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Research Subject

• Jewish Architects, educated in Europe, immigrated to Palestine-Israel before and during WW2.

• They carried with them the design ideas and aesthetic language of modern architecture, which emerged in those years 
in Europe.

• Modern architecture and the "International Style" were domesticated and spread with extraordinary speed in the Land of 
Israel in the 1930s and 1940s.

• Influenced by the Bauhaus (1919-1933, Weimar, Dessau) and renowned architects, primarily Gropius, Mies van der 
Rohe and Le Corbusier, the architectural language in the Land of Israel-Palestine and especially in Tel Aviv has changed 
greatly in those decades.

(Efrat, 2004)

(Nitzan-Shiftan and Stieber, 2018)

(Peleg, 2003)



I examine the revelations of the modern architectural language and the "international style" in their “Land of israel” version. 
In doing so, I test:

• What was adopted and fully imported from the planning values and from the modernist form dictionary?

• What has been neglected, and what has been transformed in the voyage from Europe to the new environment being built 
in the Land of Israel?

Research Subject



Architect Zeev Rechter
(1898 Nikolayev, Ukraine - 1960 Israel)

Beit Engel
Tel Aviv, 1933

The Israeli Pavilion
The Biennale Gardens
Venice, 1952
 

Research Subject Case Study



International Style (“Bauhaus”)

• The “International Style” is often labeled “Bauhaus” in Israel. This common nickname originates from the influential and 
short-lived school, which was founded in Weimar, Germany, in 1919 and moved to Dessau six years later, only to be shut 
down by the Nazi regime by 1933. This style, found at the core of Modern Architecture during the first half of the 20th 
century was indeed influenced by the Bauhaus, culminating in the works and writings of the first batch of international 
renowned architects, primarily Walter Gropius, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Le Corbusier. The term “Bauhaus style” 
subsumes generic terms such as International Style, Functionalism, Constructivism and New Objectivity. (Schüler, 2019)

• The founders of the style and their successors drew an architectural ideal based on functionality and minimalism, 
abstraction, and geometry. They sought to combine the technological spirit of their new age with social utopias. The pure 
and clear form should reign alongside advanced technology utilizing “strong” materials. In doing so, the international style 
opposes ornamentation, which was perceived as an excess, onerous to the structure which is pure.

• Being the most dominant architectural style of modernist utopia, the “International Style” suited what immigrant architects 
had envisioned as a living embodiment of it - Zionism. Rationalism, formal and material simplicity, and restraint, befell the 
socialist and secular values of the movement which aspired to be a country.

• The “International style” has had a distinct expression on the new country’s landscape. It influenced construction in 
Jerusalem and Haifa, but mostly left its mark on Tel Aviv of the 1930s and 1940s. Its design and aesthetic values were 
brought to Palestine by Jewish architects who studied at the Bauhaus school as well as those who studied with or worked 
with prominent followers and practitioners. (Levin, M, 1984)

Research Subject background



Zeev Rechter

• 1899: Born in a village near Nikolaev, Ukraine.

• At the age of 17 he began to study civil architecture in Nikolaev. In the third year of his studies he emigrated to Palestine. 
Worked as a surveyor, as a draftsman, as well as in agriculture.

• 1924: Won his first independent design work - The Pitch House in Tel Aviv - a home in an eclectic Eastern European style. He 
earns a name for himself as an architect in Little Tel Aviv.

• 1926: Travels with his family to Rome to complete his studies. There he was exposed to the influence of the modernist avant-
garde.

• A year later he returns to Tel Aviv and following a house he designed there is invited to plan in Paris. While there, he is 
accepted to study engineering. His significant encounter, however, was with the new French architecture, the Esprit-Nouveau 
and with the peak of La Corbusier's activity. Works and studies in Paris for about four years.

• Returned with his family to Tel Aviv, where he worked as a freelance architect during the great construction boom of the 1930s.

• 1933: Engel House - the first residence he built in Israel after his return from Paris. Has established its place in the history of 
architecture in Israel. (Shechori, R. 1987)

Research Subject background



How are foreign aesthetic values of European Modernism 

manifested in Zeev Rechter’s Engel House in Palestine-Israel?

Research question









Le Corbusier
Five Points of New Architecture (1926)

1. the Pilotis
elevating the mass off the ground.

2. the Free Plan
achieved through the separation of the load-bearing columns from the walls subdividing the space.

