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PROJECT: Historic-Cultural Monument Application for the  
 BETHLEHEM BAPTIST CHURCH 
 

REQUEST:  Declare the property a Historic-Cultural Monument 
 

APPLICANT: City of Los Angeles 
 City Council 
 200 N. Spring St., Room 395 
 Los Angeles, CA  90012  
 
  
OWNER:   Luis Niebla 
    5675 Kimball Court 
    Chino, CA 91710 

 

RECOMMENDATION  That the Cultural Heritage Commission: 
 

1. Declare the property a Historic-Cultural Monument per Los Angeles Administrative Code 
Chapter 9, Division 22, Article 1, Section 22.171.7   

 
2. Adopt the report findings. 

 
S. GAIL GOLDBERG, AICP 
Director of Planning 
[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]    [SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]   
    
Ken Bernstein, AICP, Manager  Lambert M. Giessinger, Preservation Architect 
Office of Historic Resources  Office of Historic Resources 
 
Prepared by: 
[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]    
 ________________________ 
Edgar Garcia, Preservation Planner 
Office of Historic Resources 
 
Attachments: June 3, 2009 City Council Motion 
 September 15, 2009 Historic-Cultural Monument Application 
 ZIMAS Report 

CULTURAL HERITAGE COMMISSION 
 
 
HEARING DATE: November 5, 2009 
TIME:  10:00 AM 
PLACE:  City Hall, Room 1010 
  200 N. Spring Street 

  Los Angeles, CA   
  90012 

 

CASE NO.: CHC-2009-2113-HCM 
         ENV-2009-3118-CE 
 
Location: 4901 S. Compton Avenue 
Council District: 9 
Community Plan Area: Southeast Los Angeles 
Area Planning Commission: South Los Angeles 
Neighborhood Council: Central Alameda 
Legal Description: Smith Brothers Compton Avenue 
Tract, Lot FR 18 
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FINDINGS 

 
1. The building “embodies the distinguishing characteristics of an architectural type 

specimen, inherently valuable for a study of a period style or method of construction” as an 
example of Modernist and de Stijl architecture.   

 
2. The building is associated with a master builder, designer, or architect, as a work by the 

master architect Rudolph Schindler.  
 

CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT (“CEQA”) FINDINGS 
 
The Commission hereby recommends that Council find the proposed designation of the 
Bethlehem Baptist Church as a Historic-Cultural Monument to be exempt from further analysis 
under the California Environmental Quality Act pursuant to Title 14 of the California Code of 
Regulations, Sections 15308 (Class 8) and 15331 (Class 31). 
 
CRITERIA 
 
The criterion is the Cultural Heritage Ordinance which defines a historical or cultural monument as 
any site (including significant trees or other plant life located thereon) building or structure of 
particular historic or cultural significance to the City of Los Angeles, such as historic structures or 
sites in which the broad cultural, economic, or social history of the nation, State or community is 
reflected or exemplified, or which are identified with historic personages or with important events 
in the main currents of national, State or local history or which embody the distinguishing 
characteristics of an architectural type specimen, inherently valuable for a study of a period style 
or method of construction, or a notable work of a master builder, designer or architect whose 
individual genius influenced his age. 
 
SUMMARY 
 
Built in 1944, the character-defining features of the building include horizontal bands of stucco, an 
L-shaped floor plan, and an open cruciform tower. The horizontal layered de Stijl pattern was both 
simple and complex enough to attract the attention of passing cars. The horizontal bands also 
allowed the insertion of planters and other openings for natural illumination. By placing the church 
at the corner of the lot rather than in the center and marking its presence by means of an abstract 
cruciform tower, Schindler organized his design to enable flexible use of both indoor and outdoor 
space.  These distinctive elements of the building are designed in a unique mid-century modern 
architectural style.   
 
The Bethlehem Baptist Church is Schindler’s only built church, created for a small African-
American congregation, and served as a Christian church and community center. Despite a low 
budget, Schindler was able to create a modern functional community space. The building is all the 
more remarkable as the lone example of Modernist architecture to cross Los Angeles's economic 
and racial boundaries during the era of Jim Crow housing covenants.  
 
