
Art

Art Institute of Chicago for no admission charge on Thursday evenings. 

The City Gallery is an old water tower now used as a venue for local photographers to display their work. It is right on Michigan Avenue, across from Waater Tower Place mall

Museum of Contemporary Art is free on Tuesdays. 

National Museum of Mexican Art is always free. 

The Center for Intuitive and Outsider Art charges no admission and displays visionary art and works by self-taught artists. 

Attractions

See a free water display every hour at the Buckingham Fountain from mid-April to mid-October. The best time to go is between dusk and 10 p.m. when the fountain's 134 spouting jets are accompanied by a music and light display. 

Lincoln Park Zoo. Admission to the zoo is free seven days a week. 

Millennium Park incorporates art, music, architecture, and landscape design. This 24.5-acre (9.9-hectare) sanctuary, located in downtown Chicago, boasts the Frank Gehry-designed Jay Pritzker Pavilion, the interactive Crown Fountain, and a popular sculpture designed by British artist Anish Kapoor. Free programs—such as Music Without Borders and Home Cooked Jazz—are held in the park throughout the year. Susan's note: this is one of my favorite places in Chicago, for the installations and people-watching.

The Chicago Greeter Program offers free walking tours of the city hosted by resident volunteers. 

Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum: Visitors can enter for free on Thursdays, but a donation is appreciated. 

The DuSable Museum of African-American History offers visitors free entry every Sunday from noon to 5 p.m. 

Oriental Institute Museum is free to the public. 

The Chicago Public Library offers a host of exhibits and ongoing programs at no charge. 

Check out the Jane Addams Hull House, one of the first settlement houses in the United States. 

Interested in learning more about Chicago's architecture? Visit the Archicenter, which is free to the public seven days a week 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. 

Every year, the Chicago Cultural Center hosts a variety of free programs and events related to the visual, literary, and performing arts. 

Outdoor

Enjoy a break from the city's urban side at the Chicago Botanic Garden and stroll through miles of bucolic landscapes. During spring and summer, gardens are open from 8 a.m. until sunset, for free. 

In the middle of Lincoln Park lies a free conservatory with four display houses: the Palm House, Fern Room, Orchid House, and Show House. 

The Chicago Park District shows free classic and contemporary films outdoors at dusk from June through September in parks city-wide. Grab a blanket and unwind while watching The Wizard of Oz in the fresh summer air. 

Theater/Dance

The Shakespeare Project of Chicago offers Shakespeare performances such as 50 Minute Macbeth and Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest throughout the year, bringing high-quality drama to the public for free. 

Chicago's annual summer dance festival is held from June 14-August 26. Get a free one-hour dance lesson and follow that by indulging in two hours of live music and dancing. The dance extravaganza—which includes jazz, Latin, funk, and ballroom—is held every Thursday, Friday, and Saturday evening, 6-9:30 p.m., and Sunday afternoon, 4-7 p.m. in the Spirit of Music Garden at Grant Park. 

Of course, the ultimate freebie is walking around the city and the lakefront.
