SIDE ALTARS CREATED AFTER
GREAT CHICAGO FIRE OF 1871
■

■

■

■

■
In about 1873, the Side
Altars and the “Last
Supper” under the main
altar were carved by
Sebastian Buscher, nephew
of Anton. They represent a
significant reinvestment in
Holy Family after the Great
Chicago Fire of 1871. The
two craftsmen also carved
the church’s elaborate
confessionals dedicated
the same year.

A FAMILY OF HISTORIC ORGANS
■

■

■

■

■

The original Great Organ of Church of the Holy
Family was built in 1870 by Louis Mitchell & Son Co. of
Montreal with pipes and reeds imported from Paris.
A musical masterpiece of its time, the organ featured
64 stops and 3,944 pipes and was considered to be
acoustically perfect. The St. Ignatius College Prep
archives has a November 29, 1870 statement indicating
that Fr. Damen, S.J. paid $3,695 gold in duties for
the organ imported from Montreal.
The original Great Organ consisted of four organs,
each independent of the other and when required
they were combined. Initially, six to eight men hand
pumped wind to power the instrument. In 1892,
hydraulic pumps replaced the hand blowers and in
1923 the organ was powered by electrical motors.
The historic instrument was rebuilt several times but
then its workings sold in 1971 to St. Peter’s United
Church of Christ, Lake Zurich, Illinois.
In 1949, a new Austin organ was installed on the floor
of the east side of the nave with its pipes installed
behind the main altar.
In 1995, an 1879 G.F. Steinmeyer console organ
was placed on permanent loan in Holy Family’s
west transept through the generosity of the
Hooper Foundation.
In 2006, through the generosity of the Rice
Foundation and the Hooper Foundation, a worldclass rare organ was imported from Maria Church
in Helsignor, Denmark, shipped, reassembled and
installed by German organ builders into Holy Family’s
original Mitchell organ case. It is known as the RiceFrobenius organ.

RARE “ORCHESTRA OF ANGELS”
SURMOUNTS SECOND BALCONY
ORGAN CASE
■

■

■

■

■

Fortunately, the original hand-carved walnut Gothic-style
Mitchell organ case front on the second balcony survived.
It is surmounted by an “orchestra”
of 22 angels and figures playing
flute, clarinet, violin, French horn and
drums and near life-size figures of
King David of Israel with a harp
and St. Cecilia, patroness of music.
All the pieces were hand-carved by
Charles-Olivier Dauphin of Montreal.
The Holy Family installation, nearly
four stories above the church floor,
is believed to be the largest existing
collection of the French-Canadian
artist’s work. The painstaking task
of cleaning and gilding each of the figures was a twoyear project for Dieter Meister, a
retired painter and decorator who
volunteered his services.

HOLY FAMILY’S 100 STATUES
MEMORIALIZE IMPORTANT SAINTS
■

■

■

■

■

The statues of Holy Family reflect Chicago’s history as
an immigrant city. The gold-leafed St. Patrick, the first
of some 100 wood statues, was hand carved in 1863 by
Anton Buscher. It symbolized the Irish who, according to
Chicago historian Ellen Skerrett, “built the church with
nickels and dimes” and worshiped here for generations.
Italian immigrants arrived at Holy Family in the late 19th
century and by 1920 represented the majority of the
parishioners. A statue of St. Frances Xavier Cabrini stands
near the sanctuary. She worshiped here while establishing
Cabrini Hospital on nearby Lytle Street.
In the 1930s, African-American parishioners joined Holy
Family and are represented by statues of St. Martin de
Porres and St. Peter Claver.
On either side of the main sanctuary are statues of two
altar boys who depict the story of Fr. Damen being
summoned to make a sick call late at night by two whiterobed boys carrying lamps. He followed them for a mile
west of the church and they disappeared at the door of a
small cottage.
Inside, Fr. Damen found an old woman lying on a bed
of straw. She said she had been praying for hours that a
priest would come before she died. Fr. Damen asked if she
had any children and she replied that her two sons had
been altar boys but died nearly 50 years ago.

