Two synagogues
regain new life and

tell of
the old

By Mildred F. Schmertz, FAIA

ince the end of World War 11, over a

period of almost six decades, damaged

or totally ruined buildings, districts, and

older city centers in Furope and the for-
mer Soviet Union have been restored or
comipletely rebuilt as close as possible to their pre-
war state, Until recently, most preservation effort
has been expended on buildings and sites of
outstanding aesthetic, historic, or cultural signif
icance, such as the recently completed rebuilding
of the old city of Dresden and the restoration of
the Reichstag in Berlin [ Recorp, July 1999, page
103]. By contrast, restoration or conservation of
little-known structures of perhaps equal archi-
tectural importance has begun in Poland,
Crechoslovakia, | lungary, and Romania.

With the fall of Communism, the
opening of Poland’s borders to Western tourists
has brought many Jews to visit the villages,
lowns, and cities where their forebears lived
before the Holocaust. Many pass through
Erakow on their way to and from the memorial
on the site of the former death camp at
Auschwitz- Birkenau. There is little that remains
of Jewish life for these pilgrims to see and expe-
rience, however, because the Nazis destroved
Jewish 1'||::g|:ﬂ1-nrh-:md.~.. schools, libraries, and
synagogues, and handed over Jewish homes to
Germans and local collaborators. Today, con-
temporary Jewish culture does not flourish in
the former iron-curtain countries because very
few Jews care to live there. But remaining syna
gogues, if not empty ruins or reborn as movie
theaters, warchouses, or put to other ordinary
uses, are being adaptively reused as Jewish

museums and libraries, while some are being
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mamtained as iving places of worship for exist-
ing congregations and visitors.

Soon after the lifting of Soviet control
in 19940, Samuel Gruber, then founding director
of the Jewish Heritage Council of the World
Monuments Fund {(WMF) and currently a
consultant to WMEF, prepared a list of 10 archi-
tecturally important Polish synagogues that
were 1n néed of restoration. Of these, he rec-
ommended that the 19th-century Tempel
Synagogue in Krakow receive special attention
by WME This synagogue is not only a magnifi
cent building that emerged from the era of
Polish Jewry's largest expansion and greatest
prosperity, but it is also the only intact large
urban synagogue of its type still to be found
within the country. Constructed of brick and
covered with stucco in 186062 by followers of
Reform Judaism, the Tempel underwent addi
tions and renovalions in the 1890s and again in
the 1920s. It survived because the Nazis used it
as a stable and a warchouse. Neglected for more
than 30 years and closed for a decade, the build
ing required extensive restoration.

The small, poor, and elderly Jewish
community of Krakow, owners of the syna-
gogue, welcomed WMF's offer of help. Repairs
began in 1994 and were completed in the late
spring of 2000. Today the Tempel serves as a
synagogue for Jewish groups visiting Krakow
and for the larger religious ceremonies of the
local congregation. It also functions as a concert
hall because of its excellent acoustics. In addi
tion to WME, the Municipality of Krakow and
the Citizens’ Committee for the Renovation of
Krakow's Monuments assisted the work, led
by Ronald S. Lauder, chairman of the Jewish
Heritage Program and WMF vice chairman.

As a manifestation of separate and
distinct Jewish culture, the original builders of
the synagogue intended that it not resemble a
church but rival the best of them. Located at the
entrance of Kazimierz, an old former Jewish
district within Krakow, it was positioned and
designed to dominate this 19th-century resi-
dential and commercial neighborhood, Similar
to other examples of Reform architecture of the
period, the main facade is a freely reinvented
eclectic mix of Romanesque and Gothic motifs.
Inside, the prayer hall shape derives from both
Neoclassic and Renaissance sources, while walls,
ceilings, cornices, and balustrades are patterned
with painted and gilded Moorish ornamental
maotifs from the Alhambra. The plan is elon-
gated and culminates in the Holy Ark at the cast
end. Like all Reform synagogues, it had no
central readers platform or table (bimah),
although today a small bimah is located close 1o
the ark to accommodate Orthodox worship.
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insbead it was 1o be a survivor of World War
with a li ng mistory aof preveous use, S b, amad
the WMEF team—Polish restoration archie
lanusz smolskl, preservaiion consultants Roman
Eorlmwski and Pawel Karaskiewice, and PTESET

vabion student Mary Culver—wer ;-::'.n.--.| that

the ornginal inferior iinishes had for the most pars
survived and possessed the patina of age. Givet
this, there were b :'.5'.| sCssHNs about the natina
Should it remain softhy faded® o mn wie allow it o
shine or ghow in some places? ~Everything we did
was discrect and measured in our effort o e

