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INTRODUCTION


Located in the state of Illinois where the Chicago River empties into Lake Michigan, Chicago saw its first European settlers in the 1700s. After a traumatic start, including the Fort Dearborn Massacre in 1812, Chicago was incorporated as a city in 1837. It grew by leaps and bounds as it became a major gateway to the West, especially after canals were built linking the local waterways and as railroads pushed toward the American interior.


There were more setbacks along the way, including the Great Fire of 1871 that leveled much of the city. Still, for a large part of the twentieth century, Chicago had the distinction of being the second most populous city in the United States after New York. According to the 2010 US Census, just fewer than 2.7 million people live in Chicago. (Los Angeles has now surpassed that number.)


Chicago has many nicknames: the Windy City (most probably due to the strong breezes coming off the lake), Chi-town, Chicagoland, the City of Broad Shoulders (due to the back-breaking labor of those who helped build the city), and the Second City. This last appellation may come from its size and prominence compared to New York City; some contend it refers to the city’s rise from the ashes of the Great Fire.


Situated between a Great Lake and the Great Prairie, Chicago continues to flourish as one of the most important cities in America—economically, politically, and artistically. It has an astounding twenty-nine miles of lakefront and fifteen miles of public beaches.


It also has more than its share of ghosts.


Surely Chicago is one of the Top Ten Most Haunted Cities in America—not only due to the enormous number of spirits, but also because of the many different types of ghosts. They vary by age, social status, the historical periods in which they lived, and the venues they currently inhabit.


They’re everywhere, in every part of the city and in every kind of location you can imagine: churches, bars, restaurants, theaters, hotels, airports, cemeteries, roadways, schools, nightclubs, TV studios, museums, private residences, city parks, ballparks, post offices, libraries, swimming pools, lakes, forests, and empty fields.


In fact, there are so many ghost legends in Chicago that it’s impossible to cover all of them in a single volume. I reluctantly omitted some of the creepiest tales because the buildings the ghosts haunted are now closed, have been torn down, or can no longer be visited. But don’t worry: You’ll find more than seventy-five tales of terror in this book.


As with other volumes in the Globe Pequot Press “Haunted” series, most of the chapters start with a brand-new, fictional “campfire-style” tale based on a pre-existing legend. In some instances, the original ghost stories were so titillating and so rich in detail that they stood on their own.


I’ve organized the ghost stories according to the parts of Chicago in which the hauntings take place. This was easier said than done. Chicago is made up of seventy-seven community areas, each of which has precise borders. Furthermore, almost every “community” is made up of a number of neighborhoods, each of which may or may not share the same name as the community. On top of that, some residents (especially those of the Catholic faith) refer to where they live in terms of church parishes. And for city council purposes, the city is divided into fifty wards. It can all get rather confusing.


For example, while people in other parts of the country refer to their city’s main business area as “downtown,” the “inner city,” or “center city,” none of these distinctions is commonly used by Chicagoans. Instead they’ll refer to the blocks making up the primary commercial district as the Loop.


Even nonresidents have heard of the Loop. The term may have originally derived from the intersecting and looping paths of the cable cars that ran through the mercantile center in the 1880s. The phrase didn’t gain in popularity, however, until a 1.79-mile “loop” of elevated railway was built along a rectangular path above the commercial district between 1895 and 1897.


Many people, especially nonlocals, will use “the Loop” to mean the entire central shopping, government, and business area of Chicago. Locals know better. The perimeter of the Loop is very specific, bordered by Lake Street on the north, Wabash Avenue on the east, Van Buren Street on the South, and Wells Street on the west.


Likewise, two communities north of the Loop on the other side of the Chicago River are the Near North Side and the North Side. People from out of town might lump them together; for Chicagoans, however, they are very distinct communities.


As a result, the different nomenclature made it somewhat tricky to group the haunted sites so that locals recognize the terminology yet nonresidents can find them. After much soul-searching—always a good thing to do when writing about ghosts—I decided to use the more generic points of the compass rather than community names to pinpoint locations. Whenever necessary to avoid confusion, I include the community, neighborhood, parish, or city name.


