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Introduction 

The Essig-Foeller mausoleum is located within the Columbine plot in Woodlawn 

Cemetery in the Bronx, New York.1 It was designed by Presbrey-Leland Studios in 1944 for Mr. 

Charles Essig.2 The mausoleum is the final resting place for twelve members of the Essig and 

Foeller families. This paper will first describe the designer followed by the architecture of the 

building. Next, the materials and condition will be discussed. Finally, the Essig and Foeller 

families will be explored.  

Designer 

Woodlawn was established in 1863.3 By the turn of the century it was the “fashionable” 

final resting place for the wealthy of the era employing architects, sculptors, and other artisans 

highly skilled at carrying out their clients’ elaborate plans.4 Some projects were designed for 

families by the same architects who built their homes but others relied on the memorialists. 5 The 

memorialists focused specifically on designing “mausoleums and other cemetery monuments.”6 
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Presbrey-Leland Studios, the designer of the Essig-Foeller mausoleum, fell into this latter 

category.  

Presbrey-Leland was a successful memorialist studio and was established in 1920 after a 

merger of a quarry company, Presbrey-Coykendall, and W. E. Leland Studios - a design firm.7 

Both companies had “developed a following in many states among discriminating people.”8 

Presbrey-Leland counted the most discriminating among their patrons and the likes of Walter P. 

Chrysler, A. Sterling Calder and various Rockefellers appear on their client lists.9 By 1952, they 

had erected over 30,000 memorials, of which 1,300 were mausoleums.10 Prices ranged from 

under $5,000 to $1,250,000.11 Presbrey-Leland’s success, both by the numbers and by the 

clientele, show why they may have been a top choice as the designer and manufacturer of the 

Essig - Foeller mausoleum.  

By 1944, the landscape of the mausoleum and monument business had changed because 

after the two world wars and the Great Depression the popularity of mausoleums had 

decreased.12 Nevertheless, Mr. Charles Essig contracted with Presbrey-Leland Studios to design 

a building on a solitary lot, #33.13 The lot is 39.5 x 40.5 feet and is outlined by four 10 x 10 inch 

pavers on each corner of the property line. The mausoleum sits three feet west from the east 

property line which allows it to remain separated from the development of other memorials 

behind it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
West Elevation, Essig-Foeller Mausoleum, Woodlawn Cemetery  

Site Plan, Essig-Foeller Mausoleum, Woodlawn Cemetery 
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Design of the Mausoleum 

The design of the mausoleum is definitively modern yet still nods to classical architecture 

in the details. It is modern because it refrains from excessive embellishment on all exterior 

walls.14 There are only simple lines where the exterior cladding comes together and an incised 

Essig-Foeller above the door. Further, the rectangular outline of the structure emphasizes clean 

lines. Even the shape of the roof, and the base of the mausoleum have simple, stepped detailing. 

Additionally, the mausoleum is strikingly similar in design to the Lehman mausoleum15 which 

Presbrey-Leland describes as an example of modern design.16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The stepped recesses framing the door, however, hint at a more classical aesthetic.17 

Four, four-inch wide sections are cut into the final recess flanking both sides of the door. The 

sections span the full height of the recess and when viewed from the west elevation suggest 

fluting such as along the shaft of a column. Further, two horizonal lines cutting perpendicular 

across the top of the four sections allude to a capital. This, combined with the fluting create a 

pilaster like effect on viewers as they walk closer to the entrance. Further, there are two granite 

 
Lehman Mausoleum, Columbia University Avery 

Architectural and Fine Arts Library Drawings and Archives 
West Elevation, Essig-Foeller Mausoleum 
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urns flanking the stairway to the mausoleum’s entrance whose motif harkens back to elements of 

ancient Roman tombs.18   

The door and the stained-glass window, however, add some personality to the otherwise 

clean modernity of the Essig-Foeller mausoleum. The border of the door features stars, birds, 

fire, the sun, a globe and the twelve signs of the zodiac. In the center is a sprawling organic tree 

which gives the door a one-of-a-kind effect but in actuality the design was available to other 

