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1. Name of Property 

 
Historic Name: St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church 
Other name/site number: NA 
Name of related multiple property listing: NA 
 

2.   Location 

 
Street & number: 606 W. 15th St.  
City or town: Austin  State: Texas  County: Travis  
Not for publication:    Vicinity:      
 

3. State/Federal Agency Certification  

 
As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended, I hereby certify that this   
( nomination   request for determination of eligibility) meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the 
National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my 
opinion, the property ( meets   does not meet) the National Register criteria.  
 
I recommend that this property be considered significant at the following levels of significance: 
  national     statewide     local    
 
Applicable National Register Criteria:         A         B         C         D 
 

 
 
                                                                                      State Historic Preservation Officer             ___________________________                                                                        
Signature of certifying official / Title                             Date 
 
Texas Historical Commission                                                                  
State or Federal agency / bureau or Tribal Government 
 

 

 
In my opinion, the property   meets   does not meet the National Register criteria.   
 
_______________________________________________________________________           ___________________________      
Signature of commenting or other official                Date 
 
____________________________________________________________  
State or Federal agency / bureau or Tribal Government 

 

4. National Park Service Certification  
 
I hereby certify that the property is:   
 
___ entered in the National Register   
___ determined eligible for the National Register   
___ determined not eligible for the National Register. 
___ removed from the National Register  
___ other, explain: _____________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of the Keeper        Date of Action
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5. Classification  
 
Ownership of Property: Private  

 
Category of Property: Building  
 
Number of Resources within Property  
 

Contributing Noncontributing  

1 0 buildings 

0 0 sites 

0 0 structures 

0 0 objects 

1 0 total 

 
Number of contributing resources previously listed in the National Register:  NA 
  
6. Function or Use  
 
Historic Functions: Religion: Church 
 
Current Functions: Religion: Church 
  
7. Description  
 
Architectural Classification: Modern Movement / New Formalism 
 
Principal Exterior Materials: Brick, Concrete, Metal/steel  
 
Narrative Description (see continuation sheets xx) 
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8. Statement of Significance 

 
Applicable National Register Criteria: C  
 
Criteria Considerations: A 
 
Areas of Significance: Architecture (local) 
 
Period of Significance: 1960 
 
Significant Dates: 1960  
 
Significant Person (only if criterion b is marked): NA   
 
Cultural Affiliation (only if criterion d is marked): NA   
 
Architect/Builder: Robert Mather (Architect/Designer) of Jessen Millhouse and Greeven. 
          Archie Fitzgerald (Builder/Contractor)   
 
Narrative Statement of Significance (see continuation sheets 8-xx through 8-xx) 
  
9. Major Bibliographic References  
 
Bibliography (see continuation sheet 9-xx) 
 
Previous documentation on file (NPS):  
 preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) has been requested. Part 1 approved on (date) 

 previously listed in the National Register  

 previously determined eligible by the National Register  

 designated a National Historic Landmark  

 recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey #  

 recorded by Historic American Engineering Record #  

 
Primary location of additional data:  
 State historic preservation office (Texas Historical Commission, Austin) 

 Other state agency  

 Federal agency  

 Local government  

 University  

x Other -- Specify Repository: St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church library and files 

 

Historic Resources Survey Number (if assigned): NA
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10. Geographical Data  
 
Acreage of Property:  1.749 acres 
 
Coordinates  
 
Latitude/Longitude Coordinates 
 
Datum if other than WGS84: NA  
 
1. 30.278923° -97.745420 
 
Verbal Boundary Description: The property is identified by the Travis Central Appraisal District as 

Property ID #199696, Geographic ID #0210020308, with a legal description “OLT 23 DIVISION E.” 
The property is a full city block bounded by 16th Street, Nueces Street, 15th Street, and Rio Grande 
Street. 

 
Boundary Justification: The nomination includes all property historically associated with the building. 

 
  
11. Form Prepared By   
 
Name/title: Thomas Garcia (2010), revised by Jason John Paul Haskins (2022) 
Organization: for St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church (Attention: Janis Daemmrich) 
Street & number: 606 W. 15th Street  
City or Town: Austin  State: Texas   Zip Code: 78701 
Email: Janis2@bobphoto.com 
Telephone: (512) 476-6757 
Date: March 4, 2022 
  
Additional Documentation  
 
Maps   (see continuation sheets xx) 
 
Additional items (see continuation sheets xx) 
 
Photographs  (see continuation sheets xx) 
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Photograph Log 

 

(photos of this draft are at the end of the document) 
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Description 

 

St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church (hereafter St. Martin’s) includes a church, chapel, school, church offices, 

fellowship hall, utility rooms, and various other rooms, all designed and constructed in one phase. The architectural 

plans dated 1958 divide the complex into two units, with the church as Unit A and the remainder of the complex as 

Unit B. The church held a groundbreaking on September 3, 1958, and dedicated the complex on March 27, 1960.1 The 

complex went through two major phases of renovations; Phase I began in 1996 and Phase II began in 1999.2 By 2001 

the renovations were complete.3 The building is mostly clad in red brick, with a few exceptions. The church and chapel 

are the most distinguishing components of the building and retain very high integrity. The church occupies the south 

side of the lot bordering W. 15th Street, has a traditional cruciform plan with an extraordinary barrel vault roof over the 

nave and transept. The rest of the complex, including most of the chapel, is covered by a flat roof. Extensive  stained 

glass windows are in both the church and the chapel. The northern part of the complex contains the non-worship 

related rooms. St Martin’s retains a high degree of integrity and is nominated to the National Register under Criterion 

C in the area of Architecture at the local level. 

 

The complex of St. Martin’s is bordered by Rio Grande St. on the west, W. 16th St. on the north, Nueces St. on the east, 

and W. 15th St. on the south. The far northern and far western portion of the lot contains a parking lot. The land slopes 

down from the west to east. Therefore, only the top two levels are visible from the west. The lower level is only 

accessible from Nueces St. on the east, although the entrances here are not primary entrances for the congregation or 

school children. The main church entrance is from the west via Rio Grande St. and the school children enter from W. 

16th St. on the north. The area in front of the church is paved with stone forming a walkway that leads to Rio Grande 

St. To north, east, and south are businesses and a couple of residential buildings. To the west is another church parking 

lot and a plot of land with terraced ground, trees and a shed, both of which are also owned by the church. 

  

The church, designated Unit A on the architectural plans, is the most architecturally significant area of St. Martin’s. 

The chapel portion of Unit B, which also faces the plaza at the southwest corner of the site, is similarly significant. The 

physical mass of the church is easily distinguishable from the rest of the complex and will therefore be described as a 

separate unit. The chapel will be further distinguished in the section detailing the interior spaces, since it is less 

distinguishable from the exterior.  

 

Rio Grande St. (west) Elevation 

 

The main entrance to the church is along the west elevation. The west elevation of the church begins on the second 

level and rises above the third level to accommodate the barrel vault and is clad in red brick. The elevation can be 

divided into three bays forming an a:b:a rhythm from the north to the south. The white, thin-shell concrete roof 

cantilevers past each bay, and is flat on the “a” bays. These portions of the roof serve as the springing point for the 

barrel vault over bay “b.” The north bay connects the church with the rest of the complex that lies to the north. The 

cantilevered portion of the roof is supported by four steel columns in a two-by-two grid. The northern pair columns are 

set within the complex and the southern pair of columns is visible from the exterior. Each pair of columns is topped by 

a steel girder on which the roof rests; these girders run parallel to the elevation. The columns recur throughout the 

church and actually consist of four steel I-beams that are banded together by five circular steel rings. All elements of 

the steel column are painted a blue-gray color. Between the southern columns are two piers that rise up through the 

cantilevered roof and combine to form the church tower. In plan, the tower forms the shape of a cross and is also 

 
1 1884-1960 – St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church Dedication (N.p.: n.p., 1960), 7. 
2 John Sommer, St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church – Service of Rededication – June 24, 2001, 4-5; Church Photo Book 

about the renovation. Unpublished, no date. 
3 Ibid. 
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topped by a cross. The two piers are joined by a brick arch beneath the roof, but above this the void between the piers 

continues upwards. Above this arch is the electronically-operated church bell supported by a single steel beam running 

perpendicular to the elevation. The void then continues further upwards and cuts through the roof itself before the piers 

are joined again by an arch above the roof. This combined pier, when viewed from the top, forms a cross. 

