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Rockefeller Center including:

Warner Communications Building (formerly Esso Building), 75
Rockefeller Plaza;

1270 Avenue of the Americas Building (originally RKO Building,
later the Americas Building, then the American Metal Climax
Building, then the AMAX Building), 1270 Avenue of the
Americas;

Radio City Music Hall, 1260 Avenue of the Americas;

Associated Press Building, 50 Rockefeller Plaza;

InternationalBuilding including the statue of Atlas in the
courtyard, 630 Fifth Avenue;

RCA Building, 30 Rockefeller Plaza;
RCA Building West, 1250 Avenue of the Americas:;

the sunken plaza with skating rink and the statue of
Prometheus;

British Building (formerly the British Empire Building),
620 Fifth Avenue;

promenade and channel gardens;

Maison Francaise, 610 Fifth Avenue;

Simon & Schuster Building (formerly the U.S. Rubber
Company Building) and its addition, 1230 Avenue

of the Americas;

10 Rockefeller Plaza Building (formerly Eastern Airlines
Building), 10 Rockefeller Plaza;

1 Rockefeller Plaza Building (formerly the Time & Life
Building), 1 Rockefeller Plaza;

Manhattan.

Landmark Site: Tax Map Block 1267, Lot 22, Block 1266, Lot 1,
Block 1265, Lot 1, and Block 1264, Lot 5.



TESTIMONY AT THE PUBLIC HEARING

On September 20, 1983, the Landmarks Preservation Commission
held a public hearing cn the proposed designation of Rockefeller
Center as a New York City Landmark and the proposed designation
of the related landmark Site (Item No. 1). The hearing had been
duly advertised in accordance with the provisions of law.
Nineteen persons spoke in favor of designation. The
representatives of Rockefeller Center, Inc., expressed support
for a partial designation. The Commission has received letters
and other expressions of support for this designation.



Rockefeller Center is one of the most important
architectural projects ever undertaken in America. It was
unprecedented in scope, near visionary in its urban planning and
unequaled for its harmonious integration of architecture, art and
landscaping. The camplex grew out of an ill-fated plan to build
new midtown quarters for the Metropolitan Opera Company. When
the original scheme oollapsed, the project was transformed into
the private commercial enterprise of John D. Rockefeller, Jr.
Construction of the original complex began in 1931 and ended with
the completion of the fourteenth building in 1939. The site was
subsequently enlarged by the construction of the Esso (now Warner
Communications) Building in 1946-47 and by the purchase in 1963
of the Sinclair 0Oil (now Manufacturers Hanover) Building (1950-
52). Both of these structures were designed in harmony with the
complex by Rockefeller Center's architects. More recently the
camplex has been extended with new buildings on the west side of
Sixth Avenue but these are largely unrelated to the historic
core.

Architectural significance of the Complex

With the withdrawal of the Opera in 1929 Rockefeller's
camplex lost its raison d'etre. The decision to proceed required
a vast fortune, rare courage, sound business acumen and
considerable architectural and planning abilities. The unique
situation produced a unique result, one of tremendous and
longterm urban consequence. Rockefeller Center was the only
large, non-government architectural project executed between the
stock market crash and WWII. Indeed, it was the largest private
enterprise ever undertaken in this country. Not only did it
employ thousands of workers during the Depression, but restored
the commerce and image that New York had of itself before the
crash. In the words of a contemporary, it embodied "the New York
idea."[1]

Rockefeller Center marked the end of the tiered and
elaborately crested skyscrapers of the 1920s and the beginning of
the new slab aesthetic. It dealt pragmatically with commerce,
real estate and urban density amd realized in almost visionary
terms the ideal of the modern skyscraper metropolis. The complex
was remarkably progressive for its pedestrian and vehicular
traffic systems, unprecedented in its amenities for human
enjoyment in a commercial development and unparalleled for its
integration of all the arts from architecture, sculpture, mosaics
and painting to multi-level landscaping. A city within a city,
Rockefeller Center achieves a distinct sense of place through
uniformity of materials, lingering Beaux Arts symmetry and its
own graded skyline which mounts to the irresistible focus of the
RCA Building. It has served as the prototype for numerous



commercial developments worldwide and has won the Fifth Avenue
Association award (1939) and the first Twenty-Five Year Award
of the American Institute of Architects (1969). In a 1976 survey
of American building projects, architects selected Rockefeller
Center as second only to Thomas Jefferson's University of
Virginia.[2]

When the Opera withdrew, Rockefeller's complex was
transformed from a cultural to commercial enterprise. In
consequence, the form which had evolved over months was now
radically altered. Early plans had located the lowrise opera
house in the center of the site. This was replaced by a tall
office building in a plan dated January 8, 1930. Known as
“Scheme G-3," it was signed by Reinhard & Hofmeister, although it
should be noted that Hood and Corbett were already engaged as
consultants. Developer John R. Todd may have also played a role
in it as he did in later designs. Although the proposal would
undergo numerous modifications, the basic arrangement established
in G-3 set the pattern for the buildings in the final complex.
It was, according to Raymond Hood, somewhat like "a five spot
card."[3] By restricting the height of the Fifth Avenue units
and transferring air rights to the central tower, the arrangement
provided maximum light and air within a basically symmetrical
plan. It was dependent in large part upon Beaux Arts principles
of design, but modified by specific tenant needs and the

requirement for maximum profit.

Critical to the success of the plan, and more particularly
to the Center as executed, are its three major and multiple minor
axes. The first lies along Fifth Avenue at the "“front" of
Rockefel ler Center where its international tenants were housed in
four virtually identical units. By maintaining the small scale
of nineteenth-century New York these six story facades provide a
powerful N-S vista. Their line is continued in the Manufacturer
Hanover Trust (originally Sinclair Oil) Building and in 666 Fifth
Avenue (both designed by Rockefeller Center architects Carson &
Lundin) as well as in several other buildings to the north and
south. Together with St. Patrick's Cathedral and the neighboring
Saks department store, Rockefeller Center's Fifth Avenue frontage
provides an urbane, human scaled space —— an asset which becames
increasingly more precious as financial pressures continue to
transform Fifth Avenue into a canyon of highrise developments.

The second, and by far the most famous, axis is the
Promenade/Channel Gardens. A steeply banked E-W pedestrian
corridor, it extends the ambience of Fifth Avenue into the heart
of the complex. Its horizontal vista is strongly defined by the
uniform flanks of the British Building and la Maison Francaise
(which themselves are intersected by a minor N-S axis that runs
through the lobbies of all the international units). The axis
terminates in the genuinely centripetal space of the skating
rink/sunken plaza, the center of the Center. It climaxes in the
powerful vertical focus of the RCA Building which is the lynchpin
of the entire complex.

The private N-S street known as Rockefeller Plaza provides



the third major axis. It runs parallel to and between Fifth and
Sixth Avenues and intersects the three blocks between 48th-51st
Streets. It helps to establish the unique identity of
Rockefel ler Center by interrupting the city grid while
simultaneously aiding it as an additional artery. From the
private street extend the sunken plaza and six of the Center's
principal structures. Among them are the Warner Communications
(formerly Esso) Building which stands as its northern terminus.
The structure marked the end of plans to extend the street as the
spine of a vast civic and cultural complex. It provides a strong
vertical focus at the northern boundary of the Center, much as
the RCA Building does at the end of the Channel Gardens.

In general, the complex was oriented toward the east and
fashionable Fifth Avenue. Its Sixth Avenue frontage faced toward
New York's theater district and was developed as the Center's
entertainment complex. The Sixth Avenue front was expected to
play a more significant role in the Center when the El was
demolished in 1939. This was enhanced by the campletion of the
Sixth Avenue subway line in 1940. The subway established yet
another traffic pattern at Rockefeller Center. It was linked to
the shopping conocourse and the vast subterranean network which
connects all builings in the development. In unprecedented
fashion the concourse transformed the lobbies of individual
buildings fram self-contained cul de sacs into gateways to the
Center at large.

The undergrournd truck route provides a further circulation
artery (one which likewise frees the surrounding streets from
freight deliveries). Yet another circulation system was planned
at rooflevel where bridges were to connect the gardens atop
various buildings. Although the latter scheme was ultimately
abandoned and the grand garden scheme only partially realized,
the planted rooftops above the four international buildings and
above RCA's eleventh story roof distinguish Rockefeller Center as
the first urban commercial development to be landscaped in modern
architecture. The roof- and ground level gardens are just one
more aspect of the multi-level integrational system which unites
the entire Center.

Despite its multiple axes, the Center lacks rigid symmetry
and its various camponents vary in massing according to original
tenant requirements. It nonetheless comprises a visually unified
camposition. The ocherence results fram the limited palette of
material and architectural vocabulary. All the buildings are
clad with buff colored, shot-sawed Indiana limestone with
vertically ridged spandrels (cast slate gray aluminum in the
skyscrapers; limestone spandrels in the lowrise units). All have
two—-over-one steel sash recessed slightly behind flat piers to
produce a significantly ocohesive fenestration pattern throughout.
The unity of material and handling gives the Center a distinct
sense of place and "the coherent impression of [the] precinct as
virtually one structure."[4] Six of the buildings have foliate
spandrel terminations while others have a simple chevron crest,



but in each case these are minor decorative elemen.ts. on buildings
which depend for effect on their monumental simplicity.

The earliest (pre- air conditioned) units were designed to
take full advantage of natural light and ventilation. Their
minimal setbacks are functionalist expressions of elevator
elimination. The guiding principle throughout was maximum beauty
consistent with profitability. Purely aesthetic extravagence was
avoided. There was, however, a great concern for a comprehensive
and thematically integrated art program.

HISTORY OF THE DEVELOPMENT

The camplex history of Rockefeller Center dates back to 1926
when the Metropolitan Opera Company commissioned designs for a
new facility from Benjamin Wistar Morris (1870-1944). Morris was
a patrician architect who executed classically inspired
residences and clubs and who, in partnership with C. Grant lLa
Farge, worked for a period on the completion of the Cathedral of
St. John the Divine. Morris was briefly associated on the Opera
with the Austrian architect Joseph Urban (1872-1923) who for many
years designed the Opera's stage sets. The Opera's once
fashionable quarters at 39th Street and Broadway had became small
and antiquated, left behind in an inelegant commercial district
by more northerly urban development. Several safer and more
centrally located sites were inspected (including, ironically,
the present site of Lincoln Center) before settling upon the
midtown location between 48th and 5l1st Streets, Fifth and Sixth
Avenues.

Between 1804 and 1811 this property had been developed by
Dr. David Hosack as the famed Elgin Gardens. An innovative
concept in America, its legacy was to survive in Rockefeller
Center's rooftop and Channel Gardens. In 1811 rising cost led
Dr. Hosack to sell the property to New York State. Three years
later the nearly 12 acre plot was conveyed to Columbia College
(later University) under an aid-to-education act. Located about
three miles north of the college campus at Church Street, the
“"Upper Estate" was leased for residential development, all of
which was completed by 1879.[5] By the mid-1920s, however, many
of the 298 rowhouses in this once stylish neighborhood had
deteriorated into an unseemly collection of boarding houses,
nightclubs and speakeasies on the northern boundary of New York's
theater district. The proposal to build a new opera house on the
site thus prompted visions of redevelopment as a midtown cultural
center.