3. the free Facade
the corollary of the free plan in the vertical plane.

4. fenêtre en longueur (Strip Windows)
long horizontal sliding windows

5. the flat roof
roof garden, restoring, supposedly, the area of ground taken up by the building.

(Frampton, K. 1980)

 Findings 1. Design Principles



The Engel House (Zeev Rechter, 1933)
Tel Aviv, Palestine-Israel
Apartment house on the main boulevard in the city.

Compared to Villa Savoye (Le Corbusier, 1928-31)
Poissy, France
Private villa on the outskirts of the city.

An example of the application of the five points of Le Corbusier.

 Findings 1. Design Principles



1. Pilotis

The floors of the building in the wing adjacent to Rothschild 
Boulevard are raised from the main street and float on a pillars. The 
street side garden takes up most of the ground floor space adjacent 
to the boulevard, with pillars scattered throughout. The entrance 
retreated inwards from the building line.

Le Corbusier 
Villa Savoye, Poissy, France, 1928-31

 Findings 1. Design Principles



The ceilings are carried on pillars and not on bearing walls. Thus, 
the division of spaces does not depend on the weight of the ceilings. 
Both in the plan of Villa Savoye and in that of the Engel House it can 
be seen that the front walls are thin. The pillars are the weight 
carriers. They are a little far from the outer walls.

Le Corbusier 
Villa Savoye, Poissy, France, 1928-31

2. Free Plan

 Findings 1. Design Principles



The walls are separated from the 
construction. This allows 
longitudinal openings in the fronts.
The Facade has volume games in 
three dimensions.

Le Corbusier 
Villa Savoye, Poissy, France, 1928-31

3. Free Facade

 Findings 1. Design Principles



The windows are located in a longitudinal 
sequence on the three residential floors.

Le Corbusier 
Villa Savoye, Poissy, France, 1928-31

4. Strip Windows

 Findings 1. Design Principles



The window strip is placed in an elongated and prominent 
rectangular box.
The window box breaks through the corner of the building and 
breaks the axis of symmetry.
The bumps break the entry of direct sunlight into the apartments.
Beneath the window strip is a storage niche in the concrete wall.

4. Strip Windows

 Findings 2. Details



Le Corbusier 
Villa Savoye, Poissy, France, 1928-31

Flat roof for use of the residents: 
gym and roof solarium.

5. Flat Roof

 Findings 1. Design Principles



Le Corbusier 
Villa Savoye, Poissy, France, 1928-31

A floating concrete beam above the roof banister follows 
the perimeter line of the eastern wing, creating a sensation 
of an extra floor.

Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret 
Weissenhof Estate, Stuttgart, Germany, 1927 

 Findings 2. Details



Small balconies with a built-in railing add to the three-
dimensional look of the facades.
Rectangular openings are punctured in the lateral walls 
of the balconies so that they are ventilated but maintain 
privacy in front of the street.

Le Corbusier 
Maison Cook, Boulogne-sur-Seine, France, 1926

 Findings 2. Details



Basic geometric shapes breakout into each other:
A building with a “U" layout.
The northern façade is intersected with a quarter of 
a cylinder.

Le Corbusier 
Villa Savoye, Poissy, France, 1928-31

Geometric basic shapes

 Findings 1. Design Principles



Use of concrete and brick walls, plastered and 
painted white.

Le Corbusier 
Villa Savoye, Poissy, France, 1928-31

Whitewashed concrete and plaster

 Findings 3. Materials



Partitions and glass vitrines.
Curved iron railings.

Le Corbusier 
Villa Savoye, Poissy, France, 1928-31

Le Corbusier 
Fondation Suisse, Paris, France, 1930-31 

Iron and glass

 Findings 3. Materials



1. Planning principles

• Rechter is faithful in Engel House to the five points of a new architecture formulated by Le Corbusier.

• Engel House fulfils the geometric shape values of the "international style".

2. Details

• Many details in the building are similar to those that appear in the “international style” buildings in Europe, and in 
particular in the buildings by Le Corbusier. For example, the concrete beam that hovers over the roof.

• Some details distinguish the Engel House from its European counterparts. These details, such as the boxes that 
protrude from the strip windows, and the sloping balconies with side openings, are attributed to the hot local climate and 
are adapted to the scorching sun conditions of the Land of Israel.

