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During the 1930s, 40s, and 50s, Chicago became the center of a “Black Renaissance” of culture,
arts, writing, and intellectual pursuits.  A significant aspect of the cultural upswelling was
music.  Top left: The Regal Theater at 47th and King Dr. (demolished) was a focal point for the
rich entertainment and nightlife found within the Bronzeville community during this period.
Top right:  Trumpeter Louis Armstrong was an important figure in Chicago’s jazz community.
Bottom left: Urban Blues, epitomized by performer and producer Willie Dixon, emerged in the
post-World War II period as an internationally-significant force in the development of popular
music.  Bottom right: The cover of one of pioneering gospel writer and director Thomas
Dorsey’s early gospel hits, popularized by Mahalia Jackson.
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Writers were an important part of the Chicago Black
Renaissance.  Top left: Novelist Richard Wright,
known for books such as Native Son that drew from
his life experiences in Chicago.  Top right: Play-
wright Lorraine Hansberry, whose Raisin in the Sun
was the first play by an African-American woman to
be produced on Broadway.  Middle: Poet
Gwendolyn Brooks was the first African-American to
win the Pulitzer Prize in any genre for Annie Allen
in 1949.  Bottom: The George Cleveland Hall branch
of the Chicago Public Library, with its immense
African-American research collection and pioneer-
ing cultural programming developed by librarian
Vivian G. Harsh, was a leading institution encourag-
ing the Chicago Black Renaissance.
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African-American visual artists also found inspiration in Bronzeville.  Newspapers such as the
Chicago Defender and Chicago Bee provided employment opportunities for cartoonists and
illustrators.  Fine artists such as Charles White and Archibald Motley, who were trained at the
School of The Art Institute of Chicago, plied their professions despite lack of interest from the
larger white society.  Motley’s vividly-painted scenes of urban black life are prized today for
their glimpses of black social culture of the 1920s and 1930s.  White worked with the mural
division of the Illinois Federal Art Projects New Deal program that provided much-needed
work for both white and black artists and became a prominent graphic artist.  The South Side
Community Art Center, dedicated in 1941 by First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, was created under
the auspices of the Illinois Federal Art Project and provided an important venue for the
exhibition of African-American art work, as well as being a center for art education and other
cultural events.  It remains today the only surviving community art center created by the
program.

The momentum of the Chicago Black Renaissance movement was encouraged in 1940 with the
opening of the American Negro Exposition in Chicago.  Held at the Chicago Coliseum
(demolished in 1982, located on the southwest corner of 14th Street and Wabash Avenue) from
July 4 through September 2, 1940, the American Negro Exposition celebrated and promoted
black achievement in cultural, intellectual and commercial endeavors over the seventy-five years
from the conclusion of the Civil War in 1865 to 1940.  With exhibitions from every state in the
United States, from several Caribbean islands, and from the African nation of Liberia, the
exposition was described as the first black-organized world’s fair.  Principally organized by
Claude Barnett, the founder of the Associated Negro Press, the event offered evidence of Black
Chicago’s awareness of its pivotal place in American life.  One of the more important
contributions of the exposition was the compilation of a book entitled Cavalcade of the
American Negro.  Produced by the Illinois Writers’ Project of the Works Project
Administration, this sweeping history of black contributions to all phases of American life from
1865 to 1940 was edited by Arna Bontemps and illustrated by Adrian Troy of the Illinois
Writers’ and Art Projects, respectively.

The DuSable Museum of African-American History
The larger intellectual and artistic ferment of the Chicago Black Renaissance had a profound
impact on Dr. Margaret T. Burroughs (b. 1917), leading to a lifetime of artistic endeavor,
education, and service.  It was within this larger context that Dr. Burroughs, along with her
husband Charles Burroughs (1919-1994) and other friends and colleagues, founded the
DuSable Museum of African-American History (originally known as the Ebony Museum of
Negro History) as a pioneering institution for the preservation and dissemination of African-
American history, art and culture.

