
SPAN City
Chicago Underground
Practice
42nd Ward

Chicago has more movable bridges than any city in the world. The Beaux Arts 
bridgehouses on the Chicago River are underutilized artifacts awaiting new uses. These 
engineering wonders provide the city’s Department of Transportation an opportunity for 
new micro-housing typologies and new revenue generated by tourism and education. 
This speculative prototype project—called SPAN City—takes advantage of all eighteen 
operable double-leaf, trunnion bascule bridges in the 42nd Ward. These bridgehouses 
could be converted into lobbies for a series of new super-housing towers constructed 
over the bridges themselves. SPAN City is a project with many historic precedents that 
illuminates a new value for “air rights,” typically utilized over railroads or other open 
areas, and other radical preservation projects within the city.

The speculative prototype project SPAN City addresses the air rights to all 
eighteen operable double leaf, trunnion bascule bridges in the 42nd ward. 
These bridges and their air rights provide the Chicago Department of 
Transportation an opportunity for new micro housing typologies to be 
constructed across the Chicago River. The Beaux Arts bridge houses on 
the Chicago River are underutilized artifacts in the city awaiting reuse. 
These bridge houses will be converted into lobby access to a series of new 
super housing towers. The funds produced for the Chicago Department of 
Transportation via the towers are the result of combining the housing with 
tourism and education programs. SPAN City is a project with many historic 
precedents, but simultaneously uncovers additional air rights sites for other 
projects of RADICAL PRESERVATION within the City of Chicago.
Collaborators & Partners :
Chicago Department of Transportation
Chicago Department of Tourism and Culture 
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Not to be forgotten...
In 1928, Charles L. Morgan of D.H. Burham and Co. proposed
“Skyscraper Bridge” for Chicago. Skyscraper Bridge was to link
the northern and southern boulevards of Chicago in a series
of rising arches, spanning the river.

Some of Chicago’s most famous buildings exist because of air rights. 
Examples are the Merchandise Mart, the Prudential Building 
and the old Main Post Office.

This legal concept is encoded in the Latin phrase 
Cuius est solum, eius est usque ad caelum et ad inferos, 
("For whoever owns the soil, it is theirs up to Heaven and down to Hell."), 
which appears in medieval Roman law and is credited to
13th century glossator Accursius



parks

18
EL stops

14
bike paths

20
bus lines

18

10 minute walk

8
culture

16
bars

16
shops

7
entertainment

42nd Ward
SPAN City

Chicago Underground Practice
chicagoundergroundpractice.com


