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Andre Leitersdorf and Ilya Belsitzman are among a significant group of architects whose 

contribution to shaping the Israeli built space in the early state years is being explored and 

researched recently. During their collaboration, which spanned over a quarter of a century (1946-

1970), the two participated in twenty architectural competitions and won several awards. They 

planned over 470 buildings and projects, spanning over a broad scope of programs and uses and 

aspects of everyday life – residential, education, culture, leisure, commemoration, health, 

commerce and industry. The bulk of their work was done for public institutions such as 

government offices, the Histadrut (Israel’s National Trade Union Federation), and local 

authorities, enabling the extensive spread of their work throughout cities and towns and 

collective rural settlements (kibbutzim and moshavim). 

 Both Leitersdorf and Belsitzman worked for prominent architecture firms when they first 

arrived in Israel – among them those of Zeev Rechter, Dov Karmi, Joseph Neufeld and Genia 

Averbuch – who laid the ground for modern architectural culture in Israel, founded the 

celebrated “Architects’ Circle” [Chug Ha’Adrichalim] and contributed to its pioneering 

architecture periodical. Leitersdorf and Belsitzman can therefore be regarded as a link in the 

great chain of architects who participated in the Israeli Project, shaping the civil space of the 

country in its formative years. With that said, and despite the extraordinary scope of their work, 

Leitersdorf and Belsitzman were left out of the canon of early Israeli architecture. Their humble 

and practical conduct, which focused on the actual work rather than public relations, echoes, in a 

way, the pragmatic architecture that they produced. 

 The architectural and personality traits of both architects suited the spirit of Israel at the 

time: a young state that had to deal with ongoing emergencies, austerity and recession, but, at the 

same time, with a massive and unprecedented wave of construction. Leitersdorf and Belsitzman 

created pragmatic, practical, functional, and institutional architecture that consciously avoided 
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any ostentation or monumentalism, yet still managed to create a festive sense of ceremonial 

stateliness in everyday life and activities. In those days, even the Histadrut’s Executive 

Committee, which commissioned many of their projects over the years, asked for a “humble” 

representation of its built institutions. Do the outcomes of their work attest to the demands of the 

commission, or was it the restrained elegance of Leitersdorf and Belsitzman themselves that 

dictated the aesthetics of the Histadrut architecture? 

 The historiography of Israeli architecture, being written in recent decades, focuses mainly 

on architects, both male and female, who were active around 1948 and the early decades of the 

emerging state. This research, conducted in a broad range of frameworks (academic, curatorial, 

and private) has enriched the bookshelf of Israeli architecture. Alongside the familiar canon of 

architects, who operated in the country during the 20th century, current research reveals a vast 

endeavor by master architects and planners, whose contribution does not fall short of their more 

celebrated peers. 

Private collections of architects, entrusted to architectural archives around the country, 

also reveal large-scale activity of lesser-known and at times even unknown names who 

practically shaped and structured the modernist character of Israeli urban and rural space in the 

country’s early decades. Most, if not all of them, were immersed in the spirit of architectural 

modernism, as an aesthetics and style as well as an ethics and Zeitgeist. 

 

Bratislava–Tbilisi–Tel Aviv 

Andreas (Andre Bundi) Leitersdorf was born on October 2, 1905, in Bratislava, Slovakia, at 

the time part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, to Ada (née Levi) and advocate Dr. Moritz 

Leitersdorf. In 1918 he began his high school studies at the tri-lingual gymnasium for practical 

sciences, and graduated with honors in 1922. He started his advanced studies at the Deutche 

Technische Hochschule in Prague, where he majored both in architecture and engineering, and 

graduated, cum laude, in 1926. This combined training, common in European education for 

building trades at that time, provided Leitersdorf with added value for his entire professional 

career. The few works that remain from his student years testify to the spirit of that period: early 

20th-century European architecture, still embedded with conservative-traditional characteristics 
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such as symmetry, cohesive rhythm, arches and pediments, but already leaning towards pristine 

and functional modernism. 

 Between 1927 and 1930, Leitersdorf worked for the Czech construction and 

entrepreneurship company Vereinigte Bau A.G. [Unified Building and Construction Company 

Ltd.] as an architect and engineer, in charge of dozens of buildings for banks, residences, 

convalescent homes, public bathhouses, hotels and more. While working as an employee at the 

company, Leitersdorf was also approached by private clients, mostly for planning large buildings 

in the bourgeois neighborhoods of Bratislava. The early period of his independent career, 

between late 1920s and late 1930s, was during the heroic years of European modernism. Some of 

the many urban villas that young Leitersdorf planned during those years in Bratislava, and are 

still functional and impressively maintained, were properly designed according to the rules of the 

modernist dialect that developed between the two World Wars.  

 For instance, along Urbánkova ulica in Bratislava, which can be appreciated as an open-

air museum for the architecture of the period, there are three adjacent villas planned by 

Leitersdorf. The earliest was a private commission, planned while he was still working at the 

Czech entrepreneurship company. It is a four-story villa from 1928, commissioned by Gisela and 

Wilhelm Walt, a young couple who gave a chance to that young, unknown yet experienced 

architect. Leitersdorf chose to indent the third floor’s façade in order to create a wide arcade 

whose roofs are supported by four round columns – a modernist move that characterizes several 

of the villas he planned. The current owner of the villa – which in recent years housed the 

embassies of Germany and of Belgium – renovated the villa while impressively preserving its 

attributes and restoring its original modernist and elegant glory. [image 1] 
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1. Villa Walt, Bratislava (taken 2018) 

 

 Another villa on the same street, known as Otilia Leberfinger House after its original 

owner, was commissioned from Leitersdorf that same year. The two-story villa sits over a 

basement floor in a pre-modernist style, swiftly forsaken in favor of modernist functionality and 

a simpler, practical line of shapes. In some of his earlier villas, Leitersdorf took advantage of the 

street’s topography in order to create sunken basement floors for domestic staff lodgings or 

technical facilities, with spacious residential floors above them. The functional building is 

decorated with multicolored stripes, with a symmetric façade at the center of which runs a 

vertical window that accentuates the entrance and the stairwell. The windows on the sides of the 

building, similar in size, are connected with colorful bands enveloping the corners. [image 2] 
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2. Otilia Leberfinger House, Bratislava (taken in 2013) 

 

 Unlike the villas that Leitersdorf planned in suburban neighborhoods, the apartment 

buildings he planned on the main streets of the city were granted additional design gestures 

accentuating the façades, as urban blocks with a commercial floor at street level. Such gestures, 

common at the time, included curved corners with long narrow balconies, as well as tall and 

wide display windows for stores and businesses at street level. Apart from those, and similar to 

the approach which characterized his private houses, the apartment buildings also manifest a 

carefully planned division of volumes and a meticulous design of the stairwells, emphasized in 

the façade by a vertical window (“thermometer” type) bringing natural light and ventilation to 

the building’s public areas and endowing it with architectural lightness and modernist 

transparency. Many of the buildings planned by Leitersdorf at that time in Slovakia are now 

being newly appraised, both in their meticulous restoration as well as in the historic research 

assigned to them.1 [image 3] 

 
1 Architect Tommy Leitersdorf (Andre Leitersdorf’s son) was recently contacted by Slovakian researcher Thomas Stern, Ph.D., 
who had gathered plenty of materials on his father’s activity prior to his immigration to Palestine. It turned out that 
Leitersdorf’s name is well-reputed in his homeland as an accomplished architect and one of the leading modern architects in 
Slovakia. Stern is initiating an exhibition about Andre Leitersdorf’s work, in collaboration with the Bratislava Jewish community, 
which would shed a timely light on an obscure chapter in the professional history of this architect. 
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3. Apartment building, Bratislava (taken in 2018) 

 

 In a manner that was not uncommon back then, Leitersdorf also designed the furniture 

and woodwork for the buildings of his planning, and when he immigrated to Palestine he brought 

with him some of the furniture he had designed back in Slovakia. In a photograph taken in the 

early 1940s at his Tel Aviv apartment, Leitersdorf is seen sitting at his desk, hunched over a 

state-of-the-art wooden table of his own design, surrounded by exquisite modernist wooden and 

metal furniture, somewhat different than the modernist furniture seen in other Tel Aviv 

residences of the Bauhaus disciples, such as Arieh Sharon, Shmuel Mestechkin, Chanan Frenkel,  

and others.2 [image 4] 

 
2 Leiteresdorf rarely designed furniture while in Palestine-Israel, and a sole reminder of this line of trade can be found in plans 
for furniture and woodwork items, such as benches and railings, desinged for buildings that he planned, such as the Petah Tikva 
Histadrut House or “Yad LaMaginim” [Commemoration of Defenders] in Kibbutz Ramat HaKovesh. 
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4. Andre Leitersdorf in his Tel Aviv apartment, 1941-42, surrounded by furniture designed in Komárom 

 

 In 1936, Andre married Fini (Adolfina), daughter of Ernestine Milch and Bertalan Haasz, 

a wood merchant from Bratislava. Fini, who was born in Komárom, Hungary, was a celebrated 

fashion designer who had her own studio in Bratislava.3 A year later, their son Thomas (Tommy) 

was born in Komárom. As early as 1938, following the annexation of the Sudetenland to Nazi 

Germany and the new legislations that enforced the removal of Jews from economic and social 

life, stripping them of their assets and businesses, many Czechoslovakian Jews immigrated to 

Palestine, among them Andre and Fini Leitersdorf and their two-year-old son Tommy. They 

sailed the last ship to legally dock at the Haifa harbor in 1939. Leitersdorf’s mother Ada and his 

brother Eugen remained in Bratislava and were murdered in the Majdanek and Sobibor 

extermination camps in 1942.  

 
3 Fini Leitersdorf (1906-1986), born in Hungary, began working as a fashion designer in Czechoslovakia, and later opened an 
haute couture studio in Tel Aviv. Later she also designed costumes for the Cameri Theater of Tel Aviv and the Inbal dance 
company. In 1954, Ruth Dayan appointed her the head designer of “Maskit,” a position she held for over 15 years, during which 
she began incorporating the arts and crafts of Jewish immigrants from Arab countries in her modern European style. Leitersdorf 
is regarded as one of the designers who defined Israeli fashion. Among her distinct and world-renowned designs are the Desert 
Coat and the Ein Gedi Dress. See Batia Donner, cat. Maskit: a Local Fabric (Tel Aviv: Eretz Israel Museum, 2003), p. 31; and 
David Tartakover, cat. Fini Leitersdorf, an Israeli Fashion Designer (Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 1983).  
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 Fini and Andre Leitersdorf did not intend to settle in Palestine, which was only a rescue 

and transit station for them. Leitersdorf wished to move his family to New Zealand and join a 

colleague’s architecture firm there, but as World War II broke out, the ports of Palestine were 

closed to civilian traffic and the Leitersdorfs began making a future for themselves there.4 These 

were years of severe financial distress in Palestine, both due to the effects of the war and the 

Arab Revolt of 1936-39, which brought about a drastic reduction in the construction and civil 

development in the country. [images 5-6] 

 

 

5. Andre Leitersdorf with his son Tommy, 1942 

 
4 In an interview with Jennifer Bar-Lev, Fini Leitersdorf said that they had no intention of staying in Palestine: the assumption 
was that the war would be over in a couple of years and then they would return to Europe. See Tartakover, ibid. Fini and 
Andre’s marriage didn’t last long. In 1948, Andre married Gina Rappaport, a year later their son Giora was born and in 1950 
their youngest, Eran, was born. 
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6. Andre Leitersdorf and his second wife, Gina Rappaport, with their sons Giora (right) and Eran, 1950s 

 

 In the beginning, Leitersdorf did not imagine that he would work in the field of 

architecture. He obtained a truck driver’s license and made a living transporting people and 

goods. At that time, he also learned that all of his close family had perished back in Europe. 

According to his family members’ testimonies, the trauma and shock that he experienced in his 

first years in Palestine turned him into a more introverted person, yet he did not despair. A year 

later, like many of his fellow engineers and architects in Palestine, Leitersdorf managed to find a 

position in the bustling planning divisions of the British Mandate government and army. It is 

possible that this is where he first met architect Ilya Belsitzman, his future partner, twelve years 

his junior, who at the time was supervising the construction of a British Mandate military 

hospital at Tel Litvinsky (now Tel HaShomer), originally established to serve the Allied forces. 

At the same time, Belsitzman began working for architect Zeev Rechter’s firm; however, 

projects for the private sector – according to him – almost completely ceased during the war.5 As 

the war ended, Rechter began rebuilding his firm and hired new and veteran employees, among 

 
5 Ilya Belsitzman (September 12, 2005), in an interview to students Hagit Colb and Meital Zur, as part of the research paper 
“Planning the Histadrut Houses by Leiterstoft and Belsitzman,” “Israeli Architecture” class, instructors Zvi Efrat and Zvi Elhyani 
(Architecture Department, Bezalel Academy of Arts and Design, Jerusalem, 2005). 
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them Belsitzman, who brought Leitersdorf along with him as they had met at the British 

Mandate’s planning divisions. 

