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Bryan: So Tim, we are so thrilled to have you as part of 
our Wright Society Virtual Summit sessions. One of the 
first things I wanted to jump into right away with you 
is to talk about your role as Cultural Historian here in 
the great city of Chicago. What exactly does a Cultural 
Historian do? How did that come to be? There’s a lot of 
questions I have about this unique role that you have.

Tim: Well, I work for the city of Chicago, for the 
Department of Cultural Affairs and Special Events. There 
was a decision that there should be people who represent 
different disciplines that are part of culture in Chicago. 
So they had a cooking person. They had a literary 
person. They had a fashion person. And they decided 
there should be a history person. So that’s me.

It’s a one-person shop. So it’s me in my office. I do 
exhibits, programs, I’m a resource when people have 
questions about the city, both in city government. Also, 
when my telephone rings, it’s kind of a combination 
when I’m on the spot. It’s a bit of Russian roulette 
because you don’t know what’s it’s gonna be, but 
also lightning Jeopardy because I’ll get the darnedest 
questions. And I actually kind of surprise myself because 
I can often deal with them and onto the next.

Bryan: Yeah.

Tim: So it’s a great gig, being the Cultural Historian for 
the city of Chicago. I don’t know of another city that has 
anything quite like this one. So it’s unique, but I get to have 
a good time with it. Part of it being kind of a one-person 
shop is I kind of get to decide what I want to do.

Bryan: That’s fun. Now, how did you get started with 
this? I know a little bit about your story and some of the 
things that you’ve been able to be involved with, from 

a preservation perspective, in the city of Chicago. But 
when did this start for you? And how did you kind of 
move into this unique role?

Tim: Oh, as far as being the Historian?

Bryan: Yeah.

Tim: I was obsessed with history, even as a kid and even 
in historic preservation. I was fussing around, trying to 
figure out what colors the classroom walls were painted 
in my grade school.

Bryan: Oh, my gosh.

Tim: They were doing these kind of pastel colors and 
what. I said, “Look. It was painted brown. Here’s the 
original finish.” It was kind of like, “Yeah, kid.” So 
needless to say, I was kind of the strange one, but I loved 
it. I’d get all the old school newsletters and look for 
glimpses of the features that were there and whatnot. 
They were gonna take the cornice off my grade school, 
and I got wind of it, and I made a big fuss. That cornice 
is still up there. So for a grade-school kid to get them to 
save a cornice, I guess something worked.

Bryan: That’s great. Well, the whole reason why we’re 
here is to talk about Wright’s early career. I know you’ve 
got a wealth of knowledge, as well as some fun things 
to share about that. The first thing I probably want to 
dig in with you is to talk about what brought Wright to 
Chicago. What was the reason that he came here, the 
circumstances kind of surrounding that? And ultimately 
where did he land once he came here from Wisconsin?

Tim: Well, Wright tells his own story about how he got 
here. There’s probably some discrepancies and whatnot, 
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but the facts are pretty simple. I think the real incentive 
is that there was a lot happening architecturally in 
Chicago. So if you were a young architect and wanted 
to go where things were being built of interest and 
dynamic, Chicago was the place.

So you have Wright coming to Chicago in the late 
1880s, when the first skyscrapers are starting to arise and 
get attention, but it wasn’t that he just came here kind 
of blindly and showed up in Chicago, because there’s the 
whole undercurrent that goes back to Wright’s origins, 
and that’s Unitarians. You could put the Unitarians at 
the basis of the whole thing.

The whole idea of the respect of the individual, the 
creativity of the individual, people working together, 
each with their own disciplines and their talents for the 
benefit of all society. It’s the basis of Wright’s. His uncle, 
Jenkin Lloyd Jones, was one of the most influential 
Unitarian ministers in the country. His church was 
building right on the south side of Chicago.

Now, Wright said he came here and wasn’t gonna tell 
his uncle, Jenkin. I have some doubts about that, but 
certainly uncle Jenkin knew that he was here soon. Then 
Wright finds his way around Chicago. He talks about 
going to different architectural firms and whatnot.

The first place he goes, and it’s a firm that never gets the 
credit that it really should, and that’s J. Lyman Silsbee. 
Silsbee does these amazing Shingle-style houses. They did 
all kinds of buildings, but in particular, Shingle-style. So 
use of natural materials, having the natural materials and 
its finishes and the grains of the wood actually be part of 
what gives the power of the building.

But also, a house by J. Lyman Silsbee, at the time Wright 
worked there, was anything but a box. To get the best 
plan, to get the best light, they spread out all over. The 
exterior of that building has got protrusions and things 
coming in and out and this amazing  three-dimensional 
complexity to them. This is a really early influence. He 
wasn’t with Silsbee very long, but you can look at things 
right to the end, and there’s the whispers of Silsbee.

