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Eric Mendelsohn
and B’nai Amoona

Kathleen James-Chakraborty

The unequal opportunities available to Black and white immi-
grants to St. Louis before 1950 are embodied by the former
synagogue B’nai Amoona, a Conservative congregation, erected
from 1946 to 1950 in University City, an inner-ring suburb

of the city of St. Louis. Designed by the German émigré architect
Eric Mendelsohn, who had in the 1920s been one of Europe’s
most influential modern architects before he fled the Nazis,
the synagogue represented the cultural as well as spiritual
aspirations of its congregants, not to mention their increasingly
substantial economic achievements.' This came, however,

at a time when few new buildings were being built for African
Americans, and the boldest new buildings for them would

be the high-rise public housing blocks of Pruitt-lgoe, designed
by the Japanese-American architect Minoru Yamasaki,

a member of another American minority community.

The mobility available to the city’s Jewish community encom-
passed their approach to their own faith, where boundaries
between denominations were sometimes fluid. B’nai Amoona
was originally the city’s only German-speaking Orthodox
congregation; many of its more economically successful mem-
bers eventually joined Reform synagogues. Abraham Halpern,
the congregation’s rabbi from 1917 to 1962, steered it into
Conservative Judaism, the middle ground between these two
Poles. In 1919 B’nai Amoona moved from the second of the former
churches it had occupied to a rather unremarkable building
at the intersection of Academy and Vernon Avenues in the city’s
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West End (fig. 27). This was designed by Alfred Meyer and
looked so much like a church that it was later easily sold to the
Black congregation of the Holy Metropolitan Baptist Church,
the second time that B’nai Amoona passed its house of worship
on to African Americans. The additional structures that quickly
clustered around this building during B’nai Amoona’s occupancy
of the site included school and office facilities as well as a library.
Within a generation, however, most of those who worshipped

at B’nai Amoona had moved further west into University City and
beyond, trading the increasingly run-down housing, which
included small multifamily dwellings as well as row houses—left
behind for their African American neighbors—for more spacious,
freestanding, single-family homes.

In the wake of World War Il, progress on civil rights came more
rapidly for Jews than for African Americans. After the Holocaust,
Jews in the United States gained a new measure of acceptance
from some of their Christian neighbors.2 The immediate benefit,
for instance, was much greater for them than for African
Americans when in 1948 the Supreme Court ruled, in the St.
Louis—based case Shelley v. Kraemer, that racially restrictive
covenants were unenforceable. Even as Jews still had to campaign
for access to the housing, universities, jobs, and leisure facilities
available to other whites in St. Louis and elsewhere, many
demonstrated a confident commitment to modernism as an aes-
thetic choice rather than as something imposed on them by,

for instance, a public housing authority and its architects. At the
same time, however, many congregations looked inward in the
wake of the recent destruction in the Holocaust of the European
communities from which their parents, grandparents, and
great-grandparents had so recently come. They were also awake
to the responsibility that the Shoah placed upon them, as the
United States and the fledgling state of Israel replaced Europe
and North Africa as the centers of Judaism worldwide.?
Halpern assured the congregation that the second synagogue
building whose construction he oversaw would respond

to these new realities.

His focus on the needs of his congregants did not mean by any
means that Halpern was indifferent to the concerns of his Black
neighbors. In the 1950s, as St. Louis struggled to desegregate,
he, like many other rabbis across the country, repeatedly spoke
out against the Ku Klux Klan and Jim Crow. In a 1958 sermon,
delivered in the building Mendelsohn designed, he declared:
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27 Alfred Meyer, former B’nai Amoona
Synagogue, St. Louis, 1919.

To.the prophet all men were equally the children of God and were to be treated
with justice, irrespective of race or color or creed.... But the world today
refuses to accept this truth and continues to hold to the anti-religious concept
?f race superiority. This brings into full focus the tragedy of Jim Crowism that

/s practiced so unjustly even in our own country. To me Jim Crowism is most
r.'evolting, and is all the more so when practiced by most churches and
/nstitL'/tions of learning. It is a horrid manifestation of a distorted conception
of religion. The courageous stand by [Catholic] Archbishop [Joseph] Ritter

of our city is an oasis that must be emulated by all religious leaders.*

The r"eference—to Ritter’s insistence on integrating the archdio-
cese’s s.chools—was not a unique example of interfaith solidarity
in the city. Not only would B’nai Amoona write a new page in the
.hls?or'y of the architecture of synagogues in the United States;
its impact on the architecture of Christian churches, many ,
of them Catholic, across the St. Louis metropolitan a,r'ea was yet
another signal of Jewish integration into the white mainstream.
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Eric Mendelsohn and St. Louis