I’ve organized the stories in Haunted Chicago into five parts. Even so, some chapters contain stories about manifestations that occur in more than one part of the city. For example, the tale about the Battle of Fort Dearborn is found in Part One because the garrison was located very close to the Loop, but a related legend found in the same chapter concerns a haunting that occurs close to O’Hare. Normally the secondary tale would have appeared in Part Two, but it made more sense to group the stories together.


Part One concerns tales that take place near the city’s first homesteads, the modern-day Loop, and the adjacent Near North Side and Near South Side. Part Two covers communities farther to the north as well as the neighborhoods around O’Hare International Airport. We then hop down to look for apparitions on the South Side of Chicago. Next we investigate some West Side wraiths before heading out into the suburbs and surrounding cities that make up Greater Chicago. Finally, an entire section has been set aside for all the haunted graveyards located within thirty miles of the Loop. (Shameless plug: A few of these tales can also be found in my book Haunted Cemeteries.)


To assist the reader, I’ve put the name of each haunted site in boldface the first time it appears in its respective chapter. Readers should also take particular note of all the paranormal activity that takes place along a single thoroughfare—Archer Avenue, also called Archer Road on some sections of the highway.


After the stories, you’ll find appendices. The first, “Second City Sources,” is a descriptive bibliography of many of the books, newspaper and magazine articles, websites, and other media consulted in the writing of Haunted Chicago. The second, “Ghost Tours,” lists the many walking and motorized group excursions that visit haunted sites in Chicago. The third, “Windy City Whereabouts,” gives the addresses, telephone numbers, websites, and other contact information for the haunted locations. A fourth appendix, “Gone but Not Forgotten,” recounts still-popular legends about places that can no longer be visited.


In the very back of the book, you’ll find five maps. The first four point out the haunted spots in specific sections of the city. The last map shows the locations of all the cemeteries profiled in Haunted Chicago with the exception of the Fort Dearborn Massacre burial sites indicated on other maps. The haunted venues are placed on the maps according to the part of the city they’re in, not by the chapters in which their stories appear.


So hop in the car. The ghosts of the Windy City await.






Part One


THE LOOP AND ENVIRONS



It’s only natural we begin our Chicago ghost hunt where the Windy City had its start: near the junction of the Chicago River and Lake Michigan.


Although residents don’t generally use the term “downtown” when referring to Chicago’s main business district, it obviously has one. The area famously includes the community known as the Loop.


More broadly, the boundaries of the commercial quarter extend north to Chicago Avenue, east to Lake Michigan, south to Roosevelt Road, and west to Halsted Avenue. To include a few more ghost stories, I’ve cheated a bit by expanding the borders slightly west to Racine Avenue and south to Cermack Road. We’ll cover about three square miles on our travels.


We’ll set off from the site of the Fort Dearborn Massacre and continue on to visit a haunted art gallery, a hotel, and a couple of haunted theaters. We’ll also visit, among other places, one of Chicago’s busiest bridges, a television studio, and a museum.








Chapter 1
First Phantoms


The apparitions of several Europeans settlers may have returned to the site of their massacre about a mile south of an early Chicago fortification. Across town, the ghosts of a Native American family that saved one household from the 1812 bloodbath seem to have come back as well.


Sam stood staring at the immense relief on the wall of the blockhouse at the southwest end of the Michigan Avenue Bridge. The 1928 sculpture by Henry Herring was amazing. Named Defense, the monumental artwork depicted a cavalry soldier, raised sabre in hand, trying to hold off a Native American as a man and woman with a babe in her arms attempt to escape a group of marauding Indians. An angel is depicted flying overhead, bearing witness to the tragic scene.


Sam knew it portrayed a defining moment in the early history of Chicago—the 1812 attack on a group of soldiers and frontier families attempting to evacuate the garrison of Fort Dearborn. Although its accepted politically correct name is now the Battle of Fort Dearborn, most people still refer to the bloodbath as the Fort Dearborn Massacre. The stronghold had been located on the very spot where Sam was standing.


By the time the US Army built its military post on the western shore of Lake Michigan in 1803, the settlement there was already being called Chicago. In fact, it had been going by that name in one form or another for more than two centuries!


The native tribes that were living in the region in the seventeenth century called the place shikaakwa, meaning “wild onion” or “wild garlic,” after the vegetables that naturally flourished there. The word Checagou was first used to refer to the settlement in the 1679 memoirs of the explorer Robert de La Salle. In 1688, another French adventurer, Henri Joutel, spelled the word “chicagoua” in his log. The name stuck.


