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INTRODUCTION: A
TALE OF TWO
CITIES

The  Devi l  in  the
White  City  by  Erik
Larson  is  a  masterful
work  o f  nar ra t ive
nonfiction  that  weaves
t o g e t h e r  t w o
astonishing stories set
against  the  backdrop
of  the  1893  World’s
Columbian  Exposition
in  Chicago.  On  one
hand,  it  tells  the epic
tale  of  the  visionary
a r c h i t e c t s  a n d
engineers who built the

legendary “White City”
– a dazzling, temporary
m e t r o p o l i s  o f
neoclassical  buildings
and electric lights that
symbolized  American
progress. On the other
hand,  it  reveals  the
chi l l ing ,  shadowy
exploits  of  America’s
first  documented  serial
killer, Dr. H.H. Holmes,
who  used  the  fair’s
massive  influx  of
visitors to lure victims
to  his  custom-built
“Murder  Castle.”  A
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
summary  of  The
Devil  in  the  White
City must capture both
narratives,  showing
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h o w  b e a u t y  a n d
monstrosity  coexisted
in the same time and
place.  This  article  will
explore  the  key  plot
points,  central  figures,
and  enduring  themes
that  make  Larson’s
book  an  unforgettable
read.

OVERVIEW OF THE
BOOK AND ITS
NARRATIVE
STRUCTURE

Erik Larson’s The Devil
in  the  Whi te  C i ty :
Murder,  Magic,  and
Madness  at  the  Fair
That Changed America
(2003)  a l ternates
between  two  parallel
storylines.  The  first
follows the determined
arch i tec t  Danie l
Burnham  as he leads
the  monumental  effort
t o  c o n s t r u c t  t h e
World’s  Columbian
Exposition. The second
tracks the cold-blooded
H . H .  H o l m e s ,  a

c h a r m i n g  y e t
psychopathic con artist
who  built  a  hotel  in
Chicago  specifically
designed  to  trap  and
k i l l  young  women
visiting the fair. Larson
uses a tight, cinematic
style,  drawing  from
letters,  diaries,  court
r e c o r d s ,  a n d
newspaper  articles  to
r e c r e a t e  t h e
atmosphere  of  1890s
Chicago.  The  book  is
not  a  dry  historical
account; it reads like a
thriller, with the author
seamlessly  shifting
between  the  soaring
hopes of Burnham and
the  hidden  horrors  of
Holmes.

SUMMARY OF THE
WORLD’S FAIR
STORYLINE

The
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Vision of
Daniel

Burnham
T h e  f a i r ’ s  c h i e f
a rch i tec t ,  Dan ie l
B u r n h a m ,  i s  t h e
protagonist  of  the  first
n a r r a t i v e .  A f t e r
Chicago won the bid to
host  the  exposition,
Burnham  was  tasked
w i t h  c r e a t i n g  a
spectacle  that  would
outshine the 1889 Paris
Exposition  and  prove
that the United States
was  a  cultural  and
technological  power.
The  book  details  the
immense challenges: a
t i g h t  d e a d l i n e ,
contentious  rivalries
among  architects,  a
swampy  construction
site, and a devastating
economic  depression.
Burnham’s  partnership
w i th  the  b r i l l i an t

architect  John  Root,
who  died  suddenly  of
pneumonia early in the
project,  is  a  poignant
thread.  Root’s  death
forced  Burnham  to
carry on alone, turning
him into a determined,
a lmost  obsess ive
leader.

Building
the White
City
The  cons t ruc t i on
process was a miracle
of organization. Larson
describes  the  creation
of  the  Jackson  Park
site, the introduction of
electric  lighting  on  a
massive  scale  (thanks
t o  G e o r g e
Westinghouse  and
Nikola  Tes la) ,  the
controversial  Ferris
Wheel  designed  by
George  Washington
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Gale Ferris Jr., and the
elaborate  buildings
m o d e l e d  a f t e r
R e n a i s s a n c e
arch i tecture .  The
“White  City”  emerged
as  a  gleaming  utopia,
complete with lagoons,
statuary,  and  the  first-
e v e r  a m u s e m e n t
midway.  The  fair’s
opening  in  May  1893
w a s  a  t r i u m p h ,
attracting  millions  of
visitors  from  around
the  world.  Despite
setbacks such as a fire
that destroyed part of
t h e  s i t e  a n d  t h e
a s s a s s i n a t i o n  o f
Chicago’s mayor Carter
Harrison  Sr.,  the  fair
succeeded  beyond
expectations. This part
of  the  summary  of
The  Devi l  in  the
White  City  highlights
human  amb i t i on ,
collaboration,  and  the
b i r t h  o f  m o d e r n
American spectacle.

