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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The First Baptist Church is a cruciform building, standing on the corner
of Commonwealth, the main ceremonial avenue of the Back Bay, and Clarendon, a
cross street. The 176 foot high corner tower, built in the angle between the
nave and transept, is its main feature. The tower rests upon four piers con-
entrance porch built out from the end of the transept, flush with the tower,
on Clarendon Street.

Three immense rose windows are located in each of the visible ends of the¢
cross-gable roof, all designed by Richardson after European models. The win-
dow on the Clarendon Street side is a "Wheel of Fortune" type, with a cross of
pilasters applied over the exterior tracery. Later in the 19th century the
Baptists added stained glass by Tiffany. His stained glass window of Christ
by the Waters, in the south transept, is outstanding. :

The Clarendon Street arcade and all the large windows are round-srched,

walls and a moderately pitched roof frames the great rose windows.

are less than perfect, and one might wish to see it as a free standing entity
Of the tower Hitchcock wrote: "The upper half of the tower is an extremely
ingenious and original creation. The great belfry arches in two orders are
perfectly scaled to the whole. The frieze...considering the scale and the

sky in the most brilliantly picturesque manner conceivable. Yet on top of
this frieze Richardson successfully returned to the simplicity and structural
quality of the lower part of the tower. A4bove the strongly shadowed corbel t
table there is a plain roof of moderate pitch, not quite a flat Italian roof,
and certainly not a Gothic spire."

The high walls of the interior provide plenty of room for the galleries

sense of decoration or painting was never added. In the ceiling the timber
trusses are simple and structural. We are left today with "nothing but magni+t
ficent space, a prime architectural quality which few appreciate unembellished
Hitchcock writes further that "The significant character of this church
derives from fundamentals. These fundamentals are what distinguish one style
of architecture from another: the proportions of exterior mass and of interior
space; the relative importance and placing of the elements, structural and
ornamental, which break up the main surfaces."3 Van Rensselaer echoes this i
writing that "Romanesque forms are paramount, and, though they are not treat:§
in at all the same spirit which Richardson's later works reveal, they give th

course of his development."4
1. Hitcheock, p. 115

3. Hitecheock, p. 113
L. Van Rensselaer, p. 53.

nected by great round arches. These form a crriage way opening onto an arcadeéd

added by the Baptists. Whatever might have been planned in the interior in the

building extreme importance as the first which in any way predicts the ultimate

2. Hitchcock, p. 114

but rows of grouped square headed windows occur beneath the rose windows in the .,
nave and transepts. No buttresses or projections of any kind breagk the exterjor,

Standing above all and leading ones eyes upward, is the great tower. It id"
perhaps best seen at a distance, for relations between the church and the tower _

4
w
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distance from which it must always be seen, is equal to that of Rude's Marseil- @
laise on the 4rc de 1'Etoile or Carpeau's Dance on the Paris Opera. The gild¢d <
metal trumpets of the angels...accent the corners of the silhouette against the A
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"T;because of the fact that the Unitarians lost the church through mortgage

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
De31gned by Henry Hobson Rjchardson and completed in 1872, the First Bapti
Church is his first work which was deflnltely R5ﬁ§g§§‘ﬁ§‘Féther than Gothic.
With this church, as Hitchcock has written, Richardson "turned the corner of
his caredr. The rest of his great work could easily follow from this begin-
ning."l It was the remarkable impression made by this building which brought
Richardson an invitation to enter the competition for Trinity Church, perhaps
his greatest work, which stands just two blocks away.

It was just after Richardson won the competition for the First Baptist
(Brattle Square) Church that Charzes cKim entered his firm. McKim's
first architectural assignment was to complete the working drawings. A4nother
of Richardson's associates, Frederic 4dugusi€ Bartholdi, modelled the massive
tower frieze, carved in place by Italian stone masons. This sculpture was
Bartoldi's first major work in this country, and his colossal figures of
Charles Sumner, Longfellow, Emerson, Hawthorne, Lincoln and Garibaldi,
included in groupings representing Baptism, Communion, Marriage and Death,
established his reputation. Standing at the corners of the tower frieze, the
four gigantic angels with thier gilded trumpets, established the church as a
favorite 19th century Boston landmark, which Bostonians affectionately labelf
the "Church of the Holy Beanblowers."

The First Baptist Soeiety was Founded in 1665 and built its first Meeting
House at Salem and Stillman Streets in 1679. The Baptists worshiped in four
other buildings before they came to the present First Baptist Church in 1882

The building was begun in lsxg’for the Brattle Square Unitarian Society.
Althoughthe interior was still unfinished, the first services were held in

1872, at which time .agoustical failure was obvious. Because of this, and

foreclosure, it stood empty between 1875 and 188l. In 1882 it was purchased
by the First Baptist Society, which erected galleries in each of the transept
and over the main entrance. This corrected the acoustical dlfflcultles, as
Richardson had said it would, and the Church has been in sttive use by that

glass by Tiffany, which the Baptists added later, are notable.

Incorporated into the tower are the quoins and cormerstones from the 0ld
Brattle Square Meeting House. One cornerstone is marked "John Hancock, Esq.,
July 27, 1772," and the other "Jno. Greenleaf. 1772." Both were members and
benefactors of the Society. The bell from the Brattle Square Meeting House,
cast in 1809, hangs today in the First Baptist tower.

