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Bet\\ een 1945 arid 1975. 01 er 1000 synagogues. $7 nagogue- 
centers and cornmunit> centers \\ere built b j  Je~zish 'lrnericans 
in the suburbs of the United State.. These subuiban institu- 
tioni. se\eral of uhich vere  designed bj  architects such as 
P e r c i ~ a l  Goodman. Erich ZIendelsohn. Philip Johnson. and 
Franb Llo!d Fright. hake become itoris of Jelliali -4inerican 
stabilit! and a r r i ~ a l  in Xmeiican culture.' One of the most 
famous s!nagogues from this building  boon^ is the Beth Sliolorn 
Sy n a g o p e  in Ell&> Park. Perins~lx ania. u hich as comniis- 
sioried b~ the s ~ n a g o p e ' s  Rabbi, hIoi-tirner J. Cohen. and 
des igned 'b~ Franh Lloyd Wright in 1953 and completed in 
1959. Piecented in numerous articles and books on architec- 
ture arid Jewish art. the building often is cited as an example of 
t he  high-period of Fright's late-career and a significant 
contribution to the design ot s!riagopes. T h e  building is one of r 
18 sJnagopes  in Israel s ..?luseunl of the  Diaspoia"~"' " s p a -  
gogue room" and is one of 17 W right buildings chosen b! the 
American Institute of 'lrchitects that are considered a "major 
contribution to 41neiicari culture." Discusions of Beth Sholonl 
are riun~erous and prirnaril! fall into t u o  types of explorations: 
t h e  role of the building in the late-career of F right and the role 
of the huilding in modern s!nagogue design.- 111 of these 
examinations are u ~ e f u l  to an uriderstandirig of the building. 
but  Beth Sholo~n's fame also mahes it a usetul I~uildirig to 
anahze  in order to understand its role in the  shift3 tlansfoirning 
Jewish Imeiican culture in the 1950s. T h e  ~nountairl of articles 
and letteis that document the design process of Beth Sllolom 
reLeal that the huilding emerged from a critical moment in 
Philadelphia's Jeuish histor!. if riot the Je\\ish hi-toq of the 
entire Lnited Statrs. In particular. Beth Sholorri \\a> designed at 
a time \\hen Jeuiili Irnrricans nere  unsure of the irlationsllip 
h e t ~ z e e ~ i  Judaism and the Irnericari suburban lmdscape. a 
landscape the! ueie encouiaged to inhahit I,! theii o\ \n 
corigieg~tioiis and laige arid p o ~  erful .Jewish o~ ,vanizations. In 
man\ na \ s  Franli Llojd Wright and llortirnei Coheri used the 
design of Beth Sliolorn to oiient Judai.m. as  the! interpreted it. 
to  the mole natural and t ar-oriented life-uorld of suburbia. 
Betti Sholom can he seen as an "organizational" uorli. a ~zork  

that was as much a vorl' of architecture to be  experienced as a 
dexice to enable the geographic shift of Jeus  to~zards the 
imerican suburbs. 

