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Located along the curved edge of Woodlawn Cemetery, the Lotus plot is the site of the Schliess

family mausoleum, a modern resting place designed for the family of Martha (born Haas) and

Charles R. Schliess1. Both husband and wife were second-generation German-American citizens

who called New York City’s Upper East Side neighborhood home for their entire adult lives.

Charles was a successful commercial real estate broker, and the family moved in many sociable

circles and clubs in Manhattan and up and down the East Coast2. When Martha died in 1934 at

age 66, Charles set about to design and construct the family mausoleum to house not only her

remains, but with room also for himself and their two children, Lucille and Aubrey. However, the

design of the mausoleum at Woodlawn is a monument to not only a tight-knit family, but a family

willing and able to embrace new forms of design and thinking, breaking away from traditional

iconographies in a refreshing and modern way.

Set in the middle of the plot, the mausoleum cannot be viewed from the street, so one

approaches by weaving through a bramble of neighboring headstones and monuments without

the aid of a path or clear axial vista. Yet, the Schliess crypt nevertheless stands out from the rest

due to its distinct Art Deco style, a stark juxtaposition amongst the Classical orders and religious

symbols that characterize the majority of Woodlawn’s monuments. The building, designed by

Harrison Granite Co., sits beneath a large oak tree, the nearly square form raised only one step

above the gently sloping ground. The entire form is adorned only by incised carvings in the

granite face: Vertical lines on either side of the door frame may be a nod to columnal fluting, but

the flat relief carving effect predominates especially when seen alongside the carved Schliess

family name centered above the door, writ in a beautiful Art Deco-style sans serif font and

bookended by shallowly carved sunrise motifs set in squares. The overall effect is of strong

2 See New York Herald Tribune listings in Appendix

1 See obituary in Appendix

2



symmetry and central axial alignment, and the lack of predominant decor means that this double

door entrance is the most visually decorative element of the mausoleum. The doors themselves

are inset with glass protected and adorned by intricate bronzework. Also symmetrical and linear

in form, the pattern is made up of intersecting bars in an almost Chinese style. The glass frames

behind were also designed to be operable, allowing for ventilation when desired.

Beyond the door is a cool, clean, and well-maintained space. Four crypts of Tennessee Pink

marble flank the entrance, two stacked atop each other on either side. And finally, directly

opposite the entrance is the most colorful facet of the monument; a painted-glass window of four

horizontal panes, depicting a serene woodland scene. Our eyes follow the curves of a narrow

creek running between the trees to the orange and gold horizon beyond.

This window is the only decorative element in the interior. Uncarved walls of the same Harrison

granite are unadorned save for mouldings in Tennessee Pink marble from E. L. Smith & Co. of

Barre, VT, the same stone that also forms the crypts, uncarved save for the names of the

deceased. This slightly reflective and smooth stone is in harmony in color and style to the

prevailing granite structure. The simplicity is far from austere, however, and very much follows the

contemporary design thinking of New York in 1934, which encompassed both the trends of Art

Deco two-dimensionality and the as-yet rising tide of Modernist architectural theory. Being in the

real estate industry at this time, when iconic Modern projects like Rockefeller Center, the Chrysler

and Empire State Buildings were topping off, it’s plausible that Charles was tuned into this shifting

of style, and eager to express it in his own personal realm. Let’s return to the painted window,

though. While the stone was chosen to remain unadorned by religious sculpture or

iconographies, the window represents an opportunity the family could have taken to depict a
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religious scene or symbol, as is so common in graves — death and continuation onto eternal life

is a concept shared by many mono- and polytheistic religions. However, Charles chose a

completely secular scene for this painted window, a pastoral landscape evocative of the

American landscape they called home. The architectural style of their mausoleum already was a

departure from the popularity of Classical forms of Greek, Roman, and Egyptian temples, but the

lack of visible religious fervor or recognition is a departure more radical still. These design

choices that coalesce into a simply modern, and public, expression of taste at Woodlawn tell us

much about the Schliess family values, and this makes their monument a unique site of study

within Woodlawn’s collection.

The Schliess monument is a relative newcomer to the Lotus plot, but in its nearly nine decades of

existence the quarried materials have remained in good condition. This was desired, as

evidenced by correspondence between Charles and the engineers at Harrison: Repeatedly in the

language of their contract, the writers indicate “best quality” materials, specific details to be

executed only by “skilled workmen,” amongst other orders for detailed hammered surfaces,

tightly finished joints to 1/16th inch specifications, and stones rubbed at the facade and cut to

even planes even where hidden from the visitor’s eye. However, in addition to the high standards

of quality control and workmanship pursued by Charles in its design, the mausoleum likely

remains in good condition due to the simplicity of the forms and relative protection in the shade

of a massive oak tree on the lot, its roots even growing up and around the southeast corner of

the base. The roots show no evidence of damage to the building, and the cleanly hammered

granite walls and linear carvings are crisp and free from visible signs of water damage, notably on

the interior, so we assume that the eight vents included in the design are working in harmony

with the heavy granite roof cap and clean joints throughout. On the roof slab exterior, however,
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there are linear streaks indicating biological growth in the direction of rain runoff, though these

are secluded to only the innermost roof slab and treatable if readily attended to.

