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Architecture

	The Hall of Records, home to the New  York City Department of Records and Information Services, is built in the French Second Empire style, with Beaux-Arts decoration.  The style was immensely popular in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries, as American cities strove to become major cultural centers.  Trademarks of this style are the square layout, the steeply pitched slate mansard roof, decorative pediments above the doors, and channeled rustication (deep grooves between stones).  The Beaux-Arts decorations include many sculptures and mosaics adorning the building.  The Hall of Records, especially with its grand staircase and rotunda, was probably inspired by the Palais Garnier opera house in Paris.
	The exterior is built of white Hallowell granite from Maine.  The interior walls are constructed of Siena marble from Italy, while the floors are pink marble from Tennessee and Bleu Belge marble from Belgium.  The red marble rondels are of unknown origin, while the white marble is probably domestic.
	The bronze light fixtures, marble fireplace mantels, and custom wooden furniture were designed and manufactured by Remington & Sherman Co.  The impressive bronze skylight in the rotunda was cast by Jno. Williams Co.

Occupants

	The NYC Department of Records  and Information Services holds the first floor and basement, where the Municipal Archives and City Hall Library can be found.  DORIS admin offices are on the third floor.  The Dept. of Cultural Affairs occupies the second floor.  The fourth through sixth floor are devoted to the New York County Surrogates Court, and the seventh and eighth floors hold the County Clerk’s archive.

History

	Though originally designed to be a new City Hall, the purpose of the building was changed before construction.  At that time, the City stored its records in a colonial-era building, formerly a prison (above).  Built of wood and stucco, the building was a fire hazard.  The all-stone design of 31 Chambers would provide better fire proofing.
	The building was controversial for its expense, but was eventually approved.  Architect John Thomas fought hard for his design, but only lived to see the cornerstone laid.  He passed away in August 1901.  Following Thomas’s death, Horgan & Slattery completed the building.
	When finished in 1911, the building had running water, a primitive air conditioning system, and a steam power plant in the basement, making it  cutting-edge for its time.
	31 Chambers was renovated several times.  The WPA renovated in the late 1930s, and the City renovated the first floor and basement around 1980.  In 1961, the east entrance was closed and the stairs and sculptures were removed so that Centre Street could be widened.  Five years later, the building was given landmark status.
	From the beginning, 31 Chambers served as both a Hall of Records and the Surrogates Courthouse.  

Artwork

	From the beginning the building was intended as a work of art.  Several high-profile artists were hired to create works for the building.
	Muralist William de Leftwich Dodge created the stunning mosaic ceilings found in the first floor foyer.  Though born in America, Dodge was educated in Paris and Munich.  He studied at the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris, where the Beaux-Arts style began.  In New York, he taught at the Art Students League and Cooper Union, as well as making commissioned work.  His mosaic ceiling shows the signs of the zodiac in a Greco-Egyptian style, along with other figures from classical mythology.  Notably, several zodiac signs are missing.  The mosaic is made of millions of marble and glass tiles, and is one of the only artworks in the building that was immediately approved by the Art Commission.
	German-American sculptor Albert Weinert created several pieces both for the interior and the exterior.  The two most notable pieces are Recording the Purchase of Manhattan Island and The Consolidation of Greater New York, which are found at either end of the foyer.
	Henry Kirke Bush-Brown, an American sculptor known for his monuments on the Gettysburg battlefield, sculpted many of the figures seen along the roof of 31 Chambers.
	Franco-American artist Philip Martiny created the allegorical sculptures guarding the entrance.  On the west side is New York in Revolutionary Times.  On the east is New York in Its Infancy.  Until 1961, two more Martiny sculptures, Justice and Authority stood by the east entrance of the building.  They are now behind the courthouse at 60 Centre St.
	Finally, American Bruno Louis Zimm carved the wooden screens behind the Surrogate’s bench in each of the courtrooms.
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Visit the Municipal Archives and Library either in person or online for historical and contemporary records of New York City government.  The collections document interactions between City residents and their government and reflect our history as a City and as a country.  


The earliest records date to the Dutch settlement of New Amsterdam.  They include a 1645 deed to Gravesend, Brooklyn granted by the Dutch West Indies Company to Lady Deborah Moody and the plan she created for her settlement, the 16xx deed to Coney Island, and the ship manifest showing the first Jewish immigrants to the City in 1654. 

The First Amendment to the Constitution - the right to free speech - is grounded in a (date)  libel case against newspaper editor, John Peter Zenger.  Imprisoned in the City Hall jail during his trial, Zenger complained to the Mayor and Common Council about the bad conditions in his cell.  
Zenger letter

New York City was built by the labor of immigrants and African Americans, both free and enslaved.  In the 19th Century, there were more enslaved Africans in New York City than any area outside of the Southern states. 1810 census cover page
 
The Brooklyn Bridge drawing collection includes Washington Roebling’s original engineering plans, and the Central Park collection depicts many of its architectural elements, both built and unbuilt. 
One of each

Almshouse Records list people in workhouses, hospitals and poor houses.  They date from 1759 – 1929.

Mayoral records from 1849 to the present include correspondence, reports, photographs and more.

The birth, death and marriage records are an essential resource for family and community history research.

The Library’s collection of Public Health publications document the City’s leadership in improving the health of its residents.  

The Street Name index shows why streets have their names. 

More than one million photographs show the construction of bridges, buildings, roads and other infrastructure and offer a glimpse of earlier City residents and officials. 


Visit in person at 31 Chambers, 9-4:30 M, T, W, F and 9- 7:00 on Thursday.
Visit online at www.nyc.gov/records.
Check out our exhibits and blog at www.archives.nyc.
Support our celebration of women winning the right to vote www.womensactivism.nyc.

	

