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abstract 

Immersion 

by 

Eliza Howard 

This thesis evolved from the discovery of a specific building type called a mikvah, a Hebrew word, 

for which the primary translation is pool or gathering of water. Generally used for spiritual cleansing 

and purification, the mikvah is an immersion pool, that dates as far back as the Torah where the 

basis for its design and construction is first articulated. My interpretation and re-contextualization of 

the mikvah has spawned a building with an agenda and that differs from that of the traditional 

institution. Ultimately, my proposal attempts to reconsider this age old ritual and simultaneously 

incite thought about the potential for architecture to graft itself into an environment by engaging a 

context on a different set of terms; from this, a new level of meaning and relevance might emerge. 

A larger goal is to integrate the form, the experience, the function and the site to the point where the 

existence of one depends on the presence of the others. 
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All that is desired by our hearts can always be reduced to the 
figure of water. 

-from POLYPHILO or the Dark Forest Revisited by Alberto Perez-Gomez 
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water and hope 

Depending on who is consulted, different scholars have various ways of explaining the Hebrew 

word mikvah. While the common or generally shared definition is pool or gathering of water, I have 

recently been acquainted with another way to understand the word. This second translation is one 

that I learned after having designed and presented my thesis, but has given me a new and enlight¬ 

ened way to view the project I have undertaken. As it was explained to me, the Hebrew root of the 

word mikvah, consists of four letters which also constitute the root of the Hebrew word meaning 

hope.1 Given that historically, Jews were people of the dessert, the relationship between water and 

hope is quite clean Without water there was no hope [to live], and the presence of water meant the 

existence of hope [to live].2 Thus, water and the concept of hope existed in a dynamic relationship 

to one another. But what also appeals to me about this second meaning is the element of freedom 

that is associated with the word hope. Although the historical background and the discussion that 

follows uses the word mikvah in terms of the first definition I have given, it is equally important to 

understand all that is contained in this document and in this thesis in terms of the second definition 

as well. It is with hope that I have designed and proposed this project. It is with hope that I am 

suggesting another way to look at the institution of the mikvah, to use it as a rich source for novel 

and inspired work. And, it is only with hope that new ways of looking and thinking can occur. 
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background 

The word mikvah originally appears in the Torah, (the Old Testament) and is specifically described 

in the book of Leviticus (11:36) as follows: 

Only a spring and a pit, a gathering of water, shall be clean...1 2 3 

Further discussion occurs in the Mishnah, (the Oral or unwritten Torah formulated by rabbis in the 

beginning of the third century, c.e. as the origin of all Jewish Law and constituting part of the Tal¬ 

mud)4 5. Given the Torah’s description, an ancient mikvah might simply have been a pit, in Hebrew a 

bor6, or hole in the ground, large enough for a person to submerge in. Other ancient mikvahs such 

as the ones hewn from stone atop Massadah in Israel, are often two adjoining pools that share a 

wall with a small hole. One pool is for immersion and the other, in this case the bor, stores rainwa¬ 

ter. The hole in the wall can be left open or closed to control the amount of rainwater which must 

“seed” the second pool. The mikvah is best described as a bath used for immersion and ritual 

purification. Although it may no longer be evident the mikvah has been and still is for some, an 

essential component of Jewish life. According to Jewish scholars, it should be the first religious 

facility erected in a Jewish community, prior even to the building of the local synagogue.8 The 

biblical law allows that ‘any collection of water, drawn or otherwise, is suitable for a mikveh as long 

as it contains enough for a person to immerse in.”7 However, the Oral Torah, sets forth six essential 

guidelines based on the biblical definition for the construction of a mikvah: 

1. The mikvah must consist of water. No other liquid can be used. 

2. The mikvah must either be built into the ground, or be an integral part of a 

building attached to the ground. It cannot consist of any vessel that can be 

disconnected and carried away such as a tub, vat or barrel. 

3. The water of a mikvah cannot be running or flowing. The only exception 

to this rule is a natural spring, or a river whose water is derived mainly from springs. 

4. The water of the mikvah cannot be drawn. That is it cannot be brought 

to the mikvah through direct human intervention. 

5. The water cannot be channeled to the mikvah through anything that can 

become unclean, (Tomeh). For this reason it cannot flow to the mikvah through 

pipes or vessels made of metal clay, or wood. 

6. The mikvah must contain at least 40 Se’ah of (rain) water (approxi¬ 

mately 200 gallons.)8 
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Image from Biblical Archaeology Reveiw, Jan./Feb. 1987, v.13, no.1, pp.52-59. 

