Louis Sullivan and the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition By Brad Geer

Louis Sullivan, one of the early figures of modern architecture, transformed the cityscapes of Chicago and surrounding cities over the course of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Sullivan’s work, which emphasized verticality, coincided perfectly with the industrial progress that made steel frameworks and soaring construction a reality. Sullivan reoriented the focus of architecture, away from the highly stylized classical facades of the late 19th century toward an organic aesthetic that drew its inspiration from the natural world. Additionally, he dispensed with brickwork in favor of more malleable and expressive surface materials such as terra cotta. 

Sullivan, whose hundreds of notable projects include the Wainwright Building in St. Louis and the Chicago Stock Exchange Building, is perhaps best known for his guiding principle, “Form ever follows function.” He experienced intense frustration over his participation in the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893, held in Chicago and highlighting the technological, mechanical, and industrial innovations of the day. Other architects working on the Exposition created structures that used the Roman classical and Beaux Arts designs popular at the time. In contrast, Sullivan and his business partner, Dankmar Adler, made their Transportation Building a 900-foot-long arcaded space in strong colors, with Sullivan’s famous Golden Door as its polychrome entryway and focal point. 

Although his work on the Exposition drew attention to his ideas and led to European exhibitions, Sullivan remained bitter about what he saw as the Exposition’s betrayal of a more progressive style. He wrote extensively about the experience in his autobiography, maintaining that the Columbian Exposition would set American design back half a century. 
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