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122 Italian-born architect Pietro Belluschi (1899-1994) moved to the United 

States in 1922. He began to practice architecture in Portland, Oregon, in 

1925, and continued to work there until 1951, when he became Dean of 

Architecture and Planning at MIT. Belluschi's commercial work is repre

sented by the International-style Equitable building of Portland (1945-

48 ). His religious buildings were quite different in approach . He designed 

many churches and five synagogues, which together comprise a remark 

able body of work. Belluschi's religious structures are relatively modest 

in scale and adopt vernacular and traditional motifs to create comfort

able, warm, and well-lit community spaces. Where his commercial build

ings celebrate technology, Belluschi's religious buildings are decidedly 

natural and low-tech. When Belluschi left Oregon he was already one of 

the foremost church designers in the United States. While at MIT, and 

later in retirement. he continued to design, and it was in these late years 

that his synagogue work took form. 6 

In 1959 Rabbi Philip Bernstein and the congregation of Temple 

B'rith Kodesh in Rochester, New York, commissioned Belluschi "to design 

a large complex of religious and educational buildings on a spacious, flat. 

15-acre landscaped site in an aff luent residentia l ,neighborhood of 

Rochester, New York."7 Belluschi designed a 65-foot-tall, twelve-sided 

domed sanctuary that rises above a cluster of simple one- and two-story 

buildings . 

The sanctuary seats 1,250 and is entered through a broad loggia 

that leads to a quiet, landscaped courtyard . As in Eric Mendelsohn's plan 

for B'nai Amoona (chapter 5), the courtyard physically separates prayer 

and educational facilit ies, but visual ly connects them . 

The synagogue is a steel-frame structure with low sidewal ls of 

warm, rosy br ick over which rises the dome. Its sides are glazed, 

screened by panels of stained redwood. The sanctuary is vaulted by a 

tall , framed structure of bent steel beams that meet in an oculus . 

Narrow, convex panels of sound-absorbing redwood screen the space 

between the structural ribs so that the sanctuary reads as a screened 

structure similar to the traditional Judaic tent. The high dome with 

center oculus is reminiscent of the Pantheon in Rome, where Belluschi 

was in residence when he designed the building. Like Albert Kahn before 

him (at Beth El, Detroit), he was immensely moved by the simp le geom

etry and the dramatic play of light of the round Roman temple form. The 

Right: The dome of the sanctuar y. 



124 twelve sides are a specifi cally Jewish reference to the Twelve Tribes of 

Israel. Throu ghout much of the design process Belluschi imagined that 

these panels would carry decorations making the numerical symbolism 

more specific. 

While certa in features of B'rith Kodesh thus refer specifically to 

Jewish sources, Belluschi used many similar motifs in his churches as 

well. He said: 

Chapter Six 

There is no architectural tradition to match the Jewish faith. Archi

tects can contribute to a trend by creating spaces that serve their 

purpose with clarity and nobility. By emphasizing the special nature of 

simple materials such as wood and brick, they may achieve beauty 

without ostentation and with economy of means. The architecture of 

the synagogue should be an eloquent expression of the spirit of man.8 

While the sancti ty of the space is mostly expressed through the use of 

natural materials and the focusing of light, there is one prom inent 

artistic statemen t in the complex-a massive bronze Ark by sculptor 

Luise Kaish (b. 1925). This large work is composed of a collection of figural 

panels representing key moments of man's confrontation with God as 

gleaned from scriptural passages. In its size and medium, and in its 

cent ral location, this Ark is surely one of the major works of Judaica of 

the past half-century . Indeed, it is the culmination of an artistic journey of 

Kaish, who in the years previous had sculpted scores of smaller bronze 

figures representing biblical scenes. Rabbi Bernste in visited Kaish, a 

former congregant, at her studio in Rome on his return from Israel just 

before planning of the new synagogue began. When the time came to 

design the Ark, Bernstein recommended Kaish to Belluschi, who, after 

meeting the young sculpt or, agreed and gave her free reign for her 

design.9 She tr ansformed an ear ly idea of designing a giant bronze door 

in the tradition of Italian medieval doors that she loved. Even today, the 

presence of Kaish's f igures on the Ark is an exciting shock. In an act of 

balance, Belluschi commissioned Richard Filipowski, a colleague from 

MIT, to design an abstract welded metal Ark in the chapel. 

Temple B'rith Kodesh Rochester, New York 

Above: The tall redwood sheathed sanctu

ary contrasts with the horizontal lines of 

the off ice wing . 

Opposite: Massive bronze Ark by sculptor 

Luise Kaish. 



The daily chapel with an abstract 

Ark by Richard Filipowski. 

e The sanctuary looking toward 

the Ark. 
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