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Saint Patrick's is described by Robert Broderick thus:

"A well known and well loved landmark of New York City is the famous 
St. Patrick's Cathedral, probably the most famous Catholic church in the United 
States. It occupies a city block bounded by Fifth and Madison Avenues and Fifti­ 
eth and Fifty-first Streets. It is the seat of the Roman Catholic Archbishopric 
of New York.

"The history of the Cathedral is an interesting one. In 1643 the first 
Catholic priest, the Jesuit martyr St. Isaac Jogues, entered Manhattan seeking 
to convert the Mohawk Indians. He was welcomed by the Dutch Governor, William 
Kieft, and by the Dutch settlers of Nieuw Amsterdam. His mission work flourished, 
but the first Catholic Church of the city, St. Peter's was not erected until 1785.

"The site of the present St. Patrick's Cathedral was purchased in 1810, with 
the intention of building a college. In 1850 it was proposed that a cathedral be 
built, and in 1853 Archbishop John Hughes instructed the architect James Renwick 
to prepare the studies and designs. The cornerstone was laid in 1858. During 
the Civil War years construction was suspended, but finally the work was completed, 
except for the spires, in 1879. The spires were finished in 1888, the Lady 
Chapel in 1906.

"The continental aspect of St. Patrick's is evident mainly in its exterior 
and plan. The three-portal facade with its great rose window is distinctly French, 
while the "stone lace" ornamentation of the tapered twin spires combines French 
and German elements. The plan, with shallow transepts and ambulatory, follows the 
classic French pattern. The interior, however, is generally English Decorated in 
its detailing and is dominated by magnificent English stellar vaulting rising 112 
feet to the ridge rib.

"Architecturally, the Cathedral is patterned after the Gothic style common in 
Europe from the thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries. Cologne and Rheims and 
some English cathedrals may be said to have furnished a prototype from which 
Mr. Renwick, an associate of Ralph Adams Cram, drew his inspiration for the dis­ 
tinctive design of St. Patrick's.

"The foundation stones of the building are huge blocks of blue gneiss granite 
laid to ground level in cement mortar. A natural rock ledge rises nearly to the 
surface of Fifth Avenue, where the Cathedral's front entrance is situated; this 
ledge slopes east to a point some twenty feet below the surface of the south transept, 
Above the ground line, the first exterior base course of masonry is of Dix Island 
granite obtained from quarries in Maine. This granite also constitutes the first 
stone course under the columns and marble wall surfaces of the interior of the 
Cathedral.
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Grace Church in New York had firmly established Renwick's reputation and led to 
other commissions; ultimately he was given the design of St. Patrick's which 
climaxed his career. It is a mature statement of the Gothic Revival on a grand 
scale- -the first enormous medieval church in America.

"The Only Proper Style," describes the history of the structure:

"That the most influential Roman Catholic archdiocese in the country should 
select a Protestant architect to execute its seat and symbol is illustrative of 
Renwick's skill and renown. The commission for the biggest church building erected 
in the United States up to that time was somewhat overwhelming, but Renwick deftly 
produced a suitably majestic scheme.

"His plans, begun in 1853, called for a building combining French, German, and 
English elements; the diverse nationalities represented in the diocese dictated that 
he divagate from the strictly English format to which he had adhered in previous 
designs. Although a direct connection has not been established, Renwick may have 
derived inspiration from the markedly similar Sainte-Clotilde, a large church in 
Paris begun in 1846 under the aegis of architect F. C. Gau, a German trained under 
a French master. A landmark of continental Gothic Revival, Sainte-Clotilde was a 
popular model for large Catholic churches, well known in Catholic circles, and 
Renwick may have been steering a safe course by generally acknowledging a design 
that had already met the approval of the hierarchy.