Of course, Silsbee gets forgotten because of . . . who does 
he go to work for? Actually there’s a little bit with W.W. 
Clay. We won’t even get into that. We can. Actually it was 
a case of going to Clay. He works for Silsbee. Then he goes 
to work for W.W. Clay, who was an old-line architect.

Actually there’s a case where Wright even, himself,  
says something that he never really would have said 
before. That he kind of found himself over his head. 
Can you imagine that?

But he leaves, goes back to Silsbee. But of course, it all gets 
eclipsed because he goes to work for Adler and Sullivan. 
So here, you have the Auditorium Building underway. 
They are literally designing the details of the building 
while the walls are going up. And Sullivan needed help. 

I believe there’s something about Sullivan that was the 
whole idea. It kind of almost parallels the Unitarian 
philosophy, which was compatible, which I think made 
him compatible to Sullivan, is the idea of people are a 
part of nature. Human beings have the ability to think to 
reason and create. And with those powers can then give 
life to what your life endeavor is. 

As an architect, you can give life to the parts that a 
building is made out of, to know the nature of the 
materials, assemble them in a way that it not only has 
a functional aspect, but it also has a power, just like 
something of beauty that you experience in nature. It’s 
the same thing.

So that ability . . . You look at a tree, why every part of 
that tree relates to its environment, how the sun reaches 
it. Nothing is there for pure decoration, but you might 
look at a beautiful tree and say, “Oh, isn’t that beautiful? 
How beautiful it is in this environment.”

With Sullivan, a building would do the same thing. 
And each person has, in themselves, to be able to give 
that life. And each individual has their own way to give 
it. So it’s all about developing yourself. I am sure that 
Sullivan, very early, noticed in Wright this same ability 
and sensitivity, which he had.

So I think, philosophically, the Unitarian philosophy 
was compatible with Sullivan’s idea of the role of human 
beings and the part of nature and as creative beings. 
But there’s also something that Wright had that people 
don’t often talk about that makes his work special, which 
Sullivan had a gift, a couple of rare gifts that not all 
architects have.

I think there’s no question that Wright had this ability to 
think in the big picture. The way his mind worked, he 
could think of a totality as a whole and then can work it 
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out, which is the way Sullivan thought. But even more 
importantly, Wright and Sullivan shared the rare gift of 
being able to think in three dimensions. Not everybody 
can do that.

Bryan: That’s true.

Tim: He could move through space, and he could 
develop a house. And he would always look at the site, 
topographical, how the sun comes in, move through 
that space and how the light comes through it at 
different times of day, the whole idea of what it is to 
move through space as a person in motion, and how you 
manipulate space and how to trigger your own personal 
census. There’s this poetic aspect of knowing how to trip 
your senses when going in a building.

So why do people remember Sullivan buildings? Why do 
people remember Wright buildings? You can talk about 
the ornament. You can talk about the horizontal lines 
all you want. What makes them stand out are all these 
little buttons that are pushed, that you don’t even know 
they’re being pushed.

So, Wright and Sullivan worked while together. As 
Sullivan’s practice was increasing, he needed somebody 
who could actually think like he did and take 
responsibility for making things happen. Now, we’re 
forgetting to take Dankmar Adler, who’s part of it too, 
was Sullivan’s partner.

Bryan: Let me stop you for one second, because I 
want to go back just a little bit and see what were the 
circumstances around Wright connecting with Adler and 
Sullivan? Do you have any insight into . . . Was there an 
ad in the paper that he responded to? Was there kind of a 
network or a circle of people that he was part of? Do you 
have any insight into that?

Tim: Well, as far as looking for a place, I think Wright 
was happily at Silsbee’s office, but he did hear about an 
opening at Adler and Sullivan. Of course, this whole 
network is good friends with Cecil Corwin. Actually I 
found out you pronounce his name “Cess-sil,” “Cess-sil” 
Corwin . . . but anyway . . . a little detail.

There was this word of an opening. So Wright basically 
goes, applies, and brings in his drawings. Wright talks about 
showing up at the office and meeting Paul Mueller and 
looking through, showing his portfolio. He even tells about 

how he does a drawing, and he says he did it in the manner 
of Sullivan. Then he realized later that that was completely 
in violation of the whole philosophy that you don’t do it in 
the style of him. You work to develop yourself.

Bryan: So it was kind of just the circumstances of the 
planets aligning, so to speak, where these two greats 
meet, the master and the student coming together with 
Wright and Sullivan. Before I jumped in on that, you were 
starting to go down a path, talking about Adler. 