 In 1945 Leitersdorf began working at Zeev Rechter’s architecture firm, dealing mostly 

with planning for rural settlements and the Kibbutz movement, along with urban planning around 

the country.6 As was customary back then, staff architects submitted proposals, independently or 

in teams, to the many planning competitions that were held as the world was emerging from the 

crisis of war.7 While employed at Zeev Rechter’s firm in 1945, Leitersdorf and Belsitzman 

independently submitted proposals for a competition to plan a new 4,000-square meter building 

for the Tiberius Hot Springs, a medical spa using the natural hot springs. Leitersdorf and 

Belsitzman went up against relatively unknown local architects in that competition, both their 

contemporaries and from the older generation, and their proposal won third prize.8 [images 7-8] 

 

 

7. Proposal for the Tiberias Hot Springs, 1945: aerial perspectival drawing 

 

 
6 See Ran Shchori, Zeev Rechter, in the series Israeli Artists edited by Mordechai Omer (Tel Aviv and Jerusalem: Public Council 
for Culture and Art, HaKibbutz HaMeuchad and Keter, 1987), pp. 43-44 [Hebrew]. As for now, no sketches signed by Leitersdorf 
and Belsitzman have been found at the Rechter Architects’ archive. 
7 Between the mid-1940s and early 1970s, when Leitersdorf and Belsitzman were partners, many of the public buildings in the 
country were commissioned through public competitions, held frequently and managed by strict sets of standards formulated 
by the Competitions Committee of the Association of Engineers and Architects. 
8 Heading the panel of this competition was British architect Henry E. Kendall, the British Mandate government’s advisor on 
urban planning, alongside Tel Aviv City Engineer Yaakov Ben-Sira, architect and military veteran Prof. Yohanan Ratner of the 
Technion, and others. First prize was awarded to architect Harry Luria (Tel Aviv), and second prize was awarded to the Pavel-
Kissin-Tanai partnership (Tel Aviv); see “The Tiberius Hot Springs Building Planning Competition,” Israeli Architects and 
Engineers Association Journal, vol. 7 (1946), pp. 22-23 [Hebrew]. 
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8. Proposal for the Tiberias Hot Springs, 1945: interior perspectival drawings 

 

 However, even in the first post-war years, the private market continued to struggle and 

the duo’s work at Rechter’s firm dwindled. By the end of 1946, Leitersdorf and Belsitzman once 

again independently submitted a proposal to another competition, this time for planning the 

Histadrut House in Petah Tikva – a compound housing several institutions.9 The competition was 

for one of the nascent state’s largest commissioners, for a developing municipality in the center 

of the country, which was one of the Histadrut’s strongholds. Leitersdorf and Belsitzman 

competed against 46 others, and won the first prize.10 

 
9 For elaboration on this building, see Amnon Bar-Or, “The Legacy of Andre Leitersdorf and Ilya Belsitzman for the 
Petah Tikva Workers’ Union (Histadrut),” here. 
 
10 The competition was announced in October 1946 by the Petah Tikva’s Laborers Council. Second and third prizes were 
awarded to architect Nachum Zelkind (Tel Aviv) and David Anatol Brutzkus (Jerusalem). Honorary awards were given to the 
proposals of Shulamit and Michael Nadler, Benjamin Chlenov with Robert Bannet and Y. Ginzburg (all from Tel Aviv). The judges 



12 
 

 Following their success and due to the uncertainty in the market during the tense period 

between Second World War and the end of the British Mandate, the two decided to form the 

Leitersdorf and Belsitzman Architects partnership that operated out of one of the rooms of 

Leitersdorf’s apartment at 140 Ahad HaAm Street in Tel Aviv.11 The two immediately began 

developing their proposal for the Histadrut House Petah Tikva, the “Mother of the Moshavot,” 

which brought about a long series of commissions for the Histadrut throughout the country.12 

Since then, for 25 years, their partnership was one of the most productive in the architectural 

history of the country’s early decades. “We had one room on Ahad HaAm Street,” Belsitzman 

later recounted, “where four people sat together. One room that was the beginning.”13 

 

Ilya Belsitzman was born in the Georgian capital of Tbilisi (then Tiflis) in 1917, to Clara (née 

Gurevich) and Fredrich Belsitzman. Belsitzman Sr. ran a successful family-owned business with 

his father Daniel, specializing in sanitary plumbing (one of their major works was for the Trans-

Georgian train stations). In 1921, following the Communist Revolution, Belsitzman’s father and 

grandfather were arrested for “capitalism” and released only after renouncing their entire 

property. Belsitzman’s parents, along with four-year-old Ilya and his three-year-old sister Isabel, 

immigrated to Germany, where he spent his late childhood and youth. In 1934, following the 

Nazis’ rise to power, 17-year-old Belsitzman escaped to Poland with his family en route to 

Palestine, and the family settled in Tel Aviv, where he lived and worked for the rest of his life. 

 According to his son and successor, architect Amos Belsitzman, Ilya Belsitzman set his 

heart on becoming an architect at a young age, even before his family immigrated to Germany. It 

is possible that his adolescence in 1920s and early 1930s Berlin, a time in which the modern 

 
were engineer Zion HaShimshoni, architects Yaakov Yarost and Shlomo Ginzburg, Haim Soroka and Pinchas Rashish. See Shlomo 
Ginzburg “Planning Competition for Petah Tikva Histadrut House,” Israeli Architects and Engineers Association Journal, 8:3 
(1947), pp. 16-17 [Hebrew]. 
11 Many important partnerships were formed during the early history of Israeli architecture, due to young architects leaving 
veteran firms. This, for instance, created the partnership between Shimon Powsner and Avraham Yaski, who worked as young 
architects at the firm of Arieh Sharon and Benjamin Idelson, and left it at the beginning of the 1950s following their wins in 
planning competitions, establishing a short yet fruitful and significant partnership; the same goes for architects Moshe 
Lofenfeld (who also worked at Sharon and Idelson’s firm) and Giora Gamerman (who worked for the landscape architects Lipa 
Yahalom and Dan Zur), who left the well-established firms and founded a long-term and productive partnership in the early 
1960s. 
12 Following this win, a strong bond formed between Andre Leitersdorf and the Chief Secretary of the Petah Tikva Laborers 
Council, Pinchas Rashish, who would later on be elected mayor. The two formed a tight and long-term collaboration, 
influencing the work Leitersdorf and Belsitzman did for the Histardut in general and especially in Petah Tikva. 
13 Belsitzman, note 5 above. 
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architectural avant-garde in Europe – especially in Germany – was starting to coalesce, and 

influential schools such as the Bauhaus were formed, intensified his professional aspirations. 

However, like many of his contemporaries who grew up between the two World Wars, 

Belsitzman did not receive a formal education in architecture.  

 In 1935, a year after his arrival in Palestine with his family, 18-year-old Belsitzman 

enrolled in architectural sketching night school at the Montefiore Technical School in Tel Aviv, 

while working during the day at the firm of architect Josef Neufeld – one of the most prominent 

Israeli modernists in the 1930s, who took part in planning the Tel Aviv “Me’onot Ovdim” 

[worker's housing cooperatives] and was one of the founders of the “Architects’ Circle” 

alongside Zeev Rechter, Arieh Sharon, Israel Dicker and others.14 Belsitzman regarded Neufeld 

as his most significant and influential mentor;15 there were only seven staff members at the firm 

back then, a relatively high number given the scope of architectural activity at the time in Tel-

Aviv, but also throughout the entire country.16 

 When Belsitzman began working at Neufeld’s office, the firm was involved in some of 

the largest projects in the country, among them the Hadassah Ein Kerem Hospital in Jerusalem, 

as well as the private Assuta Hospital in north Tel Aviv (in partnership with Dicker; now the 

“Assuta Bauhaus Village”), inaugurated in 1935. Belsitzman’s first architectural experience was 

with an array of cleanly-designed clear-line structures with rectangular cantilever porches.17 In 

1936, Belsitzman independently submitted a proposal to a competition for planning a residential 

house, held in the framework of the last Levant Fair of pre-state years, and he won second prize 

(no first prize was awarded at that competition). At the same time, Belsitzman assisted in the 

planning of the Health Services Center (now the Kabbalah Center) near the Zina Dizengoff 

Square, Tel Aviv, which Neufeld planned for the Histadrut’s “Kupat Holim Clalit” [General 

 
14 On the Israeli “Architects’ Circle” see Alona Nitzan-Shiftan, “Disputes in the Zionist Architecture: Erich Mendelsohn and the 
Tel Aviv Architects Circle,” in Rachel Kallus and Tali Hatuka (ed.), Architectural Culture: Place, Representation, Body (Tel Aviv: 
Resling, 2005) [Hebrew]. 
15 Belsitzman said that at that time, he was also influenced by other Tel Aviv architects, who imported modern architecture to 
the country. He mentions the influence of the Technion and of dominant figures, such as Yohanan Ratner and Alexander Klein, 
on the architectural practice in the country; see note 5 above. 
16 Belsitzman said that the large architectural firm of Arieh Sharon was the only other firm with a similar number of employees. 
Most of the architects worked independently, and only on special occasions would seek the help of additional staff member, or 
two at most. There was solidarity and good working relationship among the small community of architects, despite the harsh 
competition for every project and the constant conflicts with Tel Aviv City Engineer Yaakov Ben-Sira; see note 5 above. 
17 This was similar to the historic building of Beilinson Hospital, which was planned and built by Arieh Sharon at that time in 
Petah Tikva. See Michael Levin, White City / International Style Architecture in Israel: a Portrait of an Era (Tel Aviv Museum of 
Art, 1984), pp. 61, 67.  
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Health Insurance Fund]. In the early 1940s, after Neufeld emigrated to the United States and 

closed his firm in Palestine, Belsitzman continued to oversee the building of the “big house” in 

the Shomeriya, a school facility for children at Kibbutz Mishmak HaEmek – one of Neufeld’s 

most celebrated and significant works in the country and in the history of Israeli modernism – 

and single-handedly signed the construction plans.18 

 After years of working for Neufeld, Belsitzman spent some time at the joint firm of 

architect Genia Averbuch – who planned the Zina Dizengoff Square in Tel Aviv – and her 

partner, engineer Zalman Baron. In 1941-42 he served as a supervisor for the construction of the 

British Mandate’s hospital at Tel Litvinsky (later Tel HaShomer). It was during those years that 

Belsitzman formed his early professional bonds with the institutions and people who founded the 

Israeli health system as the new state was established, adding to the experience he has gathered 

while working for Neufeld when planning the innovative and state-of-the-art Tel Aviv Assuta 

Hospital. These bonds would pave the way for Leitersdorf and him as leading architects of some 

of the largest health centers in the country.  

 Belsitzman also worked at the firm of architect Dov Karmi for a short period of time. 

Karmi recommended him as a member of the “Israeli Engineers and Architects Association” – 

the country’s architects’ and engineers’ guild – and in 1943 he was given a position at the office 

of Zeev Rechter which, during the harsh wartime, employed fewer than four people.  

 Belsitzman’s professional training at the firms of Neufeld and Rechter, two of the most 

prominent architects of international architectural style in Israel, who imprinted modernist dialect 

into the visual language of the Zionist project,19 clearly influenced Belsitzman’s architectural 

vision. He was molded as an architect in some of the leading formation hubs of “statehood 

generation” architects.20 Unfortunately, there are no records or testimonies left of the works 

Belsitzman created during his time with Neufeld and Averbuch-Baron, and there is no telling on 

which projects he and Leitersdorf worked on at Rechter’s firm. This information, hopefully to be 

 
18 See documents from Kibbutz Mishmar HaEmek archives. As part of his partnership with Leitersdorf, Belsitzman planned 
additional wings for this institute in the 1950s. 
19 See Nitzan-Shiftan, op. cit. note 14, p. 204. 
20 In those years, Zeev Rechter taught at the Technion. Among his students were his son, Yaakov Rechter, as well as Michael and 
Shulamit Nadler. Shulamit Nadler later said that the teachings of Rechter at the Technion influenced her professional career. 
See Zvi Elhyani and Michael Jacobson, “Teamwork: Plan, Elevation, Section”, The Architecture of Nadler-Nadler-Bixon-Gil, 1946-
2010 (Tel Aviv, 2016), p. 456. 
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further researched in the future, may shed additional light on their professional evolution and the 

forming of their architectural signature. 

 As mentioned above, in 1945 Leitersdorf also began working at Rechter’s firm, and the 

two architects once again crossed paths. At the end of 1946, following their consecutive wins at 

the Tiberias Hot Springs planning competition (third prize) and the Petah Tikva Histadrut House 

(first prize), the two founded their independent firm. 

