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From iron to reinforced concrete: revisiting the interwar oeuvre of  
Victor Horta in light of his wartime sojourn in the US

Tom Packet1, Stephanie Van de Voorde2

1Department of History, Archeology, Arts, Philosophy and Ethics, Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Brussels, Belgium; 2Department 
of Architectural Engineering, Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Brussels, Belgium

Abstract: Belgian architect Victor Horta arrived in New York in December 1915. Where Horta had initially gone to the US 
to raise funds for the Belgian war effort, he would also conduct an in-depth study of American architecture and construction. 
A good example of this is given by a letter, dated November 30 1918, from the American construction entrepreneur Hugh 
James Fleming to Horta. Fleming was advising the architect on the “Sawyer system”, giving suggestions on how this system 
of precast concrete could be implemented in Belgium to help with the “great work of reconstruction”. While Horta’s archives 
do not include other references to the Sawyer system, Horta’s stay in the US during WWI did not go without consequences. 
Throughout his sojourn, the architect became particularly impressed by the efficient and rational building practices in the US, 
praised the American custom of collaboration between architects and engineers, and became acquainted with the potential 
of reinforced concrete. Horta’s pre- and interwar oeuvre is indeed remarkably different. Internationally recognized as the 
main pioneer of Art Nouveau and the visible use of cast iron, wrought iron and steel in the domestic sphere at the end of the 
nineteenth century, Horta changed gear after WWI. He advocated, among other things, the “return of the beautiful simple line” 
and the use of concrete. In this paper, we investigate the impact of Horta’s stay in the US by critically questioning a threefold 
shift between his pre- and interwar oeuvre: the shift from iron to reinforced concrete, from Art Nouveau to Art Deco, and from 
the genius artist holding absolute control over the design process to a collaborative professional. To evaluate this, we briefly 
examine and revisit two of his interwar projects that offer interesting perspectives: the Palace of Fine Arts (1919–28, Brussels) 
and the Municipal Development project (ca. 1927–31, unrealized).

Introduction

In the aftermath of World War I, the Belgian architect Victor 
Horta (1861–1947) made a bold departure. Renowned for 
his mastery of iron and celebrated as a pioneer of the Art 
Nouveau movement around the turn of the twentieth century, 
he abandoned the ornate lines and graceful curves of the 
past and shifted his focus to a new architectural medium: 
reinforced concrete, a material he had rarely employed before 
1914. In an interview published in the journal Le Home in 
1920, he embraced the new material and advocated, among 
other things, for the “return of the beautiful simple line” 
(Horta and Pierron 1920, 4). This shift was not merely a 
stylistic whim but entailed a profound transformation of his 
architectural philosophy and oeuvre. The reasons behind his 
surprising embrace of reinforced concrete remain, however, 
underexamined. Scholars have posited a possible connection 
to Horta’s stay in the United States from 1915–19 (Oostens-
Wittamer 1986; Goslar 2005, 2012; Van de Vijver 2018, 
1301); yet this link has not yet been critically examined.

This paper delves into the enigma of Victor Horta’s shift 
to concrete. We first explore the status of concrete in Horta’s 
pre-war oeuvre and scrutinize American sources that hint at 
his emerging fascination with the novel material. In reading 
these sources, two other important elements come to the fore, 
namely the dynamic relation between the formal language of 

concrete and the socio-economic context of the post-war years, 
as well as his collaboration with other actors in the building 
industry. Furthermore, we examine how Horta incorporated 
the new material in his post-WWI practice by briefly looking 
at two cases: the Palace of Fine Arts (1919–28), Horta’s 
Art Deco masterpiece where concrete was employed on an 
unprecedented scale (Aubry, Vandenbreeden and Commins 
1996; Devos 2017), and the ill-fated Municipal Development 
project (1927–31), a large office and apartment complex that 
testifies to his architectural ambitions but was halted in the 
early phase of foundation works due to the client’s bankruptcy.