In order to make the undertaking financially feasible
Benjamin Morris was forced to include revenue-producing units
which would cover construction, operation and maintenance costs
of the entire opera complex. But the price of midtown
development was so high that the Opera would have been dwarfed by .



the necessarily large commercial units. At length Morris
concluded that the only hope of keeping the Opera dominant
"seem[ed] to lay in an endowment of very large dimensions."[6]
It was supplied by John D. Rockefeller, Jr., one of the richest
men in America.

JOHN D. ROCKEFELLER, JR. and JOHN R. TODD

John D. Rockefeller, Jr. (1874-1960) was born in Cleveland,
Ohio. After graduating from Brown University in 1897 he joined
his father's office and for same years held directorships of such
businesses as the Standard 0il Company of New Jersey, United
States Steel Corporation and Missouri Pacific Railroad among
others. By about 1911, however, Rockefeller had become almost
totally involved with philanthropic, civic, educational and
religious enterprises such as the Rockefeller Institute for
Medical Research, the Rockefeller Foundation, Rockefeller
Sanitary Commission and International Education Board to name a
few only. A devout Baptist, he also founded the Institute for
Social and Religious Research and funded construction of
Riverside Church (1927-30). The latter was Jjust cne of the many
architectural undertakings which Rockefeller sponsored. He also
funded the restoration of the palaces at Fontainebleau and
Versailles arnd Reims Cathedral in France, the Agora and Stoa of
Attolos in Athens, and in America, Washington Irving's
"Sunnyside" home, Colonial Williamsburg and the birthplace of
George Washington. He also supplied the land for the Museum of
Modern Art, for the Rockefeller Institute and Fort Tryon where he
built the Cloisters. ILater, in 1946, Rockefeller donated land
for the construction of the United Nations along the East River
and gave generously to Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts.[7]
Although never an opera devotee, he supported the Metropolitan
Opera project as just one more worthy civic and cultural cause.

Rockefeller's involvement in the Opera project began on May
21, 1928 when Benjamin Morris presented the scheme to potential
investors during a dinner at the Metropolitan Club. Among the
guests was Ivy Lee, Rockefeller's public relations manager. He
recommended the proposal to his employer, noting that it would
"make the [Opera] Square and the immediate surroundings the most
valuable shopping district in the world."[8] Rockefeller was
interested. He, his sister and father lived in three large
houses on W. 53rd and 54th Streets (just three blocks north of
the proposed Opera site) and owned a good deal of real estate in
the area. Development of a cultural center would insure the
quality of his neighborhood while increasing the value of his
speculative properties. But before making any committment,
Rockefeller sought development advice from prominent real estate
advisors, the Todd, Robertson & Todd Engineering Corp. among them.

John Reynard Todd (1867-1945) was a lawyer who, in
partnership with Henry Clay Irons, became accidentally involved




in construction and rentals. Todd & Irons developed their
building activities into a lucrative business through which they
erected and sold at large profits numerous hotels, apartments and
commercial structures. Among them was the Cunard Building whose
lobby was designed by Benjamin Morris and which stood directly
across the street fram Rockefeller's Standard Oil Building at 26
Broadway. When Irons retired in 1919 Todd went into partnership
with his physician brother, Dr. James M. Todd (c.1870-1939), and
Hugh S. Robertson (1880-1951), a specialist in real estate and
financial management. Together they were responsible for the
internal planning, construction and rental of the Ritz and
Barclay Hotels, Postum Building and the fabulously successful
Graybar Building which they linked to Grand Central Terminal with
corridors.

John R. Todd was the personal friend of Thomas M. Debevoise
and Charles O. Heydt, Rockefeller's legal and real estate
advisors and it was due to them that he became involved in the
Opera project. It was through Debevoise that Todd's son Webster
(in the engineering firm of Todd & [Joseph O.] Brown) was engaged
in Rockefeller's restoration of Colonial Williamsburg in 1928.
And through Heydt that Todd, his brother and Robertson were hired
to develop Rockefeller's midtown complex. Heydt informed
Rockefeller that Todd had been involved "in very large
enterprises, [had] architects in his own office, and ——- [had]
never made a failure. He [understood] thoroughly the matter of
financing the construction of large buildings...and would be in a
position to help prospective tenants...construct their own
buildings." Todd, he said, was "a hard-headed business man."[9]

Todd, Robertson & Todd was one of five real estate firms to
advise Rockefeller on the development potential of the Opera
project in autum, 1928. In addition to the Opera and its plaza
(to be designed by Benjamin Morris), the firm recommended a
remarkably progressive mixed use complex including hotels,
apartment and office buildings, a shopping arcade and department
store (the latter in continuation of the development of Fifth
Avenue with such fashionable counterparts as Saks and Altmans).
The plan also included two new private streets and a lower level
for vehicular traffic, parking and freight deliveries. The
scheme was prepared over Labor Day weekend, 1928 by two little
known, 38 year old architects on Todd's staff: L. Andrew
Reinhard and Henry Hofmeister.

Under Todd's directive, Reinhard & Hofmeister prepared an
improved plan in mid-September, 1928. Two weeks later (October
1, 1928) Rockefeller made a committment to lease from Columbia
College the three blocks between 48-51st Streets. The land
stretched west from Fifth Avenue but stopped short of Sixth
Avenue where street frontage was privately owned. (In subsequent
years Rockefeller acquired the western lots as well). The
Columbia contract was not actually signed until December 31, 1928
at which point Rockefeller agreed to pay approximately $3.5



million annual rent during 1928-1952 with options for three 21-
year renewals.

Earlier in the same month (December 6, 1928) Rockefeller
appointed his' trusted associate and president of Colonial
Wil liamsburg Inc., Col. Arthur Woods, to be president of the
newly formed holding campany "Metropolitan Square Corporation"
(which took its name form the Metropolitan Opera that was to
occupy the site). Woods arranged for an architectural
"Symposium" in order to recieve "independent and varied advice on
the problems involved in a development of [such] magnitude."
Seven architects were invited to prepare designs for the complex
which would "...assure an appropriate and artistic environment,
ample and convenient approaches, circulation, and a delight and
harmony of architectural composition in the development of land
surrounding the Opera."[10] The contest was Jjuried by John
Russell Pope and Cass Gilbert (two the most prominent architects
of the day) and Milton B. Medary (a specialist in institutional
architecture).

Although nothing came of the contest per se, several of the
ideas advanced did come to fruition at the Center. Among them
were Benjamin Morris' recommendation that the site be extended
all the way to Sixth Avenue and that its buildings include
planted terraces. Also prophetic were Harvey Corbett's proposals
for separated pedestrian and vehicular traffic, a graded open
corridor leading into the complex from Fifth Avenue, lower
buildings in the east stepping up to focal tall buildings in the
west (each to be occupied by related tenants) and the visionary
connection of these buildings with the Sixth Avenue subway (not
completed until 1940, eleven years later). The architectural
advisars were most favorably disposed toward the latter scheme by
Corbett.

Ultimately all the "“Symposium" schemes of 1929 were
rejected. On October 1, 1929 (precisely a year after Rockefeller
agreed to lease the Columbia property) Todd, Robertson & Todd
were appointed managers of the project. Their mandate was to
“build the thing, put it on a profitable basis, and sell it to
the world."[11] By the end of October their staff architects
(Reinhard & Hofmmeister) were named architects of the development.
They were experienced in the internal layouts preferred by Todd
and familiar with his theory that "business property income
production supercedes pure aesthetics."[12] Todd recommended at
the same time that Harvey Corbett and Benjamin Morris be engaged
as consulting architects (although the latter declined after
December, 1929). He also suggested employment of Raymond Hood,
the man of ideas whose reputation as a leading skyscraper
designer had skyrocketed in recent years.

Todd selected architects "who would be primarily interested in
good planning, utility, cost, income, low operating expenses and
progress...[men who were not too] committed to the architectural



past [nor] too much interested in wild modernism."[13] The
pooling of eight different talents from three different firms
allowed for a division of labor and for an undertaking too large
for most private offices of the day. Architecture by committee
modified the singular dominance of any one personality, but also
seems to have generated competition and controversy. The
situation was resolved in February, 1930 when the architects
united in a collective known as the Associated Architects.
Thereafter all drawings bear the three firm names in strict
alphabetical order: Corbett, Harrison & MacMurray; Hood, Godley
(until 1931) & Fouilhoux; Reinhard & Hofmeister.

Since August, 1929 Rockefeller agents had been buying
property along the western boundary of Columbia's property with
the aim of extending the site to land covered by the Sixth Avenue
El. The holding company was appropriately (and poetically) named
"Underel." Both real estate and architectural plans developed
rapidly throughout autumn, only to be stalled on December 5, 1929

by the Opera's decision not to relocate. With the stock market
crash on October 29th the Opera, never overly well endowed, felt
financially bound to stay put. On the very next day (December 6)
Todd announced that all future planning for the site "would be
based upon a commercial center as beautiful as possible
consistent with the maximum income that could be developed."[14]
All previous plans were reviewed, those with the Opera as a main
feature set aside and new schemes undertaken for a commercial
project.

Throughout the proceedings Rockefeller had intended to share
costs with the Opera and to develop the site with buildings
constructed by individual tenants. He never planned to carry the
entire lease by himself, nor did he ever consider taking on full
responsibility for its architectural development. But finding
himself at an annual loss of more than $3,000,000 for the lease
of the 12 acres, he boldly proceeded --- in the teeth of the
Depression —— to develop the largest private enterprise ever
undertaken in America.

Contracts were made with RCA by the end of December and in
June a contract signed for the construction of Radio City. The
deal transformed what had been an aristocratic cultural center
—— a vision of the past —-- into one of the future where the
focus was democratic entertainment, commerce and modern
technology. The name of the enterprise was changed from the
Metropolitan Sgare to Rockefeller Center in late December,
1931.[15]

16



THE ASSOCIATED ARCHITECTS

Corbett, Harrison & MacMurray

Harvey Wiley Corbett (1873-1954) was born to physician
Barents in San Francisco, California. He was educated at the
Niversjty of California (1895), the Ecole des Beaux Arts in
Paris (1906) and the atelier of the historistic Jean ILouis
Pascal. Between 1903 and 1912 he was in partnership with F.
Livingston Pell and between 1912 and 1928 with Frank J. Helmle.
While a lecturer at the School of Architecture of Columbia
University (1907-11, 1920-35), Corbett trained many students in
the "Atelier Columbia,'which was modeled after the system of the
Ecole des Beaux Arts. One of Corbett's major works was the Bush
Terminal Building on W. 4lst Street (1923) which established his
reputation as a practicioner of "modern" architecture. Its
success led Irwin Bush to commission from Corbett designs for the
$10,000,000 Bush House in London. Dedicated to "the friendship
to English speaking peoples," this American-English center was to
find its counterpart in the British Empire Building at
Rockefeller Center.

