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A Peal for the Belgian Friendship Pavilion:  

Art Deco Society Seeks Funds to Help Restore World's Fair Landmark 

Washington, D.C.--The Art Deco Society of Washington recently launched a drive to raise funds for the exterior 

restoration of the Belgian Friendship Pavilion from the 1939-40 New York World's Fair and the purchase of a 

replacement carillon for its long empty bell tower. The fundraiser, an integral part of the Society's broader 

Washington's World's Fair Weekend, will conclude with an October 1, 2010, benefit concert "Dawn of a New 

Day" at the historic Charles Sumner School in Washington, D.C..  

 

One of only two major buildings remaining from the 1939-40 New York World's Fair, the Belgian Friendship 

Pavilion, designed by famed Belgian architect Henry van de Velde, was dismantled after the Fair, transported to 

Richmond, Virginia, and reconstructed on the campus of Virginia Union University. For most of the past 70 years, 

the pavilion has served as the university's basketball arena and library. The pavilion's bell tower, which greeted 

more than 25 million visitors to the New York World's Fair, has, however, remained silent all those years, its bells 

having been donated to the Hoover Institution at Stanford University.  

Although the Belgian Friendship Pavilion was added to the National Register of Historic Places in the 1970s, the 

ravages of time, aided by Hurricane Isabel in 2003, have taken their toll on the exterior of the building which is in 

need of extensive restoration.   



In 2004, Virginia Union Alumnus E. Dianne Watkins founded Bells for Peace, Inc. a Richmond nonprofit whose goals 

include purchase of a carillon for the bell tower and restoration of the tower and the remainder of the Belgian 

Friendship Pavilion. Proceeds from the Art Deco Society's efforts will support Bells for Peace.  

The Art Society, a Washington, D.C. nonprofit, developed Washington’s World’s Fair Weekend to celebrate the 

October 2nd opening of the National Building Museum’s landmark exhibition, Designing Tomorrow: Americaõs 

Worldõs Fairs of the 1930s. 

 

Sure to attract thousands of world's fair collectors, Designing Tomorrow will feature nearly 200 never-before-

assembled artifacts including building models, architectural remnants, drawings, paintings, prints, furniture, an 

original RCA TRK-12 television, Elektro the Moto-Man robot, and period film footage. The artifacts are drawn from 

the featured expositions: Chicago, IL—Century of Progress (1933–34); San Diego, CA—California-Pacific 

International Exposition (1935-1936); Dallas, TX—Texas Centennial Exposition (1936); Cleveland, OH—Great 

Lakes International Exposition (1936-1937); San Francisco, CA—Golden Gate International Exposition (1939-

1940); and New York, NY—New York World's Fair (1939-1940). 

 

Working with the National Building Museum, the Smithsonian Institution, and the Greenbelt Museum, the Art Deco 

Society plans a series of events over the October 1-3, 2010 weekend, including 

 

· a behind the scenes look at rarely seen world’s fair artifacts and documents from the Smithsonian collections; 

· a benefit concert, Dawn of a New Day, featuring music from America's world's fairs of the 1930s; 

· a curator-guided tour of the National Building Museum Exhibition 

· a public program Building a Century of Progress featuring a film and lecture on the 1933-34 Chicago fair; 

· a Saturday evening reception at the home of an Art Deco Society member; and 

· a Sunday morning bus tour to the New Deal town of Greenbelt, Maryland, passing highlights of Washington’s Art 

Deco architecture on the way. 

 

A full guide to the weekend and additional information on the National Building Museum exhibit and ADSW 

fundraiser can be downloaded from the Art Deco Society's website--www.adsw.org. The Society encourages 

individuals to download the Guide to Washington's World's Fair Weekend and pass it on to their friends and 

colleagues. In addition to details on the weekend events, it includes detailed information on the Belgian Friendship 

Pavilion, the role of music at world's fairs, and the history of Greenbelt, Maryland.  

 

Donations to support Bells for Peace can be processed online at the Society's website or mailed to ADSW, PO Box 

42722, Washington, D.C. 20015.  Checks should be made payable to Bells for Peace, Inc. Program registration is 

also available online or by mail. Leave a voice mail message at 202-298-1100 to request a print copy of the 

Guide to Washington's World's Fair Weekend. 
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Additional Background on the Belgian Friendship Pavilion 

 

About the Architect 

The Belgian Friendship Pavilion was designed by famed architect Henry Van de Velde, working with Victor 

Bourgeois and Leon Stijnen. It is the only example of Van de Velde’s work in the United States and his last major 

commission. 