Throughout history, certain rabbis and scholars have come up with various detailed guidelines as to 

how to construct a modern mikvah so that specific religious specifications for the water and the 

basin are not violated. Although it may not be apparent, modern mikvahs are built according to the 

same principles as their ancient predecessors however, many of them tend to look like small swim¬ 

ming pools or jacuzzis. While rules regarding mikvah design have survived over time, clearly the 

aesthetics have not. Some of the ancient mikvahs contain elaborate tile mosaics while many of the 

older European mikvahs, reflect the Gothic and Baroque architecture of the period in which they 

were built. In the later case, “European elements created architectural solutions for the special 

problems of building the mikveh.”9 In contrast, some of the more contemporary mikvahs, such as 

those documented here, tend to be clinical and cold and the architecture often does not reflect a 

compelling response to the elemental and timeless ideas and rules regarding mikvah design. 
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Because springs are not abundant in most urban and suburban centers, mikvahs generally rely on 

rainwater for the natural water that is often referred to as “living",10 meaning not stagnant, (see rule 

numbers 3 and 4). The rainwater is combined with normal or city water in a proportion that renders 

the immersion pool valid. In addition to the amount of rainwater the mikvah must contain, the 

manner in which it is collected and brought into contact with the city waters in the pool is also of 

utmost importance. 

-immersion 

pool 

4 i 
contact pool 

non-circulating water path circulating water path (1) 

l I 
lower contact pool 

*. i sump I _ _ _» 

immersion 

pool 

circulating water path (3) 

contact pool 

circulating water path (2) 

contact pool 

Note: Water circulation diagrams are based on architectural drawings from Todd Rosenblum of Adaptive Architecture in Albany, New York 
and from the Encycolpaedia Judaica, v. 11. 

Building materials, (such as poured concrete) and specifications on plumbing are some of the 

additional aspects of mikvah design and construction that are carefully and necessarily articulated. 

One person with whom I spoke maintains that the key issue “in modern mikvah design is that 

standards of sanitation require that the immersion water be filtered and heated while the rules of 

mikvah require that the ritual water not be drawn, that is, controlled by human intervention.”11 I 

would add that while the same rules have been followed over the centuries, it is also interesting to 

see what types of current building techniques and modern technologies fall within the strict param¬ 

eters governing the construction of the mikvah. 
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The modern necessity to filter and heat the water for immersion without violating the restriction that 

the water not be controlled by human intervention has produced multiple competing theories and 

strategies for building according to the overall principles. As a result, there are several types of 

mikvahs, each of which has a different way of mixing the natural water with drawn water.12 They 

vary in the ways they are constructed and also in terms of the particular approach to the interpreta¬ 

tion of Jewish law. In certain instances, streams, rivers, natural springs and even oceans can 

function as natural mikvahs as long as the requirements for the water are consistent with the condi¬ 

tions set forth in the Talmud. Therefore, in places where there is no mikvah, sometimes a given 

natural condition will suffice.13 

Three potential mikvah configurations based on architectural drawings from Todd Rosenblum of Adaptive Architecture in Albany, New York and from the 

Encyclopaedia Judaica, v. 11. 

Although the significance of and justification for immersion in the mikvah can be found in the Torah 

and in the Mishnah, it is a commandment that falls into a category known in Hebrew as chukim, 

meaning decrees. These commandments do not come with an explanation so to speak, but are 

generally accepted as “givens”.14 At its earliest inception, the mikvah was not used solely for the 

purpose of purification. In biblical times, the sons of Aaron who were selected as priests of the Holy 

Temple, immersed in the mikvah before entering the consecrated space. The immersion was nec¬ 

essary in order to change their status -”an elevation from one state to another.” By immersing, 

Aaron and his sons acquired the status of priest, that which distinguished them from ordinary citi¬ 

zen.15 Later in biblical history, the holiday of Yom Kippur also required immersion in a mikvah for the 

High Priest. The holy room, which housed the stone Tablets from Moses, was only entered during 

one day each year and it was on this Day of Atonement. Before changing into the white vestments 

required to enter this sacred chamber, the priest had to immerse in the mikvah. As one scholar has 

states, the priest 

was not impure or unclean in any way. He was rather undergoing a change 

5 



in status, symbolized most dramatically by the change in vestments. When he 

entered the Holy of Holies, he had a very different status than before -a unique 

status that would allow him to enter this room. This change in status was achieved 

through immersion in the mikvah.”16 

While these specific practices are no longer current, the fundamental aspect, the changing of one’s 

"state of being”17, is said to remain an integral part of the mikvah experience. 