However, the metalwork of the mausoleum shows signs of wear likely due to oversight by the

designers and subsequent maintenance crews. While not severe enough to threaten the health

of the overall monument, the bronze doors are speckled with white markings indicating damage

from improper chemicals used for cleaning. The result is a speckled, chalky look reminiscent of

the runoff of salt deposits. While this is aesthetically unpleasing, it is not as structurally disruptive

as damage to the window frames within the mausoleum. There are visible signs of corrosion in

the lower right and left hand corners, where rust-red particles show the decay of the frame. It is

possible that the builders from Harrison Granite Co. did not take into account the nobility of the

metals they were using: It’s possible that the bronze enframement is paired with a lower

hierarchy of metal, like steel, around the base, and that bronze is causing rapid decay of its steel

counterpart via galvanic action. The Harrison contract stipulates that the art glass was “to be

selected by Owner,” possibly from a third-party artisan, but more likely from a standard stock from

Harrison’s in-house designers. Yet even in-house work allows for the possibility of unclear

communication regarding the details of installation. It’s also obvious from the contract that this

was an expensive piece of the project, as it states, “Cost of art glass not to exceed $18.50 per

square foot.” There are four separate panes of glass in the piece, filling out a window four feet

tall: $18.50 per square foot would amount to approximately $303.05 today. I would recommend a

reframing of this beautiful painted art glass, a significant investment of Charles’, to ensure that the

frame holding the clear protective glass panels encasing it don’t falter and expose the painted

portions to rain, weather, and possible ejection from the window frame itself. The freeform

painted style of the frame and it’s antique age would make it difficult if not impossible to replace,
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and threaten the integrity of the Schliess vision for their monument, as it’s the sole decorative

element of the resting space.

The consistent high-level craftsmanship and the obvious break from traditional design paints a

compelling picture of the figure of Charles and the attitude of his family. The family remained

generally out of the limelight, save for a few mentions in the New York Herald Tribune, often

citing the presence of the Schliess family as “newcomers” as at a Junior Aid League benefit for

the Lenox Hill Hospital, a noted “Russian concert at the Indian Harbor Yacht Club in Greenwich,

CT, and a “Dog Exhibit”at the Lackawanna Club in the Poconos. However, Charles was known in

his industry for his brokering of commercial real estate transactions, and was a pioneer in the

development of central Midtown as a business center in the 20s and 30s. He was notably quoted

for a piece on the development of the Sixth Avenue corridor, what we now consider the main

artery of Midtown and the Theatre District. In the New York Times in March of 1930 Schliess says

that the sector is “the next logical theatrical center following the razing of the elevated,” the

demolition of the above-ground subway line in the area being the centerpiece of the article3. This

involvement also aligns with his noted relationship with the Shubert family of theatre moguls, also

cited in The New York Times article in relation to his then-office of employment, Trebuhs Real

Estate Company4.

Progressive thought is also visible in the remains present in the mausoleum of Martha and

Charles’ daughter, Lucille. Having lived a full life (she died at age 79, in 1985) she still

nevertheless retains her given name, Lucille Schliess. Unlike her parents, she also was cremated:

her ashes are stored in a small box atop the right-hand side crypt, but within the family monument

4 “The Shubert Organization,” https://shubert.nyc/about-us/history/

3See Herald article in Appendix
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all the same. Cremation is not a practice supported by many Christian religions, and also the

keeping of a last name may insinuate that Lucille never married. We can speculate that this

means Lucille either lived a bachelorette life or she was possibly a gay woman, as history has

“labeled” many individuals of the LGBTQ+ community as “never married.” However during her

lifetime, Lucille was known for her active role in women’s involvement in wartime efforts. A

February 1942 issue of The New York Herald Tribune includes a large photograph of “Miss Lucille

Schliess, Director of the junior auxiliary of the American Women’s Voluntary Services” in a

recognizable military-issued uniform. The article highlights the post-Pearl Harbor enthusiasm of

teenage girls entering into voluntary roles supporting the war effort from home through basic

medical and first aid training. An earlier article in the Tribune also hosts a small announcement

that Lucille was involved in a local New York high school visit for the explicit purpose of recruiting

students to the corps. This robust role in national politics and activism at the time shows a

headstrong and independent spirit, a woman who was unwilling to sit at home and watch the

world go by.

The Schliess family mausoleum commemorates a well-to-do, second generation

German-American living in the society of upper Manhattan throughout the highs of the roaring

20s as well as the dark years of the Depression and World War II. The choice of design for final

resting place is notable not only that it is owned by the matriarch of the family, but also that it is

decisively modern — its Art Deco styling is authentic for the time, and shows that the family, or at

least its “head of household,” Mr. Charles Robert Schliess, had a finger on the pulse of

contemporary art and design. The Art Deco style is so integral to the burial site that it becomes

the driving narrative — there are no religious symbols, remnants of professional or worldly power,

or unnecessary signs of wealth. The centerpoint being a painted window depicting a calm natural
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scene is a distinct departure from most of the graves in Woodlawn, and surely in America during

the time. Though well enough off to afford a mausoleum at such a vaunted cemetery, the Schliess

family memorial communicates a progressive family willing to embrace modern ideals, and depart

cleanly from tradition.
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