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desrgned by Hildreth

Meidre for the

vaulted ceiling of
Rockefe ller Chapel,

University of Chicago.

Photo by

Hildreth Meidre

Dunn.

tors included Ernest Peixotto, the director of the lnsti-
tute's mural department.

Although much of Meidre's later work would incorporate
the stylized forms and geometric Patterns now identified

with Art Deco, her first links with Chicago came before the

spirit of the 1925 Exposition lnternationale des Arts D6c-

oratifs et lndustriels Modernes had caPtivated this country
and the world. ln 1921, four years before the Paris exposi-

tion, she received an invitation to Participate in a mural

painting competition sponsored by the publishers of the
Chicogo Tribune. The planned site of the murals was the city

room in the Tribune's new printing plant, designed by Jarvis
Hunt and located east of Michigan Avenue adiacent to the
land where the Tribune Tower would later rise. First prize

in the competition was $5000 and a contract to execute

the winning design. The murals were to depict two early

events of special significance to the freedom of the American

press-the 1735 trial of John Peter Zenger, publisher of the

New York Weekty Journol, who had been charged with libel for
printing remarks critical of the corruPt British governor and

an 1856 conference between Abraham Lincoln and Tribune

editor Joseph Medill. Because only students registered for
the l92l-22 academic year at the School of the Art lnstitute

of Chicago were eligible to Participate, Meidre enrolled in

the school and received a tuition scholarship valued at that

time at $ 180. Home in Chicago from October l92l to May

1922 was the Hotel Virginia at 600 North Rush Street, a
district filled at that time with old buildings housing strug-

gling artists.

Although Tribune writer Eleanor Jewett praised the histori-
cal accu racy of Mei6re's realistic sketches for the murals,

Meidre did not win the competition, but she did place

second. ln retrospect, this outcome was actually fortuitous,
first, because the winning mural designs were never actually

executed, and second, because Meidre was now available to
accept an important commission that would have a signifi-

cant impact on her future as a decorative artist.

Meidre had met architect Bertram Grosvenor Goodhue

through her teacher Peixotto prior to the Tribune comPeti-

tion, and she mentions him in letters written to her mother
from Chicago. Her sketches of vaudeville dancers impressed

Goodhue, and upon her return to New York, he commis-

sioned Meidre to design the wall behind the high altar, or
reredos, for St. Mark's Episcopal Church in Mt. Kisco, New
York. Meidre would go on to collaborate with Goodhue,

and with his office after his death in 1924, on many other
projects, including the decorative ceiling tiles of the Great

Hall of the National Academy of Sciences in Washington,

D.C and the interiors of the Nebraska State Capitol.

Meiere's second involvement with Chicago was also a collab-

oration with Goodhue, the decorative tiles for the vaulted

ceiling of University Chapel, later Rockefeller Chapel, on the

campus of the University of Chicago. Goodhue was selected

to design the chapel in 1918, but its completion was delayed

until 1928. Meidre decorated the ceiling's diagonal ribs with
geometric patterns and designed colorful Byzantine-inspired

medallions based on St. Francis' "Canticle of the Creatur€S,"

also known as "Canticle of the Sun," for the ceiling above

the apse and the wide arches that transverse the nave.

The ftJotf onol Counci, afWomen
selected New lbrk*bssed interior
desrgnerYiqgf nin Hnmill to design

nnd rnstcll the exhibit ond Hildreth
Mefilre to paint, the rnurol that wos

to be its focsl point.

By the time of Meidre's next proiect in Chicago she was

one of the foremost decorative artists in the United States

and was closely identified with the Art Deco movement.

Her completed commissions included the plaques at Radio

City Music Hall, a metal sculpture for the RKO Building at

Rockefeller Center, mosaics for St. Bartholomew's Episcopal

Church and Temple Emanu-El in New York, and many others.

The event that re-connected her with Chicago was the 1933

Century of Progress Fair.