The aim of this paper is not to irrefutably demonstrate 
how Horta became ‘Americanized’ in the 1920s. Such claims 
would oversimplify the complexities of exchange and are 
challenging to establish as the architect made few connections 
between his US journey and interwar work (Dulière and Horta 
1985, 127–138). Instead, through a critical examination of 
Horta’s archives, contemporary press articles and the broader 
discourse surrounding his work, we aim to assess whether 
Horta’s changing views on the “future of architecture” were 
related to his time in the US, and if he successfully managed 
to apply these changing views in his interwar work. These 
inquiries particularly focus on the correlation between form 
and material, the expertise required for reinforced concrete 
construction, and the transformative impact of this novel 
material on Horta’s architectural methods.
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1.  The return to the beautiful, simple line

1.1.  Material metamorphosis before World War I

With the construction of the Hôtel Tassel in 1893 in Ixelles, 
Art Nouveau emerged “suddenly yet well-considered” as a 
new architectural style (Strauven 2008, 8). Even before the 
turn of the century, Horta executed three more masterpieces 
that affirmed his pioneering role: the Hôtel Solvay (1894, 
Brussels), the Hôtel Van Eetvelde (1895, Brussels), and his 
own residence (1898, Saint-Gilles). Each of these houses 
exemplified some of the key characteristics of this new style: 
the organic design language; the use of light as an architectural 
element; the development of dynamic space through innovative 
spatial planning; the exploration of iron’s aesthetics and its 
combination with natural stone and timber; and the mastering 
of every single detail including ventilation and plumbing.

At the time, the visible use of structural metal elements 
in residential architecture was highly unusual and daring. 
Furthermore, Horta used cast iron, wrought iron and steel 
not only for their structural properties but also with a novel 
aesthetic treatment, expressing the forces at work in a 
stylized manner. Cast iron columns were often very slender, 
to fully exploit the structural properties of the material, while 
elegantly shaped wrought iron profiles visualized the internal 
forces. He combined this with an organic design language 
of whiplash lines and vegetal motifs that emphasized the 
material’s vitality. An illustration of this can be found in 
his own residence where the elegant balcony is attached 
via wrought iron tension rods to the upper bay window in 
an almost organic fashion. The graceful design language 
harmonizes perfectly with the malleability of wrought iron. 
Yet Horta also applied sinuous lines in other materials to 
visualize forces and load transfer. In his own residence, 
where a cast iron column on the first floor transfers its load 
to the facade masonry, the precisely cut sandstone appears to 
expand in a plastic manner.

Up until the First World War, Horta viewed decorated cast 
iron, elegantly shaped wrought iron and carved stone as the ideal 
materials to convey artistry in architecture. However, in the first 
years after the turn of the century, a subtle shift in material usage 
became apparent, as crafted stone became more prominent than 
metal (Goslar 2012, 282; Strauven 1996, 70–72). By the 1910s, 
Horta’s focus on public commissions with stringent budgets led 
to simplifications in formal language and material choices. In the 
Brugmann Hospital, one of his final pre-World War I projects, 
Horta resorted to alternating colored bricks (Goslar 2005). This 
trend continued in his Museum of Fine Arts in Tournai, initiated 
before the war but only completed in 1928, where common 
red brick served as the primary structural material. In contrast, 
concrete played a minimal role in Horta’s pre-war work and in 
Art Nouveau in general.

Remarkably, Art Nouveau emerged simultaneously, 
yet completely independently from the development of 
reinforced concrete in Brussels. Just a year before the Hôtel 
Tassel marked the birth of Art Nouveau, in 1892 François 
Hennebique (1842–1921) laid the foundation for a global 
empire in reinforced concrete, also in Brussels (Van de Voorde 
2009; Delhumeau 1999; Simonnet 2005; Hellebois 2013). 
At the beginning of the twentieth century, the economic, 
technical, and structural advantages of the material were 
widely recognized, but its visible application, exploring its 

aesthetic and formal properties, was not straightforward. 
The potential of reinforced concrete as a formless material 
that perfectly suited the Art Nouveau design language was 
nevertheless demonstrated by architects like Paul Saintenoy, 
with the house Dubois-Petit in Brussels, 1899–1901 (Béton 
Armé 1903) and Paul Jaspar, with the Salle de la Renommée 
in Liège, 1903–1904 (Charlier 2009). Nevertheless, many 
architects had reservations about the architectural properties 
of the material. This ambivalence was evident at the Sixth 
and Seventh International Congress of Architects of the 
International Union of Architects, held in Madrid (1904) and 
London (1906), where the formal and aesthetic elaboration 
of reinforced concrete was a central theme (Van de Voorde 
2011, 82–83). The Belgian engineer-architect Louis Cloquet 
(1849–1920) summarized it as follows: “la construction 
en Béton armé est inquiétante pour l’artiste. […] Jamais il 
n’éliminera de la pratique architecturale les combinaisons 
plus nobles et plus artistiques de la maçonnerie appareillée, 
moulurée et sculptée, des charpentes en bois ou en métal, des 
superstructures voûtées, etc.” (Cloquet 1908).

