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The Wainwright Building in St. Louis, designed by Louis Sullivan in 1890, is often heralded as a
pioneering skyscraper and a landmark in architectural history. While Sullivan is renowned for
pioneering the modern skyscraper and advocating for functional design, his work on the Wainwright
Building also reflects a nuanced dialogue with the Beaux-arts tradition. This article explores what
elements Sullivan adapted from the Beaux-arts style within the context of the Wainwright Building,
highlighting how he integrated classical influences into his innovative approach to architecture.

Understanding the Beaux-arts Tradition

Before delving into Sullivan’s adaptations, it is essential to understand the core principles of the
Beaux-arts tradition, a dominant architectural style taught at the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris and
influential in the United States during the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

Key Characteristics of Beaux-arts Architecture

Symmetry and Formal Composition: Emphasis on balanced, harmonious facades and
organized layouts.

Classical Details: Use of columns, pilasters, cornices, and pediments derived from Greek and
Roman architecture.

Decorative Ornamentation: Rich sculptural details, moldings, and elaborate facades.

Hierarchy of Elements: Clear organization of the building’s parts, often with a grand
entrance and a central axis.

Use of Axial Planning: Emphasis on axial symmetry and formal planning to evoke grandeur
and monumentality.

The Beaux-arts style aimed to create impressive, classical buildings that conveyed power, stability,
and cultural refinement.



Louis Sullivan’s Approach to the Wainwright Building

Louis Sullivan’s design for the Wainwright Building marked a departure from purely traditional
Beaux-arts architecture, yet it also incorporated certain classical elements, reinterpreted to serve
the building’s functional and aesthetic needs.

Adapting Classical Elements into a Skyscraper Design

Vertical Emphasis and Hierarchy: Sullivan adopted a tripartite division—base, shaft, and
capital—that echoes classical column structures, emphasizing verticality and hierarchy.

Use of Ornamentation at the Base and Top: Inspired by classical bases and capitals,
Sullivan incorporated decorative elements to frame the building’s foundation and crown,
creating visual anchors.

Symmetry and Formal Balance: The composition of the Wainwright Building maintains a
symmetrical arrangement, reminiscent of Beaux-arts principles of balance.

While Sullivan steered away from the ornate detailing typical of Beaux-arts, he adapted these
classical concepts into a modern, functional skyscraper.

Functional Adaptation of Classical Forms

Structural Expressionism: Sullivan’s structural system—steel framing—allowed for large
windows and open floors, but he used classical-inspired vertical lines to articulate the
building’s façade.

Facade Composition: The division of the façade into distinct zones (base, shaft, and capital)
is rooted in classical architecture, but Sullivan simplified and stylized these elements for
modern use.

Decorative Detailing: The ornamentation on the Wainwright Building is less elaborate than
Beaux-arts standards but still reflects the tradition’s emphasis on craftsmanship and detail.

This adaptation enabled Sullivan to preserve the visual harmony and hierarchy of classical
architecture while embracing modern construction techniques.

Sullivan’s Artistic Philosophy and Beaux-arts



Influences

Louis Sullivan’s architectural philosophy was centered on the idea that “form follows function,” a
principle that contrasted with the decorative excess of the Beaux-arts style. Nevertheless, he
recognized the importance of classical order and hierarchy, which he subtly integrated into his
designs.

Influence of Classical Orders on Sullivan’s Design

Vertical Divisions: The division of the Wainwright Building into a base, shaft, and capital
mirrors classical column design, where each part serves a specific structural and aesthetic
purpose.

Use of Ornament as Structural Expression: Sullivan believed that ornament should be
derived from the building’s structure and function, echoing the Beaux-arts’ attention to detail
but with a modern twist.

Though less ornate, Sullivan’s approach reflects a conscious adaptation of classical order principles
to a new architectural language.

Integration of Symmetry and Monumentality
While Sullivan’s skyscraper design was more streamlined than the grand Beaux-arts palaces, he still
employed symmetry to create a sense of stability and order, qualities highly valued in classical
architecture.

Conclusion: A Fusion of Tradition and Innovation

In the Wainwright Building, Louis Sullivan adapted key elements of the Beaux-arts tradition—such
as the hierarchical organization of façade elements, symmetry, and classical-inspired
ornamentation—embedding them within a modern framework suited for the skyscraper era.
Sullivan’s mastery lay in his ability to reinterpret classical principles, stripping away unnecessary
decoration and emphasizing structural clarity and functional expression.

This synthesis resulted in a building that pays homage to classical order while pioneering new
architectural languages that prioritize function, efficiency, and verticality. Sullivan’s adaptation from
Beaux-arts principles demonstrates his respect for tradition, yet his innovative vision laid the
groundwork for the modern skyscraper, shaping architecture for generations to come.