Corbett was an early and strong advocate of the skyscraper
as an urban building form and wrote and lectured extensively in
support of this concept. He was a practical architect who
envisioned the future city with super-block skyscrapers, tiered
streets and multi-level transportation systems. Corbett had a
reputation as a skilled planner who worked within budget while
remaining aware of the cityscape and urban design. He acted as a
consultant to the Regional Plan Association and served on the
architectural planning committees for the 1933 Chicago Century of
Progress Exposition (beginning in 1929) and the 1939 New York
World's Fair.

Corbett was a fellow of both the American Institute of
Architects and the Royal Institute of British Architects and
received honorary degrees from the University of California, the
University of Liverpool and Columbia University. He was a member
of the Fine Arts Commission of the State of New York and served
as president of the Architectural League of New York and the
National Arts Society.[16]

Corbett submitted his "Symposium" design after the
retirement of Frank Helmle in 1928 and his establishment of a new
partnership with William MacMurray and Wallace Harrison.
Together they designed the Roerich Museum and Master Apartments
on Riverside Drive in New York and the Horace Bushnell Memorial
Hall in Hartford, Connecticut. Because of the latter experience
in theater design and because of Corbett's formidible reputation,
the Rockefeller developers were anxious to secure the firm's
expertise.

William H. MacMurray (1868-1941) became associated with
Corbett some time before 1927. His prime concern was the
partnership's business affairs. He had little to do with the
design of the Rockefeller Center project.[17]




Wallace K. Harrison (1895-1982), by contrast, was very much
involved in matters of design and after the death of Raymond Hood
in 1934 he exerted an increasingly strong influence on
Rockefeller Center's architectural form. He was also responsible
for one of the Center's new buildings on the west side of Sixth
Avenue. '

Harrison was born to a foundry superintendent in Worcester,
MA. He quit school at 14 to take a $5.00/wk job as an office boy
with the contracting firm of O.W. Norcross, simultaneously
attending Worcester Polytechnic Institute. 1In 1915 he became a
draftsman in the New York office of McKim, Mead & White and
attended evening classes at the atelier of Harvey Corbett. In
1917 Harrison enrolled in the Ecole des Beaux Arts. He then
returned briefly to McKim, Mead & White before winning a Rotch
Traveling Scholarship and a year at the American Academy in Rome.
Upon his return to New York in 1922 Harrison became a draftsman
for Bertram Goodhue who was then engaged on the Nebraska State
Capitol. In 1926 Harrison married Ellen Milton whose brother was
the son-in-law of John D. Rockefeller, Jr. and in the following
year, joined in partnership with Corbett, Helmle (soon to retire)
ard MacMurray. '

In 1935 Harrison left Corbett's office and formed a
partnership with J. Andre Fouilhoux who had worked with Raymond
Hood until the latter's death in 1934. Six years later Max
Abramowitz (1908-1959) was taken on as a partner. When Fouilhoux
died in 1945 the firm survived as Harrison & Abramowitz and went
on to become one of the most successful postwar architectural
concerns in America. Included among its works are parts of
Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts, Nelson Rockefeller's
Empire State Plaza in Albany and the United Nations (for which
Rockefeller donated the land in 1946). In 1967 Harrison was
awarded the gold medal of the American Institute of Architects
for his "“demonstrated ability to lead a team in producing
significant architectural works of high quality over a period of
more than 30 years."[18]

Hood, Godley & Fouilhoux

Raymond Mathewson Hood (1881-1934) was born in Pawtucket,
RI. He studied at Brown University before transferring to the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 1900 and later, the
Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris (1905, 1908-10). As a draftsman he
was employed in the offices of Cram, Goodhue & Ferguson, Boston;
Palmer, Hornbostel & Jones, New York; and Henry Hornbostel,
Pittsburgh. He set up his own office in New York in 1914, but
did not achieve any great architectural success until 1922. In
that year John Mead Howells asked Hood to join him in submitting
a design for the Chicago Tribune competition. Their winning
scheme was a soaring tower terminating in setback peaks and
flying buttresses of neo-Gothic design, distinguished by its
logical plan and clarity of design. The competition established
Hood's reputation as a skyscraper designer and brought his firm
several notable commissions: the American Radiator Building,
Daily News Building and the McGraw Hill Building, all in New York




City, and all in the years immediately preceding Rockefeller's
development. Hood was also associated with Harvey Corbett on
plans for the Chicago Century of Progress Exposition of 1933.[19]
His good working relationship with Corbett, together with Hood's
originality and the publicity generated by his previous
skyscraper designs, were positive factors in his selection for
the new complex. Before his premature death in 1934, Hood played
a dominant role in the design of Rockefeller Center. He was
responsible for the introduction of building setbacks and rooftop
gardens, the establishment of uniformly lowrise elevations along
Fifth Avenue and significantly, the suggestion to bring the radio
industry to the Center.

Hood was a fellow of the American Intitute of Architects, a
president of the Architectural League of New York, and a trustee
of the Beaux Arts Institue of Design. He received the Medal of
Honor of the Architectural League in 1926, and in 1940 was
posthumously awarded a gold medal from the New York Chapter of

the AIA.

Hood brought to the Center Godley and Fouilhoux, his
partners since the mid 1920s. Frederick A. Godley (1887-1961)
received his B.A. from Yale University (1908), an M.A. from the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (1910) and a diploma of
architecture from the Ecole des Beaux Arts (1913). After working
in the Boston architectural office of Guy Lowell, he established
his own firm in 1915 (Godley & Haskell, 1913-18; Godley &
Sedgwick, 1918-24). In 1924 he joined Raymond Hood in the firm
of Hood, Godley & Fouilhoux, specializing in the business affairs
of the office. He left the firm in 1931, while the Rockefeller
Center project was underway, to join the faculty of the Yale
University School of Architecture, where he taught until 1947.
Godley was also a fellow of the American Institute of Architects
and chairman of the educational committee of the Beaux Arts
Institute of Design.[20]

Jacques Andre Fouilhoux (1879-1945), a Paris-born engineer,

received his training at the Ecole Centrale des Arts et
Manufactures. Emigrating to the United States in 1904, he
established the firm of Fouilhoux & Whiteside in Portland, Oregon
in 1908. He later worked for Albert Kahn, noted industrial
architect, in Detroit, among others. After WWI Fouilhoux moved
to New York where he formed a partnership with Raymond Hood in
1927. Following Hood's death, Fouilhoux became partners with
Wallace K. Harrison (formerly of Corbett, Harrison & MacMurray)
and together they continued to be involved with Rockefeller
Center. With their new partner Max Abramowitz they designed the
Rockefeller Apartments, general plans, major buildings, Trylon
and Perisphere for the New York World's Fair of 1939. 1In
collaboration with others Fouilhoux designed the Fort Greene and
Clinton Hill housing projects in Brooklyn. He fell to his death
from one of their roofs in 1945. Fouilhoux was a fellow of the




American Institute of Architects and served as treasurer of the
Beaux-Arts Institute of Design.[21]

L. Andrew Reinhard (1891-1964) was the son of a carpenter-
cabinet maker who, at age 14, became an office boy for Benjamin
Morris's (the architect initially commissioned to design the new
Opera). Reinhard then studied at the Mechanics Institute in New
York and finished his formal education at the Beaux-Arts Society
of Design. He then returned to Morris' firm as a junior designer
and worked in other prominent offices, notably that of Raymond
Hood (who would later make same of the greatest contributions to
Rockefeller Center). Reinhard then spent eight years with Todd,
Robertson & Todd during which time he and Hoffmeister worked on
rentals and interior layouts for the Graybar Building. In 1928
Reinhard & Hofmeister formed a partnership.[22]

Henry Hofmeister (1891-1962) was a self-trained architect
who, after only two years of high school, joined the firm of
Warren & Wetmore. He worked there for 17 years before joining
Todd, Robertson & Todd. Hofmeister acquired a reputation for
being methodical and having a good knowledge of such practical
matters as plumbing, ventilation and efficient interior layouts.
He organized the Rockefeller Center architectural office and
supervised the preparation of the necessary architectural
drawings. He was, according to Reinhard, "the man who got the
work out."[8] Following the completion of Rockefeller Center,
the partners received gold medals for their work from the
Architectural League of New York and the Fifth Avenue
Association.[23]

Other works later executed by Reinhard & Hofmeister include
the World's Fair Hall of Music of 1939 (which has many spatial
similarities to Radio City Music Hall); the Federal Building at
John F. Kennedy International Airport; the Chrsyler Building
East; buildings for the New York Medical College; Chase Manhattan
Bank; the Italian, Swedish and Waterman steamship lines; the Dun
and Bradstreet home office building in New York; the surgical
building and research center of the New England Medical Center in
Boston; the Deeds Carillon Tower in Dayton, Ohio; and the WWII
American cemetery chapel at Neuville en Condroz in Belgium. In
1947 the firm expanded as Reinhard, Hoffmeister & Walquist, but
dissolved upon Reinhard's retirement in 1956.

Reinhard was a member of the National Commission of Fine
Arts in Washington in 1945-50, a fellow of the American Institute
of Architects, and served as an officer of the New York Chapter
of the AIA, the Architectural League and Municipal Art Society.
Hofmeister served as a consultant during WWII to Nelson
Rockefeller, then coordinator of Inter-American Affairs with the
State Department. He was a member of the American Institute of
Architects, the New York Building congress and the Architectural
League of New York, directing the League's program for aiding



unemployed or needy architects for a number of years. Shortly
before his death, Hofmeister served as a planning consultant cn
the Lincoln Center project.

ART IN THE COMPLEX

While planning the various buildings at Rockefeller Center
it became clear that the decorative arts, like the architecture
itself, would require a unified program in order to prevent
confused effect. In November, 1931 John R. Todd recommended that
approximately $150,000 be alotted for the purpose.[24]

The job was given to Professor Hartley Burr Alexander (1873-
1939), the son of a Methodist minister who received his Ph.D.
from Columbia University in 1901.[25] Professor and head of the
philosophy department at Scripps College in Claremont,
California, Alexander was a prolific author in a variety of
fields, notably mythology and symbology. He designed the
sculptural program for Lee Lawrie at Bertram Goodhue's Los
Angeles Public Library (1921-26) and also at the Nebraska State
Capitol (1920-32) where Lawrie was joined by Hildreth Meiere.
The influence of Nebraska's proto-WPA style is evident at
Rockefeller Center and appears in such specific motifs as the
bison head with corn cob horns in the sixth story spandrels of
the International Building North and more generally in Meiere's
plaques for the exterior of Radio City Music Hall.[26] Professor
Alexander also designed thematic programs for the Metropolitan
Life Insurance Company in New York and worked with Raymond Hood
on the Century of Progress Exposition in Chicago (beginning in
1929).