One of the things I’d really love to explore with you 
a bit is, oftentimes, there’s much to be said about 
the influence of Sullivan on Wright and kind of that 
relationship that those two had, but I think that there’s 
really some interesting things that probably come out of 
what he learned from Adler, that I think would be great 
to have you dive into a little bit and explain what are 
some key things that stand out, that Wright really took 
from Dankmar Adler.

Tim: Wright was very much Sullivan’s assistant. Louis 
Sullivan’s partner was Dankmar . . . it was “Adler and 
Sullivan.” It’s not just Sullivan alone. Adler was a brilliant 
engineer. He was brilliant at acoustics. He was also 
somebody who was skilled at how to coordinate pulling a 
building together. 

Now, there’s one thing to keep in mind, though, on this. 
People will often tell the story and say that Dankmar 
Adler was in charge of the technical aspects of a building, 
and Sullivan was in charge of the decorative aspects of it. 
Absolutely not.

Now, Adler was brilliant in his different way, especially 
acoustics. Wright remembered about many of the 
principles. So that even worked, and he mentions it 
being part of the bandstand at the Midway Gardens and 
other projects that he had. Certainly, I think, in terms of 
engineering and enhancing his own instinctual sense of 
engineering, that helped make that real for him. 

The interesting thing, though, is Louis Sullivan knew 
materials. He knew how to engineer. He knew how 
to put up a building. He knew how to fight with a 
contractor when something wasn’t done right, and he 
was damn tough. So Sullivan had that too. If Sullivan 
was just doing buildings decoratively, the whole premise 
of what he was all about is false. You have to do this 
totally. It’s totally organic. By gosh, Sullivan did it.
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Bryan: So acoustics, engineering. Was there anything 
else that he maybe picked up, being in the same office, 
working on a lot of the same projects with that main 
partner in the architectural firm?

Tim: He often mentioned Dankmar Adler, and he spoke 
of Adler’s integrity, which is something, a very principled 
person and kind of a very calm rationality to him. So it’s 
hard to say. He doesn’t go into that . . . Wright doesn’t 
go into that many specifics about Adler, although he was 
very careful to make sure that Adler was given credit as 
somebody who was both influential and, also, somebody 
who is sadly overlooked in the story of Chicago and 
American architecture.

Bryan: So I, of course, want to talk a little bit about  
his departure from the firm of Adler and Sullivan.  
Before we do that, I want to see if you’ve got anything 
that you can share in regards to . . . You had a group 
working under Adler and Sullivan that was going down a 
certain path, from a design perspective. Then you’ve got 
Daniel Burnham. 

Is there anything to be said there, between what was 
happening in those two different offices and, certainly, 
within the entire Chicago school? I think it might be 
important to talk about that just a little bit, because you 
can see a direct influence on how that set Wright on a 
certain path to truly blaze his own design philosophy 
throughout decades to come.

Tim: Well, it was fortunate that Wright landed in the 
Adler and Sullivan office, where he could work with 
both Dankmar Adler and Louis Sullivan and, also, to 
be able to work on the World’s Columbian Exposition. 
Wright had a lot of responsibility for detailing the 
Transportation Building at the World’s Fair. 

It’s always interesting because Burnham is often 
portrayed as the bad villain in the story of this, in terms 
of the Classicism of the Fair. There are many stories 
before, as the Fair was being built, Burnham was in 
partnership with John Wellborn Root, an amazing 
architect. They worked in tandem with each other.

The shift that occurred at the Fair in changing towards a 
tide of Classicism, that was something that probably was 
coming down the pike anyway. So it’s not like Burnham 
is the bad guy. For the idealism of there being a Fair that 
would represent new American ideals and modernist 

principles. The architects that were being brought in as 
the collaborators from the east, that’s not what they were 
all about.

Burnham was somebody who was kind of good at pulling 
things together and making it. Building that Fair almost 
overnight, an impossible task. He was able to do it. It’s 
very interesting. For all of the enmity that is described 
between Sullivan and Burnham, Burnham was actually 
very accommodating to Sullivan. Sullivan expressed, in 
many early sources, respect for Daniel Burnham.

When Sullivan was having hard times, financially, 
Burnham would loan him money. So it’s an interesting 
dynamic, but there is that whole kind of Classical nature 
of the Fair. Wright saw it rising from the ground. He saw 
plaster being . . . A material that you could shape into 
anything that you want . . . Those buildings were just a 
plaster skin over frames. So you could take that, and you 
could mold it and make it an imitation place of another 
time . . . or reminiscent of it.

Some of those buildings were very modern and 
progressive in their own way. They’re not literal Classical 
buildings. They’re huge. Manufacturers . . . It was the 
largest building on the planet, basically. But in the case 
of Adler and Sullivan, that was a building that took the 
idea of World’s Fair. 

