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WEW YORK SOCIETY FOR ETHICAL CULTURE (not including the school building),

2 West 64th Street, Borough of Manhattan, Built 1509-10; architect Robert D. Keohn,
Landmark Site: Borough of Manhattan Tax Map Clock 1116, Lot 29 in part, consisting
of the land on which the described building is situated.

tm September 25, 1573 the Landmarks Preservation Commission held a public
Learing on the proposed designation as a Landmark of the New York Soclety for
Ethical Culture and the proposed designation of the related Landmark Site (Iteg
e 15]). The hesrin- was continued until Hovember 27, 1973 {Item Mo. 3).
Both hearings had been duly advertised in accordance with the provisions of law.
At the second hearing one witness spoke in favor of designation, and the
representative of the Mew Yotk Seciety for Ethical Culture opposed the desipna-
tion.

DESCRIPTION AND AMALYSIS

The meeting house of the New York Spciecty for Ethical Culture is one of the
finest works of the architect Robert [. ¥ohn and one of the few buildings in New
York City designed in the ATt Houveauw style. Built in 1909-10, the building
provided an appropriate meeting place for the Society, and it became a tangible
symbol of the Soeciety's work. -

The Mew York Society for Ethical Culture was founded in 1876 by Dr. Felix
sdler, son of & Reformed Jowish rabbi, who'had himself besn trained in the
rabbinical tradition. On May 15 of that yesr Dr, Adler addresscd an organization
meeting of several hundred people at Standard Hall on 42nd Street and Broadway.
The Ethical Movement as conceived by Adler was intended "to unite in one group,
in one bond, those who had this religious feeling and those whao simpif cared for
moral betterment ... Our ethical religion has its basis in the effort to improve
the world and surselves morally." The organization grew rapidly and moved from
its original meeting place at Standard Hall to Chickering Hall and then in 1892
to Carnegie Hall. Dr, Adler also trained interested young men &5 Leaders who
founded new Societies throughout the United States,

One of the Society's most important activities was its schoo! which set up
a system of "unsectarian moral instruction ... to demonstrate practically how
ethical ideas mipht be conveyed to the minds of children independently of
theological dogmas."

In 1857 a committee was appointed to find a site and raise funds for a
permanent Society building. The schosl building at 63vd Street and Central Patk
West, designed by the firm of Carrere § Hastings--with Robert D, Kohn as assocla-
ted architect--opened 1n 1504. Xohn, a close friend of Felix Adler, designed the
meeting house at 64th Street and Central Park West which was built im 1909-10.

Eohn was a ploneer in his use of the Art Nouveau style for this building,
as herstofore it had come to the United States from Eurcpe only in the form of
architectural fittings and cbjets d'art. Kohn received bis architectural training
at the Ecole des Geaux-Arts in Paris and his Art Nouveau work grew out of the
Beaux-Arts style.

Working with his wife, the sculptor Estelle Rumbold Kohn, they achieved a
new architecture to adorn the city both in the Ethical Culture building and in
the Mew York Cvening Post building. It is of particular significance that Kohn
was not only the architect for the Ethical Culture meecting house but was at one
time & Leader of the congregation and served as President of the Scelety from
1521-44.

A contempoTaTy account in Architecture magazine states ' ... the Ethical
Culture Society's building is certainly gquite the best Pigee of Avt Nouveau
architecture yet designed in this country, and compares well with the magnificent
German department store buildings whose excellence is so great as to almast
promise a future for this style.” Although Eohn did not employ the elaborate
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}lanz—likc forms mos: oeceonly apsomaatsd with kvt Werres nrehliiscture dna
uszed by Victor Borta in Brussels ard flactor Goimard in Paris, his wovk seems
rore akin to thut of the Aretrizns, Otto YWapror and Jesef Hoffmand, In the
Ethical Culture meeting hougd, the massied ~f the form#, cha siyle of the
zculpture, and the semewhsbt obstracs quality of tie decorative datails give tha
building its Art Mowvean characted.

The meszive stene structure of the Soclety for Bthieal Culture weeting
hoasa ™ ... sttempts the most speclfic srchitectural expression possible of the
special purpose hpd sharacter of the lnterior,” to quote i cOntaupooary agcount
in the Architecturaf Recwrd. The building 13 situated so that the sptrance
facade Fronts on 64th Btreet. It is strikingly accemted by a iriple wirndow
grouplag which lights the auditorium. fach bay consists of = tall round-arched
window set ebeve three soaller window openimps. Two windows flanked by short
colmms are set sbwwe each large window. At this level sach windew gromp iz
flanked by shallew miches inmtended to hold seulptured figures of “Servanis of
umanity" set on larpe corbels. Sot belgw the ceater hay 1s the pain entrance
crowned by a pedimented panel with a group of soalyptured  figures by Estelle
fumbold ¥ehn. The main portion of the facade tezsipates in & massive dentilled
coThice crowned by a low balustrade. The upper pertion of the wall with three
wirdow opemings terminates im a shallow pediment-like parapet.

The faeade ga Centrel Perk West is very similar to that on $dth Street and
such decorative featores o tho rolled molding at the base and the cornice are
carefully placed £¢ 28 to hatmonizo with the school bullding. This facade was
planned with a blisd wall to shat et "annoying and confusiog" side 1ight and
ctreet car noise from the zuditerium. Three large pancled sections terminating
in window groups Flanked by columns and niches, like those on the #4th Street
facade, add interest to this side of the building. The cornice and upper wall
section are contlowed frem the Gd4th Strest side. The upper windews on both sides
open onto smailer vocns abeve the auditordum.

The importznce of shis structure to those who built it is exenplified by
a quotatiom from Dr, Adler sbove the speaker's platform in the zuditorium,
"The Place where Men meat to seck the Highest is Hely Ground,™

FINDINGS AND DESIGHATIONS

On the basis of a careful consideration of the history, the erchitecture and
ather feotures of this building, the Landmarks Presevvation Commizsion finds that
the Mew York Soclety for Dthical Cultwre has a special character, speclal
historical and sesthetic interest and walue as part of the development, heritage
and cultural characteristies of Mew York Citr.

The Commissicon further finds that smemg its importont qualitics the meet-
ing house of the New York Seciety for Ethical Culture 1s a rare, fine and ir-
replaceable example of ATt Nouveau architecture in Mew Youk City, that it is one of
the finest works of architsct Rabert D. ¥ohn who had a specizl interest in the
Ethical Movement as g Leadst and as President of the Hew York Soclety, and that
it is both a tangible symbol of the Society's permanent socizl contribution and
a Tich architectural element of the fabric of our City.

fccordingly, pursuant to the provisions of Chapter 63 of the Charter of the
City ef Mew York znd Chapter B-A of the Administrative Code of tha City of Mew
York, the Lardmarks Preservation Coemission designates as a iandmark the
Mew York Society for Ethical Culture (not ineluding the schoel building),
7 West f4th Street, Borough of Manhattan and desipnates ss its Landmark Site that
vart of Lot 29 of Bleck 1115 which comtains the land en which the described
tuilding is situated.
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