By December, 1931 Professor Alexander was engaged to design
a "scenario" for Rockefeller Center.[27] He early suggested "Homo
Fabor, Man the Builder" as representative of the new social ideal
where satisfaction would derive from work and not from "“some
incidental wage."[28] The theme, however, failed to enlist much
support. As an alternative the Professor suggested the "New
Frontiers" which faced man after the conquest of the physical
world. This included the cultivation of his mind and soul, the
broadening of human relations and the harnessing of new
scientific discoveries. The latter aspect was particularly
appropriate for radio and emerging television technology and
inspired such works as Leo Friedlander's sculpture for the RCA
Building's side street entrances, Robert Garrison's panels for
1270 Avenue of the Americas (originally the RKO Building), Barry
Faulkner's mosaic and Gaston Lachaise's sculptural panels for the
RCA Building West, and Lee Lawrie's "Wisdom."[29]

The Professor's themes imbued the complex with elevated

social and spiritual themes, but had the practical effect of
restricting creative license, particularly as he specified in
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minute detail exactly how the finished product should appear.
His ideas criticized as "beatific humbug,"[30] Alexander was
ultimately relieved of his position. But his influence seems to
have survived in the programs finally chosen. Among them were
“Intellectual and Spiritual Progress" (including Chambellan's
fountainheads in the Channel Gardens and the sculptural works on
the former Time-Life Building), "Historical and Mythological
Background" (as represented by "Atlas" and his brother
"Prometheus" as well as the murals in the RCA Building's lobby)
and "The Rise of the Nations." The latter was particularly
appropriate to Rockefeller's announced quest for world peace
through global commerce and appears in all the international
units on Fifth Avenue.

The professor was replaced in March, 1932 by a panel of five
experts in the art world. Included were Edward Waldo Forbes
who was a Renaissance authority and Director of Harvard's Fogg
Museum; Everett V. Meeks, Dean of the Yale University School of
Art; Fiske Kimball, Director of the Philadelphia Museum of Art
(whose specialty was Colonial art); Paul J. Sachs, Trustee of
Boston's Museum of Fine Arts and Herbert E. Linlock, the Egyptian
authority who directed the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New
York. Significantly, there was no representative from the Museum
of Modern Art.[31] The panel was camprised of conservatives who
for the most part selected like-minded artists. At least a half
dozen had attended the American Academy in Rame, others the Ecole
des Beaux Arts while still others followed the academic
traditions of such masters as Guzton Borglum. The great
exceptions were Gaston Lachaise (who, however, revealed rnone of
his characteristic sexual dynamism) and Isamu Noguchi. The
latter produced one of the finest, if not the best, works in all
of Rockefeller Center with his innovative stainless steel panel
for the main entrance of the Associated Press Building.

Although there was a general feeling that the Center's art
left samething to be desired, much of it is notable for technical
achievements. In addition to Noguchi, significant advances were
made by Hildreth Meier in her extremely handsome metal and enamel
plaques far the exterior of Radio City Music Hall. This was also
true of Lee ILawrie and Attilio Piccirilli who pioneered new
applications of architectural glass in their respective panels
for the RCA Building and International Building North. There
are, moreover, many works of fine decorative quality,
like Paul Manship's "Prometheus" which serves as the Center's
gilded focus and lLawrie's "Atlas" who does the same for the
International Building's Fifth Avenue courtyard. Some of
Lawrie's reliefs on the side entrances of the four international
units are especially notable for their refined graphic style.

The artworks throughout the complex allow the architecture
to dominate, but simultaneously relieve its uniform buff
limestone with color and varied texture. Their above lintel
placement emphasizes mural mass and in many cases dramatizes the



severe simplicity of the entrances which they crown. Interesting
as period pieces, the major significance of the art lay in the
fact that it was designed as a component of a vast commercial
complex in which all of the arts were integrally combined. As
such, the art and the Center as a whole, are unprecedented. (See
Appendix for biographies of the artists who worked at Rockefeller

Center).
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Within one month of the Opera's withdrawal from Rockefeller
Center negotiations were underway with the Radio Corporation of
America (RCA).[1] A suggestion from Raymond Hood brought the two
concerns together. Having recently designed studios at 711 Fifth
Avenue for the National Broadcasting Company (NBC), a subsidiary
of RCA, Hood was intimately aware of the prodigious expansion of
radio and emerging television technology. He correctly foresaw
RCA's need for an enlarged center of operations. Architect
Wallace Harrison followed up Hood's suggestion with a relative of
the chairman of RCA's real estate committee. By February 1930,
serious negotiations were underway with the Rockefeller
developers. A contract was signed and announced to the press on
June 4, 1930.[2]

In its early history the wireless was used almost
exclusively for marine telegraphy, and was adopted in 1901 by the
U.S. Navy as a substitute for homing pigeons. Its greater
potential was not realized until April 12,1912, when a young
David Sarnoff, working in the British !larconi Company's New York
branch above Wanamaker's Department Store, intercepted a !Morse
Code message: the Titanic was "sinking fast." Monitored for
days as news-seeking crowds swelled the streets, the calamity
served as a tremendous boost to both iMarconi and Sarnoff. Tt
also proved the reliability of the wireless and led to
speculation about its potential to broadcast sound. Four years
later and still employed by Marconi, Sarnoff suggested that radio
be used to entertain the nation. Visionary at the time, his idea
was not realized until the mid 1920s when post-war prosperity
found a radio in nearly every American home.

The enormous growth of the radio industry and its increasing
importance in American culture had led the far sighted Owen D.
Young, chairman of General Electric (one of RCA's corporate
parents), to inquire about the possibilities of consolidating
RCA's operations in a complex at Rockefeller's development.[3]
Corporate reorganization four months later gave RCA independence
under its new president David Sarnoff.[4] In partial settlement
RCA transferred to G.E. its new office building on 51st Street
and Lexington Avenue (Cross & Cross, 1929-30).

The radio group then moved to Rockefeller's development,
profoundly altering its character in the process. In replacing
the Opera, RCA transformed the complex from an semi-cultural
enterprise into a democratic focus for mass entertainment and the
corporate headquarters for burgeoning technology. In the words
of a contemporary, it substituted "a vision of the future [for] a
vision of the past.”[5] The impact was such that for years the
entire development was popularly, but inaccurately, called "Radio
City."[6] The name properly applies only to that part of
Rockefeller Center which borders on Sixth Avenue, and which was
dominated by RCA and its subsidiaries, the most notable being
NBC, Radio-Keith-Orpheum ("RKO," a leading producer, distributor
and exhibitor of motion pictures) and RCA Victor (one of the
foremost manufacturers of phonographs and records in America).
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The Sixth Avenue position of the Radio Group was particularly
appropriate as it complemented lew York's theater district to its
immediate southwest.

Although still somewhat speculative in its recent
independence --- and weathering the Depression with reduced
profits --- RCA's new president David Sarnoff made an enormous
$4.25 million annual rent commitment to Rockefeller Center. In
return RCA was allowed to name the entertainment section of the
development as well as its two theaters ("Radio City Music Hall"
and the "RKO Roxy (later Center) Theater." It also won exclusive
broadcasting rights among the many tenants in the complex and
most importantly, the right to display the RCA logo atop its own
skyscraper in the heart of the Center (on the site originally
intended for the Opera).[7]
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The RKO Building (now the 1270 Avenue of the Americas
Building) was the first structure undertaken at Rockefeller
Center, followed one month later by RKO's Radio City Music Hall
with which it is connected.[1] Excavation was begun in late July
1931.[2] 1Its steelwork was topped out in February 1932 and the
building completed eight months later.[3]

The combination theater-office building was a familiar type
in New York with such notable predecessors as the Palace Theater
(1912-13) and Hammerstein's (later Ed Sullivan) Theater (1927).
The RKO Building, however, differed in its much taller 31 story
mass and in the fact that it was designed as part of a larger
entertainment complex. It also presented difficult siting
problems as it was built adjacent to and partially on top of the
theater to its south. It was the kind of problem relished by
Henry Hofmeister, and one in which he excelled.[4]

The location of the building on narrow Sixth Avenue site, in
front of the Music Hall and above its entrance, predetermined the
structure's slab-like form since the building code then in effect
prohibited construction over the theater's auditorium. The slab
was set on a north-south axis and for a brief period rose in
splendid isolation over shabby Sixth Avenue, filled with
speakeasies and cluttered by the E1. Its singular impact was
eclipsed, however, when the more imposing RCA Building was begun
five months later to its immediate south.

RKO set the standard for the other Sixth Avenue buildings in
the complex. It was echoed in shorter form by the RCA Building
West (1932-33) and followed by the U.S. Rubber Company Building
(1939) which, 1like the RKO, was constructed in front and
partially over a theater (Center Theater). Together these
structures formed a unified and imposing rear facade to the Fifth
Avenue-oriented Rockefeller Center. More important, they
presented a cohesive front to Radio City, the Center's
entertainment complex, and established a formal relationship with
New York's theater district to the immediate southwest. They
also complemented --- and challenged ---William Fox's "Roxy
Theater" which was located just one block west at 50th Street and
Seventh Avenue.

Foliate spandrels and Gothic arcade, extension over Radio City Music Hall.
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3 I\
THREE LIMESTONE PANELS
Main Entrance, Sixth Avenue
Robert Garrison

Installed 1932

The Sixth Avenue buildings are integrated by siting and
materials and by sympathetic portals in the RKO Building and RCA
Building West. The former's central entrance and flanking shops
present a horizontal counterpart to the latter's grand triple
entrance. Each of RKO's three central bays is crowned by a broad
multi-panel limestone lintel (21 feet x 9 feet) for which Robert
Garrison designed a bas-relief.

The sculptural series is skillfully, if somewhat
academically carved, on a closely joined lithic ground. It is
quietly enlivened by an "archway" whose curve extends from the
raised central motif along the neckline of birds in the flanking
panels.[5] The series was well received as "good decoration" and
appreciated for introducing a "fine and lovely grace above the
clangor and ugliness of the street."[6] It was, however,
weighted by its heavy theme: an allegory of the importance of
radio communication in promoting culture. The central panel
shows the female muse of Contemporary Thought holding the torch
of past knowledge in one hand and in the other, an electric bolt
signifying the speed of radio transmission and the force that
accomplishes it. To her right is a rearing Pegasus, the immortal
winged steed of inspiration. Rushing toward the central panel
are symbols of radio's endless activity. On the right, virile
Morning flies entwined in the wings of an eagle. Evening at left
is borne atop a flying heron.

EVENING MORNING

CONTEMPORARY THOUGHT
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As elsewhere in the Center the sculpture serves to
emphasize architectural mass. It underscores the tremendous
horizontal of the building's ground floor facade and continues
the line of the Music Hall's marquee at right. A lower bronze
decorative lintel underlines the effect. The building is
otherwise relieved by beveled and scalloped sills below its first
story windows, by a pierced limestone screen above its subway
entrance, and by its leafy spandrels at setback and roof lines.

The RKO Building was constructed just three years after the
formation of Radio-Keith-Orpheum. The company was formed as a
result of David Sarnoff's bold attempt to break into the motion
picture industry. In 1927 he had contracted with Paramount
Pictures to supply sound equipment for their first major
"talkie." Shortly thereafter he created the RCA Photophone
Company for the production of film recording and sound equipment.
Through Joseph P. Kennedy, a major stock holder of the Film
Booking Office (and father of the future U.S. President and
Attorney General), Sarnoff capitalized on the decline of
vaudeville. He bought stock in FBO and through Kennedy's
influence brought about a merger with Keith-Albee-Orpheum, a
nationally syndicated vaudeville chain with hundreds of theaters
across the country. By the additional merger with Pathe Pictures
(of which Kennedy was also a major stock holder), Sarnoff created
a new company, Radio-Keith-Orpheum (RKO), in 1928. Its initial
success was impressive.

