
 

 
 
 
February 1, 2012 
 
Hon. Robert Tierney, Chair 
New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission 
One Centre Street, 9th floor 
New York, NY  10007 
 
 
Re: Urgent Request for Evaluation of the Mary Help of Christians Church, Rectory  and School, 436 
and 440 East 12th Street, 433 East 11th Street, Manhattan 
 
 
Dear Chair Tierney: 
 
We request that the Landmarks Preservation Commission consider for landmark designation the 
Roman Catholic Church of Mary Help of Christians, Rectory, and the Mary Help of Christians 
Parochial School at 436 East 12th Street, 440 East 12th Street and 433 East 11th Street, respectively.  
According to research conducted by the Greenwich Village Society for Historic Preservation, the 
Rectory dates from the 1850’s and is among the earliest buildings on this block, the Church and the 
School buildings constructed on the site of the former Eleventh Street Catholic Cemetery, are the only 
structures to be built on this lot.  The Church, completed in 1917, and the later School building are 
architecturally distinct and also very much intact, retaining important defining features.  The buildings 
are also key elements of the narrative of the Italian immigrant experience in the East Village. 
 
Since its founding, the Church of Mary Help of Christians was administered by the Salesians of St. John 
Bosco, a religious order that was founded in 1859 to care for the children of the working poor in Italy.  
The Salesians came to the United States in 1898 and established a community ministry for Italians on 
East 12th Street.  The Order ministered from a variety of buildings on East 12th Street until the land for 
the former Eleventh Street Cemetery became available in the early 1900’s.  Naming the parish in honor 
of the Virgin Mary, the patron of the Order, the Salesians constructed a lower church, designed by 
Domenico Briganti in 1911, until funds could be raised for a full church building.   
 
By 1916 the construction of the upper church had begun, an inspirational Italian Renaissance Revival 
style edifice designed by Nicholas Serracino.  Serracino, an architect trained in Naples who emigrated 
to America in 1906, was the architect of choice of the Catholic Archdiocese of New York at the time, 
lending his skilled hand to a number of church buildings, including the elaborate Baroque style Church 



of St. Jean Baptiste at 184 East 76th Street (individual New York City landmark - 1969), the diminutive, 
Baroque style Church of St. Clare formerly at 436 West 36th Street (demolished), and the Renaissance 
Revival Chapel of Sacred Heart of Jesus and Mary at 307 East 33rd Street, also demolished.  Many of 
Serracino’s buildings showcased his unique flair for translating the language of historic Italian 
architecture into the density and scale of the built environment of New York City.  Though few of his 
churches are extant, those that do remain, like the Church of Mary Help of Christians, display 
Serracino’s mastery of eccliastical architecture.   
 
Serracino based his design for the Church of Mary Help of Christians, dedicated in 1917, on the Basilica 
of Mary Help of Christians in Turin, Italy.  He deftly borrowed from that building’s defining features, 
including its pedimented façade, Corinthian columns, central wheel window and flanking, and copper 
domed bell towers, transposing them for this far less monumental site on East 12th Street.  Costing 
$80,000 to build, the Church of Mary Help of Christians is a symmetrical composition with a painted 
brick façade, defined by its ornamented copper pediment with a simple entablature on Corinthian 
pilasters over a tri-partite door arrangement.  Like the Basilica in Turin, there is also a single and simple 
wheel window.  Flanking bell towers with copper domes add verticality to the structure.    
 
More than merely copying from the Basilica, Serracino understood its architectural language.  With the 
Church of Mary Help of Christians, Serracino managed to not only thoughtfully recreate elements of 
the Basilica in Turin, but also to create a structure that adds both gravitas and lightness to the 
streetscape on its own terms.  Within the context of the East Village the building is truly unique.   
 
As the parish community grew, the construction of a parochial school at 433 East 11th Street, directly 
behind the church, was begun.  Completed in 1925, the Mary Help of Christians School was designed 
in the Neo-Renaissance style by architects Salvati & LeQuornik, who specialized in the design of 
Catholic rectories, parish halls, and schools.  Salvati & LeQuornik were also noted for designing the 
1924-25 addition to the Hubbard House at 2134 McDonald Avenue in Brooklyn, an individual New 
York City landmark (2009).  The five-story Mary Help of Christians School has restrained Italianate 
ornament, including limestone pedimented window and arched door surrounds.   Of particular note is 
the sculptural niche with a statue of the Virgin Mary, and the stepped, limestone trimmed parapet.   
 
The Greek Revival style tenement at 440 East 12th Street was likely constructed in the 1850’s, as reflected 
by historic maps.  The building was purchased by the Church in 1925 to be converted into its rectory.  
Though modified by the Church at this time the building retains much if not all of its integrity, 
including its dentillated wood cornice.    
 
The church and its buildings were in some ways the heart of the Italian community that developed in 
this part of the East Village.  Generations of Italian families attended services, were baptized, educated, 
married and had funeral services in the buildings of Mary Help of Christians.  Thousands of its 
parishioners would crowd East 12th Street in celebration of the Feast Day of Mary Help of Christians in 
May.  Records indicate that Dorothy Day, founder of the Catholic Worker movement, worshipped here 
as she found that it was “indeed what a church should be, the center of the community.”  As further 
evidence of the lasting meaning of the parish and its service to the community, the corner of East 12th 



Street and Avenue A was renamed in honor of Father Virginio Mancini (1895-1988) a parish priest from 
1949 until 1986.   
 
Representing an important era in the history of the Italian immigrant community in the East Village, as 
well as the Roman Catholic Church in New York, these buildings are architecturally, culturally and 
socially significant.  In the East Village, where Catholic churches have been demolished or replaced 
with architecturally bland buildings, the very much intact Church of Mary Help of Christians, Rectory 
and its School are rare structures from a very special time in the history of the community.  They add a 
commanding presence to the area’s streetscape that should not be lost to demolition or inappropriate 
alteration.  We are concerned by the threat posed by the pending sale of the buildings and ask that the 
LPC move quickly to prevent the loss or damage to these invaluable historic buildings.   
 
We have attached relevant photos and primary source documents from the Greenwich Village Society 
for Historic Preservation’s research. We look forward to your response. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Andrew Berman             Simeon Bankoff   
Executive Director             Executive Director   
Greenwich Village Society             Historic Districts Council  
for Historic Preservation 
 
 
 
 
Richard Moses     Kurt Cavanaugh 
President Steering      Managing Director 
Lower East Side Preservation Initiative  East Village Community Coalition 
 
Cc: Councilmember Rosie Mendez 
Kate Daly, Executive Director, LPC 
Mary Beth Betts, Director of Research, LPC 
New York Landmarks Conservancy 
 
 



 
The Roman Catholic Church of Mary Help of Christians, 

above and left 
 

Mary Help of Christians Rectory, below left and Mary 
Help of Christians School, below right  
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