 

The Leitersdorf-Belsitzman Architectural Firm 

 In the beginning, as aforementioned, the partnership of Leitersdorf and Belsitzman 

operated out of Leitersdorf’s apartment on Ahad HaAm Street in Tel Aviv. As their partnership 

formed, the two dealt with the detailed planning of the Petah Tikva Histadrut House, and 

simultaneously continued submitting proposals to a wide array of planning competitions, usually 

more than one submission per competition.21 “We participated in many competitions, and quite 

successfully,” Belsitzman later said. “That’s how one slowly constructs a building, and a firm.”22 

 The new Histadrut House, established between 1946 and 1948 on one of Petah Tikva’s 

central sites, was about to replace the old Histadrut House from 1911, which was the first one 

built in Palestine. As a structure unifying the various representatives of the powerful organization 

under one roof – comprised of 8,000 members in Petah Tikva alone – the offices of the 

federation of laborers, trade unions, tax collection bureau, the loans fund, and Solel Bone 

construction firm were all present, alongside a conference hall, a gymnasium, a workers’ club, a 

library, reading rooms and a cafeteria. This work signaled the beginning of a long-lasting 

collaboration between Leitersdorf-Belsitzman and the General Federation of Labor in Israel (the 

Histadrut), especially with its then-general-secretary and future mayor, Pinchas Rashish.23 In the 

 
21 In the first two years of their partnership, Leitersdorf and Belsitzman submitted proposals to many planning competitions, 
among them Kiryat Haim Culture Hall (1946, two proposals, third prize); Amana Children’s Home, Haifa (1946, third prize); 
Ruppin Agriculture College, Emek Hefer (1946, third prize); Oranim Kibbutzim Seminar (now College), Tel-Amal (Kiryat Tivon, 
1947, second and third prizes, master and detailed construction plans). 
22 Belsitzman, note 5 above. 
23 Pinchas Rashish (1895-1978) immigrated from Russia in 1924 and joined the Ein Harod squad of Gdud HaAvoda (the Zionist-
Socialist Labor and Defense Battalion), later settled in Kibbutz Givat HaShlosha, whose original site was part of today’s Petah 
Tikva, and where the municipal museum and Beilinson Hospital currently reside. Rashish was active with the Petah Tikva 
Histadrut and served as its General Secretary and the city’s Deputy Mayor in the 1940s. In early 1950s he was elected the fourth 
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following decades, during which dozens of Histadrut structures were erected around the country 

– among them welfare and other public institutions, offices and administration buildings – the 

two became the chief “architects of the Histadrut,” contributing to the physical presence of this 

unique organization. [images 9-11] 

 

9. Histadrut House, Petah Tikva, late 1940s: perspectival drawing 

 

 

 
mayor of the city and served in that position until 1966. Leitersdorf and Belsitzman planned a series of public and welfare 
structures in Petah Tikva, some of which unrelated to the Histadrut. 
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10. A special gathering at the Histadrut House, Petah Tikva, 1960s 

 

11. At the entrance to the Histadrut House, Petah Tikva, 1960s 

 

 As the Petah Tikva Histadrut House was being completed, around 1948, the two began 

receiving additional commissions from the organization, one after the other. In the 1940s, the 

Histadrut accumulated power that was no lesser than official governmental institutions; it 

affected all areas of life, economy, society and culture, and its power only grew in the early years 

of the new state. Leitersdorf and Belsitzman were among the architects who led the formation of 

a cohesive architectural language that represented the Histadrut, with identifiable building types 

that reflected its organizational efficiency and emphasized its physical presence throughout the 

country.24 

 During the War of Independence in 1948, work at the firm halted. Belsitzman served in 

the Engineering Corps of the new Israel Defense Forces. In light of his experience with the 

 
24 Zvi Efrat, “Histadrut,” The Israeli Project: Construction and Architecture, 1948-1973 (Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 2004), p. 398 
[Hebrew]. 
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building of the British Mandate’s hospital no. 5 at Tel Litvinsky (Tel HaShomer) in the early 

1940s, he was appointed commander of a military unit that planned hospitals for the IDF. 

Simultaneously, Leitersdorf and Belsitzman received the task of converting the British hospital 

at Tel HaShomer into the first Israeli military-governmental hospital, now named after Dr. 

Chaim Sheba, its founder and first director.25 

 Those foundational years in many ways molded Belsitzman’s architectural worldview, 

and he regarded the planning of hospitals, clinics and medical centers as the crowning glory of 

his work. Furthermore, the close working relations with the Histadrut honored the Leitersdorf-

Belsitzman firm with the planning of some of Kupat Holim Clalit medical centers and clinics: 

the hospitalization building, the administration building, the dining hall and kitchen as well as 

the energy center at the Hadera Hillel Yaffe Medical Center (1970);26 the Peath Tikva Beit 

Rivkah convalescence hospital (1971); the dining hall and kitchen at the Petah Tikva HaSharon 

Hospital (1962); and the urban clinics of Gottfried in Herzliya, Tel Nordau in Tel Aviv (1949) 

and Shu’ali in Ra’anana (1953).27 [images 12-14] 

 
25 In the following decades, Leitersdorf and Belsitzman worked on Tel HaShomer hospital, planning hospitalization buildings, 
clinics and new wings, the most prominent of which were the maternity ward (1964) that became the first hospitalization 
building in the compound, and was comprised of several narrow and elongated wings intersecting like fingers along the center’s 
gardened landscape, with concrete precasts on the façades to screen out the sunlight and afford privacy; and the children’s 
ward (1968), the second hospitalization building, three-stories-high and encompassing an inner courtyard. Years later the 
building was expanded by Amos Belsitzman, but as with the other buildings there, subsequent alterations were made by other 
architects, who changed them beyond recognition. Leitersdorf and Belsitzman‘s close relationship with Tel HaShomer lasted for 
many years, but down the road many of the main works there – such as the masterplan and the central hospitalization building 
– were handed to other planners. See Noa Marom and Tomer Azulay, Pavilion, Building, House / The History of the Sheba 
Medical Center, Tel HaShomer: The Development of the Structures and Architecture, 1948-2014 (Tel HaShomer: Sheba Medical 
Center, 2014) pp. 33, 35 [Hebrew]. 
26 Architect Salo Hershman also took part in planning the aforementioned buildings at the Hadera Hilel Yaffe hospital, except for 
the hospitalization building. Critic and architect Aba Elhanani commented that the hospital was “designed in a respectable and 
calm manner, fitting an establishment of this kind and even expressing it well.” Aba Elhanani, The Struggle for Israeli 
Architectural Independence in the 20th Century (Tel Aviv: Ministry of Defense Publishing, 1998), p. 197 [Hebrew]. The building of 
the medical center began in the mid-1970s and was reported in the periodical Tvai Architectural Quarterly (Summer, 1975) pp. 
46-48 [Hebrew]. 
27 After Leitersdorf’s passing, Belsitzman continued planning a long line of works in the field of healthcare until his retirement, 
among them the Child Development Clinic and Psychiatric Daytime Home at the Tel HaShomer Hospital (1972); a masterplan for 
the operation rooms building, X-ray clinic and the water heaters building for the Hadera Hilel Yaffe Hospital (1975); a 
masterplan for the Beit Jala Al-Hussein Hospital (1985); as well as hostels for autistic adults in Holon, Rishon LeZiyon, Karmiel 
and Pardes Hanna (1998-2001). 
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12. Beit Rivkah Hospital, Petah Tikva, early 1970s 

 

 

13. Tel Nodrau clinic, Tel Aviv, 1949: first-floor plan 
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14. Herzliya Healthcare Services clinic, 1950s 

   

In 1967 there was an attempt to establish a team of architecture firms specializing in the field of 

health facilities, to jointly develop a model for hospitals in developing countries. Aside from the 

Leitersdorf-Belsitzman, the firms of Arieh Sharon, Eldar Sharon and Benjamin Idelson, as that of 

Yaakov Hertz and Gershon Zippor, also took part in the team. As far as we know, the project 

never materialized.28 [image 15] 

 

15. Leitersdorf and Belsitzman, Sharon-Sharon-Idelson, Hertz-Zippor, model of hospital for developing countries, 1967 

 

 The work relations with the Histadrut extended to other programs, and following the 

Petah Tikva Histadrut House, Leitersdorf-Belsitzman planned nearly a hundred Histadrut 

 
28 See Arieh Sharon, Hospitals in Israel and the Developing Countries (Tel Aviv: Emanograph & Zadok, 1972), pp.  94-103. 



21 
 

projects over the years. Between the late 1940s and early 1960s, the firm planned additional 

Histadrut houses in Hadera (1949); Herzliya, Ra’anana and Gedera (1950); Netanya and Rishon 

LeZiyon (1951); Binyamina (1954); Ramat Gan and Ramle (1955); Yokne’am (1957); Beit 

She’an (1959); Tel Mond and Yahud (1960). For other Histadrut groups, the firm planned the 

Ramat Gan Solel Bone Building (1958); concert halls, cinemas and youth clubs,29 bank 

branches,30 office buildings for Mivtachim, the Histadrut’s pension and welfare fund;31 grocery 

co-ops,32 and so forth. [images 16-18] 

 

16. Histadrut House, Hadera, early 1950s 

 
29 A few of the culture houses and facilities they planned: in Tel Aviv-Jaffa – Hadar Yosef, Giv’at Aliyah and Yeffet Street, as well 
as Tchelet Cinema near Ben Yehuda Street (1965); in Petah Tikva – Heichal Cinema (1950) and Oron Amphitheater (1952); in 
Ramat Gan (1952); in Kfar Sava – Eliezer Neighborhood, as well as the expansion of Amal Cinema (1954); in Herzliya – Mikhal 
Cinema, Nof Yam (1955); in Hadera (1957); and in Rishon LeZiyon (1963). Some of those structures were later converted to 
Mofet, the Histadrut’s culture and community centers, and only a few of them are still in active use today. 
30 Among them the Milve and Hisachon Bank in Ra’anana (1950); Bank HaPoalim in Giva’t Olga (1959) and others. 
31 In Herzliya (1963), Kfar Sava (1964), Petah Tikva (1965), Ra’anana (1969), Rehovot (1969) and Tel Aviv (1969, the latter was 
never constructed). 
32 Like the small grocery co-op store in Neve Oz, Petah Tikva (1949), and the large central grocery co-op supermarket on Ahuza 
Street, Ra’anana (1955). 
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17. Histadrut House, Ramat Gan, 1955: elevation 

  

 

18. Histadrut House, Ra’anana, 1950s 

 

 The Histadrut houses, which were rapidly being constructed in prominent locations, 

quickly drew criticism claiming wastefulness at a time of austerity, when the nascent state was in 

financial, immigration and security distress.33 “A clean and aesthetic public building provides its 

users with a sense of culture and [eventually] educates them for appreciation of architecture,” 

responded Areih Sharon, at the time the chair of Israeli Engineers and Architects Association, for 

whom the Histadrut was a major client. He added that “this is significant, especially in the 

Histadrut public buildings, which are used throughout the day by workers from various origins 

 
33 At the inauguration ceremony of the Hapoel Committee House in Tel Aviv, such criticism was insinuated in Prime Minister 
David Ben-Gurion’s address: “If I had remained a member of the Hapoel Committee to this day, you would not have built this 
house without having to fight me.” See David Ben-Gurion, “One Histadrut, One Zionist Socialist Party,” Davar Daily Newspaper, 
2 July 1953 [Hebrew]. 
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and diverse cultures, and it is our national obligation to accustom them to appreciate and respect 

their own home.”34 

 As the work grew, the firm moved from Leitersdorf’s house to 17 Esther HaMalka Street 

in Tel Aviv, and later settled for many years at 27 Remez Street in the north of the city, not far 

from HaVa’ad HaPo’el House, the Histadrut main headquarters, where they worked until 

Leitersdorf’s passing in August 1970. At the height of the partnership’s success – the second half 

of the 1960s – the firm employed 17 staff members, specializing in engineering, architecture and 

draftsmanship.35 The work of the firm, which resided in the basement floor, mainly took place in 

one spacious room, filled with pipe, cigarette and cigar smoke that the partners and fellow 

employees smoked, as was the custom back then, around a few broad drafting tables equipped 

with T-rulers, long before computers were used. When it became too crowded, Leitersdorf and 

Belsitzman themselves moved to a separate room, which also served as a conference room. 

 The work ran quietly, each with his own tasks, and their consultations were performed in 

formal third-person German: “All in rare harmony and mutual respect.”36 As partnerships go, 

Leitersorf and Belsitzman had an unofficial yet agreed-upon way of dividing the work between 

them. Leitersdorf mainly dealt with planning the various Histadrut structures, as well as 

commercial and industrial projects (among them the “Vishay” and “Elco” plants in Tel Aviv and 

Holon, and the “Sugat” factory in Kiryat Gat, which is still operational)  while Belsitzman, as 

aforementioned, mostly concentrated on planning healthcare facilities, medical centers and 

academia buildings (among them the Sharett Building of the Tel Aviv University campus). 

 Employees of the firm during the 1960s say that Leitersdorf had an impressive presence, 

a coiffed mane and distinct diction, yet he was an introvert who did not disclose his emotions. 

“He was tough and kept to himself, didn’t look to the sides, only forward. He would keep all his 

emotions hidden,” said Yitzhak Braff.37 Geula Sagi also spoke of an introverted and reticent 

person, “without flattering or being obsequious, he always kept a degree of distance from those 

 
34 Arieh Sharon quoted in Yosef Steiner, “The Truth about the Luxuries in the Histadrut Buildings: A Conversation with Arieh 
Sharon,” Davar, 26 April 1955 [Hebrew]. 
35 According to architect Amos Belsitzman in a research conversation, December 2014. 
36 According to architect Tommy Leitersdorf in an e-mail correspondence with the authors, 2019. 
37 Yitzhak Braff, a constructor who was employed by the firm between 1957 and 1961 and later served as an external 
consultant, in a research conversation, January 2014. Tommy Leitersdorf initiated the preliminary research. 
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around him.”38 According to other testimonies, Belsitzman was more of an extrovert. Their 

relationship was professional and to the point, without expressing any affections, but with mutual 

appreciation, trust and respect in all matters of planning and administration.39 

 Draftsman Rafi Oz used to work alongside them; he would later become Belsitzman’s 

partner after Leitersdorf’s passing in 1970. The Draftsmen would translate Leitersdorf’s and 

Belsitzman’s sketches into detailed workplans; Gershon Kleiman, a technician by trade, was in 

charge of interior planning and design, while at the same time supervising the manufacturing and 

ordering of materials and overseeing the construction work on the various sites and the interior 

finishes. The firm operated six days a week, and during preparations for competitions would 

often work into late hours of the night and sometimes even on weekends.  

 As far as technology is concerned, the firm operated in a very traditional manner: steel 

and reinforced concrete frameworks, without incorporating prefabricated construction, which 

became more widespread in Israel from the 1960s on. “Andre was an old-school kind of 

architect,” says Braff. “He understood construction and could, in fact, prepare the construction 

plans himself. In addition to thinking like an engineer, he also had great architectural vision.” 