Since October 6, 1927 when Al Jolson had appeared in The
Jazz Singer, motion picture competitors worked feverishly to
produce their own films with sound. RKO was born in the heat of
this rivalry and released for its initial effort the lavish sound
and partially technicolor Rio Rita.[7] This was followed in 1930
by Amos & Andy starring in Check and Double Check, one of the 15
most profitable pictures of the season. RKO's next release was
the artistically acclaimed and commercially successful western
Cimarron. In 1932 RKO made a grand display of its new prowess in
the entertainment world with the opening of its two Rockefeller
Center theaters: the RKO Roxy (later Center Theater) and Radio
City Music Hall. And while the latter was a financial failure,
the company's future looked brighter with the release of
Katherine Hepburn in Little Women and especially with the
technically innovative King Kong. The Depression, however, was
taking its box office toll. Unable to arrange banking support,
RKO drew heavily upon the resources of RCA, but finally went into
receivership in 1933.[8]

In later years the RKO Building was known as the Americas
Building, reflecting the formal christening of Sixth Avenue as
the Avenue of the Americas in 1945. It was renamed for the
American Metal Climax Company in 1960-61, and subsequently the
AMAX Building. More recently it has been known by its street
address, 1270 Avenue of the Americas.
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In the course of its 54 year existence, the exterior of the
building has remained substantially unchanged. Its only major
alterations have taken place at ground level. In 1933-34
Reinhard & Hofmeister cut back the facade's northwestern pier to
install a store front.[9] Twenty years later Carson & Lundin
further modified the shop fronts, altered the building entrance
and intalled new bronze revolving doors.[10]
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1270 AVENUE OD THE AMERICAS BUILDING FOOTNOTES

1. NB148-31.

2. "Radio City Digging to Begin Tomorrow," NYT, 7/26/31, p. 2:6.
3. "Radio City Progress," NYT, 2/6/32, p. 32:4.

4. Krinsky, p. 35.

5. Eugene Clute, "The Story of Rockefeller Center. XI. The

Allied Arts," Architectural Forum, 58 (Feb. 1933), 128-132. See
also "Gets Contract for the RKO Building," NYyT, 8/10/32, p.23:1.

6. L. Cross, "The Sculpture of Rockefeller Center," Parnassus,
6 (Oct. 1932), 1-3 and NYT, 12/24/33, Sect. 9, p. 9:1.

7. Martin Quigley, Jr. and Richard Gertner, Films in America,
1929-1969, (New York: Golden Press, 1970), p. 25ff.

8. Lyons, David Sarnoff (New York: Harper & Row), 1966 p. 168-69.

9. ALT 2190-33.

10. ALTs 97-53, 475-53.
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1270 AVENUE OF THE AMERICAS -— DESCRIPTION

No.1270 Avenue of the Americas is a 3l-story slab rising
above Sixth Avenue with low corner wings. Set back above the
sixth-story level at its north and south, and above the eighth-
story level in the center, it rises sheer to the top, modified
slightly by a recessed two-bay section on the north and south.
Like all the Center towers, it is articulated by vertical window-
spandrel bays and limestone piers, with terminal foliage at the
setbacks and top. (Its southern wing at the northeast corner of
Sixth Avenue is described with Radio City Music Hall.)

Four polished granite piers at the ground level in the
center of the Sixth Avenue elevation form three wide bays; the
outer two of these bays house storefronts, with modernistic metal
bands at their top, while the inner bay houses the altered,
recessed entrance, under a similar metal band. Above each bay is
a large stone relief (see p. 36). At the top of each of the four
wide piers forming these three bays is a flagpole with a
modernistic bronze base. To the south of the central bays, on
the ground level, is a narrow entrance to the subway, with an
ornamental stone grille and metal band above. At the northern
corner of this elevation on the ground-floor level is a triple-
bay storefront which has been altered.

The 51st Street elevation of the tower is simply the narrow
side of the slab, and it is treated identically with window-
spandrel bays and limestone piers. It also has two modernistic
bronze grilles. The 50th Street elevation, rising above the
lower bulk of Radio City Music Hall, is similarly treated.

* % % % %

Significant features include but are not limited to:

SIXTH AVENUE FACADE

— Buff colored shot sawed Indiana limestone cladding

— Vertically ridged slate-gray aluminum spandrels

- Decorative pier terminations

— Polished granite bases on limestone piers

- 2/1 double-hung steel sash

- Bronze bands over storefronts and entrance

- Terminal foliage of the 2-eyelet variety

- Three limestone reliefs (see p. )

- Four flag poles, wooden with modernistic bronze anchors
- Bronze light hoods

WEST 51ST STREET FACADE

- Buff colored shot sawed Indiana limestone cladding
- Vertically ridged slate-gray aluminum spandrels
— Decorative pier terminations

an



Beveled and scalloped window sills
Polished granite base at first-story level
Bronze door enframements

2/1 double-hung steel sash

Terminal foliage of the 2-eyelet variety
Modernistic bronze grilles

WEST 50TH STREET FACADE

Buff colored shot sawed Indiana limestone cladding
Vertically ridged slate-gray aluminum spandrels
Decorative pier terminations

2/1 double-hung steel sash

Terminal foliage of the 2-eyelet variety
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Radio City Music Hall is the popular heir to the
aristocratic Opera, planned but never executed at Rockefeller
Center. It is one of four theaters originally envisioned for
the complex by RKO, and the sole survivor of -the two actually
constructed. With 6,200 seats, the Music Hall was, upon its
completion in 1932, the world' largest indoor theater.[1]

R{O was formed in late 1928 by RCA's David Sarnoff and
Joseph P. Kennedy (father of the late John and Robert F.
Kennedy) who had controlling interest in the ™ilm Rooking Office
(FB0) production agency. 'Through a series of mergers between FBO
and, the Keith-Albee-Orpheum vaudeville chain, and later with
Pathe Pictures (of which Kennedy was a major stockholder), Radio-
reith-Orpheum (RKO) emerged as one of the six leading producers
of motion pictures in America.[2]

Created on the eve of the Depression and encouraged —--- at
least initially --- by its distraction-seeking audiences, RKO
intended to construct at Rockefeller Center two small theaters
for drama and comedy and eventually television as well as a large
movie house and an even larger showcase for two-a-day vaudeville
spectaculars.[3] The grand scheme ripened as a result of Samuel
Lionel Rothafel ("Roxy") who left his new namesake theater
(located just one block west of Rockefeller Center) to join RKO.

Born in 1892 in a small Minnesota town, Roxy was the son of
Gustave Rothafel, a shoemaker. His parents moved to New York
when he was twelve, and after working in a department store as a
cash boy, he entered the Marines. Seven years later Roxy
traveled as a house-to-house peddler and ended up in Pennsylvania
where he met his future wife. While working in his father-in-
law's bar, Roxy transformed the large dancing hall at the rear
into a movie house. He bought a second-hand screen and
projector, rented 200 chairs from an undertaker, hired a pianist
and charged a nickel admission. He then moved on to !iinneapolis
and later Milwaukee, introducing such innovative entertainments
as music and dance performances to movie theaters.

Roxy returned to New York City in 1913 to manage the Regent
Theater at lloth St. and Seventh Avenue (generally recognized as
the first "movie palace") where he improved the traditional
program with novel lighting effects and a 100-piece orchestra.
In the following years Roxy moved on to the newly completed
Strand, then to the Rialto and Rivoli theaters, and in 1923 to
the Capitol Theater from which he broadcast "Roxy and his Gang,"
one of the most popular radio shows in America.
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Roxy's brilliant theatrical reputation reached a peak in
1927 when he assumed management and gave his name to William
Fox's Roxy Theater at West 50th St. and Seventh Avenue. With
nearly 6,000 seats this opulent movie house was the largest in
the world. Roxy allegedly intended to further enlarge the
theater as a center for varied entertainments but when
negotiations with William Fox failed, he found a most cordial
welcome at Rockefeller Center.[4] By luring the impresario away
from Fox, RKO won over its most serious competition. In return
Roxy was made vice president, producer and manager of RKO's
theaters at Rockefeller Center. Roxy's only rival was his record
of past theatrical achievements. He surpassed it brilliantly,
especially at Radio City Music Hall, where he realized "the
aspirations of a lifetime."[5] Roxy brought in the noted theater
architects C.W. and G.L. Rapp to advise on the Music Hall's
design.[6] And while it was actually built by the Associated
Architects, the Music Hall everywhere bore the influence of
Roxy's own imagination and comprehensive knowledge of theater

design.

On December 21, 1931, construction began on the "RKO Roxy"
(rechristened in 1934 as the "Center Theater"). Located to the
south of the RCA Building on the southeast corner of 49th Street
and Sixth Avenue (site of the present Simon & Schuster Building
addition), this 3,700 seat house was Roxy's "intimate"
theater.[7] It was designed for a mixed bill of motion picture
and stage entertainment. Work was simultaneously undertaken on
the "International (later Radio City) Music Hall," located on the
other (north) side of the RCA Building on Sixth Avenue between
50th and 51st Streets. It was built in conjunction with the RKO
Building which was partially constructed over the Music Hall's
lobby.[8] In 1938 the Music Hall's east wall was abutted by the
newly constructed Associated Press Building.

The exteriors of the two theaters were similar in their low-
lying limestone massing, a feature dictated by the building code
then in effect which forbade construction above theater
auditoriums. The (121 foot) high Music Hall, however, was almost
twice as large as the RKO Roxy and considerably more decorative.
Its exterior sculpture reflected the unique kind of entertainment
which Roxy intended to showcase. Unlike his previous theaters
which featured a mixed bill of stage and screen entertainment,
the Music Hall was designed as a center for diverse and
sophisticated entertainments such as legitimate drama, ballet and
opera, coambined with jazz, a revival of rapidly waning vaudeville
and precision dances by the "Roxyette" chorus girls.
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SIX BRONZE PLAQUES
Outer Vestibule, Sixth Avenue
Rene Chambellan

Installed 1932

The more popular entertainments of the Music Hall were
represented by six bronze plaques over the entrance and side of
the theater's vestibule on Sixth Avenue. The series was designed
by Rene Chambel lan and is closely related to that which he
executed for the doors of the Grand oyer on the theater's
interior. ‘The series shows scenes from international vaudeville
acts. Reading from left to right are five Russian minstrels who
accompany a gypsy dancer, two Black banjo players and a tap
dancer, a seated German accordionist and saxophonist who play as
a patient cat listens, five American precision dancers (the
"Roxyettes"), an old French cellist and female violinist who play
as a dog (in clown costume) sits upright, and finally a seated
Jewish drummer with a tuxedo clad singer/dancer.

