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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT ANO ORIGINAL (If known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The Boley Building, on the corner of Twelfth and Walnut streets 
in Kansas.City* Missouri, is a six story, steel frame commercial 
building of the 11semi-Art Nouveau" style peculiar to Louis Curtiss, 
the late Kansas City architect. The steel columns of the frame 
are withdrmm from the facades to effect cantilevered floors and 
curtain-walls. The floors are constructed of reinforced concrete, 
while· the walls are composed·. of brick, white enameled teTra cotta, 
iron and glass. 

EXTERIOR 

The south facade of the building consists of a metal-and-glass 
curtain-wall framed by a white enameled terra cotta cornice and 
end bays. The wall is divided horizontally by five iron spandrals 
into six levels of continuous glass ribbon windows. The four 
upper levels are identical in design, each being sectioned into 
eleven bays by a series of thin iron mullions. Each bay contains 
a single, undecorated plate glass window, with the exception of 
the two panels situated two bays to either side of the central 
panel. These are given slight ornamental terracotta and iron 
detailing and a decorative iron rail porch that runs flush with 
the iron spandrals. These decorated windows are repeated at the 
third, fourth and fifth stories of the two end bays. The sixth 
story segments of the end bays are constructed of solid white 
enameled terra cotta with a large terra cotta ornament articulating 
each. This section of the bay serves as a transition from the 
windows to th.e slightly pediment-shaped, astylar cornice. The 
terracotta ornament of the end bays is repeated in the center of 
the cornice where it is superimposed over a decorative terracotta 
plaque bearing the name "Boley." 

The ,upper four stories and cornice maintain the structure's original 
design, but the lower two stories, which have been totally remodeled, 
do not. The second story consists of a row of twelve plate glass 
windows running from the west edge of the building to the east end 
bay. The end bay is obscured by a black metal sign bearing the neon 
legend 11over 2500 items for. less. 11 The first floor consists of seven 
show windows and two doors. One door is situated three windows in 
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7. 
BOLEY BUILDING 

from t·he west, while the other is located at the southeast 
corner of the building. 

The upper four stories and cornice of the east facade repeat the 
design of the corresponding south face, with the exception that 
each story is ten bays wide as opposed to ~hirteen, Like the 
south side, the lower two stories of the east facade have been 
totally remodeled. The second story is vertically divided in 
half and is completely obscured by two large store signs, one 
for Katz Drug Store on the left and another for the Three Sisters 
Dress Shop on the right. The first floor is similarly divided 
and consists of display windows and the corner entrance on the 
Katz side, plus a central display window with a wide entrance to 
either side on the Three Sisters side. 

The north and west inner block walls of the building are con
structed of red brick and are devoid of ornamentation. The 
building has a flat roof surfaced with tar. 

INTERIOR 

The interior of the building has been remodeled to the extent 
that all trace of the original design has been lost. The first 
floor is divided into two separate stores, while the upper floors 
are irregularly divided into offices for the Katz Drug Company, 

ALTERATIONS 

1. Finials, originally located at the upper corners of the 
building have been removed and replaced by yellow brick. 

2. Null ions have been added irregularly to the upper story 
windows so that the original purity of the fenestration is 
somewhat obscured. 

3. Several openings have been cut into windows and spandrals 
to accommodate air conditioning units. 

4. The second story has been completely remodeled. Originally 
it W?.s identical in design to the upper four stories. 

(cont.) 
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5, The firs-t floor has been completely remodeled, It originally 
consisted of nine laree display windows on the south side 
and six display windows on the east facade, Each of the 
four end bays was chara<:terized by a high arched door, 
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AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE (Check One or More as Approprillte) 

AbOI" iginol 0 Education D Politico I D Urban Planning 

0 Prehi~totic IZJ Engineering D Religion/Phi- D Other (Specify) 

0 Historic D Industry losophy 

D Agriculture D Invention D Science 

IBl Architecture D Landscape D Seu lpture 

D A,t Ard,itecture D Socio I/Human-

D Commerce D Literotvre itorion 

D Communications D Military D Theater 

D Conservation D Music D Transportation 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The Boley Building in Ka:isas City, Missouri, is significant fo,: its 
extraordinary structural daring and design, It is one of the first 
metal- and- glass curtain-wall buildings in the world and uses, for 
the first time anywhere, rolled steel columns rather than columns 
built up from sections. It has further significance as the single 
most important work of the late Kansas City architect, Lou is Curtiss. 

As a metal-and-glass curtain-wall commercial building, the Boley I building is extremely important, Built in 1909, it dates almost a 
decade earlier than Willis Polk 1 s 1918 Hall idie Building in San 
FranciEco which is usually signified as the earliest metal-and-glass 
curtain-wall structure. By having a steel frame enclosed in flat 
planes of glass, the Boley Building departs fro:n the heavy ornamen-
tation and overhanging cornices so popular in 1909 and begins pointing 
the way for the future. Although first considered stark and barren, 
the Kansas City structure actually anticipates by more than forty 
years, the entire range of metal-and-glass curtain-wall construct ion 
that became architectural idiom in the 1950's. (Fred T. Comee, 17Louis 
Curtiss,'' Progressive Architecture, August, 1963.) 