One of Meidre's projects for the fair was a mural commis-

sioned by the National Council of Women. ln contrast to
the 1893 World's Columbian Exposition, the 1933 event did

not include a separate Woman's Building. The reason was

explained in a 1932 press release, which stated: "Woman's

position in the economic and social world has become too

22 Chicago Art Deco Society Magazine
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As women's involvement in society changed, so did the

style of the mural. Meiere rendered the nineteenth century

women in a precise linear manner, but as women advanced

into the twentieth century, the figures became more fluid and

streamlined. ln contrast to the restrained poses and move-

ments of the women in the earlier panels, the suffragists of

the final portion of the mural stride boldly forward as they

campaign for the vote.

ln 1943, the National Council of Women donated the mural

to Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts, and two
twenty-foot sections were installed in the archives room

of the college library. Because of space limitations, the final

twenty-foot panel was excised at the suggestion of Meiere,

who reportedly had never liked that Portion of the mural,

and placed in storage at Smith. The first two panels origi-

nally installed in the library were subsequently damaged in a

flood, and the last segment rePresenting the decades from

1903- 1933 is all that remains today. That Portion of the

mural is now in the collection of the Smith College Museum

of Art and will be included in an uPcoming exhibition of

Meiere's worl< (see sidebar).

The mural for the exhibit of the National Council of Women

was not Meiere's only contribution to the Centu ry of

Progress Fair. She also designed the terra cotta tile floor

of a pool commissioned by the
American Telephone and Telegraph

Company for the Communications
Court, which was located on the

east side of the Communications
Hall lool<ing toward Lal<e Michigan.

The Communications Hall occupied

the central portion of the Electrical

Group and housed the exhibits of
AT&T as well as the Western Union
Telegraph Company and the lnter-
national Telephone and TelegraPh

Company.

Designer Raymond Hood used the

gardens of the Villa d'Este outside
Rome as a model for the Court,
which was intended to provide
a quiet respite from the bustle
of the fairgrounds. Two Roman

roads meet at the center of those
gardens. A fountain marl<s their
intersection, and a giant cypress

tree stands at each corner. For

Hood, the gardens symbolized
ancient Rome as the crossroads of
the world and the center of com-

munication, and this is the theme that he adopted for the

Communications Court. Hood's Court became a contemPo-

rary interpretation of the Villa d'Este gardens. He replaced

the cypress trees with four textured concrete pylons, ll0
feet high and painted green. These "great green towers," as

they were l<nown, enclosed a shallow concrete reflecting

pool designed by Hildreth Meiere.

Meidre's design for the pool symbolized the speed and

worldwide range of electrical communication, and her

imagery blended classical influences with the flowing lines

and colorful palette of the Art Deco style. Four stylized

male and female figures formed from blue and green tiles

encircled a blue and white tile bas relief maP of the world.

As these spirits of communication raced around the world,

they wove a net of radio waves and wires, uniting all parts

of the earth through communication. Ringing the pool was

a border listing the names of the three telecommunication
companies represented in the Communications Hall. Four

low curvilinear concrete benches surrounding the pool

offered fairgoers a pleasant and restful spot to relax and

enjoy the lal<e breezes. As Dr. Sergius P. Grace, the Bell

Telephone Laboratories Vice President resPonsible for the

exhibit, wrote in the World's Foir Weekly, "Many a foot-wea-
ry Ulysses on his Odyssey through the miles of World's Fair

Buildings has sunl< with a sigh of contentment into a seat

beside the quiet pool and imagined that at last he had come

to the cool cave home of ,Eolus, the mythological Greel<

God of the Winds."

For many the Centu ry of Progress Fair offered a diversion

from the hardships of the Great Depression, but that diver-

sion was only temporary. As the depression deepened, the

U.S. government initiated Programs directed at providing

relief for unemployed Americans, including artists. The Fed-

I
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Exhibit of the Notionol

Council ofWomen

in the Holl of Sociol

Science ot the I 933

Century of Progress

Foir. The focol point

of the exhibit wosThe

Onword Morch of
AmericonWomen,

the murol designed

by Hildreth Meidre.
Photo by Koufmonn-
Fobry, privote
collection.