%hen Zlortimer Cohen \\anted to create a ne\+ suburban 
sdnctuai7 foi his  uiban congregation there were numerous 
debates as to whether '-suburban*' Je\\ish conimunities should 
be established in  Philadelphia and throughout the Lnited 
States. In the 1950s. man! J e ~ i s h  fanlilies r n o ~ e d  to the larger 
homes and rnore seculal neighborhoods of lmerican suburbs. 
but man\ more Jevs  remained in the c i t ~ :  the mox e of Je\+ s to 
the suburbs Mas not  de facto. In earl) 1950s Philadelphia. one 
fifth of Je\+s lix e d  in the suburbs uhile the rest mostl! lived in 
the same neighborhoods many had occupied since 1930. 
Ilguments for a neu Jewish American suburban culture 
enieiged horn large and poueiful national Jewish iristitutions 
such as the Industrial Rernolal Office. the lmerican Jewish 
Committee. and the  B"nai B'rith Organization. Responding to 
pre-vai anti-Semitism in L.S. cities. man! Jewish institutions 
often professed suburbanization as a \$a! to further J e ~ i s l i  
assi~nilation into American cultuie. 1 suburban J e i s h  culture 
mith its potential cornmodit>-oriented lifestjle projected a much  
more capitalist ~ i s i o n  of Judaiam in America. especiallj as 
JlcCartlijisrn appeared to "expose" urban Jeuish conirnunities 
as one of the sites of communist politics. Sirnilailj. the 
construction of neu  s!iiagopes in the suburbs mas seen as  an 
ernbrace of a neu  religion-oriented h e r i t  an cultuie. \z hic h 
could also be interpreted as antithetical to communism as  %ell 
a< mole consen ati\ e arid farnil!-centered. Despite these 
aigurnenta. critics against the push for a Jrnish suburban 
cultui e I+ ere numei  oui. Joui rialists in Philadelphia'~ J ~ M  id1 
papeis claimed that  a cai-based. .uhurl)an Jenish culture ~ o u l d  
destio! a sense of Jelzi4i (om~rlunit! arid biluicate congIegants 
hetnern a religious. pool arid uiban group and a rnorr vcu la i .  
nealth! and suburban taction. \Ian! J eus  often protested the 
mateiialiinl of t he  suhulba. belie\ ing that the presen ation and 
di-tribution of wealtll \\as sorrrcho\z rnore .'Je\zish." t han  the 
indixidual a t  quisition of matrl ial goods.-' 
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\ bile \lortimer Colien \ \as  a\+are of the arpurnents agairrd 
sul~~rhanization.  he mas aligned \\it11 the institutiorls arguing 
for a J e u i s l ~  rlniericarl suburban future arid against the 
entrenched representatkes of urban Jewish communities. 
.Jccmrding to the (:onsei-vatire Jmish  Erqcloprdia.  Cohen was 
one of the first Rabhi's of his time to argue for a cornplete mol c 
to the s u l d x  as a \\.a\- t o  assure the stabilit!- of' Jeus in 
Amrrican culture. It is from this context that Collen sought out 
I'iank L l o ~ d  Wright to design the ne\\ suhurban sanctuarr: 
Cohen h e \ +  that B right \\as a famous architect. an "Imerican" 
icon. and that W right also was one of the fell architect. of hia 
stature in the Ilnited States to argue for the Inoxernent of all 
Americans to the suburbs. a n  argument that RIortirner Cohen 
needed to make to his congregants. 

Cohen was introduced to t h e  \+ritings of Frank Lloqd Bright 
through the dean of Temple's Srhool of Architecture and 
congregant for his s jnagope .  Boris Blai. and it mas Blai \tho 
encouraged Cohen to hire Kright  to design the neM s!nagogue. 
Frank Lloyd Fright's discussiori of the role of the suburb3 in 
American cultural detelopment were outlined in numerous 
articles and books such as The T unlslung Gtl,. In this book. 
F right explained \that h e  called the "*organic" union hetneen 
American culture and ideal urban planning. B right's concep- 
tion of the organic meant sel  era1 different things: in the context - 
of architecture it implied a sympathq with natural form. the use 
of nex$ materials and cantile\ ers: in urban planning it repre- 
sented a form of settlement that Mas sympathetic with nature 
and that \\as an expression of an idealized American go\ern- 
mental and technological order. 

Wright claimed that a form of spra~\ling suburban liling nas 
the organic expression of t he  pri~ileged relationship bet~zeen 
American societ!. land and the automobile. These ideas Mere 
formalized in B riglit's designs for *'Broadacre City." in uhich 
he  d e ~  eloped his 1 ision for de-centralized planning based on 
the settlement of every American on one acre of land in 
"-l~sonian"" lloubes. In addition to a pronlinerit place for 
religious buildings. Bright  emisioned a public sphere within 
Broadacre Cit! ~ i a  tornmunit! centers. oftentimes called 
"automobile ohjerti\es." that  niixed natural scene12 and 
cultural programs. 

