simply picked up one small piece of 

tile, which reflects that they couldnôt or didnôt want to ñinvestò in the cost 

of removal, and obviously, their intention was not to save something pretty 

or to make money from what they salvaged. With this rationale, the decision 

to save this terracotta tile might be interpreted as either simply collecting a 

sample from a soon-to-be-gone building or leaving a tangible mark in 

history that, once upon a time, the demolition of the Mecca Flats happened.  

The hexagonal terracotta tile was left at the IIT for decades before the Paul 

V. Galvin Libraryôs archives decided to put the piece in a display case at 

some point between 2018-2020.91 More importantly, instead of simply 

placing the tile next to a historical photograph and framing it as tangible 

evidence of the past existence of the structure, they decided to ñflipò the tile 

and showed the words written on its back: ñRemoved from the Mecca 

Building 12-31-51.ò By putting the piece in the ñperiod of significance,ò 

which is the demolition years, in this case, the IIT was highlighting the 

destruction of the Mecca Flats, which was the result of the campus 

expansion and the prevailing enthusiasm for urban renewal. 

Such actions can be interpreted as an acknowledgment or a healing of the 

trauma of the past injustice of displacement. Similar to the archeological 

project and the subsequent distribution of fragments after the school 

accidentally unearthed the basement of the Mecca Flats in 2018, some 

salvaged floor tiles and bricks were dug up, acknowledged, and distributed 

to other institutions. At the replacing facilities ï Crown Hall ï the exhibition 

Shared History: The Mecca Flat Revealed at IIT Architecture by the IIT 

displayed the excavated fragments and hosted a roundtable.  

 



57 

 

 

  



58 

 

  

Oqxgogpvu" 

qh"vjg" 

Ogeec"HncvuҲ"

Htciogpvu."

3;72/42460 



59 

 

Eqnwodwu"

Ogoqtkcn"

Dwknfkpi 
Yknnkco"Y0"Dq{kpivqp 

3:;5/3;7; 

 ñ[...] The enthusiasm of the public over the Worldôs Fair naturally brought 

forward the idea of a Columbus memorial. It seemed appropriate to us that 

a great building to be known as óThe Columbusô and erected as a memorial 

to him [...]ò is quoted from an interview of one of the owners of the 

Columbus Memorial Building published in the Chicago Tribune in 1891.92 

Standing at the southeast corner of Washington and State streets, this steel-

frame, fourteen-story structure housed Moses Ezekielôs bronze statue of 

Christopher Columbus, which originally stood at the entrance of the Italian 

Pavilion at the 1893 Worldôs Fair.93 Glass mosaics of the Landing of 

Columbus and the Presentation at the Court of Isabella, which were 

believed to be a work of the Venice & Murano Glass and Mosaic Company,94 

were also installed in the lobby.95 The building was also said to follow ñthe 

Spanish style of architecture instead of the Italianôs,ò96 a design choice by 

the architect, William W. Boyington, that later put the building in opposition 

to the tradition of the Chicago School. An 1894 article in The Brickbuilder 

criticized the designer for neglecting the opportunity to execute ña truthful 

expression of a steel building.ò97 It described the Columbus Memorial as 

ñanomalous productions of a disturbed period of transition before the iron-

setter finally triumphed over the mason,ò which much differed from ñThe 

group of buildings designed by Messrs. Adler & Sullivanò98 After more than 

half a century the building was put up for public auction in 1957 together 

with the Venetian Building, which stood on the same block.99  The Columbus 

Memorial Building was announced to be demolished in the following year. 
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When the Columbus Memorial Building was confirmed to be demolished in 

1958, the only two groups of fragments that were officially planned to be 

rescued were the bronze statue of Christopher Columbus standing over the 

building entrance and two mosaic panels - Landing of Columbus and 

Presentation at the Court of Isabella. Both the statue and the murals still 

survive today, though they are not currently on public display. Other kinds 

of fragments rescued from the buildings were copper-plated wall sconces, 

doorknobs and their backplates, and wainscoting marble fragments. 

 

 

 

 

 

Christopher Columbus Bronze Statue  

The Suburbanite Economist reported on July 30, 1958, that the Columbus 

Memorial Building would be demolished, and the owner had offered the 

statue to ñanyone who [would] take it away.100 On August 22, 1958, the 

Chicago Tribune reported that ñA ñpound of lettersò and endless telephone 

calls were received by the corporation after it announced three months ago 

that the statue [é] was [available].ò101 It listed a number of applicants who 

expressed their interest in acquiring the piece - namely the Chicago Regional 

Port Authority, the Sons of Italy, the Science Museum, the Park Ridge 

Military Academy, an Italian Old Peopleôs Home, the Chicago State 

Hospital, and Goodwill Industries.102 It also mentioned that ñColumbus, O., 

wanted it for its new airport. Columbus, Ind., and Peoria, Ill., coveted it,ò 

and, interestingly, ñSo did Disneyland, but it bid too low.ò103   

It was eventually decided that the statue would be given to the Municipal 

Art League of Chicago.104 On January 12, 1958, the Columbus Statue was 

removed from its perch.105 The Chicago Tribune published a news article 

with the headline ñ2 Cranes Bring Old Columbus Down to Earth,ò reporting 

that it took two 20-ton cranes and three hours to finish the task before the 
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piece was moved to be stored at Joseph Lumber Company on Narragansett 

Avenue.106 

 

 

 

Although the plan to store Columbus at the lumberyard was intended to be 

ñtemporary,ò it took almost six years for the statue to move to its new home. 

