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How Jewish Does it Look?
Susan G. Solomon’s book is the story of an unfulfilled architectural vision. In 1961, Philadelphia’s Mikveh
Israel, one of the oldest Sephardic Orthodox congregations in America, commissioned the renowned architect
Louis I. Kahn (1901-74) to design its new synagogue. Beset by financial difficulties and internal division, the congregation first asked Kahn to devise a scaled-down plan,
and though he tried to meet their terms, Mikveh Israel
fired him by early 1973. With America’s bicentennial approaching, the congregation seized the opportunity to secure grant funds by a complete change of plans: on July
4, 1976, the building officially opened in Independence
Mall as the Museum of American Jewish History cum
synagogue. Kahn’s synagogue model remained on the
drawing board.

surge in synagogue building, and different architects applied functional modernism as the main form for the
quickly spreading suburban synagogues (both Reform
and Conservative), which increasingly operated as community hubs.
When Mikveh Israel appointed Kahn, postwar optimism still reigned and synagogues served as a central
means to celebrate the Jews’ full integration into American society. During the life span of Kahn’s commission,
however, American Jewry had profoundly changed: Jewish interests turned inward, and the Holocaust and Israel
emerged as the focal points for Jewish identity. Moreover, influenced by the counterculture’s antiauthoritarian and alternative lifestyle, the Havurah movement of
the late 1960s aspired to create a sense of small-group
intimacy, and exhibited deep distrust of Jewish institutions like the suburban synagogue. By the year Kahn
was dismissed, synagogues had lost much of their centrality, membership declined, and museums and Holocaust memorials became the new loci of expressing Jewish identity.

Solomon’s main point is that Mikveh Israel’s initial
appointment of Kahn and his subsequent dismissal represent in a microcosm the larger developments of religious practice and Jewish identity in post-1945 America. The first chapter outlines the historical background
of growing optimism, which Solomon sees as “the underlying theme” of American Jewish life in the 1950s (p.
9). While Jews constituted about 3 percent of the population in Cold War America, Judaism was promoted to
be the country’s “third religion” (after Protestantism and
Catholicism) and Jews were gradually elevated to an insider position in American society. Furthermore, upward mobility, middle-class status, and growth of suburban communities increased the demand for worship,
education, and socialization spaces, as American Jews
linked religious identification with acceptance in the
larger society. Concomitantly, the 1950s witnessed a

The book’s main argument is succinct and clear, aided
by the numerous pictures throughout all chapters. Those
include not only Kahn’s drawings and completed works,
but also the exterior and interior designs of synagogues
and other buildings by a host of architects from the nineteenth century to the present. Solomon does not hide
her admiration for Kahn’s synagogue model, with its use
of natural light and seating arrangements, including the
main floor and women’s gallery, that are “boldly defined”
and appropriate for the Sephardic rite (p. 106). This is
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