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Good Evening, this is Milton Rosenberg and welcome again to extension 720.  We plunge right 
in, and I’m eager to do so because we’ve got a wonderful topic for tonight and three excellent 
guests.  The topic is the buildings that are climbing towards the sky, the rebirth of and the great 
new blight or the great new gift of skyscrapers reaching towards the sky in many cities around 
the world, not the least of which is Chicago but certainly also in certain sectors of the Middle 
East and in China.  My guests are Jay Pridmore, an old friend who writes very interesting books, 
many of them architectural in orientation and he’s just done a new one titled Shanghai: The 
Architecture Of China’s Great Urban Center.  Also, with us as he always is just about when we talk 
about architectural matters, the architecture critic of the Chicago Tribune Blair Kamin, a 

director of an organization called the Council on Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat, CTBUH, which 
has existed for forty years, and I’ve only learned about it this week.  Gentleman, we’re going to 
talk obviously about skyscrapers, but apparently they are not as new fangled as we might 
suppose.  I think for example of Christopher Marlow’s Doctor Faustus.  When Mephistopheles 
discloses to Faustus at his request the presence of Helen of Troy, Faustus is overwhelmed as you 
know and says “Is this the face that launched a thousand ships and burned the topless towers of 
Ilium?”  What were those topless towers of Ilium, how tall were they building in Troy in the 
eighth century BC?  

Well, I don’t know the answer to that one, but I can tell you that it was nowhere near as tall as 
we’re building today.

Apparently so.  Then of course the tower of Babel as we have it in biblical lore was supposed to 
reach towards the sky was it not?

It was indeed, and it twisted like the Chicago spire is supposed to twist.  There is nothing new 
under the sun Milt.

Let’s go directly to the spire.  We’re going to wander the world, but Jay Pridmore has not only 

cally but you’ve also done an article in Chicago magazine, only recently published in the current 
issue about the spire which is the name of a tower that will spiral its way towards the sky just a 
few yards away from where we’re sitting right now.

Right.  Well it’s a project that has been going on for quite some time, for two or three years and 
it’s been through two developers now, but it’s real importance is that it is designed by Santiago 
Calatrava who is one of the real A list architects in the world.
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Carries weight in the world of architecture?

Yes and he has designed a splendid spire, it’s a spire, a spiraling tower that reaches two thou-
sand feet.

And if completed to the height of two thousand feet, where will it at least temporarily rank in 
terms of tallest buildings of the world.

Well it will be the tallest building in North America.

And the tallest all residential building in the world.  And the Second tallest building in the world 
I believe after the Burj Dubai?

Well that’s difficult to answer.  If buildings that are on the ground now are all completed it will be 
the second tallest building in the world, yes, after Burj Dubai.

That is quite an ambition.  This is all residential you say, what will it cost to live in the top of the 
tower?

Well, I think it is forty million dollars for the penthouse if I am not mistaken.

Milt, you still have a chance for that, that’s not sold yet.

That’s a little beyond my financial reach.  And if you lived at the base of the tower, what would 
that cost?

The cheapest units are said to be about three quarters of a million for a studio.  That’s a 600 
square foot studio.

And there was an announcement just the other day by the developer that he has already rented, 
or rather sold, thirty percent of the still un-built space.

Yes, that was the first indication we had gotten from the developer, who is Garrett Kelleher from 
Dublin as to…

Former house painter I understand?

Well, I think a little more than house painting.  But that was the first indication that he had 
actually sold some units. This is a very interesting project Milt.  Instead of just putting out a sign 
and saying, ‘people of Chicago come buy some units’, he is actually marketing all over the world 
and he’s saying he is getting buyers in Asia, Ireland and other places.  He’s trying to kind of bring 
the super rich to Chicago for their sort of ‘crash pads’ in the sky, and it’s different from conven-
tional condo building where you just rent it out to people who are going to live in Chicago.
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Now where living in the world, the life of a very rich person or a very rich family, would one then 
aspire to get into the Chicago Spire?  I wouldn’t, if I were living in Paris necessarily rush to have 
my piaza terre even on the 98th floor of the Spire, or would you?  You live in Rome part of the 
time Jay; would you, if you were a full time Roman, want to have a piazza terre in the sky in 
Chicago?

Yes I would.

What would you do with it?

Well, I would probably keep it and watch it appreciate.

As an investment?

Yes, it’s a very beautiful building and I think that he’s betting that people will regard the Spire as 
a piece of built art, and that as one of the most beautiful buildings in the world, which it very 
well could be that’s not out of the question, that people will gravitate here and want to buy into 
and spend much more money than anyone’s ever spent in Chicago before.

Now you say it is a beautiful building. The one full-time architect at this table is Antony Wood 
who is among other things associate professor of architecture at IIT.  Is it really a beautiful 
building?

I think it is a beautiful building, I think it would be a great addition to the Chicago skyline.  It’s 
completely different to anything else that has been built here, but it continues the traditions of 
Chicago in being reflective of the age in which it is built.  So it is very different to what has gone 
on before, but in that it is an example of the age and I think it continues the tradition.

Now along those lines what can be said if we drew a comparable evaluation of another very, 
very large building which is rising at the moment and is occupied at it’s lower levels even while it 
is still being built towards the top.  I mean of course the Trump Tower.  Is that a very beautiful 
building?