By understanding these adaptations, architects and enthusiasts can appreciate the Wainwright
Building not only as a historical landmark but also as a testament to how classical ideas can be
reimagined to serve modern architectural aspirations.



Frequently Asked Questions

What architectural elements did Louis Sullivan incorporate
from the Beaux-Arts tradition in the Wainwright Building?
Louis Sullivan adapted the classical tripartite division of the facade—base, shaft, and capital—from
the Beaux-Arts tradition, applying it to a modern skyscraper design.

How did Sullivan modify Beaux-Arts principles in the design of
the Wainwright Building?
He simplified and abstracted traditional Beaux-Arts ornamentation, emphasizing verticality and
functional division rather than elaborate decoration.

What role did the Beaux-Arts emphasis on symmetry play in
Sullivan’s design of the Wainwright Building?
Sullivan retained the sense of symmetry and balance from Beaux-Arts principles, creating a cohesive
and harmonious facade that emphasized order and proportion.

In what ways did Sullivan adapt the Beaux-Arts focus on
hierarchy and structure in the Wainwright Building?
He emphasized the hierarchical division of the building's facade, with a distinct base, shaft, and
crown, reflecting Beaux-Arts ideas but interpreted through modern architectural language.

How did Sullivan's adaptation from Beaux-Arts influence the
overall aesthetic of the Wainwright Building?
It resulted in a building that combined classical order with modern vertical lines, creating an
elegant, functional skyscraper that broke from ornate traditional styles.

What aspects of Beaux-Arts ornamentation did Sullivan
eliminate or modify in the Wainwright Building?
He minimized elaborate decorative details, favoring simplified, geometric ornamentation that
aligned with the building’s modern, functional design.

How did Sullivan’s adaptation reflect a shift from traditional
Beaux-Arts architecture to modernism?
By distilling Beaux-Arts principles into functional, structural elements and reducing ornamentation,
Sullivan paved the way for modern architectural expression.



Why is Sullivan’s adaptation from Beaux-Arts tradition
considered a pioneering move in skyscraper design?
It demonstrated how classical architectural principles could be reinterpreted to create innovative,
functional high-rise buildings that broke away from traditional ornamentation.

In what ways did Sullivan's modernization of Beaux-Arts
concepts influence future skyscraper architecture?
His approach inspired the development of early modernist skyscrapers by emphasizing structure,
form, and function over elaborate decoration, shaping the future of high-rise design.

Additional Resources
In The Wainwright Building, What Did Louis Sullivan Adapt From The Beaux-arts Tradition?

The Wainwright Building in St. Louis, designed by Louis Sullivan and completed in 1891, stands as a
seminal example of early skyscraper architecture and a cornerstone in the evolution of modern
urban design. When examining this pioneering structure, a key question arises: In The Wainwright
Building, what did Louis Sullivan adapt from the Beaux-arts tradition? While Sullivan is often
celebrated as a father of modern architecture, his work in the Wainwright Building reveals a
nuanced dialogue with classical architectural principles, particularly those derived from the Beaux-
arts tradition. This article explores the ways Sullivan incorporated, transformed, and challenged
Beaux-arts conventions in his design, underscoring the building’s role as a bridge between historic
academic styles and emerging modernist aesthetics.

---

Understanding the Beaux-arts Tradition

Before diving into Sullivan’s adaptations, it’s essential to understand the core characteristics of the
Beaux-arts tradition. Originating from the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris, this style dominated
American architecture from the late 19th century into the early 20th century. Its principles
emphasized:

- Classical symmetry and order
- Hierarchical structuring of facades
- Use of classical motifs such as columns, pilasters, and cornices
- Rich decorative detail and sculptural ornamentation
- A clear sense of hierarchy and monumentality
- Formal composition rooted in classical architecture

The Beaux-arts approach celebrated craftsmanship and historical reference, often resulting in grand,
ornate buildings that conveyed power, stability, and cultural refinement.

---

Louis Sullivan’s Architectural Philosophy



Louis Sullivan’s approach diverged sharply from the ornate, historically referential ethos of Beaux-
arts. He championed the idea that "form follows function," emphasizing the importance of structural
honesty and the expressive potential of modern materials like steel and glass. Sullivan sought to
create buildings that embodied their purpose while maintaining aesthetic integrity, a philosophy that
would influence modern architecture profoundly.

However, despite these differences, Sullivan was not dismissive of classical principles outright.
Instead, he selectively adapted certain elements from the Beaux-arts tradition, reinterpreting them
to serve his innovative architectural vision.