 

To the south of these columns, but still within the same bay, are the cornerstones and stones bearing the names of the 

two previous churches the congregation built. Above this is a cylindrical sconce with a raised, gold-colored cross 

attached to three of its sides. The top and bottom also contain gold-colored elements. These sconces correspond with 

the second level of the building.  

 

The central bay is the tallest portion of the complex, not including the tower. This bay serves as the main entrance for 

the church. Three portals containing double wooden doors serve as the entrance. Each door is covered with vertical 

wooden slats running the length of each door. The bottom of each door, however, has a silver metal kick plate. The 

handles on each door are in the shape of crosses. Each pair of doors is framed by blue-gray steel, and above each pair 

of doors are stained glass fanlights that were not part of the original 1960 church according to pictures of the 

dedication ceremony. The previous fanlights were clear. From each of the three fanlights, a barrel vault cantilevers out 

and is of the same material as the roof. The steel frame that separates the pairs of doors continues up the rest of the 

bay; they culminate in a large arch just underneath the barrel vault. Small strips of stained glass are visible between the 

members of these steel elements. Between the steel elements are three cast stone sculptures attached to the façade. Just 

below the barrel vault is a ribbon of stained glass that follows the shape of the barrel vault and carries over to the bays 

on either side. This strip of stained glass ends with the springing points of the barrel vault. 

 

The third bay is similar to the first bay, with the exception of the tower. This bay is also completely exposed, unlike 

the first bay that attaches to the church to the complex. The third bay also contains a cylindrical sconce in the same 

position as the first bay. However, under this sconce is the new dedication stone that reads “ST MARTIN’S EV 

LUTHERAN CHURCH 1960.” In front of the pairs of columns a set of stairs were built leading south to compensate 

for the sloping land. 

 

W. 15th St. (south) and North Elevations 

 

The south elevation can be divided into three bays. This elevation rests on a retaining wall due to the uneven terrain. 

The retaining wall is covered by a metal grill that allows light into the lower level as the terrain slopes eastward. The 

first bay, to the west, primarily corresponds to the length of the nave. Visible of the west side of the elevation are the 

pairs columns previously described. Along the exterior of the nave is a single row of four columns that are evenly 

spaced along the bay. These columns are also topped by girders; these girders pierce through a thin ribbon of stained 

glass underneath the roof. 

 

The exterior of the nave is decorated with bricks set in a raised, Flemish bond pattern set within a recess. On either side 

this pattern the brickwork protrudes back out and the brickwork regularizes back to a running bond pattern. Within this 

raised pattern are three vertical sets of stained glass windows. Each vertical window is divided into two rectangular 

sections, one on top of the other. Each of these sections is then further divided into six panes.  

 

The stained glass windows are now covered with Lexan plastic framed with aluminum.4 This was added during the 

Phase I of renovation, replacing brick grillwork. According to church members, this was removed due to problems 

with keeping the stained glass and brickwork clean. 

 

 
4 Ibid. 
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The second bay protrudes past the first bay and the retaining wall and contains the exterior of the south transept. Like 

the first bay, it is framed on either side by a running bond pattern. The central section of this bay is not only recessed, 

but is concave as well, and has a similar decorative brick pattern as the first bay. The top of the brick portion, below 

the barrel vault, is another ribbon of stained glass. The face of the barrel vault is plain and divided into sections using a 

grid. On either side of the spring point of the vault are flat sections of roof.  

 

The third bay recesses back and aligns with the first bay. To the far west of the bay is a long, thin rectangular window 

divided into eleven panes. Vertically oriented, it begins right under the roof line. The rest of the bay contains no other 

details. The last pair of columns and their girders are visible as well, but will be discussed in the east elevation. 

 

The north elevation is identical to the south elevation. The only exception is the bay that corresponds to the south bay’s 

first elevation, as this bay connects the church to the rest of the complex.  

 

Nueces St. (east) Elevation  

 

The east elevation can be divided into three bays in an a:b:a pattern; it is similar to the church’s west elevation. This 

elevation continues the retaining wall, even though the street level on the east elevation is on the same level as the 

lower floor. The first bay rests on the lower retaining wall and has a plaque with an abstracted depiction of the central 

bay of the west church elevation, showing the cast stone sculptures. Next to it is a long rectangular plaque which reads 

“ST MARTINS EV LUTHERAN CHURCH.” This lower portion continues over into the central bay. Above this can 

be seen one pair of columns and the girder they support. The columns stand completely on the exterior and only 

support the roof. The southernmost column stands alone, while the other stands next to the brick elevation. Above the 

girder is the flat roof that serves as the springing point for the barrel arch.  

  

The central bay contains a garage entrance on the lower level. Above this, the entire bay is brick with the raised 

Flemish bond pattern previously described. Below the springing point for the vault is a thin ribbon of stained glass five 

panes long that spans the length of the bay. Above this is the plain face of the end of the nave, which is divided into 

sections using a grid, similar to the treatment of the exterior of the transept. 

 

St. Martin’s Complex 

 

Rio Grande St. (west) Elevation 

 

The entire west elevation of the complex can be divided into four bays. The far north bay is plain with a porch as the 

defining feature. The concrete porch tapers as it cantilevers out from the entrance, and the concrete wall that supports 

this cantilever also tapers down as it approaches the ground. Above the porch is a transom window that is separated 

from the glass double doors with aluminum framing below it by the cantilevered porch. A single, flat, cylindrical light 

is attached to the underside of the cantilevered porch. To the south of this bay is a set of two small stairways leading to 

the second level of the complex.  

 

The next bay to the south is recessed and lower than the preceding bay; because of this there is a section of the bay 

facing west and south. The west elevation of this bay has two rows of three windows. Each window is rectangular with 

a vertical emphasis. The bottom row consists of two panes, with a short rectangular pane on the bottom. The top row 

consists of three panes with two short rectangular panes on the bottom. The portion of the bay facing south has two 

separate sliding glass doors which lead to an area covered by a white concrete porch that cantilevers out from the top 

of the main level. The porch is supported by three piers. Above the porch is a row of four windows similar to the top 

row of the west-facing portion of the bay. This lower bay is accessible via concrete stairs to the north and south and is 

contained by a retaining wall. 
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The next bay to the south consists of the playground and the west chapel wall. The chapel sits behind the playground 

and contains three, long rectangular panels of stained glass framed by steel painted blue-gray. Each stained glass 

window is arched and springs from the roofline. The arches protrude out past the elevation forming a tripartite barrel 

vault similar to the main church entrance. In front of each of stained glass panel is screen of brick grillwork that is 

covered by the cantilevered barrel vaults. The brick grillwork is suspended above the ground by blue-gray steel 

columns and supports. In front of this is a roughly square playground enclosed by free standing brick walls with 

cruciform patterns punched out, with decorative steel gates in between the freestanding walls. The playground was 

added prior to the Phase I renovations, as they were not part of the original church plans and they were not added 

during the renovations of the late 1990s. The fourth and final bay consists of the west elevation of the church 

previously described.  

 

W. 15th St. (South) Elevation 

 

The south elevation consists of four bays. The first bay to the west consists of the south wall of the playground 

previously described. The next bay to the east contains the chapel. A portion of this bay is recessed and contains the 

chapel entrance. The recessed portion facing south has two rows of wooden slats, similar to those on the main church 

entrance doors, covering the entire portion of the bay; the top row of slats covers three rectangular windows that look 

into the chapel. The chapel entrance faces west in this recessed portion towards a brick wall. The single door is 

surrounded by stained glass covered by Lexan plastic panels.5 This continues around to eastwards to the rest of the bay. 

The Lexan panels correspond to the height of the second level, although the bay continues up to the height of the top 

level. 

 

The lobby entrance consists of the next bay. This bay is immediately north of the main church entrance and to the east 

of the previous bay. The lobby entrance is attached to the church and is covered by but not attached to the cantilevered 

roof. Here can be found the two piers previously described in the west elevation of the church. While the pier to the 

west is free-standing, the pier to the east is attached to the wall of the lobby entrance. To the north of the piers are glass 

double-doors with windows to the west and a transom window above. The second level is separated from the third 

level by a band of blue-gray steel. The upper level contains floor-to-ceiling glass windows. 

The fourth elevation to the east consists of the south elevation of the church previously described. 

