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Jewish Center’s Design Comes from
Symbolism and Surroundings
By Patricia Lowry

Post-Gazette Architecture Critic

Like many buildings, the Hillel
Jewish University Center, which
opened last month in Oakland,
began as a line on a page. Then
another line, and another, until an
idea of what the building might look
like took shape.
As it turned out, the building is
visually richer, more complex and
original than those initial sketches,
and more responsive to its site.
The story of how it evolved over
three months is told in a 70-page,
spiral-bound book that illuminates
the architects’ design process from
conception to completion. The
product is a building that is strongly
contextual, highly symbolic and
looks to both the past and the
future.
“We like to add meaning to our
work,” said Dan Rothschild of
Rothschild Architects in Regent
Square. “We needed a vehicle to
meet with our clients across the
table to talk about meaning. The
strength of the sketchbook is the
mix of words and pictures.”
Rothschild said he began
making these 11-by-14-inch books
as a student, finding it an effective
way to communicate with his
teachers. His firm, founded 13
years ago, has produced about
80 such books for clients. In the
Hillel book, sketches, program,
floor plans and cost estimates are
included, as well as photographs
of neighboring buildings that
influenced the design.
“I think it really builds client

trust and client knowledge, and
their future relationship with
their buildings,” said partner Ken
Doyno.
Is symbolism in architecture
necessary? Certainly not from
a practical point of view. But
symbolism makes buildings more
meaningful – more important
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psychologically and emotionally
– to their users and designers,
who together can create a sort
of mythology to be passed
from generation to generation.
Symbolic architecture, from the
Greeks to Gehry, makes for richer
cities, visually and intellectually.
Rothschild, Doyno and their
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team of six architects took the
design through dozens of iterations
as they tried to make the building’s
form emblematic of the center’s
mission.
“The Hillel experience occurs at
a time in a student’s life when the
student is forming their individual
identity,” the architects write in their
book. “The building symbolizes
this event, and explores the
relationship between Pittsburgh,
Hillel and identity.”
Of course, they also had to
meet the challenge of making the
building welcoming to Carnegie
Mellon University and University
of Pittsburgh students, who come
to attend services, see movies,
play pool, study and take classes
– among other things. So the
center had to seem like it’s part of
both campuses.
“This building is supposed to act
like a bridge between CMU and
Pitt – and from an urban design
standpoint how to make that bridge
work is one of the first things we
worked on,” Rothschild said.
The
architects
discovered
that their site, long a vacant lot
enlivened by a Robert Qualters
mural on the side of an adjacent
building, terminates the view for
travelers going east on Forbes
Avenue.
They also quickly identified
the immediate neighborhood’s
most important landmarks and
knew their building should, in
some way, pay homage to them.
Early in the conceptual design
stage, they wanted the building’s
vertical element – its exact form
still unknown – to related to the
Cathedral of Learning, the tower
of CMU’s Hammerschlag Hall and
the Richard Serra sculpture in front

of the Carnegie Museum of Art.
But should the building be
traditional like its neighbors or dare
to be different and progressive?
To answer that question, the
architects asked the facilities
committee which they preferred
– classical music or jazz. Turned
out they liked both, and wanted a
building that fit in with the nearby
institutional buildings and reflected
the high-tech spirit of CMU.
“It was a challenge to do both on
a 40-foot site,” Doyno said.
Help came when a cost analysis
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showed a three-story, no-basement
building was cheaper than the
two-story-with-basement building
the clients originally wanted.
Growing the building from two to
three stories allowed the façade
to have a more institutional, less
commercial scale.
The façade is in two parts,
one
traditional,
the
other
contemporary. The formal, brick
and aluminum colonnaded section
and the asymmetrical, glass-faced
staircase are separated by a thin
brick wall, perpendicular to Forbes
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and inspired by the vertical planes
of the Serra sculpture, that flares
upward and outward and catches
the eye of the student headed east
from Pitt.
The traditional part of the façade
is known to the architects as “the
Pittsburgh wall” because it relates
to the other buildings on the street.
The tapering divider wall is the :

wall of transition,” symbolic of the
student’s passage from the public,
Pittsburgh experience to the more
personal activities of the building.
Inside, the student encounters the
“wall of identity,” a curving wall that
faces due east, toward Jerusalem,
and showcases a listing of the
center’s current events.
“This is where a student has to
stand and face directly east and
decide what they want to do with
their collegiate life,” Rothschild
said. “That’s where your identity is
formed from a religious standpoint
in this building.”
Curving the identity wall allowed
the architects to create windows
along the east side of the building
that bring light into the interior.
The building code disallows
windows on the sides of buildings
within 5 feet of another building.
So the Hillel center’s windows
are perpendicular to the adjacent
building, creating some oddly
shaped exterior spaces between
the two buildings that can be
viewed from the long windows.
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The silhouetted ghost of the
Qualters mural remains on the side
of the Footers building, hovering
over a bed of river rocks.
While the $2.5 million budget
prevented the architects from
using active solar techniques,
they did incorporate some passive
ones. Those long side windows
bring natural light into the interior,
lowering energy costs. And
recessing the two-story glass
curtain wall on an angle and
tucking it under the third floor
helps shade the glass, keeping the
building cooler in the summer.
From inside the two-story student
café, the glass curtain wall frames
a view of Hammerschlag Hall,
rising majestically above Panther
Hollow. The Hillel center is aligned
on axis with Hammerschlag, the
primary connection to the CMU
campus.
The Hillel logo, interpreted as a
flame-like copper mobile, dances
inside a steel mesh cylinder
above the entrance, a sculptural
lantern made in collaboration
with Technique Manufacturing of
Pittsburgh. It glows at night.
“The building in many ways has
acted like a beacon for us,” said
center director David Terdiman,
adding that many more students
have been coming since the center
moved from its former location,
across Forbes Avenue. Even if
students or prospective students
don’t come into the building, “they
see the building and know that
Judaism is taken seriously on the
campuses.”

