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1. In the note "Evils Imminent," Erik Larson writes "Beneath the gore and smoke and loam, this 
book is about the evanescence of life, and why some men choose to fill their brief allotment of 
time engaging the impossible, others in the manufacture of sorrow" [xi]. What does the book 
reveal about "the ineluctable conflict between good and evil"? What is the essential difference 
between men like Daniel Burnham and Henry H. Holmes? Are they alike in any way?  
 

2. In what ways does the Chicago World's Fair of 1893 change America? What lasting inventions 
and ideas did it introduce into American culture? What important figures were critically 
influenced by the Fair? 
 

3. At the end of the book, Larson suggests that "Exactly what motivated Holmes may never be 
known" [p. 395]. What possible motives are exposed in The Devil in the White City? Why is it 
important to try to understand the motives of a person like Holmes? 
 

4. Larson writes, "The juxtaposition of pride and unfathomed evil struck me as offering powerful 
insights into the nature of men and their ambitions" [p. 393]. What such insights does the book 
offer? What more recent stories of pride, ambition, and evil parallel those described in The 
Devil in the White City? 
 

5. In his speech before his wheel took on its first passengers, George Ferris "happily assured the 
audience that the man condemned for having ‘wheels in his head' had gotten them out of his 
head and into the heart of the Midway Plaisance" [p. 279]. In what way is the entire Fair an 
example of the power of human ingenuity, of the ability to realize the dreams of imagination? 
 

6. How was Holmes able to exert such power over his victims? What weaknesses did he prey 
upon? Why wasn't he caught earlier? In what ways does his story "illustrate the end of the 
century" [p. 370] as the Chicago Times-Herald wrote? 
 

7. What satisfaction can be derived from a nonfiction book like The Devil in the White City that 
cannot be found in novels? In what ways is the book like a novel? 
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8. In describing the collapse of the roof of Manufacturers and Liberal Arts Building, Larson writes 

"In a great blur of snow and silvery glass the building's roof—that marvel of late nineteenth-
century hubris, enclosing the greatest volume of unobstructed space in history—collapsed to 
the floor below" [p. 196–97]. Was the entire Fair, in its extravagant size and cost, an exhibition 
of arrogance? Do such creative acts automatically engender a darker, destructive parallel? 
Can Holmes be seen as the natural darker side of the Fair's glory? 
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9. What is the total picture of late nineteenth-century America that emerges from The Devil in 
the White City? How is that time both like and unlike contemporary America? What are the 
most significant differences? In what ways does that time mirror the present? 
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