That building was all about celebration . . . celebration in 
44 different colors, also celebrating the nature of plaster 
and what it can do, flat, molded juxtaposition of the 
two, doing it in color so it anchors to the ground, gets 
more complex as it rises up, meets the sky like a tree. It’s 
the same organic principles.

Bryan: Interesting.

Tim: He witnessed all of that. Then of course, there’s 
the story of the Japanese influence, which people like to 
make a lot out of. The Japanese pavilion at the World’s 
Fair that was going up by Japanese craftspeople, not that 
far from where the walls of the Transportation Building 
were rising up. But that jumps ahead a bit in the story.

Bryan: Well, let’s talk about his departure from Adler 
and Sullivan. I think many of us who are fans and 
appreciators of Wright’s work and know a little bit about 
his history know that there was something there. He left. 
But are there any specific details or things that you found 
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through research that shed a little bit of light on that 
particular story?

Tim: Why, yes, there are. They don’t get talked about 
that much. As time went on, Wright worked as Sullivan’s 
assistant. Sullivan did his best to coach. Sullivan did his 
best to coach Wright and get into sync. They’d work into 
the night on the Auditorium drawings and converse. 
Sullivan would sing opera to teach him about opera and 
life and love and whatnot.

As time went on, Adler and Sullivan were getting more 
and more jobs. It came to the point where . . . Before, 
Wright was somebody that Sullivan could rely on to kind 
of take . . . ink in his drawings and, very literally, finish 
up things for him. But as he realized that Wright also 
had similar gifts of thought and space and whatnot, for 
smaller jobs and details, Wright had gotten more and 
more responsibility.

There’s some early Adler and Sullivan buildings where 
maybe Sullivan did the basic concept, but Wright did 
the detailing. If you do the detailing, you have quite a 
contribution where you can stake a bit of a claim to it, 
although it’s like this. If you try to pull them apart, you’re 
looking for trouble. You probably heard about this.

One of the things that’s interesting is Sullivan’s 
philosophy, and it was also Wright’s philosophy, that 
each individual will eventually evolve their own identity. 
As Sullivan enjoyed having somebody like Wright, who 
could take one of his ideas and carry it forward, all of 
a sudden, what happens is Wright . . . Just like a child 
grows up and is nurtured by the parents, and the parents 
are trusted. You look up to them. Then suddenly it’s like 
what happens with teenagers and their parents. They’re not 
as willing to go along with what the parent (Mr. Sullivan) 
does. You want to assert your own individuality. So that’s 
the philosophy working.

So he starts to assert his own individuality, wanting to 
do some of his own things. It started making tension 
because now Sullivan, who was very accustomed to 
somebody who very willingly would be able to carry 
forward, he was getting a little push-back.

So there were cases where, while Wright was working for 
Adler and Sullivan . . . We do know he liked . . . He had 
expensive taste in clothes and decorative objects. Sullivan 
did too. So no conflict there, but he was short of money. 

He used to do all kinds of things. There’s even one story 
of Sullivan sent Wright to an auction to bid on some 
Oriental rugs that Sullivan wanted, because Sullivan 
didn’t have time to go to the auction. So Wright goes to 
the auction, and he buys the rugs for something, I forget, 
something like $50. He goes back to the office and says, 
“Oh, Mr. Sullivan. Bidding was fierce on those rugs.” He 
had to pay $200 for them. Of course, he pocketed the 
rest of the money.

So there are little stories like that. Sullivan gave him 
special, rare books, and then Wright turned around and 
sold them. But it was just like a teenager rebelling against 
the parents. There was a story that, actually, there was 
kind of a blowup. Now, Wright was doing jobs on the 
side. The story is that’s what got him fired, that Sullivan 
found out. Harlan House was not that far from Sullivan’s. 
There’s a lot of stories. However, there was somebody who 
worked with Sullivan and said that Sullivan talked about 
this a lot later. The fact was they said that Sullivan knew 
about the bootlegged houses all along, and he really 
didn’t care, as long as Wright showed up and did his 
work and whatnot. He wasn’t gonna, you know . . . that 
was okay. 

But when Sullivan was starting to get push-back, and 
Wright was starting to develop his own resistance and 
whatnot, according to this person, he said, and I’m 
kind of paraphrasing, that the eventual dismissal was 
not about the bootlegged houses at all. It was just to the 
fact that Wright and Sullivan couldn’t stand each other 
anymore. It was the whole teenager/parent dynamic.