---

What Sullivan Adapted from the Beaux-arts Tradition in The Wainwright Building

1. The Hierarchical Composition and Vertical Emphasis

While Beaux-arts architecture often employed a symmetrical, horizontally balanced facade, Sullivan
adapted the concept of hierarchical composition to emphasize verticality—appropriate for a
skyscraper. In the Wainwright Building:

- The base, shaft, and capital structure echoes classical orders but is reinterpreted as a logical,
functional division.
- The ground level features a defined base with large windows, facilitating pedestrian interaction.
- The middle section (shaft) is characterized by repetitive, vertically oriented windows, emphasizing
the building's height.
- The top (capital) is differentiated with a decorative crown, reminiscent of classical entablatures,
but simplified and integrated into the building's overall form.

Adaptation summary: Sullivan borrowed the hierarchical building block concept from Beaux-arts but
reconfigured it to express the skyscraper’s functional needs and structural innovations.

2. Use of Classical Motifs in a Modern Context

Sullivan incorporated classical motifs—such as arches and columns—though in a stylized and
abstracted form:

- The arched windows at the base of the building echo classical arches, providing visual anchoring
and emphasizing the entrance.
- The vertical pilasters or colonettes run along the facade, suggesting classical columns but
simplified into flat, decorative elements that serve as visual guides rather than structural columns.

Adaptation summary: These classical motifs are not ornamental but serve as visual cues that
organize the facade, connecting the building to architectural traditions while emphasizing verticality
and rhythm.

3. Decorative Detailing and Ornamentation

Although Sullivan was a pioneer of modernism, he did not reject decoration outright. In the
Wainwright Building:

- The ornamental detailing is restrained but deliberate, with geometric patterns and stylized floral



motifs.
- The cornice and parapet incorporate classical-inspired moldings, but simplified into clean lines and
geometric forms.

Adaptation summary: Sullivan adapted the Beaux-arts love for detailed ornamentation but keyed it
into a modern aesthetic emphasizing geometric clarity and structural honesty.

4. Structural Expressionism

The Beaux-arts tradition often used ornamentation to conceal structural elements. Sullivan,
contrastingly, embraced structural expressionism, making the building’s steel frame visible and
integral to its aesthetic:

- The vertical lines of the steel frame are emphasized, creating a unified visual language.
- The setback terraces and the overall form reflect an understanding of classical massing but are
designed to accommodate structural requirements and urban regulations.

Adaptation summary: Sullivan’s structural honesty is a departure from Beaux-arts concealment, but
the emphasis on vertical lines and massing reflects a classical sensibility of order and hierarchy.

---

Differences and Innovations: Sullivan’s Departure from Beaux-arts

While Sullivan adapted certain elements, he also fundamentally transformed architectural design:

- Rejection of excessive ornamentation: Unlike the richly decorated Beaux-arts buildings, Sullivan’s
Wainwright Building features restrained ornament, focusing on form and function.
- Verticality over horizontality: Beaux-arts favored broad, horizontal compositions; Sullivan’s
skyscraper emphasizes height and vertical rhythm.
- Structural honesty: Sullivan reveals the building’s steel frame, contrasting with Beaux-arts’
tendency to hide structural elements behind decorative facades.

---

The Legacy of Sullivan’s Adaptations

Sullivan’s nuanced adaptation of Beaux-arts principles in the Wainwright Building helped pave the
way for modern architecture:

- It demonstrated that classical compositional ideas could be reinterpreted for the modern age.
- It showed that ornamentation could be stylized and integrated into structural expression.
- It highlighted the importance of verticality and hierarchy suited to skyscrapers.

This blending of tradition and innovation established a blueprint for future architects, including
Frank Lloyd Wright and the International Style movement.

---

Summary: In The Wainwright Building, What Did Louis Sullivan Adapt From The Beaux-arts
Tradition?



In summary, Louis Sullivan adapted several core principles from the Beaux-arts tradition in the
Wainwright Building:

- The hierarchical composition of base, shaft, and capital, reinterpreted for a skyscraper.
- The use of classical motifs like arches and pilasters, stylized for modern aesthetics.
- The emphasis on ornamentation and detailed surface decoration, integrated with geometric forms.
- The conceptual framework of order, hierarchy, and monumentality, expressed through vertical
emphasis and massing.

However, Sullivan diverged from the Beaux-arts style through his emphasis on structural honesty,
minimal ornamentation, and vertical articulation, setting the stage for the emergence of modern
architecture. His adaptations reflect a strategic reinterpretation—taking the strengths of classical
tradition and transforming them to serve the expressive and structural needs of the new skyscraper
era.

---

In The Wainwright Building, what did Louis Sullivan adapt from the Beaux-arts tradition? He drew
upon classical compositional hierarchies, decorative motifs, and the language of order and
hierarchy, but reimagined them through the lens of modern materials, structural transparency, and
functional clarity—making the building a pioneering example of architectural evolution from historic
style to modernist innovation.
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