You know, I think the Trump Tower and the Chicago Spire are probably separated by six or seven 
years in terms of their conception, possibly even more if you look at the latest iteration of the 
Chicago Spire design.  I think Trump Tower has some great attributes to it, especially how it 
addresses the urban domain, however for me personally I think that the Trump Tower is 
predominantly a modern glass and steel skyscraper and continues that tradition of Chicago.  I 
think what’s exciting about the Spire is that it breaks out from that tradition, both in form and 
some of the material expression.

We’re going to be talking about some of the tallest buildings in the world, those already com-
pleted and those rising and even a few merely planned, as the Spire is.  Well they have begun 
digging the hole for the Spire haven’t they?
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Yeah, they have been digging the caissons and I think they’re about to start on the garage, 
they’re going to have a very elaborate garage several stories underneath.

You would indeed need that.  You wouldn’t expect those people to settle for street parking.

And it’s great actually that the garage is underground, one of the great blights is having all these 
parking garages above ground.

And one of the first schemes had the parking above ground and that was one of the things 
Garrett Kelleher did, quite voluntarily I might add, was to put the parking underneath in order to 
open up the plaza and provide views from really west of the tower all the way to the lake.

A sort of pathos pneumonic instance of parking above ground in a residential building is Marina 
City.  Which may have set the style for all I know.

Well, if it had set the style that would be great, but what we get normally is these great big 
hulking parking garages with….

Not as graceful as Marina City?

Hardly.

At our blog site, miltsfile.com you will find representations of some ten or twelve of the tallest 
buildings in the world.  Representations indeed of the Spire in Chicago, but then actual photos 
of the buildings that have risen to extreme heights in Taipei, in China proper, in among other 
places Kuala Lumpur in Malaysia, and the one that is now the tallest building and that’s in?

Well the tallest structure, which is in Dubai; the Burj Dubai.

You say structure not building?

As Antony said before, it’s not occupied yet so it’s not really fair to call it a building, but it will be 
the tallest building when it’s finished and the speculation is that it is going to be about 2,600 
feet tall which is about half a mile.

And it was designed by a Chicago firm?

By Adrian Smith who used to be at Skidmore, Owings & Merrill and who is also the architect of 
the Trump Tower.  So he has got two very tall ones going up right now.

Very busy fellow.  We are talking about the buildings that reach towards the sky and there has 
been a great new renaissance of that sort of thing, a great burgeoning forward and burgeoning 
upward of skyscrapers in recent years in many parts of the world.
Rem Koolhaas is a name known to all of you, and one wonders why there is so much grasping 
skywards and he gives an account of why there is in just a simple quotation at least with regards 
to Manhattan he says: “Manhattan has no choice but the skyward extrusion of the grid itself.  
Only the skyscraper offers business the wide open spaces of a man-made wild west; a frontier in 
the sky.”  And Manhattan of course is circled by the various rivers and you can’t expand.  But the 
same is true for Chicago isn’t it?
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I think it is, skyscrapers grew in Chicago first before New York we should point out here, because 
there was no where to go outward in the 1880’s as business boomed because the Loop was 
encircled by the railroad that gave it the name the Loop and the river, so that’s why they went 
upward because they couldn’t grow outward.  That was the genesis really in terms of real estate 
of skyscrapers.  Just remember that it happened in Chicago before it did in New York, techno-
logically at least.

What explains this happening in Abu Dhabi, or for that matter in Shanghai, or in Kuala Lumpur?

Well I think that’s a different response.  One of the things that has changed most about tall 
buildings in the past ten or fifteen years is that now they’re seen as being important and 
perhaps even crucial to cities being taken seriously in competing with one another on a world 
stage.  So a lot of these countries that want to be seen to be first-world developed countries and 
cities use skyscrapers, and buildings generally, but skyscrapers specifically as icons to announce 
themselves on the world stage.

Is it a struggle for prestige and prominence, or does it actually pay off better than building in 
other modes?

It does pay off, but this is not necessarily a direct financial equation.  A few years ago, at one of 
our conferences we had the owners of the current world’s tallest building which is Taipei 101, 
who told us very proudly that the building was now thirty percent occupied.  That just shows 
that the primary motivation for building this building was not to get maximum financial return.  
Part of the reason was to put Taipei on the map, and it certainly did that.

The tallest building in the world for a while I guess was our own Sears Tower isn’t that right?

Correct.

How occupied has it been over it’s rather long run?

Well initially it was very full.  It offered glorious views, it was state of the art and it had an anchor 
tenant, Sears, occupying most of the building.  Ever since 9-11 I think it’s struggled to fill up.  
There has been a perception, rightly or wrongly, that it might be a target.

It has been endangered since the attacks in New York.

Right.  But at the same time Milt, I think it is fair to say that if we step back and put things in 
perspective there were voices of doom after 9-11 that said the skyscraper was dead, and in fact, 
the very fact that we are having this conversation shows that the very opposite is true.  There has 
never been a decade like this one where skyscrapers boomed all over the world.  So those 
prophets of doom have been entirely wrong.

Isn’t it a bit fool hardy all the same to put up another skyscraper at the location of the World 
Trade Towers in New York?
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There are critics like Ada Louise Huxtable who have said that it may be the ultimate folly to do 
that just to prove that we can reclaim the skyline.  And in fact that tower, the Freedom Tower, 
which is already under construction, the 1776 foot symbol, has had real trouble attracting 
tenants.  They have only been able to attract government tenants so far who really had no 
choice.

But that is for the special reasons of 9-11, that is not necessarily a skyscraper problem.

