
There are so many monuments to mediocrity 
rising into the sky west of Michigan Avenue 
these days that it is easy to miss bright spots such 
as Erie on the Park, the gutsy but elegant new 
condominium tower whose skeletal exterior 
bears an unmistakable likeness to the John 
Hancock Center, the X-braced giant called  

“Big John.”

This is a bold exercise in bone-beautiful design…
easily superior to the drab condo high-rises that 
are turning the blocks west of the Boul Mich into 
an urban dense-pack of unmitigated ugliness.

The tower’s vigorous modernism is all the more 
remarkable because its architect, Chicago’s 
Lucien Lagrange, has made his reputation as an 
anti-modernist— a designer of nostalgic, Beaux 
Arts dwellings like the soon-to-be-completed 
65 E. Goethe St., a Gold Coast midrise with a 
sumptuous stone facade and a mansard roof right 
out of în-de-siecle Paris.

To look at that building and Erie on the Park, 
with its frankly industrial vocabulary, is to 
wonder if two architects with entirely different 
design philosophies are simultaneously 
inhabiting the body of the 61-year-old Lagrange 
(or are, perhaps, vying for his soul)…

A bigger question: Should architects stick to 
—and meticulously reîne—a single aesthetic 

approach in the manner of Ludwig Mies van  
der Rohe, who famously said: “We don’t invent  
a new architecture every Monday morning,”  
or do these times, when no style reigns supreme, 
demand greater ïexibility?

Lagrange clearly has taken the second road, and 
Erie on the Park, which is at 510 W. Erie St…  
bolsters his choice.

The 272-foot-tall, 125-unit tower, developed by 
Smithîeld Properties of Chicago, soars above 
surroundings that are anything but Gold Coast—
warehouses, grain elevators, water towers,  
a newspaper printing plant along the Chicago 
River’s north branch, and a motley assortment of 
new condo towers and rowhouses. A Beaux-Arts 
building would have looked as out of place in this 
hard-edged part of town as a ball-gowned Lake 
Forest matron on the blood-stained ïoors of the 
old Chicago stockyards.

The project, which gets its name from a planned 
riverfront park, consists of a 27-story tower 
and, in back of it, a six-story parking garage. 
The tower is a narrow parallelogram that is 
sandwiched between brick ofîce and warehouse 
buildings and occupies a railroad-right-of-way 
that once sliced on a diagonal through the site.
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