 

Nueces St. (east) Elevation  

 

Much of the three levels are visible on the east elevation, which can be divided into three bays. The first bay to the 

south consists of the east bay of the church. The second bay consists of the enclosed garden. There a small flight of 

stairs leading up to a steel gate painted blue-gray to match the columns. The garden is enclosed on the north nave wall 

and transept wall of the church. To the west is an irregular elevation that encloses the church offices. There is a 

recessed area that containing double doors with blue-gray trim to the south. The rest of the elevation has an undulating 

façade that has areas of raised brick for a decorative effect. On this section there are two rows of four windows, each 

divided into four panes. About half of the windows are of varying size due to the curved row of top windows. There 

are two downspouts embedded within the elevation. This elevation is non-historic and dates back to Phase II of the 

renovation. Originally, the elevation was a simple brick wall.6 The elevation to the north is partially obscured by a 

ramp leading down to the garden. The lower portion that is partially obscured has areas of brick punched out to allow 

light into the lower level, while the area above is a blank brick wall. 

 

 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
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The third bay to the north of the garden is divided into two asymmetrical sections. The first section to the west is much 

thinner and only contains an exit for the gymnasium inside. It is deeply recessed from the rest of the bay. The double 

doors are within an alcove that is framed by a simple blue-gray steel gate. The rest of the bay protrudes back out and is 

largely nondescript. There are three vents midway up the remainder of the bay and three horizontal sliding windows 

along the bottom of the bay.  

 

W. 16th St. (north) Elevation 

 

The north elevation can be divided into four asymmetrical bays, all clad in brick with the exception of the third bay. 

The first bay on the east protrudes out from the rest of the elevation and follows the outline of the gymnasium it 

encloses. Perpendicular to this is an entrance to the gymnasium facing west. This entrance is set within a shorter, cubic 

form and consists of two glass doors encased in aluminum with windows on either side. The windows continue above 

the doors and behind the brick grillwork in front of it. This element is set within the taller massing of the complex to 

the south, creating a step-back feature. On this smaller cubic section is a marker with “ST MARTINS EV 

LUTHERAN CHURCH” embossed on it. Due to the slope of the ground, there is a concrete ramp leading up to the 

gymnasium doors. There is also a retaining wall that connects this bay with the one next to it that decreases in height 

as the ground slopes up towards the west. 

 

The second bay is recessed from the first, and consists of two rows of five windows, similar to the windows on the 

second bay of the west elevation. The bottom left-hand window contains a large vent, as a kitchen lies behind the wall. 

The fourth bay has the same fenestration pattern, but with two rows of eight windows. The fourth bay also has a plaque 

that has “ST MARTIN’S LUTHERAN CHURCH & PRE-SCHOOL” embossed on it. 

 

The third bay holds the main entrance for the school and it is the smallest of all the bays. The ground here is level, 

while all other bays slope down from west to east. This bay can be subdivided into two smaller bays. The first bay is 

thin and rectangular and has a door on the bottom (corresponding to the second level of the complex) that is no longer 

used. Above this on the upper level is a long rectangular vent. The second bay is wider and has the same door 

configuration as the gymnasium entrance. Both doors are flanked by windows and above the doors is a thin transom 

window. The top and bottom levels of the second bay are separated by a long concrete porch that extends about sixteen 

feet out from the elevation. The porch is supported by two piers that taper down, with the porch cantilevering out past 

the piers. Above the porch is a square window divided into three sections. The outer sections are thinner than the 

middle section, creating an a:b:a pattern; the middle light contains a piece of stained glass from the original 1884 

church.7 This bay is white concrete rather than brick. 

 

Interior 

 

The Church (Unit A) 

 

The church has a cruciform floor plan; it includes a narthex, a nave, two aisles, transepts, and an (artificial) apse. The 

narthex ceiling continues the three barrel vaults above the entrances through to the nave. In the middle of each vault is 

suspended a long fluorescent light. The narthex is separated by a wall from the aisles and nave. Six piers step back 

from this wall indicating the original location of the narthex prior to the renovation that began in 1996. The furthest 

pier to the right is attached to the wall covering the space under the stairs. A quarter-turn stair begins immediately to 

the right of the southern entrance. This stair way leads up to the choir loft above. On either side of the barrel vaults are 

drop down ceilings with recessed lighting. The walls to the left of the entrance are brick, with the exception of the 

portion that is part of the wall separating the narthex and nave. This wall, and all other walls, is plain white. These 

 
7 1884-1960 – St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church Dedication, 20. 
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areas have a light wooden baseboard running around the perimeter. These are also found on the base of the piers. On 

the north wall of the narthex is a door leading to the lobby of the complex. Each aisle has a single glass door with 

aluminum trim leading the narthex. The nave has double glass doors with aluminum trim in the center barrel vault. 

Above the glass doors is a glass panel that leads up to the top of the vault. This panel is divided into two sections 

vertically creating a cruciform pattern. This cruciform pattern is continued on the other two vaults, although there are 

no doors for these two vaults, on glass panels from the floor to the vault. The floor consists of Indian slate tiles 

installed in the 1996 renovation. These tiles replaced the original blue vinyl and blue carpet flooring.8 This original 

flooring continued into the church and has all be replaced by the same slate. 

 

Above the narthex is the choir loft, containing two organs. The second organ was purchased and installed during the 

1996 renovation.9 Above and behind the original organ the stained galls described on the church façade is visible. 

Linoleum tiles cover the floor of the choir loft. The railing that overlooks the nave is pink steel with a light wood 

railing. The central portion is concave and looks over the three barrel vaults that continue from the narthex. The barrel 

vault also has two steel columns and girders that help support the roof. These travel down into the narthex, but are 

encased in piers. These are red-brown in color, painted in the renovation of 1996.10 They were originally the same 

color as the exterior columns. 

 

The nave and aisles are separated visually by the steel columns that support the girders which in turn support the roof. 

Each column is paired with an exterior column and each pair supports the same girder. The nave walls undulate and 

concave portion contains two columns of nine stained glass windows that form one long, vertical unit. To the east of 

each stained glass unit (on both the north and south nave walls) are four horizontally placed vents with a cylindrical 

sconce in between. Each light is decorated with simple trim and has a band around it dividing it into two portions. 

Directly aligned with these lights are three steel columns. These columns were also originally blue-gray like the 

exterior columns, but were painted red-brown color during the 1996 renovation.11 The interior portions of the girders 

were also painted at this time. The girders rest on the brick walls and between each girder and either side of the outer 

girders is a ribbon of stained glass that gives the illusion that the stained glass is also helping support the roof. From 

the tip of each girder hangs a cylindrical lantern with similar decorative trim as the lights embedded in the walls. 

However, these lanterns have three bands around them instead of one. Within the floor of the nave are two columns of 

eighteen vents that go down the nave to the transept crossing. These are covered by the pews. The nave and the choir 

loft are covered by the large barrel vault. The aisles are covered by the flat portions of the roof that extend out from the 

spring of the barrel vault. Along the barrel vault are a series of accent lights highlighting the vault. There are five on 

each side of the nave portion of the vault. 

 

The transepts are plain brick with two columns and girders supporting the end of each transept. Like the nave, there is 

a thin band of stained glass that appears aid in the support of the roof. The transepts are covered by a barrel vault 

running north to south, resulting in groin vault at the transept crossing. In the middle of each transept hangs a lantern 

similar to the lanterns hanging in the nave. In the center of the groin vault hangs a group of four lanterns suspended 

from the same wire. There are only slight differences in the transepts. The north apse has an exit leading to the garden 

on the west and an exit leading to preparation rooms and storage rooms to the east. The northeast corner of the north 

transept wall also bevels in slightly, while there is a platform like structure on the floor of the south transept along the 

south wall. This platform is in place to cover a reinforced concrete beam that runs underneath. The platform is partially 

enclosed to form a storage area. The transepts also use accent lights to highlight the vault. 

 

 
8 Church Photo Book. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
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The apse was installed in the 1996 renovation to display the altar piece. Originally, there was a large gold cloth curtain 

that hung from the floor to ceiling where the apse now stands and a suspended canopy was hung over the chancel.12 

The chancel was originally rectangular in plan. Now, the chancel mimics the shape of the apse and curves out towards 

the area under the transept crossing. The chancel steps up from the floor and the apse steps up from the chancel. All of 

these step-backs have light wood trim. Behind the apse is a small storage area. 