One imagines Osama bin Ladin and his friends sitting in those caves in northern Afghanistan or 
the northwest frontier of Pakistan are licking their chops planning to do it again.

Towards the end of the twentieth century there was this feeling of density, that our cities were 
too dense and that we should cool off and not build so high.  In fact I think a lot of cities had 
regulations against buildings that were to high.  I think that we are finding that planning experts 
in our cities and certainly in Chicago believe that building high is better because it’s more 
beautiful, it gives you a more beautiful skyline, one very tall slender building is better that two 
shorter squat ones and there is a feeling that skyscrapers are a real response to urbanism now.

Antony Wood said something quite interesting during the break - some of the best things that 
are said on these programs happen during the breaks - and an attentive host hears that and tries 
to get it before all the world.  Thus, you were saying something about how indeed it’s functional 
and desirable to build upwards for residences as well as for offices, that is the nature of the 
urban future you were suggesting I think.

If you look at the historical model of urban development in America and also in my own country 
in the UK, it’s been based on a predominately commercial city center and everybody lives out in 
the suburbs. The challenges of climate change and the need for more sustainable patterns of life 
are dictating that it’s no longer acceptable for everybody to live on a quarter acre block.

Let me respond simply with a why not?

Because the energy expenditure in people traveling two or three hours out from the suburbs, 
one person per car, to the city, the use of oil, release of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere 
those are some of the points, but it’s also about the energy cost of the infrastructure as well, 
distributing electricity to these places, building roads to these places, sewage, water all of this.  It 
is generally accepted that for new cities in places like China or India we have upwards of a 
million people urbanizing every month and where do you put these people?

So we’re not going to close down the suburbs of Chicago, they are there, but you’re suggesting 
that for some of the new cities filling up with lots of migrants from the countryside, and Shang-
hai might be one such place, Beijing might be another, such cities have to go upwards rather 
than expand into a suburban radius.

Well there is two things Milt.  In countries like China or India we have seen the rapid urbaniza-
tion of a rural public, and so how are these new cities created?  But it’s also relevant for our own 
cities here in America and in the UK, because what we’re seeing in those cities is increased 
immigration and also changing social demographics, such as divorce rates, increased life expec-
tancy, there is a dire need for new housing throughout the whole country and it’s the same in 
the UK.  Where do these new houses go?  Do they go in an ever increasing suburb?  Or do they 
go in densified cities?
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I think there is an issue though here that is important that you can have urbanization without 
urbanism.  In Dubai where many of these towers are going up it’s kind of a playland for archi-
tects fantasies, and I haven’t been to Dubai, but just based on what I’ve read many of these 
towers are conceived as kind of enclaves, all by themselves off on their own; very different from 
many of the great American skyscrapers in New York and Chicago which were both iconic 
presences in the sky and also very civilized urban presences.

Are you suggesting that the Burj Dubai is not really needed, except to show off to the world?

No, I don’t know the Burj Dubai first hand, so I don’t want to make that point, but the point I do 
want to make is that simply because we have skyscrapers does not necessarily mean that we 
have vibrant democratic cities. And another point I’d like to make is that even in the United 
States, I mean we can talk about Dubai and Shanghai and on and on, but let’s look right here, 
Evanston is a great example.  Now, Antony is talking, and I agree with him in theory, about the 
need for skyscrapers to create density, to save energy and all that, but we have a fascinating 
debate going on in Evanston right now.  A developer wants to build the tallest building in the 
Chicago suburbs, and that would be more than forty storeys tall.  It has incited practically a war 
in Evanston, because people there, even though there are already some twenty or so storey 
skyscrapers there, people there are saying ‘no skyscrapers in Evanston’.

Where is that one supposed to rise?

That would rise at 708 church in Evanston, right in the heart of their downtown.  And there is a 
furious battle over whether or not to allow a skyscraper of that height.  People in Evanston live in 
this kind of amalgam of high-rise downtown and also a more conventional suburban commu-
nity, and there are people there fighting it tooth and nail.

Well this leads to the broad question of who decides, is it someone who is able to buy a piece of 
land and he can do whatever he wants on that piece of land, or is it the community.  These 
buildings do impact the community in very intense ways.

Jay, let me buttress your question with direct reference to Chicago architectural and building 
history, namely Trump Tower.  Trump is a very active investor and a very active operator on the 
American urban scene, who did decide where that building would stand, how it would look and 
how it would be used? Was the city much involved, did it have much control and veto power?

Yes, sure, and I think that any building of that scale, even a building of half that scale has to have 
the mayor’s buy in, once the mayor buys in then the city machinery starts to grind away and 
they approve it.  I mean we have seen the same thing with the children’s museum in Grant Park.

Jay, if I could just interrupt.  Daley had a direct influence on Trump’s Tower, because Daley had 
come back from Europe, where he had seen all these spires, he probably was in London looking 
at the spires of parliament or something, and he called Trump into his office after Trump was at 
Marshall Fields promoting his fragrance and ordered him to put a spire on the building.  And 
that was the occasion for a great Tribune headline which was Daley to Trump, ‘you’re spired’.  But 
seriously, city hall has had some influence but ultimately in a way, I think it is fair to say that the 
private sector, in the form of Adrian Smith and Donald Trump shaped that building.
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And there has been a tradition, or a growing tradition, of creating urban spaces along the river, 
we are taking that much more seriously.  We were talking a little bit before that that has been 
done pretty successfully there.  You know it is a big building, but I think that it will be a good 
addition.