Chicago Art Deco Society Magazine



sz

'uorpeilo)

etDttrd 'PHol eql

Jo Qow o Surptoua

uotlD)tunututo> Jo
slr.lds aql Su4uasar

-dat sa.ln8f alowaJ

puD epu panl(Ts

pantoeJ uno) suo,l

-D)tunuuo) eql

Jo lood ep Dno)

u)et aql rcJ u8rsap

s.ar?,aw q]€)PltH

'fuoqq o8otq7 w
stoutlll Jo hlsta^lun
'suo,pal p2 1onaQ5

'Goq- t- tzoo- to-do)
ssa"rSo;6 Jo hntua7

'ara,aLV qlerPltH

Aq pauFltsap poQ

ell DTTD urel
eqt qt!/ uno)

suotfD)tunuuo)

fi, 1

.rq t

6002 raruulns

ur anua^v erurolrl€J quoN

S€tZ le a)UlO tsod a-renb5

ue3o1 aL{r }o {qqol or{t ro}
'q3!q toaj rno, pue apr/v\ taa,
xrs r{;aleurxo;dde'a;nrd;nrs

letau E roj u8rsap e trurqns
ot ar?la6 patrnur arnldln)S
pue 3ultured uo uort)as aqr

' uorlrlad uor luatulJeda6
a)rlsnI aqr ur patrluqns
aqs u8rsap aqt uo paseq

'gt6l ,o tsnBnV u! ta^a/v\oH

'sarJlua

patrlwqns aqt jo lle potrala.,r

tuaurueda6 arrtsnI aqt
'stuedlrl-red palrnur Jaqlo

aL{t Jo lue prp Jou 'uorJ

-lradulo) aql ur/v\ tou prp

oJoraN,,'sarlr;rqrssod lerJol
-rd slt jo aJe/v\E leq/v\atuos
ure pue tlel o8erqf tt6 |

aql le 'uauloM,o ll)uno]
leuorlEN aqr Joj lEJnut ,(u ur uotlsanb

aqr parpnls I asnp)aq tnq 'lsr8e.rgns

Suo.rls E r.ue I asne)aq lou,, sem lralqns
s!L{t ol uort)eJlte Joq 'peure;dxa aqs

sv 'uauo/v\ Jo uorlPdrrueua aqr ';e;nu
JaLl JoJ rralqns JErl!ureJ e asoql ararah

'r(tuouora

passa.rdap aL{r 'r(;aueu ,,'saLutJ aql

Jo suolllPuo) oql ,o asne)aq ,(;uo,,

uorlnaduro) Sutplrng a)rtsn[1o ]uau
-r.redeq aqt u; aredgrrt-red ot paa.r8e

pue sJEa/ t I Ja^o Joj suoltrtaduror
Jatua o1 Pasnlal Peq aJotoN 'suoll

-)rnuof JaLl jo asne)ag ,,'suorJrsodur
a-re [rrs] /aqt tpqt laa] | 'urvtou>; /pea-r1e

sl >lJo/v\ asoq/v\ slsllJE Joj fnq 'lualel
/v\au 1o ,(.rano)srP aL{l Jo} rualla)xa sl

poqlau uorlrtaduro) aL{r reLlt aztuSora.t

;,,'uotst^tC luotuaJnloJd s.uotlfas
aLll ol rallal st6l E ut PalPls aLls sv

'uorurdo -raq af ron ot atetrsaq tou prp

pue walsls anrlnaduro) aqt po)!ls!p

/1-rarr;q araroh ')'C 'uot8urqseM ur

Sulplrng a)rtsn[ 1o ]uaLutredaq aqr

Joj ,,aj!l uef rJaruy l.re-rodualuo) ol
uortplal ur a)rtsnl 1o uo;reJlsrur,upe aL4l