SUMMARY OF THE
H.H. HOLMES
STORYLINE

Dr.
Holmes:
The Devil
in the
City
Alongside  Burnham’s
magnificent
achievement,  Larson
introduces the real-life
mons te r  Herman
Webster  Mudgett,
who called himself Dr.
H.H.  Holmes.  Holmes
arrived  in  Chicago  in
1886  and  qu i ck l y
established  himself  as
a pharmacist  and real
estate  swindler.  He
purchased a lot in the
suburb  of  Englewood,
n o t  f a r  f r o m  t h e
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f a i r g rounds ,  and
constructed  a  three-
story  building  that
w o u l d  b e c o m e
i n f a m o u s  a s  t h e
“Murder  Castle.”  The
building  contained  a
labyrinth  of  hidden
rooms,  soundproof
chambers,  trapdoors,
chutes  leading  to  the
b a s e m e n t ,  a  g a s
c h a m b e r ,  a n d  a
d i s sec t i on  room.
Holmes  would  lure
victims,  often  young
women  who  came  to
the city for work or to
see  the  fair,  into  his
hotel,  then  rob,  kill,
and  dispose  of  their
bodies  –  sometimes
selling the skeletons to
medical schools.

The
Killings

and the
Crackdow
n
L a r s o n  r e c o u n t s
several  of  Holmes’s
k n o w n  v i c t i m s ,
including  his  former
employee  Emeline
C i g r a n d ,  a n d  h i s
mistress  Julia  Conner
and  her  daughter
Pearl. Holmes was also
involved  in  insurance
fraud schemes with his
accomplice  Benjamin
P i t e z e l ,  w h i c h
eventually  led  to  his
downfall. After the fair
c l o s e d ,  H o l m e s
abandoned  the  hotel
and  traveled,  but  his
crimes caught up with
h i m  w h e n  p o l i c e
investigated the death
o f  P i t e z e l  a n d
discovered  the  truth.
T h e  b o o k  d e t a i l s
Holmes’s  arrest,  trial,



6

6 Summary Of The Devil In The White
City

2025-11-22

and confession (though
he  claimed  multiple
times to have killed 27
or  even  130  people).
He  was  hanged  in
1896.  The  summary
of  The  Devil  in  the
White  City  makes
c lear  that  Holmes
exploited  the  chaos
and  anonymity  of  the
fa i r  to  commit  h is
atrocities,  embodying
the dark side of Gilded
Age progress.

KEY THEMES IN
THE DEVIL IN THE
WHITE CITY

Ambition
and
Hubris
Both  Burnham  and
Holmes  represent
ex t reme  fo rms  o f
ambition.  Burnham’s
d r i v e  t o  c r e a t e  a

perfect fair borders on
hubris,  as  he  sacrifices
personal  health  and
relationships. Holmes’s
ambit ion  to  amass
weal th  and  power
t h r o u g h  m u r d e r
reflects  a  sociopathic
distortion of the same
will  to  achieve.  The
book suggests that the
same forces that  built
a  shining  city  also
enabled  a  ki l ler  to
thrive.

Illusion
vs.
Reality
The White  City  was a
temporary facade, built
of  plaster  and  staff  (a
mixture of plaster and
fiber), meant to be torn
down  after  a  year.
L ikewise ,  Ho lmes
presented a charming,
respectable exterior to
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hide his horrors. Larson
constantly  plays  with
the idea of  surfaces –
what appears beautiful
can  conceal  rot,  and
what  seems  ordinary
may  hide  evil.  This
theme  makes  the
summary  of  The
Devil  in  the  White
City  resonate  beyond
its historical context.

Urbanizat
ion,
Greed,
and
Anonymit
y
Chicago  in  the  1890s
w a s  a  g r o w i n g ,
industrializing  city  full
of  transients.  The  fair
drew  thousands  of

u n a c c o m p a n i e d
women  seeking  jobs
and adventure, making
them  vu lnerab le .
H o l m e s  t o o k
advan tage  o f  the
anonymity of urban life
and the lack of modern
policing.  The  book  is
also a commentary on
t h e  e t h i c a l
c o m p r o m i s e s  o f
capitalism  –  Holmes’s
scams  and  Burnham’s
corruption  (such  as
bribing  politicians)
show  a  world  where
s u c c e s s  o f t e n
depended  on  bending
rules.

Genius
and
Madness
The  juxtaposition  of
Burnham (genius)  and
Holmes  (madness)  is
the  central  device  of
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the  book.  Both  men
were  brilliant  in  their
own ways – Burnham in
o rgan i za t i on  and
design,  Holmes  in
manipu lat ion  and
engineering.  Yet  one
used  his  talents  to
create,  the  other  to
destroy.  Larson  does
not reduce either to a
simple  archetype;
instead,  he  presents
them as deeply human,
flawed,  and
fascinating.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS

Daniel
Burnham:
The
Architect

of
Dreams
Burnham emerges as a
complex  figure:  a
driven,  sometimes
ruthless  leader  who
cared  deeply  about
a e s t h e t i c s .  H e
struggled  with  the
death  of  his  partner
John  Root  and  faced
constant  pressure.  His
greatest  legacy  is  the
concept  of  the  “City
Beautiful”  movement,
which influenced urban
planning for decades.

