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Lake Shore Drive Apartments

Solitary Buildings -

The Classics by Mies van der Rohe
Presented in Individual Volumes
by Werner Blaser

The texts were written by a single person (complemented by a
report from an inhabitant); the photographs, reproduced in duo-
tone, all come from the same lens using an approach repeated
again and again. Both attempt to show the objective state of
affairs of Mies van der Rohe’s solitary buildings with carefully
collected and organized materials. An inner confrontation over
decades opened up access to Mies’ oeuvre for Werner Blaser,
and thus, to this publication.

The legacy of Mies van der Rohe’s most fruitful intentions
is thus visually assessed with in part unpublished picture ma-
terial. Those with a more critical attitude will also be creatively
confronted with the roots of good architecture through the
intensity of the presentation, which will hopefully provide new
stimulus.
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Development of the Essential: Open Space

The basic concept of the high-rise apartment building
was to translate the terrace in front of the country home
into the floor level of the high-rise. A single space where
various functions are united places the view from the
villa into a new context. In the case of Chicago, it is Lake
Michigan with L.ake Shore Drive, on one hand, and the
view of the City Center with the loop, on the other. The
floor-to-ceiling glass surfaces are fit between the hori-
zontal steel supports and frame the skyline of Chicago.
This visual perception is guaranteed only through an
advanced building technology that was sensibly realized.
This inner platform releases a dramaturgy towards the
exterior that enlivens and enriches the spatial content.
Basically, the core of the high-rise building can be com-
pared to a spine that refines and opens its crystalline
organic structure towards the outside. As an absolute
consequence of purist simplicity, the open space still
remains a daring premonition of future design.
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860 ~ 880 Lake Shore Drive Apartments in Chicago,
1948-1951

The two 26 story glass and steel apartment towers are
located in the most beautiful area of Chicago, right on
Lake Michigan near the city center. The steel construction
stands out in contrasting black against the continuous
glass surface of the fagades with their background of
uniformly gray curtains and aluminum window frames.
During the construction of the fagcade four-window units
were assembled on the roof and fastened from above from
column to column.The same vertical standard T-profile
that the window units were made of was fastened to the
columns and corner pillars, which are covered with steel
plates and surrounded by a fire-resistant concrete shell.
Mies van der Rohe opposes Sullivan’s famous axiom
“form follows function” with the term “structure.” The
functions of a building can change, but its form remains.
The structure consisting of filling and framework is a
principle capable of meeting changing needs.

Mies van der Rohe has always been interested in high-
rise buildings. In 1920 he was already occupying himself
with skyscraper projects that followed the skeleton prin-
ciple, with full floors that are influenced by the structural
conditions of the building as little as possible and can be
used freely. They allow as much light to enter as possible,
but the light can be subdued with shutters; this kind of
glazing treatment creates a rich play of coincidence on
the exterior through reflection and transparency.

In Chicago, the city where skyscrapers were born, Mies
recognized the advantages of the steel skeleton for the
Inner character. His aesthetic goal was to make the skeleton
visible despite all fire department regulations. These are
the first completely glazed, freestanding high-rise build-
Ings based on the exclusive use of a skeleton structure.
The two buildings are offset in a way that offers most of the
apartments a view of the lake.
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Vision in Omission

In the third period of his life, after Aachen and Beriin,
Mies van der Rohe found his true architectural home In
Chicago. There, he was able to realize his skeleton architec-
ture in steel and glass. Due to the clear distinction between
primary and secondary construction layers — between
skeleton and filiing, or bones and skin — he achieved a
characteristic contrast. The daring steel and glass high-
rise apartment buildings on the shores of Lake Michigan,
an emphaticaily open structure, express verticality and
force with their rising steel profiles.

In Chicago, with the two visionary apartment towers,
Mies van der Rohe set a milestone in the history of archi-
tecture and laid the spiritual foundations of our building
and living. The purity of the vertical steel skeleton, which
so effectively expresses itself towards the outside, creates
fully glazed living spaces on a horizontal level.

The flow of forces in the continuous steel supports has
something ingenious, a constructive intelligence and a
technical aesthetic. It challenges the coming generations
to continue to think about and expand the worldview
with their means and aesthetics. Contemplating these
principles can therefore provide positive impulses for
the purity of the design of modern architecture.

The first high-rise apartment buildings of Modernism
were created fifty years ago on Lake Michigan. Back then
It was a risky undertaking to plea for living space with
floor-to-ceilling windows offering a view of the Lake,
Drive and Loop. The two apartment towers, arranged in
their longitudinal and cross axis towards one another,
are still among the most progressive buildings erected
with prefabricated parts. With their apartment functions,
they represent a true milestone in the history of architecture.
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860 -880 Lake Shore Drive Apartments -
Archetype of Modern Architecture
by Masami Takayama.

| began my study of architecture at Waseda University in
Tokyo in 1952. Our heroes then were Le Corbusier and
sometimes Niemeyer and even Gaudi, but not Mies. QOur
focus was on the architecture of form. It was a field trip
to Katsura Rikyu (Villa) in Kyoto that opened my eyes to
structural architecture. By structural architecture | mean
architecture based on construction rather than form.
The trip was in spring, and the fresh green moss in the
garden was utterly beautiful as it contrasted the soft
white band ot shoji screens divided by wood columns.
| felt, for the first time, a spiritual exultation from seeing
structural architecture and experiencing its space.
Buildings of Katsura were built in “wagoya,” a typical
Japanese wood frame construction. They used standard
elements such as tatami, shoji, wood ceiling, etc., all
familiar to ordinary Japanese houses. What distinguishes
Katsura from the ordinary, however, is the selection of
materials and their arrangement. Elements were carefully
proportioned and joined with exquisite details.