Leitersdorf did not have a car, and on Fridays would take a taxi to construction sites for 

supervision. “He would plan a building from A to Z. He would work on a project almost 

nonstop. He was known as someone who did not make it easier for contractors and did not 

compromise when errors in execution occurred.”40 

 Some of the common details in the firm’s architecture were Belgian iron profiles, mostly 

for the Histadrut buildings and clubs (the majority of which were eventually replaced by 

aluminum frames). The furnishing in the buildings was purchased from local Israeli 

manufacturers (HaArgaz, Paltechnica, Rahat, etc.), but the buildings’ woodwork (railings, 

closets, built-in benches) was custom-made, designed and manufactured. The lighting fixtures 

were designed or acquired from Goldschmidt & Schwabe, which supplied quality and elegant 

 
38 Geula Sagi, the firm’s secretary 1967-1972 (the previous secretary was Yaffa Bernstein), in a research conversation, 
December 2013; also taking part in the research conversations on January 2014 was Gershon Kleiman, a construction engineer 
and supervisor on behalf of the firm, 1962-1975. 
39 Leitersdorf also meticulously oversaw the firm’s routine management, salaries and accounts, with the aid of a loud 
calculating machine and a large “planner” accounting book, where he logged the incoming and outgoing expenses and funds for 
each project. 
40 Braff, note 37 above. 
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lighting solutions for the best architects in Israel at the time, and many of their original light 

fixtures are still installed and working in the buildings they planned.  

 When it came to public relations, Leitersdorf and Belsitzman would barely publish their 

works in Israeli professional literature. Hardly any of their works were publicized in the 

hundreds of issues of Engineering and Architecture, the Engineers and Architects Association 

journal, in all its various versions, nor in independent architectural periodicals that were issued in 

Israel in the 1960s – except for constant reports on their competition wins. They also rarely gave 

interviews to the general daily press on matters of planning and architecture. Belsitzman attested: 

“We were made famous by the competitions and projects we built. […] One work led to 

another.” Their professionalism and reliability created a bond between them and their returning 

clients. 

 By the same token, the question of architectural representation was not a high priority for 

the partners, since they did not regard their projects as works of art but rather pragmatic solutions 

that were there to answer the needs of the clients and users. Unlike many of their peers at the 

time, they did not employ a draft artist for drawing perspectives, did not send photographers to 

document their work, and rarely used models.41 This humble conduct can explain the fact that 

their archive, which held over 400 works, was scattered and mostly lost in the transition between 

offices and other changes. The research work of locating and gathering materials, which 

documents only a selection of their work, took more than five years and spanned over dozens of 

sources, including national, institutional, municipal and private archives. The partial materials 

located in those places allowed us to draw primary lines for the exposure of their vast enterprise. 

 

Memory, Culture, Landscape  

The trickling of running water in the canals and waterfall, the commotion of the monkeys 

running around the spacious cage, and the laughter of children playing on the vast lawn all 

characterize the Independence Park in Petah Tikva, stretching at the foot of the Yad Labanim 

House [center for the commemoration of fallen soldiers]. A pleasant stroll down the broad path 

 
41 According to Belsitzman Jr. and the firm’s employee Gershon Kleiman, Leitersdorf would draw most of the perspectives by 
himself. “That is why the perspectival drawings that remain were mostly of Histadrut buildings,” Kleiman clarified. “Belsitzman 
would draw the hospitals. Their drawings were different.” See Kleiman, note 38 above. 
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crosses the park and leads to its summit, where Yad Labanim House towers over a tall fence 

which separates it from the park. The passage to the building’s plaza and festive stairs is no 

longer free, but requires a detour to the gate on the main street. Still, the building merges with 

the scenery of the park, with its serene design and simple, natural materials. The many people 

who visit the park and the varied uses of the Yad Labanim compound guarantees that its status as 

a municipal focal point is maintained. 

 Structures for community, culture, education and commemoration were among the civil 

programs that kept the Leitersdorf-Belsitzman firm busy. Often, all the above programs were 

embodied in a single building or compound that they planned. Throughout their 25 years of 

partnership, the two planned dozens of community buildings in rural, suburban and urban 

settlements. The Petah Tikva Yad Labanim House is an example of a site that combines past and 

present, a commemoration center that hosts cultural and communal activities and sits on the edge 

of a public park as an inseparable part of it. 

 In Israel’s first decade, about 200 monuments were built to commemorate those who fell 

during the 1948 War of Independence. In the spirit of modern nationalism, which turned the 

ritual of commemorating the fallen into one of its cornerstones,42 the memorial sites and 

ceremonies became a mechanism for maintaining the “national eternity.”43 It was only natural 

that Leitersdorf and Belsitzman – just like their fellow architects, almost without exception – 

took an active part in the planning of commemoration structures. The question of shaping the 

memory, which became a distinct public issue, was already being discussed in mid-1949 as the 

battles of the War of Independence were subsiding. Artists and architects discussed, in the 

printed press, the importance of the time and the need to monumentally commemorate and create 

public focal points for secular rituals, where the magnitude of the establishment of the Jewish 

state can be properly expressed. 

 Architects and artists of all generations took part in the visual design of commemoration 

and memorial culture in the Israeli space. Many of them even launched their independent 

professional careers by participating in competitions for the planning and design of monuments, 

 
42 See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983). 
43 See Avner Ben-Amos, “The Theater of Remembrance and Death: Monuments and Ceremonies in Israel,” in Drora Dominey 
and France Lebee-Nadav, Israeli Landscape with a Monument (Tel Aviv: Hargol, 2002), p. 20 [Hebrew]. 
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memorial gardens and military cemeteries throughout the country.44 Architects of the “statehood 

generation”, who studied architecture at the Technion and many of whom also took part in the 

fighting, were busy planning countless monuments for the fallen. Their work often involved 

collaboration with artists. Memorials were also planned by the generation of architects who 

arrived in Palestine before and during World War II, most of whom lost their families in the 

Holocaust. Leitersdorf and Belsitzman belonged to the second group. 

 The categories of memory, landscape and leisure were incorporated in the works of 

Leitersdorf and Belsitzman while planning Yad Labanim House in Petah Tikva – the city in 

which they were most active throughout their careers.45 The Petah Tikva Yad Labanim House – 

the cornerstone of which was laid in 1951, five years after they founded their firm – was the first 

of its kind in Israel, providing the two architects with the opportunity to set an historical 

precedent in designing communal commemoration.46 [images 19-21]  

 

19. The inauguration of Yad Labanim House, Petah Tikva, 1952 

 

 
44 See Maoz Azariyahu and Menachem Shani, They Commanded us with their Deaths: Architecture of the Military Cemeteries in 
Israel, the First Years (Tel Aviv: Ministry of Defense, 2012), p. 78 [Hebrew]. 
45 On the Petah Tikva Histadrut House (1946), the first in a line of projects that were planned in the city, see Amnon Bar-Or’s 
article, here. 
46 Yad Labanim Organization and the “Hebrew Soldier Commemoration Department” at the Ministry of Defense were 
established as far back as 1949, while the battles were still raging. 
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20. President Yitzhak Ben-Zvi visiting Yad Labanim House, Petah Tikva, 1953 

(Oded Yarkoni archive) 

 

21. A study room in Yad Labanim House, Petah Tikva, 1950s 

 

The building was meant to serve as a central commemoration spot at the heart of the 

municipal Independence Park. The program sought to weave together the commemoration and 

the grief for the past with the present and the future. In order to do so, gathering spaces, concerts 

and exhibition halls were set together. The founder of the house, Baruch Oren, wanted an 

establishment that would not be a silent monument but rather a living commemoration, with 

lively activities as well as arts and culture events. “It is not a house of prayer and not, on the 
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other hand, a grand Histadrut club, but a unique institute in the country. It is Yad Labanim 

House, at the center of the Mother of all Settlements,” wrote Baruch Vinitsky, one of the leading 

veterans of the Etzel underground in Petah Tikva, to mark the inauguration of the house at the 

end of 1952.47 

 Optimal connectivity between the interior and exterior was a guiding principle in the 

plan. Therefore, there was relatively little use of blind walls, and most of the external walls had 

openings covered by glass screens. A solution for both natural ventilation as well as protection 

from direct sunrays was achieved by installing precast concrete bricks on the south façade, much 

like the solution used in other buildings designed by Leitersdorf and Belsitzman, such as the 

Histadrut House in Ramat Gan. A wide balcony was set at the front of the two-story building 

facing the Independent Park, as a space to mediate between the indoors and outdoors, between 

the memorial space and everyday life. The park was planned at the same time by Lipa Yahalom 

and Dan Zur, two of the best landscape architects in Israel at the time, and was considered a 

work of urban landscape art.48 

 The coordination between the architects and the landscape architects who planned the 

Independence Park is evident. It comes across both in the construction layout as well as in the 

finishing materials chosen for the building. Thus, for example, the coarse sand stone used by 

Yahalom and Zur to delineate the rose garden, also appear on the festive steps leading from the 

park into the building; later on, when Leitersdorf and Belsitzman were asked to extend the 

building and add designated wings, they saw fit to incorporate the same stone even more 

significantly. 

 The Petah Tikva Yad Labanim House, inaugurated on Independence Day 1953, was, as 

aforementioned, the first of its kind to be completed in Israel, and was therefore set by the 

Soldiers’ Commemoration Wing at the Ministry of Defense (now the Soldiers’ Commemoration 

Department) as “an example for other settlements and the big cities alike.”49 In its early years, 

 
47 Baruch Vinitsky, “A Monument or National Pantheons,” Herut, 17 October 1952 [Hebrew]. 
48 See Nurit Lissovsky and Diana Dolev (eds.), Arcadia: The Gardens of Lipa Yahalom and Dan Zur (Tel Aviv: Babel, 2012), pp. 
152-153 [Hebrew]. 
49 “Yad Labanim building inaugurated in Petah Tikva,” Davar, 21 April, 1953 [Hebrew]. The establishing status of Leitersdorf and 
Belsitzman in the field of commemoration and the professional community is evident from the fact that during that inaugural 
year, Leitersdorf was chosen as a judge in a competition for planning a monument for the 28 fallen soldiers in the battle of 
Nabi-Yusha (Fort 28), one of the important competitions in the field of commemoration in the early years of the state. 
Architects Ika and Bitush Comforty won first prize. 
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the area surrounding Yad Labanim was barren and exposed. The Independence Park was 

gradually developed and was only completed in 1967.50 The park area in those days was exposed 

after the orchard, on whose grounds it was built, had been uprooted, and the residential buildings 

in the area (some of which were planned by architects Arieh Sharon and Benjamin Idelson), as 

well as the local headquarters of HaShomer HaTzair youth movement (planned by Menachem 

Beer) had not yet been built. Kibbutz Giv’at HaShlosha, which resided on the other side of 

Arlozorov Street at the time, was eventually split into two kibbutzim, and both left the grounds 

and resettled east of Petah Tikva. At the top of the hill, under which Yad Labanim House was 

established, remained the ever-so-lonely yet impressive dining hall, planned two decades earlier 

by architect Arieh Sharon. 

 The ground floor of Yad Labanim House had a commemoration hall with an open view 

and a memorial wall covered in marble slabs, onto which the names of the 220 fallen Petah 

Tikva combatants, who had lost their lives in the underground movements and in the War of 

Independence, were engraved in bronze letters, alongside a perpetual memorial candle.51 The 

memorial wall is situated across from large, broad glass screens that face the outer plaza and the 

Independence Park. Alongside the commemoration hall there is another room for gatherings of 

families of the fallen, and a third room that served as a library. In these rooms, and around them, 

works of art commissioned from contemporary artists were displayed. Jacob Wexler created a 

mosaic floor portraying the Lion of Judea, the walls were mounted with mosaics made by 

Mordechai Gumpel, and one of the walls displayed a relief by Aharon Priver. On the top floor a 

500-seat auditorium was built, in which veterans of the pre-state underground and youth 

movement gatherings were held, as well as concerts and exhibitions.52 

 In 1957, the compound was expanded to include the Rishonim Museum for the History of 

Petah Tikva, also planned by Leitersdorf and Belsitzman, which was then expanded again in the 

mid-1960s. Its size was tripled and it had new wings, with additional art galleries for Israeli art 

as well as a permanent exhibition commemorating the fallen, along with contemporary art 

 
50 “Independence Park Inaugurated in Petah Tikva,” LaMerhav Daily, 11 May 1967 [Hebrew]. 
51 See Vinitsky, op. cit. note 47. 
52 Works by Petah Tikva-based artists were presented in most of the exhibitions curated there during its early years, until the 
Museum of Art was founded. The museum also curated theme exhibitions, such as fire extinguishing equipment, children and 
youth books, or five years to the 1956 Suez Campaign. 
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exhibitions providing the commemoration site with a spiritual-social validation and legitimacy.53 

These galleries were later transformed into the Petah Tikva Museum of Art.54 In 1980, the Petah 

Tikva Yad Labanim House, as well as its living spirit and founder Baruch Oren, won the Israel 

Prize for exceptional contribution to the society and the country. The Yad Labanim compound is 

included in the conservation list published by the municipality in 2018.55 [image 22] 

 

 

22. Students visiting the art galleries of Yad Labanim House, Petah Tikva, 1960s 

 

 The Independence Park and Yad Labanim House were an urban focal point of culture and 

leisure, commemoration and education. The park is comprised of a delightful combination of 

lawns, pine groves, monuments, a canal and a waterfall, which run all the way to a water garden 

with a small zoo (now a petting zoo). The Museum of Human Anatomy was built north of the 