I once again want to direct our listeners to their computers and to the blog for this program, 
miltsfile.com.  There you will find pictures of some ten or twenty of the tallest structures in the 
world and we are going to be talking about them more particularly when we return after some 
impending commercials.  But first, before we go to those commercial and a prologue to the rest 
of our conversation, I offer you this wisdom about tall buildings.  I wonder if you will recognize 
the author.  “What is the chief characteristic of the tall building?  It is lofty, it must be tall.  The 
force and power of altitude must be in it.  The glory and pride of exultation must be in it.  It must 
be every inch a proud and soaring thing rising in shear exaltation that from bottom to top it is a 
unit without a single dissenting line.”  I see you nodding Blair, you recognize the source do you?

Louis Sullivan, Tall Building Artistically Considered, 1896?

We shall ask whether these aesthetic criteria are met.

Do I get a prize for that?

Well no, you’re the architectural critic of the Tribune.  You did get a prize, the Pulitzer.  We will go 
directly to some of the buildings on our blog site tonight as we return to conversation with 
Antony Wood, Jay Pridmore and Blair Kamin.

“BREAK”

The very first one at miltsfile.com is the Shanghai skyline, this is a whole bunch of buildings, and 
it looks rather like a circus to me Jay.

Well, it is an amazing place.  When I wrote my book about Shanghai, I went and spent a little 
over a month there, and I found that it was the most exciting place I’ve ever been. 

It doesn’t look very communist, if one remembers the shape of Stalin’s Moscow.

We all grew up thinking that the red Chinese were automatons, all wearing the same clothes and 
living in concrete huts, but nothing could be further from the truth.  What I love about architec-
ture is how it’s a lens on so many other things that are going on in society, and in Shanghai you 
see the ironies and the mysteries and the contradictions of Chinese society all kind of wrapped 
up in architecture.  Not just these 21st century skyscrapers in Pudong, which is across the river 
from the main part of Shanghai.  But along the Bund, which is the early 20th century, what we 
might call the colonial city, although Shanghai was never properly a colony.  You see the history 
of one of the most fascinating cites in the world in the architecture that has to rank among the 
most fascinating, if not the most exquisite in the world.

Now, coming very next on this roster that we have on our blog site is the Shanghai World Finan-
cial Center, which at 1,614 feet will be the second tallest skyscraper upon completion.  This is a 
lovely looking building from a distance, with a whole at the top.
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Yes, we were talking about this before and wind is a heavy load on any skyscraper and I guess 
this evidently relives some of the wind load, although I think it is more stylistic than anything 
else.  The funny part of this was that it was originally a round orifice.  That was the opening, and 
it was arguably more elegant when it was round, but the investors in this building are Japanese, 
and the Chinese and the Japanese, well the Chinese hate the Japanese with I think great 
passion, and a rumor circulated in Shanghai that this orifice was the rising sun of Japan, there-
fore the architects, who are based in New York; Kohn Pederson Fox, who have several buildings 
in Chicago had to go back to the drawing  board and square it out.

Again, Antony Wood managed to get off a good line during the last break when he offered the 
opinion that ninety five percent of our new tall buildings are of pretty poor design.

Well I didn’t know you were going to quote me on that statistic, being the executive director of 
the Council on Tall Buildings I’ve just upset ninety five percent of our members!

What about the Shanghai World Financial Center?

Well you know, I think it has positive attributes, but what concerns me about these buildings is 
that many of them, perhaps even most of them I don’t feel are inspired by place.  They are an 
iconic model, and they are easily transportable from one urban center to another, and I think 
that is of concern because many urban centers around the world, perhaps even all urban 
centers, are growing to look like each other. Tall buildings need to evolve, and they need to 
evolve into a typology which is inspired by place.

Now that takes me to the very next one on our photographic roster.  Taipei 101 in Taiwan, says 
here built in 2004, the tallest building standing at 1,671 feet.  Now this one looks to me rather 
Chinese.

It’s awful, it’s just a big pagoda.  I mean it looks like a graduate student designed it.

I believe it was inspired somewhat by the building which is right next to the World Financial 
Center in Shanghai, the Jin Mao Tower which was designed by Adrian Smith, which is I think a 
splendidly elegant building which has a pagoda like expression, and I think Taipei 101 was trying 
to do somewhat the same thing in an original way and just didn’t get it, because it is a much 
crasser building.

Right, the detailing is far less sophisticated, but the wisdom of taking a pagoda which is what 
maybe no more than ten storeys tall, and extruding it to 1,700 feet is just preposterous.  I mean 
it’s just such a facile thing.  Antony you were talking before about the difference between literal 
contextualism  and abstract contextualism and I think the difference between this pagoda, this 
1,700 foot pagoda which looks preposterous, and the rather elegant form of the World Financial 
Center….

But hold on a minute, the pagoda to go back to the standards that Antony was suggesting a 
moment ago, fits that culture, fits that setting.  To build a pagoda like building in downtown 
Chicago would be rather a strange undertaking but it seems appropriate for the capital of 
Taiwan.
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I think it is a step in the right direction, and possibly Blair and I disagree on this, but I still think it 
is off key.  And where it is off key is that architects are still concerned with icon and image, they 
design tall buildings almost how you would design a piece of sculpture to sit on a table; the only 
relationship between the building and the city is a visual one, it’s a “I’m here, I’m beautiful, look 
at me, I’m to be beheld” as a piece of sculpture.  And the architecture needs to evolve to be 
much more than that.  It’s not about a single expression as a piece of sculpture, it’s about how it 
relates at different levels to different things that are going on in the city.