Dr. Margaret Burroughs was born in St. Rose Parish, just outside New Orleans, and came to
Chicago with her parents and sisters while a small child.  Her parents found work as a laborer
and domestic worker in order to provide their children with educational and work opportunities
that would have been denied them in Louisiana.  Dr. Burroughs attended both Chicago public
and Catholic elementary schools before graduating from Englewood High School.  Encouraged
by sympathetic teachers, Dr. Burroughs studied at the Chicago Normal School (now Chicago
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Important African-American artists in Chicago included painter Archibald Motley, Jr., and
graphic artist Charles White.  Top: Motley’s Nightlife is typical of his visually-vibrant artistic
style and focus on scenes of black entertainment and everyday life.  Bottom: White’s
Frederick Douglass Lives Again exemplifies the importance that many black artists and
writers placed on the commemoration and teaching of African-American history and
culture.
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The momentum of the Chicago Black
Renaissance was hastened by the
1940 opening of the American Negro
Exposition in Chicago, which cel-
ebrated and promoted black
achievement in cultural, intellectual,
and commercial endeavors.  Top: A
poster advertising the Exposition.
Bottom left: A sweeping history of
black contributions to American life,
entitled Cavalcade of the American
Negro, was introduced at the Exposi-
tion.  It was funded by the Illinois
Writers Project, a project of the Work
Projects Administration (WPA).

Bottom right: Another project of the
WPA was the South Side Community
Art Center, located in the former
Comiskey mansion at 3831 S. Michi-
gan.  Dedicated in 1941, the center
was an important institution encour-
aging the work and careers of
African-American artists.



38

State University) before getting both bachelor’s and master’s degrees in art education from the
School of the Art Institute of Chicago.

Beginning in 1946, Dr. Burroughs taught art at DuSable High School for 22 years while
continuing to create her own artwork.  She was one of the founders of the South Side
Community Art Center, located in the former Comiskey mansion at 3831 S. Michigan Ave. (and
on the same block as the Griffiths-Burroughs House) and dedicated in 1941.  Dr. Burroughs
was the founder and long-time coordinator of the Lake Meadows Art Fair, started in 1957.
Sponsored by the Lake Meadows Businessmen’s Association, the Lake Meadows Art Fair was
one of the city’s largest art fairs in the 1960s and 1970s and a prominent venue for the display
and purchase of art by Black artists, drawing hundreds of artists and thousands of fair goers
during its heyday.  In 1959 she helped found the National Conference of Artists the oldest
professional organization of black artists in the United States and served as its chairperson until
1963.  Her art work has been exhibited widely throughout the United States and Europe.  Dr.
Burroughs is also a writer and poet of note, writing the well-known poem, “What Shall I Tell
My Children Who Art Black?” which was published in 1968 in a volume of poetry by the same
name.

Soon after the end of World War II and after her divorce from first husband Bernard Goss, Dr.
Burroughs moved into the Quincy Club’s coach house .  In 1949, Dr. Burroughs married her
second husband, educator Charles Burroughs.  The Burroughs shared common interests in art,
African-American history and culture, the education and empowerment of African-Americans,
and social justice.  Their home in the coach house, decorated with art and pictures celebrating
African culture, became a gathering place and informal cultural salon for like-minded artists,
writers, and intellectuals, both black and white.

In a history of the early years of the DuSable Museum, one of the Burroughs’ friends, white
writer Eugene Feldman, wrote about these gatherings:

Here I found a most unusual cultural scene.  There was a fellow there giving guitar
lessons.  Then Charles Burroughs, Margaret’s husband, who had since boyhood gone to
school in the U.S.S.R, began giving lessons in Russian. . . . I waited in a butterfly chair
(I’d never seen one before) in an apartment that served as a gallery also.  It had beautiful
paintings, black and white sketches and sculpture.  It had a large wooden picnic table
around which we were, in many weeks, months and years, to drink coffee and give birth
to projects including the building of a Museum. . . . Meeting at the coffee table were
writers, poets, musicians, people in films and in the arts.  Here we listened to discussions
of political matters, their relation to the arts; the value of lack of value of abstract art in
relation to realistic work.  Here we discussed rights, unions, technocracy, socialism,
educational methods. . .