Just like the teenager/parent dynamic, they later 
reconciled. So it’s the same kind of thing. So it’s the 
philosophy in action. Now we do know there’s . . . 
George Elmslie actually shared Wright’s office. You 
see the plan of the Adler and Sullivan office in the 
tower. There’s two desks in there. It’s George Elmslie. 
So he was there when it went on. The story is that a 
big blowout between Sullivan and Wright . . . Sullivan 
said, “Wright, when you leave here, it will be with a 
blackened reputation.” Then Wright responded, “I have 
some blackening to do myself.” So off they go, and 
thus launches Frank Lloyd Wright on his independent 
architectural career.

Bryan: Interesting. You kind of hear just the, “Oh, he 
was doing work on the side, and that’s eventually what 
led to that.”
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Tim: I don’t think so.

Bryan: It makes, obviously, a lot of sense that these two 
strong individuals and the time that he spent there, being 
nurtured and kind of developed by Sullivan, at a certain 
point in time, it just was inevitable.

Tim: It’s doing exactly what, in the philosophy, you’re 
supposed to do. There are good parallels where you have 
quotations of Louis Sullivan, where a young draftsman 
goes and does a drawing in Sullivan’s style. Sullivan says, 
“You think I’m gonna say this is pretty good. Well, I’m not, 
because this is you trying to be Louis Sullivan. It would 
please me more to see you doing something, trying to be 
you, to be able to develop. That would please me greatly.”

Of course, Wright used to tell people when they’d copy 
him, he says, “I’m reminded of the story of the old 
butler, who used to get revenge on his employer, who he 
hated, by spitting in his soup.” Wright said, “If you copy 
my work, you’re spitting in my soup.”

Bryan: I understand. Well, let’s talk about . . . He’s out 
on his own now. Some of his early work in the Oak 
Park and River Forest area, including his own home, 
represent a very, very early time in his solo career. Then 
you’ve got, a decade or so later, a home like the Willits 
house, that is one of the quintessential Prairie-style 
homes. Is there anything that we should think about or 
observe between this small little window of him trying 
to get his wings and experiment with a lot of different 
projects? There’s certainly some of these influences that 
we can talk about between Classicism and the Tudor 
style. Anything that you can think of that’s really 
important to take note of?

Tim: Well, Wright goes off on his own. So now, he’s 
an independent architect who . . . By the way, in those 
days, he was “Frank L. Wright.” It’s the way he signed his 
drawings, the way it was. That sounds pretty ordinary. 
The “Lloyd” doesn’t come into prominence until a little 
later. The name was there, but “Frank L. Wright.”

The story often is told that he suddenly now is on his 
own, and he’s following in the path of Louis Sullivan. To 
some extent, he is. He’s thinking in three dimensions. 
He’s thinking creatively. He’s a master of space. He’s 
a master of light. His whole ability to synthesize in 
his head has been enhanced by working with the like-
minded Louis Sullivan.

But he was really trying . . . When he leaves Sullivan, 
the story he even would tell himself, that he had 
the inspiration of this new creative, modern ideal 
of architecture that came from Sullivan, and he just 
followed that trajectory. No. 

You will see the manifestation of Sullivan, literally, in 
an early house like the Winslow house, but look at 
the other houses as well. He was really experimenting, 
trying to figure out what he wanted to be. This is a very 
eclectic period in architecture and the part that never 
gets talked about. 

Even when he was working for Louis Sullivan, he was 
detailing things, his interest in English Tudor. You will see 
little Tudor tracery in some of the Sullivan buildings, and 
Sullivan didn’t put them there. Wright had responsibility 
for doing, and those are there. And it shows up in many 
of the early works, the Roloson houses. Wright tells about 
getting his arm-twisted to do the Moore house in Oak 
Park. His arm wasn’t getting twisted at all. He was actually 
experimenting with those things. But certainly, in things 
like English Tudor, the idea of buildings that are heavy 
structural timber with plaster infill, the contrast between 
the two, the integrity of those as architecture, that is 
something that is valid. Wright would experiment. So he 
was looking at that.

You even take a look at the Winslow house. Yes, it’s very 
Sullivan-esque. It’s a very Classical building. Wright 
had a good command of Classical architecture. Even 
studying, when he was going through the library at Adler 
and Sullivan, he was conversant in different styles. He 
knew Classical grammar. He learned the lessons that are 
vital in it, about proportion and light. There’s Classical 
aspects that are part of Wright’s buildings to the very 
end. Not that he’s copying Classicism, but he learned 
valuable lessons on how buildings can work and appear 
and be able to enhance the pure, emotional power. 

So Classicism and some of the things he even did as a 
design for a competition for the Milwaukee Public Library 
and Museum. It’s a Classical building that looks like what’s 
now the Museum of Science and Industry. He actually did 
a pretty good job of it. He was experimenting.