Victor Horta appeared to share the same reservations as 
most of his contemporaries. Copies of Hennebique’s journal Le 
Béton Armé from 1906 and 1907 in Horta’s library confirm his 
familiarity with the material before 1914 (Van de Vijver 2019). 
However, an analysis of his pre-World War I body of work 
indicates that he used reinforced concrete on a limited scale, 
primarily for foundations (e.g., the Wolfers shop, Brussels, 
1909–12) or for concrete staircases installed at the Brugmann 
Hospital to meet fire safety requirements (Meiresonne 1996, 
153; Goslar 2005, 273). In stark contrast, the prominence of 
reinforced concrete in Horta’s Palace of Fine Arts reflects a 
clear and profound shift. Although the project spanned almost 
a decade, concrete was an essential element from the outset. 
When Horta presented his initial plans to the press in 1919, he 
stressed the practicality of the future structure, characterizing it 
as a “purely utilitarian construction with a general framework 
of reinforced concrete” (1919). Likewise, in a note written to 
the Belgian Minister of Public Works around the same time, 
Horta asserted he could complete the main portion of the Palace 
in reinforced concrete in just six months, thanks to “American 
industrial construction processes” (Note pour Monsieur 
le Ministre, [1919]). The architect, who had never before 
undertaken concrete construction on such a considerable scale, 
exhibited newfound confidence in the material’s structural and 
economic potential.

1.2.  Horta’s American sojourn: A catalyst for architectural 
transformation?

The preceding note reveals a fascinating connection: that 
between Horta’s understanding of concrete construction, or 
“American industrial construction processes”, as he called 
them, and his stay in the United States from December 1915 
to January 1919. While explicit discussions of concrete in 
the architect’s wartime archives are rare, a brief passage 
written by Horta in California in 1918 offers insight into his 
evolving perspective on modern architecture. In this note, 
Horta expressed how “our era is one of simplification and 
generalization. Manual labor is becoming expensive […] 
architects and artists will need to take this into account 
in their architectural forms.” For Horta, modern times 
demanded the elimination of ornamentation, a transformation 
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he associated with the emergence of “modern materials” 
like steel and reinforced concrete. Horta further envisioned 
future buildings deriving their aesthetic character from 
non-sculpted ornamentation, such as color, electric lighting 
and stained glass (Oostens-Wittamer 1986, 85–86). These 
notes, however brief, reflect the essence of Horta’s evolving 
perspective on the future of architecture during his time in 
the US. The architect linked many of the aforementioned 
traits with modern American architecture. These included 
the standardization and mechanization of construction, 
the elimination of ornamentation, and the significance 
of nocturnal electric lighting as a decorative element in 
architecture (Packet 2021, 147–156, 192).

Horta’s views in 1918 mark a crucial departure from 
his earlier Art Nouveau work. To understand the architect’s 
mindset during this time, it is important to grasp the impact 
of his wartime stay in the United States. For three years, 
Horta immersed himself in American building culture and 
construction practices, at the behest of Joris Helleputte 
(1852–1925), the Belgian wartime Minister of Agriculture 
and Public Works, to facilitate a more efficient post-war 
reconstruction of Belgium. There is evidence suggesting 
that Horta conducted a thorough study of the American 
construction sector, although almost all of the precise reports 
and documents he collected have been lost. Much of what 
is known about his time in the US has been gleaned from 
contemporary newspaper articles, as Horta toured the country 
to lecture and was often interviewed as a result. Through 
these sources, we can reconstruct Horta’s fascination with the 
American way of life and observe how he regarded American 
society as a model for Belgium’s reconstruction. During 
an interview in Seattle in 1918, Horta explicitly stated that 
“[Belgium] would take something from [American] social 
life, from its economic life, from its industrial life. Whatever 
we find that is suitable to our purposes we will take.” His deep 
admiration for American society is further exemplified by a 
later statement in the Washington Times in 1922, where Horta 
openly admitted that he “likes America and the Americans. 
Yes, perhaps more than my own country.” These sentiments 
are reinforced by a variety of surviving mementoes from 
Horta’s trip, ranging from photographs of skyscrapers to 
images of industrialized food production (Packet 2021, 
129–130, 140–147, 174–175, 195). Most importantly, his 
fascination also translated into reflections on the future of 
construction, with three elements at its core: the simplification 
of architectural forms, the adoption of reinforced concrete, 
and the collaboration between different actors in architectural 
practice.