Coming up next is an architectural double whammy.  The Petrontas Towers in Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia, built in 1998, I’m reading from our own blog, miltsfile.com.  Each tower is 1,483 feet 
tall.  These are two separate towers, they seem to be identical and they are joined by a 
skybridge.

Correct.

How do you feel about these?

They are by Cesar Pelli, a great American architect, and their plan form was inspired by the 
Islamic star.  So if you read this building in plan, then it looks like it is inspired by Islamic geom-
etry.  But then that was extruded through eighty eight stories and that was wrapped with the 
western kind of steel and glass curtain wall and actually there is a building just about a mile 
from these buildings which is inspired by the same plan form, but the same ideas are carried 
through into the third dimension and the skin becomes a brise-solaire on the outside, shading 
the glass which sits behind that in the hot tropical sun.

I think these were noticeable because first of all they are twin towers, but they are different from 
the twin towers of the World Trade Center.  The twin towers of the World Trade Center were 
based on Mies Van Der Rohe’s 860-880 Lakeshore Drive which were kind of sliding past one 
another.  They didn’t stand astride one another.  Pelli’s innovation in this building was to put 
these two setback towers with these Islamic motifs directly next to one another and to link them 
with a skybridge.  In his view, the most important thing about the towers was not simply their 
iconic presence, but rather the space in between them.  He talked about them as a kind of 
gateway.  The void in between them was as important as the towers themselves.  I think that 
they are beautiful setback towers and they do have that iconic presence, but the icon is not just 
about the shape, it’s about the void in between.

Next in line on our blog is the Sears Tower, and when you look at the Sears Tower compared to 
all the ones we have already looked at, you realize that the international style represented by 
Mies Van Der Rohe and his followers has been bypassed in most recent construction.  This must 
be the last great Miesian building. I know he didn’t design it, but still it’s a Miesian looking super 
building.  Has any such building gone up since?

No, not any that are as great as this one is.

And this was done by Bruce Graham of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill.

Built in 1973, it stands at 1,451 feet.  It was the world’s tallest building for twenty five years.  It’s 
roof is still taller than the Petronas Towers roofs.  I suppose people would be competitive about 
that.  It doesn’t really matter to me, but you all agree it is still a great building do you?
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I don’t think it’s a great building.  I think it’s a great work of engineering, but I don’t think it’s as 
great as say the John Hancock Center, which with its x-bracing and tapering and structural 
innovation is really Chicago’s Eiffel Tower, far more so than the Sears.

Quite so.  But why did this style of building come to its culmination around the world? What 
used to be called the international style.

I don’t think this building did mark the culmination of that style.  I think it did maybe mark the 
culmination of quality in that style, and the work of Mies Van Der Rohe, but I think the problem is 
that the modernist block was hijacked because it was such a great commercial model and 
actually this is the thing that I react strongly against, not the work of Mies Van Der Rohe, but the 
export of that model to literally hundreds of thousands of places around the world; the extruded 
rectilinear box.

What’s an example of the misuse of that style in Chicago?

If there is one place in the world where it’s going to fit it’s Chicago.  Chicago is the home of the 
box, this is where it started and  with the exception of the Spire that’s coming along, the city has 
carried more or less that same tradition throughout.  So, I’m not sure I’d look to Chicago for 
places where it doesn’t fit.  I am talking about places like London, Hong Kong, Kuala Lumpur, all 
around the world.

Yes, Prince Charles talked about those ‘monstrous carbuncles’. The point is that there was a 
reaction against the Miesian style because it was seen as a universal style to be applied every-
where around the world, and people got tired of it in the 1970’s and 80’s.  People said you could 
go to any city in the world, and you wouldn’t know where you were.

Styles come to their natural conclusions, not all styles can grow.

We have made reference to Muslim styles and themes, I want to ask you about a particular 
building also pictured on our blog tonight.  The Abraj Al Bait Towers in Mecca, which is the 
center of Muslim life, the center of Islam and this is one of the strangest looking buildings that I 
have ever seen.  If you want to see it yourself just go to miltsfile.com and scroll down a bit to the 
Abraj Al Bait Towers.  We will be on to the phones shortly and the lines are now open of course.  
And if you are listening tonight in Abu Dhabi or Kuala Lumpur and you want to join in the 
conversation, you best way is via email and the address is extention720@tribune.com.  Before 
we go to the phones though, indulge me with this one other building that is pictured on our 
blog site this very night.  The Abraj Al Bait Towers in Mecca, the center of Islam.  Standing at 
1,893 feet in 2009 it’s total floor are will be the largest in the world 15.6 million square feet, and it 
is across the street from the Kaaba.  The Kaaba of course is the holiest site in all of Islam, it’s that 
great square structure around which people march as they Hajj once a year.  I’ve assigned Blair 
Kamin to describe, because without the picture in front of you it’s kind of hard to find a verbal 
equivalent, but I trust you can do it.

Yes, all my skills are necessary for this one.  Milt, if you imagine Manhattan in about 1900, with a 
series of twenty to forty story buildings clad in stone, pyramiding upwards towards a central 
tower with a clock on top of it, and then a top a lot like the empire state building except it has an 
Islamic crescent at the top.  I think we were all saying that this looks a little bit like a cross 
between Disneyland, LasVegas, Stalingrad and Manhattan around the twenties.
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It’s the ugliest architectural picture I’ve seen in the last year.