'he more legitimate stage arts were depicted in a
classically-inspired series of metal and enamel plaques installed
60 feet above West 50th Street on the 'Music Hall's sprawling
south facade. Designed by Hildreth Meiere and executed by Oscar
B. Bach, these 18 foot roundels represent a major technical and
artistic achievement. They were fashioned from copper, bronze,
aluminum, chrome nickel steel and vitreous enamels. Although
polychromed metals had been used before, most notably in Sweden,
they were largely ignored by American artists. lleiere not only
introduced the technique, but did so at unprecedented scale.[9]
She drew on her skill as a painter and mosaicist to brilliantly
enliven the Music Hall's wall and achieved, in the words of a
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THREE METAL & ENAMEL PLAQUES
W. 50th St. Facade (view west)
Hildreth Meiere

Installed 1932

Rockefeller Center spokesman, "a striking relief from the usual
severe [mural] surfaces of theater buildings."[10] Meiere also
drew on her previous success in Bertram Goodhue's MNebraska State
Capitol and especially his National Academy of Sciences in

Washington where eiere painted similar inhabited roundels on the
pendentives of its dome.[11]

Dance is located at the far left of the wall, closest to
Sixth Avenue. The plaque is dominated, as are the two companion
plaques, by nude or semi-nude figures whose skin tone changes
from matte nickel to a glowing metallic white, varying with the
position of the sun. Dance is represented by an animated female,
copper cymbols in her raised arms, who leaps across the wall as
her brown-red hair flies upward over the geometrically patterned
metal and enamel frame. Behind is a copper helmeted matte silver
foot soldier (in a black and gold enamel moderne-patterned
uniform). He attempts to catch the bacchanalian dancer in a blue
and gold drape which billows around her and emphasizes the
circular composition of the plaque.

DANCE DRAMA
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Drama, the middle plaque, is represented by a monumental
Athena-like figure, draped in a shiny patterned silver chiton
with copper bodice. She radiates on the wall, particularly in
the glare of afternoon sun. The muse wears an enormous fan-
shaped copper and enamel crown, and is framed by a brown and red
drape (with gold details and dark blue enamel trim). Her drape
falls in angular cascades in a splendid Art Deco design. The muse
is flanked by two crouching females who raise large comic and
tragic masks (shiny silver with copper mouths and blue enamel
hair).

Song returns the viewer back to Sixth Avenue as a dorsal
performer prances west, her green and blue shawl flapping behind.
A brown-draped, piper is seated to her left on a silver Greek
stool. He plays while three shiny silver birds flutter around
the animated singer.

The decorative aspect of the iMusic Hall's exterior is
furthered by its two moderne verticals and marquee which wraps
around the theater's southwestern corner, only to be continued in
three additional segments along West50th Street. The theater's
north and south facades are also relieved at ground level by a
variety of bronze-framed display windows and screens. Above, and
to the right of Hildreth lieiere's medallions, are eight long
vertical screens. They
mask with a diaper-1like
pattern the fire escapes
that mar the exteriors of
so many other theater
theaters. Yight similar
screens appear on the W.
51st Street facade which,
facing away from the en-
tertainment complex, is
somewhat less decorative.

The Music Hall had
its gala opening on Dec-
ember 27, 1932 with per-
formances by twenty dif-
ferent entertainers in-
cluding Martha Graham,
Harold Kreutzberg and his
ballet, the contralto
Vera Schwartz, comedians
Weber & Fields, the Tus-
kegee Institute choir

- singing Negro spirituals
and more. VYet despite
the varied program, the
e e R s entertainment was disap-
Fire escape screens & display windows, 50th St. facade. pointing. It hardly mat-
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tered, as it was the theater itself that stole the show. As one
critic wrote, "...the new Music Hall need[ed] no performers...
its beauty and comforts alone [were] sufficient to gratify even
the greediest of playgoers."[12] Rockefeller himself found it
"beautiful, soul satisfying, inspiring beyond anything [he]
dreamed possible."[13]

Technically advanced and lavishly embellished through the
unique collaboration of some of the finest decorative artists of
the day, the !lusic Hall was nonetheless a tremendous financial
disaster. For the first time in his thirty year career Roxy had
misjudged his audience. To his ruinous dismay, there was no
interest in his supra-vaudeville revival. Within two weeks of
its opening the Music Hall abandoned Roxy's entertainment policy,
adopting in its place the film-and-stage show format of the
smal ler RKO Roxy (which had premiered just two days after the
Music Hall). The change effectively eclipsed --- and ultimately
killed —--- the RKO Roxy. In subsequent years it showcased films,
then musicals, later ice skating marvels, and finally television
before being demolished in 1954.

BRONZE SCREENS
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The switch to a combined film-and-stage show policy in early
1933 barely sustained the sumptuous but unprofitable Music Hall,
now suffering in the throes of the Depression. The situation
only worsened when RKO went into receivership in late January of
the same year. A joint RCA-Rockefeller Center committee of six
replaced the disgraced and now physically ailing Roxy in
management of the ‘jusic Hall, extracting his resignation within
the year.[14] The theater limped through 1934; for a time it
even accepted "IOUs" in lieu of its $.35 - $.55 admission fees.
But by mid-decade audiences were attracted to the Music Hall's
varied pbill, most movie palaces having abandoned live
entertainment. By the early 1940s it had become one of New
York's greatest attractions with first run Hollywood films and
spectacular precision dancing by the Rockettes (previously named
the "Roxyettes" but renamed after Roxy's resignation).

For decades the Music Hall remained "The Showplace of the
Nation" before faltering perilously in the late 1960s and 1970s
as a result of changes in popular entertainment habits. After
closing for a brief period the house was revived in the late
1970s. Recently it has featured stage shows and popular
concerts, ironically realizing Roxy's failed attempt to present
varied live entertainment.
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RADIO CITY MUSIC HALL FOOTNOTES

1. The interior of Radio City Music Hall was designated a New
York City Landmark on March 28, 1978. For description and
analysis, See "Radio City Music Hall Interior Designation Report"
(LP-0995) and Krinsky, 164-187; Balfour, p. 91-97. See also Henry
Hofmeister, "The International Music Hall," Architectural Forum,
56 (April, 1932), 355-60.

2. Balfour, p. 21-22.

3. "Rockefeller Plans Huge Culture Center," NYT, 6/14/30, p. 1:5.
4. Balfour, p. 93.

5. Roxy quoted in The Radio City Theatres, n.d. (Billy Rose

Theater Collection, Research ILibraries of the New York Public
Library).

6. Balfour, p. 9%.

7. "Roxy Presents New Mood," New York Evening Post, Nov. 29, 1932.
See p.232 below for Center Theater.

8. NB148-31.

9. Eugene Clute, "The Story of Rockefeller Center. IX. The Allied
Arts," Architectural Forum, 58 (Feb. 1933), 128-132, and Louis
Cross, "The Sculpture for Rockefeller Center," Parnassus, 4 (Oct.
1932), 2. See also "Hildreth Meiere Plaques," Architectural
Forum, 56 (Oct. 1932), 353-58 (esp. 355-58). Meiere also
executed a 42 foot x 24 foot panel for the Center Theater.

10. "Huge Plaques of Metal and Enamel to Adorn the Exterior
Walls of Rockefeller Center," NYT, 4/4/32, p. 19:4.

11. TIllus. in Charles Downing Lay, "Hildreth Meiere," Arts, 14
(1928), 106-109.

12. "World's Largest Playhouse Opens," Literary Digest,
Jan. 14, 1933, p. l6.

13. JDR, Jr. to John R. Todd (11/10/32) quoted in Krinsky, p-.
lo4.

14. "Roxy Quits as Director of Radio City Music Hall," New _York
World Telegram,Jan. 18, 1934 and "Roxy Quitting Radio City Post
Denies Dispute," Herald Tribune, Jan. 9, 1934.
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RADIO CITY MUSIC HALL —— DESCRIPTION

Radio City Music Hall is physically linked with No.1270
Avenue of the Americas, whose tower rises partially above the
Music Hall's lobby. The Music Hall's main entrance at the
northeast corner of Sixth Avenue and 50th Street is recessed
under the lower wing of No.1270, and an enormous marquee and twin
vertical signs are attached to this frontage, which is therefore
being described with the Music Hall. This wing rises five stories
above the entrance, to a major setback, behind and above which
rises the tower of No.1270, which turns the corner at 5lst Street
and continues east for seven bays. The south elevation of the
complex, rising six and eight stories from the lot line, and the
north elevation, proceeding eastward from the eighth bay, form
the remainder of the Music Hall's exterior.

The major entrance to Radio City Music Hall is through a
recessed rectangular areaway at the northeast corner of Sixth
Avenue and 50th Street. It is covered by a giant marquee which
is supported on three polygonal piers faced in polished granite.
In the long, north-south wall of the areaway are set a wide
central pair of double-doors, a single double-door to its north,
and two single double-doors to its south. These are separated
from each other by thick piers faced in polished bronze, with
polished granite bases and bronze-enframed announcement boards,
capped by a horizontal, modernistic banding with abstract floral
ornament. Above these doorways are polished granite blocks
serving as background for the series of bronze reliefs on
entertainment themes (see p. 47 ). The north, short wall of the
areaway is faced with polished granite, and holds a wide,
ornamental bronze announcement board with one of the bronze
entertainment reliefs above.

The enormous marquee over the areaway curves around the
corner onto 50th Street, and continues along the street in three
additional, separate segments which are cantilevered over the
sidewalk. Their long vertical faces are divided into a wide
upper zone and a narrow lower zone by three modernistic bands.
These bands are formed by four narrow continuous metal strips,
within which are set three neon tubes. The wide upper zone holds
the words "Music Hall" in cursive neon lettering and the words
"RADIO CITY" in bold neon capitals, repeating sequentially along
the marquee. The lower band is reserved for changing
announcements of current attractions.

Twin seven-story tall vertical signs rise at the north and
south ends of the Sixth Avenue portion of the marquee; the
northern vertical is placed perpendicular to the avenue, and the
southern vertical parallel to it. Tall, narrow and rectangular,
their narrow ends are faced with ridged metal plates, while their
two wide faces hold the words "RADIO CITY" in vertically placed
bold capital neon lettering, and, beneath, the smaller words
"MUSIC HAIL" in neon lettering on a diagonal. Each vertical is
capped with a curving modernistic metal top. The top of the
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northern vertical attaches directly to a seventh story setback,
while the top of the southern vertical is continued down to the
fifth-story setback of the adjoining lower facade.

The remainder of the Sixth Avenue elevation of Radio City
Music Hall, in appearance an extension of No.1270's tower design,
is treated in the standard Center manner of vertical window-
spandrel bays alternating with limestone piers; spandrels are
vertically ridged, and bays terminate in 2-eyelet foliage.

On 50th Street, the first three bays from the corner of
Sixth Avenue are window-spandrel bays above the curve of the
marquee. The marquee continues in three separate sections.
Beneath it is a continuous polished granite wall, into which are
inset, from west to east, a bronze-enframed double entrance, four
bronze-enframed announcement boards continuing the decorative
features of those in the areaway, and a series of bronze
doorways. Above the marquee, the wall is blank from the second
through fifth stories, clad in limestone, and serves as a
backdrop for three enormous polychromatic metal and enamel
reliefs (see p.48 ). Above the western end of this blank surface
is one story of four window bays, while above the more extensive
eastern end rise two stories of nine window bays, each bay
combining windows, spandrels and grilles in an irregular order;
these bays are topped with 2-eyelet foliage.

