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Sacred Heart Church

Original

According to a contemporary account the Cathedral of the Sacred Heart was to be built 
in the style of 13th century Continental Gothic. "The interior, exclusive of atrium 
and rear chapel will be 258 feet in length and 86 feet wide. The interior of the tran 
sept will be 44 feet in width and the entire seating capacity will be 2,500, with 
standing room for many more. The edifice will be surmounted by two towers, one 300 
feet and the other 275 feet high. The materials to be used are marble, granite, steel, 
and quartered oak." (New York Times 3/26/1898.)

Present

Originally designed by Jeremiah O'Rourke of Newark in 1897, the Sacred Heart Cathedral 
was essentially a French Gothic style cathedral which was enhanced in its style by 
Isaac E. Ditmars and finished off by Paul C. Reilly in 1954.

Built of gray granite this huge Cathedral towers high over the adjacent Branch Brook 
City Park.

This cruciform plan edifice is 365 feet in length at the extremes - from the front 
buttressed towers to the apsidal chapel. The extreme width at the transepts is 165 
feet.

The front facade has two enormous diagonally oriented towers flanking a Great Rose 
Window with tracery which is 33 to 35 feet in diameter. These buttressed towers, 
which are approximately 46 feet square at the base, are broken into four tiers and 
have an abundance of Gothic arched tracery windows with label modlings. The towers 
(232 feet high) have pointed roofs and are capped by an assortment of finials and 
crockets. The width of the front facade, from one tower to the other, is 140 feet.

The length of the Nave and the Aisles, from the front Rose Window to the Transepts is 
150 feet. The width of the Nave and Aisles on the exterior is 119 feet. There are 
six Nave bays, only five of which are visible on the exterior; each 25 feet wide 
divided by buttresses. Each bay, save the one obscured by the front towers, have 
Gothic arched tracery windows.

The Transepts are 63 feet wide and rise to 130 feet at the roof peak (same as the 
Nave peak). Each transept entrance has a 32 foot Great Rose Window within a tracery 
window. The fleche at the intersection of the transepts and the nave is the highest 
point of the cathedral. This fleche is copper covered.

The apse is 60 feet long and surrounded by an ambulatory which branches off into 
apsidal chapels, one of which is a Lady Chapel.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Sacred Heart Cathedral, the largest completed French Gothic Cathedral in America,
is one of the six largest cathedrals in the United States. Designed by Jeremiah O'Rourke
of Newark, this is his greatest masterpiece.

Although there are larger single Great Rose Windows in the United States, the three Rose 
Windows of the Sacred Heart are probably the largest and finest set of three in any 
single North American religious edifice.

Other architects involved in constructing the cathedral were Isaac Ditmars and Paul C. 
Reilly while interior decorator Gonippo Raggi of Rome designed the stained glass, the 
tile mosaics, and much of the interior decor.

ARCHITECTURE

The cathedral is undoubtedly the best example of French Gothic Revival architecture in 
New Jersey and one of the ten most imposing edifices of its kind in the United States. 
The Great Rose Windows in the cathedral are the finest and largest set of three in North 
America.

Jeremiah O'Rourke, (1833-1915), the design architect, a disciple of Pugin, emigrated to 
Newark in 1850 where he resided until his death in 1915. O'Rourke designed a number of 
New Jersey Roman Catholic structures: Camden Cathedral (1864), Holy Cross, other 
religious edifices in Newark (St. Josephs, St. Aloysius, and St. Michaels), as numerous 
other urban churches in addition to a group of buildings at Seton Hall University. For 
a brief time O'Rourke was the United States Supervising Architect.

It was around O'Rourke's designs and early construction which all subsequent architects 
and buildings closely followed.

Issac E. Ditmars (1850-1934), of the architecture firm Schickel and Ditmars, was the 
second architect of the Sacred Heart Cathedral. Schickel and Ditmars were widely known 
as architects who concentrated on ecclesiastical structures and institutional buildings. 
Ditmars became supervising architect in 1910 after a dispute with the Diocese eliminated 
O'Rourke. Ditmars, who with Schickel, built St. Ignatius Loyola in New York City, 
St. Patrick's in Elizabethport, St. Joseph's in Paterson, Passaic's St. Nicholas, 
Jersey City's St. Nicholas, and the Immaculate Conception in Montclair, modified the 
cathedral plan, shortened the huge front spire, and designed the great fleche spire. 
In essence, however, Ditmars basically followed O'Rourke's original design.
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The apse has a polygonal form, butting out from the transept, and rises to the height 
of the nave by an octagonal roof topped by a finial. The fenestration, divided by but 
tresses, has tracery windows. There are four small apsidal chapels which project out 
from the apse.