The structure also anticipates future construction methods and tech-
niques. Until 1908., steel columns were composed of steel plates 
riveted together.in a large number of various open forms, (J. K. 
Freitag, Architectural Engineerine, New York: 1895) but the Boley 
Building introduces solid steel columns rolled in one piece. 
According to H. A. Fitch, the president of the Kansas City Structural 
Steel Company in 1909, the columns were the Ufirst consignment turned 
out in the United States, tt (Kansas City Star, August 4, 1908, p. 9) 
and no earlier pre'i/,;_dent seems to exist elsewhere, (Donald Hoffmann, 
"Pioneer Caisson Building Foundations: 1890, tt Journal of the Society 
of Architectural Historians, March, 1966, p. 70,) 

The building !s also significant as the major work of Louis Curtiss, 
an important but often forgotten figure in the history of modern 
American architecture, Born in Canada in 1865, Curtiss ca.Tfle to 
Kansas City in the late 1880 IS and remained there until his death 

(cont,) 
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8. 
BOLEY BUILDING 

in 1924. His major contributions to the development of modern 
architecture took place within that Kansas City period, princi
pally in the areas of engineering and structural problems. As 
the assistant superintende;,t of buildines in Kansas City in 1890, 
Curtiss had the opportunity to work on the plans for the City 
Hall, anrl became deeply involved with the difficult foundation 
problems that the building's unstable site of fill, clay and· 
bedrock created. In response to these problems, he devised a 
system of building the structure entirely on caissons, and ninety
two caissons averaging thirty-seven feet each were used to support 
the building. (The Kansas City Star, September, 19, 1892. 
Donald Hoffman, "Pioneer Caisson Building Foundations: 1890, 11 

Journal of the Society of Architectural Historir.ns, March, 1966.) 
The foundation was completed by November 1, 1890, (S. E. 
Chamberlain, 11City Hall Foundations, Kansas City, 11 Proceedin~ 
of the 2/+th Annual Convention of the American Institute of 
Architects, October 22, 23, and 24, 1890, Chicago: 1891) three 
years before Adler and Sullivan 1 s 1893 Chicago Stock Exchange, 
which is usually considered the first building partially to use 
caissons for additional structural support, and nine years before 
Chicago's 1399 Methodist Book Ccncern which is considered to be 
the first building supported entirely on caissons. (Frank A. 
Randall, History of the Development of Building Construction in 
Chicago, Urbana: 1949, p. 19. Ralph Peck, History of Buildine 
Foundations in Chicapo, Urbana: 1948, p. 55. Carl Conditt, 
The Chicago School of Architecture, Chicago: 1964, pp. 71, 123, 
129, and 13 7.) 

Curtiss a~so experimented with suspended building structures. In 
1906 he built a two story structure at 1105 McGee Street. Here, 
not only the facade of plate glass, sheet copper, and terracotta, 
but also the entire floor structure for the bays directly behind 
the facade were suspended by one-and-a-half foot square steel 
hangers from a forty-two foot plate girder at the roof line. 

Curtiss 1 s innovations in architectural engineering merit him an 
important position in the development of modern building, and his 
influence may be stroneer than previously supposed. Dankmar 
Adler was present at the reading of the paper on the foundations 
of Kansas City's City Hall, and Willis Polk knew Curtiss personally 

(cont.) 
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when both •acre me1cbers of the old Kansas City Architectural 
Sketch Club. (Inland Architect and News Record, IX, 1887, 
p. 63.) It is highly possible that Curtiss served as a 
source of inspiration for both the Chicago· Stock Exchange and 
the Hallidie Buildine. 

The survey of Hissouri•s sitQS of historical and architectural 
significance is based on the selection of sit~s as they relate 
to theme studies in Missouri history as outlined in Missouri's 
ncornprehensive Statewide Historic Preserv,;1tion Plari." The 
B0ley Building is, therefore, being nominated to the National 
Register of Historic Places because (1) it is and outstanding 
example of an early T'.1etal-and-gla~s curtain-wall c01nsnercial 
building of the Early Modern Period of Hissouri's architectural 
history, (2) it is the progenitor of some of our present-day 
structural and aesthetic architectural concepts, and (3) it is 
the major work of a nationally important Missouri architect • 

• 
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Photo Log: 
 

Name of Property: Boley Building 

City or Vicinity: Kansas City 

County: Jackson County State: 
 
MO 

Photographer: Sheila Hannah 

Date 
Photographed: June, 1970 

 
Description of Photograph(s) and number, include description of view indicating direction of camera: 
 
1 of 4. East façade of the Boley Building; view from the east facing west. 
2 of 4. The upper stories of the southeast corner of the Boley Building; view from the southeast facing northwest. 
3 of 4. South side of the Boley Building; view from the southeast facing northwest. 
4 of 4. Photocopy of a c. 1912 postal card; south and east sides of the Boley Building; view from the southeast 
facing northwest. 