One of the founders of the Art Nouveau style in the 1890s, Van de Velde worked in ceramics and jewelry before 

turning to furniture and interior design in the early 1900s.  He founded the School of Arts and Crafts in Weimar, 

serving as its head from 1906-1915. On Van de Velde's recommendation, Walter Gropius succeeded him as head 

of the School in 1915. Four years later, the school became known as the Bauhaus. 

Van de Velde became an important modernist architect, designing such structures as the Karl Ernst Osthaus Museum 

in Hagen, Germany, the Kröller-Müller Museum in Otterio, the Netherlands, and the Book Tower at Ghent 

University in his native Belgium. 

About the Belgian Friendship Pavilion 

Van de Velde’s last major commission appears to have been the design of the Belgian Friendship Pavilion for the 

1939-40 ―World of Tomorrow‖ World’s Fair in New York.  

 Located on the edge of the Lagoon of Nations, the steel-framed building was clad with brick, tiles, slate, and 

glass. Its most prominent feature was a 150-foot tower of gray slate housing a 36-bell carillon. 

Incorporated in Van de Velde's design for the Belgian Friendship Pavilion were three massive bas reliefs executed 

in ceramic sandstone by two of Belgium's premier expressionists sculptors--Oscar Jespers and Henry Puvrez. 

Belgians at work is the largest bas relief executed in ceramic since 500 B.C. The other two bas reliefs, depicting 

the Belgian Congo, wrapped around a corner of the pavilion. 

   

About the Gift 

By the time the world's fair ended in 1940, Belgium was an occupied country and the government-in-exile decided 

to donate the building to an American educational institution. After a brief competition, Virginia Union University 

was selected to receive the pavilion and bell tower. 



Although the bell tower was donated to Virginia Union, the bells were not. The bells were donated to former 

President Herbert Hoover for installation in the bell tower at the Hoover Institution then under construction at 

Stanford University. The bells were gifted to Hoover in recognition of his relief efforts in Belgium during and after 

World War I. 

About the Reconstruction 

In order to receive the gift, Virginia Union had to pay the costs associated with dismantling the pavilion, moving it 

to Richmond, and reconstructing it on the Virginia Union campus. The approximately $500,000 needed to complete 

the project was raised primarily through the efforts of Dr. John M. Ellison, Virginia Union's first African American 

President. A single donation of $250,000 from John D. Rockefeller, Jr. paid for dismantling and moving and 

pavilion to Richmond. 

The Belgian Friendship Pavilion was reconfigured to meet Virginia Union's needs. The industrial gallery was 

transformed into a library; the colonial pavilion into a science center; and the Hall of Honor into a 

gymnasium/arena. The reconstruction was supervised by Belgian architect Hugo van Kuyck. Van de Velde served 

as an advisor. 

 

About the Current Condition 

After 70 years, the exteriors are in need of restoration. Although Virginia Union has been a good steward for the 

historic building, repairing much of the damage as it occurs, there are numerous missing or cracked bricks as well as 

a few missing or damaged pieces of slate from the foundation. The bricks need to be re-pointed to match the 

original mortar color. The roof of the tower leaks and needs to be repaired before bells can be installed. In 

addition to the ravages of time, the building suffered damage from Hurricane Isabel in Fall 2003.  

  

 

 



About Bells for Peace  

Since its founding in 2004, Bells for Peace has made significant progress towards its goals of purchasing a 

replacement carillon for the long vacant bell tower and funding the exterior restoration of the Belgian Friendship 

Pavilion. Sufficient funds were donated to allow Bells for Peace to purchase four bells and undertake a 

comprehensive assessment of the Belgian Friendship Pavilion. Among the critical renovations needed before the first 

bells can be installed are a new roof for the tower to prevent further decay and design and installation of a new 

support system for the bells.  

The National Park Service awarded a $150,000 grant, matched by Virginia Union, to make necessary repairs and 

modifications to the bell tower so that it can again house a carillon. The Belgian government pledged funds to 

support casting of four additional bells once the tower is restored. 

 Commonwealth Architects of Richmond is leading efforts to restore exterior elements of the former Belgian pavilion 

but the speed with which essential restoration is undertaken depends on the level of financial support. Current 

economic conditions hamper fundraising efforts and therefore delay essential restoration efforts. Commonwealth 

Principal Robert Ford Jr. said that every effort is being made to restore the exterior of the building to its 1941 

appearance while meeting the needs of a contemporary teaching facility. 

  

 

   

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 