The fort, on the other hand, was named for General Henry Dearborn, who served in the American Revolution and was President Thomas Jefferson’s secretary of war at the time of the outpost’s construction.


By the mid-1700s, when non-natives began passing through the area with some regularity, the Potawatomi were the predominant tribe in the vicinity. In 1779, a French-Canadian fur trapper named Jean Baptiste Point de Sable—sources vary on the spelling of his name—set up a trading post along the Chicago River, becoming the first “permanent” European settler on the site.


Pioneers were pushing west. In addition to independence from England at the end of the Revolutionary War, the colonies gained control of parts of the Northwest Territory, which was located between the Great Lakes and the Ohio River. But that was only on paper. Great Britain was not about to give up its access to the American interior. England was also worried about the vulnerability of Canada to the north. The indigenous population, rightfully concerned about the encroachment of the White Man on their lands, made alliances variously with the British or the Americans, depending at any time upon which side seemed to be allowing them to continue their way of life undisturbed.


In 1795, after losing a decade-long war with the US Army, a dozen tribes known as the Western Confederacy were forced to relinquish Ohio Country (as it was known) as well as six square miles along Lake Michigan at the mouth of the Chicago River. The federal government had been discussing the need for a new stronghold to guard the region west of the lake even before it acquired the land. The nearest garrison was 140 miles away in Fort Wayne.


There was an increasing number of settlers coming to the area, and they needed to be protected. The land was wilderness, linked by hazardous trails and unpredictable waterways. As it stood, the newcomers’ survival depended, in large part, upon cooperation with the local Indian tribes—most notably the Potawatomi, but the Miami, Ojibwa, Shawnee, Winnebago, and many others as well.


Before the construction of Fort Dearborn, the role of peacekeeper often fell to de Sable. In 1800, however, he sold his outpost to Jean Lalime. (Sources vary on the spelling of Lalime’s name as well.) Four years later, a trader named John Kinzie bought out Lalime. Kinzie was quick to ingratiate himself with the local tribes.


Sam looked up from his travel guide. Kenzie’s homestead would have been on the north side of the river, extending for more than a hundred acres. Sam was on the south shore at the intersection of Michigan Avenue and Wacker Drive. It was there, in 1803, that forty men under Captain John Whistler built what was then the country’s westernmost garrison.


Sam had heard rumors that ghosts from the days of the fortress were still haunting the city, but looking around he didn’t see anyone that seemed to be day-tripping from the Other Side. Besides, he was really only there to figure out where the fort once stood.


He glanced down at the pavement. There they were! A series of small rectangular plates set into both the sidewalk and the roadway that showed the outline of the old fortification. He noted that, even though the modern streets were high above water level, the fort would have been constructed down on the riverbank.


Fort Dearborn was a rudimentary stockade, composed of tall logs driven into the ground next to each other, their upper ends sharpened into points. There was an outer wall with a gated entrance and a secret underground exit to the river. The garrison had officers’ quarters, barracks, a guardhouse, an arsenal, and a parade ground.


In 1810, Captain Nathan Heald took command of the fort. Among his officers was another veteran frontier soldier, Lieutenant Linus T. Helm. The latter man soon wooed and married Kenzie’s stepdaughter, who moved with him into Fort Dearborn. Several of the other men stationed there also had spouses, including Heald. Before long, there were more than a dozen children living inside the fort as well.


For a time, relations remained relatively calm between the Native Americans and the settlers, but all that came to an end when the United States declared war on England in 1812. Many tribes, having decided they could no longer trust the American government to keep its word, sided with the British.


Among the early casualties of the conflict was Fort Mackinac, which was taken by the British. That garrison on Mackinac Island was three hundred miles away, but it had guarded the precious channel linking Lake Huron and Lake Michigan and kept the path open for shipping. With no way to supply or defend Fort Dearborn, General William Hull ordered Heald to abandon the stronghold, leave its contents to the Indians, and retreat to Fort Wayne. By that time, almost five hundred braves had camped outside the garrison, contemplating their next move.