Erich Mendelsohn (he and his wife anglicized their names fol-
lowing their departure from Germany in 1933, with her changing
from Luise to Louise) was born in 1887 in the then-German city
of Allenstein (now Polish Olsztyn). At the age of thirty-four he
became famous within Germany following the 1921 publication
on the cover of the weekly magazine Berliner lllustrirte Zeitung
of what was then the still unfurnished shell of the Einstein
Tower, located in Potsdam, just southeast of Berlin.® His design
for this solar telescope was the most startling manifestation

of the short-lived vogue for Expressionist architecture that swept
through avant-garde German architectural culture immediately
after the end of the war. Mendelsohn quickly regrouped,
however, designing far more pragmatic and yet urbane struc-
tures with streamlined curves that captured the new
technological spirit of speeding motor cars and safety razors.
These had an almost immediate nearly global impact, with apart-
ment blocks, cinemas, office towers, and department stores
showing his influence.

In 1933 the architect fled Nazi Germany for London and then
Jerusalem before departing in 1941 for the United States,

to which he had first traveled in 1924.% Upon his arrival he was
quickly granted an exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art

in New York. Its impact, however, was muted by the attack

on Pearl Harbor. A few years later, in 1944, the show traveled

to St. Louis (fig. 28). Mendelsohn’s connections there included
his former German client Erwin Weichmann (later Winston),

for whom he had built a small store in the then-German city
of Gleiwitz (now Polish Gliwice). Other allies were the lawyer
Victor Packman; Gilbert Harris of the local YMCA; Charles Nagel
Jr., the director of the City Art Museum (now the Saint Louis
Art Museum), which hosted the exhibition; and Joseph D. Murphy,
the future dean of architecture at Washington University,

as well as various notables from the city government and the
business community. When he visited the city in conjunction
with the exhibition, Mendelsohn, who had not yet received any
commissions in the United States, aspired to a professorship

at Washington University and a role in the city’s urban planning
efforts, but he had already identified synagogue design as a
possible, if less exciting, way to relaunch a career that had hith-
erto been dominated by secular work.

-
ERIC MENDELSOHN. Eurapean architoe', mount ng his own
exhibit in building design for display ar the Citvy At Museurs

28 Eric Mendelsohn installing his exhibition,
Architecture by Eric Mendelsohn, 1914-1940, at the City
Art Museum (now the Saint Louis Art Museum), 1944,
from an article in the St. Louis Star-Times.

From St. Louis he traveled to Davenport, lowa, to discuss a syha-
gogue project that never materialized. In Davenport he noted
“no racial restrictions, antisemitism scarcely present as at St. Louis”
From there he went to Omaha, where he was hosted, as in
lowa, by a local rabbi interested in a new building.” Mendelsohn
returned briefly to St. Louis in June of 1945. With the war finally
over and congregations in a position to make concrete plans,

he was back again by the end of October, this time to meet B’naij
Amoona’s building committee, which had already purchased
a_site in 1942.2 The result would be the architect’s first commis-
sion since his arrival in the United States four years earlier.

Mendelsohn'’s first building had been a chapel built in 1913

for the Jewish cemetery in his native Allenstein, and although
religious structures comprised a relatively minor part of his
subsequent practice, he continued until his departure in 1933
tp design synagogues and other buildings for Jewish congrega-
tions in Germany, where modern architecture was not an

JAMES-CHAKRABORTY
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unusual choice during the 1920s.2 Although most of these were
destroyed as a result of the Nazi’s anti-Jewish pogroms during
Kristallnacht in 1938, they established his reputation for Jewish
congregations in the United States as the world’s most cele-
brated Jewish architect. For many, it was also an advantage
that he was a dedicated Zionist, whose commissions in British
Mandate Palestine included a hospital for Hadassah, the
American women’s organization that was active in many Jewish
congregations.”

Although Mendelsohn brought significant experience to his
work in the US, he in no way repeated his earlier work. He pro-
duced an entirely new conception for B’'nai Amoona, one that
also differed from his later American synagogue schemes, each
of which was carefully tailored to the conditions of its own site.”
Although Mendelsohn’s major English work, the De la Warr
Pavilion in Bexhill-on-Sea of 1935, was much of a piece with his
German commercial work, his buildings in Mandatory Palestine
erected across the course of the following five years exhibited
his willingness to begin again by paying meticulous attention

to local conditions. The United States, with the world’s most
advanced construction industry, which had already inspired him
on his first visit to the country, was yet another very different
situation that had little in common with the project of establishing
a Jewish homeland in relation to Arab building traditions that
Mendelsohn very much respected.