B hen Cohen and Fr ight  began norli on the design of Beth 
Sholon1"s neu qnagogue. each ot tlie men dekeloped theoreti- 
cal ideas for the building that riaturalized the formation of a 
Jewibh communit! among the more pastoral betting of the 
suburhs. In an earl! letter to Bright that included seleral 
drauings for the proposed s!riagogue. Cohen \\rote: 

111 addition. Cohen explained the '.democrat!"" of the temple to 
IT right and the oiganic relationihip Iretwce~i Judaislrl and the 
rlatulal ~ o r l d .  e\ident in the riurneious '.tree" rrletapliol; vithin 
Jewish theolog.'  Sirriilarl!. B right spoke of hit ideas for tlie 
s~~ iapogue  and B~oada r r r  Cit! interchangeal~l! in hi* introtluc- 
tor! lecture to the a!nagogue and at a conternporarieous lec tue  
a t  Temple L n i ~  el sit!. T h e  y nagogne mould be one aspect of 
B right'b suburban communal 1 ision. a n d  this appealed to 
synagogue leadeis v h o  \\anted to project a more dssi~nilated 
and suburban image.. 

In the design stage of Beth S1iolorn"s interior and exterior 
arcllitectural forrn. the concepts of Cohen'b and right's 
ideoloq ex olved. B right's designs typically incorporated or 
\+ere s~nipathetic to natural imager? -trees. rocL bed;.. etc ... - 
and fol Beth Sholorn h e  sought an explicitl! -'Jewish" natural 

metaphor. Cohen sent P; right three images of Rlount Sinai. 
uhich  according to the Old Testament is t he  site  here \loses 
recei\ed the Ten Commandments fro111 God. The pictures 
Cohen sent contained captions that described h o ~  Mount Sinai 
\+a, the Israelites' first religious shrine and the landscape 
surroundirtg the mountain the site of one of the Israeli people's 
most significant "encampments." Cohen wrote that the de ign  
should not onlj  recall the  form of mount Sinai. hut that the 
synagogue design should irnplj a *'\\andering nlourit sinai." a 
-'mo\ing mountain" that both appeared t o  rise out of the land. 
and rime. taking its encampment of Jews to the suburb of 
Elliins Park.' 

Bright's design fol Beth Sholom with its truncated pyramid- 
like forrn resting on a h e a y  boat-like base captured the 
sentiments of Cohen's concepts. and Cohen \\as elated in its 
close representation of his ideas. In a series of articles in 
Philadelphia's Jevish ne\\spapers. Cohen explained hon the 
formal leferent of the temple established a n  important  elation- 
ship bctveen biblical historb and contemporal? Je~rish demo- 
graphirs. 4s Mount Sinai  as the bite that  marked the end of 
Israelite uandering and the  heginning of a new era of peace to1 
the  Israelite people. Coheri claimed that  this building. under- 
stood as a repre*entation of I lount Sinai. would be a place for 
the  Je~+ich people to gather and acknowledge a net+ chapter in 
their history: '-To realize its destin!. t he  American Jeu i ~ h  
coni~nunit! must renru the  cox enant of hlourit Sinai and read! 
itself foi the e\ er continuing re1 elation of God to his people. 
Each genelation of Jeuq must a-rend the  rugged heights of \It. 
Sinai."" 

Cohen explained the s~mbol iam of the building in d serie. of 
press releases sent to Life and Time magazine nith speciall! 
comrriissioried dramatic night-time and d a j  -time percpectikeb of 
t he  temple. Cohen  rote to these magazines: - " I s  ~ o u  l m o ~  the 
entire American Je~\isl l  communit!. in Septembel of 1934. \\ill 
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('~1eljrdte the  300th a n n i \ e i s q  of the (o~riing of Jemish vttlrrs 
to thebe bnited States. Our intention is to a$sociate the neu 
s!nag~gue with t l~is tercentenar! celebration in Philadelphia. *o 

that it ma! be r e p  ded a* a religious shrine cornrnernoratir e of 
that historic c\erit."" Iniages of the ynagogue. as \tell as othei 
ten c o ~ n r n a ~ i d ~ r ~ c i ~ t ~ - l ~ a ~ e d  imager! Itere \+idel> published 
thiought the  Lnited state. and  used for the tercenteriai!. 