So you can pick out all of these little Classical details and 
Tudor details and even other influences that were finding 
a way into his work. Japanese? Sure, that comes up later, 
but it took a while for these things to synthesize out.
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I always will take the Heller house. It’s kind of an 
interesting transition where he’s starting to break free, 
but you’ve still got the Tudor influences. You’ve got 
the Sullivan-esque in the freeze, but then you see the 
emerging of the form of the Prairie house. So that’s kind 
of . . . In some ways, it’s almost like his last grand kind 
of goodbye to the Tudor and the outward Sullivan things 
and finding himself.

It’s around that time. If you look at the early building 
reports that were in the architectural journals for the 
Heller house, “Frank L. Wright reports house of Mr. 
Heller”…yada, yada, yada. Then by the time the house 
is completed and Wright builds his studio, he puts that 
plaque on the front. He becomes “Frank Lloyd Wright.” 

So anyway, in some ways, that was kind of the big break. 
He’s confident in himself. His voice is starting to be 
heard. He’s getting attention. He’s giving lectures. He’s 
being recognized as somebody who has something to say, 
somebody whose work may first get people to scratch 
their heads, but people can realize that there’s something 
important, and they can respond to this pure emotional 
power that makes it impossible to ignore his work.

So people will talk about his personality and whatnot, but 
his stuff was seductive. You couldn’t turn your back on it.

Bryan: So you mentioned the Roloson houses. We’ve got 
the Francis Apartments and some of these other Chicago-
area multifamily homes. Can you talk about similarities 
and differences between those structures and what he was 
doing in the designs, compared to maybe some of the 
single-family residences in that same time period?

Tim: Well, in Wright’s early work, you will see many 
different influences. You will find some flashes of things 
of Sullivan, but one thing that he goes right back to is J. 
Lyman Silsbee and the whole idea of the open plans and 
the natural materials. In fact, some of the houses that he 
does on his own are as “Silsbee” as you can get. So he was 
flirting with that as well.

The real thing I think is interesting about the difference 
between J. Lyman Silsbee, where you have these houses 
that spread out all over the open, which influenced 
Sullivan in his . . . influenced Wright in his work. When 
he goes to work for Sullivan, Sullivan tailors it. So there’s 
the origins of Wright are in Silsbee. Sullivan tailors it, 
architecturally, and that’s what carries through.

Bryan: Interesting.

Tim: Then as time goes on, as he goes on his own, the 
“Silsbee” will emerge. The “Sullivan” will emerge and 
these different . . . That goes for the single-family houses 
or the row houses, the single-family house of the Moore, 
or the abstract Tudor forms of the Roloson. The Roloson 
. . . That’s a really early one, at the same time.

There’s one of the details of the Roloson house. Now, 
some people will say that this was some kind of a 
stock pattern that he picked out of a catalog or out 
of expedient. No, it’s in the drawings. He used these 
Classical columns all over the place. So you’ll see them 
even on some of the ones they called the bootlegged 
houses. There they are on the Blossom house. You can 
see them in abstracted form on the Winslow house. 

So they’re there, and it’s part of the grand . . . He’s 
learning from . . . He’s still thinking about the 
Classical. He’s not afraid. I think at any point in his 
career, he would never deny this. It is something that he 
learned from. When he first went on his own, he had 
to decide what and who he wanted to be and what his 
form was. He was perfectly open-minded to even some 
of the popular styles of the period, Colonial. There’s 
Colonial details of a lot of them. This is somebody 
who’s learning. Every one of them is done creatively, 
with these special gifts. Why not? You just got to 
recognize these as very kind of creative gestures that he’s 
working in these styles.

Bryan: It’s taking these sources and being able to 
synthesize them into new forms. You see a lot of, in this 
early period of his career, just the exercising of working 
these things out and very much experimenting and 
looking at things. In fact, you’ve got a screen here that 
we were looking at earlier. Is this from the Adler and 
Sullivan Auditorium?

Tim: This is from the Auditorium Building. To give you 
the idea of the eclectic nature of influences that Wright 
was looking at. Adler and Sullivan had a library in their 
office. Sullivan had rare folios of historic architecture, 
which Sullivan himself learned from.

The whole idea that Wright and Sullivan say, “Throw 
away the past.” No, it’s a continuum. You draw from 
that. You learn from it. If there are ideas and concepts 
that are vital to what you’re doing, you adapt those.
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But anyway, there is a story that, again, George Elmslie, 
who worked side-by-side with Wright, would report all 
these little stories. He said that Wright was particularly 
fond of a folio of drawings of geometric “Hindu screens,” 
Indian screens, that were in the office library, that Wright 
loved these plates.

