
April 26, 2022

Hon. Eric Adams 
Mayor, City of New York 
City Hall 
New York, NY 10007 
 
Hon. Sarah Carroll 
Chair, NYC Landmarks Preservation Commission 
One Centre Street, 9th Floor 
New York, NY 10007 
 

RE: Request for Evaluation for the New York Eye and Ear Infirmary at 218 Second 
Avenue/216-222 Second Avenue/301-309 East 13th Street
 

Dear Mayor Adams and Chair Carroll, 
 
In light of the New York Eye and Ear Infirmary of Mount Sinai’s impending move from the 
hospital’s historic home at 218 Second Avenue/216-222 Second Avenue/301-309 East 13th Street, 
parts of which date to 1856, and the uncertain future of this tremendously significant building, 
we write to urge the Landmarks Preservation Commission to swiftly to designate this building as 
a New York City Landmark.

Robert Williams Gibson Building, 1893 in April 2022



The New York Eye and Ear 
Infirmary was founded in 1820 
by Dr. Edward Delafield and 
Dr. John Kearny Rodgers, and 
was the earliest specialized 
hospital in the Western 
Hemisphere. Within seven 
months of opening, Delafield 
and Rodgers restored sight to 
three patients who had been 
“born blind” (with what were 
likely congenital cataracts) 
by performing what were 
believed to be the first cataract 
needling procedures in the 
Americas. Over the next 30 
years, Dr. Delafield and Dr. 
Rodgers became the “Fathers 

of American Ophthalmology” through their work at the New York Eye and Ear Infirmary, educating 
generations of ophthalmologists. The contributions of Delafield and Rodgers to science, medicine, 
and ophthalmology alone are reason enough to consider this building for landmark designation, 
but the building is also a beautifully intact example of late 19th century architecture in the East 
Village. After a series of temporary locations, the New York Eye and Ear Infirmary moved into its 
Second Avenue and East 13th Street four-story Italianate brownstone home designed by Mettam 
and Burke in 1856.

A Scene in the New York Eye and Ear Infirmary, 1875

Mettam and Burke Building, 1856. 



By the 1880s, the New York Eye and Ear Infirmary was contemplating further expansion. In 
1890, plans for an additional three stories on the original building were drafted, and by 1893 a 
comprehensive expansion and renovation, including the Du Bois Pavilion, Platt Pavilion, and 
Schermerhorn Pavilion, were commissioned and designed in a Richardsonian Romanesque 
style by Robert Williams Gibson. Gibson’s other credits include the New York Botanical Garden 
Museum Building (1898- 1901) in the Bronx, St. Michael's Episcopal Church (1890-91) at 
Amsterdam Avenue and Ninety-Ninth Street, the West End Collegiate Church and School (1892-
93) at West End Avenue and Seventy-Seventh Street, the Morton Plant House (1903-05), later 
remodeled into the Cartier store, at 651 Fifth Avenue, and the Church Missions House (1892-94) 
at 281 Park Avenue South. All are designated New York City Landmarks.

New York Eye and Ear Infirmary at 2nd Avenue and 13th Street, 1904. Photo by Irving Underhill. Courtesy MCNY. 

1893 Plans for 13th Street Elevation.



2nd Avenue elevation and details.



13th Street elevation and details.



The base of the building is rusticated in rockface stone with arched windows and deep reveals, with 
a high arched entryway on Second Avenue. It features golden brick with sills, lintels, courses of 
rough stone, recesses and projections, transom bars, and clustered blind arches. Alterations include 
an additional building in 1900, an additional story in 1908, the extension of the rear elevation in 
1909, and the addition of a wooden gravity tank on the roof in 1924. The building is six stories in 
height and is clad in buff brick with limestone classical details and a quarry-cut stone block base. 
This base unites the upper story sections and features round-arched windows and round-arched 
entries on both the Second Avenue elevation and the East 13th Street elevation. There are quarry-
cut stone belt courses at the upper stories, round arches above the fifth-story windows, and paired 
windows at the sixth-story attic. On the Thirteenth Street side the building reads as a trio of towers, 
with two light courts cut deep into the building above the stone base.

Dispensary Waiting Hall, Christmas Eve 1917

The Second Avenue elevation houses the Schermerhorn Pavilion, which was completed in 1903 and 
made possible thanks to a large gift from William C. Schermerhorn, a lawyer and philanthropist 
from one of New York’s oldest families. In 1888, William C. Schermerhorn also commissioned 
the New York City Landmark Schermerhorn Building (designated 1966 – one of the city’s earliest 
designated individual landmarks) nearby at Lafayette Street and Great Jones Street, designed 
in the Commercial Romanesque style by Henry Janeway Hardenberger in 1888. The aesthetic 
dialogue between the two buildings is palpable, and a rare opportunity to preserve nuances of 
the Romanesque Revival style in New York City. In addition to the significance of the building’s 
benefactor and its superb architectural integrity, the William C. Schermerhorn Pavilion’s opening 
was inaugurated by Helen Keller, the foremost disability rights advocate of the early 20th century, 
at the dedication ceremony on May 11, 1903. She told the crowd, “In spite of the hard words that 
are spoken against this great city, I find here a wide human sympathy…Surely there would be no 
need for eloquent appeals in behalf of the New York Eye and Ear Infirmary if you could look into 
the darkness which the blind see and listen to the stillness which the deaf hear…All that we have, 
all that we know, all that we have discovered, we must bestow, at least in part, for the universal 
good. This institution has become your sacred burden. Look on it, lift it, bear it proudly.”



The Robert Williams Gibson-designed buildings of the New York Eye and Ear Infirmary bore 
witness to the hospital’s academic affiliation with Columbia University and New York University, as 
well as numerous medical breakthroughs in cataract surgery, hearing loss detection, retinal surgery, 
and corneoscleral transplantation. As the last doctors affiliated with the New York Eye and Ear 
Infirmary leave this beautiful Richardsonian Romanesque building, it is crucial that we act now to 
protect the architectural and cultural heritage of this structure so integral to New York’s history. We 
strongly urge you to expeditiously consider the New York Eye and Ear Infirmary building at 218 
Second Avenue/216-222 Second Avenue/301-309 East 13th Street for landmark designation. 

Women’s Ward in the Schermerhorn Pavilion. 

Sincerely, 

Andrew Berman
Executive Director 
Village Preservation

Richard D. Moses
President
Lower East Side Preservation Initiative

Laura Sewell
Executive Director
East Village Community Coalition

Frampton Tolbert
Executive Director
Historic Districts Council



CC: 

Manhattan Borough President Mark Levine

New York State Senator Brad Hoylman  

New York State Assemblymember Harvey Epstein  

New York City Council Member Carlina Rivera

Community Board 3, Manhattan