With the destructlon of the Church of the Unity in Springfield, only two
of the early public buildings which helped Richardson make his name remain.

the beginning of his professional maturity, and one which led directly to
'}ich—ccmmIEEIons which Richardson was later to receive.
1l. Hitehecock. bo. 115.
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Society ever since. Both the original rose windows by Richardson and the stained

Trin

rinity is one. The other is the First Baptist Church, the building which mirks
th
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June 15, 1971

The Honorable Edward li, Kennedy

John F, Kennedy Bldg, Room 24,00
Government Centre :

Cambridge Street, Boston, Mass, 02203

My dear Senator Kennedy,

Knowing of your genuine interest in things historical, especially
in Massachusetts, I am writing to you to ask for information and possible
help. '

I am the minister of the historic First Baptist Church of Boston.
‘This 307 year old congregation is situated at Commonwealth Avenue and
Clarendon Street in the Back Bay, Our edifice is an early H. He Richardson
designed building and along with our neighbor Trinity Church in Copley
Square is a Community treasure, '

The maintenance of this magnificent structure is an increasingly
heavy burden for our Church., We recognize our privilege and responsibility
as owners of this architectural treasurec,

_ #1111 you kindly tell me of the present status in Conpress of the
Historic Preservation Grants Bill and the possibility of the authorization
of the full amount? econdly, may I enlist your poweriul a§sist?nce in
helping us to become enrolled in the Hational Registry of Historic Places?
This will make it possible for us to make future application for some
assistance in the proper maintenance of our Church,

Respectfully yours,

e @.J.mm 200e.,

Je Valter Sillen, Minister

[ ——

Js/op
CeCe Dre Richard Hale

Enc: ILeaflet on
The First Baptist Church

of Boston
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Because of the desire of this office to be
responsive to all inquiries and communications,
your consideration of the attached is
requested. Your findings and views, in
\_duplicate form, along with return of the

enclosure, will be appreciated by
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Sincerely yours,

1
gl

(Sgd) J. E. N. Jensen
Associate Dirvector
Enclosures
ce:
Hon. John F. X, Davoren
Secretary of the Commonwealth
Chairman, Massachusetts Historical Commission

Office of the Secretary
State House

Boston, Massachusetts 02133 )w/c of inc.

Dr. Richard W. Hale, Jr.

Acting Chairman, Massachusetts Historical
Commission

_Office of the Secretary, State House
Boston, Massachusetts 02133 )

CL
Director, Northeast Region )
HR )
s )

FNP:RJMullen: l;]p 9/3/71
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Lhe First Bapﬁs‘f Church of Boston

1665
110 Commonwealth Avenue
Boston, Massachusetts 02116

J WALTER SILLEN, Minister
.. Telephone 2479119

. ¢
R
NN Noverber 15, 1971

The Honorahle Edwerd M, Kennedy
John F. Kennedy Bldg, Room 2400
Government Centre

Cambridge Street

Boston, Mass, 02203

RE: First Baptist Church Listing on lational
Register o f Hisbtoric Places

Iy dear Senator Hennedy,

On Hovember 3, 1971 I had a good vieit with Secretary
John F.X. Davoren at the Jtate House, He ealled in Dre dichard Hale,
the ilassachmsetts Archives Curator, and te conferred for abont twenty
minutes, Dr, Hal ie mas going bto Jashington on the following
day and would pre case bo the proner officials of the
Departnent of the

fe and Secretary Davoren were most
encouraging,

I feel that I have gone sbout as far as I can, When you have
opportunity, a follow vp on vour vart will put us in, You are among
the busiest of men, I know, and the interest vou and your staff have
taken in this anazes and delights me, I b_opé that I can in some
Way Snow ryy appreciation,

h 2

With every good wish for a jovous Holiday Seacone

Respectfully yours,

~

/,.". Lu,@\)k:(\ "”,\k,deu

The Reve J. 2lter Sillen

-~

Jils/op
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ENTRIES IN THE NATIONAL REGISTER

SPATE  jomcicimoriiommis

ST

Date Entered ??’EB 2 3 1972

Name

Location
Merrell Tavorn South lae
Barkshire County
Borthbhoxsuoh Town-iHall Noxrthhorounih

Yorzester County

rivst b“h»is Chuxch focton
suffolx County

Dlg County Court iiouse Plymouth
Plymouth County

Trinity Rectory Beston
suffolk County

5t. Luke's Friscopal Chureh e
Crowninshiald cuss Boston
suffclk County

First Uaiversalist Churceh Provincetown
barnstaixle Counts

Griswold (Hajor Joseph) Housg Buckland
Frankliu Ccounty

Also Notified

Hon. Edward M. Kennedy State Lialaon Officer

Hon, rdwerd ¥. Jrooke Iion, Joim F. X. Davoeren

on, Silvieo G. Conte Sceretery of the Commenwsalth
Fon. larold b. Donohue Chailrpan, Mrssaclmoctis Hictorical
Hon, Thomas P, 0'tedll, Jr. ‘ Corminsion

Hon. dastings keith : Offize of the Scorcotary
.>m‘ltc I.Qu.u"_‘
Director, Northeast Region poston, Magssachusetts 02133

l HR NRowland :mm 2/16/72