Presbrey-Leland Studios clients as a stock option.19  This door may be a sign of a more secular 

approach to death by the Essig-Foeller family for there are no overwhelmingly religious symbols 

on the door or, for that matter, the entire mausoleum exterior. However, the signs of the zodiac 

have been interpreted as Christian symbols since the religion’s beginning.20 Further implicating 

the door’s potential Christian meaning is a Christian symbol located on the stained-glass window 

in the center of the east facing elevation. The letters IHS are drawn in yellow and placed in the 

center of a circle. There is dark blue detailing along the border of the circle and along the border 

of the rectangular window. The letters are likely a Christogram for the name of Jesus21 and 

further imply the Essig-Foeller family’s Christian beliefs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Detail: Door, Essig-Foeller Mausoleum 

 
 

Detail: Stained glass window, Essig-Foeller Mausoleum 
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Materials and Conditions 

The Essig-Foeller mausoleum is constructed of several materials. The exterior of the 

mausoleum is clad in “fine axed” Deer Isle Maine granite.22 Deer Isle Maine granite is also used 

for the roof and floors of the mausoleum but inside it is “highly polished.”23 The interior of the 

mausoleum is clad in pink Knoxville, Tennessee marble.24 However, the molding along the 

bottom of the mausoleum is likely made of cedar Tennessee marble which was not indicated in 

the building plan.25 This marble (note: Tennessee marble is actually limestone26) is of a reddish 

“cedar” color and does not match the pink color of the Tennessee marble used in that era.27 

Further, the marble contains traces of fossils (indicating that it is not granite or actual marble) 

and matches the sample of the National Park Service’s National Building Stone Database’s 

“Tennessee Cedar.”28 However, additional confirmation such as comparing samples would give 

a more definitive answer.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Pink Tennessee Marble of the Essig-Foeller Mausoleum 

 
Fine Axed Deer Island Maine Granite of the Essig-

Foeller mausoleum 
Polished Deer Island Maine Granite of the Essig-

Foeller mausoleum 

 
Cedar Tennessee Marble of the Essig-Foeller Mausoleum 
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Further detailing on the mausoleum is done in bronze. The earlier discussed door, vents 

located on the north and south elevations and rosettes, positioned two per catacombs on the 

interior ,are all made of bronze.29 A magnet did not stick to the door, vents or rosettes indicating 

that there is likely no ferrous metal in the door.30 Finally, there are two small trees located on the 

east end of the north and south elevations as well as two small bushes in front of the west facing 

elevation. These natural elements were added later because they are not accounted for in the 

original site plans.31  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overall, the condition of the mausoleum is stable but there are two areas of concern. 

First, there is evidence of biological growth along the granite urns, their bases and the base of the 

north elevation. The biological growths on the urn, their base and the north elevation appear to 

be lichens given their pale green color and wrinkled appearance.32 Harm to the granite may arise 

upon removal which can result in structural damage.33 However, as the lichens do not appear to 

be on any structurally significant parts of the mausoleum at this time there is no urgency to their 

removal but they should be monitored.34 

 

 

 

 
Section of the Essig-Foeller Mausoleum 

 
Detail: Biological Growth on Essig-Foeller 

Mausoleum Urn 
 

 
Urn, Essig-Foeller Mausoleum 
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Next, there is a discoloration of the marble on the bottommost eastern catacomb of the 

south facing catacombs. To the touch, there is a difference in texture between the discolored spot 

and the marble surrounding because it is much smoother. This may indicate an issue regarding 

the condition of the coffin behind the marble cladding. The coffin is made of seamless copper.35 

Copper is sensitive to heat and cold and as such collects condensation more easily and the 

discoloration of the marble may be the result of a collection of moisture from it.36 There are no 

additional signs on the floor, ceiling, or other panels of marble discoloration. However, further 

inspection is recommended, to determine the discoloration’s source and to prevent any further 

issues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Essig-Foeller Family and the Mausoleum  

The Essig-Foeller family together purchased lot #33 in 1944.37 The co-owners of the lot 

were Mr. Charles Essig, Mrs. Margaret Essig (his sister) and Mr. Harold Charles Essig Foeller 

(his nephew).38 This was not the family’s first foray into Woodlawn. The Essig’s actually owned 

a smaller lot in the Juniper neighborhood.39This lot was purchased in 1904 by Charles, Margaret, 

 
Interior South Elevation of Essig-Foeller 

Mausoleum 
 

Detail: Discoloration, Essig-Foeller 
Mausoleum 
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Louise Essig Foeller (mother of Harold) and Louise Essig Sr. (the mother of Charles, Margaret 

and Louise).40 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sadly, the decision to buy the mausoleum was not brought on to show off new wealth or 

success but because of the death of Charles’ son, Lt. Charles Harold Essig, in 1943.41 Lt. Essig 

was flying a plane off the coast of Washington State, encountered inclement weather, lost 

contact, and hit a tree while trying to follow the coastline. The plane burned immediately.42 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Former Essig-Foeller lot, Juniper Plot, Woodlawn Cemetery 

 
Lt. Charles Harold Essig, Senior Portraits, Wesleyan 

University, 1941, Ancestry.com. 
 



