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The Tel Aviv School
A Constrained
Rationalism
CATHERINE WEILL -ROCHANT

Initially, the historiography of Tel Aviv reinforced a vision of a city born out of the sand, where

more than four thousand buildings, with pure forms designed in the international style, were

dotted harmoniously along spacious avenues. This view was generated by a consensus

emerging from a shared ideolog y. A smooth, white history.

IN RECENT YEARS, the issue of spatial production in
Mandate Palestine has been approached in terms of the
power struggle between the British, the Arabs and the
Zionists. A more nuanced literature on the founding of
Tel Aviv has been the result. This type of analysis
challenges the traditional history of Tel Aviv. Israeli
theoreticians have also started to question the concept 
of the White City. Their term of ÒBlack CityÓ captures the
lack of social policy, as well as the eradication of Arab
spatial tracks.1 However, this criticism is not necessarily
incompatible with recognition of the inherent qualities 
of that part of the city considered to be Òwhite,Ó or with
efforts to publicize and preserve its spatial
configurations. Clearly, it encourages researchers to dig
deeper into popular concepts, one of them being the
modernism of ÒwhiteÓ Tel Aviv architecture.
Numerous complexities of modernism have been
already identified. 2 Michael Levin has worked
extensively on the adaptation of 1930s Tel Aviv modernist
vocabulary to the Middle-Eastern-Mediterranean climate.
One of the most illustrative examples is the extended
loggia as a local interpretation of the Corbusian
elongated window. Nitza Metzger-Szmuk has paved the
way to renewed thinking by categorizing different types
of buildings according to their shape, elevation and
specific vertical elements, basing these categories on
specific relations between elevations and Ôpublic-privateÕ
space.3 She realized that Tel AvivÕs 1930s modernist
cubic buildings are ÔcourteousÕ to the public space of the
street. However the sides and back of these buildings
with their denuded, poorly plastered concrete,
haphazardly hollowed walls, certainly show much less
consideration for the streetÕs pride. It is precisely in this

differentiation between the front and rear spaces of these
buildings, in the fuzzy zone between public and private,
that the specificity of Tel Aviv modernism should be
sought. Observation of the buildings and spaces of Tel
Aviv suggests that the urban feel of the city derives 
from a felicitous combination of an urban syntax based
on a pre-functionalist concept of composition and an
architectural vocabulary deriving, by contrast, from the
modern movement. LetÕs take a close look at the origins
of this language.

E X I S T I N G  U R B A N  S Y N T A X :  E Q U A T I N G

T H E  S P A T I A L ,  S O C I A L  A N D  P O L I T I C A L

N E E D S  O F  A  S O C I E T Y  I N  T H E  M A K I N G

At the start of the twentieth century, the Jewish
neighborhoods of the Arab city of Jaffa gradually came
together to form an independent district, under the

SI LÕHISTOIRE URBAINE DE TEL AVIV 
A LONGTEMPS ƒTƒ CONSIDƒRƒE COMME LISSE,
SANS HEURT, ƒVIDENTE, DEPUIS QUELQUES
ANNƒES APPARAëT UNE RƒFLEXION PLUS
CRITIQUE ET NUANCƒE. DƒSORMAIS, Ë LA 
Ç VILLE BLANCHE È EST APPOSƒE LA Ç VILLE

NOIRE È Oô LÕURBANISME SE VOIT DƒNUƒ 
DE POLITIQUE SOCIALE ET DEVIENT LE THƒåTRE 
DE LÕƒRADICATION DES QUARTIERS ARABES. CÕEST 
AU DƒBUT DES ANNƒES 1930 QUÕUNE NOUVELLE
GƒNƒRATION DÕARCHITECTES, VENUS DÕEUROPE,
OPPOSE AU PLAN DE GEDDES UN AUTRE
URBANISME, CELUI DÕUN RATIONALISME FORCƒ, 
Oô LÕORNEMENT NE SERAIT PLUS QUE LE REFLET
DÕUN COMPORTEMENT DIASPORIQUE. CATHERINE
WEILL-ROCHANT RETRACE ICI LÕHISTOIRE DE CET
AUTRE URBANISME, CELUI DE LÕƒCOLE DE TEL AVIV.
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Fig. 0. Joseph StŸbben , Chemnitz
Development Plan (future Karl Marx Stadt),

