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The White City – Chicago, IL:
Neoclassical Architecture at the World’s Columbian Exposition, 1893

Introduction:
	America was chosen to host the World’s Fair in 1893, and Chicago beat out New York, St. Louis and Washington, DC. Nominally the purpose of the fair was to celebrate Columbus’ voyage 400 years earlier, but as with other World’s Fairs, it was also supposed to show off American power and reflect American values. One of the premier landscape architects of the time, Frederick Olmstead, was chosen to develop a site and plan. He chose Chicago’s Jackson Park on Lake Michigan, with the goal of developing a grand seascape rather than just a landscape, surrounded by buildings. Daniel Burnham, a Chicago architect, was appointed chief of construction, and decided to invite the best architects in America to contribute designs for each of the buildings.[footnoteRef:-1] [-1:  American Experience, PBS, American Experience - Chicago: City of the Century, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/chicago/peopleevents/e_court.html (accessed October 10, 2009).] 

[image: ]
 Burnham set guidelines that every architect had to follow, in order to ensure a uniform appearance and style for the buildings of the fair. The guidelines included a 60-foot cornice height, the use of classical architecture, and a dominant building color of white. Burnham and most of the architects who worked on the fair studied at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, and therefore the fair reflected the Beaux-Arts style. This style held that Greek and Roman styles were the height of architecture and design.[footnoteRef:0] A notable exception to this was Louis Sullivan, another famous Chicago architect who saw the neoclassical style as a negation of American architectural accomplishments, believing that the buildings should look to the future instead of the past (and whose Transportation Building designed for the fair was decidedly non-classical).[footnoteRef:1]  [0:  David Stone, Chicago's Classical Architecture: The Legacy of the White City (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2005), 18-19.]  [1:  Massachusettes Institute of Technology, From Louis Sullivan to SOM: Boston Grads Go to Chicago, 1996, http://web.mit.edu/museum/chicago/exposition.html (accessed October 10, 2009).] 

For this project, we have chosen to highlight a number of the main neoclassical buildings built for the fair. The Chicago World’s Fair of 1893 was of course famous for many things beyond its neoclassical architecture; the Ferris Wheel was constructed for the fair in the hopes of having something as notable as the Eiffel Tower (built as the entrance for the recently held 1889 World’s Fair in Paris). A number of other products and innovations debuted in Chicago as well, including Cracker Jack, Juicy Fruit gum, Quaker Oats, Cream of Wheat, Aunt Jemima pancake mix and the hamburger. [footnoteRef:2] However, the focus of this presentation is solely on the architecture and its lasting influence.  [2:  Wikipedia, World's Columbian Exposition, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World%27s_Columbian_Exposition#Notable_firsts_at_the_fair (accessed October 10, 2009).] 


The Court of Honor and Grand Basin[image: http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/dreamcity/4/00022061.JPG][image: http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/bookfair/4/00082066.jpg]
	

	The Court of Honor and the Grand Basin was the central focal point of the fair, with all of the various buildings built around it. At various points were a variety of dominant features, most notably Daniel Chester French’s “Statue of the Republic”, a personification of the country with various bits of symbolism such as a holding a staff with the word “Liberty” in one hand and a globe with an eagle atop it in the other. In a sense it was like a forum, except built around water.  Other typical classical features included rostral columns, which were a Roman invention commemorating naval victories and showing the importance of the sea. This rostral column featured a statue of Neptune on its top.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Illinois Institute of Chicago, World's Columbian Exposition of 1893, Paul V. Galvin Library Digital History Collection, http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/ (accessed October 10, 2009).] 
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Obelisks were typically Egyptian, but were commonly used in classical architecture, hence the inclusion of one in the design of the fair.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  David Stone, Chicago's Classical Architecture: The Legacy of the White City (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2005), 15.] 
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	Another highlight in the Court of Honor was the Columbian Fountain, commonly referred to as the MacMonnies fountain after its designer, Frederick MacMonnies. The fountain featured Columbia (another personification of the United States) sitting at the top of the Barge of State. Fame is at the prow of the ship, and Time is at the helm, and the barge is drawn by sea-horses representing Commerce, in turn mounted by riders representing modern intelligence. The rowers are representations of the Arts and Industries. On the right are personifications of Music, Architecture, Sculpture and Painting. On the left are personifications of Agriculture, Science, Industry and Commerce.  Mermaids and tritons and dolphins surround the fountain.[footnoteRef:5]
Peristyle and Columbus Arch: [5:  David Stone, Chicago's Classical Architecture: The Legacy of the White City (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2005), 18.] 