The octagonal Lady Chapel is in direct line with the apse and the front entrance. The 
roof of this section is also octagonal, capped at the peak with a finial.

Alongside one transept entrance is an independent octagonal Baptistry.

The Archbishop 1 s residence, attached to the Cathedral by a narrow passageway from the 
apsidal chapels, was designed by Reilly and is of a different style than the cathedral, 
but harmonizes with the religious edifice.

GPO 892 455
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Paul C. Reilly (1889- ) became Ditmars 1 partner in 1928 and supervised the completion 
of the cathedral in 1954. Ditmars and Reilly designed many theaters and churches in the 
New York-New Jersey metropolitan area. They took over most of the Sacred Heart design 
work in 1926 and worked on the cathedral until completion. Reilly personally designed 
the Great Narthex screens, and the Great Transept transoms, and was responsible for the 
supervision of the exterior completion, rehabilitation and implementation of the basic 
interior designs. Reilly also planned the power plant and the Archbishops residence.

O'Rourke designed an essentially French Gothic Cathedral from the very beginning, some 
features of which became more pronouncedly French under architect Ditmars.

While O'Rourke designed the cathedral Ditmars reconciled many details to particular 
problems of construction and did creditable modifications, but did not originate the 
French style, only enhancing and accentuating it.

Paul C. Reilly, associated with the project the longest of the three architects was 
responsible for an incredible range of practicalities of completion and some notable 
architectural and sculptural relief, such as his Great Narthex screen and complex 
vaultings.

If O'Rourke's exterior lacks the more delicate exterior of St. Patrick's Salisbury, or 
even the lacy detail of boldness of its great recesses and large spaces which emulate 
the great edifices of Chartres, Coen, and Laon Cathedral. The diagonal towers are 
unique, however, and attempt to add depth, width, and mass to the cathedral facade.

Until St. John the Divine in New York is completed somewhat as Ralph Adams Cram 
envisioned, Sacred Heart is complete and pre-eminent in North America for its own 
effects in rugged French Gothic.

ART

Gonippo Raggi and Sons of Rome are internationally famed interior decorators. 
Professor of Art at St. Michael's Institute of Art in Rome, Raggi is most noted for the 
interior of the Basilica Shrine of Our Lady of Victories in Lackawanna, New York, the 
Mt. Carmel Church in Orange, New Jersey, and the Mt. Carmel Church in Montclair, New 
Jersey.

Raggi conceived and oversaw many of the excellent interior and exterior art work - 
stained glass (well over 100 hand-crafted windows from Munich), marble, onyx, tiles, 
mosaics, bronze doors, tower bells, oak woodwork, and chandeliers.

GPO 892 455
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ENGINEERING

The exterior supports great lateral thrusts along the nave without either flying 
buttresses, the weight of pinnacles, or visible Gothic other than buttresses flush to 
the side walls. The interior ceiling vaults are unsuspended and self supporting. 
Ingenious engineering is involved in support of the fleche spire rising about 130 feet 
further above the crossing roof completed by designer-engineer R. D. Fine. Steel was 
used in the framing of the main roofs, completed 1918-19 by local subcontracting 
builders Baier and Conrad of Newark.

The sound engineering includes acoustical Guastavino tiles as part of self 
supporting masonry vaulting, many chandeliers with directional sound amplifiers, 
unobtrusive radio-television broadcasting facilities, and the complete interlocking of 
the Great Organ and Chancel Organ from three separated bayboard consoles.

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE

The Cathedral grounds, notable the front approach plaza and side entrances, feature 
granite terraces, horticultural plantings, floodlights and free standing Gothic bronze 
lanterns. The adjacent Branch Brook Park was designed by famous 19th century landscape 
architect Frederick Law Olmstead and focuses on the Cathedral, particularly the Trancept 
facade and the towering fleche spire.

MUSIC

There are two organs, dated 1952-54 in the Sacred Heart, both installed by the 
Schartz Organ Company of Orrville, Ohio. These are the largest organs ever built by 
this firm. The Great Organ in the rear gallery has 92 ranks of pipes and 96 stops. 
The Chancel Organ has 43 sets of pipes and 53 stops. The organs are interlocking and 
have three consoles-gallery, Chancel choirstalls, and Lasly chapel.

RELIGION

The Sacred Heart Cathedral is the seat of one of the ten most populous Roman 
Catholic Diocese in the United States - the Archdiocese of Newark having well over 
a million and a half communicants. The seat of the Archbishops authority, Sacred 
Heart is the symbol of the Archdioceses control over all other Dioceses throughout 
New Jersey. The burial crypts of the Bishops are in Sacred Heart.

GPO 892 455
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(pg. 175, 449)
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