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THE COURT OF APPEALS OF THE STATE OF NEW YORK

John Jay

Robert Livingston

The Court of Appeas, New Y ork
State’ s highest court, is composed of a
Chief Judge and six Associate Judges,
each appointed to a 14-year term. When
avacancy occurs, the Governor makes
an appointment from among names
submitted by the Commission on
Judicial Nomination. Each appointment
is subject to confirmation by the State
Senate.

HISTORY

For the first several decades of New
York’s history as a State, the highest
court was composed of the Justices of
the Supreme Court (atrial court), the
Chancellor (ajudicial officer) and
members of the State Senate. It was
known as the Court for the Trial of
Impeachments and the Correction of
Errors. It was modeled after the
appellate system in England’ s House of
Lords. Perhaps because of its size and
unwieldiness, it never achieved renown.
However, New York’sfirst Chief
Justice did: John Jay, one of the
founders of our democracy, later
became the first Chief Justice of the
Supreme Court of the United Statesin
1789. Another key figurein the earliest
days of the State’slegal system was
Jay’ s friend and colleague, Robert
Livingston, the first Chancellor.
Together with Gouverneur Morris, Jay
and Livingston are credited with
drafting New Y ork State’ sfirst
Constitution.

http://www.courts.state.ny.us/history/elecbook/coa/pg2.htm (1 of 2)1/25/2006 7:24:44 AM

New Y ork’s highest appellate court was
established to articulate Statewide
principles of law in the context of deciding
particular lawsuits. The Court thus
generally focuses on broad issues of law as
distinguished from individual factual
disputes. There is no jurisdictional
limitation based upon the amount of money
at stake in a case or the status or rank of
the parties.

The Court of Appeals was established
by the Constitutional Convention of 1846
with eight members, four to be elected for
eight-year terms by voters Statewide and
the other four Supreme Court Justices
having the shortest remaining termsto
serve as acting Court of Appeals Judges for
oneyear.

The Constitutional Convention of 1869
created the Court of Appeals aswe know it
today. That Court sat to hear appeals for
thefirst timein July 1870. By that year the
State had become a bustling center of
commerce and industry. Litigation
increased to such a degree that New Y ork
State' s court of last resort became
backlogged with cases, a situation that
persisted for decades. While the entire
nation’ sjudicial system continues to
contend with increasing case volumes,
New York State’ s highest court has
achieved currency in handling its docket.
The Court today typically hands down its
decisions six to eight weeks after oral
argument of a case.
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OUTLINE OF THE NEW YORK STATE COURT SYSTEM

Count of Appeals
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EARLY DAYS

EARLY SESSIONS

Prior to the Constitutional Convention of 1846, sessions of the Court for the
Tria of Impeachments and the Correction of Errors were held, at least a portion of
the time, on the second floor of the old Capitol located on the north side of State
Street in Capitol Park, east of the present Capitol.

When the Court of Appealswas organized in July 1847, it met in the old
Capitol and continued there until May 11, 1883. It moved to the present Capitol in
October of that year, meeting in temporary quarters until the new courtroom was
completed on January 14, 1884.

After 30 years there, the Court outgrew the rooms it had been assigned, and
space was needed by the Executive and L egislative branches. It became apparent
that other accommodations would be required. Plans were made to rel ocate the
Court to State Hall, down the street from the Capitol. The Court meets there to this

day.

COURT OF APPEALS HALL

Court of Appeals Hall, originally known as State Hall, was designed by
architect Henry Rector to house State offices. The Greek Revival structure was
completed in 1842. The capitals and bases of the five columns supporting the
portico were copies of those of the ancient Greek Temple of Nike Apteros on the
Acropolis. Architectural historian Talbot Hamlin opined in 1944 that the building
“proclaimed the complete victory of the Greek Revival in the Albany region.”

In 1916, the State offices were removed to other quarters and the building was
remodel ed to house the Court of Appeals. State Architect Lewis F. Pilcher designed
arear addition into which was moved the beautiful Courtroom, until then located
on the third floor of the Capitol. Designed by Henry Hobson Richardson in 1881,
the Courtroom, with its elaborate hand- carved oak paneling, furniture, and marble
and Mexican onyx fireplace, is one of the finest nineteenth century governmental
chambers. According to the Preservation League of New Y ork State, “the dual
preservation of a noble Greek Revival building and Richardson’ s sumptuous
courtroom was an early triumph of historic preservation.”
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THE BUILDING

A sixteen-month restoration and modernization of artist Eugene F. Savage painted a mural depicting “the
Court of Appeas Hall commenced in 1958. Under the romance of the skies, emblematic of the three seasons
supervision of State Architect Carl Larson, eighty when the Court sits - autumn, winter and spring.” In
percent of the building’s exterior was refaced with the rotunda, plain Doric capitals and columns on the

Vermont marble and six new lonic columnsreplaced the  first floor are surmounted by lonic carved capitals and
decayed portico columns. A new cupolawas added. Inits  columns on the second floor and elaborate Corinthian
dome over the three-story rotunda, capitals on the third floor.
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