2.  Lessons from the US: standardization, concrete, and 
collaborative practices

2.1.  Standardization and the role of technology in 
architecture

In the summer of 1918, Horta wrote a second, more extensive 
manuscript with reflections on the future of architecture (Horta 
1918). The primary focus of the document lies in American 
urban planning, a subject that deeply intrigued the architect. 
Observations of American cities characterized by “monotonous 
rectangular blocks” and “uniform dwellings” soon steered 
Horta’s thoughts towards the concept of standardization. He 

acknowledged that historical applications of standardization 
had often been inadequate and seemingly at odds with traditional 
European artistic sensibilities. Nevertheless, Horta argued 
against an outright dismissal of standardization. He recognized 
that the contemporary era had ushered in a shift where hygiene 
and domestic comfort were no longer the exclusive domain 
of a privileged few but had become fundamental rights for 
the masses. The industrialization and mechanization of 
architecture, he believed, could democratize the discipline 
without necessarily compromising its artistic quality. In 
Horta’s eyes, “the Greeks and Romans crafted architectural 
marvels from stones cut with precision, akin to the regularity 
and ‘coldness’ of machines.” He contended that in the modern 
age, “machinery should not be perceived as an adversary but 
rather as a monumental leap forward, enabling the widespread 
dissemination of the good and the beautiful throughout 
society.” Rather than outright rejecting mechanization, Horta 
saw it as an architect’s duty to harness technology up to a point 
where it could complement and realize his creative visions. 
Horta displayed remarkable optimism about the feasibility of 
this vision, believing that these “architectural dreams” could 
be best realized through simplified designs that created tranquil 
and comforting environments, suited to evolving and fast-
paced lifestyles (Horta 1918). Moreover, the use of innovative 
materials, particularly concrete, seems to have played a pivotal 
role in this transformation.

2.2.  Embracing innovation: Horta’s encounter with US 
entrepreneurs in concrete construction

While Horta’s archives lack substantial material on this matter, 
it is reasonable to assume that he established significant 
connections with American construction entrepreneurs that 
fed his understanding of the material-technical properties of 
reinforced concrete. One letter in particular serves as a notable 
illustration: in November 1918, Horta engaged in a meeting 
with the construction entrepreneur Hugh James Fleming in 
San Francisco (Fleming to Horta 1918). Fleming, eager to 
contribute to Belgium’s reconstruction efforts, subsequently 
provided Horta with detailed information regarding the Sawyer 
system, a method for constructing prefabricated concrete 
dwellings. Named after its inventor, the Los Angeles architect 
F. McMurray Sawyer, the system involved assembling precast 
concrete slabs and hollow studs on-site to create a framework 
that would be filled with liquid concrete (Architect and 
Engineer 1922). Fleming reassured Horta that this technique 
offered modularity, enabling the fabrication of slabs and studs to 
meet specific size, plan or elevation requirements. In addition, 
Fleming proposed the importation of lumber, woodworking 
and cement machinery to Belgium and France, expressing 
his commitment “to participate in the reconstruction work 
effectively and efficiently” (Fleming to Horta 1918).

Although this correspondence consists of a single letter, 
it raises questions about Horta’s apparent initial reluctance 
to embrace widespread concrete usage before the war and 
his subsequent consideration of applying prefabricated 
concrete homes in post-war Belgium. One could argue that 
necessity compelled him to regard prefab concrete houses 
as a temporary solution. However, it is evident that Horta’s 
exposure to American society steered him towards the 
industrialization of architecture, as well as one of its primary 
mediums, concrete.
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2.3.  A synergetic paradigm: architects and engineers in 
modern construction

Modern construction had another significant impact on 
architectural practice: that of collaboration. Materials and 
techniques such as reinforced concrete demanded expertise 
that classically trained architects typically did not possess. 
Consequently, there was a growing need to rely on the 
calculations and know-how of engineers, working in tandem 
with architects. Horta recognized the clear division of tasks 
as a pivotal characteristic of American building culture––
an aspect he initially observed in US architectural firms 
functioning as partnerships involving multiple professionals. 
The result of such partnerships was enhanced efficiency and 
increased profits (Dulière and Horta 1985, 134–136).

In 1918, Horta also alluded to the role of engineers in his 
writings. Steel-framed skyscrapers and standardization were 
fundamentally engineering innovations that US architects 
had incorporated into their work. To balance this relationship, 
Horta foresaw the need for future architects to progressively 
incorporate engineering knowledge––not in its entirety but 
by focusing on core principles and understanding. This 
collaborative approach would enable the creation of a 
harmonious whole (Horta 1918). 