Independence Park in 1965 (now the Museum of Human Sciences and Environment), also 

planned by Leitersdorf and Belsitzman. The architecture of this building stands out from the 

team’s usual conservative modernist style, and it certainly stands in contrast with the reserved, 

 
53 On the connection between Yad Labanim Houses and art museums see Ruth Direktor, “Herzliya Museum as an Allegory,” in 
Osnat Rechter (ed.), Yaakov Rechter, Architect (Herzliya & Tel Aviv: Herzliya Museum of Contemporary Art and HaKibbutz 
HaMeuchad, Red Line Series, 2003), pp. 178-179 [Hebrew]. 
54 Part of the Rishonim House hosted the Museum of Israel Antiquities Authority, and today houses the Petah Tikva Historical 
Archive. According to Drorit Gur-Arie, former Director of the Culture Department in the Petah Tikva municipality, Director of 
the Human Anatomy Museum (1985-1999) and Petah Tikva Museum of Art (2004-2019), in a conversation with the authors, 
March 2020. 
55 Conservation plan for Petah Tikva, 2018. 
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low and flat-roofed architecture of the Museum of Art that they simultaneously designed as an 

expansion of Yad Labanim House. The architects chose to plan the didactic Museum of Human 

Anatomy, Health and Fitness with a state-of-the-art concrete dome, shaped as a curved triangle 

resting on its three corners to create an exhibition space of 400 square meters.56 The building was 

especially designed to host an exhibition curated in Brazil that was donated to the Petah Tikva 

municipality.57 

 At the center of the museum stood a shiny glass-made statue of the human body, 

exposing the blood vessels and internal organs. The statue was 3.6 meter-tall and its head almost 

reached the hall’s ceiling. It was placed on a small podium that moved on an axis and had its 

internal organs lit by lighting stripes, which made it the museum’s main attraction.58 Over the 

past few decades, the original exhibition was replaced and extensions and improvements were 

added to the original museum building, which – while essential for its continued operation – also 

impeded its original shape and uniqueness. [images 23-24] 

 

 

23. Human Anatomy Museum, Petah Tikva, 1960s 

 (Palphot postcard) 

 
56 The unique engineered structure required thorough preliminary inspection, and therefore the team built a 1:5 scale model at 
the Technion, enabling them to optimize the engineering calculations; according to Yitzhak Braff, note 37 above. 
57 The generous donation had a public price. Herut daily newspaper reported that “in return for the exhibition, which was 
estimated at thousands of Israeli Pounds, Mr. David Stark, who immigrated to Israel, was given an apartment in Petah Tikva, 
and he will serve as the museum’s director for a set monthly salary.” see “Petah Tikva Human Anatomy Museum opening,” 
Herut, 27 August 1965 [Hebrew]. Also see Drorit Gur-Arie, note 54 above. 
58 According to Drorit Gur-Arie, ibid. 
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24. Human body statue at the center of the Human Anatomy Museum, Petah Tikva, 1960s 

 

 South of the Independence Park, in the midst of another park planned by Yahalom-Zur, 

which is nowadays named Yonathan Park (after Yoni Netanyahu), the architects designed the 

Ilanshil pool for disabled children (1961), which added another function to the compound and 

solidified its status as an urban leisure spot. The pool, which was mostly meant to serve children 

with polio, was a unique and pioneering both socially and planning-wise. The design of the pool 

in curved and soft lines created a puddle-like structure that blended in its surroundings, and 

included an especially low banister that allowed wheelchair access. The site also served as a 

public pool. In the 1980s it was closed, dismantled and covered by an expansive lawn, 

surrounded by the tall pine trees planted by Yahalom and Zur, on the outskirts of the historic 

Kfar-Ganim neighborhood. Other than demolishing the pool and the relative neglect, the 

compound remains an example of a successful combination of various functions, as an urban 

communal spot in the heart of a vast rural park, still, seven decades after its inauguration. [image 

25] 
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25. Ilanshil pool for disabled children, Petah Tikva, 1961 

 

 The successful collaboration with landscape architects Yahalom and Zur in Petah Tikva 

continued in the Kfar Sava Memorial Park. In the early 1950s, concurrent with the establishment 

of the pioneering Petah Tikva Yad Labanim House, Leitersdorf and Belsitzman were 

commissioned to raise a monument for the fallen soldiers of Kfar Sava in a memorial park 

planned by Yahalom and Zur, at what was then the center of the city. Unlike the Petah Tikva 

project, there were no cultural or memorial structures in the Kfar Sava Memorial Park, but it 

encompassed the settlement’s old cemetery and its military section. The bridge between the 

burial and commemoration functions and the daily practices derived, in this case, from the 

nearby health and education compound, as well as the central bus terminal. On the highest point 

of the park, at its southern end, Leitersdorf and Belsitzman planned a monument designed in an 

abstract and minimalist approach, as commissioned by the local authority. It was innovative for 

that period, during which most of the monuments were designed as memorial columns 

(obelisks), statues or figurative reliefs.59 [image 26] 

 
59 See Ilana Shamir, “Monuments in Israel: Introduction,” Ariel Periodical, 171-172: And With their Blood the Day will Rise: 
Memory and Commemoration in Israel, edited by Eli Shiler and Gavriel Barkai (October 2005), p. 137 [Hebrew]. 
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26. Inauguration ceremony of the monument at the Memorial Park, Kfar Sava, 1954 

 

  The evolution, during those formative years, in the representation of memory and myth 

and in making bereavement present in Israeli space, is well-apparent here. Leitersdorf and 

Belsitzman leaned towards the approach that commemoration needs to be designed as an 

environment, free of the columns, the figurative language and the two-dimensional walls so 

common back then.60 As sculptor Ze’ev Ben-Zvi said: “Commemoration should be a 

combination of architecture and sculpture that serve an idea, art that I would call ‘talking 

architecture.’ […] Based on this combination, we should create an architectural space using 

sculpture, where the idea can dwell and encompass anyone who rests in its shadow.”61  

 At the monument, inaugurated in 1954, the architects laid a 12.5-meter-diameter and 9-

meter-long elliptical stage, led to by seven steps stretching across it from the west. In front of the 

stairs stands a wall that envelops the stairs from the east, 1.5-meters-high on one end and 7-

meters-high on the other, resembling a scroll or perhaps an infinite envelope.62 The diagonal line 

of the wall creates the dramatic effect and leads the gaze to a broad and tall column with the 

inscription “In their deaths, they honored us life,” from a poem by national poet Chaim Nachman 

 
60 See Zvi Elhyani and Michael Jacobson, Shimon Powsner, Atchitect (Tel Aviv: Dvir, 2017), p. 27 [Hebrew]. 
61 Ze’ev Ben-Zvi quoted by Eugen Kolb, “How will the image of our War of Independence monuments be designed?” Al 
HaMishmar, 2 June 1949 [Hebrew]; Ben-Zvi designed the memorial site at Kibbutz Mishmar HaEmek’s “Pinat HaGola,” 1945. 
62 A year earlier, architect partners Avraham Yaski and Shimon Powsner submitted a proposal for a monument in the Tel Aviv 
Independence Park that had similar elements, though it was lighter and more challenging to engineer. 
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Bialik.63 Along the wall there is a built-in bench for commemoration and placing wreaths on 

memorial days. Besides the gently-processed stone-covered column, the entire structure is 

covered with limestone, which Leitersdorf and Belsitzman frequently used in a beehive-like 

array. In 1962, the remnants of a cannon, painted black, was displayed to the left of the column. 

 Though the memorial park was designed before the monument, the construction of the 

park was postponed and it was open to the public four years after the monument had been 

erected, and only then the pine trees at the back of the site were planted.64 At the foot of the 

lawn, in front of the monument, there was a waterfall – currently inactive – with a reflecting pool 

of goldfish. Before his death, Dan Zur planned the renovation of the park in the spirit of the 

original plan, but the project never materialized. However, in 2013, the Kfar Sava municipality 

listed the Memorial Park for conservation. 

 A few years after the inauguration of the Petah Tikva Yad Labanim House, Leitersdorf 

and Belsitzman planned another public structure which combined culture and commemoration, 

this time in the center of a Kibbutz landscape. When exiting Kibbutz Ramat HaKovesh dining 

hall, north of Kfar Sava, there is a boulevard of ficus trees stretching along 150 meters. The old 

trees shade the broad path, which resembles a tall, yet not too long a tunnel. The sides of the 

boulevard are aligned by the buildings of the technical secretariat, the children’s homes, the 

Kibbutz club, and down the road – residential houses. The planners of these buildings were 

architects active in the Kibbutz movement, such as Richard Kauffmann, Jacob Pinkerfeld, 

Shmuel Mestechkin and engineer Yosef Eidelman.  

 At the edge of the Kibbutz main boulevard, planned by Richard Kauffmann, the space 

opens up to a vast lawn as long as the boulevard itself. At the other end of the lawn, Leitersdorf 

and Belsitzman designed “Yad LaMaginim” the largest and most complex culture house they 

ever planned in the rural collective settlements. Similar to their approach at Yad Labanim houses 

they had planned in various cities, “Yad LaMaginim” in Ramat HaKovesh serves several uses 

and intertwines the functions of commemoration and culture. It was established to commemorate 

the thirty kibbutz members who fell during the 1936-39 riots and the 1948 War of Independence, 

as well as the Hagana and IDF soldiers who gave their lives while protecting the kibbutz. The 

 
63 “Im Yesh et Nafshecha Lada’at” [If your Soul Wishes to Comprehend], published 1897. 
64 See Tamar Darel-Fossfeld, “Kfar Sava, City as Landscape,” in Lissovsky and Dolev (eds.), Arcadia, op. cit. note 8, p. 309. 
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cornerstone was laid on Memorial Day 1957, and construction was completed a year later, on the 

occasion of Israel’s 10th anniversary celebrations.  

 From its high position, the building overlooks the grand lawn through wide windows. In 

the evenings, when a movie was screened or a show performed on its stage, the building would 

light up its surroundings like a massive beacon. The members who walked the paths converging 

to the central lawn would be swallowed into the building, which was second only to the dining 

hall at the other end of the kibbutz. Broad and festive stairs greeted those arriving into the 

gathering plaza, paved in wild stone and hidden between two wings bridged by a roofed 

colonnade.  

 One wing houses a 750-seat auditorium and the other hosts a memorial space for the 

kibbutz’s fallen, as well as another chamber to commemorate the relatives of kibbutz members 

who perished in the Holocaust.65 Such separation between those who perished in the Holocaust 

and those fallen in Israel’s wars was common back then and showed, more than anything else, 

the singling-out of the heroic Hebrew casualties from those who “went as lambs to the 

slaughter.”66 In the design of the façade, the architects paid special attention to the materials 

used. The slightly curved façade of the hall was covered in wooden planks, while the 

commemoration wing was covered in large pebbles and dark, bulgy basalt stones. This tactile 

wall was dramatically lit in the evening with light fixtures, created by the Tel Aviv workshop of 

Goldschmidt & Schwabe, which were installed in the ceiling of the foyer and remain well-

preserved to this day. Leitersdorf and Belsitzman had honed their stonework in their prior works, 

such as the Petah Tikva Yad Labanim House and the Kfar Sava Memorial, and their 

qualifications converged in the flooring and tiling of the façades. 

 The concert hall, leveling the slope, was designed with the intention of gradually 

transitioning from exterior to interior, an approach similar to the one informing the Tel Aviv 

Mann Philharmonic Auditorium (1957, architects: Rechter-Karmi-Rechter), inaugurated shortly 

before. There was extensive use of glazing and surrounding arcade-like entrance halls in the 

elongated façades of both wings, which separated, yet linked the building with the open space 

surrounding it. The auditorium was designed as a main sitting area with balconies on both sides, 

 
65 A third wing was planned as another “wall” surrounding the plaza from the west, but it was never built. 
66 See Oz Almog, The Sabra: A Portrait (Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 1997), p. 73 [Hebrew]. 
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but despite the harmonious dimensions of the hall and the stage, well-suited for performances 

and concerts, the status of “Yad LaMaginim” declined as a result of changes in the kibbutz 

lifestyle and diminishing activity, as was the fate of most similar institutions in the kibbutzim 

and moshavim throughout Israel. And yet, while a masterplan was created for the kibbutz and 

approved in 2018, “Yad LaMaginim” was listed for conservation.67 [images 27-30] 

 

 

27. “Yad LeMeginim” culture and commemoration house, Kibbutz Ramat HaKovesh, late 1950s 

 

28. “Yad LaMaginim” culture and commemoration house, Kibbutz Ramat HaKovesh, mid-1950s: perspectival drawing 

 
67 Conservation survey, detailed-plan appendix, 417-0495317, p. 103. 
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29. “Yad LaMaginim” culture and commemoration house, Kibbutz Ramat HaKovesh, late-1950s: view from the hall entrance 

through the arcade facing the central lawn 

 

30. “Yad LaMaginim” culture and commemoration house, Kibbutz Ramat HaKovesh, late-1950s: auditorium interior 

 

 In the case of the next Yad Labanim House planned by Leitersdorf and Belsitzman, this 

time in Ramat Gan, the extreme alterations done to its interior over the years make it challenging 

to currently appreciate the original plan. The house was meant to serve as a commemoration hall, 

in addition to an existing monument for the city’s fallen that had already been erected in 1954 at 

the Avraham Garden.68 The house, whose planning began in 1959, was built at the top of a 

nearby hill, above a water reservoir built there seven years earlier,69 on the edge of Habanim [the 

 
68 See Azaryahu and Shani, op. cit. note 44, p. 111. 
69 The water reservoir was planned by engineer David Pritzker and architect Alfred Neumann. 



