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DESCRIBETHE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Cooper Union, as it originally appeared following its completion in 
1858, was a five-story, brownstone and brick structure, irregularly shaped 
to derive optimum use from its irregularly shaped plot. The exterior facade 
was Italianate with a full loggia on the north end, a two-story loggia on 
the south end and a first story arcade running the perimenter of the building. 
The arched windows alternated rhythmically from the full story windows of 
the first floor, to the half story windows of the first floor, to the half 
story windows of second and fifth floors, with the large two story windows 
occupying the third and fourth floors. The roof was flat and surmounted by 
a parapet. One outstanding feature of the structure was contained in the 
steel beam frame of the building, built using the rolled I-beams of Peter 
Cooper's Trenton iron works. These beams were first developed by 1854 and were 
calculated to reduce the danger of structural collapse in the event of fire. 
The twenty foot beams were used in floor construction, supporting segmental 
brick arches, which were then covered with concrete. Cast iron was used 
as well, in the form of columns of varying design which helped support the 
ceilings. The foundations of the building itself were three-tiered pyramids 
of granite, resting on sand. Although elevators had not yet been perfected, 
Cooper had the architect, Fred Peterson, incorporate a circular elevator 
shaft in the southwest corner of the building. A fan-forced ventilation 
system was another innovation which Cooper had installed during construction.

The interior of the Union was given a rather traditional treatment with 
the exception of the Great Hall in the basement. At the time of its 
completion, this auditorium was the largest in the city. The first two 
floors were given over to shops and offices, which rents were to help fund 
the school. The top three floors housed the library classrooms, and studios. 
Cooper had envisioned a rooftop garden at first, but instead a succession 
of additional floors were added and removed over the years. Today there 
are three additional floors; the sixth is a full floor, pierced with several 
skylights, circa 1895. The seventh and eight floors occupy only the 
southern end of the building and are used for offices. On the eighth floor 
is housed the original clock (although with an electric rather than the 
original spring motor) which faces down the Bowery. An additional feature 
of the building was the subterranean vault under Seventh Street, where 
Cooper had the building's power plant installed, for safety's sake. The 
vault now houses the school's air conditioning plant.

In 1972, an overall renovation of the interior of the Union was commenced. 
The southern end of the building was entirely gutted and rebuilt, although 
the circular elevator shaft was preserved. In the basement Great Hall, the 
seating area was contracted, but the original pillars, now covered with plaster, 
and the original seats were reinstalled. The original stage was moderately 
widened. A conventional rectangular elevator was also installed, opposite 
the circular shaft. Wood and cast iron structural members were removed, and 
the floors were covered with pcmred concrete. Many of these alterations were 
made to conform to fire safety regulations. The south end of the building

now contains offices and gallery space. The library occupies the rest of the
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The successful establishment of Cooper Union marked the fulfillment of 
Peter Cooper's dream of a free school to "improve and elevate the working 
classes of the City of New York." Since its opening in 1858, this pioneer 
landmark in the private support of public education has also served as a 
forum for important issues in the history of the last century. It was 
within the Great Lecture Hall there that Abraham Lincoln delivered the 
keynote address of his 1860 campaign.

The six-story Cooper Union was designed by F.A. Peterson with a mechanical 
ventilating system and other innovations planned by Cooper himself. It is 
located at its original site, fulfilling its original purpose, at Cooper 
Square, Seventh Street and Fourth Avenue, New York City.

HISTORY

Cooper Union continues today to express in practice the civic philosophy 
of that unique millionare and philanthropist, Peter Cooper. As early as 
1830, before Cooper had ascended to the ranks of millionares, he was 
considering plans for a public institution: " .... I determined to do what 
I could to secure to the youth of my native city and country the benefits 
of such an institution ... and throw its doors open at night so that boys

__^and fc girl^s of this city, who had no better opportunity than I had to enjoy 
means of information, would be enable to improve and better their condition,

r'V' fitting5*them for all the various and useful purposes of life."-!'

"•' Over the next twenty-two years, as Cooper continued to amass one of the 
;l~a#ges>t yfeteteunes in the country, he was also developing schemes for such
an school, and was steadily acquiring lots on Astor Place, between Third and 

^ { Fourth Avenues. By 1852, the necessary land was assembled and the cornerstone
of Cooper Union was laid the following year.