You were saying it is in Mecca, it kind of reminds me of that famous Frank Lloyd Wright quote 
about how you never want to entrust anything spiritual to the clergy.  He said that about the 
Robbie House when the Chicago Theological Seminary wanted to tear it down.  I don’t know if 
the clergy is behind this but since it has to do with Mecca, surely they do.  I just thought I would 
throw that in.

Other commentary?

Has this been built, I don’t think it has been?

This is halfway built.

It looks like a copy of a particularly unsuccessful approach to skyscrapers of about a hundred 
years ago, you just can’t imagine why they chose this design, this retro design to copy.  But you 
know, it is the reflection of someone’s vision and I think that we would do well to, in the fullness 
of time, find out just what they had in mind, who the client was and what those conversations 
sounded like between the client and the architect.

If I was being kind I’d call it eclectic.  If I was being honest, I’d call it a disaster.

I agree with what all of you have said.  I’m still a little stunned by it’s shear pictorial force, or its 
pictorial oddity.  At any rate, you find it together with other buildings that we have not yet 
spoken much about on our own blog miltsfile.com.  Go there instantly and you will see all of the 
buildings we’ve talked about, and some others we’ve not yet got around to, but you can ask 
about them as you call in.  And we now hear from our listeners as well with their questions and 
or comments.  Your own thoughts about the spires rising or already erected in Chicago would be 
of great interest to us, certainly commentary on the Trump Tower as you see it rising.  What are 
some of the other major buildings worth discussing with our listeners, tall buildings in Chicago.  
Which of the others have we not yet mentioned because they are a bit older?

Well, some of the other ones that are going up now, or have stopped construction actually, are 
the Waterview Tower, which is at Wacker and Clark.  That is up to about twenty six stories and ran 
into financing trouble on it’s way up to ninety stories.  Another significant tower is Aqua.  This is 
an eighty two storey mixed use tower by a young Chicago architect named Jeanne Gang, and it 
is supposed to have undulating balconies wrapping all around it, kind of reminiscent a little bit 
of Gaudi’s work, and also the work of Marina City in Chicago.  Those are some of the spectacular 
ones going up now.

There’s also the Sidley and Austin Tower, on the corner of Dearborn and Madison I believe, which 
looks like a fairly, I mean, there is some business on top, it looks functional, it looks like it’s 
potentially interesting although I’m not clear as to what’s going on up there.

Of course a great tower, which rose quite a while ago, and the one that obviously Blair Kamin 
thinks well of and I’m sure the other members of the panel do as well is the John Hancock.

Right, of course; which is, I think we all agree, one of the great most innovative towers built in 
Chicago.
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And standing next to it, what do we call that thing?

Next to the Hancock?  You mean Watertower Place?

Watertower Place, of course.

As Paul Gapp my predecessor called it sort of a ‘marble mausoleum’.  That was the term at the 
time.

Or a vertical shopping mall at any rate.

Yes, certainly a vertical shopping mall.

Telephone 591-7200.  There’s room available on the board, any questions you’ve got, or any 
comments you’ve got about the buildings we’ve been discussing and yet some others that are 
skyward in orientation, even in our own neighborhood, lets hear from you.  And here is the first 
caller.  Hello you’re on the air.

Hi Milt, interesting program.  It seems to me after 9-11 that occupancy was a problem.  How can 
they make money in these buildings?  And to me it doesn’t seem practical either to office in 
those, except for the giant buildings.  Metropolitan Life, after 9-11, happening to be in the 
insurance business, I heard one of their speaker say that in New York they would never occupy 
any building over fifteen floors because they were on the eighty third in the Twin Towers, and I 
mean it just doesn’t seem practical.

That’s really changed.  I mean let’s face it, you have a greater chance of being killed when you go 
out on the highway than you do when you are working in a skyscraper.

Yes, but isn’t perception ninety percent of it?

But the perception has changed since 9-11.  I think that the tremendous fear and anxiety that 
existed has eased.  Certainly it has eased most of all in Asia and the Middle East.

One of the problems with tall office buildings is that offices are encapsulated on their own 
storey.  And if you’ve got a company where interaction among many people is important, you 
have to face that.  I think architects are facing that.  There are some good examples, the Blue 
Cross Blue Shield building built quite a number of years ago does that quite well, and I think the 
New York Times building in New York is known to be a successful solution to that problem.

Well, I haven’t been too many places, but I’ve been a few places around the world, I think 
Chicago’s skyline, as I have a boat in Burnham harbor, is the most beautiful skyline in the country 
they say.

It is a beautiful skyline, and part of the reason for that is that Daniel Burnham planned it so 
beautifully with such a clear diagram of water, and park as kind of a front yard, a foreground for 
that cliff of skyscrapers.  So that was not just by chance, it was by design.

Just a sidebar, do you think the Children’s Museum should be underground, and why do children 
want to look at dirt?
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I’m against putting the Children’s Museum in Grant Park.  I think that there are lots of other good 
places for them to go, and the idea of a private institution that charges admission is really a 
violation of the principals of Grant Park.  But that one is going to be fought out in court we’ll see 
how that turns out.

Thank you for sharing gentlemen, interesting program.

