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introduction

Yasmin Sabina Khan

AN IMPASSIONED DESIRE for dignity of character and unambiguous
structural articulation has inspired Chicago’s architects for more than
a century. It was in Chicago that Louis Sullivan wrote “form ever fol-
lows function”; Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s diccum “less is more”
succinctly articulates the architectural ethos of the city. Although
enthusiasm for the principles of visual simplicity and frank struccural
expression has inevitably waxed and waned over the years, in the early
1960s these precepts were in favor and imbued Chicago’s architecture
with a practical direction. The John Hancock Center, a one hundred-
story mixed-use skyscraper designed collaboratively by architect
Bruce ]. Graham and structural engineer Fazlur R. Khan, both of
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, is a product of this rich heritage of bal-
ancing aesthetic and functional requirements.

Fazlur Khan, my father, was immersed in the Chicago design
imperative from the very beginning of his career. A Fulbright scholar-
ship first brought him to the United States from Bangladesh (then
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East Pakistan) in the 1950s. Upon completing two master’s degrees
and a doctorate in structural engineering he began work at Skidmiore,
Owings & Merrill (SOM), which had established a reputation of pro-
gressive design, quality building, and careful attention to detail. At
the time, the Chicago office of SOM was known in particular as a
steadfast proponent of Miesian principles of clarity, harmony, and
restraint. Shortly after joining SOM, he also became a member of the
architecture faculty ar che Illinois Institute of Technology (ITT),
where he worked extensively with studencs in the cvenings and on
weekends, His position ar the school allowed him to research experi-
mental ideas he would not otherwise have been able to explore at
SOM, and further exposed him to the Miesian architectural philoso-
phy—though Mies was no longer director of IIT’s department of
architecture, his teachings remained deeply ingrained at the school.

Soon after arriving at SOM, Khan teamed with Bruce Graham
(then chief design architect and a general partner), who shared his
interest in the honest expression of structure. The two formed an easy
partnership, the engineer proposing structural concepts that the
architect would craft into architectural space. My father had the rare
ability to describe complex engineering ideas in a way that made
them both comprehensible and exciting, and Graham's receptiveness
nourished his creativity. Their first collaborations were a pair of tall
building designs: the thirty-seven-story Brunswick Building and the
forty—thrce—story DeWitt-Chestnut Apartments, both in Chicago.
The two projects employed advanced structural systems that led, pro-
gressively, to the system they would develop with the John Hancock
Center, their next project.l

When builder-developer Jerry Wolman approached SOM in late
1964, he had already obtained a site on North Michigan Avenue that
bordered a neighborhood of upscale residences and boutiques.
Developer Arthur Rubloff had designated this the “Magnificent
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Mile” in 1947, in hopes of reviving interest in the area. Nevertheless,
corporations and large retailers had remained in the Loop, the city’s
central business district since mid-nineteenth century. Bur Wolman,
a prescient entrepreneur, was convinced that his site, then used for
parking, could support both commercial and residential develop-
ment. Led by Graham, SOM presented Wolman with two schemes
for the 2.8-million-square-feer of building area: a two-tower plan, and
a mixed-use, single-tower alternative. The single-tower plan offered a
number of advantages: the sole building would cover less of the total
site area, leaving more open space for pedestrians; objectionable views
between proximate buildings would be avoided; and the apartments
would be far removed from the hustle and bustle of the street. In
addition, the “world’s highest” residences, with their spectacular
views of the city and the lake, would command the greatest profit for
the developer.

Within the tower, the various uses were stacked by floor: com-
mercial space at the bottom, on a below-grade concourse; five levels
of lobby and additional commercial space above that; parking for 750
cars on floors six through twelve; 825,000 square feet of office space
on floors thirteen through forty-one; a “skylobby” for the residences
at the forty-fourth and forty-fifth floors, including a health club and
other amenities; 703 rental apartments (later converted to condo-
miniums) on floors forty-six through ninety-two; and at the very top
of the tower, an observation deck, dining facilities, broadcasting facil-
ities, and mechanical equipment. Two television antennae were
added, reaching above the 1,127-foot high penthouse roof to the
1,449-foot ceiling set by the Federal Aviation Administration. Cars
accessed the parking levels via a concrete spiral ramp structure on the
east side of the main tower that connected to it on the sixth floor.

The single-tower scheme was clearly the best programmatic
solution, bur the cost of construction was an impediment. The archi-
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