During the time of the second Temple, immersion in a mikvah was required for anyone who came 

into contact with any defiling substance or object, or uncleanness such as the dead, flux from the 

body, or sexual emissions (seminal and menstrual). Foreign kings ruling in Jerusalem were also 

obligated to purify themselves in the mikvah before entering the area of the Temple.18 And later, in 

the Middle Ages when Jews were forbidden to bathe in streams with Christians, mikvahs were often 

served as public bathhouses.18 Use of mikvahs has varied throughout history but it is fascinating 

and perhaps surprising to note the prevalence of both ancient and modem mikvahs throughout the 

world. With this in mind, it is not surprising that certain archaeological ruins uncovered in the 19th 

century were thought to have been Roman baths but have since been re-examined and are now 

thought to have belonged to ancient Jewish communities,20 illustrating further the deeply rooted 

tradition of immersion and the timelessness of the architectural parameters upon which this ritual is 

founded. 

The Jewish tradition shares certain aspects of the concept of ritual immersion with many other 

cultures and religions including Japanese Shinto, Hinduism, Islam and Christianity.21 It is thought 

that the requirement that the water be "living”, is at the origin of the baptisms performed by John the 

Baptist in the Jordan river. The ablutions had to take place in running (river) water, or as is the case 

with the mikvah, in rainwater that had accumulated in pits or cavities in the ground.22 Although 

immersion in the mikvah and the laws surrounding it are specific to Judaism, some of the funda¬ 

mental ideas are shared by other traditions suggesting a basic attitude and shared belief about 

water and its potential to symbolize some type of symbolic transformation within a person. 

Today, mikvahs are primarily used by Orthodox and highly observant Jews, and those converting to 

Judaism. They tend to be located in close proximity to a synagogue, (often attached or inside), or 

in neighborhoods that are predominately inhabited by Jewish people. According to Jewish Law, 

there are three basic reasons for immersion. The first and seemingly most important is for married 

women. Although many of the laws surrounding ritual impurity no longer apply, those pertaining to 

the mentruant have survived, unchanged. Observant women who incorporate this ritual generally 

immerse for the first time just before their wedding and continue with monthly visits thereafter for 
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the following reasons. During her menstrual cycle and for seven days after its completion, a hus¬ 

band and wife may not have physical intimacy with each other until the woman has immersed in the 

mikvah waters. Those who practice this ritual maintain that a woman is not regarded as dirty but 

rather, each month, her body goes through a cycle in which the potential for a new life is lost. 

According to Jewish law, when one has come into contact with death, or loss of potential life, he or 

she has become tomeh, meaning insensitive or impure.23 However, as was I was told, it is important 

to note that ‘pure’ and ‘impure’ are the words we use to translate the Hebrew words tahara and 

tomeh, words which describe one’s state before and after immersing a mikvah. Some advocates of 

the mikvah feel that these translations contribute to a large misconception about women and use of 

the mikvah. The problem as it was explained to me, is that the Hebrew words tahara and tomeh 

have no direct translation into the English language and therefore when we speak of ‘pure’ and 

‘impure' connotations of clean and dirty are elicited when in fact, according to one user, these 

qualities have nothing to do with the mikvah.24 This particular person has suggested that the con¬ 

cept of tahara might be better understood if we think of it as having to do with being “fertile” and 

"receptive to life” and in contrast, the word tomeh as meaning "insensitive, death-associated or 

spiritually infertile.”25 The assumption is that once immersion has taken place, the woman emerges 

from the water reborn, having entered into a different state of existence in relation to herself, her 

spouse and God. 

Although women are the primary users of the mikvah, it should be understood that men may use it 

as well, may being the operative word. As I understand it, there is a fundamental difference in the 

way that men and women use the ritual bath. As previously mentioned, most women who use the 

mikvah do so in response to a specific Jewish law. Men on the other hand use the mikvah of their 

own volition. In other words, the original laws regarding ritual impurity and men are no longer appli¬ 

cable whereas the laws concerning niddah, the Hebrew word describing women during menses, 

are still in tact. Men might visit the mikvah before certain holidays or before the Sabbath, some 

after sexual intercourse.26 Others might go every morning as an affirmation of their relationship to 

God. But as it relates to the subject of Jewish law, men’s use of the mikvah is distinguished from 

women’s use in that men do not use it out of necessity or obligation. 

