
Summer Reading Guide: The Devil in the White City for US History 

Erik Larson's The Devil in the White City is an exceptional blend of historical non-fiction and true 
crime, offering a vivid portrait of the Gilded Age through the intertwined narratives of Daniel 
Burnham, the visionary architect behind the 1893 Chicago World's Fair, and H.H. Holmes, a 
cunning serial killer who preyed on the fair's visitors. This guide will help you delve into the book's 
historical context, key themes, and its significance for understanding American history. 

I. Why This Book for US History? 

The Devil in the White City provides a unique lens through which to explore a pivotal moment in 
American history – the late 19th century, often referred to as the Gilded Age. It offers insights into: 

• Urbanization and Industrialization: Chicago's rapid growth and the challenges of building 
a massive city and a spectacular fair from scratch. 

• Technological Innovation: The fair showcased groundbreaking inventions like electricity, 
the Ferris Wheel, and new building techniques, highlighting America's emerging industrial 
might. 

• Social and Cultural Changes: The influx of people to cities, the rise of consumer culture, 
the contrasting lives of the wealthy and the poor, and the shifting roles of women. 

• American Identity and Ambition: The fair was a grand statement of American progress, 
ingenuity, and a desire to rival European powers. 

• The Darker Side of Progress: The parallel narrative of H.H. Holmes exposes the underbelly 
of urban life, the anonymity of large cities, and the vulnerabilities of those seeking new 
opportunities. 

II. Discussion and Analysis Questions (Post-Reading) 

Connect the book to broader US History themes.  

A. The World's Columbian Exposition ("The White City"): 

1. What was the driving force behind Chicago's intense desire to host the World's Fair? How 
did it reflect American ambitions and national pride in the late 19th century? 

2. Analyze the role of Daniel Burnham and Frederick Law Olmsted. What were their greatest 
challenges, and what admirable traits did they exhibit in overcoming them? 

3. In what ways did the Fair showcase American ingenuity and technological progress? 
Identify specific inventions or innovations presented at the Fair that had a lasting impact on 
American society. 

4. Larson frequently refers to the White City as a "dream." What contributed to this dreamlike 
quality, and what were both the positive and negative aspects of this illusion? 



5. How did the architecture and design of the White City reflect the prevailing ideals of the 
Gilded Age? Consider the contrast between the neoclassical style of the Fair and the 
bustling, often chaotic, "Black City" of Chicago. 

B. H.H. Holmes ("The Devil"): 

1. What factors in late 19th-century urban life, particularly in a rapidly growing city like 
Chicago, made it possible for a serial killer like H.H. Holmes to operate with such freedom 
for so long? 

2. Larson suggests that "Exactly what motivated Holmes may never be known." Based on the 
book, what possible motives are exposed? Why is it important (or perhaps impossible) to 
understand the motivations of such a figure? 

3. How did Holmes exploit the anonymity and social conditions of the Gilded Age, particularly 
the influx of young, single women to urban areas? 

4. Consider the psychological aspects of Holmes's character. What traits allowed him to 
charm and manipulate his victims and others around him? 

C. Connecting the Narratives and Broader Historical Themes: 

1. Larson deliberately intertwines the narratives of creation (the Fair) and destruction 
(Holmes's crimes). What insights does this juxtaposition offer into the "ineluctable conflict 
between good and evil" during this period? Are Burnham and Holmes alike in any ways, 
despite their stark differences? 

2. The book highlights the extreme contrasts of the Gilded Age: opulence and poverty, 
progress and depravity. How does the Fair itself, with its grand display of wealth and 
innovation, relate to the squalor and desperation that existed in the surrounding city? 

3. Larson notes that "The juxtaposition of pride and unfathomed evil struck me as offering 
powerful insights into the nature of men and their ambitions." Discuss how pride and 
ambition manifest in both the positive and negative narratives of the book. 

4. How does The Devil in the White City contribute to your understanding of urban life in 
America at the turn of the 20th century? What were the major problems and how were cities 
changing? 

5. What lasting legacies, both positive and negative, did the 1893 World's Columbian 
Exposition leave on American culture and history? 

Enjoy your summer reading journey into the fascinating and often chilling world of The Devil in the 
White City! 

 