3. Materials

• Rechter adopts the materials used by the architects of "international style" in Europe. At the top is the plastered and 
whitewashed concrete.

 Findings Summary



• By bringing the foreign design ideas of the "international style" to Palestine-Israel, solutions to local conditions can be 
seen:

1. Ventilation: The strip windows, which open the front façade along its entire length, ventilate the entire area of the 
apartment.

2. Shading: The free façade and the three-dimensional treatment of the wall, the deep and covered porch openings, the 
sun-breaking protrusions created areas protected from direct sunlight but open to wind and air.

3. Space: Raising the building on pillars provides an open and ventilated space under the solitary and crowded buildings, 
standing side by side (owing to the urban texture resulting from the “Geddes Plan”, which opposes continuous blocks).

4. Efficiency: The construction in concrete, brick and plaster was suitable for Palestine due to its relatively low cost, ease of 
execution and simple technology, which matched the limited work skills that existed in the Hebrew settlement.

5. Aesthetics: A new and "white" character for the young city. The plaster and lime shining in the sun, and the contrasts 
created by the openings and bumps brought a substitute for the ornamentation of academia and local tradition.
(Shechori, R. 1987)

• According to Zvi Efrat, in the 1930s and 1940s, modernism was brought to Palestine as a style (the "international style") 
and as an architectural language after being stripped of the avant-garde spirit and the revolutionary platform.

• The change was only in small scale. The pattern remains suburban and anti-monumental - of small plots.

• Evidently, the 5 points of Le Corbusier (which originally referred to domestic architecture, villas in suburban conditions) 
have become the accepted pattern in the design of apartment buildings and urban construction guidelines. Whereas the 
radical urbanism offered by Le Corbusier did not influence and did not manifest itself in those years (but only rather 
later).
(Efrat, Z. 2004)

Conclusions







• The Israeli pavilion at the Venice Biennale Gardens was built almost 20 years after the Engel House, and is 
characterised by a similar aesthetic.

• As such, it has much in common with the buildings of Le Corbusier from the 1920s such as the Deutscher Werkbund of 
1927 in the Weissenhof housing estate, and Villa Savoye.

Back to Europe the Israeli pavilion



A curving staircase in the style of movement offered 
by the interior design of the Le Corbusier villas.

Le Corbusier 
Villa Savoye, Poissy, France, 1928-31

Back to Europe the Israeli pavilion



Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret 
Weissenhof Estate, Stuttgart, Germany, 1927 

The pavilion is reminiscent of the Weissenhof Estate by Le Corbusier in its proportions.

It almost completely follows the 5 points of a new architecture.

Including lifting the mass on pillars.

Back to Europe the Israeli pavilion



• In the 1950s, the "international style" became the preferred language for public buildings in the West. 

• However, the Israeli pavilion is not similar to the heavy brutalist public buildings of the 1950s, but more to the light-
hearted attempts of the Bauhaus of the 1920s. So that it seems inappropriate in relation to other contemporary pavilions 
in Giardini. (Robinson, J, 2013)

• Why did Zeev Rechter, after presenting a real-time translation of European trends at the Engel House, belatedly 
presents an outdated style on the international stage of Venice?

• What image or national identity did young Israel, four years after the declaration of independence, seek to project in the 
international space of the Venice Art Event?

Back to Europe the Israeli pavilion



• Joel Robinson suggests that Rechter's white building was chosen to bring Israel back to pre-state Mediterranean 
localities. In the 1950s, the Bauhaus was identified in Israel with national bourgeois populism.

• This shows that young Israel, in choosing this old-fashioned style, wanted to put Zionist ownership of Palestinian land on 
the international map. We would go back, but only to such an extent that the Palestinian sub-nation is unthinkable.

• The international style chosen is, therefore, the local language of the inhabitants of Israel and at the same time a denial 
of the language of the natives (indigenous) - the Arab inhabitants of the country. (Robinson, J, 2013)

Back to Europe the Israeli pavilion



Dome of the Great Hammam of Pristina 

One whim of Zeev Rechter goes against Robinson's claim.
Rechter gave up the windows of Le Corbusier's strip on the front. In its place he set a strip of 
minimal round light openings. They are arranged at the top of the front alternately in two rows.
The decorative element does not match the Bauhaus style. It actually reminds of Muslim 
construction. Light or ventilation nozzles such as these can be seen in buildings like Turkish 
baths.

Back to Europe the Israeli pavilion
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