In many instances, a mikvah is also used when a person converts to Judaism. The final stage in the 

conversion process often entails immersion in the ritual baths, which is consistent with the concept 

of rebirth or transformation. After immersion, one is reborn and enters the world as a Jewish 

person. Certain mikvahs are also designed especially to accommodate the immersion of pots, 

dishes and other eating utensils to make them kosher before they are placed on a Jewish Table. In 



addition, immersion in the mikvah is also practiced by various groups as an aid to spirituality, par¬ 

ticularly on the eve of the Sabbath and on certain holidays and festivals.27 

I have been told that for women, attending the mikvah is a highly private and intimate matter. 

Therefore, if immersion pools for each sex do not exist, men generally use the mikvah during the 

day and women go after sunset, to ensure privacy and maintain modesty.28 Other sources cite that 

historically a visit to the mikvah was similar to a social event for Jewish women: an opportunity for 

them to come together and socialize in a private and familiar context.28 Many women also feel a 

strong connection to their Jewish heritage and to other Jewish women by coming to the mikvah.30 

Typically, one immerses in the water alone with an attendant who inspects for bodily cleanliness 

and oversees the immersion and to ensure that the ritual is performed fully and correctly. In order 

to enter the mikvah, one must be entirely clean prior to immersing and all jewelry, band-aids, hair 

bands, make-up and anything else that could come between one’s body and the water, must be 

removed. Even fingernails need be trimmed so that they are fresh and receptive to the water.31 

interpretations 

In addition to what has been discussed, I have come across many different interpretations and 

ways to understand the significance of the mikvah. The ritual bath often is likened to the womb and 

each immersion and emergence constitutes a rebirth.32 Another reference is to the beginning of 

time, or the “womb of creation” in that “the Torah describes the world’s most primitive state as water” 

-the water which eventually gathered and produced land.33 The concept of water is also a primary 

connection to the Garden of Eden. According to the Talmud, all the water in the world emerged 

from the river in Eden and thus, “this river is the spiritual source of all water”. Therefore when a 

person “associates himself with these rivers-orwith any other water-he is reestablishing his link with 

Eden.”34 Ultimately, the common theme seems to be one of a symbolic rebirth, renewal, return or 

transformation. 

In contrast, for some women, the issue of the mikvah has proven to be highly problematic and 

charged on the basis that the ritual marginalizes and denigrates women. That despite certain 

interpretations of its being life affirming and renewing, it actually participates in creating a gender 

stigma and perpetuates archaic ideas about women’s sexuality and bodies being “contaminating” 

and “polluting”.35 I have also read and heard of Jewish women immersing in the mikvah before 

getting married but do not intend to go regularly. For these women, it seems that immersion is a 

single occurrence to honor a tradition that has been passed down over centuries. It is about mark- 
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ing a new beginning, not embarking on a lifetime of observance of the laws of ritual and family 

purity. And while some proponents maintain that a woman’s trips to and from the mikvah is an issue 

of modesty, I happen to feel that it creates or exacerbates a sense of shame associated with men¬ 

struation and with sex. Some couples maintain that the hiatus from sexual intimacy and the ensu¬ 

ing reunion is a positive aspect of the mikvah while others criticize the ritual for cultivating the notion 

that women are objects and that they must immerse in the mikvah to purify themselves in order to 

satisfy their husbands sexually.36 

In a thought-provoking essay that first appeared in 1993, Rachel Adler a theologian and social 

ethicist, wrote an article in which she essentially recants claims she made twenty years earlier, as 

an Orthodox woman, in an influential essay entitled, Tumah and Taharah; Ends and Beginnings. At 

the time of her first essay, Adler was trying to make sense of or justify the ancient laws of purity 

according to which most Orthodox women continue to live. Adler’s essay was pivotal because her 

“reframing”, of the laws of purity aroused substantial support for and interest in the mikvah among 

many Jewish feminist. But now she suggests that she had defined her “topic as a theological 

understanding of the entire ancient category, not just the part pertaining to women”37 and in refer¬ 

ence to the “theology of purity” that she had previously constructed, Adler says: 

My theology claimed that impurity was universal. The social reality, 

since the rabbinic period at least, was that impurity was feminine. My 

theology claimed that impurity was normal and morally neutral. Literary 

and anthropological evidence, as well as that of contemporary social 

reality identify impurity as a deviant source of stigma and exclusion. In 

particular, all the meanings of menstrual impurity asserted by my theology 

are explicitly disconfirmed by historical precedent, by literary analysis, 

by linguistic usage and by communal practice.38 

Unlike those to whom I spoke who maintain that the mikvah celebrates, honors and respects the 

God and the ability to give life, Adler feels that the mikvah is one of several aspects of Judaism that 

alienates and stigmatizes women because of what their bodies go through in order to give life. 

