
Louis Sullivan Describes The Heart And Soul
Of The Tall Building
Prologue: The Birth of Modern Architecture

In the burgeoning metropolis of the late 19th century, a new architectural
marvel emerged, forever altering the urban landscape: the skyscraper. As
these towering structures ascended skyward, they ignited a profound
debate about their aesthetic and functional significance. Among the most
influential voices in this discourse was Louis Sullivan, an American
architect widely regarded as the father of modern architecture.
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In his seminal 1896 essay, "The Tall Building Artistically Considered,"
Sullivan eloquently articulated his profound insights into the nature of tall
buildings. His words became a guiding force for generations of architects
and continue to resonate deeply with contemporary practitioners.

Sullivan's Guiding Principle: Form Follows Function
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At the heart of Sullivan's philosophy lay his unwavering belief in the
principle of "form follows function." He argued that the design of a building
should be driven by its intended purpose and that the exterior expression of
the building should reflect its internal functions.

In the case of tall buildings, Sullivan believed that their primary function
was to provide efficient and organized vertical space for human habitation
and work. He rejected the notion of ornamentation for its own sake,
insisting that every element of the building, from its structure to its
decorative details, should serve a specific purpose.

The Tall Building as a Vertical Expression

Sullivan saw the tall building as a unique architectural form that
transcended the limitations of traditional horizontal structures. He argued
that tall buildings had the potential to create a new kind of urban
environment, one that was both visually dynamic and socially inclusive.

Sullivan believed that the tall building should be designed as a unified
whole, with each element contributing to the overall effect. He emphasized
the importance of creating a harmonious relationship between the
building's height, width, and mass.

The Organic Analogy: Buildings as Living Organisms

Sullivan's architectural philosophy was deeply influenced by his belief in the
interconnectedness of all living things. He saw buildings as organic entities
that grew and evolved in response to their environment.

In his essay, Sullivan drew analogies between tall buildings and trees. He
argued that, just as trees reach for the sky with their branches, tall buildings



should aspire to ascend vertically with a sense of lightness and grace.

Ornamentation as an Expression of Function

While Sullivan rejected the excessive ornamentation of Victorian
architecture, he did not believe that decoration had no place in modern
buildings. He argued that ornamentation should be used sparingly and only
when it served a specific purpose.

Sullivan believed that ornamentation could enhance the function of a
building by emphasizing its structural elements or by providing a sense of
visual interest. He also believed that ornamentation could be used to
express the building's cultural and historical significance.

Sullivan's Legacy: Shaping the Future of Architecture

Louis Sullivan's ideas on tall buildings had a profound impact on the
development of modern architecture. His insistence on the primacy of
function, his belief in the organic nature of buildings, and his rejection of
excessive ornamentation became guiding principles for generations of
architects.

Sullivan's legacy can be seen in the iconic skyscrapers that dominate the
skylines of cities around the world. From the Empire State Building in New
York to the Petronas Towers in Kuala Lumpur, Sullivan's influence is
evident in the sleek lines, soaring heights, and functional elegance of these
architectural marvels.

: A Timeless Vision of Urban Beauty

Louis Sullivan's "The Tall Building Artistically Considered" remains a
seminal work in the field of architecture. His insights into the nature of tall



buildings continue to inspire and guide architects in their quest to create
buildings that are both beautiful and functional.

Sullivan's vision of tall buildings as
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