"The Cathedral was formally opened in 1879 and the spires, completed in 1888, 
dominated mid-town Manhattan's skyline for some fifty years until dwarfed by 
Rockefeller Center just across Fifth Avenue. Since its opening St. Patrick's has 
served in the fullest sense as a great urban cathedral. A cool haven from the 
aggressive commercialism without, the cavernous interior is always gently astir 
with the flickering of banks of candles, the murmur of masses, and the coming and 
going of tourists and the devout. In addition to its day-to-day service it pro­ 
vides a matchless setting for great religious ceremonies, from the funerals of 
national figures to the visit of a reigning Pope. The late Cardinal Francis J. 
Spellman expressed its essence: 'The grandeur of this holy place has lifted up 
the lowly and taught humility to the mighty. At its portals, the world seems 
left behind. '
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"The whole exterior wall fabric is white marble, most of which was quarried 
at Pleasantville, New York. These walls are backed with brick and stone, rough 
masonry with hollow spaces to prevent dampness and aid ventilation. They are so 
well constructed that to this day no cracks have appeared in them." 1

John Coolidge, although not enthusiastic about the design of St. Patrick's, does 
give us the following information:

"It was originally planned to be 322' long, 172' across the transepts, and 
100' high. The design was cut down by omitting the ambulatory. As it stands, it 
is 332' long without the Lady Chapel, 174' across the transepts, and with towers 
330' high, exterior dimensions, and a vault 112' high on the interior. The height 
of the western gable is 156' and the rose window is 26' in diameter. It was con­ 
structed of stone and brick and on the insistence of Renwick it was faced with 
marble.

"The vaults of the Cathedral are in plaster, which was insisted upon despite 
the architect's protests and the fact that the buttresses were designed to carry 
a stone vault.

"Because of his great New York commissions, Grace, Calvary, and St. Patrick's, 
many people think of James Renwick as second only to Richard Upjohn in this period 
of the Gothic Revival. But he never received anything like the contemporary recog­ 
nition awarded to Upjohn, and before 1859 he was certainly less important than the 
now almost forgotten Frank Wills. To a very great extent he was the artistic heir 
of Miniard Lafever whose taste for the florid, the flamboyant he successfully 
academized.

"As Trinity is a splendid reflection of the canonical English Gothic Revival 
church, so St. Patrick's is a splendid example of the standard large scale Gothic 
Revival church of the continent. The new facades of Cologne Cathedral and 
St. Ouen, Rouen, Ferstel's votive church in Vienna (1853-1879), and Ballau's 
St. Clothilde in Paris (1846-1859), all, like St. Patrick's, were florid buildings 
with the conventional arrangement of triple doorways, triple groups of windows, 
and finally two tall octagonal towers crowned with tall openwork spires. 
St. Patrick's is easily comparable to the others." The church is unique in America.

1. Broderick, Robert, Historic Churches of the United States, Wilfred Funk, Inc.,
New York, 1958, pp. 152-154 

2 m Coolidge, John P., Honors Thesis, 1935, Unpublished, Harvard University, pp. 182-184
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"St. Patrick's occupies a special place in American Gothic Revival, for it 
marks the first project in this country of a magnitude comparable to anything 
being done in Europe. With it the United States emerged from its provincial 
status in the Revival and took its place in the front rank. Although sometimes 
accused of a certain stiffness, Renwick's masterpiece demonstrates that Americans 
were capable of accomplishing work of a high order and on the grandest scale, 
opening the way for such awesome projects the the Cathedral Church of St. John 
the Divine and the Washington Cathedral."1

The immense building took more than thirty years to complete--the spires were finally 
added in 1887 when American architecture had moved in other directions but the 
ecclesiological gothic style lasted for three quarters of a century in this country.

1. Loth, Calder and Sadler, Julius, The Only Proper Style, New York Graphic, 
Boston, 1975
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Photographs and Their Descriptions 

Location: St. Patrick's Cathedral, New York City 

Photo credit: Museum of the City of New York

Photos: 1. (Charles Pollock) 1880 with St. John's Church in rear left 

2. St. Patrick's under construction
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