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Simplified layout of the inner-city passage system
on the ground-floor level, as proposed by
Miklos Kapsza and Jozsef Schall in 1967

Source: BEE, Zsolt. 1969. A Belvérosi

Uzletkdzpont gazdasagosséaga. Virosépités, 5(1)
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The paper investigates three projects of the Hungarian state design

firm BUVATI: the Inner-City Shopping Centre, the Fontana department
store and the Kigy6 Passage, interpreting these works as mock-ups

of capitalism, where a socialist society could practice and act out
consumerism. Designed and built to converge towards a part-imagined
West, these phantasmagorical visions of capitalism from the eastern
perspective nonetheless proved to be unfitting after the regime change.
The shedding of a socialist Eastern European identity and the immersion
in a new capitalist identity demanded a change in the architectural setting,
here depicted on the sociocultural, economic and architectural levels.

“The freedom of scarcity has ended,

let the tyranny of abundance begin.””
Within the slowly establishing architectural coulisses of
capitalism gradually emerging in the last years of Gou-
lash Communism, East-European societies were training
to act out consumerism. Yet the shops and the products
on display, the architectures, were not yet convincing,
only mere mock-ups of capitalism, a peculiar East-Eu-
ropean fantasy of the West. This article argues that the
analysed projects of the state planning firm BUVATI? - the
Inner-City Shopping Centre on an urbanistic scale, the
Fontana department store and the Kigyo Passage on an
architectural scale - can be placed on this very threshold
between late socialist modernism and early capitalist
realism, which contributes to their ambiguous character
and hindered their integration into the to be established
smooth streetscape of neoliberalism.

Consumerism was exercised in this coulisse, however
real existing capitalism, to borrow late British cultural
theorist Mark Fisher’s terminology?, demanded a dif-
ferent, much more convincing stage-set for the perfor-
mance of genuine capitalism after the fall of the Iron
Curtain in 1989/1990. Unrestrained and unregulated,
privatisation and market-driven real estate speculation
radically reshaped the streetscape and cityscape of inner
Budapest. Here, the greatest casualties were nearly all
the remnants of socialist late-modernist architecture,
even including the architecture purpose-designed and
built to converge towards Western consumerism. Within
this process, we can cite not only the demolition in 2022
of the Fontana department store, a remarkable exam-
ple of socialist late-modernist architecture, but also the
removal or at best fragmentation of the attempt and vision
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by architects Miklds Kapsza, Jozsef Schall and Gyorgy
Vedres and the team of the state planning firm BUVATI
to establish a passage system of connecting courtyards,
following the organic development of late 19*-early 20™
century urbanism.

Consequently, the shedding of an Eastern European
identity and the full immersion in a new capitalist identity
demanded change of the architectural setting: from an
anticipatory Eastern European vision - one might even say
phantasmagoria - of Western capitalism to a market-driv-
en investor architecture of speculation where architecture
is replaced by real estate. Now, the building plot and the
built rented space is economically more valuable than the
architectural form and solution, which in turn must ensure
the strict maximisation of utilisable and marketable space
of the plot and the building. Hence, what can be observed
in the investigated examples is the (ex)change of a social-
ist, Eastern-European identity with a consumer capitalist
identity on a socio-cultural level (a), echoed the replace-
ment of late-modernist buildings erected during socialism
with capitalist investor developments on an architectural
level (b), again in direct relation with the building plot
and the marketable and rentable space becoming more
valuable than the building itself on an economic level (c).
Overall, this model can be placed within the framework of
the “overt demonstration of capitalist potency”*, whereby
the privatisation and abandonment of public space (the
closing of commercial passagess, consequently the reduc-
tion of porosity and permeability of the urban blocks as
well as the surveillance of public space) is, according to
Mark Fisher, “celebrated” by neoliberalism?®.
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“Socialist” Spatialities in the City Centre of Budapest:
Between Demolition and Neoliberalist Transformation
Three projects by Gyorgy Vedres, then chief architect
of the state planning firm BUVATI, are analysed as case
studies. Formerly situated in the urban core and locus of
economic and tourist activity of Budapest, they are: (1) the
grand vision of an urban passage-system (the “Inner-City
Shopping Centre”°) and the realized architectural elements
of this project, these being (2) the Fontana department
store (built 1980-1983, demolished 2022) and (3) the Kigyd
Passage (or Kigyo Court, built 1977-1978, partly demol-
ished 2019). The contribution is less concerned with the
applied architectural formal language of the vanished
buildings, emphasizing in their place the (missing) docu-
mentation and analysis of the established urban spatiality

that, if anything, is even more of an absence.

