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former chicago historical society building stands as an iconic landmark that reflects Chicago’s rich

cultural and architectural heritage. Constructed in the late 19th century, the building originally served

as the home of the Chicago Historical Society, an institution dedicated to preserving the city’s vibrant

past. This historic structure not only embodies unique architectural styles but also represents the

evolution of Chicago’s commitment to historical preservation. Over time, the former Chicago Historical

Society building has undergone numerous changes, including renovations and repurposing, to

accommodate modern needs while maintaining its historical integrity. The building’s story intertwines

with key events in Chicago’s development and highlights the importance of conserving historical

landmarks in urban environments. This article delves into the background, architecture, historical

significance, and present-day status of the former Chicago Historical Society building, offering a

comprehensive overview for enthusiasts and scholars alike.
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History of the Former Chicago Historical Society Building

The former Chicago Historical Society building was established in the late 19th century as a dedicated



space for the Chicago Historical Society, an organization founded in 1856. The society’s mission was

to collect, preserve, and exhibit artifacts and documents related to Chicago’s history, especially after

the devastating Great Chicago Fire of 1871. The building served as the society’s headquarters and

museum, housing a growing collection of historical materials that documented Chicago’s rapid growth

and transformation. Over the decades, the structure witnessed Chicago’s rise as a major American

metropolis and played a key role in educating the public about the city’s past. Eventually, as the

society expanded its operations, it moved to a larger facility, and the original building was repurposed

for other uses. Understanding the building’s history provides insight into Chicago’s cultural evolution

and the ongoing efforts to safeguard its heritage.

Founding of the Chicago Historical Society

The Chicago Historical Society was founded in 1856 by a group of civic leaders and historians

dedicated to preserving the city’s history. Initially, the society operated without a permanent home,

relying on temporary spaces for exhibitions and archives. The need for a dedicated building became

apparent as the collection grew, prompting the construction of the former Chicago Historical Society

building in the 1890s. This facility provided a centralized location for research, public education, and

preservation activities.

Impact of the Great Chicago Fire

The Great Chicago Fire of 1871 destroyed much of the city, including many historical records and

buildings. The establishment of the former Chicago Historical Society building was partly motivated by

the desire to protect remaining artifacts and rebuild the city’s historical narrative. The building

symbolized resilience and a commitment to remembering Chicago’s past despite the devastation.

Architectural Features and Design

The former Chicago Historical Society building is a notable example of late 19th-century architecture,



blending various stylistic elements that reflect the era’s design trends. The building’s architectural

significance lies not only in its aesthetic appeal but also in its innovative construction techniques and

materials. Designed to accommodate museum exhibits and archival storage, the structure features

spacious interiors, ample natural light, and durable materials that have contributed to its longevity. The

architectural details emphasize both functionality and artistic expression, making the building a

valuable case study in historic preservation.

Architectural Style

The building exhibits characteristics of the Romanesque Revival style, popular in the United States

during the late 1800s. This style is characterized by robust masonry construction, rounded arches, and

intricate stone carvings. The former Chicago Historical Society building includes these signature

elements, along with ornamental features that highlight craftsmanship and attention to detail. The use

of heavy stone and brick materials gives the building a sense of permanence and grandeur.

Interior Layout and Materials

The interior of the building was designed to serve multiple functions, including exhibition galleries,

research rooms, and storage areas for historical artifacts. Large windows allowed natural light to

illuminate display areas, while thick walls provided insulation and security. The use of hardwood floors,

wrought iron fixtures, and decorative moldings contributed to an environment that was both welcoming

and durable. These architectural choices supported the building’s dual role as a museum and research

institution.

Role in Preserving Chicago’s Heritage

The former Chicago Historical Society building played a pivotal role in preserving Chicago’s heritage

by serving as the primary repository for historical artifacts, documents, and exhibitions. Through its

collections and public programs, the building helped educate generations of Chicagoans and visitors



about the city’s rich history. The institution’s efforts to document significant events, cultural

developments, and influential figures have been instrumental in maintaining a collective memory of

Chicago’s evolution.

Collections and Exhibits

The building housed a diverse range of collections, including photographs, manuscripts, maps, and

artifacts related to Chicago’s development. Exhibits showcased topics such as the city’s founding,

industrial growth, immigration, and the impact of major events like the World’s Columbian Exposition of

1893. These displays provided context and understanding of Chicago’s unique place in American

history.

Educational Programs

The Chicago Historical Society utilized the building as a venue for lectures, workshops, and school

programs aimed at promoting historical literacy. These initiatives helped foster community engagement

and encouraged appreciation for heritage preservation. The building’s accessibility and resources

made it a central hub for historical research and education in Chicago.

Renovations and Adaptive Reuse

As the needs of the Chicago Historical Society evolved, the original building underwent several

renovations and changes in purpose. Adaptive reuse of the former Chicago Historical Society building

has allowed it to remain a functional and relevant part of Chicago’s urban landscape, while preserving

its historical and architectural significance. These interventions demonstrate how historic structures can

be effectively integrated into contemporary city life.



Relocation of the Historical Society

In the late 20th century, the Chicago Historical Society relocated to a larger, modern facility better

suited to its expanding collections and programs. This move freed the original building for new uses,

prompting discussions about preservation and redevelopment. The society’s departure marked a new

chapter in the building’s history, emphasizing the importance of sustainable reuse.

Restoration Efforts

Various restoration projects have been undertaken to maintain the building’s structural integrity and

restore its original architectural features. These efforts included masonry repairs, window replacement,

and interior refurbishments aimed at adapting the space for contemporary functions while respecting its

historic character. Preservationists have worked to balance modernization with conservation.

