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Abstract

The historic Jewish Purification House Bet Tahaas wrected in Olsztyn in 1913 on the
basis of the debut design of Erich Mendelsohn, aldafamous architect born in
Olsztyn. The most valuable element of the buildsi@ self-supporting pyramid vault
above a mourning hall. The paper presents theestiag structure of the building, its
technical condition before renovation, as welltas ¢cope of work involved in adapting
it into a public utility building - MENDELSOHN HOUE Intercultural Dialogue Centre.
The undertaking was executed thanks to the commttiethe building’s leaseholder -
“Borussia” Cultural Community Association, whichised money for this goal from
public funds.

Keywords: historic building renovation, adaptatidewish Purification House, public
utility building

1. INTRODUCTION

One of the historic buildings in Olsztyn which hagently been subjected to
renovation and adaptation to a new service funct®orthe former Jewish
Purification House - Bet Tahara, built in 1913 lthea a design by the world
famous architect - Erich Medelsohn [4].
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24 Barbara Maria DEJA

Erich Medelsohn was born in Olsztyn (at the timéeA$tein) in 1887. After

graduating from secondary school in his home toviarich assumed

architectural studies in Berlin, though ultimatebceiving his degree at the
Technical University in Munich. The project desigfithe Purification House in

Olsztyn was a student work of his [4].

Mendelsohn worked in Munich, Berlin, England, I$raed the USA, where he
died in 1953. His novel and versatile works lefhinel a legacy in the form of
numerous publications which were theoretical ariticaf in nature, as well as
completed buildings, among which we can list: Egitss tower in Potsdam, the
department store Petersdorf ("Kameleon") in Wroglamthe WOGA complex

in Berlin.

The article presents an analysis of the value aoldnical condition of, as well
as works connected with renovating and adaptingPiéfication House into

the Center for Intercultural Dialogue and MuseuntEa€h Mendelsohn.

2. LOCATION AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF BET
TAHARA

The former Jewish Purification House (preburial $@uis located on Zyndram
of Maszkowiece Street, on a land property whiclo alevers the area of a
nineteenth century Jewish cemetery in the centaad pf Olsztyn. The real
estate is listed in the register of historic monoteeof the Warniisko-
Mazurskie Voivodeship [1]: Jewish cemetery withire tcity park, under the
number A-2393 (entry dated 20.04.1988); Purifiaatitouse under the number
A-2370 (entry dated 27.02.1988). In the direct proty of the preburial house
is the so-called gardener's house. Originally, ¢theetery gate was located
between the two buildings.

The building complex served its function until tBecond World War. After the
war, the formal owner of the unused building was Reich Association of
Jews. Following nationalization (in 1951), the binlg was handed over to the
Olsztyn State Archives, which adapted it to theieds. The buildings ceased to
be used in 1966, when the Archives were moveddifferent location, leading
to their progressive destruction.

In the year 2000, the real estate along with tlea af the former cemetery
(removed in the 60's of the past century) was takem by the Union of Jewish
Religious Communities in the Republic of Poland euRdation for the
Preservation of Jewish Heritage, which rents it touthe "Borussia" Cultural
Community Association.

In the years 2006-2013, conservation and renovatiotks were carried out on
the building complex, overseen by offices chargeth whe conservation of
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historic monuments, and in cooperation with "Boralssthe Rabbinical
Council, and the Foundation for the Preservatiodekish Heritage [2]. In
March 2013, the renovated building was completed ance again made
available for use.

3. DESCRIPTION OF ORIGINAL BUILDING

The building of the Jewish Purification House irs@yn differs in style from
other existing buildings of this type (compare, ¢hg Beth Tahara in Gliwice).
It is a modernist building, characterized by simityi and minimalism (Fig. 1),
which is unusual considering Erich Mendelsohn demigit in 1912, when
modernism was not yet popular.

=

Fig. 1. View of the front elevation of the Bet Taharior to renovation [photograph
by B.M. Deja, 2011]

The floor plan of the Bet Tahara results from teguirements of the rituals of
Jewish burial. The walk-through layout of the roo(Rgy. 2) reflected man's
journey after death. Just left of the entrancet texhe atrium (No. 1 in Fig. 3),
was the ritual washing room (No. 2), in which thedy of the dead was
cleansed, followed by the mourning hall (No.3), vehprayers were said for the
deceased, and a mortuary (No. 4) through whiclctinpse was carried into the
cemetery. There was also an additional prayer raorthe building for the
kohen (Jewish priest).
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26 Barbara Maria DEJA

Fig. 2. Walk-through layout of rooms in the Purfiion House, in the foreground - the
atrium, on the left - the ritual washing room [pimtaph by A. Skrzypgiska, 2014]

The Olsztyn preburial house is a masonry, one-gtdreilding (Fig. 4),
constructed on a rectangular floor layout measut®§6m by 11.88m (Fig. 3).
The building has a partial basement and a formailysed attic, the entrance to
which is located on the north-eastern side of astrarse wall.