[image: http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/dreamcity/4/00042044.JPG]
The Peristyle and Columbus Arch was designed by Charles B. Atwood, another Chicago architect. The “Peristyle” name came from the original plan to have a true peristyle of columns surrounding the entire fair.[footnoteRef:6] However, this was abandoned, and the resulting structure instead featured 48 Corinthian columns, each representing a US state or territory. Each column had an inscription with the state or territory’s name, coat-of-arms and a representative statue at the top. The Columbus Arch at the center featured the Columbus Quadriga, a four-horse chariot honoring Columbus himself, and was also inscribed with the names of famous historical explorers. At each end of the Peristyle were twin pavilions, one being the Music Hall and the other being the Casino. In the corners between the pavilions and Peristyle were replicas of the Temple of Vesta in the Roman Forum[footnoteRef:7]: [6:  Illinois Institute of Chicago, World's Columbian Exposition of 1893, Paul V. Galvin Library Digital History Collection, http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/ (accessed October 10, 2009).]  [7:  David Stone, Chicago's Classical Architecture: The Legacy of the White City (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2005), 10-11.] 
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Administration Building:
	
[image: http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/dreamcity/4/00022005.JPG]
	The Administration Building was designed by Richard M. Hunt of New York, who was also notable as the co-founder and president of the American Institute of Architects. Not surprisingly, he also worked on the design of the dome for the Capitol in Washington, DC. The Administration Building was done in the French Renaissance style, and featured four Doric Corner pavilions, second-level Ionic colonnades and a 275-foot dome.  The East Portal featured a statue of Columbus in the center. To the left was “Water, Controlled”, depicting man’s mastery of the sea, and to the right was “Water, Uncontrolled”, depicting Neptune destroying his victims.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  David Stone, Chicago's Classical Architecture: The Legacy of the White City (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2005), 9.] 

[image: ttp://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/images/archives/size2/S03i2156l01.jpg]

Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building:
[image: http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/dreamcity/4/00042026.JPG]

The Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building was designed by George B. Post of New York, and was described as the largest building in the world at 1.3 million square feet covering 30 acres of land. Its exterior featured numerous classical elements, including fluted columns, hundreds of symbolic figures, portals designed to replicate triumphal arches and corner pavilions designed to replicate temples. Most notable perhaps were the portals themselves. Each featured Corinthian columns with 18-foot tall eagles on the top. The lower cornice was 60-feet high. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  David Stone, Chicago's Classical Architecture: The Legacy of the White City (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2005), 12-13.] 




Agricultural Building:
[image: http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/dreamcity/4/00042027.JPG]
	The Agricultural Building was designed by the New York architectural firm of McKim, Mead and White. The central dome was 130 feet in diameter. The building featured a tremendous amount of statuary, including 60 Zodiac-bearers between each window, a series of sixty caryatides (columns shaped like women) representing abundance. At each corner there was a statue representing a Horoscope, holding their sphere, and a statue representing one of the four seasons, giving garlands to farmers. The pediment featured shepherds and their flocks. [footnoteRef:10] [10:  David Stone, Chicago's Classical Architecture: The Legacy of the White City (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2005), 14.] 

	The northern portico, featured above, included many references to Greek mythology related to agriculture.  The pediment featured Ceres, goddess of the harvest; Cybele, the Phyrgian deification of Mother Earth; and King Triptolemus, who educated all of Greece in the arts of agriculture. It also featured two groups of Ceres by the sculptor Philip Martiny.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Illinois Institute of Chicago, World's Columbian Exposition of 1893, Paul V. Galvin Library Digital History Collection, http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/ (accessed October 10, 2009).] 



Southern Colonnade:

[image: http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/dreamcity/4/00022065.JPG]
	Also designed by Charles B.  Atwood, the Southern Colonnade’s primary purpose was simply to block people from seeing non-classical features like the car yards, stock pavilions and other utilitarian buildings used for the fair. It featured another triumphal arch, topped by symbolic statues.[footnoteRef:12] Among other things, the featured statuary included chariot groups, lions and jaguars.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  David Stone, Chicago's Classical Architecture: The Legacy of the White City (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2005), 16.]  [13:  Illinois Institute of Chicago, World's Columbian Exposition of 1893, Paul V. Galvin Library Digital History Collection, http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/ (accessed October 10, 2009).] 