 

One of the defining characteristics of the church is the ribbon of stained glass that separates the roof of the church from 

the walls. This provides the roof an element of lightness, as if the concrete shell were hovering above the walls. The 

concrete barrel vault roof is another defining characteristic, as its contrast with the brick walls creating a contrast of 

light and dark, giving the building a sense of additional height and openness. The stained glass provides the third 

defining characteristic, as it breaks from the traditional stained glass iconography used in the congregation’s previous 

churches.  

 

The Chapel and Facilities (Unit B) 

 

The rest of the complex, referred to as Unit B on the construction drawings, contains a chapel, offices, a library, 

classrooms, a gymnasium, a fellowship hall, and various other rooms. 

 

The modestly-sized chapel can seat approximately 120 people and is lit using natural light and two rows of lamps that 

hang from the ceiling. The altar is along the north wall and is backed by a tall, wooden reredo. The reredo is lined with 

tall thin wooden slats that mimic the slats on the exterior of the chapel. The reredo is composed of three equal, 

horizontal bands with the slats running vertically in an interlocking pattern. It stands away from the north wall and is 

concave , enveloping the altar and facing the rest of the chapel. The reredo and the altar rests on a green terrazzo 

pedestal. The floor consists of small blue, green, and black tiles set in a random pattern, and like the reredo, have been 

unchanged since 1960.13 Above the reredo and altar the ceiling drops down and contains recessed lighting. Originally, 

the chapel had two rows of pews but now individual padded chairs are used.14 To the northeast corner of the north wall 

is tucked a columbarium, installed around 1995 according to church members. Each niche is faced with a light, smooth 

stone and a band or light wood runs along the top and bottom of the columbarium. There are eleven rows in the 

columbarium, and each contains seven niches for remains. 

 

In the portion of the ceiling in front of the altar can be seen another triple vault much like the triple vault at the 

entrance of the church. These vaults run from east to west, and continue past the wall to the cantilever out past the 

exterior, as described in the west elevation. Under each vault is a series of stained glass windows. The rest of this 

elevation is plain brick. The east elevation of the chapel is also plain brick and holds an entrance from the lobby 

directly to the chapel. The south elevation consists of the chapel entrance. The wall separating the entrance way and 

the chapel form a narthex, and the wall is covered with vertically running slats in the same manner as the reredo and 

chapel exterior. In the middle of this is a pair of wooden double doors, each with a tall, vertical strip of glass. This 

continues all the way up to the choir loft above. The choir loft holds musical instruments and has brick grillwork along 

the south wall. The choir loft can only be entered from the east on the upper level of the complex. Below the choir loft 

and in the narthex are more stained glass panels. There are two entrances to the narthex, one on the east and the other 

on the west. The east door leads into the lobby of the complex, and the west entrance is accessible from the exterior as 

previously noted. 

 

 
12 Ibid. 
13 1884-1960 – St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church Dedication, 12. 
14 Ibid. 
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The remainder of Unit B comprises two stories and a partial basement. The first floor, accessed through the glass doors 

below the tower adjacent to the entry of the sanctuary has two areas. The first includes the reception area, offices and 

counseling rooms, infant and toddler rooms, and a parlor for formal meetings with a small kitchen and opening onto a 

terrace. The second portion of the building sits four steps lower than the office area allowing for direct access to a 

raised stage platform in the hall. To the north of the hall is a larger kitchen. The east wall of the hall is a moveable 

partition that opens into a large double-height gym space. On the opposite wall of the gym, built-in bleachers sit above 

dressing rooms at a lower partial level. The hall also has its own entrance from a garden between the north wall of the 

sanctuary and the south wall of the hall and gym. 

 

The second floor contains additional educational rooms originally designated for nursery, kindergarten, primary, and 

junior departments. The partial basement originally contained large intermediate and youth rooms with operable 

partitions, a room for Boy Scouts, an office for the Youth Director, and a large mechanical room. According to plans, 

the Youth Room featured a “Refreshment Bar” and long space for “Bowling.” 
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Statement of Significance 

 

St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church was constructed between 1958 and 1960 and is nominated to the National 

Register of Historic Places under Criterion C in the area of Architecture at the local level. The church is a transitional 

example of church architecture by the architectural firm Jessen, Jessen, Millhouse, and Greeven (later Jessen 

Associates). It is an excellent example of the early adoption of modern architecture by American Lutherans as a 

reflection of the denominational shift from old-world national synods to a new unified identity reflected in both 

worship and architecture. In addition, the church retains a good degree of integrity. Much of the church’s character 

remains intact despite several sympathetic renovations, most notably the renovation from 1996 to 2001.15 St. Martin’s 

is one of four churches built by Jessen, Jessen, Millhouse and Greeven, and is the first large scale church designed by 

the firm. The style of St. Martin’s would also set the tone for the fourth and final church the firm built. The project was 

primarily designed by Robert George Mather, prior to him becoming a registered architect in the state of Texas in 

1966.16 Even after being registered, Mather only designed private residences and worked on other small scale projects. 

Even though he was only with Jessen, Jessen, Millhouse, and Greeven for one year according to his curriculum vitae 

compiled in 1971,17 the design was successful enough to be incorporated into the firm’s final church after his 

departure. The church had a considerable influence on local religious architecture both in paving the way for further 

adoption of modernist designs for churches and other institutional architecture and in leading to direct imitations. It 

also represents a dialog between local crafts and the forefront of international trends in the art and architecture of 

churches through the connections of its designers and artists. 

 

St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church was founded on June 3, 1883, by twenty German families. The original 

name of the church was “Deutsche Evangelische Lutherisch St. Martin’s Kirche” in honor of Martin Luther’s 400th 

birthday. The church changed its name to St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church in 1920.18 The original church at 

106 E. Peach Street (now E. 13th Street) was designed by architect A. M. C. Nixon and built by Alexander Gardiner at 

a cost $5,000.19 The cornerstone was laid on December 21, 1884, and the church was dedicated on April 26, 1885. The 

state of Texas purchased the property and demolished the church for the expansion of the capitol complex.20 By 1921, 

the congregation purchased property for the second church at 14th Street and Congress Avenue, but ground-breaking 

did not occur until January 13, 1926.21 The neo-Gothic second church designed by architect was George Louis Walling 

was dedicated on April 26, 1929. By this time, there were 432 active members.22 The congregation outgrew the second 

church by the late 1950s, and in November 1957 reached an agreement to sell the property to the state. The final 

service on 14th Street was held on August 16, 1959. Demolition of both the 13th and 14th Street churches began in 

1959.23 The site of the second church became the home to the Texas Employment Commission Building.24 The 

cornerstones from both previous churches were later placed into the façade of the third (and current) church.  

 

The new church was designed by Robert George Mather of Jessen, Jessen, Millhouse, and Greeven, according to 

University of Texas professor Richard P. Swallow’s biography of Mather printed in 1987; Mather’s resume states 

 
15 Sommer, 4-5. 
16 Richard P. Swallow, Robert George Mather – In Memoriam – 1921-1984 (Austin: University of Texas at Austin, 1987), 13,82. 
17 Austin, Texas, Alexander Architectural Archives, The Robert G. Mather Papers, Box 1. 
18 Frances Mueller Danforth, God’s Century at St. Martin’s – A Pictorial History of St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church 

(Austin: n.p., 1984), 9. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid., 12. A historical marker was placed on the site of the original church by the Texas Historical Commission in November 

1979. 
21 Ibid., 12. 
22 Ibid., 25. 
23 Ibid., 28, 50. 
24 Ibid., 27. 

SBR Draft



United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places REGISTRATION FORM 
NPS Form 10-900     OMB No. 1024-0018 
 

St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church, Austin, Travis County, Texas  

 
 

 
Page 15 

likewise.25 Archie Fitzgerald served as the contractor. While the new church was being built and the old ones being 

demolished, services were temporarily held in the Austin High School auditorium, now Austin Community College’s 

Rio Grande Campus. Church offices were located on Lavaca Street in the vacant Weed Funeral Home. The 

cornerstone of the new church was laid on January 3, 1960.26 The construction of the church coincided with the 75th 

anniversary of the congregation, and a gift of $75,000 was set aside to aid other Lutheran church groups. At the time, 

this was the largest church building project in Austin and in the American Lutheran Church in the U.S.27 The complete 

cost of the church was $1,293,000. On March 27, 1960, the congregation dedicated the new modern church.  

 

Significant Architectural Features 

 

The projecting beams that slide between the masonry walls and the floating roof bear on unique cruciform columns. 