jo asEL{d auos,, ol parelal >lJo/v\ E Jo}

u8rsap leJnul E lrrJqns ot palrnur stsrtJe

aqr Suoure se/v\ araraN L{tarpllH St6l
u1 's8ulpllnq leropaj jo uonerolap aL{l

Jo, suolrlraduo) q8no-rLlt suorssr,utuof

papJe/v\P tuarul-redeq,{r nsee;I's'n
aL{t }o 'strv aull }o uorl)as aqt ralel

'e;ntdln)S pue 3ultured uo uonlas aql
seaJaq/v\'suorlnlllsur ;edr)unu Pue

atels roj saJnrd;n)s pue sleJnul u8rsap

ol stsrt-re par(o;drua uotteJts!uluPV
ssa;8o;d s>lroM aLlt jo rrafo-r6 uV lera



Chicago. The outcome was one of the most clever, humor-
ous, and whimsical of Meiere's worl<s, fhe Post. Her bronze
silhouette depicts the Roman messenger god Mercury,
flanked by two figures representing the winds, guiding a let-
ter on its safe and speedy journey to the intended recipient
(see front cover). Today the sculpture remains in its original
location on the south wall of the post office lobby over the
door to the vestibule.

Communications was a recurrent theme in Hildreth Meiere's

worl<. ln addition to fhe Post and the pool for the Communi-
cations Cou rt at the Centu ry of Progress Fair she designed

the metal sculpture Rodio ond Television Encompossing the

Eorth for the RKO Building (that building has been demol-
ished but a smaller interpretation of the sculpture based on

a watercolor sketch by Meiere has been installed in the west
concourse at Roclcefeller Center), a mosaic ceiling depict-
ing fhe Continents Linked by Telephone ond Wireless and a tile
wall map entitled Telephone Wires ond Rodio Unite to Moke

Nerghbo rs of Notions for the lobby of the Wall<er-Lispenard
Telephone Company at32 Avenue of the Americas in New
Yorl<, murals for the Bell System New Yorl< Telephone Build-

ing at the 1939 New Yorl< World's Fair, and commissions
for the lllinois Bell Telephone Company office atZl2 West
Washington Street in Chicago. lnformation about these

Chicago commissions is scant. The building that housed the
telephone company office still stands and is now a condo-
miniurn, but the fate of Meiere's projects is unknown.

The best documented of the lllinois Bell commissions was

a bronze sculpture, fhe Spirit of Communicotion, installed in

1940 on the west wall of the telephone company's remod-
eled Public Business Office. The June 1940 issue of Be//

Telephone News, an in-house publication, described the sculp-

ture as a l2-foot low relief figure modeled after a statue by

Evelyn Beatrice Longman that once topped the tower of
the AT&T Headquarters Building at 195 Broadway in New
York. The article included a photograph showing a winged

male figure similar to Longman's standing on a globe with his

raised left arm clutching a sheaf of lightning bolts and cables

coiled around his right arm and body. Danish-born metal-
worker Louis Kristian Hansen of the Rambusch Decorating
Company executed the figure in repousse. A model of a
head currently in the Rambusch archives is believed to be a

study for this commission.

Much less is l<nown about a second commission, an in-

laid wood or intarsia panel intended for the office of the
President of lllinois Bell. ln a July 1938 letter requesting cost
and time estimates from Schmeig & Kotzian, the New Yorl<

furniture maker that had received the commission for the
paneling and furniture for the office, Meiere states that the
panel is to measure approximately seven by ten feet and is
to be "recessed over a piece of furniture." Meiere's daugh-

ter Louise Meidre Dunn believes that a photograph in her
collection showing an abstract geometric design installed
above a sofa may be the lllinois Bell President's office and the
intarsia panel referred to by Meiere.

Hildreth Meiere's last l<nown project for Chicago was also

her smallest, a diminutive painting for her friend M rs. James
Ward Thorne for one of the Thorne miniature rooms.
The Centu ry of Progress Fair featured an exhibit of the
first thirty rooms assembled by Thorne. ln the late 1930s

she added a set of period rooms illustrating the history of
European design. These rooms included the interior of a late

thirteenth century English Gothic church that Thorne called

Our Lady Queen of Angels, now in the collection of the Art
lnstitute of Chicago. The reredos with its image of virgin and

child is the work of Meiere.

4

lntorsio ponel
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Model believed to be
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