Heald knew that he would have to negotiate with the tribes if he and his troops (along with any settlers who wished to accompany them) wanted to be able to depart without incident. On August 12, 1812, the captain met with the chiefs and promised he would leave behind all of the fort’s stores other than what he needed for his journey in exchange for safe passage. It’s unclear what provisions Heald meant, but the tribesmen were incensed when they saw the soldiers disposing of whiskey, extra guns, and rounds of ammunition. (It’s hard to believe that Heald would have thought it wise to give any of those things to the already highly agitated Indians.)


On August 14, Captain William Wells accompanied by thirty Miami warriors arrived from Fort Wayne, where he was working as an Indian agent. Wells was a colorful character. Indians had captured him when he was a small boy, but he was adopted into the family of Little Turtle, one of the Miami’s fiercest chiefs. Wells later became a military scout, then a liaison between the US government and the local tribes. He was also the uncle of Captain Heald’s wife. When he heard about General Hull’s order, he rushed to Fort Dearborn to assist in any way he could.


Later that same night, a Potawatomi chief named Mucktypoke (commonly referred to as Black Patridge) went to the fort. He was on good terms with the Americans, so he wanted to give Heald fair warning: He could no longer hold back the young, hotheaded warriors who were out for blood. The chief symbolically removed a medal Heald had given him as a symbol of friendship and handed it back to him. If Black Partridge were forced into battle, he would have to fight with the Potawatomi.


The next morning at nine, August 15, 1812, the exodus began. William Wells led the line with fifteen of the Miami. Behind them were fifty-five soldiers from the garrison, twelve local civilian militiamen, two fifers, two drummers, nine women, and eighteen children, all followed by the remaining Miami. The children probably rode in one of the two supply wagons; some of the women were on horseback. The whole contingent was accompanied by about five hundred Potawatomi warriors, whom the Americans believed had promised to facilitate their passage out of the territory.


At first the group followed the Chicago River, which at that time had a slightly different course than it does now. Shortly after passing the fort, the river dipped southeast, entering Lake Michigan about where Madison Street is today. From the lake, the band of evacuees turned south along the edge of the water, on a path that lay a little to the east of what became Michigan Avenue. (Much of the modern shoreline in that area is landfill.)


Somewhere near present-day Roosevelt Road, a line of low sand dunes arose, separating the path along the lake from the slightly elevated land on the other side. Imperceptibly, as they passed that point, the Potawatomi broke away from the settlers and rode to the west of the dunes.


The ambush began quickly. Wells came riding back toward the parade at a full gallop, shouting that the Indians were attacking at the front of the line. Heald ordered his soldiers to rush up the dunes to break the flank of the Native Americans. They temporarily succeeded but soon found themselves surrounded. The soldiers managed to fight their way back to the shoreline.


The Miami had fled. Wells hurried on to attempt to save the women and children. With the soldiers occupied, more than a hundred Potawatomi had engulfed the wagons. Despite a heroic defense, the dozen militiamen had been quickly killed. One errant Potawatomi jumped into the wagons and slaughtered as many of the women and children as possible. Another Indian—or perhaps the same one, depending upon whose account you read—grabbed Margaret Helms, the lieutenant’s wife, and dragged her to the lake to drown her. (She survived. It later turned out that the warrior had been Black Partridge, and he “kidnapped” her as a ruse to save her life.)


Reports differ as to whether Wells was briefly captured and escaped to return to battle or whether he was immediately slain. But slain he was. One warrior scalped Wells while another cut out his heart. The organ was chopped into pieces and distributed to the marauders, who, believing that it contained the soldier’s courage, ate it.


Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the massacre was over. The entire melee had lasted just fifteen minutes.


With the promise from the Indians that they would not be killed, Captain Heald surrendered. Sixty-seven had lost their lives: Wells, twenty-five soldiers, the twelve militiamen, two women (one of whom was a slave), a dozen children, and fifteen Potawatomi.


The day after the battle, the victorious natives burned the fort to the ground, and the defeated Americans were separated among the Potawatomi. Some were kept captive by the tribes, but most were sold or given to the British. In turn, the Americans were ransomed to their families or the US government, exchanged as prisoners of war, or eventually just released.


(Because John Kinzie had always dealt fairly with the Indians, a few of them—primarily a mixed-race Potawatomi chief named Billy Caldwell—shielded the trader and his family during the massacre. For more than a hundred years, the accepted story of what happened on the battlefield that day came from two books written by John’s daughter-in-law, Juliette Magill Kinzie. Juliette didn’t move to Chicago with her husband until 1833, so she based her writings on family folklore.)