He said that Wright had adapted one of these for a grille 
in the Auditorium Building, an air grille. Well, I had 
been all over the Auditorium Building, and I never saw 
anything like that. So I always remembered the story.

When the banquet hall of the auditorium was being 
restored by an architect, Crombie Taylor, in the 1950s, 
he, in doing some work, he saw the heating ventilation 
and air-conditioning system, found some little pieces of a 
wood grille in an air duct that was there. It was part of a 
wood heating duct. That’s not a good idea.

Bryan: Bad idea.

Tim: So the whole thing fell to pieces and fell into the 
duct. So Crombie saved these pieces. Then years later, 
they were replacing the ductwork. So I crawled into the 
ducts and found enough pieces to be able to get a full 
repeat. Here, actually Eric O’Malley, using the wonders 
of laser cutting, we were able to recreate the actual 
pattern. Here you have the “Hindu screen” that George 
Elmslie was referring to.

So you’d never hear about the geometry of Indian design, 
geometric, but of course, it kind of makes sense when 
you think about it. Here’s something he’s looking at. 
Here we’ve got the pieces to prove it.

Bryan: Wow. Very interesting. Well, I think that’s 
probably a good transition. Let’s look at this piece that 
you pulled out over here, talking about geometry.

Tim: Now, this comes from the Roloson houses. So this is 
1894. Wright is on his own. When you look at the early 
Wright buildings, you will see diamond-paned windows. 
Now, this is something you associate with old English 
architecture, English Tudor, the days when glass was made 
in small pieces and leaded together in a diamond-pane.
Now yes, Wright was very interested in English Tudor, 
very much so. Nobody ever talks about that very much, 
but they should. So this is from the Roloson. Now you 
can look at this. Outwardly, okay, it’s a diamond pane. In 
fact, one of the things is . . . I had this window restored, 

out in Aurora, and the craftsman who did it said, “It’s 
unusual how this window lays out, because it’s not like 
your typical diamond pane where you have these here, 
and the way your eye reads it.”

Now, if you stared at this window, if you took a 
picture of it and just looked at it or whatever, you can 
outwardly see the diamonds, but you can see all kinds 
of interlocking geometric action going on here, that you 
can form different shapes, interlocking shapes, things 
that just . . . 

Bryan: Well, it’s interesting because you look at this, and 
you can begin to see how many of the shapes from the 
Robie house, which we were talking about earlier, begin 
to appear in this very simple pattern.

Tim: Yeah. Here you have this, where you can see this 
interplay, which . . . Just looking at it now, I can see. You 
could probably just have an infinite number of shapes. 
Your eye does this. In fact, in some of these houses where 
you had casement windows, you would see the pattern 
relate between the individual pieces of glass. Same thing 
that happens when you see paired case windows later.

If you take this basic pattern, and you turn it on its side, 
this is what you have as part of the basis of windows in 
the Robie house, the Isabelle Roberts house in River 
Forest, and it’s something that stays with him. There’s 
even a pattern in the . . . It’s interesting, some of the later 
things that were done at Taliesin in the 1950s. You’ll see 
kind of kickbacks to older things.

But there was a wallpaper pattern that was done as part 
of the Taliesin line. Basically it is based on variation 
of the same thing. So the idea sticks around. But is it 
a Tudor window? Yes and no. With his mind and his 
sensibilities, it’s not just plain, old, diamond-shaped 
pieces of glass. This is things that’s playing with your eye 
and your senses, which, in turn, the whole house did at 
the same time.

Bryan: Yeah. Well, I think this is a good point in our 
conversation to talk about materials. I think specifically 
in the Chicago metropolitan area and at that time 
in his career, early on, so many of the artisans and 
manufacturers that he worked with . . . We’ve got the 
Luxfer Prism Company. We’ve got artists like Iannelli.  
Is there some things that you can share with us about 
those key relationships that he had with those folks  
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to help carry out and execute his vision for many of  
these designs?

Tim: Well, certainly the work of Wright at the time when 
he was with Adler and Sullivan, and at the time he was 
on his own, was a time of mass-produced materials and 
technology. So certainly there were things like the Luxfer 
Prism that could throw light, but also innovations in 
leaded glass, like electro-glaze, where you would actually 
fuse pieces of glass together, rather than traditional 
leading and put it in electrolytic bath, and it would make 
these really strong. . . In fact, one time, I salvaged some 
Luxfer prisms that were electro-glaze. The wreckers were 
about to smash them. He said, “Well, there’s no time to 
get them out.” I said, “Well I’ll yank it down with my 
bare hands.” The thing was strong. 

