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The Ann Pfeiffer Chapel and The Beth Sholom Synagogue, by Bruce Brooks Pfeiffer
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The new materials and new ways of building, the
machine techniques characteristic of the twentieth
century, have rendered the construction methods for
architectural orders of the past obsolete. It is only where
the older forms were conceived as a consequence of
principle that they are still capable of inspiring us as
symbols of man’s innate nobility made manifest in his
quest for beauty in the realm of architecture. Without the
vision that flowers out of principle, old forms become arid
curiosities, meaningless except as warnings against misuse
of our present-day advantages.

The rampant developments of technology breed the
same danger — and the same promise. It is only by mastery
of the machine, rather than servility to the facile ex-
pedients it thrusts upon us, that a truly organic architec-
ture will be achieved. As but one example, steel in tension,
as we see it in a suspension bridge, or as embedded within
concrete for reinforcement, has made possible the cantil-
ever, forever abolished the necessity of the traditional post
and beam, and made architecture infinitely flexible. No
longer does a building need to be rigidified by the old post
and beam method and, therefore, it no longer needs to be
a box, or a series of boxes.

Frank Lloyd Wright envisioned the means, in both
structure and form, that would forever liberate architec-
ture from the enclosure of the box. The post (that had
supported the building at the corners) he now moved in
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from the corners to let the edges project out, balanced and
therefore stronger. The once-darkened corner was now
gone. Glass came in to illuminate it and to let the outside
in wherever desired.

[t was no longer necessary for the load-bearing walls to
encumber the sides of the structure. They were now
moveable within the building, as “‘screens,” so named by
the master architect to denote their character and the

-infinite number of ways in which they could be placed,

arranged, perforated for light, inset with glass — in use and
variety totally responsive to the creative imagination.

With his intuitive grasp of the new methods afforded
by the machine, his understanding of the materials and
their use in consonance with the nature of each, his
creation of a new architecture which he called “organic,”
Frank Lloyd Wright brought the art of building to its place
as the mother-art which he believed it to be as the highest
expression of culture.

“What is architecture anyway?” he wrote. “Is it the
vast collection of the various buildings which have been
built to please the varying taste of the various lords of
mankind? 1 think not. No, I know that architecture is life;
or at least it is life itself taking form and therefore it is the
truest record of life as it was lived in the world yesterday,
as it is lived today or ever will be lived. So architecture I
know to be a Great Spirit. It can never be something which
consists of the buildings which have been built by man on



—fR 0 — AT R — AT 5 S A O P BB Rt
SEEA  NETBAE » R RAE o 58 RIUE RoR 5 o

oo BAFE R 5 BRI TR — B4~ @
B~ RIS 2 K B —— 5 (L RR AR (A HE S o B MM ZUASE
BV A A1 140 74 €3 —— ATREAR IS 1 1 o

/NG (AR ST - SR T A R
SRR SR A7 45500+ 0050 1 SRR OB 70 S T 25 Ml et % » 1y
ABEFSERRIO% £ MEAME T o RBFERE EIUR R 2
BIAEAE MO AL EORIR © % — A SR — 03 T8 > (/N2 3
TR R 7 Ml TR — (AR 3950 P F 8 B 344 A
YIS S (U RO ) LR SE ST o L+ 3 A A RIS
et — R T » fbs AT N o S5 a8 FT A B s o 2
Mo |

0 2 R D - SRR LN 175 0 B
S+ ARHRHE - RTSE - KRR ODBBNSE - 35 0% - SO 15 1T Mk
BLCOREHE AOTIR SR B AR U + Rt HH — 55 ) A B R B
M40 0 K0 52 o S5 S 65 0 A R 7 £ 5 2 T
RIS o )

HEHEH1938 FE DA FS O 5153 1 )7 B 7 AT S B

earth .... mostly now rubbish heaps or soon to be ...
Architecture is that great living creative spirit which from
generation to generation, from age to age, proceeds,
persists, creates, according to the nature of man, and his
circumstances as they change. That is really architecture.

“... We .who love architecture and recognize it as the
great sense of structure in whatever is — music, painting,
sculpture, or life itself — we must somehow act as
intermediaries — maybe missionaries.

... No man can build a building for another who does
not believe in him, who does not believe in what he
believes in, and who has not chosen him because of this
faith, knowing what he can do. That is the nature of
architect and client as I see it. When a man wants to build
a building he seeks an interpreter, does he not? He seeks
some man who has the technique to express that thing
which he himself desires but cannot do. So, should a man
come to me for a building, he would be ready for me. It
would be what I could do that he wanted.”

Dr. Ludd Spivey of Florida Southern College in
Lakeland, Florida and Rabbi Mortimer Cohen of the Beth
Sholom Synagogue, Elkins Park, Pennsylvania, each fired
by his belief in Frank Lloyd Wright and faith in his
visionary genius, sought his solution of an architecture that
would interpret and fulfill their physical and spiritual
needs. Illustrated in this volume are two of the buildings
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that resulted from that faith.