John
Root: The
Lost
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Genius
Root  was  the  artistic
soul  of  the  pair  –  a
v i s i o n a r y  w h o s e
sudden  death  was  a
devastat ing  blow.
Larson portrays him as
sensitive  and  brilliant,
a  foil  to  Burnham’s
pragmatism.

H.H.
Holmes:
The
Monster
Next
Door
Holmes is  depicted as
a  charming  sociopath
w h o  u s e d  h i s
i n t e l l i g e n c e  t o
manipulate and kill. He

was a skilled salesman
and had a rudimentary
k n o w l e d g e  o f
medicine,  which  he
used  to  dispose  of
bodies.  Larson  avoids
sensationalism,  relying
on  documented  facts
to  create  a  chil l ing
portrait. The summary
of  The  Devil  in  the
White  City  cannot
ignore Holmes’s ability
to  deceive  everyone,
often  to  the  point  of
being  described  as
“the  devil”  himself.

Supportin
g Figures
The book also includes
notable  personalities
l ike  Frederick  Law
O l m s t e d ,  t h e
landscape  architect  of
Cen t ra l  Pa rk  who
designed  the  fair’s
grounds  despite  his
m e n t a l  h e a l t h
struggles;  George
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Ferris,  who  built  the
icon ic  whee l ;  and
Mayor  Carter  Harrison
S r . ,  w h o s e
assassination  at  the
close of the fair cast a
s h a d o w  o v e r  t h e
celebration.

HISTORICAL
SIGNIFICANCE AND
LEGACY

The World’s Columbian
E x p o s i t i o n  h a d  a
profound  impact  on
American  culture.  It
introduced  the  Ferris
Wheel, electric lighting
for  mass  events,  and
popularized new foods
like  Cracker  Jack  and
shredded  wheat.  The
fair also showcased the
a c h i e v e m e n t s  o f
women  and  African
Americans,  though  it
remains  controversial
for  its  exclusionary
practices. For instance,
m a n y  e x h i b i t s
highl ighted  racist
stereotypes,  and  the

fair  was  internal ly
segregated.
H.H.  Holmes’s  story
became tabloid fodder
at  the  time  and  later
entered  the  realm  of
true  crime  legend.
However,  Larson’s
work  i s  care fu l  to
separate  fact  from
fiction,  noting  that
Holmes’s body count is
likely exaggerated, and
the  idea  o f  a  fu l ly
operational  “Murder
Castle”  is  part  myth.
The book remains one
of the best-selling true
c r ime  na r ra t i ves
because  of  its  unique
dual  structure  and
meticulous research.
A  summary  of  The
Devil  in  the  White
C i t y  w o u l d  b e
incomplete  without
acknowledging  i ts
literary  influence.  The
book sparked renewed
interest  in  the  serial
k i l l e r  g e n r e  a n d
inspired  a  television
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adaptation  produced
by  Leonardo  DiCaprio
and  Martin  Scorsese
(still  in  development).
It  also  led  to  many
other  nonfiction  books
weaving  separate
stories  together.

WHY THIS BOOK
MATTERS TODAY

In an age of spectacle
a n d  t r u e  c r i m e
obsession, The Devil in
the White City remains
relevant.  It  examines
how  progress  often
comes  at  a  human
cost,  how  charlatans
can hide in plain sight,
and  how  communities
can be both united and
exploited  by  mass
events.  The book also
critiques the American
Dream:  Burnham’s
success  was  built  on
enormous  efforts  and
s o m e  e t h i c a l
compromises,  while
Holmes’s  ambition
ended in ruin. Readers

looking for a summary
of  The  Devil  in  the
White  City  will  find  a
story  that  is  as  much
about  the  promise  of
the  G i lded  Age  as
a b o u t  i t s  h i d d e n
horrors.

CONCLUSION:
LIGHT AND
SHADOW

Erik Larson’s The Devil
in the White City is far
more than a true crime
t h r i l l e r .  I t  i s  a
m e t i c u l o u s l y
researched  portrait  of
a  pivotal  moment  in
American history, when
h o p e  a n d  h o r r o r
walked  hand  in  hand.
The summary of The
Devil  in  the  White
City  presented  here
only  scratches  the
surface: the real power
of the book lies in its
detailed  scenes,  its
haunting  contrasts,
and the way it  forces
us to look at both the
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brightest achievements
and  darkest  impulses
of  humanity.  Whether
y o u  a r e  d r a w n  t o
architectural  marvels
o r  p s y c h o l o g i c a l

mysteries,  this  tale  of
the White City and its
devil will stay with you
long after you turn the
last page.


