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By Lisa Ciota, Former NIRI Chicago Board Member and Chicago Architecture Center Docent 
Logo design: Brad Evans, Anonymous Design 
 

In many respects, nothing represents the global city of Chicago better than its distinctive skyline. 
Chicago is world-renowned as the city of architecture because many of the innovations, 
technology and designs used in skyscrapers and buildings around the world began here.   
 
We’re excited to share some information about each of the buildings represented in our logo 
below: 

 

 

 
Willis (Sears) Tower 
Year: 1974 
Height: 1451 ft. 
Architects: Bruce Graham & Fazlur Khan, Skidmore Ownings & Merrill 
 

The world’s tallest building for 25 years (1973 -1998), the Willis Tower 
was the first skyscraper to use the innovative bundled tube structure, an 
engineering concept that is both structurally strong and cost-efficient. In 
a skyscraper employing a tube structure, the building’s columns are 
placed around the perimeter, essentially creating a hollow tube which 
allows for maximum floor plan flexibility. The Willis Tower consists of 

nine “tubes” or sections that are bundled together with each tube 
supporting the others, thereby enabling the building to reach 
unprecedented heights – much like NIRI members help support each 
other to reach new heights. 
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Two Prudential (Two Pru) Plaza 
Year: 1990 
Height: 995 ft.  
Architects: Stephen Wright, Loebl Schlossman & Hackl  
 
Two Pru’s distinctive shape featuring stacked chevron setbacks and a 
sharp pyramidal peak were made possible by the building’s reinforced 
concrete core. Skyscrapers with a tube structure, such as the Willis 
Tower, or a steel skeleton (or grid), such as the Board of Trade, tend to 
be shaped like square or rectangular boxes. However, skyscrapers with 
a reinforced concrete core tend to have more expressive and varied shapes – think Marina City 

or Trump Tower. When it was built in 1990, Two Pru was the second-tallest reinforced concrete 
structure in the world and helped point the way for other, even taller concrete core buildings.   
 

 
875 N. Michigan Ave. (John Hancock) 
Year: 1969 

Height: 1129 ft. 
Architects: Bruce Graham & Fazlur Khan, Skidmore Ownings & Merrill 
 

The 875 N. Michigan building is a star of the Chicago skyline. Its 
elegant simplicity belies the complexity of the engineering behind it. 
With its tapered, cross-braced shape, no two floors have the exact 
same dimensions. This means every one of the tower’s 100 floors has 
different measurements (or data points) for where every column, beam 
and cross-brace intersects. That’s a lot of data! To manage all that, the 
875 N. building was the first skyscraper to use computer modeling in the 
design process. While we use computers today to manage data and do 
financial modeling, computers were not as sophisticated back in the late 

1960s. In fact, today’s cell phones have 100,000 times more processing power and 1 million 
times more memory than the computers that took man to the moon in 1969. The programmers 
for the 875 N. building were pioneers, and some later went on to pioneer the computer 
animation needed for Star Wars and other movies in the 1970s. 
 

 

St. Regis Chicago 
Year: 2022 
Height: 1191 ft. 
Architects: Jeanne Gang, Studio Gang & bKL Architecture 
 
Near the mouth of the Chicago River, the softly undulating St. Regis 
Chicago is the tallest skyscraper in the world designed by a female 
architect. Jeanne Gang was inspired by the natural geometry of crystal 
fluorite when designing this building. She carried through her inspiration in 
the six different shades of glass used to clad the building. Importantly, the 
positioning of the different shades of glass was planned to manage each 
floor’s solar exposure. See how a little “natural inspiration” can be used to 
address ESG matters – we wonder if IROs can do the same. 
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Board of Trade 
Year: 1930 
Height: 605 ft.  
Architects: John A. Holabird & John W. Root, Holabird & Root 

 
Founded in 1848, the Chicago Board of Trade (CBOT) was world’s first 
modern futures and options exchange, creating and standardizing 
exchange-traded forward contracts or “futures” in 1864. In many 
respects, the CBOT’s leadership in the world of finance contributed to 
making Chicago a global financial center. The CBOT’s resplendent Art 
Deco style building anchors Chicago’s financial district and is decorated 
with symbols of the commodities traded inside, including a farmer 
holding wheat, a Native American holding corn and eight bovine heads. 

Overseeing it all on the top of the building is a stylized statue of Ceres, 
the ancient Roman goddess of agriculture – or as some like to call her, the goddess of your 
breakfast cereal.  
 

Crain Communications (Smurfit Stone) Building 
Year: 1983 

Height: 582 ft.  
Architects: A. Epstein and Sons International, Inc. 
 
It’s not a historic building, it’s not a landmark and it’s not a super-tall 
building, either, but the Crain’s building with its diamond-shaped roof is 
definitely noteworthy. When the Crain’s building went up in 1983, it was 
noteworthy for breaking up Chicago’s perpendicular street grid. The 
roofline’s horizontal axis seemed to be pointing to the city’s past – the 
historic Michigan Avenue street wall – and to the city’s future, with all the 
new buildings going up to the east. At the time, nobody paid much 
attention to what the roofline was pointing down toward. That’s a different 
story today. With the opening of Millennium Park in 2004, the Crain’s 

building became a signpost – a marker – pointing to this famed public space known for its art, 
architecture, entertainment and landscape design. It’s a building whose interpretation has 
changed as the world changed around it. 
 

One Prudential Plaza 
Year: 1955 

Height: 601 ft.  
Architects: Naess & Murphy (CF Murphy & Co. or Murphy/Jahn) 
 

Due to the Great Depression and World War II, virtually no tall buildings 

went up in Chicago for more than two decades. The Prudential building 

was the first to go up post-war and straddles the transition from the 

popular pre-war Art Deco style to the up-and-coming Mid-Century 

Modern design. You can see the Art Deco in the smooth vertical sweep 

of limestone ascending upward, while the Mid-Century Modern influence 

is reflected in the recessed windows set between the ridged aluminum 

panels marking each floor. The Prudential building also represents the 

beginning of the transition of the area east of Michigan Avenue from a 

freight railyard to an office and residential neighborhood. In fact, the Prudential was built on air 

rights over the Illinois Central railyard. Yes, air rights. This goes to show that buying and selling 

things in the ether isn’t necessarily a new idea.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Futures_contract
https://www.emporis.com/companies/100354/a-epstein-and-sons-international-inc-chicago-il-usa
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Blue Cross Blue Shield Building (BCBS) 
Year: 1997 (Phase 1) and 2010 (Phase 2)  
Height: 744 ft. 
Architects: Lohan Associates (Phase 1), Goettsch Partners (Phase 2) (Goesttsch acquired 
Lohan in 2002) 

 

Despite a glutted office market in the early 1990s, BCBS commissioned 

this brand-new building based on its immediate need for a large block of 

contiguous space and its long-term growth outlook. As a two-phase 

construction plan from the get-go, the design of the BCBS building 

required a detailed planning process that balanced immediate and long-

term needs, influencing decisions related to the building’s foundation, its 

mechanical operations (i.e., elevators, heating and cooling systems, etc.) 

and materials. The quality and foresight of this plan is evident in that the 

building’s 33-story first phase remained fully operational while the 24-

story second phase was being executed, despite roughly 10 years between the end of the first 

phase and start of the second phase. And from the outside, it’s hard to tell where the old versus 

the new part of the building begins. If only all long-term, multi-year business plans could be so 

successful.  

 