The Burroughs’ social and intellectual circle was a microcosm of the larger literary, artistic and
musical ferment that constituted the Chicago Black Renaissance.

As an educator, Dr. Burroughs strongly believed that there needed to be more opportunities for
young African-Americans to learn about their history and culture.  As a founder of the South
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Top left: Dr. Margaret and Charles Burroughs in
the former Griffiths house at 3806 S. Michigan
Ave.  With the help of friends and colleagues,
the Burroughs founded the DuSable Museum of
African-American History (originally the Ebony
Museum of Negro History) in the house in 1961.

Dr. Burroughs is a life-long artist and educator
advocating the teaching of African-American
history and culture.  Top right: Among her many
accomplishments, she founded and directed for
many years the Lake Meadows Art Fair held at
35th St. and King Dr., which was a leading art
fair for the display and sale of art by African-
Americans.

Bottom left: The poem What Shall I Tell My
Children Who Are Black was written and
illustrated in 1969 by Dr. Burroughs.  Bottom
right: Dr. Burroughs work is owned by many
museums and institutions, including The Art
Institute of Chicago, which owns The Birthday
Party (1957).



40

The DuSable Museum of
African-American History
was housed in the
Griffiths-Burroughs House
from its founding in 1961
until 1973, when it moved
to the former South Parks
Commission headquarters
in Washington Park.

Top: A photograph of the
house while used for the
DuSable Museum.

Bottom: School children
visiting the DuSable
Museum.
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Side Community Art Center, she pushed for greater opportunities for African-American artists.
In the 1940s, Dr. Burroughs had been involved with the National Negro Museum and Historical
Foundation, which had advocated the dissemination and teaching of African-American history
and had presented annual history programs and exhibitions on Black history.

She believed that there was a strong need for a museum of African-American history.  When the
Quincy Club offered to sell them their building in 1959, Mr. and Dr. Burroughs seized the
opportunity and began to plan, with the aid of friends and colleagues including Eugene Feldman,
postal worker and poet Gerard N. Lew, and retired railroad worker Ralph Turner (a member of
the Quincy Club) for such a museum to occupy this newly-acquired building.

A State of Illinois charter establishing the “Ebony Museum of Negro History” was obtained in
1961, and the new museum opened its doors soon after on October 21, 1961.  Operated
initially entirely by volunteers, the museum originally occupied three of the main first-floor rooms
in the Griffiths-Burroughs House.  Display cases were donated by several museums, including
the Museum of Science and Industry, and early exhibits relied heavily on items provided by the
Burroughs and their friends.  The new museum, along with the neighboring South Side
Community Art Center, was seen by its founders as forming a small black cultural complex in
Bronzeville.

The museum was soon first renamed the Museum of Negro History and Art, then the Museum
of African-American History and Art.  In 1968 the museum was given its current name, the
DuSable Museum of African-American History, as a tribute to Chicago’s founder and first non-
native settler, Jean-Baptiste Pointe DuSable, a frontier trader and a man of African heritage
whose cabin was located near the north bank of the Chicago River.

Dr. Burroughs was the museum’s founding executive director, while Mr. Burroughs served as
curator.  The collection continued to grow, and the space within the house devoted to the
museum expanded to include the rest of the first floor and space in both the basement and on
the second floor.  Visitation steadily increased, especially buses of school children, and Dr.
Burroughs and museum volunteers often lectured to children on these buses for want of a lecture
hall in the building.

Such lack of space led the Burroughs to first look to property next door for museum expansion.
But when Dr. Burroughs learned in 1972 that the former South Park Commission headquarters
in Washington Park was being vacated by the Chicago Police Department (its then-current
occupant), she sought and obtained the use of the building from the Chicago Park District.
Museum offices and collections were moved into the building soon after.  Since then, the
DuSable Museum has gone through renovations and expansions to become one of the City’s
preeminent cultural institutions.