Saxonie, 1911. The StŸbben block has 
certainly inspire Patrick Geddes for its 

Tel Aviv block. He could have been 
an avant-garde urban planner at the turn of 

the nineteenth century but he was not anymore 
in 1925. Anthony Sutcliffe (ed.), The Rise of

Modern Urban Planning: 1800Ð1914(London:
Mansell, 1980), 4
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Fig. 1. Technical Department
of the Township of Tel Aviv ,
Tel Aviv General Plan, 1925. Part
of a set of two sepia photographs
24 x 30 cm taken by Avraham
Soskin in 1926, this document
shows the only known illustration 
of the first parcellation of GeddesÕs
sketch map, drawn between
September and December 1925
by Herzl Nedivi/Frankel and
approved by Tel Aviv Sub-town
Planning Commission on April, 
6, 1926

and started working on the Tel Aviv planning in early
May. 4 The Tel Aviv leadership certainly took advantage of
the imprecise definition of the JaffaÐTel Aviv entity at that
time. For the British, the goal was the modernization of
the port and arterials for purposes of the expansion of
Jaffa. For the Jews of Tel Aviv, the objective, by contrast,
was to rival the Arab city. Geddes adapted perfectly to
this ambiguity: his concept of ÒGreater JaffaÓ captured
the wishes of both parties.
Although at the start of 1925 this concept was necessary
to obtain the approval of the government and to launch
the Tel Aviv development project, it became a hindrance
by the end of the year. A great deal of the development
plans for the Jewish city of Tel Aviv had already been
carried out, independently of Jaffa, and apparently no
one needed the author of the plan any more. Geddes left
Palestine (called ÒEretz YisraelÓ by Zionist pioneers) on
the last day of June 1925 and that would be his last
cordial connection with the Tel Aviv Township Council.
Nevertheless the draft that he left behind, the broad
outlines in map form he drew on the basis of a land
survey of the expected future municipal boundaries,
together with local sketches and notes, would play a
crucial part in the implementation of the layout of Tel Aviv.

AS OF THE MONTH of July Herzl (Frankel) Nedivi,
GeddesÕs field assistant at the Tel Aviv Technical Department,
refined the sketch. It was presented and approved by the
Municipal City Council and by the District Council. It
included a set of twenty-five written proposals. As of the
month of September, these were sent as a whole to the
Central Planning Commission for ratification. A close
study of archives reveals that the Tel Aviv plan file took an
operational turn much before its governmental ratification
was finalized as a whole in February 1929.

THE SKETCH MAP was rapidly turned into a parcellation
map under the supervision of Meir Dizengoff (fig. 1). The
notes left together with further chapters sent by Geddes
from Europe were assembled as a report at the
municipality. From December 1925, both were
completed. The sixty-two pages typed document 
mentions the idea of a Greater Jaffa as well as Òa
Greater Tel Aviv,Ó although it is entitled ÒTown Planning
Report Tel Aviv.Ó This ambiguity enabled the project to
obtain the approval of the British government and
simultaneously trigger the implementation of urban
growth. Nevertheless, the draft as well as the parcellation
map dealt exclusively with Tel AvivÕs municipal Ôurban
developmentÕ area, located between existing built Tel
Aviv to the South, the Yarkon river to the North, the
Mediterranean cost to the West and the location of
current Ibn Gvirol street to the East. These drawings
depict a set of scattered blocks purchased whenever the
market was right, located far from the built up fringes and
even the administrative boundaries of the city. Although

favorable eye of the British. In twenty years, the one
hundred original families had grown and the district of Tel
Aviv numbered more than a thousand people at the start
of the 1920s. The political context of Mandate Palestine,
where the British leaders were attempting to facilitate the
formation of a Jewish national homeland while still
catering to the interests of the Arab inhabitants, did not
enable the Tel Aviv city officials to openly reveal their
plans. These plans aimed to extend the municipal borders
of Tel Aviv to include lots already bought by Jewish
pioneers in the northern sector of JaffaÕs agricultural
hinterland. It was in this already tense context, where the
Zionist goal could alter or upsetÑno one could tellÑthe
future of lands and landscapes, that the Scottish city
planner Patrick Geddes entered center stage.