40 
 

Sons] Garden.70 On top of the water reservoir was a café with a deck and observation tower, 

which, as part of the project, was elevated and adjusted to the new building. That new building 

was inaugurated in 1965 in the presence of Mayor Avraham Krinitzi and Major General Chaim 

Ben-David, who delivered the address written by Chief of Staff Lieutenant General Yitzhak 

Rabin.71 

 However, seen from the outside, one can still learn something about the lightness of the 

observation tower’s design: it is covered in stone and looms up high, thanks to the slight angle of 

its northern façade. [image 31] One can also be impressed by the round commemoration hall in 

the heart of the building, the only part of the building that still resembles its original state, in 

which there is a local and humble interpretation of a classic ceremonial rotund structure. In the 

center of its ceiling there is a narrow opening that lets in natural light, surrounded by a 

multicolored mosaic. Underneath it, sunken in the floor, burns the eternal flame, also engulfed by 

mosaic,72 with the names of the fallen set on the round walls surrounding the space. From the 

commemoration hall extend two built arms enveloping an open paved courtyard facing south, 

also used as a gathering place and for fresh air. The halls set in the two arms of the building are 

used to this day for ceremonies, lectures, concerts and exhibitions. [image 32] 

 

 

31. Yad Labanim House, Ramat Gan, 1960s 

 (Palphot postcard) 

 

 
70 Habanim Garden is one of the three “hilltop gardens” that were built on the top of the hills of Ramt Gan and were all planned 
by landscape architect and municipal horticulturist Moshe Kivshany. 
71 See “Yad Labanim House on Ramat Gan Habanim Mount,” Ma’ariv, 20 October 1965 [Hebrew]. 
72 Artist Nahum Gutman designed the mosaic and Eliezer Ansky executed it. See “Artistic mosaic for Ramat Gan Yad Labanim 
House Floor and Ceiling,” Ma’ariv, 22 October 1962 [Hebrew]. 
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32. Yigal Allon visiting Yad Labanim, Ramat Gan, 1967 

 (Harvard Archives) 

 

 In 1969, in light of the project’s success, the Yad Labanim Organization commissioned 

the architects to plan an extension to the building, adding a 430-seat convention hall. In their 

proposal, the architects placed the hall in a new wing, which was round-shaped and located at the 

south end of the water reservoir’s roof. This way, the proposed wing complemented the shape of 

the existing building, while maintaining a cohesive and continuous façade and preserving the 

inner courtyard. However, Leitersdorf and Belsitzman’s proposal was not realized, and the 

courtyard, which they wished to keep, was closed off and converted – in a plan by other 

architects – into another exhibition hall. In 2019 the building was listed for conservation by the 

municipality.73 [images 33-34] 

 

33. Proposal for the extension of Yad Labanim House, Ramat Gan, 1969: elevation 

 
73 Detailed plan no. 506-0290858, Ramat Gan Conservation Program, 2019. 
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34. Proposal for the extension of Yad Labanim House, Ramat Gan, 1969: plan 

 

 The tower looming over the building was, as aforementioned, built earlier, but the 

architects incorporated it into the new structure and its improved design solidified its 

environmental position and status. Climbing to the top of the observation tower – still considered 

one of the highest points in Gush Dan metropolitan area – takes less than a minute and offers an 

overview of the memorial garden at its feet and onwards, in all four directions. The vista includes 

nearby buildings, themselves landmarks in the history of local architecture and culture. At the 

foot of the tower and hill stands Dubiner House (1963, architects: Alfred Neumann, Zvi Hecker, 

Eldar Sharon); The Spiral House (1990, architect: Zvi Hecker); Beit Zvi Drama School (1961, 

architect: Yosef Klarwein); The Museum of Russian Art (1961, architect: Nahum Zolotov); The 

Municipal Library (1967, architect: Shlomo Gilad) and the Tzofim Movement Center (1975, 

architect: Aba Elhanani); to the east, further away, the Bnei Brak Ponevezh Yeshiva building 

stands out (1945, architect: Yitzhak Schuster), and then, on the horizon, the Judean Hills, with 

HaSharon region to the north, Tel Aviv metropolis and the Mediterranean Sea to the west and 

HaShfela, Judean Foothills, to the south. There are new towers rising from every direction, and 

the surrounding Garden-City fabric gradually disappears as the skyline and the Israeli space 

rapidly transform, as they have since this observation deck was built in the 1960s. 

 In comparison to the aforementioned Yad Labanim houses, which were appreciated and 

whose architectural qualities were somewhat protected, the fate of Yad Labanim in Hadera was 

rather unfortunate. The building, constructed to commemorate the city’s sons and daughters who 



43 
 

fell in the War of Independence, was inaugurated on Memorial Day 1965. It was built in a 

prominent location, on the corner of HaNassi Street and Rothschild Boulevard, and on the edge 

of the Founders’ Park, which was being planted at the time.74 The location had previously 

housed a British military camp. Before that it had been an experimental agriculture farm, run by 

the renowned agronomist-botanist and Nili Underground activist Aaron Aaronsohn, and was 

therefore a site of unique flora. For those reasons, it was clear that the site should serve as a focal 

point of the city. A gate-like structure separated the compound from the busy street, and behind it 

a commemoration and gathering plaza spread out, bound by a memorial wall. [image 35] 

 

 

35. Yad Labanim House, Hadera, 1960s 

 

 Here, the architects also made sure to strengthen the connection between the 

commemoration site and its daily surroundings as much as possible, both in terms of circulation 

and view. However, as the building was eventually expanded, most of the openings were sealed 

and the gate-structure was demolished. The façades, originally only partly plastered, with the 

other part covered in wild stone, were covered in tin plaques and hewn bright stone. The place 

still operates in its original function, serving bereaving families and the entire community. In 

addition to being a commemoration site, it now houses a municipal library, an artists house and a 

 
74 See “Founders Garden to be Planted,” Haaretz, 4 August 1957 [Hebrew]. 
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municipal center, and it is connected to a public park displaying an environmental artwork by 

sculptor Dani Karavan. 

 

Beit Ha’am Centers and Auditoriums in Moshavim and Cities 

In the plans Leitersdorf and Belsitzman drew for Beit Ha’am [People’s House] centers in 

moshavim throughout the 1950s, there are two significant design approaches: a modernist one, in 

the spirit of the International Style, of orthogonal flat-roofed volumes exceptionally standing out 

against the backdrop of traditional rural construction; and a relatively rural one, of a volume-

division grouped in a fan-like plan, with slanted tile roofs, more significantly emphasizing the 

connection between interior and exterior. Both approaches were often merged into one combined 

output.75  

 In their Israeli version, the People’s Houses were an incarnation of a tradition that was 

formed in Western Europe in mid-19th century, and was embraced first by the Templar colonies 

and later on by the Baron de Rothschild’s moshavot. After the establishment of the State of 

Israel, such People’s Houses were built in all the agricultural moshavim around the country, 

without exception. In fact, this was a political tool intended to imprint national identity and form 

local communities in settlements whose new residents were hardly related before their hasty 

settlement, since they had just arrived from various countries around the world.76 Most of the 

residents did not have any agricultural background prior to their settlement in those frontier 

outposts. Beit Ha’am was meant to provide them with a sense belonging and local pride, as the 

forefront of establishing a new Hebrew society.77 At the end of a day of laboring in the fields, the 

role of Beit Ha’am was to uplift their spirits and offer “food for the soul.”78 

 
75 It seems this is not a design evolution, since the two forms were used in Beit Ha’am centers planned throughout the decade. 
It is possible that the dual approaches attest to an attempt to follow the vision of the clients, who often asked for several 
planning alternatives while competing with other architects. 
76 Some People’s Houses were constructed in cities as well, the most prominent ones are on Ben-Yehuda Street in Tel Aviv (the 
El-Al office building was constructed on its ruins in the 1960s) and on Bezalel Street in Jerusalem (later the Gerard Bachar 
Center. In 1961, the Adolf Eichmann trial took place in the Jerusalem Beit Ha’am, that was temporarily converted into a 
courthouse). In the big cities, the People’s Houses were quickly replaced with other cultural establishments, such as better 
designated cinemas and theaters; but in the rural settlements, the Beit Ha’am centers maintained their original status as 
community centers. 
77 According to curator Galia Bar Or in a conversation with the authors, December 2019. 
78 Dan Zaslavsky, “Kfar Sirkin,” Davar, 1 August 1937 [Hebrew]. 
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 That is the reason why the People’s Houses were erected in the center of the moshavim, 

alongside other, more humble public structures. In an age before television and private cars, Beit 

Ha’am was the sole alternative to social interaction during leisure time. There was always some 

sort of an event taking place there, at least twice a week – a concert, movie, lecture, assembly or 

ceremony – gathering all of the moshav members under one roof, during which they also caught 

up on what was happening in the world, the rest of the country and local gossip. During the 

holidays, the House was decorated accordingly, and during national memorial days it bore the 

national flags and emblems. It also held local festivities and celebrations as well as memorial 

services and funerals. 

 In order to provide these varied uses with the space they needed, the People’s Houses 

were designed as multi-purpose halls, flat and without any set seating, mostly with a stage, a 

projection room, an office and a box office. Most of them also included a commemorative 

function, be it a memorial room or a monument with a ceremonial plaza. Whereas the design was 

functional and modest, the main façade was always designed to be presentable, festive yet 

restrained. Beit Ha’am was usually receding from the sidewalk, at the back of a gathering plaza 

which served as a memorial site for the settlement’s fallen, while merging the commemorative 

and cultural functions of the dead and the living. 

 In Moshav Kfar Sirkin, east of Petah Tikva (founded in 1936), the local community 

began promoting the planning of a People’s House in 1949, shortly after the establishment of the 

State, and its construction was completed in 1953. The building, which now resides at 16 

HaBanim Street, was funded by the moshav members and loans that were probably received 

from the Petah Tikva Laborers’ Council.79 It is possible that the funding ties between the moshav 

and the Histadrut led to the professional contact with architects Leitersdorf and Belsitzman, who 

at that time were planning the Histadrut main office buildings in the nearby city. It was one of 

the first People’s Houses planned by the firm, perhaps even the first one, and it is possible that its 

planning experience provided them with other commissions for People’s and Culture Houses 

later in that decade.  

 
79 See Rotem Wilman, “Kfar Sirkin Beit Ha’am,” a paper for the seminar “Identities and Architecture, Study Case: People’s 
Houses in Israel” by Dr. Esther Garbiner (School of Architecture, the Yolanda and David Katz Faculty of the Arts, Tel Aviv 
University, 2011). 
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 The Kfar Sirkin Beit Ha’am is comprised of two box-like volumes, the larger one is 

rectangular and central, over 140-square-meters, with an assembly hall; the other smaller, 

square-shaped and has a lobby and a memorial corner for the fallen of the War of Independence. 

The volume division mainly served the attempt to avoid an unusual building volume in the 

typical rural surroundings. Five vertical windows were set at a metered pace in the front of the 

building connecting the interior with the exterior; in the lobby there is a large opening, shaded by 

a slender roof accentuating the entrance. [image 36] 

 

 

36. Beit Ha’am, Kfar Sirkin, on a New Year postcard by KKL [Jewish National Fund], 1957 

 

 Leitersdorf and Belsitzman demonstrated the same approach when planning the Beit 

Ha’am of Moshav Sde Warburg near Kfar Sava. This building, too, was planned (1947) in a box-

like volume division with set-pace vertical windows. [image 37] The Sde Warburg Beit Ha’am 

was demolished in 2015, unlike the Kfar Sirkin Beit Ha’am which still functions in its original 

capacity, although both exterior and interior additions and alterations have been made to it over 

the years. 
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37. Inauguration of Beit Ha’am, Sde Warburg, 1947 

 

 The architects continued to accompany the Kfar Sirkin construction. In 1955, they 

planned and designed a memorial site for the fallen moshav members, with a gathering plaza, a 

perpetual memorial flame and a monument designed as a partially-destroyed stone wall, likening 

the fallen soldiers to the destruction of the building project of the Jewish people in its homeland. 

A year later, in 1956, the architects were commissioned by the moshav to create a grandiose 

project – for a settlement of no more than 150 families – to design a large-scale culture center.80 

This plan, which was never realized, mirrors the grand aspirations of the local community. 

Unlike the constructed Beit Ha’am, the new culture center was designed in a rural style that 

avoids the use of box-like volumes.81 [images 38-39] 

 

 
80 ibid. 
81 The planned culture center included a new and vast Beit Ha’am; a commemoration room for Dr. Nachman Sirkin, a Zionist 
activist and thinker after whom the moshav is named; an open theater with twice as many seats as in the original House; and 
an administration building. The three separate buildings were planted in a vast garden with a pond and a monument. The 
structures and gardens are fan-shaped, creating a soft-lined landscape. 
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38. Proposal for the Kfar Sirkin memorial, 1955: perspectival drawing  

 

39. Proposal for the Kfar Sirkin memorial, 1955: plan 

 

 The unrealized plan for the new Beit Ha’am resembles other People’s Houses and culture 

structures planned by Leitersdorf and Belsitzman in Kibbutz Ramat HaKovesh, Moshav Herut 

and Rishon LeZiyon’s Shikun HaMizrach. Its main and festive façade faces a paved plaza with a 

monument by its side; the elongated east façade faces the view and is almost entirely made of 

broad openings, allowing air flow and the view to be seen; the opposite façade, to the west, is 

decorated with an arcade that protects it from direct sunlight in the late afternoon. In the 
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constructed Beit Ha’am in Kfar Sirkin, the architects displayed a humble approach in 

characterizing this establishment. However, it seems that they changed their mind and developed 

a different and ambitious plan, which recurred in the People’s Houses they were to plan later on, 

some of which were actually realized. 