We thank you sir for the call, and we invite more telephone calls, 591-7200.  There are those who 
have had a deep and long interest in the aesthetics of architecture who take a different view of 
the tower.  You will recognize this quotation; at least I’m sure Blair will.  Louis Mumford said some 
years ago: “The sardonic funeral towers of Metropolitan Finance” that’s his description of the 
skyscraper.  What does he mean by that?

Oh God, that was probably from Mumford’s green belt days, when he was anti-urban, he 
thought cities were a disaster and that they were all going to implode and he wanted everybody 
to live in cute little houses with green belts out in the suburbs.  Look, that was Mumford in 
maybe 1930 or something, and I think that clearly he was wrong, he was just dead wrong.  There 
were times when Mumford was just absolutely brilliant and knew exactly what he was talking 
about, and there were also times when he was just incredibly articulate and way off base.

He wrote about architecture and the urban scene generally for the New Yorker Magazine for 
many years.

Right, and he was a brilliant critic but he wasn’t always right.

Maybe he was right for his time, and maybe that was an expression that needed to be made.  
Maybe he had an objection to the way these banks in the south part of Manhattan were behav-
ing, and he found that these buildings that they were building were a vivid expression of some 
element of their characteristic.

I think Mumford hated density.  He came to hate what he perceived as the disorder of the city, 
and I think it took people like Rem Koolhaas to celebrate the delirious disorder of New York and 
Jane Jacobs, to celebrate the disorder of the street, and the actual order that underlay it, and to 
show what it was to appreciate this sort of cacophonous, chaotic, exuberant city that New York 
really was, and Chicago is as well.

I think we agree that that’s positive.

I think Mumford was really way off when he was writing all that.

We’ll go back to the phones, and you are on the air, good evening.

Thank you, thanks for taking my call.  I would like to know what your guests think about that 
building that they are building in Dubai, that’s supposed to be the tallest in the world.

The Burj Dubai, we talked about it earlier, and the architect Adrian Smith who is based in 
Chicago.  He was on this program together with Blair Kamin, I guess about three or four months 
ago.  That building is pictured as well on our blog site, miltsfile.com. it looks awfully nice.
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Aren’t they supposed to be building that in record time too?

Well, it’s Dubai, I don’t think they have OSHA in Dubai.

It’s very thin, you could call it the needle, although they don’t call it that.

It’s a very interesting building, the technical achievements are incredible.  In the history of the 
world’s tallest buildings, I don’t think that one building has ever gone more than 130 or 140 feet 
higher than any other building, and this building is going to be 2,600 feet and possibly even 
higher than that.  It’s going to be as high as the Hancock on top of the Sears.  But it’s not only the 
great height, and this actually links into the previous callers question which was about insecurity 
in tall office buildings, the reality is that most of these tall buildings being built around the world 
are actually residential buildings, and if you look at the Chicago Spire and you look at the Burj 
Dubai, the Burj Dubai is predominantly a residential building and this is interesting because it’s 
the first time that the world’s tallest building will have predominantly a residential function.

Antony, a question of the engineering variety.  When I was a kid, they had not yet broken the 
four minute mile, I was a track man as a young fellow, but of course Roger Bannister did.  But it 
seems to me impossible that anyone will ever, any human being, will ever run a three minute 
mile.  Surely there must be some upper limit, beyond which you can not build?

Well if there is, I wouldn’t like to postulate on what that would be.  There is a building on site 
now which is already planned to be in excess of a kilometer high.  So we are talking about the 
Burj Dubai at about 800 meters, 2,600 feet and there is a building already on site that is going to 
be greater than a kilometer.

In Dubai?

In Dubai.

Right, that is just called the Burj or something?

That’s called The Burj, The Tower.  But you know the structural engineers will tell you that there is 
not a limitation on structural engineering.  One limitation is the checkbook and how much 
money have you got to build, because of course once you go over a certain height, it’s no 
longer….

What about physical law?  In engineering terms, isn’t it conceivable that if you build too high the 
thing will collapse or be blown over by wind, or will be structurally imperfect just because it 
exceeds, in a sort of Promethean way, the limits to which man and architects should aspire?

Well, no.  I mean if you are going to build taller, all you need is a wider base in terms of structural 
engineering and it depends how wide you are going to go.  You could imagine a building, and 
they have been proposed, that is as wide as a city.  The limiting criteria becomes what you put in 
a building, for example the Burj Dubai does not have a single lift which goes from top to bottom 
because it’s too tall for that so it gets more into the elevator technologies and the need to 
transfer people from one lift to another and when does that become so inconvenient and 
un-economical for that to happen.
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That’s true even in the old Empire State Building in New York, which was once the tallest build-
ing in the world.

But again, just to make a point, back to this residential.  That’s one of the reasons that the tallest 
buildings now are residential, because a residential floor will house much less people than an 
office floor so therefore it needs less elevators, so there is more efficiency to be had if you want 
to gain height in a tall building going with a residential function.

Excellent point.  Let me read you an email that I’ve got here.  “I’m very interested in the world’s 
tallest buildings.  I am from Chicago, and take great pride in the Sears Tower.  In a graphic I have 
seen on the internet comparing the world’s largest structures, a few are considered taller than 
the Sears.  I noticed that in some of these, the spire is included in the height. If the antennas on 
the Sears were included, the Sears would blow these out of the water in height.  A spire seems 
very similar to an antenna.  What is the difference between the two, and why is the spire 
included in the measuring?”