Built-up of four vertical w-sections connected by circular braces, these columns are reminiscent of the built-up 

cruciform columns used by Mies van der Rohe, under whom Mather studied at the Illinois Institute of Technology. The 

columns at St Martin’s are unique in that they begin as simple cylindrical sections at the base and top before spreading 

out to the four vertical w-sections. Above and below this transition, the central cylindrical members stop resulting in a 

void in the center of the column for the majority of the height. Similar to the effect of the beams sliding through the 

clerestory of stained glass, the columns convey an unexpected lightness as the viewer finds void where they should 

expect to find the most solid strength. 

 

The defining visual element of the building’s exterior is the thin barrel vault in the middle third of the roof. Floating 

above masonry walls and resting on the steel frame, the thin white roof resembles the thin-shell concrete buildings 

typical of its time. However, the delicacy with which the semi-circular barrel vault rests on the projecting steel beams 

(rather than the beams) and the sharp, unreinforced angle formed between the vault and the rest of the roof suggest 

another structural solution. The construction drawings indicate Mather used off-the-shelf Stran-Steel Quonset hut ribs 

to form the barrel vault.28 Beating swords into plow shares, this was an innovative use of a mass-produced war-time 

product attempting to find post-war civilian applications.29 Not only did this application avoid the issue of head-height 

clearances in typical churches built from Quonset huts,30 it achieved an architectural vision and reinforced the 

processionality of the church’s high Lutheran liturgy. Since the rest of the complex has a flat roof, the large barrel 

vault highlights the importance of the church itself and is the most identifying feature of both the exterior and interior 

of the church. A photographic slide of an early design model reveals an early intent to fully glaze the center bay of the 

primary (west) facade from the ground to the barrel vault.31 

 

Jessen, Jessen, Millhouse, and Greeven  

 

Jessen, Jessen, Millhouse and Greeven were practitioners of modernism; their building use simple geometric forms 

with little or no ornament. The firm was formed in 1946 when Charles Millhouse and Alton Greeven joined the 

existing firm of Jessen and Jessen, formed in 1938 by Harold E. Jessen and Wolf Ernst Jessen. The firm became 

Jessen, Jessen, Millhouse, Greeven, Crume, Day, and Newman in 1969, and finally Jessen, Inc. in 1971.32 

 

 
25 Swallow, 13. Alexander Architectural Archives, University of Texas at Austin, Robert G. Mather Papers, Box 1. 
26 Danforth, 28.  
27 Ibid., 55. 
28 St Martin's Lutheran Church, circa 1960s. Austin Files, Austin History Center, Austin Public Library. 
29 Decker, J., Chiei, C., Ed., Quonset Hut: Metal Living for a Modern Age (New York, NY: Princeton Architectural Press, 2005).  
30 Ibid. 
31  Jessen Associates Inc. Records and Drawings, Austin History Center, Austin Public Library. 
32 Architectural file held at Austin History Center, date and author unknown. 

SBR Draft



United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places REGISTRATION FORM 
NPS Form 10-900     OMB No. 1024-0018 
 

St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church, Austin, Travis County, Texas  

 
 

 
Page 16 

The firm was very prolific in Austin, and its notable buildings include the Texas Supreme Court Building (1956) and 

the Harry Ransom Center (1971).33 Both buildings reflect the severe geometry often employed by the firm as well as 

the monumentality they were capable of creating. These buildings are also indicative of the use of modern materials 

that were prevalent at the time. Despite this, the firm (during the period in which it was Jessen, Jessen, Millhouse and 

Greeven) also designed a large number of residential buildings.34 Public, medical, and ecclesiastical buildings were 

much less often built by the firm according to the same records. 

 

Robert George Mather 

 

Robert Mather was born on April 4, 1921, in Plainfield, Illinois. When Robert was fifteen, his father died and he 

moved to Pasadena, California with his brother and mother. There he was exposed to Greene and Greene designed 

houses in his neighborhood, instilling in him an interest in art and architecture. After graduating in high school in 

1939, he started taking art classes and received his associate arts degree at Pasadena Junior College.35 

 

During World War II, Mather was classified as a conscientious objector and held various jobs.36 After the war, he 

attended the Art Center School in Los Angeles, and in 1946 he was accepted into the Illinois Institute of Technology, 

where he studied under Mies van der Rohe. He received his bachelor's degree in architecture in 1952. During this 

period, he became interested and studied city and regional planning. After receiving his degree, he worked in Boston. 

His wife, Jean Neville Allen (whom he had married in 1948), got accepted into Harvard University’s graduate program 

in landscape architecture, which led them to Cambridge, Massachusetts. There he became employed by The 

Architects’ Collaborative, created under the directorship of Walter Gropius. After Jean graduated in 1956, they 

traveled to Europe, the Middle East, Africa, and various other areas before ending up in Sweden. He returned to the 

U.S. in 1957. Upon his return, he worked in College Station, Texas for the firm Caudill, Rowlett and Scott according 

to the biography written by Richard P. Swallow. In searching for more experience with buildings, he turned down a job 

as a planner with Caudill, Rowlett and Scott and moved to Austin where he became employed by Jessen, Jessen, 

Millhouse, and Greeven in January 1958. However, Mather’s resume does not list Caudill, Rowlett and Scott as an 

employee. It is unknown as to why this was not listed in his resume. However, he would have worked for the firm 

sometime between July 1957 when he came back from Sweden and January 1958 when took a position with Jessen, 

Jessen, Millhouse, and Greeven.37 

 

Within the firm, Mather developed the design for St. Martin's; he would not become a registered architect until 1966. It 

is not known how he was able to receive such a large responsibility, although his education, traveling, and job 

experience abroad and within the country may have been a factor. In addition, Mather had also published a couple of 

articles around 1955. He left the firm in December 1958 to pursue his teaching career.38 

 

During his year with Jessen, Jessen, Millhouse, and Greeven, Mather met Philip Creer, then the director of the School 

of Architecture for the University of Texas. Creer hired him to temporarily fill a vacant teaching spot, which 

eventually led to a tenured position with the School of Architecture.39 After becoming a registered architect in 1966, 

Mather designed several private buildings but never worked on a project on the same scale as St. Martin’s again. He 

died on July 7, 1984, in Austin.40 

 
33 “Mission,” Harry Ransom Center – The University of Texas at Austin, http://www.hrc.utexas.edu/about/mission/ (accessed 20 

Nov. 2010.) 
34 Jessen Associates Inc. Records and Drawings, Austin History Center, Austin Public Library. 
35 Swallow, 1-4. 
36 Ibid., 4. 
37 Ibid., 7-14. 
38 Austin, Texas, Alexander Architectural Archives, The Robert G. Mather Papers, Box 1. 
39 Swallow, 14. 
40 Ibid., 1. 
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Others Involved with the Design and Construction  

 

C. P. Boner and R. N. Lane served as acoustical consultants for the design of the church.41 Dr Charles Paul Boner was 

a professor in the Physics and Architecture departments at the University of Texas, a Vice President of the University 

of Texas System, and lead ground-breaking research in the field of acoustics.42 Boner and Lane worked with Jessen, 

Jessen, Millhouse, and Greeven to ensure that the acoustical profile of the sanctuary would provide a “reasonable 

compromise between the reverberation conditions most suitable for speech and those most suitable for music.”43 The 

proposed solution combined two different thicknesses of asbestos absorbing material on the vault ceiling, with more 

applied within the vault and “feathered-out” to a “mere flash coating” in the transepts and above the organ. In addition 

to providing what they saw as the optimal reverberation time for a protestant church of comparable volume, this would 

aid in clear understanding of speech (which originates within the vault) but also “result in a longer reverberation time 

for the enhancement of organ and choral music.”44 Further contributing to the acoustic performance, the sections of 

brick walls between the vertical stained glass segments are subtly angled on the interior. In addition to imparting a 

visual thinning of the walls while enclosing the embedded structural columns at their thickest points, these angles 

reduce the potential for perpendicular reverberations. 

 

The Influence of the Architectural Design of St Martin’s 

 

The design of St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran church had a considerable influence on ecclesiastical architecture in 

Central Texas going forward. Jessen, Jessen, Millhouse and Greeven (later Jessen Associates) only designed four 

churches; the first was University Christian Church (1953, expanded 1959), Holy Trinity Church (1953-54), St. 