In 1956, | visited Richard Neutra in Los Angeles. After
hours of lecture, Neutra took me to a house he just com-
pleted in Bel-Air. While | was overwhelmed by his kindness,
| still felt that he was not my master. Later, however, |
saw Neutra’s article on 860 in Architectural Record. He
wrote, “The Lake Shore Drive Towers appeared like the
wonderful conclusion of a lifelong aspiring formation of
ideas.” This, or more precisely the photos accompany-
Ing the article, inspired me to attend lIT in Chicago.

At lIT | had the great fortune to study with Mies in his last
year of teaching. In reality, Mies did not teach; rather, he
threw out big questions for us to ponder on our own.
One afternoon he started to tatk about his collection of
books. Of 3000 books, he found only 30 worth keeping.
We were all ready to take notes, expecting Mies to tell us
the titles of those 30 books. Mies, instead, with a big
smile on his face told us they were important only to him
and we must find our own 30 by ourselves. Mies never
discussed 860. The following analysis of 860, therefore,
Is based on my own search.

The Architecture of 860

The physicist Schroedinger said of general principles,
the creative vigor of a general principle depends pre-
cisely on its generality,” and that is exactly what | mean
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when [ talk about structure in architecture. It is not a special
solution. It is a general idea. And, although each building

IS a single solution, it is not motivated as such.
— Mies van der Rohe

If a general idea could be made visible, it would take the
form of 860. The principles which governed Modern Archi-
tecture were all condensed into this single work.

860 is the archetype of Modern Architecture.

The three distinct visual characteristics of 860 are;
(1) two identical towers; (2} its steel frame structure
expressed on the exterior; and {3) wide-flange mullions
attached to the structure.

Two ldentical Towers

860 consists of two identical towers, free-standing on a
triangular site along the shore of Lake Michigan. Accord-
ing to Joseph Fujikawa, Mies' longtime collaborator, the
two tower scheme was developed as a solution to a
requirement made in the land swapping deal. Originaliy,
part of the 860 site was owned by Northwestern University.
At the developer’s request, Northwestern agreed to swap
its land with a parcel immediately west of the site with a
stipulation that the new development would not block
the lake view. This explanation may be interpreted as what
Mies called a “good reason” for the scheme.

Mies thought architecture must have both a good reason
and a real reason. Good reasons are practical while real
reasons are philosophical. Although the motivation for
architecture remains in real reasons, explanations are
given with good reasons.

The “real” reason for the 860 scheme was Mies’ concept
of architecture that it should be independent of the site.
Comparing 860 to the Borg Warner building in Chicago
clarifies this concept. The Borg Warner Building, stand-
ing in front of the Art Institute on Michigan Avenue, was
designed by William Lescaze in 1955. Lescaze was known
for his design of the Philadelphia Saving Fund Society
building, and historians consider him one of the pioneers
of modern architecture. With its blue aluminum curtain
wall, Borg Warner appears as modern as 860 at first
sight. Close examination, however, reveals that the build-
Ing followed the skewed property lines, and the regular
mullion spacing was compromised at the corners.

While the design of Borg Warner is subordinated to the
site, 860 is completely independent of the site. 860 was
developed following its own laws. It was the first step
towards the industrialization of architecture.
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Mies’ concept of independent architecture is further rein-
forced by the recess on the ground floor. The towers
appear to be floating above the ground.

Post modernists later attacked Mies’ freestanding build-
ings and promoted contextualism. But our studies, at the
Chicago Institute, on current changes in the American
workplace support Mies. We find, with the advancement
of computers and other electronic technologies, that our
civilization is increasingly becoming non-land based, non-
territorial. Architecture alone will not be an exception.

Steel Frame Structure

The plan for 860 was determined by a grid which is, like
an axis, an invisible space-ordering concept/device. In
traditional Western architecture, buildings were planned
along an axis. Intersection of the primary and secondary
axis, or the center, creates a hierarchical spatial order that
corresponds with an old hierarchical social structure.
The axes and center were expressed by the symmetrical
arrangement of parts, and strategic placement of significant
objects such as a statue, fountain, or obelisk.

Without a center, the grid by nature has no boundary and
IS non-hierarchical. It corresponds with the modern value
of individual equality. In 860, the 21 foot grid was made
visible by the steel columns placed at the intersections of
the grid.

