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In February 1890, Chicago won Congress’s approval, over all other US cities, to host the 1893 World’s 
Fair. About the same time, a young physician going by the name H.H. Holmes was constructing a hotel in 
the Chicago’s Englewood neighborhood, only blocks away from the eventual site of the fair. The 
“Columbian Exposition,” though, turned into much more than just a fair, and Holmes’s building was 
something far darker than a simple hotel. With Devil in the White City, Larsen tells the story of both the 
1893 World’s Fair and of Holmes, one of America’s first well-known and infamous serial killers. The 
similarities are striking. Both Holmes and the fair’s builders sought to create an image of power and 
prestige – Holmes for himself, and the builders for the United States and the city of Chicago. Holmes and 
the fair experienced their rise and fall in near synchronicity. Above all, both Holmes and his World’s Fair 
Hotel and the White City of the Columbian Exposition were not all they seemed. 
 
Larsen’s narrative intertwines the story of the fair with that of Holmes’s time in Chicago. He weaves 
together description of the fair’s construction with that Holmes’s “murder castle” hotel in alternating 
chapters. Building the fair, dubbed the “Columbian Exposition,” in less than three years was a fantastic 
(some believed it impossible) undertaking. Larsen highlights these challenges, then alternates to 
descriptions of Holmes’s process in building his hotel. Workers at both sites faced danger, though in 
different forms. The Exposition’s workmen had difficult and physically dangerous tasks; many lost their 
lives at the site. Holmes rotated through work crews incessantly to help keep the nuances of his building 
unknown, and many of them came face-to-face with his strange, often off-putting ways and demeanor.  
 
Once the fair was completed and fully opened, it’s popularity with both national and international 
crowds soared. Upwards of 100,000 people visited the fair per day on many days; ticket-takers sold 
three quarters of a million tickets on one day alone. The fair had its difficulties and secrets, though, too. 
Political and financial backers worried about the cost, and behind-the-scenes maneuvering took place to 
cut expenditures where possible. The fair’s many architects, exhibitors, and vendors had conflicts with 
one another and the fair’s directors, and some exhibits and buildings had safety issues. Likewise, 
Holmes’s hotel saw a large increase in business during the fair, but dozens of people who stayed at the 
hotel to enjoy the fair were never heard from again – victims of Holmes’s almost inconceivable murder 
devices and schemes.  
 
Some critics argue that Larsen’s narrative is too disjointed; the two different stories have very little in 
common. However, the “devil” in the grand “White City” of the Columbian Exposition is not simply 
Holmes, but also the dangers, hidden truths, political strife, labor issues, and personal disagreement 
that were all such big parts of the fair. The White City stands as a great symbol of the Gilded Age, and 
Larsen has added Holmes as another example of idea. Within the White City, Holmes’s World’s Fair 
Hotel, and the Gilded Age as a whole, things are not as they seem on the surface. Tension, strife, and 
even danger lay just below the glittering facades. With Devil in the White City, Larsen has used two 
seemingly different, yet fascinating stories to symbolize an entire era in American history.  