Again, in criticism of her earlier essay, Dr. Adler goes on to argue that she: 

had succeeded in creating [a] theology for the despised, reminiscent of 

certain strains of early Christianity, where worldly power went unchecked, 

the slave remained a slave, the poor stayed poor, the woman subject to 

her husband, but the meaning of indignity was inverted and transfigured: 

humiliation was triumph, rejection was salvation, and death, eternal life.39 
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Having fully repositioned her thoughts and beliefs about the mikvah and the laws of purity. In her 

conclusion, Adler states in her conclusion that we must continue to teach each other, and to study 

both the Torah and : 

all that it means to be human...Human owns no perfect, timeless texts 

because human inhabits no perfect timeless context. Human knows 

that what it weds need not be perfect to be infinitely clear.40 

The subject of the mikvah and the laws of purity have clearly been a complicated matter for Rachel 

Adler. Now, as a self-proclaimed feminist Reform theologian, it seems that Adler takes the position 

that Orthodoxy and her system of beliefs were clearly at odds with one another. Having found a 

comfortable and supportive environment in the Reform movement, Adler reveals a profoundly im¬ 

portant aspect of Modem Judaism- that it is, open for interpretation and ever changing. That it is 

“very much a work in progress."41 

Recently, the mikvah has become the locus of new and modified rituals. In addition to Dr. Adler, 

other writers allude to the fact that certain events or passages, particularly in the lives of women, for 

which a traditional observance or expression is lacking, are being recognized by immersion in the 

mikvah.42 This innovation seems to take place outside the context of Orthodoxy and some of the 

women behind this effort “feel that there should be a mikvah that is not funded and tied to the 

Orthodox community.”43 As Rachel Adler notes, new rituals for the mikvah teaches “an important 

lesson about the possibility of salvage”. She says, “in waters whose meaning they had transformed 

and made their own....they imbued these rituals with a different understanding of what purity means.”44 

This is Judaism as I know it, revealing possibility and hope, not limits and subjugation. As one 

scholar states, 

It is no surprise, then, that participation in collective ritual of the premodern 

sort, has precipitously declined-no surprise, either, that participation in ritual 

has survived in the changed political context of modernity in forms and perfor¬ 

mances very different from those in preceding centuries.45 

Here lies the point of departure. 
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immersion 

Before learning of the history and purpose of these baths I was compelled by the fundamental 

connection to nature and to rain water inherent in this particular typology. However, as I began to 

research, I felt a certain sense of alienation and discomfort with many aspects of the mikvah. In the 

end I respect other people’s decision to adhere to the last vestige of the laws of ritual purity, but in 

the context of my life, as a young woman at the dawn of the twenty-first century, ritual purity is 

simply not a concern for me, particularly when it only pertains to women. On the other hand, some 

of the additional uses and the more abstract ideas, such as marking a transition in one’s life, are 

aspects to which I can relate. Also, the idea of proposing a design project which centers largely on 

rainwater and its many associations, simply felt like a seductive and engaging opportunity. It began 

to occur to me that architecture, and therefore my thesis, could be a vehicle for repositioning and 

reconsidering the mikvah in light of a diversity of both Jewish and cross cultural experiences. In 

other words, one could use architecture as a means to question and reinterpret a tradition instead 

of accepting it as it currently exists. 

With this project, I am proposing an alternative to the mikvah as we know it. The project reflects a 

different attitude, (based on what I have encountered), towards the architecture and the program 

of the mikvah. The project also attempts to define and develop a context that supports a contempo¬ 

rary and expanded notion of what a mikvah might be or what it might make available to both Jews 

and non-Jews alike. Given my ideas, some would no doubt argue that reclaiming or repositioning 

this ancient tradition is not possible or maybe even blasphemous. That a mikvah can only be a 

mikvah if it adheres to the specific parameters set forth in the Talmud. But again, this depends on 

one’s attitudes towards Judaism. Some believe that the religion does not need to accommodate 

culture and change whereas others hold the view that as history evolves so can Judaism. 