Armed with a coniplex image for the sjnagogue that dllorted 
them to naturalize the m o ~ e m e n t  of the Logan cornrnunit~ as 
part of the  continuing e\ olution of Jelzisll histoi-~\.. the tho "co- 
designers" (the va j  Fright erijo!ed referring to Cohen) 
continued to orient the sjnagogue to suburbia. Cohen educated 
Fright on each of the common ritual objects used in 
s, nagopes- the  Eternal Light. the Irk. the AIenorah. etc . . . . . 
and B right and Cohen intended to integrate these objects with 
automotive experiences. This approach mimicked a stratep 
that PI right enlplo!ed for a Christian church in the Cr~stal 
Cathedral project of 1923. Jn the Crjstal Cathedral project 
Bright proposed a spiraling road in the manner of Tatlin's 
Zlonunlent to thr Third International. The road \\auld hale 
uound u p  the chuich to a garden chapel at its summit so that 
uorshippers could reach a religious space purely b! car. 

Zt Beth Sholom. W right proposed that the building be designed 
so that the  '"ner tamid" or '*eternal light" - a common feature of 
s?nagogues that is t~picall j  centrallj located above the "*arlr" or 
cabinet for the torahs -not on14 be clearlj lisible from ele? 
seat mithin the sjnagogue. but on the exterior it mould be 
visible specificall! from automobiles passing the major road in 
front of the  s>nagogue. I religious sjmbol also d e r i ~  ed from the 
ston of Moses. Bright designed the ner-tamid integrated into a 
larger. billboard-like monolith. and the light coming from the 
ner-tamid was dravn in the manner of a searchlight. \+hose 
high-beams projected a Jeuish cultural sjmbol into Elkins 
Parli. 

In addition to the Ver-Tamid. B right and Cohen designed 
other aspects of Je\\ish religious culture aq part of a \chicle- 
based light-sho~t. The menorah. a Je\+ish ritual a!mbol 
r e ~ r e s e n t a t i ~ e  of a candelabra. \\as reinterpreted as a series of 
cascading search lights or1 the building's exterior designed to 
orient cars toxtard the sjnagogue. Cohen proposed that lights 
could also he  used to relate the building to the nearb! suhurban 
airport. Cohen suggested that the top of the building hale a 
blinhing red light. integlated into a Hehrelz banner. that 
exclaimed "I an] the lord th! god." uhich according to the old 
testernant a1 r the fii st M ordc god uttered to nioses before g i ~  ing 
him the ten co~nmandments: these l~linking letters would *en e 
as a form of signage and as a search light for airplanes 
oxerliead. This 1a.t idea was rejected h j  Bright and the Boaid 
of Trustees oi Beth Sholom v h o  did not want such a puldic 
display of Hebre~t on the exterior of the building. 

As the s!ilagogue uas  con-tlxcted proteits erne~ged Iiom the 
tn l~an J e ~ i s h  cornmunit! arid the ~ u l ~ u ~ l ~ a r i  neighborllood of 
Elhins Parl\. Wright's frequrnt comments that Beth Sholorn 
~tould  demonstrate the \+a! a Je\tisll house ol norship could be 
integrated into the 'Inwritan'^ landscape. and theiehj end the 
diiierences betneen .Irneiitari religionb. mas threatening to 
more religioui J e u s  in Philadelphia. Cohen receix ed numerous 
l e t t ~ r s  from Jenish conprepanti dismajed at  the arrogance and 
"a&nilated" aura of the n m  building. In one letter. Cohen's 
Mount Sinai references so artfullj uied to argue for Jewish 
suburhanization \+ere turned against him: Rix Aptehman 
\\rote:" I ~ o u l d  rather g i ~ e  rnj pennies to U I ,  .lM. than to 
Franli L. Wright and his egel ha=ahar ( the coldel7 calfl. you 
call a synagogue.. . .there is one Jeu (and also a feu go!irn) in 
Philadelphia \tho are not inspired by Frank 1. PI right and his 
creations for Jewish \\orshippers." '' Ueighbors in Elliins Parli 
xoiced protests that what W right and Cohen were creating \+as 
not a synagogue but a '*Jenish" road-side attraction that \\auld 
attract sightseers and that \+odd result in traffic accidents and 
traffic jams." 