To the east of the large portion of blank wall is a set of
eight four-story high vertical grilles at the second- to fifth-
story level; these are continued in the stories above by triple
spandrels, a single casement window, and terminal 2-eyelet
foliage. The final ten easternmost bays revert to the typical
window-spandrel bays set between limestone piers; these bays are
grouped in a 2-3-2-3 pattern. The ground level of this section
contains, from west to east, three enormous bronze-enframed
announcement boards with modernistic grilles and abstract floral
ornament, and a series of intermingling smaller announcement
boards and entrances. The entire treatment of the 50th Street
elevation reflects the windowless auditorium of the Music Hall
behind it.

The 51st Street elevation of the Music Hall is simply a
smaller version of the 50th Street elevation. It includes a
blank wall with no reliefs, and a six-story high vertical over a
two-section marquee with curved corners and neon lettering. The
ground-floor level is faced with polished granite, and contains
bronze-enframed announcement boards and entrances. The portion
of the elevation east of the blank wall and marquee is
articulated with multi-story grilles similar to those on 50th
Street; beneath them are large bronze-enframed announcement
boards. The final ten bays are treated with typcial window-
spandrel bays set between limestone piers. Towards the eastern
end of the elevation at the ground floor level, two sets of



bronze-enframed doors are capped by an inventive grille based on
comic-tragic masks symbolizing theater. There are also grilles
on windows and on a pair of doors.

* * % % %

Significant features include but are not limited to:

SIXTH AVENUE FACADE

- Buff colored shot sawed Indiana limestone cladding
- Vertically ridged slate-gray aluminum spandrels

— Decorative pier terminations

- Polished granite base and polished granite entrance wall
- Polished granite polygonal piers

- Bronze-enframed entrances

- Bronze-enframed announcement boards

- Bronze banding

— Bronze abstract floral ornament

- 2/1 double-hung steel sash

- Terminal foliage of the 2-eyelet variety

- Six bronze entertainment reliefs (see p.47 )

- Marquee with neon lettering

- Two vertical signs with neon lettering

50TH STREET FACADE

— Buff colored shot sawed Indiana limestone cladding

- Beveled and scalloped window sills (at the east end of the
first story)

- Vertically ridged slate-gray aluminum spandrels

— Decorative pier terminations

- Polished granite base along the entire ground-floor level

- Bronze-enframed entrances

- Bronze-enframed entrances with grille doors

- 2/1 double-hung steel sash

— Bronze-enframed announcement boards with modernistic grilles

- Bronze abstract floral ornament

- Three polychromatic metal and enamel reliefs (see p.48 )

- Marquees with neon lettering

51ST STREET FACADE

— Buff colored shot sawed Indiana limestone cladding

- Vertically ridged slate-gray aluminum spandrels

- Decorative pier terminations

- Polished granite base along the entire ground-floor level
- Bronze-enframed entrances

- Bronze grilles with comic-tragic masks

- Bronze-enframed entrances with grille doors

- 2/1 double-hung steel sash

- Bronze grilles over windows at ground-floor level

- Bronze-enframed announcement boards with modernistic grilles
- Bronze abstract floral ornament
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— Terminal foliage of the 2-eyelet variety
- Marquee with neon lettering
— Vertical sign with neon lettering
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RCA BUILDING
30 Rockefeller Plaza
Jan.1932- May 1933.
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Nearly 300 men began
excavation of the RCA Building
in July 1931.[1] Steelwork
commenced early the next year
and the building was completed
thirteen months later.[2] Its
architectural design was the
result of several conditioning
factors. Onthemost rudimen-
tary level was the accommoda-
tion of varied tenant require-
ments and the maximum utiliza-
tion of available land. The
solution was the cambination of
three different buildings into
a single structure (more than
1,000 feet 1long) which spans
the full block between Rocke-
feller Plaza and Sixth Avenue.
On the east, taking full advan-
tage of light and air, are the
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View east along 50th St. Corner property originally 70—story Corporate offices of
uncontrolled. RCA Building West at right; 11=story A : . . . N
NBC studios at left, RCA Building slab above. RCA. Additional office space

was provided along Sixth Avenue
in the sixteen story slab of the RCA Building West. The
midblock section, much less desirable for office space, was
allotted to NBC's broadcasting studios which needed no windows
but only large amounts of layered horizontal space. The
technical specifications of this unit were particularly exacting.
In order to insure soundproofing all the studios were designed
with "floating" walls, floors and ceilings, suspended and
insulated from the building's structural frame.[3]

Among the other factors that conditioned RCA's design were
the New York Building Code and the introduction of new elevators
whose high speed reduced the number required for building
service. Fqually important were the developer's demand for
profitable return and the unwavering functionalism of the
Associated Architects, tempered by a touch of romance from
Raymond Hood. Because of the size of the site and the Associated
Architects' plan to build low-rise Fifth Avenue units backed by
an open plaza, they had considerable freedom in determining the
mass of their tower. They were encouraged by John R. Todd who
was concerned that the air rights (which were not transferable to
the north or south blocks) be utilized to their full
potential.[4] At length the architects designed a 70-story tower
whose facade rises sheer for 33 stories before expressing the
elimination of three elevator banks with gentle setbacks. The
tower stood in marked contrast to most contemporaneous



skyscrapers where zoning setbacks created a wedding cake effect.
The RCA Building thus stands as an early example of the emerging
architectural slab. The form would be more completely —-—although
not toally —— realized at Rockefeller Center with construction of
the One Rockefeller Plaza (formerly Time-Life) Building in 1936-
37 and the Ten Rockefeller Plaza (formerly Eastern Airlines)
Building in 1938-39, both of which sat on plinths related to
pedestrian scale.

Slabs had been periodically proposed since 1912, but rarely
executed.[5] They were approached recently, and most
significantly, by Raymond Hood for the Daily News (1930) and
and McGraw-Hill (1931) buildings, both of which are designated
New York City Landmarks. Ironically, it was Hood who lobbied
most forcefully for stylistically regressive setbacks on the RCA.

In keeping with his intention to build prime quality
business space, developer John R. Todd insisted that no office be
more than 27 1/2 feet from a window (the maximum at which natural
light and air can be adequately provided). By contrast, many
contemporaneous office structures were built to maximum girth
leaving dark and unventilated spaces at their cores. The
Associated Architects responded to Todd's requirement by grouping
high speed elevators into central banks and surrounding them on
each floor with a corridor and ring of offices of the required
27-1/2 foot depth. It totally outmoded the wedding cake
arrangement where elevators were grouped on either side of a long
central corridor, forced deep into the building by the zoning
regulations which required towers (and therefore the elevators
which serviced those towers) to be set back fram the street. The
arrangement at RCA provided more than two million square feet of
prime office space, distinguishing it for years as the world's
largest office building in floor area.

The pure geometry of RCA's functional slab was paradoxically
disturbed by Hood's desire to give it full rational expression.
After heated controversy among the Associated Architects, he
finally succeeded in introducing setbacks at each point of
elevator elimination, or, as Hood said, "cut[ting] out all the
bad space and let[ting] the building stand on its own."[6] The
progressive narrowing of building mass maintained the 27-1/2 foot
relationship of office to building core and clearly expressed the
reduced number of elevator shafts required for the upper floors
(42 at ground level narrowing to ten on the 53rd floor). Honest
functionalist expressions on both the north and south sides of
the RCA Building, the setbacks are pure romance on its east
facade where their primary function is to dramatize the soaring
850 foot tapered shaft. This quality is exaggerated when the
building is viewed, as it invariably is, through the sunken Plaza
and low horizontal of the Promenade and Channel Gardens. An
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angle view produces a similar effect. It reveals the slab's
superblock form, contrasting the slender east facade with its
expansive north and south flanks. It was an aesthetic already
expressed at smaller scale in Hood's /icGraw-Hill and Daily fiews
buildings.

The introduction of rooftop gardens was another of Hood's
poetic contributions -—— one which, like the building setbacks
-—— was a paradoxical outgrowth of his functionalism. Convinced
that building form should evolve fram interior requirements and
not from a primary concern for exterior appearance, Hood designed
for the tenant and not the passer-by on the street. The gardens
were concessions to the office worker who looked down from his
skyscraper windows onto what otherwise would have been an
unsightly sprawl of neglected roofs. They were, in addition, a
financial asset: higher rents could be charged for the scenic
amenity. The eleventh floor of the RCA Building (above the low-
lying NBC Studios) was planted with ethnic "Gardens of the
Nations" together with a children's garden, modern, rock and
vegetable gardens.[7] Inspired by the integrational theories of
such architects as Le Corbusier and Gropius, the RCA Building's
compbination of gardens and architecture was unique in modern
times. Its planted rooftops (reminiscent of those at Babylon),
seen in conjunction with the Channel Gardens and sunken Plaza,
distinguish it as the world's first landscaped skyscraper.[8] It
was to have an august lineage especially in the hands of
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill notably at the Lever House (1950-52, a
designated New York City Landmark) and elsewhere.

RCA was the largest and most important building constructed
at Rockefeller Center. As a result, it conditioned the exterior
treatment of the other structures in the complex. It set the
standard for their shot-sawed Indiana limestone cladding and
for their slate gray cast aluminum spandrels. The RCA “uilding
includes three different types of spandrels, all of which have
delicate Gothic arcades behind. Stepped vertically ridged
spandrels appear on the building's lateral setbacks and at the
top of the :/:C studios. Leaf clusters rendered in an angular
version of the Art Jouveau style appear in a two eyelet variety
above the elevator elimination setbacks. The building 1is
terminated with similar leafy spandrels, but with four eyelets.
All of these spandrel types appear in other buildings in the
complex. A disapproving Lewis /iumford considered these spiky
terminations and the arcaded palustrade behind as no more than
architectural "jitters."[9] e balustrade 1is usually
attributed to Rockefeller's preference for Gothic.[1C] "he



Stepped vertically ridged spandrels, lower setbacks and above NBC studios.
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leaves, however, might
well derive from the
admiration he expressed
for Egyptian architec-
ture after a return from
the Nile in 1929.[12]
Some weight is given to
this by the frequent
appearance of lotus in
the Center's bronze
screens, in the general
aesthetic of polychromed
bas-reliefs on a buff
colored lithic ground,
and especially in the
timeless monumentality
of the Rockefeller
Center buildings (most
notably’ at the entrance
to the International
Building which recalls
such severely geometric
structures as at Dier-
el-Bahri). The Egyptian
analogy was frequently,
if romantically, evoked
in the press where the
vast development was
dubbed "America's pyra-
mid" and the RCA Buil-
ding compared to a soar—
ing obelisk.[13]

The aluminum span-
drels were practical as
well as decorative fea-
tures as they weighed
and cost less than
stone. They surmount
the building's 5,817
windows, creating a sig-
nificant decorative pat-
tern within the whole.
The fenestration itself
was long considered a
"classic" as it allowed
for the design of flexi-
ble office space be-
hind.[9]



Ground-level view east, W. 49th Street.
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LIMESTONE PANELS & GLASS SCREENS
Main Entrance, 30 Rockefeller Plaza
Lee Lawrie

