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High design, low price
CMK enlists Ralph Johnson to design ‘world-class building at economy-class price’

by Dan Schuyler

Designing a building for 
CMK President Colin 
Kihnke can be a challeng-
ing task for an architect. 

Known for his bent toward contem-
porary, cutting-edge design and his 
propensity for blending art and archi-
tecture, Kihnke invariably asks a lot 
from his supporting cast.

CMK’s newest building, 235 Van 
Buren, a 46-story condominium tow-
er, is no exception. “This project was 
value-driven from the outset,” Ki-
hnke says. “I want to be able to tell 
my buyers that they are paying less 
than they would down the street. So I 
asked the architect to create a world-
class building that I can sell at an 
economy-class price.” 

Ralph Johnson has obliged. John-
son, design director at Perkins & 
Will, is the world-renowned architect 
who designed CMK’s award-winning 
Contemporaine condo building in 

River North.
The site for 235 Van Buren de-

manded a structure compatible with 
bustling downtown, to the north, 
and the freeway circle interchange to 
the south. “To the north you have the 
grid of the city and hence a griddled 
façade on the building that borrows 
from the area it faces,” Johnson says. 
“And to the south we emphasize 
glass with metallic-like variegated 
balconies. I like to describe the south 
façade as a dynamic billboard over-
looking the interchange.”

Both appearances play off a con-
crete base that unifi es the structure 
and functions as an aesthetic sentry, 
separating the hub of the city from 
the sprawling expressways. The base 
houses 11 fl oors of parking above 
a ground-fl oor lobby and 13,000 
square feet of retail space, which is 
accessible from Van Buren Street.

The lobby has six elevators and 

features décor in multiple shades of 
gray. “We created a fairly small, dy-
namic lobby,” Johnson says. “But we 
gave it volume with 25-foot ceilings 
and lots of translucent glass, includ-
ing a glass wall.” 

Building amenities include 24-hour 
door staff, an on-site property manager, 
multiple bicycle storage rooms, a dog 
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Floors 14 through 47 house 714 
condos, most of which will have one 
or two bedrooms and one or two 
bathrooms. Many of the residences 
also contain computer alcoves. The 
two top fl oors are devoted entirely to 
penthouses.

“In a way, the interiors are the 
most interesting part of this project,” 
Johnson says, noting that the combi-
nation of the building’s footprint and 
design resulted in unusually deep 
units.

Since depth is often the enemy of 
light, Johnson says, he used several 
soft-loft techniques to embellish the 
natural-light sources, including par-
tial walls, which allow light from the 
10-foot, fl oor-to-ceiling windows to 
fi lter into the backs of the units. 

Condos come in 130 fl oor plans, 
according to Scott Hoskins, manag-
ing broker of CMK Realty, the exclu-

Address: 235 W. Van Buren St.
Stories: 46
Units: 714
Bedrooms: 1 - 3
Baths: 1 - 3 
Price: $190s - $420s
Sales: 405 S. Wells St.
Phone: 312-376-0600
Web: 235VanBuren.com

sive listing agent. Interior fi nishes 
include European-style kitchens with 
stainless steel appliances and granite 
countertops, hardwood fl ooring in 
living areas, bathrooms with cultured 
marble countertops and ceramic tile, 
and brushed chrome hardware.

Sales have been brisk. Before the 
project’s grand opening in early Sep-
tember, and without any advertising, 
CMK sold more than 370 units.

One-bedrooms ranging from 656 
to 817 square feet start in the $190s, 
and two-bedrooms ranging from 
750 to 1,292 square feet start in the 
$280s. Penthouses, priced from the 
$320s, have two or three bedrooms 
and range from 891 to 1,621 square 
feet. Parking is priced from $31,900 
to $36,900, with a limited number 
of higher-priced tandem spaces also 
available.

Deliveries are slated for the spring 
of 2009. NH

235 Van Buren, designed by award-winning architect Ralph Johnson


