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appropriate for democracy?
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LOUIS SULLIVAN 1896THE TALL OFFICE BUILDING ARTFULLY CONSIDERED

“�e architects of this land and generation 
are now brought face to face with some-
thing new under the sun, namely, that 
evolution and integration of social 
conditions, that special grouping of them,
that results in a demand for the erction
of tall o�ce buildings.”



LOUIS SULLIVAN 1896THE TALL OFFICE BUILDING ARTFULLY CONSIDERED

“It is not my purpose to discuss the social 
conditions; I accept them as the fact, and 
say at once that the design of the tall o�ce
building must be recognized and 
confronted at the outset as a problem to 
solved - a vital problem, pressing for a 
true solution.”



LOUIS SULLIVAN 1896THE TALL OFFICE BUILDING ARTFULLY CONSIDERED

“Let us state the conditions in the plainest 
manner. Brie�y, they are these: o�ces are 
necessary for the transaction of business; 
the invention and perfection of the high-
speed elevator make vertical travel, that 
was once tedious and painful, now easy 
and comfortable; development of steel 
manufactures has shown the way to safe, 
rigid, economical constructions rising to 
a great height...”



LOUIS SULLIVAN 1896THE TALL OFFICE BUILDING ARTFULLY CONSIDERED

“...continued growth of population in the 
great cities, conseqnent congestion of centres 
and rise in value of ground, stimulate an 
increase in number of stories; these, 
successfully piled one upon another, react 
on ground values ;-and so on, by action 
and reaction...�us has come about the
lo�y construction called the ‘modern
o�ce building.”



LOUIS SULLIVAN 1896THE TALL OFFICE BUILDING ARTFULLY CONSIDERED

“Problem : How shall we impart to this 
sterile pile, this crude, harsh, brutal 
agglomeration, this stark, staring exclamation 
of eternal strife, the graciousness of those 
higher forms of sensibility and culture 
that rest on the lower and �ercer passions? 
How shall we proclaim from the dizzy height
of this strange, weird, modern housetop
the peaceful evangel of sentiment, of 
beauty, the cult of higher life?”



LOUIS SULLIVAN 1896THE TALL OFFICE BUILDING ARTFULLY CONSIDERED

“Certain critics, and very thoughtful 
ones, have advanced the theory that 
the true prototype of the tall o�ce building 
is the classical column, consisting of base, 
sha�, and capital,-the moulded base of the 
column typical of the lower stories of our 
building, the pluin or �uted sha� suggesting 
the monotonous uninterrupted series of 
o�ce-tiers, and the capital the completing 
power and luxuriance of the attic.” 
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“Other theorizers, assuming a mystical 
symbolism as a guide, quote the many 
trinities in nature and in art, and the beauty 
and conclusiveness of such trinity in unity. 
�ey aver the beauty of prime numbers, the 
mysticism of the number three, the beauty of 
all things that are in three parts,-to wit, the 
day, subdividing into morning, noon, and 
night; the limbs, the thorax, and the head, 
constituting the body. So, they say, should 
the building be in three parts vertically, 
substantially as before, but for di�erent 
motives.” 



LOUIS SULLIVAN 1896THE TALL OFFICE BUILDING ARTFULLY CONSIDERED

“Others, of purely intellectual temperament, 
hold that such a design should be in the 
nature of a logical statement; it should have 
a beginning, a middle, and an ending, each 
clearly de�ned,-therefore again a building, 
as above, in three parts vertically.” 



LOUIS SULLIVAN 1896THE TALL OFFICE BUILDING ARTFULLY CONSIDERED

“Others, seeking their examples and just-
i�cation in the vegetable kingdom, urge 
that such a design shall above all things be 
organic. �ey quote the suitable �ower with 
its bunch of leaves at the earth, its long 
graceful stem, carrying the gorgeous single 
�ower.”



LOUIS SULLIVAN 1896THE TALL OFFICE BUILDING ARTFULLY CONSIDERED

“All of these critics and theorists agree, 
however, positively, unequivocally, in this, 
that the tall o�ce building should not, must 
not, be made a �eld for the display of 
architectural knowledge in the en-
cyclopredic sense; that too mnch learning 
in this instance is fully as dangerous, as 
obnoxious, as too little learning...”
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“Whether it be the sweeping eagle in his 
�ight, or the open appleblossom, the toiling 
work-horse, the blithe swan, the branching 
oak, the winding stream at its base, the 
dri�ing clouds, over all the coursing sun, 
form ever follows function, and this is the 
law. Where function does not change, 
form does not change.”



LOUIS SULLIVAN 1896THE TALL OFFICE BUILDING ARTFULLY CONSIDERED

“It is the pervading law of all things organic 
and inorganic, of all things physical and 
metaphysical, of all things human and all 
things superhuman, of all true manifestations 
of the head, of the heart, of the soul, that the 
life is recognizable in its expression, that 
form ever follows function. �is is the 
law.”
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The Prairie Houses



FRANK LLOYD WRIGHT 1908IN THE CAUSE OF ARCHITECTURE

Art Humanities Primary Source Reading 51

Frank Lloyd Wright
"IN THE CAUSE OF ARCHITECTURE," 1908

Radical though it be, the work here illustrated is dedicated to a cause conservative in the best sense of
the word. At no point does it involve denial of the elemental law and order inherent in all great architecture; rather
it is a declaration of love for the spirit of that law and order and a reverential recognition of the elements that made
its ancient letter in its time value and beautiful.

