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This exhibition revisits the characteristics, attitudes, 

and mentalities that made Chicago to propose five 

principles of architectural action and urban engagement 

that we call Chicagoisms: Vision Shapes History, 

Optimism Trumps Planning, Ambition Overcomes 

Nature, Technology Makes Spectacle, and Crisis 

Provokes Innovation. For over a century after its 

incorporation in 1837, Chicago captivated people across 

the globe as a harbinger of the urban world to come. 

Projects such as the Ferris wheel at the Columbian 

Exposition of 1893, the reversal of the Chicago River, 

and the construction of the Circle Interchange 

demonstrated the city’s openness to experimentation 

and drive to reinvent itself in search of progress.  

While some of these dreams turned into nightmares, 

their ambitious and often uncompromising nature  

was widely seized as a model for other cities. Today, 

Chicago bears little of the restlessness and ambition to 

imagine new urban conditions that made it one  

of the earliest and most vital examples of the modern 

metropolis. Mined from the history of the city,  

via the archives of the Chicago History Museum, the 

Chicagoisms are also deployed here as springboards  

for new experiments. Nine teams of contemporary 

architects have conceived visions inspired by the city 

that project as models from an array of historical 

imagery, and together these elements construct a 

panorama of alternative urban worlds. Simultaneously 

exploring the attitudes that made the city while  

offering views of possible futures, this exhibition aims 

to revive Chicago’s constructive potential and  

spark a renewed boldness to engage the city today. 
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