Nevertheless, Horta also expressed a critical stance 
towards engineers: “they perpetuate the struggle between 
the client’s ideas and those of architecture. Unfortunately, 
the client’s ideas hold more sway here; the client has found 
an ally in the engineer who, due to a lack of preconceived 
notions, has conformed to the client’s requests and executed 
the immediate interests at stake” (Horta 1918). Horta seems 
to imply that US engineers had sometimes been granted 
excessive autonomy, and commercial considerations 
had sometimes been implemented too aggressively. This 
ambivalent relationship with engineers is also evident in his 
own architectural practice during the interwar period.

3.  Applying US lessons to Belgian building practices: 
revisiting two concrete projects from the interwar period

Horta’s stay in the US undeniably impacted his architectural 
vision, as evidenced by his writings from that period. 
Upon his return to Belgium in 1919, the architect had to 
fundamentally reposition himself in response to socio-
economic developments. The “future of architecture” would 
be different, and nowhere did the architect express this more 
clearly than in a 1920 interview published in the journal Le 
Home. The interview reveals notable similarities with Horta’s 
manuscripts from 1918 and can, in a sense, be interpreted as 
a synthesis of his “American lessons”. For instance, Horta 
once again praised the potential of reinforced concrete and 
the widespread use of steel facilitated by “modern science 
and its ingenious engineers.” He reiterated the necessity 
to democratize and mechanize architecture, advocating 
for a reconciliation between industry and art. His plea was 
for the efficient, visible and logical utilization of modern 
materials. According to Horta, concealing them or imposing 
historical forms upon them would not only be irrational but 
also significantly inflate production costs. In contrast, Horta 
firmly believed that artistic forms should be intrinsically 
linked to the materiality of construction, resulting in an 
inherent beauty. The architecture of tomorrow would embody 

“a return to the beautiful simple line”, reminiscent of ancient 
Greek art (Horta and Pierron 1920, 1–5).

While it would be inaccurate to attribute these principles 
solely to Horta’s time in the US, his wartime journey 
motivated their rapid adoption by the architect in the early 
post-war years. The key question then becomes whether 
and how Horta implemented these principles in tangible 
architectural projects. In this chapter, we focus on two 
projects from the 1920s, where the extensive use of reinforced 
concrete and the collaboration with various stakeholders 
in the construction process took center stage: the Palace of 
Fine Arts (1919–28) and an unrealized project for Municipal 
Development (1927–31). As one of the first major public 
concrete construction sites in Belgium, the Palace of Fine 
Arts offers an intriguing case to examine the evolution of 
Horta’s design language in relation to the new material of 
reinforced concrete and the external expertise the architect 
relied on for its practical implementation. The second project, 
Municipal Development, although unrealized, serves as an 
interesting opportunity to investigate whether Horta’s earlier 
collaborations were sustained or modified by the 1930s.

Figure 1. The Palace of Fine Arts’ sculpture hall in exposed concrete, 
March 1926 (Archives of the Horta Museum, Saint-Gilles).

3.1.  Palace of Fine Arts, Brussels, 1919–28

The Palace of Fine Arts stands out as one of Horta’s highest-
profile public projects from the interwar period. With an 
impressive program that included concert halls, exhibition 
and conference spaces, as well as shops and a restaurant, 
totaling more than 30,000 square meters of floor space, its 
central location in the heart of Brussels further added to its 
prestigious character. Architecturally, Horta, still considered 
one of the grand masters of Belgian architecture, returned “to 
the beautiful simple line” (Horta and Pierron 1920, 4) and 
ventured into a new, simplified stylistic language. This marked 
a daring departure from his well-established reputation, 
primarily built on his pre-World War I Art Nouveau career. 
Furthermore, the Palace represented Horta’s first large-scale 
experiment with (fair-faced) reinforced concrete. While the 
Palace may not appear to be a “concrete building” at first 
glance, extensive use was made of the structural possibilities 
of the material: columns, Vierendeel beams, and other 
structural elements with large spans, a flattened dome, and 
even stairs and balustrades were executed in concrete (Devos 
2017). (Figures 1–3) The choice of concrete is a bold one, 
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especially given the architect’s limited practical experience 
with the material before World War I. Although Horta had 
likely studied American examples of concrete construction, 
he had not previously implemented such knowledge. Despite 
his lack of expertise in designing, calculating, specifying, 
and overseeing concrete projects, and a lack of experts in 
his network to master this project, the Palace provided Horta 
with an opportunity to test the applicability of American 
partnerships in the Belgian construction context. To achieve 
this, Horta relied heavily on the expertise of Armand Blaton, 
a construction company founded in 1865 with extensive 
experience in reinforced concrete since the end of the 
nineteenth century (Culot et al. 2018).