Although I did not take the project through to the stage where its details reflect all of the rules and 

regulations of mikvah design, I believe that if it were carried further and with some adjustment, it 

could satisfy the necessary requisites. But whether or not, I would be comfortable with that, I am 

not yet certain. Ultimately I have designed a building which in many respects represents my ideal 

mikvah: a building which collects, reveals and celebrates water. It contains aspects of the mikvah 

within it, references residing latently in the project. Perhaps these references are recognizable to 

some, perhaps not. Ideally, this building is not solely for Jewish people and the reasons and 

significance for its use are not so predetermined. While the project’s roots are in the Jewish 

tradition it allows that the Jewish tradition has ways of relating to other cultures; if by nothing else, 

at a most basic level, through water and nature. 
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So does this project constitute a mikvah? Maybe it does, maybe it does not. Maybe it is a mikvah 

in the spirit of the law, but not in the letter. There was a time in the process when I had to stop 

asking myself this question and in the end I am not sure that the question begs an answer. In a 

conversation about my thesis, I was explaining that what I view in the mikvah, as a fundamental and 

primordial relationship to nature, lies at the heart of this project. My project has far less to do with 

the numerous ‘‘rules’’ and more to do with what feels to me, to be an inspiring and liberating aspect 

of the mikvah -an inherent connection to the natural environment, I presume something to which 

people can relate with far greater ease than ritual purity. The professor to whom I was speaking 

noted that what I was really moved by was the simplicity and beauty present in the original source. 

With this as a starting point, the mikvah might stand for something different than it seems to now. I 

think she was right. For in the Bible, we are not dealing with all the laws and history of interpreta¬ 

tion. In the Bible, we are dealing with the elemental, with a ‘gathering of water” and with ‘hope”. 

For me this thesis has not been about convincing anyone of the value or harm in adopting or 

observing the laws of ritual purity. No doubt there is a critique that has grown out of this investiga¬ 

tion, but that it was an investigation, remains a key point. I began this project knowing next to 

nothing about this long standing tradition and the proposal that ensued was the result of an effort to 

make sense of something which I was at once connected to and distanced from. I have learned 

how deeply complex and complicated the subject of the mikvah is. I am not trying to rewrite history 

nor am I by any means an authority on Judaism and Jewish ritual. This thesis was a means of 

navigating a topic about which I knew very little and ultimately proposing an alternative. In the end 

it was through architecture that I was able to make sense of this dilemma. The architecture allowed 

me to make real and physical the ideas that seem to have been lost yet seem essential, particularly 

if the mikvah is to have relevance in our multi faceted and ever-changing world. 
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houston rainfall data 

average days averagemonthly 

of precipitation precipitation 

over 24 years over 30 years 

January 24 3.29 inches 

February 11 2.96 inches 

March 8 2.92 inches 

April 9 3.21 inches 

May 7 5.24 inches 

June 9 4.96 inches 

July 9 3.60 inches 

August 9 3.49 inches 

September 9 4.89 inches 

October 7 4.27 inches 

November 8 3.79 inches 

December 9 3.45 inches 

annual 106 days 46.07 inches 

Source: National Center for Climatic Data 
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site discussion 

In order to free the mikvah from what I viewed to be one if its constraining factors, I located the 

project in what felt like a neutral neighborhood. I deliberately chose an area in Houston where there 

exists a range in class, ethnicity and age among inhabitants. Although it is close to a commercial 

strip, the neighborhood can be described as “mixed-use, but is predominately residential. The 

buildings reflect a range of diversity in that on any given block there might be a warehouse, a series 

of metal clad condominiums, a shotgun house, an empty lot and a small business of some sort. 

The neighborhood, known as the “west end1 is defined by major streets on three sides. 

The specific site I chose is located two blocks North of Memorial Parkway. The traffic on Memorial 

moves quickly at this stretch and the busy street is lined with high rise buildings, gas stations and 

small commercial businesses. Just south of the parkway is the bayou, an important geographical 

reference for the project. Currently vacant with the exception of dense vegetation and a “tear- 

down” at one end, the site is a long swath, approximately six-hundred seventy feet long and sixty 

feet wide located in the center of an unusually large but otherwise populated block. Running the 

entire length of the block, the lot’s edges are defined by a jagged line of fences enclosing the 

backyards which border both sides of the site. 

This site appealed to me fora number of reasons beyond the physical and demographic diversity of 

the neighborhood. Although some might take issue with the idea of placing a building whose 

premise, programmatically derives from the Jewish tradition, in a neighborhood that is not defined 

by a strong sense of Jewish community, I felt this to be a very important part of the project. My goal 

throughout was to use certain ideas about the mikvah as a point of departure, not as a limitation. I 

wanted to allow the building to take on a life of its own, and give itself to a community in a new and 

vital way. While the mikvah and ritual immersion are specific to Judaism, certain similarities in the 

history and the essence exist in rituals and traditions specific to other cultures. Therefore it felt 

appropriate to me to look at the ritual of immersion as one that potentially resonates with people 

from a range of backgrounds. In my mind this does not negate aspects of the mikvah but illumi¬ 

nates and reveals them while simultaneously connecting and relating them to other traditions. 

