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If Ze’ev Zhabotinsky hadn’t visited Saloniki in the early 1930s, Prof. Moshe Levy probably wouldn’t be doing chemistry research today at the Weizmann Institute of Science. In 1933, when Levy was five years old, his father decided to emigrate to Eretz-Israel with his wife and children, after listening to a lecture Zhabotinsky gave in his town. Most other members of their large family, staying behind in Greece, were later to perish in the Holocaust.
Additional lectures that were to play a decisive role in Levy’s life were of a different kind. Devoted to popular science, they were delivered in the early 1940s by the brothers Aharon and Ephraim Kachalsky (Katzir) and other scientists in the Ohel-Shem cinema in Tel Aviv. Levy was fascinated by chemistry, even organizing for himself a small table-top laboratory in his parents’ bedroom, in their small apartment in the south of the city.
In 1946, at the age of 18, Levy was accepted to the Daniel Sieff Research Institute in Rehovot as a lab technician, in the laboratory of Dr. Bruno Rosenfeld, a biochemist who had escaped from Germany. In a personal interview Levy recalled: “At the time, the Hebrew University was very small, while the Technion focused on engineering, so the Sieff Institute was the largest center of chemical research in Eretz-Israel. There was a distinguished, European atmosphere about it. People wore white lab coats while doing research. The Institute looked brand-new and shiny, all marble. It was cleaned on a daily basis. When Chaim Weizmann arrived in his car, he would always stop to talk to the gardeners. He attached utmost importance to the Institute’s beautiful garden. People weren’t afraid of him but treated him with great respect. If he saw a piece of paper on the floor, he’d pick it up, and after that no piece of paper was ever thrown to the floor.”
“He was a tall and very impressive man, everyone felt his presence whenever he was around. When Weizmann was in Israel, the lectures held for scientists in the dining room building didn’t start until he arrived, and when he entered the room, everyone got up. People called him ‘Professor.’
“The Institute’s scientific director, Dr. Ernst Bergmann, was a truly charismatic person. I remember him always with a cigarette in his mouth, skipping over stairs as he went up the staircase. He was very energetic and had an amazing photographic memory. He would read all the scientific papers and pass on the information to students.”
After two years at the Sieff Institute, it was with Chaim Weizmann’s help that Levy obtained an Institute scholarship to study biochemistry at the Hebrew University, so as to return to the Institute after obtaining a degree. He had barely been studying for two months when the War of Independence broke out, and Levy was drafted into the Haganah. Instead of studying in Jerusalem, he was to spend the entire war in the Moriah Regiment, in battles over the city and its environs.
When the war ended, Levy completed his studies toward a master’s degree at the Hebrew University and went to the United States, to study for his doctorate under the guidance of Prof. Michael Szwarc at the State University of New York in Syracuse. He then conducted his postdoctoral studies at that university. During this time, he made the most important discovery of his life, that of “living polymers”, and the “copolymers” which today form the basis for a giant industry of manufacturing polymers for advanced applications. Also, much of soft-matter nanotechnology is actually based on copolymers. Still, despite being offered a university position with tenure, he decided to come back to Israel.

In 1962, Levy returned to the Weizmann Institute, where he started engaging in polymer research. He found an entirely different environment compared to his lab technician days: “At the Sieff Institute, most of the scientists were immigrants from Germany or Poland, and the atmosphere was that of being abroad. In contrast, at the Weizmann Institute, everyone had been born or grown up in Israel and spoke Hebrew. The scientists were addressed by their first names, Aharon and Ephraim [Katzir], rather than ‘Dr. This or That.’ The equipment was fantastic; a great deal of money had been invested in it when the Institute had been built.”
During some four decades at the Institute, Levy has conducted numerous studies on polymers and in other branches of chemistry. For six years, he served as Head of what was then the Institute’s Plastics Department. One of his major projects was the development of a method for storing solar energy in chemical materials, known as the Solar Chemical Heat Pipe.
For seven years, Levy edited the bulletin of the Israel Chemical Society, Chemistry in Israel. In 2007, a symposium was held at the Weizmann Institute in honor of his 80th birthday. Its title summed up his career in science: “From the Discovery of ‘Living Polymers’ Fifty Years Ago to Solar Research Today.”