Exploratory research on the collaboration between Blaton 
and Horta revealed that Blaton played a pivotal role in 
maximizing the use of concrete in the building (Devos 2017, 
2018, 2019). Initially, Horta had envisioned a combination 
of steel and reinforced concrete, considering factors like 
potential strikes in either sector (Dulière and Horta 1985, 248). 
It was Blaton, however, who convinced Horta to construct 
the majority of the structure using concrete. Interestingly, the 
project specifications left the general contractor considerable 
freedom regarding the development and execution of the 
load-bearing structure, with the architectural plans specifying 
only maximum dimensions. The responsibility for the 
building’s stability lay solely with the contractor, without 
the involvement of an external engineer for calculations. 
Instead, an engineer from Armand Blaton’s consulting firm, 
Jules Van Dijck, handled this role. The partnership that was 
established between Horta and Blaton, although different 
from the (direct) partnerships between US architects and 

engineers he had previously lauded, offered clear advantages, 
as Blaton’s in-house expertise streamlined the calculation 
and execution process. Blaton, who had installed a drawing 
office on the construction site, also partially drafted the 
execution plans. Horta himself acknowledged the fruitful 
collaboration, stating that “the Palace could not have found a 
better contractor” (Dulière and Horta 1985, 244). Yet, one can 
wonder whether Horta incorporated sufficient “engineering 
knowledge”, as he called it in 1918, to design the structure 
effectively, starting from the inherent properties of reinforced 
concrete. Additionally, the question remains how the material 
impacted Horta’s architectural approach and design for the 
Palace: did the tendency toward formal simplification and the 
acknowledgement of the material properties lead to artistic 
forms that possess intrinsic beauty? How did he address the 
two critical aspects he mentioned in the 1920 interview, i.e. 
avoiding the imposition of historical forms and concealing 
the material?

Photographs from the Palace’s construction site reveal 
how Horta explored the potential and qualities of the new 
material. The formal language exhibits a notable simplification 
compared to Horta’s earlier Art Nouveau creations. The 
stylistic language evolved into a more geometric, plain and, at 
times, classically inspired form, echoing the pure simplicity 
of ancient art, as Horta articulated in 1918 and 1920. This 
transformation is evident in elements such as the decorative 
capitals in the great concert hall and the balustrades. Yet, at 
some points, the pursuit of formal simplicity raises doubts 
about “structural honesty.” Recent research shows that, 
contrary to popular belief, Horta did not always follow the 
principle of structural honesty too closely. In some of his Art 
Nouveau works, the architect featured structural elements 
for architectural more than purely constructive reasons 
(Provost and Wouters 2023). The previously described bay 
window in his own residence is a telling illustration of this, 
and similar examples can be found in the Palace of Fine Arts, 
too. For instance, the formwork of the circular columns in 
the sculpture hall has a modified diameter at the bottom to 
ensure that the stone cladding applied there does not create 
any offset in the column’s plane. Another noteworthy detail 
can be found in the small consoles in the sculpture hall: they 
bear a formal resemblance to small cantilevers, with the 
notable difference that they serve no structural function; their 
purpose is purely aesthetic. (Fig. 1) Furthermore, the pursuit 
of formal simplification sometimes appears to clash with the 
practicalities of concrete casting. Construction site photos 
reveal that these decorative details were poured together 
with structural elements, necessitating specialized formwork. 
(Fig. 3) While Horta did not force historical forms onto the 
modern material, he increased costs through indentations 

Figure 3. Palace of Fine Arts, concrete balustrade framed in bay 
window, April 1927 (Archives of the Horta Museum, Saint-Gilles).

Figure 2. Palace of Fine Arts, concrete staircase and balustrade, 
September 1924 (Archives of the Horta Museum, Saint-Gilles).
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and constrictions in the formwork. One possible explanation 
for this approach is the first critical aspect, namely, the 
intention to expose the bare concrete in various parts of the 
Palace, such as the sculpture hall and the chamber music 
hall. Consequently, he demanded a high level of precision in 
formwork and concrete casting. Yet, in the end, the material 
was covered under a layer of plaster: “execution difficulties, 
despite all the care taken […], forced me, reluctantly, to cover 
the concrete with a layer of plastering […]. Perhaps I made 
the architecture more commonplace in this way!” (Dulière 
and Horta 1985, 260). (Fig. 4) Nevertheless, Horta’s initial 
intentions illustrate his dedication to the use of concrete, 
which goes beyond the pursuit of the “beautiful simple line” 
(Horta and Pierron 1920, 4) and encompasses the aesthetics 
of concrete as a combination of texture, tectonics, and color.