Architect R. M. Schindler is internationally recognized for his architectural designs and has been 
the subject of exhibitions at the Museum of Contemporary Art (MOCA) and the MAK Center for 
Art and Architecture.  The Bethlehem Baptist Church has been featured in significant books and 
overviews of Schindler’s work.        
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DISCUSSION 
 
The Bethlehem Baptist Church successfully meets two of the specified Historic-Cultural 
Monument criteria: 1) “embod[ies] the distinguishing characteristics of an architectural type 
specimen, inherently valuable for a study of a period style or method of construction,” and 2) is 
associated with a with a master builder, designer, or architect.  As a religious building designed in 
the Modernist and de Stijl style by renowned architect Rudolph Schindler, the property qualifies 
for designation as a Historic-Cultural Monument based on these criteria.   
 
From the tour of the subject property, the building appears to be in mostly original condition, with 
some minor alterations.  
 
 BACKGROUND 
 
In March of 1972, the then-named Cultural Heritage Board received a request for information 
about the Bethlehem Baptist Church from a member of the public.  The request quoted David 
Gebhardt as stating in his book R.M. Schindler, Architect, that the Bethlehem Baptist Church 
represents Schindler’s best non-domestic work.  Kenneth Ross, the Director of the Cultural 
Heritage program made inquiry to the Cultural Heritage Committee of the AIA who commented 
that since the building was constructed under a very low budget, it was not one of R.M. 
Schindler’s best works. 
 
In 1974, the Cultural Heritage Board received a request to nominate the Church as a Historic-
Cultural Monument.  The Board voted unanimously on April 3, 1974 to take the property under 
consideration.  At the Board meeting of October 16, 1974 a motion was made by member Dr. 
Robert Winter to declare the property an Historic-Cultural Monument.  The motion failed for lack of 
a second, and the application was denied. 
 
On July 3, 2009 Councilmember Jan Perry introduced a Motion to instruct the Cultural Heritage 
Commission to prepare a Historic-Cultural Monument application for the Bethlehem Baptist 
Church property. The full City Council adopted the Council Motion on September 2, 2009.  On 
October 1, 2009, the Cultural Heritage Commission toured the subject property. 
 
CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT (“CEQA”) REVIEW 
 
State of California CEQA Guidelines, Article 19, Section 15308, Class 8 “consists of actions taken 
by regulatory agencies, as authorized by state or local ordinance, to assure the maintenance, 
restoration, enhancement, or protection of the environment where the regulatory process involves 
procedures for protection of the environment.” 
 
State of California CEQA Guidelines Article 19, Section 15331, Class 31 “consists of projects 
limited to maintenance, repair, stabilization, rehabilitation, restoration, preservation, conservation 
or reconstruction of historical resources in a manner consistent with the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines for Preserving, Rehabilitating, 
Restoring, and Reconstructing Historic buildings.” 
 
The designation of the Bethlehem Baptist Church as a Historic-Cultural Monument in accordance 
with Chapter 9, Article 1, of The City of Los Angeles Administrative Code (“LAAC”) will ensure that 
future construction activities involving the subject property are regulated in accordance with 
Section 22.171.14 of the LAAC.  The purpose of the designation is to prevent significant impacts 
to a Historic-Cultural Monument through the application of the standards set forth in the LAAC.  
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Without the regulation imposed by way of the pending designation, the historic significance and 
integrity of the subject property could be lost through incompatible alterations and new 
construction and the demolition of irreplaceable historic structures.  The Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards of Rehabilitation are expressly incorporated into the LAAC and provide standards 
concerning the historically appropriate construction activities which will ensure the continued 
preservation of the subject property.   
 
The use of Categorical Exemption Class 8 in connection with the proposed designation is 
consistent with the goals of maintaining, restoring, enhancing, and protecting the environment 
through the imposition of regulations designed to prevent the degradation of Historic-Cultural 
Monuments. 
 
The use of Categorical Exemption Class 31 in connection with the proposed designation is 
consistent with the goals relating to the preservation, rehabilitation, restoration and reconstruction 
of Historic buildings in a manner consistent with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the 
Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines for Preserving Rehabilitating, Restoring, and 
Reconstructing Historic Buildings. 
 
 






