Four years after the carnage, with the War of 1812 over, the US Army returned to Chicago to rebuild the fort. What they found cut them to the quick: It seemed that William Wells’s mutilated corpse had been respectfully buried by Caldwell, but the bleached bones of all the other dead were strewn in the sandy soil where the victims had fallen. The soldiers gathered up what remains they could find and laid them to rest, according to some sources, in a field located close to what is now the junction of 16th Street and Indiana Avenue.


The new fort, in turn, was decommissioned in 1837 and turned over to the city. In 1855, part of its north wall was lost when the Chicago River was dredged, widened, and straightened. An 1857 blaze razed most of the interior buildings, and the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 destroyed whatever was left. A slice of history vanished.


That did it! Sam had to see the Fort Dearborn Massacre site. And who knows, he thought to himself, maybe that’s where the ghosts were hanging out. He hopped in his car and headed south on Michigan Avenue. Roosevelt Avenue was only about two miles away.


As he neared Roosevelt, a green field appeared on his left, but high-rises lined the west side of Michigan. Though he knew better, Sam had half hoped to find the ridge of dunes intact. But of course they were long gone, having been leveled, built upon, and rebuilt upon time and time again.


Another half mile down the road, Sam came to 16th Street. He turned east, and in a block he hit Indiana Avenue. He pulled his car to the curb and got out.


There wasn’t much to be seen. There were squat, redbrick buildings of about five or six stories on the northeast and southwest corners. A white apartment building with about twenty floors sat gleaming on the southeast corner. But over there, on the diagonal corner …


Sam crossed the street and walked up to the low, black iron fence that enclosed a large, triangular park. The grassy plot appeared to take up about a third of a block, with train tracks just beyond.


Sam stood on the sidewalk taking it in. He hadn’t been able to find a gate, so he was surprised to see four people on the other side of the flat, open lawn. The folks didn’t seem to be moving. It was almost as if they were floating in place.


It was mid-morning and Sam was facing the sun, so he couldn’t make out their faces, even by squinting. But he could see their clothing, and it was like nothing anyone else on the street was wearing. The sole woman had on a long, plain dress, with some sort of shawl draped over her shoulders, and she appeared to be cradling a small bundle—was it a baby? The three men wore boots and carried rifles. One of them wore a fringed, tan jacket; another sported a flat, wide-brimmed hat. And the third man … the third man was dressed in a blue uniform. He was a soldier!


A sudden reflection off a passing car caused Sam to momentarily raise a hand to shield his eyes. When he looked back at the foursome, they were gone. The yard was empty!


Well, that’s odd, Sam thought. If there was no easy way for him to get into the park, there shouldn’t have been any way for them to get out so fast. Still, he gave it little thought. There were two other areas he wanted to visit. For years, 18th Street and Prairie Avenue was considered the traditional site of the massacre—even though historians have now discounted it—but Sam was only four blocks away. One block past that location, there was the newly dedicated Battle of Fort Dearborn Park at 18th Street and Calumet Avenue. If Sam hurried, he could check out both places before noon. Maybe then he could get his strange fixation on the massacre out of his system. He could concentrate on finding what he had really come to Chicago to experience: some authentic deep-dish pizza.
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Sam was far from the first to have seen the nebulous forms hovering over the grounds at 16th Street and Indiana Avenue.


Within weeks of the massacre, spirits of those who had died in the battle began to appear at the ruins of the fort. Anecdotal reports of the apparitions continued for several years, but in time they died out.


For more than a century, the unsettled souls seemed at rest—that is, until the 1980s, when road construction near 16th and Indiana uncovered a cache of human bones. Many pre-Chicago Fire burial records are lost, so at first it was assumed that the skeletal pieces were from victims of an 1840 cholera epidemic. Further testing showed the remains to be decades older. Many people jumped to the conclusion that the bones came from the Fort Dearborn Massacre.


Whether they did or not, almost immediately after the bones were exhumed, apparitions began to materialize in a field close to the intersection, and the hauntings continue to this day. The translucent human figures are dressed in pioneer clothing or soldiers’ uniforms from the frontier period. Some of the spirits appear to hang in place or walk in slow motion; others seem to be running as if trying to escape. A few have terrified expressions on their faces or seem to be screaming. Have the spirits returned because their graves were disturbed? Or was the grassy lot the actual site of the battle, and unholy memories of the massacre have been accidentally resurrected?


