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Villa Empain. Boghossian Foundation

New reference book on Villa Empain, a true Art Deco temple of architect 
Michel Polak in the early 1930s, whose tenth anniversary of restoration 
was celebrated in 2020.

The story

In 1930, when he was just 22 years old, Louis Empain, second son of the wealthy 
businessman Edouard Empain, embarked on a new project : building a villa for 
him in Brussels, in the actual avenue Franklin Roosevelt. His father, who had been 
knighted by Leopold II, had died a year earlier. Louis and his brother, Jean became  
the bosses of the immense empire that their father built. The architect, Michel 
Polak at this time is becoming an essential figure in Brussels Art Deco. He carried 
out numerous projects there, several hotels as well as the Anspach galleries and 
the administrative headquarters of the Electrobel Company. His particularly 
sumptuous style unfolds in large spaces which remain classic and which combine 
ornaments which bear witness to the influence of the Viennese Secession. When 
Louis Empain entrusted the construction of his villa to Michel Polak, he was 
already interested in the architecture of his time. From conversations with his 
father, he keeps a keen curiosity for Art Deco while his inclinations for 
contemporary creation and pedagogy lead him to appreciate the experimental 
approaches of the Bauhaus. The project designed for him by Michel Polak 
illustrates these two trends well: on the one hand, the luxury of materials and 
details dear to Art Deco; on the other, the simple and symmetrical lines of 
modernist architecture from which all superfluous ornamentation is banned. It is 
indisputable that Villa Empain manifests extreme refinement. This is evidenced by 
the choice of materials used, such as the polished granite from Baveno on the 
facades, the Escalette and Boisjourdan marbles inside, the Indian moiré palu 
wood, walnut and walnut burl, rosewood and oak, ironwork beautifully worked, 
decorated stained glass and glass, mosaics, ... The swimming pool, which extends 
the villa, is also one of the most modern of the time.

When the Boghossian Foundation acquired it in 2006, its dilapidated state 
required complete restoration. This began in the summer of 2008, after the site's 
classification. It ended in 2010.

The book

The book aims to reposition the history of the Villa Empain in its historical 
context. It also examines the career of the architect Michel Polak as well as the 
Belgian architects of the interwar period. Part of the book is devoted to the 
restoration of the place with focus on the ironwork of Edgar Brandt and Alfred 
François as well as the glass roof of Max Ingrand or the garden. Particularly well 
documented, the book presents numerous archive images as well as visuals 
documenting the restoration work of the Villa. Owned by the Boghossian 
Foundation, it has today made Villa Empain a place dedicated to artistic and 
cultural dialogue between East and West.