Fr. Arnold Damen, SJ
—Founder

At Our Lady’s altar in the
west transept, the top
statue represents Our
Lady of Lourdes. Lower on the altar are statues of
St. Aloysius and St. John Berchmans. Under the altar
table are a carved representation of the Annunciation
and the Visitation.
St. Joseph’s altar on the east side has statues of St.
Aloysius holding a crucifix and St. Stanislaus holding
the infant Jesus. St. Joseph is depicted holding the infant
Jesus and under the altar table are representations of the
flight into Egypt with Joseph wearing what appears to be
an Irish derby and the Holy Family in the carpenter shop
at Nazareth.

SEVEN LIGHTS BURN AT OUR LADY
OF PERPETUAL HELP SHRINE
IN EAST NAVE
■

■

■

■

■

Fr. Arnold Damen promised that if Holy Family and
St. Ignatius College were spared from the Great Chicago
Fire of 1871 (which allegedly began on parishioners Patrick
and Catherine O’Leary’s property in
the east side of the parish), seven
lights would burn forever at the
shrine of Our Lady of Perpetual
Help in the east transept of the
church. A collection was taken up
at all the masses on January 1, 1872
to launch the shrine.
The candles, now electrified,
continue to burn today.

CHURCH OF THE
HOLY FAMILY
■

■

■

■

■

The first Jesuit mission in Chicago.
Welcome to the Church of the Holy Family, Chicago’s
original Jesuit ministry for over 160 years. Founded
in 1857 by Fr. Arnold Damen, SJ, our rich history is
full of stories of faith, hope, and determination that
makes the Church of the Holy Family one of the most
beautiful and inspirational churches in the city.
Originally the church of immigrants, the Church of the
Holy Family has welcomed people of all races, colors,
and creeds through its iconic doors as the second
oldest Catholic church in Chicago. One of the largest
churches in America, it is one of five public buildings
to survive the Great Chicago Fire of 1871. It escaped
threatened demolition in 1996 through a down to
the wire national fund campaign to raise $1 million in
cash, led by Rev. George Lane, SJ.
The Church of the Holy
Family continues to serve the
sacramental needs of students,
alumni, and friends of Saint
Ignatius College Prep as well as
families who wish to celebrate
weddings, baptisms, and
the lives of departed family
members.
Blessings,
Fr. Lukas Laniauskas, SJ
President
Church of the Holy Family

MAIN ALTAR, COMMUNION RAIL,
CONFESSIONALS CARVED BY
GERMAN MASTER WOOD WORKERS
■

■

■

■

■

The main altar in the Gothic style is surmounted by a 52foot reredos of hand carved walnut enclosing a picture
of the Holy Family, a copy of a Murillo by a Flemish Jesuit
artist. The altar foundation is masonry up to the table. The
altar stone rests on two brick columns, built from solid
ground below.

A EUROPEAN VICTORIAN GOTHIC
CATHEDRAL ON THE PRAIRIE

FR. DAMEN CONTRACTED MASTER
CRAFTSMEN TO BUILD HOLY FAMILY

■

■

■

■

■

■

Described as a “European Victorian Gothic cathedral
on an Illinois prairie,” like many huge edifices, Church
of the Holy Family was built over several decades.
The cornerstone was laid August 23, 1857 during
the financial Panic of the same year. The church was
dedicated August 26, 1860, with music of Mozart
played at the Mass of dedication, just months before
the War Between the States began.
Initially, Church of the Holy Family
served thousands of poor Irish
who lived in the teeming Near
West Side neighborhood and
worked at the nearby Chicago
River docks, lumber and rail yards.
A network of five elementary
schools established by Fr.
Damen brought education to
the parishioners who benefited
greatly from the opportunity. At
one point, Holy Family was the
largest English-speaking parish in
the Midwest with a membership of
25,000.
Nine years later, in 1869, Fr. Damen realized his goal
of providing even more resources for parishioners
with the opening of adjacent St. Ignatius College, the
forerunner of today’s nationally recognized St. Ignatius
College Prep and Loyola University Chicago.