Another haunting related to the Battle of Fort Dearborn takes place several miles to the northwest in the community of Norridge, close to O’Hare International Airport. It centers on a grave marker in the Robinson Woods Indian Burial Grounds, located down a short trail off East River Road near the intersection of West Lawrence Avenue.


The simple, upright, jagged half boulder of granite is the tombstone for Alexander Robinson and several of his kin. It lies on land the US government gave Robinson in 1829 for his assistance as an intermediary between the Indians and settlers after the Fort Dearborn Massacre. The forested land came to be known as Robinson Woods.


Several Native Americans, including Billy Caldwell, were given similar land grants as part of a treaty between the federal government and local tribes. After the attack, Robinson and Caldwell had ferried John Kinzie and his family, Captain and Mrs. Heald, and several other Chicago settlers to Fort Detroit. (The garrison was by then under British control, but it got the survivors out of further harm’s way.)


At the time of the Fort Dearborn incident, Robinson was the chief of the Potawatomi, Chippewa, and Ottawa. His Native American name was Chee-Chee-Pin-Quay, or “Blinking Eye,” due to a pronounced facial tic. Robinson’s mother came from the Ottawa tribe; her father was French. Other facts about Robinson’s birth are uncertain. Journalist William Henry Hurlbert claimed he was born in 1762, the son of a British officer at Mackinac. Robinson himself said in 1866 that his father was a Scottish trader, and he had been born in 1789. In point of fact, Robinson was never sure where or when he was born. His tombstone says that he died on April 22, 1872, at the age of 110.


Over time, Robinson and his heirs sold off much of the property. What remained was purchased by the city of Chicago in the 1920s to become part of the Cook County Forest Preserves. A one-acre parcel was set aside for use by Robinson’s descendants. The last family member left after their house burned down on May 26, 1955. The granite monument in the ancestral cemetery remains there, marking the graves of Robinson, his wife, and several relations who were also interred there.


Five months after the fire, the naked bodies of three boys—John Schuessler, thirteen; his brother, Anton, eleven; and their friend Robert Peterson, fourteen—were discovered lying in a ditch near the preserve’s parking lot off Lawrence Avenue. All three had been strangled. The case went unsolved for nearly forty years until a police informant accused a sixty-one-year-old man named Kenneth Hansen of being the boys’ killer. Hansen, arrested in August 1994, would have been twenty-two at the time of their deaths. Despite there being no direct evidence or eyewitnesses to the crime, the jury believed the prosecution’s case against Hansen. He was found guilty and sentenced to life in prison. He died there of natural causes at age seventy-four in September 2007.


Paranormal sightings in Robinson Woods Forest Preserve began to be reported shortly after the boys’ deaths. The phenomena occurred both day and night, and the variety of manifestations makes it unclear whether they were triggered by the murders or by the departure of the Robinson clan from the property.


Motorists, joggers, and trail walkers have seen flickering lights floating through the vegetation. During the past twenty years especially, lights have been seen at night after the park has officially closed for the evening. The bits of illumination move along a trail from the area of the gravestone to the Des Plaines River—the route the Robinsons would have taken to collect water.


Some visitors at the preserve have spied odd-looking faces peeking out from behind trees. The beating of tomtoms or wood being chopped sometimes catches the ear, even though neither activity is being performed anywhere in the forest. In 1974 and 1975, ghost investigators claimed to have captured some of these noises on tape.


Also, for some reason, the strong scent of lilacs (or occasionally violets) frequently hangs a few feet in the air directly above the family marker or, in some cases, slightly to its left as you face the engraving on the stone. The odor is recognizable even in the middle of winter, and it stays in place irrespective of a breeze.


Like the historical reminders of Fort Dearborn in the center of Chicago, Robinson Woods can be visited year-round. The question is: If you stop by the sites, will you be lucky enough to be there at the same time as any of the ghosts?




Chapter 2


The Water Tower Terror



The phantom figure of a man dangling lifelessly from a noose is framed in a Water Tower window—that is, when he’s not sneaking a peek out of one of the panes of glass. And what’s causing the beams of light that sometimes shoot from the top of the cupola?