 The Beit Ha’am that Leitersdorf and Belsitzman designed in Moshav Herut represents 

another level in their approach to planning public structures and culture houses in the kibbutzim 

and moshavim. Following the modern buildings, where the influence of the International Style 

was well-represented – as the culture houses they initially planned in Kfar Sirkin and Moshav 

Sde Warburg – the architects developed a language focusing on eye contact and circulation 

between interior and exterior. Ventilation solutions such as concrete precasts on the main façade, 

arcades that function as mediating areas between interior and exterior, open terraces on each of 

the elongated sides of the building, or a series of columns that divide the façade into five 

identical openings – all contributed to the aesthetic effect of the overall design. All the façades 

could have been regarded as main ones, perhaps in response to the fact that moshav members 

would arrive at Beit Ha’am from all directions and enter it from the openings set in each façade. 

 The Herut Beit Ha’am was inaugurated in 1957 to mark the 25th anniversary of the 

moshav. During their work with the moshav’s committee, Leitersdorf and Belsitzman drew up 

two proposals for the People’s House.82 The first proposal was made back in 1951 and presented 

an approach closer to the International Style, characterizing the Kfar Sirkin and Sde Warburg 

People’s Houses: a box-like white plastered structure comprised of adjacent volumes with 

narrow vertical openings. Budget constraints delayed the realization of the plan. A few years 

later, in 1955, the architects were asked to update their plan, however, by then they had a 

different approach to planning culture institutions in the rural collective settlements. 

 The plan that was eventually implemented and carried out by the Histadrut’s construction 

firm, Solel Bone, was a box-like flat-roofed volume with another smaller volume on its top, 

receding from the façade, with a slanted tile roof. As was the custom in previous People’s 

Houses they had planned, the two-volume division was intended to soften the massive volume of 

the structure, which was much larger than the typical rural one. In the previous People’s Houses, 

 
82 See Michael Jacobson, “A tour of the Abandoned Beit Ha’am of Moshav Herut,” Rear Window blog, 25 December2017 
[Hebrew]. 
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the volume division created a distinction between various parts of the building and their 

functions. Here, too, different programs were assigned to each block, with the peripheral one and 

the terraces surrounding it serving as the building’s lobby. The building also included an 

assembly hall, whose elongated façades were surrounded by arcades, allowing the wide windows 

to be opened onto the vista and simultaneously protect from direct sunlight. A screening room 

was set above the lobby at the back of the auditorium, and below the stage the architects used the 

natural slope of the local topography to build a small hall for more intimate gatherings. 

 Perforated precasts were installed on either side of the opening at the center of the 

symmetrical façade, and across from it was a paved plaza with a monument commemorating the 

moshav members who fell in Israel’s wars. In 1978, alongside the building, an open stage was 

constructed for open-air events.83 A club that operated in the lower hall was eventually converted 

into a library, whereas the hall itself was abandoned and neglected since the 1990s. Keeping the 

stand-out deserted structure at the heart of the moshav, and declaring it hazardous, turned it to an 

“open wound,” as the residents refer to it.84 Despite efforts to renovate and renew the structure, it 

has been left forlorn. [images 40-41] 

 

 

40. Beit Ha’am, Moshav Herut, late 1950s: main façade 

 
83 See Shlomit Hayun, “Moshav Herut Beit Ha’am,” a paper for the seminar “Identities and Architecture, Study Case: People’s 
Houses in Israel” by Dr. Esther Garbiner, op. cit. note 79 [Hebrew]. 
84 Nechemia Chassid, HaSharon Herut Newspaper, 26 March 2010 [Hebrew]. 
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41. Beit Ha’am, Moshav Herut, late 1950s: side façade 

 

 One of the last People’s Houses planned by Leitersdorf and Belsitzman was constructed 

in Asseret, the central moshav of the Gderot regional council, between Ashdod in the west and 

Gedera to the east. The building, inaugurated in 1960, manifests a trend quite opposite to the one 

seen in the Herut Beit Ha’am. In the early construction plans, there was a similar approach to the 

one taken in Herut: a rural structure open on all sides with elongated façades that do not block 

eye contact and circulation between interior and exterior. However, the building that was 

eventually constructed marks a return to the modernist approach of the early People’s Houses: 

box-like volumes – a main one with an assembly hall and a secondary one with a loby. The two 

stand side by side, with set window openings along the façades, steadily paced. 

 A short while after the Asseret Beit Ha’am was inaugurated, a public park was planted on 

the adjacent 20-dunam lot, funded by Rasco and the Jewish Agency. At the center of the park the 

two erected a monument to commemorate the soldiers from the area who fell in Israel’s wars. 

The auditorium, which had 500 seats, included a relatively small stage, which was extended in 

1977 and a green room was added to it.85 However, the change did not substantially help the 

place and the activity there gradually dwindled until it was put to a complete halt, and for dozens 

 
85 See Modan Hefer, “The Asseret Beit Ha’am,” a paper for the seminar “Identities and Architecture, Study Case: People’s 
Houses in Israel” by Dr. Esther Garbiner, op. cit. note 79 [Hebrew]. 
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of years the building stood abandoned.86 Only recently it was renovated and its communal 

activity was restored. [image 42] 

 

 

42. Beit Ha’am, Moshav Asseret, late 1950s: perspectival drawing 

 

 The architects also planned a series of cultural and leisure structures in cities, some of 

which were expansions and renovations of existing buildings, and others are renowned structures 

considered urban landmarks. Among the pre-existing buildings that the architects remodeled, we 

can mention the Alhambra Theatre on Jerusalem Boulevard, Jaffa, which they transformed into 

the Yafor Cinema; Amal Cinema, Kfar Sava, originally planned by Arieh Sharon and currently 

abandoned, while a public debate over its future is ongoing; and Chen Cinema, Rehovot, one of 

the last urban cinemas active in Israel until its closure in 2019. Other projects in this field were 

proposed in various locations but were never realized: a culture center in Kiryat Haim (1946), for 

which the architects submitted two prize-winning proposals; the Hadera Hof Cinema (1949); the 

Ra’anana Mapai [Labor Movement] House (1950); and the Herzliya Culture House (1956). 

 Exceptional in their location and complexity were two shelved proposals for cinemas in 

Tel Aviv: Malchei Israel Square Cinema (date unknown), in which two auditoriums were 

planned alongside an office and commerce building on the corner of Ibn Gabirol and David 

HaMelech Streets (eventually an office building was built there, with a dual commerce floor); 

[image 43] and the Yad Eliyahu Cinema (1960), planned to incorporate offices, commerce and a 

supermarket on LaGuardia Street. The project was shelved, but on the lot – which remained 

 
86 See Michael Jacobson, “A tour of Asseret: Nakba and Zionism,” Rear Window blog, 21 September 2009 [Hebrew]. 
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mostly empty – Leitersdorf and Belsitzman designed (as commissioned by the Tel Aviv 

Laborers’ Council) a prefabricated structure that was initially used as a youth center (1967) and 

currently serves as a community center for victims of terror attacks 

 

 

43. Proposal for the Malchei Israel Square Cinema and offices, Tel Aviv, date unknown: section 

 

 In Kfar Sava alone, in addition to extending the Amal Cinema, Leitersdorf and 

Belsitzman also planned the Hadar Cinema (1953) – an open-air movie theater that only operated 

during the summer – and a similar open-air cinema in Jaffa’s Giva’t HaAliyah neighborhood, 

Gal-Ron (1952). A few years later, they planned the Haim Reizel Culture House for the Kfar 

Sava Youth (1961; expansion 1965) at a key location near the city’s main Weizman Street and is 

still active. The culture house includes an auditorium, classrooms, a library and a central 

courtyard. The layout of the building’s volumes is somewhat similar to their proposals for the 

People’s Houses (as well as the Hadera Yad Labanim House), which were designed as a campus 

of grouped wings outlining a courtyard and immersed in their surroundings. The two also 

planned Arlozorov House (1958), which was built as an urban cinema on the busy Sirkin Street, 

on the border of Giv’atayim and Ramat Gan; and the Rehovot Hadar Cinema (1965), aligning 

with the urban continuum of Levin Epstein Street. [image 44] 
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44. Hadar cinema, Rehovot, 1965: plan 

 

Academia Landscapes 

           Strolling the buildings of the Kiryat Tiv’on Oranim Academic College brings to mind a 

journey through a wild wadi in the Upper Galilee. The closely-knit trees, the scent of the soil, the 

stone terraces and winding trails, scattered building clusters submerged in the natural flora – all 

create an extraordinary experience, different from any typical campus. The buildings appear 

hidden in the trees and complement the lines of topography. Even seventy years after being built, 

the masterplan prepared for the college by Leitersdorf and Belsitzman still succeeds in 

preserving the environment that they had envisioned at the edge of Jezreel Valley. 

 The academic structures Leitersdorf and Belsitzman planned on the two edges of their 

25-year partnership are distinctly unique. In the beginning, they planned the Oranim Seminar 

(nowadays Oranim Academic College) campus near Kiryat Tiv’on – and towards the end, the 

Sharett School of Education building at Tel Aviv University. The time that had passed between 

the two projects is reflected in the evolving design approach, from late modernism to brutalism. 

It also mirrors the various planning environments in which the two operated: a peripheral campus 

on a rural-agricultural frontier, as opposed to an urban campus which had a central role in the 

development of Tel Aviv. These are joined by a long line of schools that the firm planned, some 

commissioned by the Histadrut’s Amal chain: the Petah Tikva Amal High School (1958, now the 
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Petah Tikva Multidisciplinary Amal High School) and the Dimona Lady Davis High School 

(1962); and Education Houses: in Petah Tikva (1949, now Amir School) and in Ra’anana (1950, 

part of the Histadrut compound in the center of town; now the Bartov School). 

 Towards the establishment of the State of Israel and the solidifying of the Jewish 

settlement throughout the country, the rural settlement organization of the labor movement 

initiated several higher education learning institutions, and architectural competitions were held 

to plan the new campuses. The first competition for the Emek Hefer Ruppin Agriculture College 

(now the Ruppin Academic Center) was launched in 1946. This establishment belonged to the 

Agricultural Workers’ Council and was intended to provide training in the agricultural 

management field. Leitersdorf and Belsitzman’s proposals displayed a spread of structures with 

rural appearances, which seem to be randomly scattered around the hill of the designated campus 

site. The top of the hill remained clear and open, in a way that resembled the central lawn in a 

typical kibbutz layout. On each of the edges of the campus there were central structures – a 

dining hall and a classroom building – as defined in the competition’s program. Their proposal 

won third prize; first prize and execution were awarded to architects Shulamit and Michael 

Nadler, whose proposal had a stricter organization of the construction layout and development.87  

 A year later, Leitersdorf and Belsitzman entered another competition for planning the 

Oranim campus of the Kibbutzim Seminar (now College), jointly initiated by the three Kibbutz 

movements – Artzi, Meuchad and Hever HaKvutzot (the third dropped out of the partnership in 

1952). The new campus was to be stretched over about 80 dunams of land, appropriated by the 

Jewish National Fund, near Tel Amal (now Kiryat Tiv’on) and Kibbutz Sha’ar HaAmakim in the 

west end of Jezreel Valley, in the midst of what was formerly known as Alexander Forest.  

 The Kibbutzim Seminar, which began operating in 1939, was intended to train teachers, 

kindergarten teachers and other educational staff, mostly for the kibbutzim. As it developed and 

solidified its status, it required a permanent central residence instead of traveling around various 

kibbutzim in the north of Israel. One urban campus was designated near the Yarkon River in the 

north of Tel Aviv, and another, of a more rural nature, was located up north. 33 proposals were 

submitted to the competition, organized in collaboration with the Engineers and Architects 

 
87 The Nadler couple, who were Leitersdorf and Belsitzman’s contemporaries, also opened their independent firm in Tel Aviv in 
1946. On their winning proposal for the Ruppin Agriculture College see Elhyani and Jacobson, op. cit. note 20, pp. 51-52. 
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Association and the Engineers, Architects and Surveyors Council. In order to enhance their 

prospect of winning, Leitersdorf and Belsitzman submitted two separate proposals. The 

competition judges, engineer Yaakov Ben-Sira, architect Robert Bannet and the representative of 

HaKibbutz HaArtzi movement, Israel Feinmesser, awarded the duo’s proposals first and second 

prizes (third prize went this time to Shulamit and Michael Nadler).88 The competition program 

was similar to that of Ruppin College: classroom buildings, student and faculty dorms, and a 

dining hall. The campus was intended to serve 500 students and 180 administration staff and 

faculty.  

 Unlike the proposal they had submitted for the Ruppin College competition the previous 

year, this time Leitersdorf and Belsitzman decided to spread the construction in different clusters 

blending into the gardens and woods, with each cluster made of buildings aligned in rows 

alongside paths that led to the center of campus. The classrooms were located on the top of the 

hill, in the western part of the campus, onlooking north and south. The dorms were positioned on 

the slopes of a nearby hill on the east side of the campus onlooking east and west, and divided 

into sub-sections such as “student housing,” “housing for faculty with families,” and “single 

faculty housing.” The welfare facilities were centered between them, including the dining hall, 

gymnasium, laundry, children’s house and an administration office next to a central lawn. All of 

those were woven through a park that preserved the trees of the existing forest. 