The building is situated on a shallow brick founolatin lime mortar. The
basement, which is covered by a brick-infill cagliof the "Klein" type, could
not be accessed from the ground floor in the pesf. @). Its entrance was
possible through a door in the south-western elevation. Tlbers in the
building were designed as wooden beam structurésseund boarding [2].
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Fig. 3. Layout of the ground floor of the prebuti@use [drawing by M. Zyskowska]
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Fig. 4. Longitudinal section of the Bet Tahara [Birsg by M. Zyskowska]

The load-bearing structure of the high hip roofvEed with clay pantiles) is a
truss system made of purlin and tenaille structadeljtionally reinforced with a
king post. Small dormers aiding ventilation of thgic were placed on the
north-western and south-eastern slopes of the roof

Fig. 5, 6. Mourning hall with a pyramid vault (foWing renovation) and wooden
structure of the self-bearing vault [photographfyskrzypinska, 2014]

On the ground floor of the building, there are twarizontal load bearing walls,
which define the rectangular interior of the moagnhall (No. 3 in Fig. 3).

The most valuable element of the mourning halhés3.21 m high, self-bearing
vault, which is shaped like a frustum of a pyramidstructed on the layout of a
square, measuring 6.74 m by 6.94 m (Fig. 3, 4)old-bearing construction is
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made up of rafters held up by the transverse watld steel binding joists
supported by two pairs of brick columns (Fig. 5, 6)

The rafters were covered with wooden boards from itiside, onto which
plaster was applied on reed mats, stiffeners affiiiersotapering towards the
peak were formed, and the entire surface decorafittd polychromy and
ceramic mosaics. Golden inscriptions in Hebrew waaeed on the crowning
cornice [2]. Proper proportions and decorationthefpyramidal vault make the
height of the pyramid appear much greater thaatitaly is.

The reason why E. Mendelsohn introduced a sepeaaaiéin the mourning hall
were the requirements of ritual cleanliness of kbben, who could not share
the same roof as the deceased during the fundral [3

4. STATE OF THE BUILDING PRIOR TO RENOVATION

Numerous changes were introduced to the Bet Tdhstding complex in the
second half of the XX century. In the 50's of thastpcentury, on the
southeastern side of the ground floor of the boddia boiler room was added,
which required lowering the level of the floor atide construction of a
chimney. In the southwestern part, an opening wadenin the ceiling over the
basement and a staircase with stairs leading tdalsement and the attic was
built; secondary partitions were also introducedha interior of the ground
floor. In the south-western elevation, the outsid®rs to the basement were
walled up, replacing them with a window, and baeseninstalled on all of the
windows.

Over the course of the adaptations which bega®#i 1the following changes
were made. The Purification House was connectede@ardener's house with
a single-storey, brick connector - without a bas#mand covered by
bituminous roofing paper. An additional layer ofchrwas added to the walls of
the Bet Tahara, the wooden floor structures wekertaapart, replacing them
with brick-infill floors (so-called "Klein floors"Wwith slag infill, and secondary
columns were placed in the center of the mournialdy which supported the
reinforced concrete ceiling partitioning the interinto two stories. The unique
ceiling was also equipped with an access hole @andow, which provided the
interior formed under the pyramid with light. Theiller room was moved from
the ground floor to the basement, which made iessary to build a second,
massive chimney in the southwestern corner. Becagsgage was also located
in the basement, an opening for a wide entrance gats made in the
southwestern wall. Changing the function of theelb@snt made it necessary to
lower the level of the ground next to the southemstlevation of the building.
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The escarpment on which the building stands wasntoyt creating a retaining
wall, and an outhouse for a half bath was added [6]

Despite numerous modifications, the Olsztyn buidiwas maintained in
relatively good condition. The outside and loadrbepwalls, structure of the
roof and above all, the most valuable element piramidal ceiling vault, did
not undergo serious damage. Terrazzo floors andl dnagments of the
originally decorated plasters were retained inside.

In 2006, renovation works on the building were canped, during which the
columns and secondary ceiling in the mourning tvedre removed, and
restoration of the ceiling vault assumed, alonghwiteaning works on the
building and its surroundings. The comprehensivétakzation of the Bet
Tahara, however, did not start until 2009, when thlertaking received
additional funding from the European Union.