Primarily, Nature furnished the materials for architectural motifs out of which the architectural forms as we
know them today have been developed, and, although our practice for centuries has been for the most part to turn
from her, seeking inspiration in books and adhering slavishly to dead formulae, her wealth of suggestion is
inexhaustible; her riches greater than any man's desire. I know with what suspicion the man is regarded who
refers matters of fine art back to Nature. I know that it is usually an ill-advised return that is tempted, for Nature in
external, obvious aspect is the usually accepted sense of the term and the nature that is reached. But given
inherent vision there is no source so fertile, so suggestive, so helpful aesthetically for the architect as a compre-
hension of natural law. As Nature is never right for a picture so is she never right for the architect-that is, not
ready made. Nevertheless, she has a practical school beneath her more obvious forms in which a sense of
proportion may be cultivated, when Vignola and Vitruvius fail as they must always fail. It is there that he may
develop that sense of reality that translated to his own field in terms of his own work will lift him far above the
realistic in his art: there he will be inspired by sentiment that will never degenerate to sentimentality and he will
learn to draw with a surer hand the every-perplexing line between the curious and the beautiful.

A sense of the organic is indispensable to an architect; where can he develop it so surely as in this
school? A knowledge of the relations of form and function lies at the root of his practice; where else can he find
the pertinent object lessons Nature so readily furnishes? Where can he study the differentiations of form that go to
determine character as he can study them in the trees? Where can that sense of inevitableness characteristic of a
work of art be quickened as it may be by intercourse with nature in this sense?

Japanese art knows this school more intimately than that of any people. In common use in their language
there are many words like the word edaburi which, translated as near as may be, means the formative
arrangement of the branches of a tree. We have no such word in English, we are not yet sufficiently civilized to
think in such terms, but the architect must not only learn to think in such terms but he must learn in this school to
fashion his vocabulary for himself and furnish it in a comprehensive way with useful words as significant as this
one.

For seven years it was my good fortune to be the understudy of a great teacher and a great architect, to
my mind the greatest of his time -- Mr. Louis H. Sullivan.

Principles are not invented, they are not evolved by one man or one age, but Mr. Sullivan's perception
and practice of them amounted to a revelation at a time when they were commercially inexpedient and all but lost
to sight in current practice. The fine-art sense of the profession was at that time practically dead; only glimmerings
were perceptible in the work of Richardson and of Root.1

Adler and Sullivan had little time to design residences. The few that were unavoidable fell to my lot
outside of office hours. So largely, it remained for me to carry into the field of domestic architecture the battle they
had begun in commercial building. During the early years of my own practice I found this lonesome work.
Sympathizers of any kind were then few, and they were not found among the architects. I well remember how "the
message" burned within me, how I longed for comradeship until I began to know the younger men and how
welcome was Robert Spencer, and then Myron Hunt, and Dwight Perkins, Arthur Heun, George Dean, and Hugh
Garden. Inspiring days they were. I am sure, for us all. Of late we have been too busy to see one another often,
but the "New School of the Middle West"2 is beginning to be talked about and perhaps some day it is to be. For
why not the same "Life" and blood in architecture that is the essence of all true art?

In 1894, with this text from Carlyle at the top of the page-"The ideal is within thyself, thy condition is but
the stuff thou art to shape that same ideal out of" -- I formulated the following "propositions." I set them down here
much as they were written then, although in the light of experience they might be stated more completely and
succinctly.

I -- Simplicity and Repose are qualities that measure the true value of any work of art.
But simplicity is not in itself an end nor is it a matter of the side of a barn but rather an entity with a

graceful beauty in its integrity from which discord, and all that is meaningless, has been eliminated. A wildflower is
truly simple. Therefore:



“1. A building should contain as few rooms 
as will meet the conditions which give it rise 
and under which we live and which the 
architect should strive continually to 
simplify; then the ensemble of the rooms 
should be carefully considered that comfort 
and utility may go hand in hand with 
beauty.”

FRANK LLOYD WRIGHT 1908IN THE CAUSE OF ARCHITECTURE



“2. Openings should occur as integral 
features of the structure and form, if 
possible, its natural ornamentation.”
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“3. An excessive love of detail has ruined 
more �ne things from the standpoint of �ne 
art or �ne living than any one human 
shortcoming-it is hopelessly vulgar...
Decoration is dangerous unless you 
understand it thoroughly and are 
satis�ed that it means something good 
in the scheme as a whole...Merely that it 
‘looks rich’ is no justi�cation for the use 
of ornament.”

FRANK LLOYD WRIGHT 1908IN THE CAUSE OF ARCHITECTURE



“4. Appliances or �xtures as such are 
undesirable. Assimilate them together 
with all appurtenances into the design 
of the structure.”
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“5. Pictures deface walls o�ener than they 
decorate them. Pictures should be decorative 
and incorporated in the general scheme as 
decoration.”
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“6. �e most truly satisfactory apartments 
are those in which most or all of the furniture 
is built in as a part of the original scheme 
considering the whole as an integral unit.”

FRANK LLOYD WRIGHT 1908IN THE CAUSE OF ARCHITECTURE
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