Installed 1933

Although the buildings at Rockefeller Center depend for
effect primarily upon their bold massing, they were relieved
and thematically connected (particularly above their portals) by
a comprehensive art program. The most important and innovative
sculpture on the RCA Building, and arquably in all of Rockefel ler
Center, is located above its main entrance on Rockefeller Plaza.
It is one of fourteen works executed by Lee Lawrie at the
complex. As outlined by Professor Alexander the theme was to
depict "A Voice Speaking through Time and Space." It was
modified, however, by Lawrie to represent "Wisdom: A Voice from
the Clouds." The modification was not without consequence. An
embarrassed Rockefeller recognized that Lawrie's forcefully
masculine figure did not agree with the traditionally female
portrayal of Wisdom.[14] #or did its unacknowledged debt to
William 3lake go unnoticed. To Rockefeller's discomfort,
"Wisdom" was found heavily influenced by the frontispiece to
Furope: A Prophecy (1794).[15]

The program shows Wisdom thrusting aside the clouds of
ignorance and interpreting for man the laws and cycles of the
cosmic universe, thereby ruling all of human activity. The theme
extends over all three portals. Wisdom was carved in high relief
on the 14 foot sloping lintel of the 37 foot high central
entrance. Peering down from a rust red ground through brown and
gray clouds edged in black and gold. The color scheme of the
panels was orchestrated by the polychromist Leon V. Solon who,
together with Fly Jacques Xahn, had developed the theory of
primary Greek colors. he holds a huge gilded compass over a
polychromatic diamond-patterned lintel and inscription panel
below. The inscription (carved and painted black on a tan
ground) reads: "WISDOM AND KNOWLEDGHR SHALL RB% THE STABILITY OF
THY TIMES" (Isaiah 33:6). Wisdom uses the compass to draw the
cycles of Light and Sound (two of the cosmic forces) on the cast
pyrex screen below. Composed of 240 glass blocks (28 inches x 18
inches) and joined by vinelite clear cement with vertical steel
armatures, the screen is transparent except for a single gold arc
extending from the right point of the compass. Fifty-five feet x
fifteen feet and cast in 84 different molds to achieve its varied
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surface (average 3 inch thickness), the 13 ton screen was a major
technical achievement.[16] It was also a great stride forward in
the creative use of architectural glass. Together with
Piccirilli's "Poetic Glass" panel on the International Building
Horth and Rene Lalique's three-story set of windows for the Coty
Building at 714 Fifth Avenue, it remains among the most important
glass murals in a non-religious setting in ew York. The full
effect of the screen is currently hampered by a modern awning
which projects from above the central door, thus concealing the
junctlon of the panel and the ridged bronze door jambs below. As
is the case with all glass art, the panel is seen to best
advantage when backlit, i.e. when viewed fram inside the lobby.

On the lower (27 foot) and more gently sloped lintel of the
south portal Lawrie carved the image of "Sound" on a tan ground
with pale-toned clouds in the upper right. This black-haired
figure cups his hands as he transmits Wisdom through radio and
telephone, as symbolized by the expanding tan and brown circles
(edged in black and gold) through which sound travels. The
circular sound waves are continued on the glass screen below.
"Light" occupies the corresponding lintel of the north portal.
Her black hair glowing with gilded diamond-shaped highlights, she
spreads Wisdom by means of sight, motion pictures and television.
"Light" emerges on a brown ground from brown- and tan-edged
clouds, and simultaneously symbolizes spiritual light as the
swastika of life on the glass screen below is intended to
indicate.

While Rockefeller found the RCA Building's main entrance a
source of great pleasure, [17] he strenuously disapproved of the
sculpture on its north and south facades. To his mind it was
"gross and unbeautiful"[18] and objectionable for its explicit
nudity. In its defense one might counter that the sculpture
provides a strong terminus to the pylons which flank the
building's side street entrances and together with their
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connecting bronze wall panels, create a rhythmic and balanced
moderne design. Fxececuted in pairs, the two conmissions develop
the broadcasting character of RCA with symbolic depictions of

"y

Radio" and "Television."

The latter appears in two deep relief panels (2 feet x 14-
1/2 feet) at the top of the pylons flanking the West 49th Street
entrance. They were carved to eliminate distortion while
viewed from the ground 34 feet below. On the left three
overlapping dancers kick with Rockette-like precision. The
monumental figure of "Production" conducts them with her raised
right hand. This group is complemented on the right pylon where
the looming figure of "Reception" holds a single dancer (an
abbreviation of the trio) while fiother tarth and lian (represented
by the child who leans across her lap) look on attentively. The
panel was executed in 1933 when RCA was experimenting with the
iconoscope as an electronic means of transmitting images. The
sculptural group prophetically portrays the captivated stare of
modern television viewers. (Television was commercially
introduced only six years later, by RCA at the New York World's
Fair of 1939).[19]

"Radio" appears above the West 50th Street entrance in two
sculpted panels, each 10 feet x 15 feet. At left a chorus of
singers is conducted while sound is transmitted to "Reception"
at right. Mother Earth and her child Man listen on the right
pylon as small figures in the clouds - one singing and one
playing the lyre - are seen before a loudspeaker.[20]

“EER R
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FOUR LIMESTONE PANELS

Leo Friedlander

Installed 1933

Above: TELEVISION, W. 49th St. Entrance
Right: RADIO, W. 50th St. Entrance
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On June 28th, 1937, almost exactly four years after the
building's completion, the RCA logo was lit for the first time.
Visible for miles, its 24' high letters (made of 2,376' of
specially constructed Claude Neon tubing) comprised the world's
loftiest sign.[21] It underlined, even at night, the pivotal
position of the RCA Building in midtown development, an aspect
which has become even more significant since the building's
recent spotlight illumination. From the beginning thousands had
already appreciated the slab's focal position as they viewed the
city from its rooftop observatory (opened, 1933).[22] Decorated
with evergreens and offering benches and telescopes for the use
of visitors, the deck (approximately 200' x 20') was originally
(and partially still is) open to the air.

The RCA Building was the last skyscraper designed by Raymond
Hood before his premature death at age 53. It was also the last
of the entire group of skyscrapers produced by the economic boom
of the 1920s, and which so shaped the "modern metropolis." More
importantly, it represented the beginning of the new slab
aesthetic that would susequently characterize modern commercial
architecture.

Aside from its conspicuous architectural achievements, the
RCA Building was distinguished (as were all the Rockefeller
Center units) by the extremely high quality of its craftsmanship
and materials, all impeccably maintained. As the lynchpin of
Radio City, it broke countless building supply records for doors,
windows, elevators, steel, and the like.[23] It was, morevover,
noted for its novel zoned heating system[24] and its Maxim-
Campbell air filtering and sound-proofing device (developed by
Hiram Percy Maxim, inventor of the firearm silencer).[25] But
most spectacular of all was the building's sub-grade lower floor
(not a subject of this designation) which acts not like a self-
contained lobby, but as the major circulation artery for the
entire Rockefeller complex. It continues the strong east-west
flow of the Channel Gardens and spreads, via nearly two miles of
shop-lined subterranean corridors, to the subway and every other
building in the Center.

Over the years the exterior of the RCA Building has remained
largely intact. Aside fram several shopfront alterations,[26]
little of the original fabric has been lost. It has, however,
gained at various times. In 1936, for example, a model apartment
was erected on its eleventh story roof.[27] Merely a temporary
structure, it was installed to advertise the Rockefeller
Apartments (1935-37) which Harrison & Fouilhoux had designed on
West 54th and 55th Streets.[28] More recently, there was a
proposal (unexecuted) to install on its eleventh story a glass
"RCA Management Conference Center" which would have been the
first commercial application of solar heat in New York.[29]
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RCA BUILDING — DESCRIPTION

The RCA Building is a 70-story steel-frame limestone-clad
skyscraper. Carefully chosen setbacks give it two distinct
profiles. From east or west, the effect is of a tall, slender
tower, which is visible in its entirety from Fifth Avenue down
the Channel Gardens, making the RCA Building one of the most
dramatically sited skyscrapers in New York. From north or south,
the setbacks are less visible, and create the effect of a tall,
broad, flat slab. A similarly careful use of setbacks defines
the tower®s relationship to its surroundings. The tower®s six
central window bays, on the east, rise directly from the lot
line, but its outer bays, and the bays on the northern and
southern elevations, are recessed above the second-story level
from two to five bays, thereby creating a two-story base of
storefronts and windows wrapping around the tower at the lot
line. Articulated as bays separated by wide simple piers, this
two-story base adroitly mediates between the massive skyscraper
and the human-scale precincts of the plaza and streets.

The tower’s main elevation faces east. Its six central bays
rise sheer half-way up to a one-bay deep setback, and continue to
rise to a second one-bay deep setback and finally to the skyline.
On either side of this central section, a two-bay wide portion,
recesseed two bays deep, rises and matches its setback profile.
An outer three-bay wide portion, recessed five bays deep, rises
only a dozen stories, with still more pronounced setbacks in its
upper levels, creating a low, chunky mass between the tower and
the two-story high base. The effect is highly sculptural. Aside
from the setback-produced massing, the tower depends for its
vertical effect on the arrangement of spandrels and windows in
long uninterrupted columns, set between continuous limestone
piers. The spandrels are vertically ridged, and slightly
recessed; the windows comprise double-hung, two-over-one steel
sash.

A dramatically recessed entrance portal is set at the base
of the central portion of the eastern elevation. Its central bay
is three stories high, its flanking bays two stories. These bays
are created by heavy piers rising up into the tower. The portal
forms a framework for the enormous sculpture of "Wisdom' (see p.
64), flanked on the lower left and right by "Sound" and "Light"
(see p. 65). Beneath is the large glass screen (see p. 64-5).
The six revolving entrance doors and two sets of plain doors, all
bronze-enframed, are framed by projecting zig-zag metal jambs.
North and south of the entrance portal are original storefronts
and display windows, heavily altered on the south, but retaining
much original detail on the north.

The western elevation of the tower rises sheer above the low
bulk of the RCA West Building to its west. Not truly part of the
scenographic composition of Rockefeller Center, it is not given
the dramatic setback articulation of the eastern elevation, but
is nevertheless highly visible from the west as a towered
representative of the Center. The elevation’s seven-bay central
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section is flanked by two-bay wide portions set back half-a-dozen
bays.

The northern and southern elevations of the RCA tower are
identical to each other. Each comprises a two-story base of
storefronts and windows, above which rise setbacks and a broad
expanse of tower. In the western half of each elevation, the
third through twelfth stories are, with the exception of one
story of windows, blank, reflecting the housing of NBC's studios
behind. The lower portion of this wall is articulated with bays
consisting solely of multiple spandrel panels; the upper portion
is completely blank, but its top is marked by a line of long,
narrow, modernistic grilles related in style to the spandrel
design.

The north and south facades have one-bay wide entrances, set
within three-story high portals. The portals are formed by two
very wide three-story high piers framing a recessed metal bay.
Projecting out over the first-story entrance is a large,
modernistically curving canopy with metal banding. The window
above, at the second story, is a single rectangular pane, while
that at the third story comprises three panes separated by narrow
vertical elements. The heavy stone piers of the portal serve as
background for the large sculpted reliefs of "Radio" on the south
and "Television" on the north (see p. 66). The storefronts and
display windows along each elevation retain their original form<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>