Figure 5. Unrealized project for Municipal Development, perspective 
drawing, December 1928 (CIVA Collections, Brussels).

3.2.  Municipal Development, ca. 1927–31

Horta’s effusive praise of his collaboration with Blaton 
continued a few years later, extending across the street into 
the Municipal Development project. However, there was a 
distinct shift in roles, indicating that Horta’s architectural 
practice had indeed evolved, particularly regarding his 
collaborations with engineers.

The Municipal Development project stands out as one of 
the most ambitious endeavors ever undertaken by Horta. He 
explicitly acknowledged its “Americanness” and “colossal 
nature” (Dulière and Horta 1985, 222). This extensive project, 
covering an entire district in the center of Brussels, would 

encompass underground garages, offices, apartments, retail 
spaces, three schools, and even a small “skyscraper”. (Fig. 5) 
Horta began working on the project in 1926 or 1927, when 
he was contacted by the British investors behind Municipal 
Development, as the project became known. He intensely 
worked on it until 1930, when the project was halted due to 
the client’s bankruptcy following the stock market crash of 
1929. By this point, foundation works had already started, 
and Horta had developed a vast amount of plans and working 
drawings (Dulière and Horta 1985, 217–222). Given the 
immense scale of the enterprise, Municipal Development 
stands out as the most fitting among Horta’s interwar projects 
to establish “American partnerships”, enabling specific tasks 
to be delegated to designated engineers or construction 
professionals.

In his memoirs, Horta mentions expanding his team 
significantly and establishing a dedicated office with 
administrative and technical divisions. While the architect 
referred to “an engineer and a team of 8 to 10 draftsmen,” 
their identities, along with those of other collaborators, 
remain unspecified (Dulière and Horta 1985, 220). While the 
project’s non-execution due to the client’s bankruptcy in 1929 
has resulted in limited scholarly attention, some researchers 
have rightfully highlighted the unknown aspects of Horta’s 
collaborators on the Municipal Development project (Hdicha 
2020, 77–79).

Correspondence related to the project’s early implementation 
and claims following the client’s bankruptcy, preserved in the 
archives of the Horta Museum, provides insight into how 
Horta managed his office in the late 1920s and allows us to 
identify two key collaborators. The first is J. Van der Linden, an 
engineer-architect whom Horta hired in 1927 as the “bureau de 
chef.” In a letter dated 17 June 1927, Horta specified Van der 
Linden’s responsibilities, which included managing the office 
and its personnel, handling quotes and estimates (either directly 
or under his supervision) and overseeing all correspondence. 
However, Horta emphasized that letters could only bear his 
signature, highlighting his position at the top of the command 
hierarchy. He also mentioned that Van der Linden’s wages 
would increase when construction commenced, indicating a 
likely role in site supervision (Horta to Van der Linden 1927). 
Van der Linden was not solely involved in the Municipal 
Development project, as is suggested by a letter from Horta to 
Van der Linden urging him to complete the plans and cahier de 
charges for the Brugmann Hospital’s nurses’ building (Horta to 
Van der Linden 1928).

A second noteworthy figure is the lead engineer for the 
Municipal Development project, Victor Mužák. With a degree 
as “ingénieur des Ponts et Chaussées,” Mužák had already 
established expertise in reinforced concrete, evident from 
the monthly periodical he founded, La Revue du Béton Armé 
(1919–1929). He also operated his own consulting office, Béton 
Armé. Bureau Technique Spécial, in Brussels (Van de Voorde 
2011). Horta engaged Mužák to perform the majority of the 
calculations. Although Mužák was directly employed by Horta 
for Municipal Development, Mužák had no direct contact with 
the project’s directors or administrators or the contractor. This 
marks a significant difference compared to the Palace of Fine 
Arts, where Armand Blaton’s office and in-house engineer 
Jules Van Dijck assumed a more substantial responsibility for 
drawing up detailed execution plans and providing calculations 
for reinforced concrete. In the Municipal Development project, 

Figure 4. Palace of Fine Arts, balustrades covered by plasterwork, 
August 1927 (Archives of the Horta Museum, Saint-Gilles).
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Blaton and engineer Van Dijck were also involved, but the 
distribution of tasks and responsibilities seemed more equitable, 
although additional research is required to fully comprehend all 
the details regarding responsibilities and contributions. What 
we do know, is that following the bankruptcy, controversy rose 
between Horta and Mužák on the latter’s role, as the engineer 
tried to claim damages in line with the role he believed to have 
performed. This seems to have agitated Horta, who felt Mužák 
exaggerated his share in the workload and who saw his role 
as supportive but not equal to his own (Horta to Sand [1931]).