Adaptive Reuse Applications

The former Chicago Historical Society building has been repurposed for diverse uses, including office

space, cultural centers, and community venues. Adaptive reuse has ensured the building’s continued

relevance and contributed to the vibrancy of its neighborhood. The flexibility of the building’s design

has facilitated these transitions without compromising its historical essence.

Current Status and Accessibility

Today, the former Chicago Historical Society building remains an important architectural and cultural

landmark within Chicago. While it no longer serves as the headquarters for the historical society, it

continues to be utilized in ways that honor its legacy. The building’s preservation contributes to

Chicago’s historic district and offers opportunities for public engagement with the city’s heritage.



Present Use

The building currently accommodates a mix of commercial and cultural functions, providing space for

organizations that value its historical ambiance. Its location and design make it a desirable site for

offices, events, and exhibitions that seek a connection to Chicago’s past. Ongoing maintenance and

preservation efforts ensure the building’s longevity.

Public Accessibility

Access to the former Chicago Historical Society building varies depending on its current tenants and

uses. While the building is not primarily a museum today, public events and tours may be available

occasionally, allowing visitors to appreciate its architecture and history. Preservation organizations

advocate for continued public engagement with the site to promote awareness of Chicago’s historical

assets.

Significance in Chicago’s Urban Fabric

The former Chicago Historical Society building contributes to the character and identity of its

surrounding neighborhood. It stands as a testament to the city’s dedication to preserving its historical

landmarks amidst ongoing urban development. The building’s survival highlights the role of historic

preservation in maintaining cultural continuity within a dynamic metropolitan environment.

Late 19th-century construction reflecting Romanesque Revival architecture

Original home of the Chicago Historical Society founded in 1856

Served as a museum and research center documenting Chicago’s history

Underwent adaptive reuse following the society’s relocation



Currently functions as a commercial and cultural landmark with limited public access

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the historical significance of the former Chicago Historical

Society building?

The former Chicago Historical Society building, built in 1896, is significant for its architectural style and

its role in preserving Chicago's history and culture. It served as a key institution for historical research

and public education for many years.

Where is the former Chicago Historical Society building located?

The former Chicago Historical Society building is located at 632 N. Dearborn Street in the Near North

Side community area of Chicago, Illinois.

What architectural style characterizes the former Chicago Historical

Society building?

The building is designed in the Richardsonian Romanesque architectural style, characterized by its

heavy stone construction, rounded arches, and intricate detailing.

What is the current use of the former Chicago Historical Society

building?

Today, the former Chicago Historical Society building has been repurposed and serves as a

commercial office space, having transitioned from its original role as a museum and archive.



When was the former Chicago Historical Society building constructed?

The building was constructed in 1896 and originally served as the home of the Chicago Historical

Society.

Is the former Chicago Historical Society building listed on any historic

registers?

Yes, the former Chicago Historical Society building is listed on the National Register of Historic Places,

recognizing its architectural and historical importance.

Additional Resources

1. The Legacy of the Former Chicago Historical Society Building

This book delves into the rich history of the former Chicago Historical Society building, exploring its

architectural significance and role in preserving the city's heritage. It offers detailed accounts of the

building’s construction, its architects, and how it served as a cultural hub. Readers gain insight into the

societal impact of the institution housed within its walls.

2. Chicago’s Architectural Gems: The Story of the Former Historical Society Building

Focusing on the architectural style and design elements of the former Chicago Historical Society

building, this book highlights the unique features that make it a landmark. It includes photographs,

blueprints, and expert commentary, providing readers with a comprehensive understanding of its

aesthetic and historical value.

3. Preserving the Past: The Former Chicago Historical Society and Urban History

This work examines the role of the Chicago Historical Society building in the broader context of urban

preservation and historical memory. It discusses the challenges and successes in maintaining the

building and how it contributed to Chicago’s identity as a city grounded in history.

4. From Archives to Architecture: The Evolution of the Chicago Historical Society Building



Tracing the transformation of the building over time, this book presents a timeline of renovations,

changes in use, and shifts in historical preservation philosophy. It contextualizes the building’s

evolution within Chicago’s growth and changing cultural landscape.

5. Guardians of Chicago’s Past: Inside the Former Historical Society Building

Offering an insider’s perspective, this book shares stories from curators, historians, and staff who

worked within the former Chicago Historical Society building. It highlights significant exhibitions,

archival discoveries, and the institution’s mission to educate the public.

6. Chicago Historical Society Building: A Photographic Journey

Featuring a rich collection of historical and contemporary photographs, this book visually chronicles the

former Chicago Historical Society building. The images capture architectural details, interior spaces,

and the surrounding neighborhood, providing a vivid sense of place and time.

7. Historic Chicago: The Former Chicago Historical Society Building and Its Neighborhood

This title explores not just the building but also its location within Chicago’s urban fabric. It investigates

the social, economic, and cultural dynamics of the area surrounding the building and how those

influenced the institution’s development.

8. Architectural Revival: The Former Chicago Historical Society Building in Context

This book places the former Chicago Historical Society building within the architectural revival

movements of its era. It compares the building to other contemporary structures, analyzing stylistic

trends and the intentions behind its design.

9. Chronicles of a Landmark: Stories from the Former Chicago Historical Society Building

Compiling essays and narratives from historians and local residents, this book presents a multifaceted

view of the building’s history. It includes anecdotes, historical events, and personal reflections that

bring the former Chicago Historical Society building to life.
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