After being forgotten for half a decade, in January 1965, the piece garnered 

attention again when Voice of the People in the Chicago Tribune received a 

letter asking what happened to Christopher Columbus, who once stood on 

the building at the corner of State and Washington Streets107. The 

newspapers took the question seriously. Two weeks later, it reported that 

Columbus had been ñlying flat on its back in a lumber yard.ò108 The home-

seeking mission for the forgotten statue resurfaced, and interest in the statue 
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seemed to be renewed. It became a star attraction in the Columbus Dayôs 

parade of  1965, in which the Italian-American community dressed up in 

costumes of Italian provinces and marched south on State Street on October 

12.109 The chairman of the parade program claimed that ñThe statue belongs 

in the cityôs oldest continuous Italian-American community.ò110 Finally, 

after state Rep. Victor Arrigo, an Italian American lawyer, successfully 

raised $25,000 to move the statue to Loomis Street in Little Italy,111 in May 

of the following year, it was announced that Columbusôs ñgiven permanent 

homeò would be the extension of Vernon Park on Loomis Street.112  

 

 

 

 

 
109"Fcxkf"Jcnxqtugp."$Kvcnkcpu"Uvkemkpi"ykvj"Eqnwodwu<"Fcng{."Fwtcpvg"Vquu"kp"vjgkt"Xqvgu"Ejkeciq"Egngdtcvgu"Eqnwodwu"Fc{0$"Ejkeciq"Vtkdwpg."Qev"35."
3;870"jvvr<11g|rtqz{0ewn0eqnwodkc0gfw1nqikpAwtn?jvvru<11yyy0rtqswguv0eqo1jkuvqtkecn/pgyurcrgtu1kvcnkcpu/uvkemkpi/ykvj/
eqnwodwu1fqexkgy13922244:31ug/40 
110"Ujgknc"Yqnhg."$Eqnwodwu"Uvcvwg"Jcu"Jkij"Jqrg"qh"Hkpfkpi")Jqog)"kp"Kvcnkcp"Eqoowpkv{"qp"Yguv"Ukfg<"Ecuv"kp"Dtqp|g"hqt"Eqnwodkcp"Gzrqukvkqp.Ҷ"
Ejkeciq"Vtkdwpg."Qev"25."3;87."jvvr<11g|rtqz{0ewn0eqnwodkc0gfw1nqikpAwtn?jvvru<11yyy0rtqswguv0eqo1jkuvqtkecn/pgyurcrgtu1eqnwodwu/uvcvwg/jcu/jkij/
jqrg/Ὄpfkpi/jqog1fqexkgy13986733351ug/40 
111"Itgiqt{"Rtcvv."Uqrjkg"Ujgtt{."Ctocpfq"N0"Ucpejg|."Mqtk"Twoqtg."$Uggmkpi"vq")rtqvgev"rwdnke"uchgv{)"Oc{qt"tgoqxgu"Eqnwodwu"uvcvwgu")wpvkn"hwtvjgt"
pqvkeg.)$"Ejkeciq"Vtkdwpg0"47"Lwn{."4242."jvvru<11yyy0pgyurcrgtu0eqo1kocig1894;:34381Avgtou?uvcvwgu(ocvej?3 
112"Ujgknc"Yqnhg."$Nqpi"Lqwtpg{"Jqog"vq"Gpf"hqt"Eqnwodwu<"Rncp"vq"Rnceg"Uvcvwg"kp"Xgtpqp"Rctm.Ҷ"Ejkeciq"Vtkdwpg."Oc{"37."3;880"
jvvr<11g|rtqz{0ewn0eqnwodkc0gfw1nqikpAwtn?jvvru<11yyy0rtqswguv0eqo1jkuvqtkecn/pgyurcrgtu1nqpi/lqwtpg{/jqog/gpf/
eqnwodwu1fqexkgy139:;:34971ug/40 

Eqnwodwu"Fc{Ҳu"Rctcfg0 

Ejkeciq"Vtkdwpg."3;870 

 



64 

 

 

 

 

After being moved to Vernon Park, later renamed Arrigo Park, the 

Columbus Statue continually took part in Chicagoansô ceremonies and 

important events. A wreath was laid at the Columbus Statue every year on 

Columbus Day, and a speech on the piece and its sculptor was one of the 

programs in the ceremony of Chicago Fountain Week in 1975.113 However, 

the shift in social dynamics in the 21st century made it much more difficult 

for Columbus to stand in public, especially after the murder of George Floyd 

on May 25, 2020, which sparked the Black Lives Matter movement. As 

Dahleen Glanton noted in the Chicago Tribune, ñNot only has [the recent 

social awakening in America] prompted us to reexamine the role of race in 

the progression of African Americans, it has reopened a new chapter on 

Indigenous peoples.ò114 Ultimately, In the middle of Friday night, July 24, 

2020, the statue of Columbus was removed from the park following the 

Mayor of Chicagoôs order.115 

However, not all Chicagoans were pleased by the removal. Sergio 

Giangrande, president of the Joint Committee of Italian Americans, wrote 

an article published in the Chicago Tribune on the following day arguing 
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that the Italian American communityôs symbol of resilience had been 

dismantled and hauled away.116 ñFor decades,ò he contended, ñwe had held 

festas and procession at this location. This statue has been a meeting point 

for gatherers celebrating a first communion, or mourners consoling others 

after funerals. The statue is part of our community. [é] Now, there is a hole 

in the center of the beating heart of Italian Americans across Chicago.ò117 

Red, green, and white ribbons representing the Italian flag had been tied 

around the fencing that was around the empty pedestal.118 Until today, the 

Italian American community still seeks a way to return the Columbus statue 

to where it once stood.119 
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