IN MARCH 1925, Patrick Geddes was commissioned by
the Tel Aviv municipality, which had already approved
the proposal of the executive board of the Zionist
Organization in Jerusalem, for the city planning and
development of the Jewish part of Jaffa. The initial order
emanated from the British Mandate government and was
to involve the renovation of Jaffa port. Geddes was to be
paid for two months of work on site. Under pressure from
the government and the mayor of Jaffa, the Tel Aviv
municipality officially asked him to devote a quarter of his
stayÑtwo weeksÑto a ÒJaffa plan,Ó although this work
was not specified. Geddes arrived on March, 29, 1925,
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attention to the matter of proportions, precisely because
we have given up all architectural ornamentation.Ó7

FOR THEM, this architecture could not be separated from
rationalist urban planning, that some of them called
organic: ÒApartment buildings that are built by us now
constitute in their general shape the shape of our street.
The streets with their rows of buildings, their plazas and
gardens, constitute the character of the town.Ó8 They
would have preferred having the seemingly tabula rasa
of the dunes and original neighborhoods to the
interlocking plots, streets and lanes drawn by Geddes:
ÒOur attitude in building apartment buildings is to
eliminate the small private lots and erect the apartments
in rows at maximum distances according to the
conditions of the land and its prices, allowing more
normal neighborly relations between apartments (fig.
3).Ó9 Whereas in the grid system the buildings themselves
block the air and the view, and make it possible for noise
and smells to enter from one building to the otherÑin an
organic town the buildings are arranged in such a way
that every building has its own garden in the direction of
the wind, and thus large gaps are formed between
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Fig. 2. Map a: Survey of Palestine, Jaffa,
Tel Aviv and surroundings. Compiled from

aerial photos supplied by the RAF, Jaffa,
June 1925 (survey of Egypt: September

1927)

Map b: Patrick Geddes , sketch map
for Tel Aviv development, June 1925.
Patrick Geddes, Town-Planning Report 

Tel Aviv (Tel Aviv: Technical Department of
the Township of Tel Aviv, 1925) 
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several researchers have analyzed the plans for the city,
one key question has not been raised: that of the
relationship between the pre-existing land, the project
and its implementation. Comparing the 1925 survey
drawn by the British from aerial photographs with this
sketch also shows that it is based very precisely on the
preexisting agricultural divisions (fig. 2). This enabled the
city to grow by adhering to both the rhythm of land
purchase and a highly detailed urban plan. In other
words, can it be said that Patrick Geddes was the urban
interpreter of Zionism, symbolized by the creation of Tel
Aviv as a pre-state capital? The answer is both yes and
no. On one hand, the Geddes residential block units
were concordant with the Jewish aspiration to recreate
neighborhoods and its civic community main structures, a
double acropolis in the plan, address to this objective to
create a democratic society. On the other hand, he was
not aware of the nationalist impact of this exclusive urban
plan. Known as a man of unity, and a defender of the
local characteristics of the land, Patrick Geddes,
supporter of the Zionist cause, apparently did not fully
grasp all of its objectives.

P L A N N I N G  A  R A T I O N A L I S T  C I T Y :  

T H E  A R C H I T E C T S Õ  F R U S T R A T E D

A S P I R A T I O N S

In the late 1920s, government funding was not
forthcoming and the restrictions it imposed on Tel Aviv
were skirted, at least partially, by private backing.5 Thus,
the city was composed of a multitude of private
properties. Yet most of the leadership and the inhabitants
of the city belonged to the Labor party, which dominated
Zionist politics in Palestine. So the city, both in terms of 
its mercantile attitude as well as its multiplication of
private small properties, was criticized by those who felt
that it had stumbled in the Zionist march towards the
building of a socialist state. Architects took an active part
in this rebellion.