 9 

Lt. Essig was only 24 years old when he died. He graduated from Wesleyan University in 

1941 with hopes of pursuing law at Columbia University.43 Lt. Essig was also involved in the 

Civil Aeronautics Association which explains why he may have been interested in becoming a 

pilot in the first place.  

The family, perhaps in an act of grief, cashed in their insurance on Lt. Essig and received 

$15,000 worth of war bonds.44 This money allowed them to afford to purchase the Columbine 

plot ($9,500),45 build the mausoleum foundation ($940),46 and then move the family already 

buried in graves in the Juniper plot to the mausoleum on the Columbine plot47(for $540).48 The 

long dead siblings were among those moved; and all four had been previously moved from the 

Lutheran Cemetery in 1902 when the Juniper plot was originally purchased.49 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unfortunately, Lt. Essig’s death was not the first tragedy for the family. Helen Essig, the 

wife of Charles died only five years after Lt. Essig’s birth.50 Louise Essig Foeller was a widow, 

husband unknown51 and three of the Essig siblings died before the age of twenty (Henry Essig, 

Magdalena Essig, and Katherine Essig).52 

 
Family tree of Essig-Foeller Family Members in the Essig-Foeller Mausoleum 

 

Essig-Foeller Mausoleum Family Tree 
Jacob Henry Essig 

(1829-1884)

Magdalena Essig 
(1869-1888)

Louisa Essig 
(1835-1914)

Louisa Essig 
Foeller 

(1861-1936)

Charles Essig 
(1864-1959)

Helen  Clark Essig 
(1880-1924)

Lt. Charles Harold Essig 
U.S.N.R. (1919-1943)

Katherine Essig 
(1866-1886)

Carole Louise Littlefield 
(1933-2008)

Margaret Essig 
(1871-1969)

Josephine Foeller 
(1898-1957)

Harold Charles Essig Foeller 
(1886-1975)

Henry Essig 
(1858-1877)

?
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Jacob Essig, the father of Charles, Margaret, Louise, Magdalena, Henry and Katherine 

was born in Germany in 1829, came to America, and worked in the meat industry.53 He 

experienced some degree of  success as he is listed as owning real estate valued at $20,000 in 

1870 and had a personal wealth of $900.54 His wife, Louise Essig (Sr.) was also born in Germany 

in 1835, and came to America in 1849.55 Charles Essig was their son and worked in the banking 

industry.56 Margaret was their daughter and never married and their daughter Louise Essig 

Foeller was married and then widowed.57  

Louise Essig Foeller’s son, Harold Charles Essig Foeller, was a member of the Columbia 

Electrical Engineering Class of 1911.58 While in school he was debarred but the reasoning for 

such disciplinary action is unknown.59 After school, Harold married Josephine Menne on April 7, 

1926.60 They had one daughter, Carole in 1933.61 Harold was an accountant62 and must have 

accumulated some wealth in his lifetime as he was living on Park Avenue in 1963.63  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Carole graduated from Brown University in 1954.64 She was married in 1956 to Fred 

Inman Smith.65 She had two sons and three grandchildren66 and was passionate about the arts. 

Carole was a member of the Museum of Modern Arts Council for 30 years.67 She also hired 
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Richard Meier to design a weekend home for her family which is now the famous Smith 

House.68 The Smith house is considered the work that launched Richard Meier’s career.69 Her 

two sons and three grandchildren are likely the only currently living heirs with claim to the 

Essig-Foeller mausoleum.  

After Charles Essig passed in 1959, Margaret and Harold (the two remaining purchasers 

of the mausoleum) set up an endowment with Woodlawn Cemetery for $18,800 to take care of 

the mausoleum in perpetuity.70 As Carole was the last remaining family member to be buried 

there (2008) it will be interesting to see if the next generation will make use of lot #33 of the 

Columbine plot in Woodlawn Cemetery.  
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