5. VALUE ESTABLISHING ANALYSIS

The potential for revitalizing Bet Tahara was asedsas high due to its historic
and artistic value [3], rather good technical ctiodi great location in the city
center, clear legal status, possibility of changhmgfunctional use without loss
to the substance of the building and unpermittednghks, the community's
engagement in the renovation and a clearly estaaigjoal - designating the
building for cultural-educational purposes.

6. SCOPE OF RENOVATION WORK

The drying and perimeter insulation of the founolativalls, regulating the level
of the ground and proper formation of the escargroarthe northwestern side
of the building were considered to be the most nirgenovation works [2].

At the same time, some construction elements ofdbéframework (damaged
from biological degradation and flooding of theiatvith rainwater resulting
from the roof leaking prior to its renovation) amtrengthening the roof
framework by introducing an additional post walhelroof slope was subjected
to thermomodernization by adding a 20 cm layer wfaral wool, filling in the
missing roof cover and installing new roof flashing

Weight was taken off the existing brick infill (Ki§ floors by replacing the 12
cm layer of slag with mineral wool [5]. The seconddayer of brick and
secondary layers of paint were removed from the rming hall, and plaster
mosaics and polychromy recreated. The original windind door openings
were restored, replacing the windows and doors el as sanitary and
electrical fittings, and installing a new mechahigntilation system [5].
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New stairs were also constructed: in the atriunditgato the attic and in the
southwestern part leading to the storage areadrb#sement and to the attic
[5]. In these areas, where stairs and a servicegleare located, the existing
brick infill floors were replaced with reinforcearmcrete floors on steel beams,
which were laid transversely (beams of the brickllifloors were oriented
longitudinally) and placed on existing binding fsis The change in the
direction of the beam behavior made it possibléat@ weight off the lintels
s which had kedadue to being overloaded.

AR

Fig. 7. Bet Tahara building complex following reiation
[photograph byA. Skrzypska, 2014]

The conservation works performed on the buildinglenthe original functions
of the rooms and divisions of the elevation clea(Eig. 7). Currently,
conservation works are underway on historic matzewbich were obtained
during the renovation of another historical builglinwvilla Casablanca (they had
been used in the 60's of the XX century to reirddhe escarpment next to it).

7. CONCLUSIONS

The renovation and adaptation of the former JeWistification House to serve
new functions is an example of the revalorizatidnaobuilding with high
potential for revitalization. As a result of thergad out undertaking, the city
acquired a valuable utility building, which is conded by the cultural projects
and numerous visits of residents as well as tauiigierested in the creative
output of Erich Mendelsohn.
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RENOWACJA | ADAPTACJA ZABYTKOWEGO OLSZTYSKIEGO DOMU
OCZYSZCZEN BET TAHARA NA BUDYNEK UZYTECZNOSCI PUBLICZNEJ

Streszczenie

W 2013 roku w Olsztynie zakozono rewitalizag zabytkowegozydowskiego Domu
Oczyszcza Bet Tahara, ktéry zostat wybudowany w 1913 r. malgtawie projektu
Swiatowe] stawy architekta Ericha Mendelsohna. Aralvartdciujaca wykazata istotn
wartas¢ historyczm i artystyczm obiektu, jego d& dobry stan technicznywietna
lokalizacg w centrum miasta, uregulowany stan prawnyzlmm$¢ zrealizowania nowej
funkcji uzytkowej bez strat dla substancji budynku i niedagaalnych przeksztatge
oraz precyzyjnie okgtony cel rewitalizacji - przeznaczenie obiektu mdecedukacyjno-
kulturalne.

W artykule opisano interesiga konstrukcg budynku (ktérego najcenniejszym
elementem jest samaofie ostrostupowe sklepienie nad asgdozegna), jego stan
techniczny przed renowacjoraz zakres prac zwdanych z adaptagjna budynek
uzyteczndci publicznej-Centrum Dialogu Mdzykulturowego DOM
MENDELSOHNA. Renowacja kompleksu budynkéw Bet Tahaie bylaby maliwa
bez zaanagawania spotecznego, to znaczy wolontariuszy Stoygazemia Wspolnota
Kulturowa ,Borussia” wspotpracagych z Fundagj Ochrony Dziedzictwa
Zydowskiego.
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Stowa kluczowe: renowacja zabytku, adaptacjgidowski Dom Oczyszcze
budynek ayteczndci publicznej
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