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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL. APPEARANCE

This grand, imposing edifice stands on the southwest corner of South 6th 
Street and West Lincoln Avenue on Milwaukee's near south side. Cruciform 
(Latin cross) in plan and oriented north-south, the basilica measures 213 
feet long by 127 feet wide (at the transepts). A Corinthian-colonnaded, pedi-. 
mented portico dominates the facade (north) and is bracketed by twin bell 
towers 100 feet in height, A vast dome, reportedly 250 feet in circumference 
and 250 feet high, rises above the crossing of nave and transepts.

For plan, elevations, and details, the architect-contractor Erhard Briel- 
maier of Milwaukee drew inspiration from Italian Renaissance architecture. 
But his design was also affected by a structure far less remote in time and 
place than the churches of 15th and 16th century Italy—namely, the Chicagp 
Post Office and Custom House of 1879. When this four-story building was de­ 
molished in 1896, St, Josaphat's pastor, Father Wilhelm Grutza, purchased th<? 
salvage materials, had them transported to Milwaukee, and asked that they be 
incorporated into the fabric of his congregation's new church. The archi­ 
tect, who had been at work on a design to be executed in brick and terra 
cotta, complied and revised his plans accordingly. And so, the cut limestone 
blocks from the walls of the Post Office became St. Josaphat's walls; pol­ 
ished granite columns from the Chicago building found a place in St. Josa­ 
phat's north portico; wood doors, metal railings and fixtures, too, were 
used again. But while limited by the quantity and character of the salvage 
materials, Brielmaier was not content simply to reconstruct the Post Office, 
remodeling it to serve its new purpose, That the two buildings, though re­ 
lated, were dissimilar in far more than function is testimony to his ingenu­ 
ity and inventiveness.

The principal entries are on the north, where a broad staircase joins Lincoln 
Avenue and the portico* Five doorways open into the vestibules which give 
access to the nave and to galleries and organ loft at the north end of the 
building. Nave, transepts, and chancel are vaulted and domed spaces, with 
the principal dome, as noted, covering the crossing.

St. Josaphat's interior is magnificently furnished and ornamented. Gilded 
and painted plasterwork and paintings abound, the murals depicting scenes 
from the Bible, episodes in the lives of St. Francis and the Polish saints f 
and events in Polish history. There are colorful stained glass windows- 
many of them imported from Austria, a sumptuous marble pulpit, and elaborate 
wood and marble shrines and altars* I In the presence of such splendor, a 
splendor entirely appropriate to the building, it is difficult to picture the 
church as it was when it opened 71 years ago—the interior without adornment 
walls, vaults, and domes all painted white. Most of the present ornament 
dates from the 1920's, was supervised by an Italian artist, Gonippo Raggi, 
and was complete by the time St. Josaphat's was consecrated in 1928,

Since then the fabric has undergone few major modifications. Fire damage to 
the basement level (lower basilica) in the 1940's necessitated repairs and 
remodeling, And during the past dozen years, the exterior walls have been 
cleaned and/silicone-treated, a new heating system and new organ installed, 
the chancel altered to a minor extent to meet changing liturgical require- 
ments t new flooring installed in vestibules and aisles, and the entire fab­ 
ric generally renovated*
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TATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

St* Josaphat Basilica began its history as the third parish church erected 
for a congregation of largely Polish immigrants. Constructed,, as we have 
seen, of materials salvaged from the Chicago Post Office and Custom House, 
the church represents an architectural achievement of major significance. 
It was dedicated on July 21, 1901 and consecrated twenty-seven years later. 
In 1929 the church was elevated to the dignity of minor basilica by decree 
of Pope Pius XI. The ceremonies of elevation took place on January 25 S 
1931 in the presence of Samuel Cardinal Stritch,

Today, St. Josaphat f s is the*only Roman Catholic basilica in Wisconsin, It 
is a major monument of Milwaukee's Polish community, a landmark on the city* 
south side. It is also a splendid, richly ornamented, well-preserved example 
of Neo-Renaissance design.^

Recorded in the Historic American Buildings Survey in 1969, the basilica 
was, in the same year, designated as a Milwaukee Landmark by the Milwaukee 
Landmarks Commission and as a Wisconsin Registered Landmark.
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Greenwood, Barbara, "Markers Preserve Historic Events," Wisconsin Then and 
Now, 16(9):2-3, April 1970, -_-----——_-__

Pagel, Mary Ellen and Virginia A. Palmer, Guides to Historic Milwaukee: 
Walker* s Point and South, Milwaukee, '1969, "227" 23." —— 

Perrin, Richard W. E., Mlwjiukee^Landmarks, Milwaukee, 1968, 10-11,
JJasilica, Custombook, Inc., South Hackensack, N. J., 1969.
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NAME AND Tl TLE:

Mary Ellen Wietczykowski, Chairman
ORG ANI ZATION

Milwaukee Landmarks Commission 10 May 1972
STREET AND NUMBER:

210 West Michigan Street
CITY OR TOWN:

Milwaukee Wisconsin 55

As the designated State Liaison Officer for the Na­ 

tional Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 

89-665), I hereby nominate this property for inclusion 

in the National Register and certify that it has been 

evaluated according to the criteria and procedures set 

forth by the National Park Service. The recommended 

level of significance of this nomination is:

National n State [j Local n

Name

I hereby certify that this property is included in the 

National Register.

Chief, Office of Archeology ana Historic Preservation

Date

Jirn^s Morton Smith
L/

Title Director, State Historical 
Society of Wisconsin

Bate Date
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