Public acceptance of the Cooper Union was overwhelming from the day its 
doors opened in May, 1858. The Union's many resources, which included a 
night curriculum of courses in chemistry, elementary physics, mathematics, 
music and drawing, as well as a school of design for women and the only 
large and well-stocked library open to the public in the city, were being 
utilized by as many as three thousand pacnte-a week. The widest influence 
however, was generated within the great basement Lecture Hall, where prominent
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first floor, while the second through sixth floor, are all occupied 
by studios, classrooms, workshops and other facilities associated with 
the School of Art and Architecture. Alterations in the north end of 
the building were largely confined to repartitioning floorspace and to 
providing modern facilities, such as rest rooms on every floor, instead 
of every other floor. The restoration was completed in time for classes 
to resume in September, 1974. The architect of the restoration was 
Professor John Hejduk, head of the Union's division of architecture.
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public figures discussed the major issues and ideas of their time. It 
was there in February, 1860 that Abraham Lincoln delivered the speech 
which he later credited with winning him the Presidency. He was followed 
in time by such notables as Susan B. Anthony, Horace Greeley, Mark Twain, 
Ulysses S. Grant, Robert Ingersoll, Victoria Woodhull, Henry Ward Beecher, 
John Tyndall and Thomas Huxley.

The charter of Cooper Union was formulated by Peter Cooper over the six 
years between the commencement and completion of the building's construction. 
H& solicited advice from such men as Francis Lieber, who had planned the 
curriculum of Girard College, Charles Matthews, a teacher of chemistry, 
Alan MacWhorter of Yale, and Nahum Capen, the postmaster of Boston in 1857 
and a writer on education. Such institutions as Girard College, Rensselaer 
and the French Polytechnic were examined as well. Cooper further alloyed the 
concepts of the educational vanguard with the views garnered from his own 
experiences as a young man struggling to succeed in New York City, to produce 
a unique institition.

A basic tenet of the Union's educational format was the "union" of art and 
science. Cooper hoped that the student would strengthen his intellect in the 
study of the natural and social sciences and then, through the study of art, 
enrich his knowledge and especially his senses and skills, with an appreciation 
of beauty.

Just as Cooper Union was created to train its students vocationally, it was 
also designed to provide moral and spiritual education. Although Cooper 
formally espoused no religious doctrine, it may be that he was more concerned 
with the ideal rather than the mundane ends of education. His experience 
dictated that in this land of limitless opportunity, a man or woman needed 
only skills and self-reliance to succeed. Cooper Union continues today to 
provide solutions to these needs.

For a quarter of a century, until his death in 1883, scarcely a day went 
by that did not find Peter Cooper in the halls of his Union, where he 
attended classes and talked with students, workers and administrators 
alike. It was Abram Hewitt, his son-in-law, however, together with the 
Board of Trustees, who held the economic and managerial reins of the school. 
Cooper nontheless was still in fluential in guiding the overall policy and 
in introducing new programs and features.

Although Cooper had planned to rely on rents and public donation to maintain 
the school, he and his family were frequently called upon to bolster finances. 
It was not until after Cooper's death that sufficient contributions were made
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to allow for the removal of the commercial activities in the first two 
floors of the building. Cooper Union has continued to receive endowments 
which have enabled the institution to expand its curriculum and maintain 
a high standard Of educational excellence as it now enters its second 
century of public service. Although it no longer houses the school in 
its entirely, the original building of the Cooper Union continues to 
stand as a living memorial to its founder, who expressed throughout his 
life his belief that:

The production of wealth is not the work of any one 
man, and the acquisition of great fortunes is not possible 
without the cooperation of multitudes of men; and ... 
therefore the individuals to whose lot these fortunes 
fall . . . should never lose sight of the fact that as 
they hold them by the will of society expressed in 
statute law, so they should administer them as trustees 
for the benefit of society as inculcated by moral 
law.

!. Peter Cooper, quoted in, Peter Lyon, Peter Cooper, the Honest Man 
(Reprinted from American Heritage, vol. 10, No. 2, February, 1959) 
p. 8.

2. Peter Cooper, quoted in Peter Cooper, the Honest Man, p. 1