Having a gallery show of her own was the last thing Mariah had ever considered. But when the Chicago Department of Cultural Affairs and Special Events, or DCASE, offered an exhibition, she thought, Why not? To be honest, she didn’t believe her photographs to be anywhere near the quality of the ones she had seen at the Water Tower gallery in the past, but she did understand their fascination with the material. It’s what drew her to the project in the first place.


From the time she was a little girl visiting the Art Institute of Chicago with her mother on Sunday afternoons, Mariah knew she wanted to spend her life surrounded by art. At first, she thought that meant she had to be a painter herself, or perhaps a sculptress. She tried her hand at everything: from line drawings and chalk to watercolors and oil; from etchings, woodblocks, and lithographs to ceramics, kinetic art, and mobiles. She didn’t feel at home in any of them. She tackled (in vain) what must have been a ton of granite, and even she found her attempts at art “installations” pretentious and incomprehensible.


So finally, reluctantly, Mariah had to admit the sad truth: She didn’t have any, well, talent.


At least not in making the art she loved so much. She realized what she liked to do most—after experiencing a masterpiece for itself, of course—was learning its past, researching its artist, discovering the techniques involved, and learning what was going on in the world that might have influenced its creation. Possibly Mariah’s strength lay in art history or gallery management. Perhaps she could become a curator at an art museum, maybe a world-class institution such as the Art Institute of Chicago itself.


Straight out of high school she enrolled at the University of Chicago—she was a hometown girl, all the way—majoring in fine arts with a double minor in business and arts management. On the side, she studied French and Italian. But most of all, she set out to view as much artwork as possible.


Even though her finances didn’t allow her to travel, there was a whole world to be seen right there in Chicago. Yes, the Art Institute was magnificent. But the Windy City was also home to several other major museums, galleries attached to universities, venues showcasing individual nations or cultures, and a hundred or more small and independent upscale galleries as well as several nonprofit alternative spaces.


By the end of her undergraduate years, Mariah had set her sights on administration, and she realized that a graduate degree was almost a necessity if she hoped to be considered by a leading institution. Perhaps she should have broadened her curriculum vitae by going to New York or overseas to continue her studies, but in the end she decided to stay close to home.


She settled on the University of Illinois at Chicago and enrolled in the art history department, hoping to earn a master of arts degree in museum and exhibition studies. The two-year program was capped off with a supervised internship, plus it required some sort of capstone project.


At first, Mariah intended to find some obscure, unexamined facet of Medieval or Renaissance art to scrutinize and interpret for her paper, but a casual stop at the Museum of Contemporary Art, or MCA, completely changed her plans for a thesis. It’s also what led her to the Water Tower.


Mariah had been to the MCA dozens if not hundreds of times before. Although she wasn’t a fan of everything that passed as modern art, she certainly appreciated the acknowledged masters such as Picasso, Dali, Pollock, de Kooning, and Rothko. But on that trip, for whatever reason, she was drawn to one particular work by Andy Warhol.


Warhol’s artwork helped define the late 1950s, the 1960s, and the Pop Art movement. The style was best known for mixing images from popular culture and recontextualizing them in a way that commented on the society and attitudes that produced them. Often, traditional elements such as photography and collage were coupled with mechanical means of reproduction such as lithography and silk-screening to produce the final pieces.


Even people who knew nothing else about art had seen Warhol’s Campbell’s Soup Cans, a series of thirty-two individual canvasses first exhibited in 1962 and now residing at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. Almost as famous was his multiple-image Marilyn Diptych, also completed in 1962, which is on display at the Tate in London.


The Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago had a third Warhol piece completed that same year, and Mariah couldn’t take her eyes off it. Called Troy Diptych, the 81 x 110¾-inch work had much in common with the better-known Marilyn. Warhol had silk-screened 102 oval photographs of Troy Donahue, all variations of a single image, onto a painted canvas. (Donahue was a teen heartthrob who had starred in a series of 1950s movies and the 1960-1962 TV show Surfside Six, and the photo Warhol had selected was a standard publicity headshot.) In the completed work some of the images were in color, others in black and white. In addition, some of the faces had been deliberately smudged or over-inked when silk-screened onto the canvas.
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