The site was also appealing to me because of its size, its natural conditions and its tree coverage. 

Part of my agenda was to reestablish the relationship between the building and nature. An aspect 

of the mikvah which was one of the most compelling and inspiring for me was the idea that the 

building or baths were fundamentally and necessarily a part of the ground and connected to the sky. 

I was looking for a site where I could enhance and further articulate a relationship between the 

20 



building and natural conditions. The proposal involved adding additional trees to the site as both a 

landscape and architectural device; ultimately the natural landscape was is much a part of the 

architecture as the building itself. 
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urban strategy a.k.a the pocket theory 

The siting of the Menil Collection, located in a predominately residential neighborhood, offers a 

strategy or loose model for the development of my thesis. The scale of the museum is similar to the 

project I have proposed and likewise, sits primarily in relation to existing houses that define the 

edges of what one might refer to as the Menil pocket. The museum is larger than any of the 

immediate surrounding buildings but the difference in scale is mediated in my opinion, largely by 

the landscape of trees and open green space, which acts as a buffer zone. In addition to function¬ 

ing like a park and green space, the museum and its environs create an openness in an otherwise 

dense fabric of small houses and streets. With the exception of color, the museum utilizes an 

architectural vocabulary that differs from that of the surrounding homes. It is distinct in a manner 

that still creates a sense of cohesion and belonging in the neighborhood. Together, the homes and 

the museum produce an oasis in the city. 

The Menil Collection was designed 

to be a “museum village”. It fits 

seemlessly into the orthoganol ur¬ 

ban grid of its surroundings. The 

construction is no higher than the 

nearby small houses. The aerial 

view shows the link with open 

spaces, (p.72). 

Image and text from Renzo Piano: Logbook, by Renzo 
Piano, Monacelli Press, 1997. 
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Also present in the Menil pocket is the Rothko Chapel, a nondenominational facility which houses 

paintings commissioned by Mark Rothko. Other recent additions, (the Byzantine Chapel and the 

Cy Twombly Museum), have added to the unique atmosphere of the Menil neighborhood. The 

sensibility and attitude elicited by the presence of these buildings is something that I would hope to 

create with my project. The mixture of art, architecture, nature and an abstract spiritual experience 

has produced a vital and dynamic space in the city and one that has proven to be both available and 

compelling to a wide range of people. Although ritual bathing, (whatever that may mean for people), 

is likely to be a more private matter than going to a museum, my intention is that a sensibility or 

attitude similar to that of the Menil pocket exist in my project as well. A sensibility which is charac¬ 

terized by a fusion of community, nature, and some type of spiritual or quasi-religious experience. I 

do not foresee a similar chain of projects developing around the building I have proposed, but 

rather a possibility for ways to develop such pockets within the confines of the city. 

Another important aspect of the Menil pocket is that is uniquely self-contained, and open at the 

same time. In looking around Houston at various gated communities, it is clear that this balance 

between self-contained and open is something profoundly difficult to achieve. Although the Menil 

Foundation was able to acquire all of the homes that in the neighborhood, the sense of cohesion 

is largely fostered by the museum which acts as an anchor point of sorts. Rather than feeling 

obtrusive and out of place, the museum belongs to the smaller houses and to the neighborhood. I 

believe that the project I have proposed could function in a similar manner. 

Image from Renzo Piano: Logbook, by Renzo Piano, Monacelli Press, 1997. 
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building INTO landscape 
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program 

While the program is fairly simple, containing changing/preparation rooms and immersion pools, it 

is entirely open in terms of the intention behind its use. Some visitors to the building might experi¬ 

ence it simply as a bathhouse, a place to relax, socialize, meditate or be alone. Others might 

recognize aspects of the mikvah in the building, and use it accordingly. Or maybe some might use 

it for reasons related to a specific background and culture, of which ritual bathing is a dimension. 

The idea that the building could provide all of these experiences, that it could communicate differ¬ 

ent possibilities to different people became an important component of the project. The mikvah 

was a very important part of the process but in many respects, it should be understood as a begin¬ 

ning, not an end. 

a grafted building 

The building is best understood as a rain catchment system, a cistern and a series of immersion 

pools that are filled with the collected rainwater. These three elements are defined physically and 

conceptually by a single continuous surface linking the building’s relationship to the ground, the 

trees and the rain it must collect. The vertical segment of the surface, which also constitutes one 

wall of the cistern, is like a point of inflection, marking the transition between the physical spaces of 

the upper and lower volumes, and marking the psychologic or symbolic transition associated with 

the time before and after immersion 

=. I f-4—~ j immersion pôôij" 

From the beginning, it was important to me to create a strong connection with the trees as a way 

to illuminate the relationship between the building and nature, an idea which was initially related to 

the necessity to harvest rainwater. The goal was to design a building whose form was intrinsically 

bound to its landscape, to use the natural context as a design element that becomes a part of the 

building. Continuing with an aspect of the mikvah, which requires that the immersion pool be 

carved into the ground rather than be made by a receptacle, I considered the idea that the volume 

containing the pools, could be grafted into the ground plane and the upper volume containing 

changing rooms, the entrance and the catchment area could be grafted into the tree plane. The 

ground then is not merely a surface upon which the building sits but rather, like the trees, integral to 
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and inseparable from the building. 