Ilanq art arid architecture critics examined the theoretical 
arguments that drove the design ideas of Beth Sholorn and 
other contemporaneous suburban sqnagope and community 
centers. 'il illiam Schacli in his re\ie\+ of a book that featured 
Beth Sholorn. ~ londered  u h j  so man! religious buildings were 
becoming more and more like the airports and commercial 
buildings surrounding h e r i c a n  cities. He said the  sjnagogue is 
beco~ning too automobile-centered. a "scene of constant 
arriaals and departures."'- Leo Steinberg, in a r e \ i e ~  of the 
same book. warned of the naturalization of Jewish \+andering. 
\id buildings that clairned to express the dynamisnl of Jemish 
moxement across the Lnited States." 

While Cohen read and addressed the numerous criticisms of 
Beth Sholom. an automobile objecti~e that attracted both 
Philadelphia's and other J e ~ t s  to Elliina Parb was precisel! uha t  
he wished to create and nhat  he realized at Beth Sholom. By all 
accounts. Cohen's intentions to use the slnagogue as an  - - -  
a~chitectural argument for the movement of Jeuish Arnerirans 
to the suburbs was a succesa. By the time of the sjnagogue's 
co~npletion in 1'959. Beth Sholom'. congregants in Logan had 
begun to more to Ell jns Park in earned and the remaining - 
minorit! had switched to other sjnagogues in the inner cit!. In 
addition. Beth Sholom had become a major tourist attraction 
for Xmeiican Jews outside of Philadelphia. The s!nagopie*s 
stunning design \\as reproduced in Jeuish and mainstream - 
Irnerican papers and niagaziries. and directions on h o ~  to 
reach the s!nagogue were publibhed in just about eler! Jevish 
paper in the Lnited States. Cohen not onl! encouraged Jeua 
from around the  countr! to ~ i s i t .  hut celebrities also Mere 
encouraged to \isit the  s!riagope: h i e  Baxter. the famous 
 nov vie actress and grand-daughter oi Frank Llokd Wright. \\as j 
the most farnous of the  celebrities to come to the s!nagope. 
Her a r r i ~ a l  to Beth Sholorn was significant tor Cohen and his 
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t origrcpants also due to her rccerit appeaiance ill Cecil B. 
De\Iille'> Ten Coinrriaridirieriti. The filrn. liltc Rctli Sliolorn. 
located a burnirip AIouiit Sinai a; a cmtral *!~nlml of Jr\\i.li 
life. nhich d e  Rlille called a sjmhol of the 1iJ)eiatioii of all 
people. 

1 s  m o ~ e  and mole ~i r i tora  came to *ee the qnagogue. Colierl 
dexeloped a sniall tiaxel guide in o ~ d e ~  to iull! indoctrinate 
tou~iets in the meaning of the sjnagogne'. image?. Laid-out in 
the niarlner of an automoljile guide cum Je\\ish praTer boob. 
the text in the  book decodes the  s\napogur's forms. Belou a 
picture of the s!nagogue's exterior Cohen wrote among o t h e ~  
things: ""the temple is a Kandering Sinai. accompan!ing 
Israelites on theii journej into the ~ildernesb." In the pages 
that folio\\. ~ is i tors  are encouraged to see a pool in front of the 
sjnagogue as representatixe as  a sj~nbolic ~ \ashing basin in 
front of the ancient Israeli temple*. and then to gaze up  to bee 
the IIenorah references on the exterior of the building: 
entering the building one should looh up to see a chandelier 
representatixe that Coherl claims is representatixe of the 
kaballah: and upon exiting and getting bach into one's car 
\idtors are encouiaged to look back to see the car-oriented 
eternal light from Old I o r k  Road. Coheri ~ l ro te :  .'ill1 who pass 
Beth Sholorn Sjnagogue at night can see from the street. 
framed in its g l a s  \\indous. the great ner Tamid aglov. the 
eternal light proclairnirlg god's presence uithin."14 