Martin’s, and finally St. Ignatius Martyr Catholic Church (1965).45 Jessen, Jessen, Millhouse and Greeven were only 

associate architects on the University Christian Church project. The church was built in a simplified, historicist style, 

combining Gothic elements with a stripped down version of Spanish colonial revival. In late 1959, the firm was in 

charge of the $500,000 expansion, which included an educational wing, a chapel, a cloister, and a bell tower.46 Many 

of the elements of the expansion are also found in the plan of St. Martin’s, which was nearing completion at that time. 

However, since the church had already been built in a specific style, all additions blended in with the already existing 

building to avoid any discontinuity. Therefore, the additions were built using the same traditional architectural 

vocabulary. Holy Trinity Church was the first church completely designed by the firm. It is also the only church that is 

no longer being used by the congregation. The building has only one level and is small in scale. There is a tower that 

features a cross, and originally there was a porch that extended out from the building that was removed prior to 2010.47 

The façade is clad in rusticated, random rubble. Stained glass is visible from the exterior, separated by a cruciform 

frame. The church is a small step away from any historical styles, but it is small in scale and now resembles a mid-

century one-story home due to the alterations made. In addition, due to the alterations, the church does not retain a 

high degree of integrity. 

 

The final church built by the firm, St. Ignatius Martyr Catholic Church, resembles St. Martin’s in its modernist style 

and reveals the influence of the dramatic shift Mather’s work on St. Martin’s made compared to Holy Trinity. The 

 
41 Letter from R. N. Lane to Wolf Jessen, 2 December 1958. St Martin's Lutheran Church, circa 1960s. Austin Files, Austin 

History Center. 
42 “In Memoriam, Charles Paul Boner,” UTPhysicsHistorySite, https://web2.ph.utexas.edu/utphysicshistory/CharlesPBoner.html 

(accessed 6 Sep. 2021). 
43 Letter from R. N. Lane. 
44 Ibid. 
45 The Caller, Vol IX. No. 4 (Austin: University Christian Church, 1958). Work Dues This Week on Church, n.p. 6 December 

1959, N.p.; List of buildings by Jessen, Jessen, Millhouse and Greeven located in the Austin History Center; “St. Ignatius Martyr 

Parish – Church, Rectory Dedication Sunday,” The Austin American-Statesmen (Feb. 1966), A13. 
46Work Dues This Week on Church 
47 Drawings of Jessen, Jessen, Millhouse, and Greeven located in the Austin History Center. 
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church here, however, is free-standing with various religious buildings surrounding it. St. Ignatius Martyr Catholic 

Church, hereafter referred to as St. Ignatius, also contains an enclosed loggia in front of the church which contains a 

baptistery, and the main entrance with double doors lining the loggia. Entrances are also available on the short ends of 

the loggia. The interior of the church is similar to St. Martin’s. The nave is covered by a barrel vault similar to the one 

found in St. Martin’s. However, the roof of the transept is flat, unlike St. Martin’s, and the roof generally follows a 

more conventional method of framing. The interior is wider than St. Martin’s, but has the same open plan with aisles 

on either side of the nave. St. Ignatius includes less extensive stained glass than St. Martin’s; it uses the more common 

dalle de verre method of stained glass. There is no stained glass along the nave of St. Ignatius. The church also uses  

non-traditional methods of building and decoration like St. Martin’s. The apse, according to the drawings of the firm, 

consists of precast marble aggregate panels that are slightly convex; these panels match the marble altar. The columns 

are made of Portland cement around a steel I-beam and are octagonal; these are clad in marble. The flooring consists of  

terrazzo strips.48 Although St. Ignatius is similar to St. Martin’s in style, St. Martin’s has a longer history that is 

reflected in the artifacts in the church, such as the stained glass and altarpiece, whereas all of the fixtures in St. Ignatius 

were new at the time of construction. These elements are integral to the church, and are tangible elements that are 

helpful in telling not only the history of the current building, but also of the history of the buildings long since 

demolished. 

 

Danze & Davis designed an even more direct reference to St. Martin’s with their design for St. John the Evangelist 

Catholic Church in San Marcos. Danze & Davis were an Austin architecture firm who designed several churches in 

Central Texas. The principle facade of St. John the Evangelist has the same tripartite roof composition with a large 

barrel vault in the center and flat roofs on either side. The roof projects outward one bay at the front to be supported on 

unbraced columns. A triple barrel-vaulted canopy projects over the main entry doors. While the tower placement and 

fenestration of the facade differ, the most important change between the two churches is that St. John the Evangelist 

has a partially-expressed concrete frame in place of the steel structure at St. Martin’s. The concrete structure is notable 

in its own right, but the comparison highlights the extreme slenderness and narrow dimensions made possible by the 

innovative structural design of St. Martin’s and the clever use of an off-the-shelf quonset hut rib system to create an 

unexpectedly thin profile to the roof. 

 

While the Lutheran denomination were early adopters of modern architecture in Central Texas, before St Martin’s, 

these largely consisted of A-frame and A-frame-like structures that were more modest in scale and ambition. Notable 

examples include Peace of Peace Lutheran Church in Austin (ground-breaking 1955) and Immanuel Lutheran Church 

in Giddings (consecrated 1958), both designed by Lutheran architect Eugene Wukasch.49 The larger scale of the 

building and the social influence of St Martin’s, which was seen as the primary German Lutheran church in Austin, 

likely contributed to its architectural influence. A few years later, the primary Swedish Lutheran church in Austin 

broke ground on their new church. Gethsemane Lutheran was similarly pushed out of their 1883 building (now the 

Texas Historical Commission library) but the expansion of the capitol complex. As the distinction between German 

and Swedish Lutherans broke down and the two churches were in the process of becoming part of the same synod, 

Gethsemane chose to build their new church on the far northern border of Austin. Eugene Wukasch designed his most 

unique and grand design to date for them, employing the first use of post-tensioned concrete in a Texas building and 

calling on the renowned French stained glass artist Gabriel Loire for its lantern-like sanctuary.50 

 

 
48 Drawings of Jessen, Jessen, Millhouse, and Greeven located in the Austin History Center. 
49 Jason John Paul Haskins, “J. Eugene Wukasch and mid-century Lutheran architecture in Texas, 1950-1970,” in Anat Geva, ed., 

Modernism and American Mid-20th Century Sacred Architecture (London: Routledge 2019) 
50 Ibid. 
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Art within St. Martin’s 

 

The stained glass found within the church is a particularly important aspect of the character of St. Martin’s. It was 

specifically created for the new church in Cologne, Germany by the Botz and Miesen studio and brokered through 

Ecclesiastical Art (Henk J. G. Van de Veeronk) of Dallas, Texas.51 The proposal from Ecclesiastical Art states that the 

new stained glass “will be designed by Mr. J. Boehm and executed by Botz-Miesen Stained Glass Studio, both of 

Cologne, Germany. The design would be in conformity with the flowing pattern presently installed in the Maria-

Koenigin Kirche, Cologne, Germany. … The above windows will be designed by Mr. J. Boehm and executed by Botz-

Miesen Stained Glass Studio, both of Cologne, Germany. The design would be in conformity with the flowing pattern 

presently installed in the Maria-Koenigin Kirche, Cologne, Germany. The various symbols would be altered to 

conform with the liturgy of St. Martin's Evangelical Church. Full sized drawings would be submitted for approval and, 

of course, alterations can be made on your or Pastor Long's request.” 52 The prominent and prolific German church 

architect Dominikus Böhm designed Maria-Koenigin Kirche which was completed in 1954.53  

 

The original plan for the symbols in the stained glass was to re-use the existing pointed quatrefoils from the 1929 

church within this flowing pattern.54The stained glass uses symbols to depict various aspects of the Lutheran religion, 

but it does so in a non-traditional manner to match the interior. Similar artworks executed by Botz-Miesen at that time 

show that they created both traditional, figurative stained glass as well as more contemporary stained glass.55 The 

designs for St Martins combine flowing geometric patterns as a background to abstract figural symbols set in rounded 

frames. The symbols selected by the church’s pastor correspond to specific parables, concepts, and actions present in 

the Lutheran liturgy. In this liturgical context and with content derived from Christ's teachings and social ministry, the 

symbols are object types recalling the familiarity and fundamental simplicity of the illustrative objects of the parables.  