His designs for Florida Southern College were begun in
1938 when an overall plan was submitted for the entire
campus. The site was a citrus grove which bordered on
Lake Hollingsworth, and the buildings were arranged in
such a manner as to merge with the grove and become part
of the natural garden-scape. During a period of nearly
twenty years the master plan was fulfilled, with the
exception of a few projects, and the group of buildings
eventually became the largest commission executed by
Frank Lloyd Wright. !

The climate in which the college is situated is
temperate, conducive to life out-of-doors in the sun or,
during the warmer times of the year, under the perfumed
branches of citrus trees. Harmonious with this out-of-doors
atmosphere, the structures are connected by means of a
covered esplanade flowing from building to building, its
reinforced concrete roof-slabs cantilevered out beyond the
concreteblock supporting piers, thus affording welcome
shade and shelter.

“About fifteen years ago,” wrote Frank Lloyd Wright
in 1952, “when Dr. Ludd M. Spivey, the presidential
good-genius of Florida Southern College, flew North to
Taliesin, he came with the express and avowed purpose of
giving the United States at least one example of a college
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wherein modern life was to have the advantages of modern
science and art in actual building construction. He said he
wanted me as much for my Philosophy as for my
Architecture. I assured him they were inseparable.

“And ever since, owing to Dr. Spivey’s unremitting
efforts, this collection of college buildings has been in a
continuous state of growth. Their
character is intended to be an expression of Florida at its
floral best. Study these buildings from the inside out if
you would know something about the kind of building we
call Organic Architecture....

“Ask why whenever you see Architecture you like or if
you like what you see and you would start along the path
of a true culture. The path we call Organic Architecture is
along the center-line of an indigenous culture for these
States in which we live because there can be no great life
for our people without the integral culture of an Architec-
ture of our own. I should say there is really no other kind
of culture possible.

“So as for these buildings in which a true portion of
America moves, studies, works and has its being, if you
would honestly try to understand these Florida Southern
College buildings and would really know what they are all
about, something important to our country’s future as a
democratic Nation will transpire. Because not only do
buildings last long but in these buildings here and now you
may see something of your own tomorrow that is yours
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today.”

The Ann Pfeiffer Chapel was the first building to be
constructed on the campus. Beautifully placed on a
slightly rising slope in a tropical garden-like environment,
it is ideally a building for the meditative spirit. No view
extends to the outside, except from balconies that project
from the second level. The concrete block walls are
perforated by abstract designs within which are set colored
glass, admitting light in subtle tones through the walls of
the ground floor of the interior. Above this lower level in
subdued light, the eye is drawn to the glowing lantern
tower directly overhead, rising above the congregation to
bring in daylight in light-pattern. Thus, the interior, quiet
and conducive to contemplation at ground level, is lofty
and illuminated above; and multiple angles and forms
compose the whole. Where one looks up into the lantern
tower, expecting to find weight and support, the soft light
filters in through translucent skylights enhanced by
flowers and vines planted in great angular bowls suspended
within the tower. All emphasis is directed toward the sky,
the source of ever-changing light and shadow.

The use of a multiplicity of architectural forms to
comprise a unified whole, not only in this building but in
the overall design of the college complex, is intensely
characteristic of the mastery of Frank Lloyd Wright — the
parts related to one another and all related to the whole in
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a transcendent sense of serenity.

The concept of the great chapel interior is related to
the inspiration that created the renowned space of Unity
Temple in Illinois, designed some 35 years earlier. And as
in Unity Temple, it is the philosophy of architecture that
gave rise to its form and space. An understanding of the
principle involved in the creation of Unity Temple will
serve to clarify the quality of the Ann Pfeiffer Chapel, and
it is fortunate that one of the most revealing passages by
the architect in his autobiography deals specifically with
the concept that informs Unity Temple:

“The first idea was to keep a noble ROOM in mind,
and let the room shape the whole edifice, let the room
inside be the architecture outside.

“The room itself was built with four interior free
standing posts to carry the overhead structure. These
concrete posts were hollow and became free-standing ducts
to insure economic and uniform distribution of heat. The
large supporting posts were so set in plan as to form a
double tier of alcoves on four sides of this room. Flood
these side-alcoves with daylight from above: get a happy
sense of a happy cloudless day into the room. And with
this feeling for light the center ceiling between the four
great posts became a skylight, daylight sifting through
between the intersections of big concrete beams, filtering
through amber glass ceiling lights. Thus the interior light
would, rain or shine, have the warmth of sunlight.
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Artificial lighting could take place there at night as well.
This scheme of lighting was integral, gave diffusion and
kept the room space clear.

“The sense of the great room is not only preserved —
it may be seen as the soul of the design. Instead of being
built into the heart of a block of sculptured building
material, out of sight, sacrosanct space is merely screened
in .... it comes through as the living ‘motif’ of the
architecture ....

“Such architectural forms as there are, each to each as
all in all, are cubical in form, to be cast solid in wooden
boxes. But one motif only may be seen, the ‘inside’
becoming ‘outside.” The groups of monoliths in their
changing phases, square in character, do not depart from
that single IDEA.

