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The Metropolitan AME Church was designed in the Victorian Gothic style popu-
lar in America in the 1880's. Completed in 1886, the church is eclectic in
its use of Gothic motifs which tend to struggle against the heavy brick
massing of the building, as is frequently found in the Victorian interpreta-
tion of Gothic., Metropolitan AME was designed by an architect-contractor,
Samuel G.T. Morsell, of the firm of Morsell and Dearing.

The church faces north on M Street between 15th and 16th Streets, N.W., The
red brick, granite trimmed church is approximately 80 x 120 feet with a base-
ment, first story on grade level, and the church proper located on the second
floor, .

The rectangular church has a five-part facade with central entrance door.

On either side of the central door are smaller doors, and the facade is
terminated at each end by a square tower. The church has strong horizontal
belt courses of granite which divide the church at the ground, first and
gallery floor levels., At the points where the belt course intersects with
the vertical buttress thrusts, buttress caps of Gothic motif are found.

The projecting central door has a lancet enframement which encloses stained
glass over the door. The entire door is capped by a triangular, granite
trimmed pointed roof which accentuates the lancet shape of the portal and is,
in turn, supported by miniature, foliated, unfluted columns. The motif of
the central door is repeated on a smaller scale in the two flanking doors.
Above the central door are three lancet windows with trefoil decoration in
the spandrels, Above the lancet window is a rose window surmounted by a
granite lancet arch. This center section is separated from the remaining
facade by buttresses with granite buttress caps. These buttresses terminate
in conical shaped pinnacles which penetrate above the roof gable., Atop these
pinnacles are decorative iron finials,

Above the smaller doors flanking the central portal are elongated lancet
windows with Gothic mullions and granite lancet caps which rise above the
third belt course. The gable roof has granite coping and at its crowning

is situated an ornamental motif consisting of a pendant supporting two
louvered lancet windows enclosed by an arcade and surmounted by a triangular
roof,

At either end of the facade are square towers which are.neither symmetrically
ordered with the rest of the facade, nor do they resemble each other in
fenestration. The towers are square and each corner of the tower is defined
by a buttress. The towers on either side of the church have varying fene-
stration on each level: on the west the tower is capped by a quatrefoil
cornice and each corner is terminated by a pinnacle with finial; and on the
east the tower ends with a crenelated roofline and only one pinnacle., All
the main fenestration has granite, lancet hood molds. The west side is five
bays deep, and the main, lancet-shaped stained glass windows are found on the
second floor level. Each bay is separated by a buttress. The stained glass
windows are original to the church and contain the names of the various
conferences which donated them to the church, .
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE . . .
The Joint Committee on Landmarks has designated the Metropolitan African

Methodist Episcopal Church a Category II Landmark which contributes signi-
ficantly to the cultural heritage and visual beauty of the District of
Columbia. It has in recent times played host to various national protest
groups. The church is designed in the Victorian Gothic style popular in
America in the 1880's. Completed in 1886, the church was designed by
architect Samuel G.T. Morsell (1823-1909), who in 1844 associated with
George Dearing (a builder) under the firm name of Morsell and Dearing.
Throughout its history, the church has had parishiorers who were very im~
portant in the blaek history of Washington, including Frederick Douglass
and Altheia Turner.

The history of the Metropolitan AME Church is very important in the develop-
ment of the AME Church in the District of Columbia., The organization of

the church in the District grew out of dissatisfaction among blacks in

1820 with the (white) Ebenezer Methodist Episcopal Church. One group of
dissatisfied parishionersorganized themselves and sent a petition in 1822

to Bishop Richard Allen requesting admission to the Baltimore Conference.
Permission was granted, and the first AME Church in the District was es-
tablished as the Israel Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church.

After the original Israel Bethel AME Church property was -acquired by the
U.S. Government, the congregation (in 1870) again petitioned the Baltimore
Conference and asked that the name be changed to Metropolitan AME Church.
In 1872 the Conference approved the new name., It was also recommended that
a new church be built and that "each annual conference be requested to give
at least one hundred dollars for the new building," Subsequently, the
Israel Bethel Church withdrew from the conference, and in 1884, the General
Conference recommended that the Union Bethel Church Society be authorized
to build the Metropolitan AME. (Union Bethel AME was organized in a private
home for worship purposes; the group petitioned the conference for recogni-
tion and a minister, and their request was granted in 1838.)

Metropolitan AME eventually cost $70,000 to complete. The financing, at
times, was difficult, This AME Church, at the time of its dedication,
reputedly represented 'the largest organized body of Negroes in the world."
The church was dedicated in a program which ran through the week of May 30,
1886, Among those participating in the celebration were Bishop Daniel Payne]
historian of the National AME Church, Frederick Douglass, and the Honorable
Francis Cardozo.
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Much help and information was provided to the staff by Mrs.
a member of the Metropolitan A.M.E. Church.

”Beyond’the Fireworks of '76 - A Study of Historic Sites in the District of
Columbia of Special Significance to Afro-Americans' - Prepared by the Afro-
American Bicentennial Corporation, December 1972,

The Centennial Budget edited by Benjamin W, Arnet, D,D., 1887-1888.
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7. Description - Metropolitan AME Church

Much of the original interior work of the church still survives. The church
proper is located on the second floor and access is provided by staircases
located east and west of the main ground floor entrance. The wood used in the
interior is of ash with walnut reeding and contains Gothic motifs. The pews,
arranged in semi-circular rows, seat 2500 people., In addition, the galleries
and the choir seat 500,

Some very fine stencilled decoration is found around the ceiling and above
the chairraiL. The silver candelabra found in the chancel were given to the
congregation by Frederick Douglass,

8., Significance

The funeral service for Frederick Douglass was held in the Metropolitan
Church, Douglass' association with the church goes back to its early history
when he was an active member of the Bethel Literary Society founded by Bishop
Daniel Payne. Many of the parishionersof the church have played an important
part in D,C. history. One such parishiaener was Mrs., Altheia Turner, the first
female communicant of the church, who purchased her own freedom in 1810 and
subsequently purchased freedom for many others in her family.
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