 

The stained glass found along the top of the transepts represent, according to the Lutheran ideology, the Means of 

Grace, with the Word on the north transept and the Sacraments on the south transept. In the nave, the stained glass 

along the north aisle represents the Trinity (titled Father, Son, and Holy Spirit), and various symbols are used to reflect 

this doctrine. On the south aisle, the stained glass represents three different principles of the Christian faith (Worship 

the Lord, Love Your Neighbor, and Walk in the Spirit); likewise, there are various symbols reflecting the various tenets 

of these principles. On the interior of the façade, immediately below the barrel vault roof, can be found an arch of 

stained glass that follows the form of the vault. It contains the phrase “Go Ye” in the center and three symbols on 

either side reflecting the different areas and methods of missionary work.56 

 

The chapel contains more stained glass created by Botz and Miesen to a similar design as the nave windows but 

modified in composition according to the wider proportions of the glazing bays. These panels represent the doxology 

of the Lord’s Prayer; the three sections from south to north are titled The Kingdom of Christ, The Power of Christ, and 

The Glory of Christ. The chapel entrance contains thirty-two panels of symbolic stained glass from the second church 

which were removed and reinstalled.57 

 

 
51 Letter from Henk J.G Van de Veerdonk to Wolf Jessen, 18 December 1958. Jessen Associates Inc. Records and Drawings, 

Austin History Center, Austin Public Library. 
52 St Martin's Lutheran Church, circa 1960s. Austin Files, Austin History Center. 
53 Willy Weyres, Neue Kirchen im Ertzbistum Köln 1945 - 1956 (Dusseldorf: Schwann 1957). 
54  Veerdonk to Jessen, 18 December 1958. 
55 “Artwork by Botz & Miesen Studios,” Oblates of St. Joseph, http://www.osjoseph.org/stjoseph/art/list.php?ArtistId=303 

(accessed 20 Nov. 2010). “St Dominic Catholic Church,” N’awlins, http://kursetnawlins.blogspot.com/2006/11/st-dominic-

catholic-church.html (accessed 20 Nov. 2010). 
56 1884-1960 – St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church Dedication, 9-11, back cover. 
57 Ibid., 12-13. 
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The final piece of stained glass can be found on the north elevation, away from the church and chapel on the south. It 

hangs over the entrance to the school entrance. It is located above the central stairway that serves as main access point 

from the main and upper levels. This section of stained glass is square with a circle in the middle; within the circle is 

inscribed “In Memoriam Wilhelm und Auguste Rosenberg” with a crown and cross in the center. It is unknown who 

Wilhelm and Auguste Rosenberg were. This section of stained glass is from the original 1884 church. It was also used 

in the second church on 14th St., and is the only major remnant of the original church to exist.58 

 

The stained glass within the church performs more than a decorative and didactic purpose. The stained glass lines the 

top of the church walls in a thin strip. On top of this rests the barrel vault. This gives the barrel vault an element of 

lightness, as it appears to hover over the church. The dark, somber red brick also contrasts with the white thin-shell 

concrete vault, making the vault appear larger and more weightless in comparison. The steel girders that pierce the 

windows are standard steel sections that have been custom cut to taper to a point. This use of standard members 

carefully detailed are indicative of the design’s approach to an exposed and expressed structural frame of the building. 

Reinforcing plates at the points where they bear on columns memorialize the internal forces in the structural member 

while their necessarily diagonal form recalls the analogous forms of capitals in previous architectonic systems. While 

contemporary authors expressed some surprise that, instead of clinging “more tenaciously than any other to traditional 

forms in architecture,” they instead “have led the way in the contemporary approach to religious design, often 

electrifying conservative communities with their modern churches.”59 The practical simplicity and ability to retain their 

liturgical expression within modern forms, as well as growth and changing needs following World War II, all 

contributed to the Lutheran adoption of contemporary forms for their worship spaces. 60 The use of exposed structural 

frames built of standardized members but subsequently elevated by highly considered detailing points to that balance 

between a sacramental understanding of the Lutheran liturgy and appeals to a modern practical and functional 

sensibility. The use of modern technology is also fitting with the contemporary trend of modernizing the church and its 

architecture, a trend prevalent at that time as nationalist barriers between traditional Lutheran synods broke down.61 

 

Peter Mansbendel, a local expert carpenter, carved a wood beam that was placed above the chancel in the 14th St. 

church, which read “God is Love.” This now hangs in the Fellowship Hall of the current church.62 Mansbendel was 

born on August 12, 1883, in Basel, Switzerland, coincidentally the same year that congregation of St. Martin's was 

formed. He began studying woodwork and woodcarving at the age of ten, and after stints in London and Paris, came to 

the U.S. in 1907. He then began working in Boston and then New York. Mansbendel ultimately ended up in Texas 

after following his future wife, Clotilde Shipe, to Austin. He opened a studio in the corner of a building that once 

housed the Swedish consulate. He remained there and worked until he became too ill in late 1939. He died on July 20, 

1940, in Austin.63 

 

During the 1920s and 1930s, leading architects in Austin, Dallas, Houston, and San Antonio would commission 

Mansbendel to create various artworks for them. Although he was particularly known for his fireplace mantels, he also 

created sculptural details, furniture, and decorative artworks. He frequently used Texan themes in his work, including 

historic people and places or local flora and fauna. Although his portrait carvings were smooth and finished, his other 

works were often rustic in character, which gave them a natural appearance; this also ensured that “the hand of the 

artist” was left on his artwork. The carving in St. Martin’s is typical of Mansbendel’s style; it is not sanded, providing 

a natural, unfinished appearance while utilizing a floral motif. Some of Mansbendel’s most important works include 

 
58 Ibid., 18. 
59 Albert Christ-Janer and Mary Mix Foley, Modern Church Architecture (Florence: Tipocolor, 1962), 127. 
60 Gretchen Bruggeln, The Suburban Church: Modernism and Community in Postwar America (Minneapolis, MN: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2015) 
61 Albert Christ-Janer and Mary Mix Foley, Modern Church Architecture (Florence: Tipocolor, 1962), 126-27. 
62 Ibid., 25. 
63 Al Lowman, “Biography,” Peter Mansbendel, http://www.petermansbendel.com/biography.asp (accessed 21 Nov. 2010). 
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the carved doors for Mission San José and for the Spanish Governor's Palace, both located in San Antonio. He also 

carved portrait medallions of former presidents of the University of Texas. Mansbendel was also actively involved 

with the community in Austin and worked as a set designer and performer at the Austin Sängerrunde and at St. David's 

Episcopal Church.64 

 

More prominently featured in the church is a large, oak altarpiece, created in 1929 for the 14th St. church. The 

altarpiece measures eleven feet wide by twenty-four feet high and was created by the Svoboda Church Furniture 

Company in Kewaunee, Wisconsin for $4,200. The intricately carved neo-Gothic altarpiece matched the style of the 

second church. The altarpiece is still a major feature in the current church. Vines and gold-leaf covered grapes run 

throughout of the altarpiece, utilizing the quotation “I am the vine, ye are the branches” from the biblical book of John 

as a theme. At the top of the altar is a crucifixion scene, with Jesus, Mary Magdalene, and apostle John, and a crown 

sits symbolically above this scene. The central part of the altarpiece contains a wood sculpture of Leonardo da Vinci’s 

Last Supper; behind this sculpture is the city of Jerusalem in stained glass. Below this are symbols of the Alpha and the 

Omega and the Agnus Dei, which features a lamb. 65 This ornate and commanding altarpiece is an important artifact 

not only for its artistry, but also for its link to the church’s past. 

 

More sculptural work can be found on the exterior of the church entrance. Above the triple-arch canopy on the façade 

of the church is a cast stone sculpture consisting of three separate units, two of which are angels and the central one of 

Christ. Titled “Come unto Me,” this sculpture was created for the new church by the internationally recognized Austin 

sculptor Charles Umlauf.66 Umlauf was born on July 17, 1911 in South Haven, Michigan, and his artistic talent was 

recognized at an early age.67,68 He took courses at the Art Institute of Chicago and upon completing high school, he 

continued to study there as well as at the Chicago School of Sculpture. He and his wife moved to Austin in 1941, 

where he joined the new art department at the University of Texas. He remained with the university for forty 40 years. 