“Here is entity again to prove that architecture may, if
need be, live again as the nature-of-the-thing in terms of
building material. Here is one building rooted in such
modern conditions of work, materials and thought, as
prevailed at the time when it was built. Single-minded in
motif. Faithful in form to the concept.”

In 1953 Rabbi Mortimer Cohen called upon Frank
Lloyd Wright to ask whether he would design a synagogue
for the Beth Sholom congregation at Elkins Park,
Pennsylvania, near Philadelphia. When the architect ac-
cepted the commission and began work on the project, the
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Rabbi sent him voluminous material which he felt was
pertinent to Judaism: documents, photographs, descrip-
tions, explanations, suggestions, all intended to help
illustrate the important symbols that should be expressed
in the design of a house of worship for Jews.

It is significant that the architect’s final design was not
the result of the accumulation of that material. It was,
instead, an abstraction, an expression of profound insight
into the faith rather than a looking at it, a statement in
architectural form to embody the Idea in its essence.

In 1926 Frank Lloyd Wright had designed an inter-
denominational cathedral to house cathedrals of various
faiths within it, a shimmering structure of steel and glass in
the form of a vast pyramid soaring from concrete masses
to great heights above. Out of the seed of this idea grew
the design for the synagogue now dedicated to the Jews of
America. When the preliminary designs were sent to Rabbi
Cohen, the architect enclosed a letter about the project:

“Dear Rabbi:

“Herewith the promised ‘hosanna’ — a temple that is
truly a religious tribute to the living God. Judaism needs
one in America. To do it for you has pleased me. The
scheme in plan is capable of infinite variation, and could
be expanded or diminished and made into different shapes
as might be desired.

“The scheme is truly simple. Construction is modern as
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can be. Stamped copper shells erected for structural
members are filled with concrete in which the necessary
steel rods are embedded for stresses. The tops of the shells
are removable for this purpose, thus no forming is
necessary.

“The building is set up on an interior temporary
scaffold. The outer walls are double: wire glass outside, a
blue-tinted plastic inside — about an inch air space
between. Heat rises at the walls from the floor. The stained
glass windows could be composed from scenes from the
Bible.

“Here you have a coherent statement of worship. I
hope it pleases you and your people.

Faithfully,
Frank Lloyd Wright
March 15, 1954”7

“You have taken the supreme moment of Jewish
history — the revelation of God to Israel through Moses at
Mt. Sinai,” replied the Rabbi, “and you have translated
that moment with all it signifies into a design of beauty
and reverence. In a word, your building is Mt. Sinai...”

Certain features pertinent to Judaism were made part
of the design. The shape of the plan and the gently sloping
facets of the main floor of the Temple itself were
intended, as Mr. Wright stated, ... to create a kind of
building that people. on entering it, will feel as if they
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were resting in the very hands of God.” The large tripod
beams from which are suspended the glass walls and roof
(one and the same thing in this building) are marked with
designs stamped in metal, which become large sculptured
lamps to represent the Menorah — the Seven Branched
Candles of Light. The Holy Ark, the Wings of the
Seraphim, the Sacred Inscriptions are all there in the
Temple as features of the architecture, parts of the
building related to the structure as a whole, not as
fragments assembled — a perpetual continuity of design,
wherein idea proceeds from principle everywhere apparent.
Mt. Sinai traditionally denotes revelation; revelation is
synonymous with light; light is the essence of this edifice.

In the Beth Sholom Synagogue we witness the means
by which a construction of steel, concrete, glass, metals
and plastics has been transmuted into an architectural
expression of light as form. Walls and structure seem to
dissolve within the interior; light permeates the space; and
these elements, with the sloping floor of the Sanctuary, do
indeed evoke the feeling, as the architect intended, of
resting in the hands of God.

We generally refer to a temple, cathedral, or hall of
worship as ‘““a house of God.” But Frank Lloyd Wright
made this house of God — as he did with Unity Temple
and the Ann Pfeiffer Chapel — a temple for Man. Man’s
yearning for fulfillment of his highest ideals, his need for
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inspiration, and his desire for immortality are exalted in
this building, an ennobling expression of the human soul.

Frank Lloyd Wright has written: “The building as
architecture is born out of the heart of man, permanent
consort to the ground, comrade to the trees, true
reflection of man in the realm of his own spirit. His
building is therefore consecrated space wherein he seeks
refuge, recreation and repose for body but especially for
mind.

“We have already observed that whenever architecture
was great it was modern, and whenever architecture was
modern human values were the only values preserved. And
I reiterate that modern architecture in this deeper sense is
novelty only to noviciates, that the principles moving us to
be modern now are those that moved the Frank and Goth,
the Indian, the Maya and the Moor. They are the same
principles that will move Atlantis recreated. If there is
architecture in Mars or Venus and there is, at.least there is
the architecture of Mars and Venus themselves — the same
principles are at work there too.

“Principles are universal.”



Frank Lloyd Wright

Pteiffer Chapel, Florida Southern College
Lakeland, Florida. 1938

Beth Sholom Synagogue

Elkins Park, Pennsylvania. 1954
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