THE TRANSITION of the Geddes Plan to three dimensions
took place when architects who emigrated from Europe
arrived en masseat the start of the 1930s. The delay may
have given the Jewish Zionists the time to choose the
architectural style which best suited their aspirations.
Architects argued for rationalism in architecture. They
associated ornament to diaspora behavior: ÒThe wish to
ornament oneÕs house with no understanding of the
beauty of the quiet, dignified, modest house. This is also
the love the simple Jew has (maybe a relic of his being in
exile) for eye-catching acrobatics.Ó6 This rejection
prompted special concerns about fa•ade design as a
mixed result of functional plans and aesthetic balance
between full and hollowed elements. ÒWe should give
greater attention to the matter of proportions in general
and to the exact proportion between the wall and 
the openings in particular. We should give all our
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roads and then paved them before covering them with
silicate. The rumblings of anti-Semitism in Europe
accelerated the waves of immigration. The new
immigrants were housed in tents, either in groups along
the shoreline; by families; on their land when they had
the means to purchase a plot. Literally one could see the
main roads, residential streets, paths and gardens being
drawn on the ground just like Geddes had imagined them

(fig. 4). The most vociferous architects, in particular
members of Òthe Circle,Ó attempted in vain to convince
the chief municipal engineer to abrogate the Geddes
plan. But Yacov Schiffman (Ben Sira) remained firm.
Aside from the financial difficulties a change would 
have incurred, Ben Sira had appropriated the credit for
the plan designed by Geddes and had no intention of
giving it up.

ARCHITECTS could express their rationalist urban
fantasies in their perspective drawings, where cubic
buildings resembled elongated high-rise blocks of council
flats. But on the ground they had no choice but to adapt

(figs. 5 & 6) . The buildings had to be aligned along the
routes, in separate blocks separated by semi-private dead-
ends (fig. 7). How did modernist aspirations, theoretically
antithetical to classic plot plans, take shape? The architects
competed with each other in terms of ingenuity so that
each room would have the optimal orientation: only by
shifting forward and backwards or protruding could walls
and other architectural figures attain some of the
rational/organic goals put forward in the theories (fig. 8).
An anonymous writer provides the answer: ÒThe reasons
for it are clear: there is mutual influence, there is co-
operation, people do not confine themselves within the
narrow boundaries of their own work. The fine results are

buildings . . . the plan of the green areas must be
arranged so that a total separation is achieved between
pedestrians and traffic . . . Naturally we do not intend to
change only the existing parcellation, but to try and
rationally develop land in advance, create large green
areas and erect buildings within these green areas
perpendicular to the street, at a certain distance from the
noise and dust of the streets.Ó10 But it was too late.
Thus, from 1926 on, the Tel Aviv municipal workers drew
traces in two dimensions on the ground, flattened the
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Fig. 4. Technical Department
of the Municipality of Tel Aviv ,
Tel Aviv: Town Planning area, 
Tel Aviv, around 1943 (detail). 
This map, based on a survey 
probably made by the British Survey
of Palestine, is showing Tel Aviv 
at the beginning of the 1940s with
parcellation and constructions in 
the area of the Geddes plan (West)

Fig. 3. Habinjan 2 (August 1937).
Top left: the official parcellation of Tel Aviv Municipality. Bottom left: 

the urban fabric resulting of this parcellation. Top right: alternative plans for
the same blocks. Bottom right: the proposal of Arye Sharon
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not the product of a single mind and a single hand; we
want to learn from each other, and we do learn from each
other. We believe that architecture today in general, and
our own architecture, is the creation of the architectural
community, rather than of a single architect.Ó11

THE ZIONIST THRUST or the cohesiveness that overcame
dissentions forged a formal repertoire that grew out of the
constraints of the Geddes block/unit itself. The existence
of this Tel Aviv School, which clearly they formed, proves
that just after the Amsterdam School, urban architecture
was not dead as a result of the rise of modernism. It
simply constituted a promising but abandoned path.