By the time he retired in 1981 he was professor emeritus.69 

 

Umlauf was very prolific, and he worked in a variety of styles, from realism to lyrical abstraction; he also worked in a 

wide variety of materials, such as bronze, marble, and alabaster. His subject matter was varied as well, and included 

familial scenes, animals, religious and mythical figures, and nudes.70 Religious artwork can be found throughout his 

career, such as the Pieta (1945), John the Baptist (1958), and St. Michael (1985).71 Umlauf received many rewards in 

his lifetime; this included a Guggenheim Fellowship and a Ford Foundation Grant. He also received honors from the 

cities of Houston and San Antonio. His works can be found in collections across the country, including the 

Smithsonian Institution and the Metropolitan Museum in New York City.72 He died on November 19, 1994.73 

 

Local ironsmiths at F. Weigl Iron Works crafted the ornamental cruciform door pulls, altar rails, prie-dieu, sedilia, and 

other sanctuary furnishings.74 Fortunat Weigl and his family started their ironworks business in Austin in 1922 with the 

 
64 Ibid. 
65 Danforth, 25-26. 
66 Ibid., 55. 
67 William Kelly Fearing, Paul Peter Hatgil, and Kenneth W. Prescott, “IN MEMORIAM - CHARLES JULIUS UMLAUF,” The 

University of Texas at Austin Faculty Council, http://www.utexas.edu/faculty/council/1998-1999/memorials/Umlauf/umlauf.html 

(accessed 9 Dec. 2010). 
68 “About the Sculptor, Charles Umlauf,” Umlauf Sculpture Garden and Museum, http://umlaufsculpture.org/sculptures/ (accessed 

21 Nov. 2010). 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
71 “Sculptures.” 
72 “About the Sculptor, Charles Umlauf.” 
73 Fearing. 
74 St Martin's Lutheran Church, circa 1960s. Austin Files, Austin History Center, Austin Public Library. 
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help of their colleague woodcarver Peter Mandbendel.75 The elder Weigl retired in 1955 and his sons Fortunat Lee and 

Hebert continued to work through 1977.76 In addition to St Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church, F. Weigl Iron 

Works contributed architectural fixtures to notable buildings throughout Texas including the Texas State Capitol, the 

Driskill Hotel, the French Legation.77 

 

Summary 

 

The complex of buildings for Saint Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church, completed and dedicated in 1960, 

embodies a distinctive character of mid-century American Lutheran architecture. As the denomination across the 

country transitioned from small, siloed synods based on European nations of origin, culture, and language, into fewer, 

larger, and more universal synods with a consciously American identity, its congregations similarly transitioned to a 

modern American expression for the architecture of their buildings. While the majority of these innovative churches 

followed more modest and domestic types,78 St Martin’s is a prime example of a unique expression of the Lutheran 

theology and liturgy of the time. 

 

The new Common Liturgy, jointly published by eight Lutheran bodies in two years prior to the dedication of St 

Martin’s, was rooted in “deepened scholarship and broader fellowship, the rich treasury of ecumenical liturgy, … the 

ancient and medieval Christian Church, both East and West, and grounded on the historic German, Scandinavian and 

American uses.”79 “A vision clearer than was sometimes possible during the Reformation controversy has revealed the 

enduring value of some elements which were lost temporarily in the sixteenth century reconstruction of the liturgy.”80 

The same year the church was dedicated, three of those eight synods merged to form the American Lutheran Church, 

of which St. Martin’s was a member. Further mergers followed over the subsequent years.81 

 

The architecture of St Martin’s comports with this approach to the liturgy: it rethinks recent tradition in favor of a 

deeper retour aux sources while embracing contemporary expression. Neither the liturgical developments nor the 

architecture of St Martin’s can be reduced to an arbitrary binary of tradition and innovation, of conservative and 

progressive. They reveal a conscious choice to combine both modernity and continuity in the light of a particular 

religious identity.82 Describing the new church in their Dedication booklet, the congregation stated that “the 

magnificent sanctuary… with its 107-foot attendant tower, recalls the Romanesque period in architectural style; recalls 

it in its great vaulted roof, its simplicity of structure, with it dominating brick mass, with its ornamental brick patterns, 

and finally with it integral use of sculpture to express the glory of the church as an instrument of God.”83 Similarly, 

they state that in the chapel, “the simplicity of the brick walls and elaborate wood reredos screen focus attention on the 

altar.” 84 Thus, nobility and simplicity, or historic comprehension and contemporary materials combine in a complex 

response to changing social landscape of the late 1950s and 1960s but ultimately focused on liturgical worship and on 

 
75 Weigl Iron Works Papers, AR.O.101 Austin History Center, Austin Public Library. 

https://txarchives.org/aushc/finding_aids/00684.xml 
76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid. 
78 Brugglen, The Suburban Church. 
79 “Preface to the Liturgy," Service Book and Hymnal (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, [1958] 1979), vi-viii. Copies of 

the 1958 Service Book and Hymnal remain in the church archives indicating that it was in use by the congregation. 
80 Ibid. 
81 E. Clifford Nelson, “The New Shape of Lutheranism, 1930–,” in The Lutherans in North America, ed. E. Clifford Nelson 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975),  
82 Haskins, Jason John Paul, “Saint Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church: Modernity and Continuity,” docomomo_us Newsletter, 

12 February 2014, https://docomomo-us.org/news/saint-martin-s-evangelical-lutheran-church-modernity-and-continuity (accessed 

27 Nov 2021) 
83 St Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church Dedication (pamphlet), March 27, 1960. 
84 Ibid. 
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the “great work … to preach and teach the gospel, to minister to the needs of all men, to live Christ, to keep the faith 

shining as a light in the darkness of this world.”85 In addition, the extensive educational and social facilities within Unit 

B of the complex reflect a vision of greater involvement in the social life of the parishioners.86 

 

 
85 Pastors Edward V. Long and Wilfred G. Sager, “The Dedication Message,” St Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church Dedication 

(pamphlet), March 27, 1960. 
86 Bruggeln, The Suburban Church, 172-173. 
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The original church of St. Martin’s. 

God’s Century at St. Martin’s – A Pictorial History of St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran  Church, 1984. 
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The second church built in 1929. 

God’s Century at St. Martin’s – A Pictorial History of St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran  Church, 1984. 
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Original floor plan of the complex. 

1884-1960 – St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church Dedication.  
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Exterior of St. Ignatius Martyr Church. 

Google Maps Street View. 

July 2021 (Accessed March 4, 2022) 
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Interior of St. Ignatius Martyr Catholic Church. 
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Photographs 

 

Photo 1  
Overview 
Camera facing: East 
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Photo 2  
Part of west elevation 
Camera facing: East 
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Photo 3  
Oblique view of north elevation 
Camera facing: Southeast 
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Photo 4  
Detail of brick grillwork over gymnasium entrance 
Camera facing: East 
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Photo 5  
Oblique view of east elevation 
Camera facing: Southwest 
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Photo 6  
Oblique view of east elevation towards the garden 
Camera facing: Southwest 
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Photo 7  
Detail of brickwork on east church elevation 
Camera facing: Southwest 
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Photo 8  
Oblique view of south church elevation 
Camera facing: Northwest 
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Photo 9   
Oblique view of church façade 
Camera facing: Northeast 
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Photo 10  
View of church façade 
Camera facing: East 
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Photo 11  
Interior of chapel 
Camera facing: North 
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Photo 12  
Detail of columbarium 
Camera facing: North 
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Photo 13  
Stained glass in chapel 
Camera facing: West 
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Photo 14  
Detail of stained glass in chapel entrance 
Camera facing: Southwest 
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Photo 15  
Detail of altar and reredo 
Camera facing: Northeast 
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Photo 16  
Rear of chapel 
Camera facing: South  
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Photo 17  
View of nave through the narthex 
Camera facing: East 
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Photo 18  
Oblique view of church 
Camera facing: Northeast 

 

SBR Draft



United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places REGISTRATION FORM 
NPS Form 10-900     OMB No. 1024-0018 
 

St. Martin’s Evangelical Lutheran Church, Austin, Travis County, Texas  

 
 

 
Page 51 

Photo 19  
View of stained glass 
Camera facing: North 
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Photo 20  
Choir loft and narthex 
Camera facing: West 
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Photo 21  
Overview of church 
Camera facing: West 
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Photo 22  
View of barrel vault 
Camera facing: Northeast 
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Photo 23  
Stained glass and girders supporting roof 
Camera facing: Northeast 
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Photo 24  
Altarpiece 
Camera facing: East 
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Photo 25  
Detail of stained glass 
Camera facing: South 
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Photo 26  
Overview of church, emphasis on barrel vault 
Camera facing: East 
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Photo 27  
Original stained glass panel from 1884 
Camera facing: North 
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