The Biblical reference to the mikvah describes it as a “spring and a pit, a gathering of water”. For 

me, the important point of this reference is that the mikvah or the pit is something that can exist in 

nature, simply a hole or depression in the earth. The reference is also understood to imply that the 

mikvah occurs in two ways: naturally or resulting from digging.46 But in either case, the pit is located 

literally in the landscape, substantiating the guideline that a mikvah cannot a be a receptacle or 

basin and hence, must be integral to the ground not placed on the ground. Given this fact, the lower 

volume containing the immersion pools is located seven feet below ground level, literally placed 

into the ground. There are both individual and communal pools which vary in both depth and size, 

creating a topography in the floor. Thus, this segment of the continuous surface is perforated by a 

series of pits or depressions. The submergence of the immersion pools not only emphasizes their 

relationship to the ground, but also relates them to certain mikvahs of the middle ages which are 

subterranean and located in cathedrals in Cologne and Worms.47 

The upper volume, which floats among the trees, consists of the roof that catches and directs the 

rainfall and the changing and preparation rooms that one uses prior to immersion. Grooves cut into 

the uppermost roof are both skylights and rain gutters, creating a dynamic relationship between 

light and water. The grooves then become downspouts where they meet the vertical wall and 

deposit the rain water into a cistern from which point it is distributed to the various pools. When the 

immersion pools get refilled, the waste water is stored another storage cistern and then pumped up 

and out onto the site where it is recycled so to speak, and used for irrigation. This cycling of water 

then suggests that the building might also be understood as a device or machine that actually 

engages and redirects a natural event. 

As explained earlier, the ritual of immersion requires rainwater or living water to make the event 

valid. Yet, while rainwater is implicit to the mikvah and its design, from what I observed, it was 

essentially invisible. In contrast, this project attempts to reveal the rainwater, and make clear and 

legible this aspect of the mikvah which I find so meaningful and rich. Another consideration is the 

way in which we generally live in defense of nature here in Houston. This project proposes an 

alternative to this attitude by accepting and responding differently to certain natural conditions. 

The double roofs and the raised volume allow air to circulate around the building and let the mois¬ 

ture evaporate from the interior space. By submerging the second volume below ground, the inte¬ 

rior space is likely to be cooler. 

I also found discussion of the mikvah which explains that often these ritual baths contained two 
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sets of stairs, divided by a railing or low partition. The idea is that you enter the immersion pool in 

one state of being and emerge in another. The architecture responds to this idea with distinct ways 

to enter and exit from the waters.48 Although I did not translate this idea directly, it is reflected in the 

design of the stairs connecting the upper and lower volumes. In lieu of a divided stair, I designed a 

one in which the treads get longer as one moves from the top of the stairs to the bottom. The idea 

is to slow ones pace as they move from the everyday world to that of the baths, from lightness to 

darkness, to make one more cognizant of the context they are about to enter. Conversely, as one 

leaves the bath, the treads are oversized at first, but gradually become normal at the top, acclimat¬ 

ing one back to the everyday. 

Image from Biblical Archaeology Reveiw, Jan/Feb. 1987, v.13, no.1, pp.52-59. 
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Synagogue Youth/Uniion of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America, 1982) 52. 

4. Kaplan, 50. 

5 Kaplan, 5. 

6. Kaplan, 4. 

7. “Mikveh," Encyclopaedia Judaica, 1972 ed. 
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21. Catherine Bell. Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997) 
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Ashton (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992) 322-326. 
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Press, 1996) 165. 
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34. Kaplan, 35. 
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37. Rachel Adler, “In Your Blood, Live: Re-visions of a Theology of Purity," in Lifecycles: Jewish 
Women on Biblical Themes in Contemporary Life, eds. Debra Orenstein and Jane Rachel Litman 
(Woodstock: Jewish Lights Publishing, 1997) 197-206. Also see Rachel Adler, “In Your Blood, Live: 
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