Furthermore, next to Mužák and Van Dijck, a third 
engineer, Georges Wurth (°1876–?), was engaged. Although 
Wurth served as the City Engineer of Brussels, he was not 
involved in the project in his capacity as City Engineer. 
Wurth and Horta had previously crossed paths during a public 
construction project connected to the Palace of Fine Arts. For 
the Municipal Development project, Horta enlisted Wurth 
to verify concrete calculations, a step he deemed necessary 
for the project’s rapid progress. Wurth not only reviewed 
calculations prepared by Mužák but also those proposed by 
Blaton (Horta to Wolff 1930). In a February 1929 letter, Horta 
referred to his role as a “private engineer,” indicating that he 
operated independently of both Horta’s office and the city 
administration (Horta to Teniers 1929). Nonetheless, Wurth’s 
involvement is noteworthy, given that, as City Engineer, he 
was also responsible for evaluating Municipal Development’s 
official building permit, raising concerns about potential 
conflicts of interest.

Since contracts signed by all parties could not be located, 
a comprehensive grasp of the division and delineation of 
responsibilities remains elusive. Nevertheless, Horta’s 
relationship with engineers was notably ambiguous in practice, 
and not solely confined to the Municipal Development project. 
One could argue that the “American lessons” on collaboration 
were only partly picked up by Horta and that his relation to 
engineers did not differ significantly from his pre-war attitude 
as is evidenced by his discussion of the Brugmann Hospital 
project. In this vast undertaking, certain technical elements 
required validation by external engineers. Horta asserted 
in his memoirs that such verification was common practice, 
emphasizing that the architect’s role was to “oversee and 
direct everything,” rather than engaging in every technical 
calculation. While Horta appreciated engineers when their 
conclusions aligned with his views, his tone suggested that 
this appreciation was contingent on their agreement (Dulière 
and Horta 1985, 206). This ambivalence is perhaps best 
summarized by another excerpt from his 1939 memoirs, in 
which the architect again stated that an architect was perfectly 
in his place in a collaboration incentivized by mathematical and 
commercial skills, as long as each actor “occupied a position in 
line with their aspirations without encroaching on the work of 
the partner” (Dulière and Horta 1985, 139).

Conclusion

Horta’s sojourn in the United States during World War I 
was undeniably transformative. His three-year immersion 
in American building culture had a profound impact on his 
character and architectural approach. Horta’s newfound 
flexibility and adaptability were clear outcomes of this 
experience, echoing the innovative ideas he encountered in 

the US, where architecture, engineering and industry were 
more closely interconnected. This transformation in Horta’s 
architectural vision marked a threefold shift in his work. It 
entailed a transition from cast iron, wrought iron and steel to 
reinforced concrete, a stylistic evolution from Art Nouveau 
to a “simplified” Art Deco, and a shift towards a more 
collaborative approach to his work. The enduring influence 
of this transformative period prompts further research into his 
subsequent architectural vision, particularly in the context of 
materials and collaborative partnerships.

One notable instance that prompts intriguing questions 
is the anecdote shared by architectural critic Pierre-Louis 
Flouquet (1900–1967) in 1957, recalling a conversation 
between himself and Horta. During this conversation, which 
most likely occurred after the 1920s, Horta displayed a degree 
of skepticism about reinforced concrete, expressing concerns 
about architects succumbing to the influence of engineers 
(Flouquet 1957). This anecdote suggests that, in the years or 
decades following his US journey, Horta’s initial enthusiasm 
may have evolved into reservations and skepticism about 
collaborative partnerships. His experiences during the 1920s, 
including projects with figures like Victor Mužák, might have 
played a pivotal role in this transformation.

Furthermore, despite Horta’s exceptional praise for Armand 
Blaton’s contributions to the Palace of Fine Arts, research 
has shown that their collaboration too ended in arbitration 
(Devos 2019, 29). Many of Horta’s later writings, such as the 
comprehensive article on the Palace of Fine Arts in Cahiers 
de Belgique (Horta 1928) and his memoirs, offer a similar 
perspective. In these texts, Horta mainly sustains a viewpoint 
of himself as “the great genius,” without much recognition or 
mention of other actors involved. The insights gleaned from 
the writings and projects examined in this paper encourage 
further exploration of Horta’s evolving architectural practice 
in connection with his time in the US. Particular focus should 
be placed on the architect’s shift in collaborative efforts, his 
broader architectural philosophy, and his choice of materials.
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