Dr. Burroughs was executive director of the DuSable Museum until her retirement in 1985 and
remains director emeritus.  From 1946 to 1968 she taught art at DuSable High School, then
from 1968 to 1979 she taught humanities at Kennedy-King College.  Working with Dr. Charles
Wright of Detroit, Dr. Burroughs was co-founder of what became the African American
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Museums Association (AAMA). She has received honorary doctorates from several colleges
and universities, including DePaul University, Spellman College, and the Art Institute of Chicago.
She has been awarded numerous awards and citations for her art and activism throughout her
life, including a special citation and appointment to the National Commission on African-
American History and Culture by President Jimmy Carter in 1980.  Since 1986 she has served
as a Commissioner of the Chicago Park District and has, through her role there, advocated for
greater art education in Chicago Park District facilities.

CRITERIA FOR DESIGNATION

According to the Municipal Code of Chicago (Sec. 2-120-690), the Commission on Chicago
Landmarks has the authority to make a final recommendation of landmark designation for a
building, structure, or district if the Commission determines it meets two or more of the stated
“criteria for landmark designation,” as well as possesses a significant degree of its historic design
integrity.

The following should be considered by the Commission on Chicago Landmarks in determining
whether to recommend that the Griffiths-Burroughs House be designated as a Chicago
Landmark.

Criterion 1: Critical Part of the City’s History
Its value as an example of the architectural, cultural, economic, historic, social or other
aspect of the heritage of the City of Chicago, the State of Illinois or the United States.

• The Griffiths-Burroughs House exemplifies the early history and development of South
Michigan Avenue as one of Chicago’s most prestigious residential streets, comparable
to Prairie Avenue and Drexel Boulevard for its grandly-scaled, finely-crafted mansions.
It also exemplifies the later history of the Bronzeville community as the large houses and
mansions were transformed into multiple-family dwellings, businesses, clubs, and
institutions.

• Between 1937 and 1959, the house housed the Quincy Club, a social club founded for
Black railroad workers and their families, and exemplifies this important aspect of
Chicago’s social history.

• Between 1961 and 1973, the house was the first home of the DuSable Museum of
African-American History, which is a significant cultural and educational institution in
Chicago in its own right, as well as in its associations the importance of the Chicago
Black Renaissance in mid-twentieth-century Chicago.  The DuSable Museum is
considered the oldest museum dedicated to African-American history in the United
States.
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Top: A photograph of Dr. Burroughs and a young DuSable Museum visitor.  Dr. Burroughs
was the museum’s first director, retiring in 1985.

Bottom: The DuSable Museum of African-American History’s current building in Washing-
ton Park.
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Criterion 3: Significant Person
Its identification with a person or persons who significantly contributed to the
architectural, cultural, economic, historic, social, or other aspect of the development of
the City of Chicago, State of Illinois, or the United States.

• John Griffiths, the first owner of the Griffiths-Burroughs House, was a significant building
contractor in the history of Chicago.  His company built many of Chicago’s most
prominent buildings and structures, including Union Station, the Civic Opera House, the
Merchandise Mart and sections of the Marshall Field & Co. department store.

• Dr. Margaret and Charles Burroughs, the long-time owners of the house, founded the
DuSable Museum of African-American History (originally known as the Ebony Museum
of Negro History) which was housed in the building from its opening in 1961 to 1973.
Dr. Margaret Burroughs is an artist, writer, and teacher as well as a long-time prominent
advocate for African-American history, art, culture and education.

Criterion 4:  Important Architecture
Its exemplification of an architectural type or style distinguished by innovation, rarity,
uniqueness or overall quality of design, detail, materials, or craftsmanship.