The Electricity Building:
[image: http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/dreamcity/4/00022031.JPG]
	The Electricity Building was designed by Van Brunt & Howe of Kansas City.[footnoteRef:14] Featured above is the hemicycle (so called because it is half a circle). The hemicycle featured two levels of Corinthian columns and pilasters (half columns built into the walls), and an arch topped by a pediment with figures representing electricity. The statue in the center of the vault is Benjamin Franklin flying his kite.[footnoteRef:15] The figures above the consoles and on the sides were fifteen feet high, and also represented electricity.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Julie K. Rose, World's Columbian Exposition: The Official Fair - A Virtual Tour, 1996, http://xroads.virginia.edu/~ma96/WCE/tour2.html (accessed October 10, 2009).]  [15:  David Stone, Chicago's Classical Architecture: The Legacy of the White City (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2005), 17.]  [16:  Illinois Institute of Chicago, World's Columbian Exposition of 1893, Paul V. Galvin Library Digital History Collection, http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/ (accessed October 10, 2009).] 



Machinery Building:
[image: http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/dreamcity/4/00022055.JPG][image: http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/dreamcity/4/00022041.JPG]
	The Machinery Building was designed by the Boston firm of Peabody and Stearns in the Spanish Renaissance style. They felt a particular challenge in trying to stay true to the classical emphasis of the fair while also trying to create a monument to industry. The building featured Corinthian colonnades and corner pavilions, along with towers and iron arches that were less classical.[footnoteRef:17] On top of each spire were statues of flying angels with laurel wreaths of victory, and each portal featured various heroic figures. The long façade measured 842 feet, and the short façade measured 492 feet. The annex was 490 by 550 feet, and the floor area covered 23 acres.[footnoteRef:18]  [17:  David Stone, Chicago's Classical Architecture: The Legacy of the White City (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2005), 20-21.]  [18:  Illinois Institute of Chicago, World's Columbian Exposition of 1893, Paul V. Galvin Library Digital History Collection, http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/ (accessed October 10, 2009).] 

	The eastern portal, shown above, featured a sculptural group called “Columbia”, featuring Columbia on a throne, Honor to her left, Genius getting an award and Wealth bestowing riches.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Illinois Institute of Chicago, World's Columbian Exposition of 1893, Paul V. Galvin Library Digital History Collection, http://columbus.gl.iit.edu/ (accessed October 10, 2009).] 


Fine Arts Building:
[image: ttp://columbus.gl.iit.edu/bookfair/4/00112064.jpg]
	The Fine Arts Building was also designed by Charles B. Atwood. He modeled it after a Greek temple, with a dome rising 125 feet from the ground. The main entrances were in the form of Ionic porticos. It also featured 24 caryatids, or columns shaped like women, directly modeled after the ones found on the Erechtheion, a temple at the Acropolis in Athens (seen below).  The Fine Arts Building is one of the only remaining structures from the World’s Fair, and exists today as the Museum of Science and Industry.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  David Stone, Chicago's Classical Architecture: The Legacy of the White City (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2005), 25-26.] 
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Legacy:
	Daniel Burham, writing about the fair, said “The influence of the Exposition on architecture will be to inspire a reversion toward the pure ideal of the ancient.”[footnoteRef:21] Although architects like Louis Sullivan strongly objected to this, Burnham was right. The beauty of the “White City” inspired many other cities throughout America to try and utilize the style, both for individual buildings (including many state capitol buildings), and more ambitious attempts at city design.  [21:  American Experience, PBS, American Experience - Chicago: City of the Century, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/chicago/peopleevents/e_court.html (accessed October 10, 2009). ] 

	The City Beautiful movement was perhaps one of the most notable attempts to adapt the “White City” to use in real cities, and Burnham was a major proponent. Burnham was deeply involved in the 1901 Plan for Washington, DC, intended to redesign the monumental core of the city, and one of the first attempts at city planning. The plan was essentially a reworking of Pierre L’Enfant’s plans for the city which weren’t utilized. But like the White City, it proposed to surround the area with monumental buildings. Among other things the plan also included Burnham’s Union Station, perhaps one of the best ways to see the Beaux-Arts style in Washington, DC. The Library of Congress, although started before the fair opened, was also influenced by the success of the “White City”.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Julie K. Rose, The City Beautiful and Washington D.C., 1996, http://xroads.virginia.edu/~CAP/CITYBEAUTIFUL/dchome.html (accessed October 10, 2009).] 
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