But there also was the idea of the big lumber mills, the 
idea of getting the big pieces of lumber with beautiful 
grains and whatnot. So you had this amazing pallet of 
materials. Certainly the use of what we would call stucco, 
or plaster, and the idea of not just being flat surfaces, but 
the natural color of the ground and then torpedo gravel.

One of the things that often is too bad about Wright 
buildings is when the buildings would get old, people 
would then paint and make them opaque. So all the 
wood strips, that originally had nuances of color and 
stain, suddenly become one big series of line. The plaster, 
which originally was natural plaster, for the most part, 
with tints. . . that had variations, so that the wood and 
the plaster had a nice relationship to each other. Then 
people paint the house, and it becomes this kind of 
Mondrian effect. This is as far from what it’s all about. 
It’s far from its relationship to the ground, the sky, and 
the trees and whatnot. You can see.

Wright had a good conversancy in materials. You don’t 
see a lot where he did a lot with things like ornamental 
ironwork. Terra cotta, he saw as Louis Sullivan’s material. 
Where there are some things where he used terra cotta, 
it’s not that unusual. You do have things with concrete. 
Of course, that comes later, but the same principles of 
concrete and having torpedo gravel and things that are 
inside that give it texture and whatnot. 

Bryan: Interesting.

Tim: I think the same sensibility that you had to kind 
of a plaster, stucco extends itself to concrete. That was 

a material where, certainly in terms of the effect, where 
Wright was a master. Now, in certain periods, was the 
technology of concrete, in general, up to what he wanted 
to do? Well, just ask the folks at Unity Temple about it as 
they try to figure it out. But still, he does amazing things 
with that.

Bryan: Is there anything to be said for many of those 
relationships that he formed? Were these craftsmen, 
artisans, manufacturers that were just individuals that he 
contracted to work on these projects? Or were there tight 
relationships, bonds, unique alliances that you know of?

Tim: Wright did have alliances that he met back to Adler 
and Sullivan. For example, William Winslow, who was 
the great genius of making ornamental iron, and Wright 
would have worked with him at Adler and Sullivan in 
doing the ironwork for Sullivan’s buildings.

Wright had great respect for Winslow, and Winslow 
obviously had great respect for Wright, in giving Wright 
one of his early independent commissions. Even though 
Sullivan and Wright were not on speaking terms for 
many years, the fact that Winslow would hire Wright 
and how Sullivan would have reacted . . . Still, Sullivan 
depended on Winslow. Still, I guess there was a bond  
of friends.

There are people going back to Adler and Sullivan, like 
Paul Mueller, who was a wonderful master-coordinator 
and builder that Wright had a responsibility for 
and brought back on some of his own independent 
commissions. So that’s ties that carry through as well.

A lot of the people in Adler and Sullivan, for example, 
like Healy and Millet, who did the colors, you look at 
the color palette that was originally in the Garrick and 
the stock exchange. This is something that, I think, you 
can see in the color palette of Wright’s later work. It’s the 
same palette. It even carries through into some of the late 
buildings that you’ll see in the 1950s. You can see the 
whispers of Healy and Millet. Now, Wright never used 
Healy and Millet in his projects, as far as I know. That 
even could be because Louis Millet and Sullivan were 
best friends.

Bryan: Interesting.

Tim: But there are things that do last, even if there may 
not have been the physical participation or professional 
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participation of some of these people who provided 
certain materials or expertise. The influence and impact 
of what he learned from them becomes part of that 
mental baggage that strengthens his work and continues 
to repeat in subtle ways throughout his career.

Bryan: Yeah. Well, to kind of wrap up our discussion, 
we’ve covered a lot of ground in a lot of different 
areas that we’ve explored during the course of our 
conversation. If we were to put a nice bow on all of 
this, is there one thing that you would say stands out in 
Wright’s early development that . . . If we said, “Okay. 
At the end of this period in his career, this is what came 
of this, and this is what kind of led into transitioning 
and to new forms and new designs,” is there anything 
that you can think that would wrap that up or sum it 
up nicely?

Tim: The real basis of it that ties it altogether . . . You 
can go into the different influences all you want. This 
is somebody who had a remarkable mind that could 
take in everything, a remarkable mind, and gifts. So it’s 
something that is there. You can add every factor you 
want, from Unitarianism to Louis Sullivan to the English 
Tudor to whatever.

It’s an ability to be able to take these things in and to be 
able to give them back in a new and interesting, creative, 
vital way and one that can play with people’s senses, 
because that’s why people remember his work.

Bryan: Very good. Tim, it’s been an absolute treat to 
talk with you. I thank you so much for your time and 
really enjoyed some of the insights that you were able to 
uncover for us today.

Tim: Great. Well, thanks for having me.

Bryan: Thank you. 