• The Griffiths-Burroughs House is an excellent example of a Chateauesque-style
mansion, which is a significant architectural style and one that exemplifies in particular its
associations with the social aspirations of Chicago’s wealthiest families in the 1880s and
1890s, and later.  Its large scale and elegant architecture made it desirable in its later
cultural and institutional uses for the Quincy Club and the DuSable Museum of African-
American History.

• The house possesses fine detailing and craftsmanship in gray limestone, a historic
building material of importance to Chicago architecture from roughly 1890 through the
1930s.  Its round-arched entrance is finely ornamented with handsomely-carved
Gothic-style foliate ornament, paneling and crockets.  Its three-story corner polygonal
bay is beautifully detailed with carved stone colonettes and brackets and topped by a
“candlesnuffer” roof.  Its roofline is picturesquely detailed with stone triangular dormers
topped by Gothic-style finials.  The building’s rear coach house, with its red-brick walls
and gray-limestone trim, is a handsome example of this auxiliary building type.

Criterion 5: Important Architect
Its identification as the work of an architect, designer, engineer, or builder whose
individual work is significant in the history of development of the City of Chic go, the
State of Illinois, or the United States.

• The Griffiths-Burroughs House is the work of Solon S. Beman, a significant architect in
the history of Chicago.  Beman is noteworthy as the architect for Pullman, the factory
town on Chicago’s Far South Side that is an internationally-important example of town
planning and architecture. He also is nationally significant as a seminal designer of
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The Griffrths-Burroughs House is an excellent example of the Chateauesque architectural
style and displays important character-defining features of the style, including Gothic-style
foliate ornament and paneling above the entrance and a picturesque roofline of turrets,
dormers, and spires.
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Christian Science church buildings, designing the denomination’s Mother Church
Extension in Boston, six church buildings in Chicago, many others nationally, and
establishing the Classical Revival architectural style as the denomination’s favored style
during the early 20th century. In addition, Beman designed other significant buildings in
Chicago, including the Fine Arts Building (a designated Chicago Landmark), the
Blackstone branch of the Chicago Public Library, the Pullman Building (demolished),
and Grand Central Terminal (demolished).

Integrity Criterion
The integrity of the proposed landmark must be preserved in light of its location, design,
setting, materials, workmanship and ability to express its historic community,
architectural or aesthetic interest or value.

The Griffiths-Burroughs House possesses excellent exterior integrity and retains its exterior
architectural features and details, including its gray limestone walls, rooflines, and dormers and
detailing.  The property also has its original brick coach house.  Changes that have occurred to
the house over time are minimal. The Griffiths-Burroughs House retains the ability to express its
historic community, architectural, and aesthetic value through its location, overall design,
decorative details, historic materials, and workmanship.

SIGNIFICANT HISTORICAL

AND ARCHITECTURAL FEATURES

Whenever a building is under consideration for landmark designation, the Commission on
Chicago Landmarks is required to identify the “significant historical and architectural features” of
the property.  This is done to enable the owners and the public to understand which elements
are considered most important to preserve the historical and architectural character of the
proposed landmark.

Based on its preliminary evaluation of the Griffiths-Burroughs House, the Commission
recommends that the significant historical and architectural features of the District be identified
as:

• all exterior building elevations, including rooflines, of the building and coach house.
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The Griffiths-Burroughs
House possesses
excellent physical
integrity.  Top: A photo-
graph of the house soon
after its completion in
1892.  Bottom:  The
house as photographed
in August 2009.
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Frederic H.H. (Hammurabi) Robb was a tenant of the Griffiths-Burroughs House during the
years that it was owned by the Quincy Club.  He was a writer and educator advocating
African and African-American culture and heritage.  Top: A photo of Robb in 1927.  Left: A
page from The Chicago Round-Up (1779-1951), written and published by Robb.
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Top: An advertisement for the John Griffiths & Son Company, illustrated with the Morrison
Hotel (demolished for the First National Bank Building).

Bottom: Griffiths’s company constructed the Travel and Transportation Building for
Chicago’s Century of Progress Exposition, which opened in 1933.
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