 In the judges’ arguments for awarding first prize, Leitersdorf and Belsitzman’s proposal 

was commanded as expressing “architectural perfection: the plan expresses the nature of the 

institute and merges in the faraway view, and matches the unique character of the institute as a 

seminar for kibbutz members.” Another element of their plan, which was also praised by the 

judges and was considered an advantage over other proposals, was the solution for “combining 

the scenery and the buildings. […] The architectural solution of the buildings is simple yet 

beautiful,” 89 and allows for construction in stages. 

 The climactic comfort, facilitated by the positioning of the buildings to provide optimal 

ventilation, became a major consideration in Leitersdorf and Belsitzman’s planning approach. 

The areas between the buildings were planned as small gardens designated for recreation and 

 
88 See “Public Competitions for Planning the Seminar,” Davar, 25 July 1947 [Hebrew]. 
89 “Competition for Planning the Kibbutzim Seminar in Alexander Forest,” Israeli Engineers and Architects Association’s Journal, 
8 (1948), pp. 2-4 [Hebrew]. 
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pedestrian circulation, while the large open spaces were perceived as botanical gardens of local-

climate flora. The architects admitted that they were inspired by the typical kibbutz layout and 

asked to provide “the home-like feel so common in kibbutzim, yet allowing for good college 

conditions that befit an institution of higher education.”90 Obviously, some changes were 

eventually made to the common kibbutz-like plan, while tailoring it to the campus grounds and 

the institute’s needs. Unlike other kibbutz educational institutions, in which the dorms are right 

next to the teaching structures, here the functions were kept completely separate, with a buffer 

dividing the two areas. However, the buildings themselves were planned in a similar language to 

that used in kibbutz buildings back then. [images 45-46] 

 

 

45. Oranim Seminar campus, late 1940s: general plan 

 
90 Ibid. 
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46. A building on the Oranim Seminar campus, early 1950s: elevation 

 

 Aside from the campus masterplan, which was the basis for the building scheme,91 

Leitersdorf and Belsitzman also planned the detailed construction, in line with the agricultural-

rural nature they set for the place: one- or two-story buildings, mostly small with slanted roofs. 

In 1951 they completed the first buildings, and the college opened its first academic year. The 

architects accompanied the construction in the institute over the following two decades and 

planned many structures and additional spaces in the spirit of their original plan. 

 Among the central buildings they planned, stand out the dining hall and Margolin House, 

named after the college’s visionary and educator Yehoshua Margolin, who was buried on 

campus grounds shortly after the competition was declared. Margolin House, originally used for 

classes and labs, operates in its original designation today as it houses the Biology, Physics and 

Chemistry classrooms. This elongated building, rural in nature, directs one single-story façade to 

the central lawn at the top of the hill, while its opposite façade, three-stories-tall, overlooks the 

landscape of the valley. This building, which has gone through significant changes and 

expansions over the years, as have the rest of the campus buildings, displays a dialogue with the 

topography. In a distinct modernist homage, the building does not follow the sloping ground but 

seemingly rests on it. The roof level remains one and only the body of the building matches itself 

to the natural height differences. [image 47] 

 
91 Plan 244 is “one of the first outline plans in Israel and has an archival value on its own,” stated architect Bezalel Rinot in a 
preliminary documentation paper for local outline plan 301-0551036 for the Oranim campus, 21 April 2019, p. 30. 
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47. Margolin House, Oranim Seminar, 1950s: entrance elevation 

 

 As early as in this building, the architects’ affection for detailed treatment of the 

structure’s materials is apparent. Working with wild stone, mostly in the façades, became a 

recurring theme in their works. The entire entrance façade of the Margolin House was covered in 

wild stone, which gave it a three-dimensional texture and created delicate nuances of light and 

shade. In another part of the campus they used similar stone to cover the lower part of the dorm 

buildings, a procedure that added uniformity to the campus construction and reinforced the 

connection between the buildings, the rural environment, and the typical stone terraces 

characterizing the surrounding landscape. 

 The relations between interior and exterior became the main theme in planning the rural 

campus. This connection was expressed not only by reinforcing the visual relations between 

buildings and environment, and creating intermediate areas through the use of broad porches and 

long arcade-like corridors open on one side to the view – but mostly by dividing the functions 

between a number of small structures, well-blending into the garden landscape. In addition, most 

of the circulation between classes and dorms was held in open spaces, avoiding corridors and 

indoor passages. A similar approach of rural construction emphasizing interior-exterior relations 

can be seen in other buildings designed by Leitersdorf and Belsitzman in the rural settlements, 

mostly culture centers and People’s Houses. 

 In spite of the vast experience they gained in planning the campus and its various 

buildings, Leitersdorf and Belsitzman did not plan additional academic campuses or single 
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academic buildings for many years, although this field was rather booming in the 1950s and 

1960s, with the establishment of the university campuses in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem.  

 In the first masterplan of Tel Aviv University campus, designed by architect Werner 

Joseph Wittkower, the buildings’ layout was planned in the spirit of the campuses built during 

that time in post-World War II United States. On those campuses, construction was made of long 

blocks scattered around a vast park with ample spaces between them, maintaining an atmosphere 

of liberating openness and avoiding the closely-knit and intense urban feel, however connected 

to the city and dependent upon it the campus was. The first plan Wittkower made in 1953 was 

designated to serve 1,500 students and was rather rigid in its approach.92 The faculties were 

concentrated in similar-looking long blocks with façades facing north and south, laid out in rows 

between vast lawns and a roofed pathway connecting them.93 

 Later in the 1950s, the university objectives changed and, accordingly, the campus 

masterplan was modified by other architects – but the Sharett building, which was only planned 

during the second half of the 1960s, was left at Wittkower’s originally-planned location and with 

unchanged dimensions. In the second masterplan, the area around the Sharett building was 

designated for the Social and Human Sciences. The nearby areas were designated for the 

Economics, Jewish History and Sciences buildings, across from the Arts area including the 

Music Academy, the School of Architecture and the Faculty of Arts. 

 The Sharett building was planned as a uniform block with brise-soleil-covered façades, 

resembling other buildings constructed in Tel Aviv at the time, mostly institutional office 

buildings, the most prominent of which were HaVa’ad HaPo'el, the Histadrut Headquarters on 

Arlozorov Street (1955, Dov Karmi and Hever Architects), the Jewish Agency House on Kaplan 

Street (1965, architects: Sharon-Idelson) and the Tel Aviv-Jaffa Municipality building (1966, 

architect: Menachem Cohen). The building rises four stories above one partially-dug into the 

ground. The nets of concrete brise-soleil on the window openings accentuated the symmetrical 

 
92 See Uzi Agassi, Werner Joseph Wittkower / The Cool Breeze Comes from the West: 65 Years of Architecture (Tel Aviv 
University, 1993), p. 42 [Hebrew]. 
93 A similar idea was applied to the first part of the Hebrew University in Giv’at Ram, Jerusalem, planned by architects Richard 
Kauffmann, Yosef Klarwein and Heinz Rau. At Tel Aviv University, the Sharett building and the adjacent Recanati building are 
among those built according to Wittkower’s initial campus plan. The Hebrew University extension building – the first to be built 
on the Tel Aviv campus (now the Buchmann Faculty of Law) was also built according to this plan, with another building planned 
between it and the Sharett building that was never constructed. In its stead, they later built the Law Library wing and then 
another class wing, completely different in style. 
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division, which was, in turn, accentuated by the slender columns along the building. The window 

openings were set deep into the façade, and horizontal and vertical shading louvers were 

installed along the perimeters to protect from direct sunlight in the summer and rainfall in 

wintertime. Blind concrete surfaces were set only at the edges of the elongated façades, and 

protruding concrete slabs were placed in all floors above the entrance, making the building stand 

out from afar. [image 48-49] 

 

48. Sharett Building, Tel Aviv University campus, early 1970s 

 

49. Sharett Building, Tel Aviv University campus, 1960s: floor plan 

 

 The building plan was based on a modular grid, to allow for future modifications without 

damaging its function or design. The building’s columns were aligned close to the inner 

corridors, thus freeing the floor spaces and allowing for a changing inner division, as needed. In 

the center of the building there are three inner courtyards, seventy- to ninety-square-meters each, 

functioning as recreational spaces for students and faculty and as focal points centering the inner 
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circulation of the building. These courtyards also played a climatic role, bringing natural 

ventilation and light to the corridors and rooms. 

 The Sharett building is nested in the gardened landscape of the campus, designed by 

landscape architects Lipa Yahalom and Dan Zur, who had collaborated with Leitersdorf and 

Belsitzman on earlier projects such as the Petah Tikva Yad Labanim House and the Kfar Sava 

Memorial Park. The garden around the building is linked to the campus’ chain of gardens and 

precious corners. A service road was paved next to the southern façade of the building, and a 

plaza was set at its northern façade, connecting it with the Recanati Building. The design of this 

plaza, paved in red, grey and black-hued gravel, incorporates circles and squares and is 

especially popular with those dining at the Sharett building’s ground floor cafetirias.94 

 

Epilogue: Preservation and Amendment 

            On August 16, 1970, a few months after the Sharett Building was inaugurated, Andre 

Leitersdorf suffered a heart attack and died at the entrance to his Ahad HaAm Street home in Tel 

Aviv. The Leitersdorf-Belsitzman professional partnership ceased to exist, and that was also the 

end of the three-decade-long prolific friendship. The professional path of Andre Leitersdorf was 

continued by his son, architect Tommy Leitersdorf, whose architectural practice has left its mark 

on constructed Israeli space in the past few decades. Jonathan Leitersdorf, Tommy’s son and 

Andre’s grandson, also keeps the family heritage alive as an architect and entrepreneur, planning 

and building in New York and Europe. Belsitzman continued to work out of the Remez Street 

office, and in 1980 his son, Amos Belsitzman, became his partner. Ilya Belsitzman worked at the 

firm until 2003, and passed away three years later at the age of 89. [image 50] 

 

 
94 See Tamar Berger, “Arcadia Academica: Tel Aviv University Campus,” in Lissovsky and Dolev (eds.), op. cit. note 48, p. 496. 
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50. Andre Leitersdorf (right), Ilya Belsitzman (behind), and engineer Israel Alter (left), 1960s 

 

 Only a small amount of archived material from the Leitersdorf-Belsitzman partnership 

was preserved at Belsitzman’s office after Leitersdorf’s sudden death in 1970; this unfortunate 

fact represents a broader fallacy in the historiography of Israeli architecture. As opposed to the 

experimental and ceremonial architecture that was extensively documented, the everyday 

architecture that preserved European traditions has largely been left unresearched, undocumented 

and unpublished. Lesser-known architects, such as Yosef Klarwein, Rudolf Reuven Trostler, 

Gad Asher, Yitzhak Rappaport, Mordechai Zabrodsky and Izaac Bonneh (Belkes), all fine 

modernists who built extensive parts of the nation’s construction, were excluded from the 

canonical history of Israeli architecture. 

 That said, it should be noted that Leitersdorf and Belsitzman’s names were mentioned 

repeatedly by dozens of those interviewed during the research for “The Israeli Project: 

Construction and Architecture, 1948-1973” exhibition and book (exhibition at Tel Aviv Museum 

of Art, 2000; the book was published in 2004). The two architects’ names were mentioned in the 

context of lesser-known architects in charge of a wide range of unique works, especially for the 

Histadrut. At that time, given the limitations of museal research, only little information was 

gathered on their work. The initiatives of their successors and offspring should therefore be 
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praised, especially that of architect Tommy Leitersdorf, who insisted on mapping, documenting 

and researching their vast body of work.95  

 The present condition of the works of Leitersdorf and Belsitzman reflects the state of the 

appreciation and preservation of the constructed history of Israel and the buildings of its early 

decades. The Histadrut buildings, the Beit Ha’am Houses, the Yad Labanim Houses and the 

commemoration sites were pioneers of public architecture in Israel during that time. The 

privatization process demolished many of the Histadrut institutions. Most of them, especially 

those built on lots in the downtown areas of big cities around the country, were sold to 

entrepreneurs and eventually demolished for their soaring ground value. Others changed their 

designation and were covered in layers of improvised extensions beyond recognition. 

 The changes in lifestyle and the abandonment of collective ethos and community bonds 

brought on the decline of the People’s and Culture Houses, many of which were designed by 

Leitersdorf and Belsitzman. Some still stand abandoned, some were demolished, and the only 

evidence we have of them is in photos, archival documents and fading memories of those who 

used to frequent them. Few were preserved merely due to their presence in locations less coveted 

for development. In recent years, with rising awareness to the architectural values of that period, 

some of those buildings are included as landmarks in municipal conservation lists and a few of 

them have already been preserved (Ramat Gan Workers’ Council, Moshav Asseret Beit Ha’am) 

or are listed for conservation and/or reuse. 

 Reexamining the works of Leitersdorf and Belsitzman – while observing the historic 

plans and the photographs showing the buildings in their original state, without any additions or 

alterations – reveals the extensive scope of their oeuvre and the architectural, urban and 

environmental qualities of their creations. The documentation and research process, only in its 

initial stages here, serves as a call to raise the awareness and appreciation of these buildings, 

many of which still stand. It is possible that this may prevent their demolition in favor of 

preserving a stratus of construction that is so significant to the history of Israeli architecture, and 

just as much – to the history of Israeli society.  

 
95 Tommy Leitersdorf, who founded an independent architecture firm in the 1960s, initiated in recent years a project of 
research and material gathering from multiple sources (various institutes, archives in rural settlements, etc.), which shed light 
on the impressive scope of the work of Leitersdorf and Belsitzman throughout the country. Architects Adi Gilad and Yishay 
Lehavi took part in the research work. 


