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HORTA IN AMERICA -   Exhibition texts

1. Horta in America  
World War I spelled a fundamental break in Horta’s life. He went to London in 1915 to attend a congress on the future reconstruction of Belgium. A journalist had revealed his presence, however, and it was impossible for him to return to Belgium. He decided to go to the United States.  Upon arriving in New York, he was astonished by the skyscrapers.  Symptomatically, he shaved off his beard the very next day, and would never sport one again, as if he had turned a page. For four years, he led the life of an itinerant lecturer in the United States: while Julia, his second wife, pleaded the cause of wounded Belgium, Horta spoke of the treasures of old art. 
This long stay would bewilder his conceptions. The discovery of American architecture completed his detachment from his first period. As he explained in his Memoirs: “My mind was loosened up. What I would have once opposed as being incompatible with the architect’s profession, I have understood since and, from a certain angle, see it even as a desirable example.” Horta accepted the principle of cooperation between architects and that of standardisation, convinced of the need to move towards an “intelligent uniformity.” He felt that the cost of labour would become increasingly heavier, and that architectural forms had to take due account of that development. 
2. Julia Horta, an odyssey 
It was while accompanying her husband, Victor Horta, to London that Julia Horta had the idea of organising some lectures in her native country, Sweden, on the suffering of the Belgian people and their children. Julia turned out to be a fine speaker who won over her audiences. She was thus entrusted by the Belgian government with a charitable mission in the United States. Before she left, wishing to see for herself the reality of the conflict so that she could give a first-hand account of the horrors of the war and life in the trenches, she went to the Belgian and French fronts. 
Upon arriving in the United States, Julia Horta founded a charity called “American Aid for Homeless Belgian Children” which generated great enthusiasm. During her war crusade from England to Sweden and from Sweden to the United States, she gave more than 500 lectures, reached 600,000 people, and raised the equivalent of €11 million in today’s money. Exhausted, she was checked into a clinic to rest, where she learnt that the war was over.
3. Standardisation and teamwork 
Standardisation is the key word for the Americans who apply it to plans and materials. This method leads to a reasonable cost and thus access to comfort and hygiene for the working classes.  He finds the manufactured, rectilinear doors and windows, all of the same size, to be incongruent and thus cannot espouse them. He nonetheless would start using concrete in his buildings.  

For Horta, who designed nearly every stone on a façade, the frugal use of ornament made way for functionality. It was an idea he would end up espousing. 
Pendant son voyage, Horta discovered also the associations of architects: a way to do things differently and consistently, that enabled architects to focus on their plans by leaving other logistical, accounting and such like concerns to others.  Unfortunately, he did not apply this procedure when he returned, as he continued to mistrust the people he worked with.  

4. Horta as a lecturer 
Victor Horta was invited to give a series of lectures on architecture, in English, in many American universities. The focus was on the great movements of the past (Gothic, Flemish Renaissance, etc.), with only one lecture, given at the New York Society of Architects dedicated to his own work. The lecture tour led to him giving courses on the history of architecture at George Washington University in 1917/1918.

The lectures in all or nearly all the States brought Mr and Mrs Horta to the Grand Canyon and to Yellowstone National Park, to go and visit the Mormons, the Ford factories, etc.   During a lecture given in Salt Lake City, he discovered that the acoustics of the hall, which was used for religious ceremonies, was extraordinary.  He drew inspiration for the construction of the Palais des Beaux-Arts [Centre for Fine Arts] in Brussels.
5. Far West and Deep South 
The Spanish missions extended from the south of Georgia to the Pacific. They resulted from the influence of Catholic missions that came from the Spanish colonies in Mexico.  The architecture is very different from the predominant neo-classical colonial which is found in the rest of the territory. The “mission style” is consistent with Mexican architecture. Horta collected a lot of plans and postcards of convents in Texas and California. His interest is more historical than architectural, as were his studies of the Californian flora. 
A visit to the Yosemite National Park is immortalised by a photograph of the Hortas positing in front of Wawona, a famous sequoia trunk through which a tunnel had been cut. Victor Horta seems to be impressed by these millennial trees: he logged his reflections on the age of some of them in his travel diary, comparing them with the birth of Christ or the construction of the Tower of Babel.

6. Return to Belgium 
The return to Belgium in 1919 was tinged with sadness.  Although the occupier had respected his work, by not removing bronze elements to melt them, for instance, he felt alienated and had difficulty finding his place. He would not be involved in the reconstruction he had thought so deeply about. Art Nouveau is discredited in a Belgium highly impoverished by the war. Horta sold his house and studio on the Rue Américaine separately. He carried out an initial sorting in his archives. He lived at 136 Avenue Louise at the time, a building erected by Balat, his former teacher. Was the architect tired of a house he has designed as his ‘portrait?” Had that building become a sort of negative advertising for him, since it seemed so out of fashion?  Horta would in any event not live in one of the houses he designed ever again. 
His career would henceforth focus on large-scale projects.  He completed Brugmann Hospital and the Tournai Museum of Fine Arts, two buildings designed before the war, the budgets for which had to be revised downward owing to the circumstances.  Switching from private houses to public orders on a larger scale, Horta left the world of rich private individuals for that of politicians, and the work with craftsmen for endless meetings and arbitration committees.  In 1919, he was entrusted with the construction of the Brussels  Palais des Beaux-Arts [Centre for Fine Arts], but as the project had been rejected by the Senate, he would have to wait until 1922, and for the intervention of Henry Le Bœuf, to get things off the ground. 
7. Brugmann hospital
Victor Horta started the construction of Brugmann Hospital before the Great War, and finished it when he returned from America. Brugmann hospital was built as a response to the ageing Saint-Pierre and Saint-Jean hospitals in the centre of Brussels.  Rather than being left behind, the latter had to serve as emergency relays. This plan of a central hospital with satellite medical centres was already in practice in Germany where the system had been tried and tested.  As the chosen plot of land between Jette and Laeken was off centre, the project could expand in surface rather than in height.  The hospital is well spaced in a succession of pavilions each of which is dedicated to a particular department: the size of the different pavilions is determined by its specific needs. 
8. Henry Le Bœuf concert hall
Alphonse Balat, had already designed a Palais des Beaux-Arts on the Rue de la Régence (today rechristened as the Musée Royal des Beaux-Arts de Belgique [Royal Museum of Fine Arts of Belgium]), but the music room of this building had been turned into an exhibition hall. A major difficulty of Horta’s project for the new Centre of Fine Rats lay in the use of a plot on which to build that had many constraints: “trapezoidal” rectangle, differences of levels in relation to the streets, etc. The budget allocated for the Palais des Beaux Arts shocked Horta. The patron and music lover Henry Le Bœuf provided support for and got closely involved in the project.
The concert hall is built with concrete and steel. “The acoustic quality stems in large measure from the emplacement of the materials,” as Horta had noted a few years earlier while visiting the Mormon Tabernacle in Salt Lake City  with fabulous acoustics where you could hear a pin dropped on end of the hall all the way at the other end.  Henry Le Bœuf called on the services of the famous acoustics engineer of the Salle Pleyel, Gustave Lyon, to give his opinion on the plans. Horta, who had honed his skills in acoustics since the auditorium of the Maison du Peuple [the People’s House], but managed to create internationally recognised acoustics for the concert hall.