CATHERINE WEILL-ROCHANT , architect, lives between Jerusalem
and Paris where she teaches at the School of Architecture of Paris-
Belleville. Her PhD was dedicated to ÒPatrick GeddesÕs Plan For 
The ÔWhite CityÕ of Tel Aviv: a Shadowy Side and a Dazzling OneÓ
(Paris-8 University, 2006 Ð in French). She is the author of LÕAtlas de Tel
Aviv: 1908Ð1948 (Paris: CNRS Editions, 2008). She restored the Al
Qattan Foundation, a 1930s house in Ramallah (Palestinian territories).
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with RŽjean Legault (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2001).
3 Michael Levin, White City: International Style Architecture in Israel
(Tel Aviv: The Tel Aviv Museum, 1984). Nitza Metzger-Szmuk, 
Des Maisons sur le Sable: Tel Aviv, Mouvement Moderne et Esprit
Bauhaus(Paris: ƒditions de lÕƒclat, 2004).
4 For complete details on Patrick GeddesÕs mission in Tel Aviv and
historical cartography of the city, see Catherine Weill-Rochant,
ÒLe Plan de Patrick Geddes pour la ÔVille BlancheÕ de Tel Aviv. Une Part
dÕOmbre et de Lumi•reÓ (PhD diss., Paris, UniversitŽ Paris-8, 2006).
5 For example, the public limited company Beitim-Veiganim. 
Its purpose was to issue bonds, duly authorized by the Palestinian
government, between the Syndicat du Levant (domiciled in Paris) 
a future company, and the future subscribers. This covered Òall
property, mortgage, real estate and more specifically 
the accomplishment of the extension plan for the cities of Jaffa, Haifa
and Jerusalem, etc.Ó See limited public company Beitim-Veiganim,
Correspondence, Paris, 26/03/36 (CZA, L 18/2898/PLDC/doc
2434).
6 B. Tschlenov, ÒThe Question of Designing Apartment Buildings 
in Eretz-Israel,Ó Habinyan Bamisrah Hakarov(November 1936): 4.
(Hebrew)
7 Leo Adler, ÒWhy? Impressions of a New Comer,Ó Habinyan
Bamisrah Hakarov(December 1934): 11. (Hebrew)
8 Karl Rubin, ÒTo the Architects, To the Public who Builds, To 
the Building Authorities,Ó Habinyan Bamisrah Hakarov(August 1935):
1Ð2. (Hebrew)
9 Arieh Sharon, ÒPlanning of Cooperative Houses,Ó Habinjan
(August 1937): 1Ð3. (Hebrew)
10 Alexander Klein, ÒGood Town Building-Good Housing,Ó Habinjan
(August 1936): 2Ð3. (Hebrew)
11 An anonymous reply addressed to Town Engineer Schiffman, after
his lecture to the Association of Architects and Engineers, Habnian
Bamisrah Hakarov(August 1936): 9Ð11.

© Nitza Metzger-Szmuk, Des Maisons sur le Sable: Tel Aviv, Mouvement Moderne et Esprit Bauhaus
(Paris, Tel Aviv: ƒditions de lÕƒclat, 2004)

Figs. 5 & 6. Benjamin Anekstein , Haller House, 20 Reiness Street, 
Tel Aviv, 1936

Fig. 7. Carl Rubin ,
Baumšl House, 87
Rothschild Boulevard,
Tel Aviv, 1936

© J. Dicker (ed.), Apartment
Houses in Palestine,
Habinjan Bamisrah Hakarov
(Tel Aviv: M. Silberstein,
November 1936)

Fig. 8. Yitzhak
Rapoport , Tanzmann 
and Sharfhertz Houses,
134Ð136 Rotschild
Boulevard, Tel Aviv, 
1936. The Tel Aviv 
living-machine: constricted 
at the corner
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