Designing B’nai /Amoona

The challenges Mendelsohn faced with the B’nai Amoona syna-
gogue were multiple. First, what direction should postwar
synagogue design take to address the specific circumstances

of the country’s increasingly prosperous and assimilated Jewish
communities? Second, in what direction would his own archi-
tecture evolve in relation to very different conditions from those
in which he had already built in Europe and in Palestine? While
it is not clear that conditions specific to St. Louis, aside from
the details of the site itself, informed these choices, certainly
Mendelsohn attempted to integrate into an architectural culture
which he saw in terms of Frank Lloyd Wright, Eliel Saarinen,

and William Wurster, more than his fellow German émigrés
Walter Gropius and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe.

i e
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B’nai Amoona pioneered a new approach to synagogue design
one that he advanced in the plans of his subsequent synagogl’Jes
for Cleveland Heights, Grand Rapids, and St. Paul, even as he
d_eveloped entirely new compositions for each. Mendelsohn defined
his approach in an article published in 1947:

[Our] temples should reject the anachronistic representation of God as a feudal
lord, should apply contemporary building styles and architectural conceptions

to make God'’s house a part of the democratic community in which he dwells.
Temples should reject in their interiors the mystifying darkness of an illiterate
time and should place their faith in the light of day. The House of God should
either be an inspiring place for festive occasions that lift up the heart of man,

or an animated gathering place for a fellowship warming man’s thoughts and
intentions by the fires of the divine word given forth from altar and pulpit
right in their midst.*?

o ! " ~—
| \ m_.s"

(2:9 Eric Mendelsohn, B’nai Amoona Synagogue and Community
. enter, 1946-50, University City, Missouri, perspective drawings,
€cond version, seven views, 1946.
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Such a synagogue made a dramatic break with the many larger
and much more richly decorated neo-Byzantine temples erected
across the country in the 1920s by prosperous Reform and
Conservative congregations. Mendelsohn’s site on the corner
of Trinity and Washington Avenues lay just overa mile from

one such building, United Hebrew Temple (how the Missouri
Historical Society Library and Research Center) prominently
located on Skinker Boulevard. Erected in 1924 by Maritz &
Young with Gabriel Ferrand, this Reform synagogue—an excel-
lent example of the type—was a point of reference for
Mendelsohn only in one later project and then only obliquely,
the Park Synagogue in Cleveland Heights, whose domed sanc-
tuary he designed after B’'nai Amoona but which was largely
completed earlier.” Although B’nai Amoona occupied a less
prominent site and was not as imposing as United Hebrew, its
emphatically modern appearance, shorn of all historical refer-
ences, pointed toward the future rather than the past. Moreover,
while United Hebrew had faced lawsuits from Christian neigh-
bors seeking to prevent the congregation from building on such
a prominent site, in more progressive postwar conditions

B’nai Amoona faced no such obstacles."

Mendelsohn’s design process began, as was characteristic for
him, with perspective drawings (fig. 29). Although he always
designed in careful relationship to a building’s site, overt refer-
ence to the site was almost never part of the drawings. In the
case of B’nai Amoona he treated a largely residential suburban
setting, in which many might have chosen to pull the mass of the
building well back from the street, as a relatively urban one.

A model, photographed as if an aerial view (fig. 30), made clear
the juxtaposition of masses he envisioned, even as the project
was built in stages. While the drawings show the building from
the right side of the main entrance, and thus focus on the
volume of the sanctuary, the angle of the photograph of the model
shows the opposite side, allowing the viewer to fully compre-
hend the layout of the ancillary spaces. While focusing on the
exterior massing, Mendelsohn also carefully balanced the
building’s public presence with the way in which it would func-
tion for its users.

From its beginnings in the 1910s, Conservative Judaism in the
United States privileged the provision of education and social
facilities that nurtured a sense of community. This would prove
key to Mendelsohn’s understanding of the synagogue in his new

JAMES-CHAKRABORTY

30 Eric Mendelsohn, B'nai Amoona Synagogue and Community
Center, 1946-50, University.City, Missouri, model 1947.

homeland, even when building for Reform congregations. One
outcome of the Holocaust was a greater commitment on the
part of assimilated Jews across the country to establish a shel-
terfad environment in which children could meet each other
while learning Hebrew and the tenets of their faith, and in which
adults could relax together, network, and raise funds in support
of Israel and local charities.’ In addition to the temple, a smaller
chapell, and offices for the rabbi and his staff, B'nai Ar’r’wona
con_tamed classrooms and a social hall complete with kitchen
facilities. The social hall was separated from the sanctuary

by a folding wall, allowing the temple space to be easily

expanded.on High Holy Days, an arrangement Mendelsohn
repeated in all of his other synagogues.