Well, I guess I’d better answer that, as that was our fault.  We [the Council on Tall Buildings and 
Urban Habitat] are the body that arbitrates on height and determines the title of the world’s 
tallest and I’m sure many, if not all, Chicago listeners will hark back ten years to when the Petro-
nas Towers took the title over from the Sears Tower.  Yes, I think those listeners are correct, the 
pinnacle of the antenna on the Sears was taller than the spire on Petronas Towers but the differ-
ence is this: a spire is considered an integral part of the architectural vision of the building.  It can 
not be taken away without altering the architectural intent of the building whereas an antenna, 
rightly or wrongly, is considered a functional element which is placed on top of a building and, 
should communication technologies change, the antenna could be taken away or as we have 
seen on Sears increased in height and it’s a functional element.  Although thirty years or twenty 
five years later, whenever those antenna were placed, they have certainly become iconic and 
recognizable with the Sears Tower to the point where if you took them away it would not be the 
same building, it still is about that functionality aspect.  Would you include signage as part of the 
height, would you include a satellite dish as part of the height?  These are functional elements 
placed on top of the building and not part of the overall vision.  Just one other thing to clarify, 
the Sears antenna would not ‘blow away’ other buildings in height.  The height of the antenna is 
taller than for example the Shanghai World Financial Center which has been built now, but not 
significantly.  Not in the ‘blow away’ type phrase that we are using when we talk about the Burj 
Dubai being 300 meters greater than the Sears Tower.

And back to the phones.  The next caller coming up, hello you’re on the air.

Hi, thanks for taking my call.  What I was wondering is that in regards to the Hancock building, 
the steel superstructure is on the outside of the building and I’ve heard in the past that that 
would deteriorate quickly because of the weather and the temperature in Chicago.  I was just 
wondering if that was something that was accurate or not.

Well the superstructure itself is inside the building, but it’s expressed on the outside with those 
black x-braces that you see.  What you are looking at isn’t directly the structure that holds up the 
building, so it’s protected.  I don’t think you have to worry about the Hancock falling down 
anytime soon because of rust corrosion from freeze and thaw cycles.  I think it’s going to be ok.
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That relates to something that I sometimes wonder about.  What’s the average age of a building 
before it somehow decomposes which is rare, well not that rare we have the ruins of ancient 
cities where buildings did decompose one way or another, or is torn down to make way for 
something else.  Could one imagine for example Blair, that one thousand years from now the 
Sears Tower will still be there?  I think probably you can’t imagine that.

Boy, I’ve never thought about that.  I do know this.  Many of the buildings that were built in the 
1880’s and the 1890’s, the Rookery, the Reliance Building and others, are still here.

That’s why I said a thousand rather than a hundred.

In a thousand years we will all be dead.  That’s tough for me to say, I’m very shortsighted Milt, I 
only think about the next hundred.

I have news for you in that regard.  My brother happens to be a climatologist of some significant 
repute, and he has told me more than once that in five thousand years, Chicago in all likelihood 
will be under two miles of ice.

Well, there you go.

Those buildings that replaced the Art’s Club on the western side of Michigan Avenue, I recall 
when they went up, these malls and cineplexes. The developer said that these were twenty year 
buildings, and after twenty years they will have no economic utility and then they can go down.  
That was outrageous because of the buildings they tore down to build them, but also thinking 
about issues connected to sustainability, I think that it’s the responsibility of architects to find 
ways to make sure these buildings are going to last so that we don’t have to tear them down 
and use all the energy to replace them, and then find someplace to put the rubble of the one 
that we tear down.  So that is probably an issue that architects are facing now, making these 
buildings last longer than they maybe typically would in strictly economic terms.

What’s the tallest building so far ever dismantled?

Well we have ones dismantled by force, by 747’s, but that’s a good question.

I think I do know the answer to that.  I think it was the Singer Building in New York, the first 
Singer Tower.  That was right around the turn of the century, so we’re talking about a building 
which is over a hundred years old as the tallest building that was ever dismantled and that just 
goes to show that….

How tall was it?

Fifty or Sixty storeys?

Something around that range.  But it just goes to show, and Jay is quite right, that the invest-
ment in a tall building, the material as well as financial, is such that they are not easily taken 
down and I think they have got to evolve to a point where they are reusable.  In terms of func-
tion, we’re seeing many office buildings being converted to residential and being wrapped in 
different skins and so on and so forth.
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There was a time when they wanted to tear down the Auditorium Theatre, but it turned out to 
be too expensive.  More expensive to tear it down than the land would be worth, so thankfully 
we didn’t lose that.

Preservationists for a long time fought the demolition of historic buildings in Chicago and have 
usually lost.

Well, they’ve lost battles early on, but they’ve won more recently, at least downtown they have 
won some.  Most notably, the Reliance Building was converted into the hotel Burnham, that’s a 
great victory.  And there have been some others, the preservation of the Carbide and Carbon 
Building and turning that into the Hard Rock hotel, and now we have modern buildings that we 
are trying to save as well.

Gentlemen, our revels now are ended I fear, just about half a minute left.  Our guests have been 
Antony Wood, executive director of the Council on Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat which is a 
worldwide organization based in Chicago, Jay Pridmore, author of the new book called Shang-
hai: The Architecture of China’s Great Urban Center and of the article about the Spire, the build-
ing rising in Chicago right on lake shore drive.  That article in the current issue of Chicago Maga-
zine.  And Blair Kamin, architecture critic of none other than the Chicago Tribune.
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