■

■

■

■

The exterior design of Holy Family is attributed to
Dillenburg and Zucher.
The church interior was completed by John Van Osdel,
considered Chicago’s most prominent architect and the
first to be registered in the city. He also is credited with
the design of the tower.
The original building, constructed of Milwaukee Cream
brick with Illinois cut stone trim, was 146 feet long and
85 feet wide.
In 1862, the transepts were added increasing the width
to 125 feet. In 1866, the nave was extended 40 feet to the
south to the present length of 186 feet. The addition with
a new façade served to buttress the structure.
In 1874, the 236-foot tower, constructed of wood with
a sheet metal finish, was completed. It was the tallest
structure in Chicago until 1890 when the Monadnock
Building on West Jackson Blvd. was erected. The two
bronze bells in the tower were cast by the J. Stuckstede
Co. of St. Louis in 1863. The bells, first pulled by hand,
were later automated. The tower was illuminated in 1991.
The main pillars of Holy Family slant outward and are 18
inches off plumb. Several structural surveys over the years
have concluded that the pillars are not moving. During
the 1990s restoration horizontal tie rods were installed to
further guarantee stabilization.

The main altar, all the statues on the reredos and the
seven butternut confessionals throughout the church
were carved by Anton Buscher, an immigrant born in
Baden, Germany, who resided at 11th and May and carved
statues for cigar stores. The altar, dedicated October 15,
1865, is the only surviving example of his work in Chicago.
More of the Buscher family’s work can be viewed at the
Buscher Museum in Gamburg, Germany:
https://gamburg.de/natur-kultur/buscher-museum/

HOLY FAMILY’S STAINED GLASS
IS THE CITY’S OLDEST

The main altar table is surrounded by a tabernacle with
Gothic turrets, with angels on either side. The interior
of the tabernacle is large enough to hold a dozen
sacred vessels.
Life-size statues of Holy Doctors of the Church,
St. Thomas Aquinas, St. Gregory the Great and
St. John Chrysostom on are the east side; St. Basil the
Great, St. Ambrose and St. Jerome are on the west side.
Flanking the painting of the Holy Family are statues of
the parents of St. John the Baptist, St. Zachary and
St. Elizabeth. At the sides of the main altar picture are
statues of St. Joachim and St. Anne.
Above the picture of the Holy Family, on a third tier, are
statues of Faith, holding aloft a cross, Hope with an anchor
and Charity, holding a Chalice, as the symbol of love.

■

■

■

■

■

The 12 huge round clerestory windows by Robert Carse,
high atop the church nave, are the oldest stained glass
in Chicago dating to 1860.
In the space behind the altar are ladders that extend
to the top of the structure to permit adjustments to
decorations or lighting.
Originally illuminated by candles and later gas jets,
incandescent lights were installed in 1899. Most recently,
LED bulbs have been added.
The Last Supper scene on the front of the main altar was
carved by Sebastian Buscher, Anton’s nephew, and is a
reproduction in wood of Da Vinci’s Last Supper. Note,
however, that the younger Buscher added silverware and
place settings to the supper table!
The intricate communion rail is a masterpiece carved
from a solid block of walnut by Louis Wisner, a German
Lutheran neighbor. Installed in 1866, the rail carries out a
Eucharistic theme through 17 panels that span the width
of the main altar.
The church’s pews were constructed on site because
Fr. Damen, S.J. purchased 22,000 feet of lumber. The
Comiskey family pew was number nine on the right side
of the center aisle. The last pew on the right side of the
center aisle was reserved for members of the Chicago
Fire Department’s oldest company housed across
Roosevelt Road.

Alderman John Comiskey, father of Chicago White Sox
founder Charles Comiskey, went door-to-door through
the parish in 1859 to raise funds for the windows. He is
memorialized in a window on the east side of the church
nearest the balcony.
The stained glass windows in the church nave were made
and installed by the Van Gerichten Art Glass Company
of Columbus, Ohio, during Holy Family parish’s 50th
Anniversary Jubilee Year of 1907. They are done in the
German baroque style and depict scenes from the lives
of Jesuit saints.
The windows on the west side portray the Nativity and
the Annunciation on the east side.
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