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As was common among wealthy people in the late 19th century, 
George P. and Mary Lord were collectors of natural history 
specimens and anthropological artifacts. In 1904, they wanted 
a fi reproof museum to 
house and display these 
items. The Lords’ fi nancial 
donation, along with money 
from the city, was used to 
construct what has become 
home to the Elgin Public 
Museum. David Postle was 
the building’s architect. 

Construction began in 
1905, the year George 
died. Mary passed on the 
following year. The project 
was plagued by delays 
and wrangling. When 
fi nally placed into service 
in 1908, the building was 
not deemed fi reproof and 
instead was used for storage and a dog pound. Also, two of its 
three wings remained unbuilt. The local chapter of the Audubon 
Society managed to open the Elgin Audubon Museum in 1920 
using the main fl oor. A portion of the basement continued to be 
used as a winter home for some of the nearby zoo animals.

The Elgin Audubon Museum fl ourished in this small space until 
the 1950s, when membership and interest began to wane. The 
local Audubon chapter ceased to exist in 1961, and the City of 

Elgin inherited the 
collection. The building 
was renamed the Elgin 
Public Museum in 1975 
and began operation 
under the Elgin 
Parks and Recreation 
Department. In 1983, 
a new not-for-profi t 
corporation was set up 
to manage the museum, 
with city support. 

The building was 
eventually enlarged with 
the addition of the east 
wing, which was carefully 
designed to match the 
existing west wing. The 

new space opened in July 2000. The originally-planned-for north 
wing remains unbuilt.  

The Elgin Public Museum concentrates on natural sciences and 
anthropology, with programming for children and adults.  For 
more information, see www.elginpublicmuseum.org. 
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arChiTeCTural noTes
Originally designed with a central hall and three symmetrical 

wings by architects Postle and Mahler, the Elgin Public Museum 

was at first built with only the central hall and 

west wing. Ninety-one years later, in 1999, the 

east wing was carefully built to match the old 

materials and original planned layout. This gave 

the structure its long awaited symmetry, for it is 

of the Classical Revival Style, which is defined by 

symmetry.  The entire building features salmon- 

colored brick with tan stone accents. The focal 

point of the central section is the triangular 

stone pediment with carved panel supported by four Ionic stone 

columns. The cornice features a massive crown molding with 

dentils, which wraps around the entire structure. Heavy stone 

window hoods with keystones cap the windows, and stone quoins 

accent all corners. All is covered by a red clay tile roof. The north 

(third) wing has yet to be built.

The central hall is the focal point of the interior 

and contains most of the notable architectural 

details.The central hall extends upward for two 

stories, with overlooking second-story balconies 

on all four sides. Massive elliptical plaster 

arches supported by scroll brackets with leaf 

carvings are suspended above railings of heavy 

urn-shaped wood balusters. A central skylight 

streams light into the hall and onto the three-

quarter-inch mosaic tile floor. Any exposed wall space is clad in 

oak wainscotting with matching oak door and window trim. The 

overall effect is one of beauty, inspiration and permanence.

come home to me
curious relics
let us not lord your wealth
in private quarters
but display it for all

Elgin Public Museum, p.t
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