T o d a ~ .  numerous bus tours arranged b\ Jelzisli !out11 and adult 
group5 tabe cisitiors from \iev \oil%. Aeu Jeibe!. Long Island 
and Rhode Island on trips to see Beth Sholom and to learn the 
stor1 of it3 creation b! \lortimer Cohen and Frank Llo!d 
Bright. The sjnagogue continues to appear in articles about 
q\nagogue design and continues to he used as an example of 
the sucressful Jellish integration into Imerican culture. The 
formal referents of Beth Sholorn hale  11een endlessly furtheied 
and elaborated upon in books arid articles uith names such as 
".Together the! built a Vountain." arid in chapter3 titled the 
*'Slopes of Beth Sholorn." One recent autlioi ceemed to be 
una\\are of the problems of association wlien he  stated that 
Beth Sllolom rete~ences Mount Sinai and a Natite American 
Teepee. thereb! aligning Jemiah Iinelicans uith otliei ethnic 
l~nericari  nomads. The debates sunounding the construction of 
Beth Sholoni and other suburban .!iiagogueb arid cornmuriit! 
centers of the 1950s haxe either been lost or are presented ab 
the idea; of marginal. 01 erl! religioub Jens. In a ~or i te r r ipo~an 
Jex.rish Enrjclopedia the entn  on \Ioi.tiiner Cohen. uncritical11 
claiinb that he  T\ay one oi the tii-t iabbi* in 411ieiica to 
yucceicfullj ebtdblisll an a~gurnent  foi sub~ i~ha i i  Jeuibll c o n -  
munities. ' 

In tlie past ten !ears. Beth Sllolorn and the otllei s!nagogue arid 
s!nagogue centeic of the first \ \a le  of Jenish cuburhanization 
hegan losing corigreganta. Beth Sholoni loses approximatel! 
thirtj fairlilies per jear who eithei nio\ e to suhurl~s farthei awa! 
in u ealthier and el en more assimilated rreighhorhoods or niox e 

into dowritonri uil)dn a~cdq tllcii gland parerit* left lorip ago.- 
In sorric iii~tdil( c Inole irligious Je\\isll (oiigregatiorr> t A e  o ~ c t  
the older huildirrgs and their m a 4 1  e pal king lots ale the site 
for the  dr~rlopirierit of Iiev recieatiorial  program^ or ale sold 
foi housing to la( ilitatr an easier walk to temple. \1a11! Jeuiah 
cultural stutlir- theoii+ liaxe claimed that t he  drol)-ofl irr 
>!napope rrieirilrer~hip arid building is being matched I)! a ne\\ 
phdse of inten-e constiuction of other Jewish ljuildiiigs. Onc 
might claim that the era of massixe s!nagogue building i. oxer 
arid the  era ol Jewish rnuseum building has begun. arid this tali 
be seen in tlie more than LOO . J e ~ i s h  cultural rriubeuins and 
Je\\ish orierited holocaust museums just constructed or being 
constructed tliroughout the I-nited States. 

I s  older structures are abandoned and ne\\ one's begun. it bill 
be iniportarlt to obsene  the nev theoretical model and 
metaphoric image that will simultaneouslj negotiate the ahan- 
donrnerit of iriiportant Jevish buildings arid the  creation of neu 
structures. 4 rrionolithic response to the complexit! of Jeuish 
Inierican expeiierlce seems irnpossible toda!. but  iriexitahlj a 
simple spatial t\pe form that claims to represent contemporal? 
transforn~atioris and demographics uill be advanced. -Is this 
occurs. u e  should he auare of h o ~  it uill frame the  heterogene- 
it! of Jewish lniericari experience. 
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