old and new.” Stubbs remembers

A cultural icon is reborn in Oswiscim
In 2061, skalled Polish architects and preserva
IHEEs, under the direction of MNew York architect
wrthur Rosenblatn of REE&G nid Podis rch
tect Rvseeand Swaetak, o II1I_'i| ted the consery 1bionm,
restoration, and adaptive reuse of a Litthe syna
e 10 Cswnecim, in the Krakow region, Today
It k& an mdnstria fown Of nearty SOUDLH) ;'l\.-\. |
bt cvnly D W1 bved there before World Wear T
and halt were Jews, The German name for the
town 15 Auschwitz, and the former death camp is
leset than i miles awany. The Maris destroved the
IOWTIS N Synagogee, bul let tact @ small
one, the Chevra Lomde Mishnayvot Synagogue,
bailt between 1928 and 1930, Like the Temipd
aynagogue, 1t 1s one of Poland's few remsaini
cenrers of lost |y -\.III i o = of irmresense s
toric and cultural importance simply because it
il exists. And it s still there, ke the Tempel
because the Nazis had a wse for i, first a5 a place
B0 ST0re mmunibons amd later as a warehousd

he decision to bring the litde building

which had most recently been used as a carpet

warchouse, into the mainstream of Jewish pil

grimage to and from Auschwntz-Birkenau was
made by the New York-based Auschwitz Jewis!

ter Foundation and a similar Polish-based
group. The philanthropist Fred Schwartz, once
knowm as ~ Fred the Furnier, established the foun
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make the svmagopue property the first to be

returned o the bewish Community of Poland
iler a 1997 national law regarding restitstion
ol prewd ewish communal lands. Because

Auschmitz-Birkenau has no x|'|_,'|:._.||l. Fwish
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large house next door to be remodeled as a small
museum that would exhibit photographs and
"\-Ili..l.' .I“.ul Z:|!!| __'I-:-:'||!.-.Z|.-'|- i [PrEwWar |;'.-.'x||
commmamity life, and include a room for commn
fual :n.,..'fl!l.':ll.:i and an administration office
['he synagogue is a gabled building of
siucooed brick walls and a tle roof on wood
trisses, Whiale it was still a warchouse, exi EPt hor
two plaques concealed by rolls of carpet, the inte
rior gave no clue that it was once a place where
people came 1o pray. Ark and bimah were long
gone, Onginal doors were filled in and con
cealed, with new doors added elsewhere, and the
nterior openings in the wall that divided the
women s séction from the main prayer hall were
plastered over. The interior space had been badly
diminished by replacement of the original ceiling
by a lower one that lf1ll|"!"l.'-i Peelovwe thie arches ol
the windows, sealing them off at the springline
Because 1t was a secular building, the
two-story house could be renovated and altered
to become a museum. The synagogue itself, how
ever, a8 a priceless survivor of the Halocaust, wa
restored o its -rl'i:,'_ nal condition, exi epl Tor e
women s section, which, while carefully restored
SEMVES 45 an extension ol '-III'-Iu'.'IIII'u'!-_! TR LESEATTE,
Hozenblatt and his team renewed the
stucco colors and proje ting masonry patlerns
on the main facade and installed a new ceiling

at the

:FI.'_II".H: !"l.';:|"._ .||-.w. ng '!'_-_' 'u_'|:'_-._':|1.

blocked-in window arches to eme rge InEdeE § '|-.|
out. A new ark was placed on the eastern facade,
and a studv of the bulldings foundations
iy :'.|||'.' the posilion, siae, amnd H|I.'.'_"-.' of If.-.; Orlg
inal bimah that they then duplicated. Guided
by old _r_lillll-':.'_.f.:|l"|- ind drawings of similar
SYNaAEOELICS the architects and Presery alonists
assumed that the carpentry of the bimah
benches, and shelving would have been plain
and E'I.’u.li..l:. with a dark varnish, and so they
were newly made,

Rosenblatt's conservators. Mara and
Aleksander Filipowicz, like their colleagues at
work on the Tempel interiors, took a similar
interest N -\.E'I-ll-‘\.lll:.: the appropriate level of
restoration of ornament. Careful pechng of layers
ol wall i 1L Unoove :-\;q.l & nere pattern under the
ceiling that they were able to replicate. In the
interest of conserving what was there instead of
making new, they elected not to replace the
pattern everywhere, but only along walls where
traces were lound. In discussing his work at
Oswiccim, Rosenblatt often refers to the skills of
swellek and the Fillipowiczes. "They brought t
this little synagogue the highest possible level of
care and craft, equal in quality, if not in volume

dNd SCoPe, he says, “to the conservation effort

made for the Tempel Synagogue in Krakow," m

ler, the Ronald Lauder Foundation purchased the
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