The steel frame structure was not invented by Mies. It
was a technological innovation of our time. Mies gave
steel frame structure esthetic significance by simplifying
It to its intrinsic form to express the grid.

Wide-Flange Mullions

The mullions of 860 are placed 5'-3” on center at each
module line, one fourth of the structural grid. Vertical
mullions support the aluminum window frames and termi-
nate interior partitions perpendicular to the windows.
The mullions at 860 are made of commercially available
standard 8" wide-flange steel. The standard steel sections
were simply attached to the exterior frame. They are not
customized for any special condition imposed by the
overall design, but rather manufactured as independent
elements for general use.

In traditional apartment building, the design of the facade,
such as composition, window type, material, etc., was the
priority. In 860, the construction was the design priority:
first structure, then muilions and windows, and finalily,
interior partitions. From outside to inside, from permanent
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to temporary, the architecture evolved in the sequence of
construction.

Purists who saw anything devoid of practical purpose as
criminal, however, had difficulty accepting non-functional
mullions attached to columns. Since windows were placed
between columns in 860, mullions on columns served no
practical function. Their function was nothing but esthetic,
visually creating a pieasant rhythm and uniform skin over
the structure. Mies called this mullion-on-column scheme
an “architectural solution”. Mies used this solution only
for his low-rise buildings.

For taller and larger buildings, Mies placed windows out-
side the columns, creating a continuous skin over the
structure. Columns were no longer exposed on the exterior,
it was called a "technological solution”. Although most
logical, it was also criticized for going beyond Architecture
and becoming shelter.

Living in 860

Mies seriously considered moving to 860 when the
building was completed in 1951. But he abandoned the
idea, horrified by the thought that he might have to listen
everyday to complaints about the building. | think he
made the right decision.

For several years, my wife and | have lived in one of the
apartments on the 24th floor of 860. From a resident’s per-
spective, there are several shortcomings, as Mies expected.
Our first unpleasant experience came on moving day.
We found the freight elevator was too small, and had to
abandon the idea of bringing up our 2'-8” x 80" dining
table. We also noticed how long we waited for the eleva-
tor (to arrive).

Waiting for the elevator is almost always too long. If an
elevator comes within one minute, we call it a miracle.
This situation, of course, can be improved by increasing
the elevator speed and replacing the control system.

| have noticed, however, the elevator cab is where peo-
ple meet. The occasional inconvenience gives people
the opportunity to talk to each other. Some common
problems even help unify the community!

Our next experience came on a windy day. The building
was swaying, water in the toilet was dancing, and the
vertical blinds were swinging in pendulum motion
together like a chorus line. | felt like we were on a cruise
ship. A fellow resident told me (in the elevator, of course)
that on windy days he makes it a habit to go to office ear-
lier and return home later, spending more hours at his
workplace which, | imagine, makes his boss happier.
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The sway of 860 was considered to be maximum limit
for occupant’s comfort. Dr. Fazlur Khan once studied it to
verify his assumptions for design criteria for tall build-
ings based on occupant’s comfort level. 1)

Today, the building sway can be minimized by the installa-
tion of active control devices. The new technology, using
high-tech sensors and computers, has been successfully
applied in many tall buildings in Japan.

The 860 buildings are equipped with a hot water heating
system at the perimeter and in the ceiling plenum. The
plenum heating keeps the floor warm and very comfort-
able. The perimeter heating, however, is not adequate
for many apartments. Here, | make good use of my
"byobu”, a Japanese paper screen to prevent negative
radiant heat from the glass windows. Heating inadequacy
I8 more perceptible in the fall and spring when the system
IS not operating at full capacity. | hear (in the elevator,
again) someone complaining about his apartment being
too hot, while my apartment could use more heat. The
problem obviously comes from inadequate balancing.
Again, this can be improved by the use of technology
which enables precise temperature control in each
apartment. We know such systems have already been
successfully applied to retrofit older buildings in Chicago,
such as the neighboring John Hancock Center.

As you can see, these shortcomings are all related to
the performance of the buildings. 50 years ago when
technologies were yet to be developed, buildings were
perceived as static objects and these shortcomings were
acceptable standards.

With new technologies, such as high-tech sensors and
computers, more of today’s buildings are becoming dy-
namic machines where performance is the goal. This will
no doubt bring fundamental changes to architecture.
Despite its shortcomings, a testament to 860 is that this
architectural masterpiece is not a dead monument.
While many famous buildings in the architecture history
books are no longer functioning in their original capacity
or receiving public subsidies, 860 is still competing in
Chicago’s residential market by its own strength.

860 is a cooperative apartment. Residents buy a propor-
tionate share of stock for a specific apartment, which in
turn earns them the right to reside in that apartment.
The cost of an apartment in 860 today is about $100 per
square foot plus about $20,000 for a parking stall in the
basement. The actual price is decided between the seller
and the buyer, depending on market, interior finishes etc.
In addition, residents must pay monthly assessment fee
of about $1/sf which covers operating and maintenance
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Chicago Time-Skyline by Masami Takayama (from Process Architecture 1992)
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