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The Adler-designed Art Deco entryway to the apartment remains perfectly intact.  
Through the doorway, hangs an André Kertész “Distortion #141” (third from the top at 
right) from the 1930s and Alfred Stieglitz’s “The Steerage” photogravure (1911), second 
from the top at left. 
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IF YOU ASK THEM, THE SANDORS WILL SAY 
THE IDEA OF COLLECTING PHOTOGRAPHY JUST SORT OF CLICKED 

 

The noted American photographer Ansel Adams once said, “There are no rules 

for good photographs, there are only good photographs.”  

 

 Ellen and Richard Sandor live with very good photographs-1,000 of them- in their 

Gold Coast duplex, an Art Deco confection in a 1932 landmark with impeccable 

pedigree.  Philip Maher designed the building and David Adler did the apartment for one 

of the Potter Palmer heirs. 

 

 The Sandors’ wide-ranging collection encompasses thousands of noteworthy pieces 

that span the timeline of the art form, ranging from the early 19th Century 

daguerreotypes to cutting-edge 21st Century works, and sprawls across almost every 

available inch of wall space in the 7,000-square-foot place.  The only photo-free wall 

features 19th Century Chinese Chippendale wallpaper installed in the apartment’s grand 

salon by previous owner Suzette Morton Davidson, the salt company heiress.   

 

 The apartment’s dazzling décor makes clear that Adams’ theory about photography 

is transmutable.  One can easily pose variations, such as “there are no rules for good 

collections” or “interiors” or even “renovations,” but only good versions of each.  In all of 

these areas, the Sandors have blissfully ignored convention to do things their way, with 

better than “good” results. 

 

 “People’s jaws drop when they see the place, but it’s not like we did it to impress 

anyone.  It just happened once we started collecting photography,” explains Ellen 

Sandor. 
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Throughout the house images are hung in themed groupings.  Across from an American 
Pilgrim work table from the 1640s, photographic images of and by women are paired 
with a portrait (center) by famed American artist Ammi Phillips that pre-dates 
photography.  Dorothea Lange’s “migrant Mother” (1936) hangs just to the right of the 
Phillips painting and at the top left of the painting is Stephen Frank’s photo of Diane 
Arbus teaching at the Rhode Island School of Design in 1970.   
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A Toulouse-Lautrec lithograph from 1892 is placed close to 19th Century photographs of the 
artist.  Ellen and Richard Sandor stand in front of the “Hollywood” wall.  At bottom left is 
Edward Steichen’s portrait of Greta Garbo (1928) and above Richard’s head, second from top, is 
Steichen’s 1924 portrait of Gloria Swanson shrouded in black lace.  At their feet are two 
multipanel works, “Mary Vivian Pierce” (1996) and “Sequel” (1995) by director John Waters.   
 

 Yet the apartment, in part, inspired the collection.  “I had just finished a graduate 

program in sculpture at SAIC [The School of the Art Institute of Chicago], and we were 

living in a two-bedroom modern apartment with kitschy furniture I made for my masters’ 

thesis and our two little girls,” recounts Ellen.  “Our sublet was ending, and I saw this 

place.  Suzi [Morton Davidson] was living there with all these El Grecos and Goyas on 

the wall, and she asked me what I would do with it if I lived here.” 

 

 With its breathtaking Adler-designed architectural details, which include a sweeping 
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spiral staircase in the foyer and five Art Deco bathrooms, and quirky touches such as 

heirloom wallpaper and Tuscan marble columns, Sandor thought it was perfect.  “I 

didn’t want to touch a thing,” she says.  “But there was a lot of wall space, and El Grecos 

and Goyas were out of the question.” 

  

 In a eureka moment, American photography flashed into her mind.  Jim Zanzi, her 

sculpture professor at SAIC, introduced her to the work of 19th Century master Julia 

Margaret Cameron and she was smitten with its Victorian sensibility.  As she learned 

more about photography, she became smitten with the entire milieu. 

 

  “I thought it would be interesting because I knew Richard would take the idea of 

building a photography collection and run with it.  He’s a brilliant researcher and 

strategist,” she says.  At the time, he had just left his position as vice president at the 

Chicago Board of Trade to join a commodities firm so he could market his new 

investment vehicle, interest-rate futures.  He brought the same intensity to photo 

collecting as he had to his burgeoning business.  “I inspired, he acquired and both 

[collection and job] grew pretty quickly,” Ellen says laughing. 

 

 Says Ellen:  “We look ourselves.  We go through catalogs and buy at auction.  Or 

through specific dealers who know what we are interested in are always looking for us.” 

The do-it-yourself resolve that informed their collecting carried over to their display 

tactics.  Rather than observe any rules about proper picture placement, they hung the 

pieces themselves.  “We started in the living room, and grouped it by subject matter 

rather than artist,” explains Ellen.  Thanks to this approach, works by famed  
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On the wall below the 24-foot-hhigh curving stairwell hang several Edward S. Curtis 
Orotone prints of the American West from the early 1900s printed on glass.  Above and 
to the right is a Richard Prince “Untitled” cowboy image from the 1980s. 



(art)n 
  ARTN.COM 

 
     VIRTUAL PHOTOGRAPHY PHSCOLOGRAMS 
 
 

EL LEN SANDOR 
D IRECTOR 

photographers of every era, including Man Ray, Walker Evans, Edward Steichen, Alfred 

Stieglitz, Cindy Sherman and Richard Prince are interspersed throughout. 

 

 In the living room, where they began, images of famous artists such as Rodin, 

Toulouse-Lautrec and Gaugin cover one wall and are complemented by sculptures and 

paintings by some of the artists.  There are the iconic images of Hollywood stars like 

Garbo, Swanson, and Monroe in the foyer, famous American bad boys like Billy the Kid, 

and historical Brazilian photographs and vintage feminist Annette Messager prints.   

 

 When it came to décor, the same anarchic do-it-yourself approach applied.  “We 

never even thought of [working with a decorator], probably because we knew exactly 

what we wanted to do,” she says.  “We decided to get simple classics that wouldn’t 

compete with the photos for attention.” 

 

 That meant pieces that are sumptuous yet spare of line.  The 20th Century George 

Nelson sofa and the Mies van der Rohe coffee table and chairs in the living room are 

paired with equally streamlined 19th Century Chinoiserie chairs Morton willed the couple 

with the apartment, and a 17th Century Pilgrim table in the dining room surrounded by 

18th Century sack-back and bow-back Windsor chairs. 

 

 The couple was equally iconoclastic about the notion of renovating the place.  “We 

preserved everything instead of destroying it.  We had to replace the windows because 

they were falling out, and the kitchen because the appliances couldn’t be serviced 

anymore.  But anyone else would have gutted the exquisite Art Deco washrooms,” Ellen 

says.  Meanwhile, they continue to expand their ever-growing photography collection.  

“Richard’s classic quote is ‘I can always find more wall space,’” says Ellen. 