Key. to the construction of the building (fig. 31) was the partici-
pation of the contractor, Isadore E. Millstone.”” Millstone learned
:about Mendelsohn while a student at Washington University

in the mid-1920s."® Although he himself was a member of United
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Construction of the B’nai Amoona sanctuary,

1946-50, University City, photograph 1949.

w Congregation, for which his father had worked,
Ir_:(a(?kr)\r(‘e(?/er' faltgreg in his commitment to B’nai Amoona., later
helping to fund its conversion into the Center of_ Cr'eatlveI X
Arts (COCA), which he also helped oversee. WP.nIe Mende sodn )
had not built in the United States before and did not fully under
stand local construction practices, Millston?, wh9 had been :
in business since 1927, was able to guide him. M'|I|stone mlfs_|
also have admired Halpern, whose strong commitment to civi
rights he shared. He worked to ensure that Blacks were not. .
shut out of St. Louis construction unions and that they receive .
the training necessary to join them. It also h.elped that Millston
shared Mendelsohn’s Zionism and his commitment to modern

49 JAMES-CHAKRABORTY

architecture.” He accompanied Louis Kahn on a trip to Israel
shortly after it achieved independence, where they strategized
about how to house its refugee population.

The Place of B’nai Amoona
in Postwar Architecture

Mendelsohn’s achievement garnered enormous positive atten-
tion for B’nai Amoona both locally and nationally.?° The building’s
bold forms, clad in a warm orange-tan brick, mediated effec-
tively between the radical innovations he had helped pioneer

in Germany in the 1920s and midcentury modern architecture
in the United States, especially the work of Frank Lloyd Wright
and Eliel Saarinen (figs. 32, 33). In the wake of its completion,

the modernist synagogue and the community buildings that sup-
ported it became showcases of up-to-the-minute architectural
thinking across the country, while in the St. Louis metropolitan
area B’nai Amoona’s presence kicked off a series of innovative
church designs, including by Mendelsohn'’s friend Joseph Murphy
and the young Gyo Obata.

In 1945 the Finnish-born Saarinen was still the most prominent
European émigré architect practicing in the US. In 1942 Saarinen,
to whom Mendelsohn was first introduced in 1924 on the same
trip on which he became acquainted with Wright, completed the
First Christian Church in Columbus, Indiana (see fig. 12), one

of the most modern religious structures erected in the country.?
The same year the two architects had dinner together in Detroit.?2
Although B’nai Amoona ostensibly resembled First Christian
only in its use of brick, the presence in Columbus of a classroom
block organized around an interior courtyard established a typo-
logical similarity between the two complexes.

B’nai Amoona sparked a golden age in synagogue design in the
United States, one which would see high-profile buildings

by major architects, including Wright’s celebrated Beth Shalom
completed outside Philadelphia in 1959 and such other ground-
breaking facilities for Jewish communities as Louis Kahn'’s iconic
1955 bath house at the Trenton Jewish Community Center.

A new generation of Jewish-American architects—including
Richard Meier, who curated an exhibition on the subject

at the Jewish Museum in New York in 1963, and Peter Eisenman,
Who traveled to St. Louis to see B’nai Amoona shortly after its
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32 Eric Mendelsohn, B'nai Amoona Synagogue
and Community Center, University City,
Missouri, 1946-50.

I

33 Eric Mendelsohn, B'nai Amoona Synagogué
and Community Center, University City, /__._H--""'-r '-
Missouri, 1046-50, sanctuary. /.—-4"’
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completion—was inspired by Mendellsohn’s. examplfs, even trgcl)ugh
synagogue design played little role in their work. Argual\ y
just as important was the more Iow-key work of Perciva
Goodman as well as the many local architects V\{hose synagogues
were outstanding examples of the modern architecture emerg-

ing in suburbs from coast to coast.?4

B’nai Amoona also inspired the erection of moderni§t chur'c.:ht?s
throughout the St. Louis metropolitan area, as white Chr'lsinans
joined Jews in reimagining the appearance of sacrec_:l space._tt
Murphy, for example, enjoyed the suppor‘t of Archbishop Ri erd
in the series of churches he designed in th.e 1950s that followe
Mendelsohn’s example and that of pioneering Ger,man f:hur‘ch
designers such as Dominikus Bohm. All of Mur‘ph’y s designs
shared with B6hm’s churches and Mendelsohn’s syr\agogues
the undivided spaces believed to foster an empathetic sense

H 6
of community among congregants.?

t important exponent of modern religious ar‘chltect_ur'e
Tnh’?hr:ossjc. LoSis metropolitan area was Gyo Obata, V\_/ho designed
both synagogues and churches, at least one of which wa: )
clearly influenced by Mendelsohn'’s example_. The Abbey Churc
at Saint Louis Priory School (Priory Chapel) in the Crev_e Coeur
suburb of St. Louis (see figs. 39, 52-54), _con_secr'ated in 1962r,l ’
was developed in part out of Obata’s admiration for'.MendeIso n’'s
unbuilt design for a Baltimore synagogue.? Equally m:portant,
however, was the degree to which the presence of B’nai A_moona
convinced clients from across the region that modern designs

could be both practical and prestigious.

n
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