In our interpretation, the concept of the passage-sys-
tem was an attempt to revitalize and valorize the city cen-
tre while at the same time serving the extant regime’s as-
pirations and endeavours toward rivalling capitalism. The
afterlife of its buildings, their removal and the systemic
transformation of the city centre can be read on the one
hand as bringing to life the dream-world of the socialist
vision of consumerism, an almost naive misinterpretation
of capitalism. On the other hand, the transformation could
equally be interpreted as real existing capitalism mani-
festing itself urbanistically, architecturally and culturally:
not only are the buildings removed materially, but even
their research is hindered by an extreme lack of docu-
mentation and neglect of planning documents, placing
them on the threshold between myth and reality, existing
from now on only in the realm of subjective memory.

Both the Fontana department store building and the
Kigyo Passage, along with the wider concept of the In-
ner-City Shopping District, manifested an Eastern Eu-
ropean, socialist fantasy of Western capitalism. Fontana
was a department store built by the state, the goods im-
ported by state-owned import-export firms expected to
display Eastern and Socialist advancement and progress
through their mimetic reproduction and their placement
in the city. The Kigy6 Passage and the concept of the
Inner City Passage System, conversely, was inspired by
an essentially nostalgic impulse: the existent typology
of passages in Budapest, proliferating from the second
half of the 19" century onwards; it attempted to develop
a modern system that would create atmospheric passag-
es piercing through the turn-of-the-century perimeter
blocks, to accommodate the mixed-use of small scale
commercial facilities (shops), restaurants and offices
of the service sector such as travel agencies. This vision
of Kapsza, Schall and Vedres was an organic develop-
ment of an existent typology in Budapest, was based on
a capitalist built form, and even provided for a better pe-
destrian network in the V" district - perhaps even meant
to counteract the autogerechte Stadt’ of earlier years
resulting in the transformation of inner-city streets to
car-friendly highways - yet it nonetheless irrevocably
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failed as an urban typology in the years when Western
capitalism replaced the Eastern vision of it.8

All projects can be regarded as attempts to finally ar-
rive, also architecturally, in the desired West, yet in doing
so, they manifest in parallel an architectural paradox and
singularity unique to the final decades of socialism. Based
on a proto-capitalist typology, this project could only be
realized on such a scale in the city centre under socialist
property relations, as all real estate and land was in state
ownership. To contribute so lavishly to public spaces inside
the perimeters was only possible though these paradoxi-
cal circumstances. The burgeoning porosity proved to be
an irritation to the “smooth projection surface” of new,
curated capitalist identities. Porosity and the potential of
spontaneous or observant activity is neither welcomed
nor desired in late capitalism, whereby the passive capi-
talist-cosmopolite attitude of the flaneur must give way to
the active consumer, who is conditioned for a “detached
spectatorism”® and characterised by a “... turn from belief
to aesthetics, from engagement to spectatorship”.’

In this regard, the role of the detached spectator con-
ditioned for consumption, the flaneur is a prototype of
the neoliberal individualist consumer. Walter Benjamin
already referred to this aspect in his Arcades Project:
Indisputably intrigued by them, Benjamin sees passages
as “fairy-palaces” [Feenpaldiste]", a “kind of living room”
|eine Art Wohnzimmer]?, compares them to grottos, or
understands them as the continuation - or even intensi-
fication - of the “labyrinthian momentum of the city”*
and principally as “manifestation of ambiguity”, being
both street and building.”* These associations with the
mythical (labyrinthian) and the sensual and desired (grot-
toes) are of course neither coincidental nor surprising, as
Benjamin, despite all enchantment, does not fail to point
out, that passages are primarily places of consumption,
specifically of luxury goods,’ and goods [Ware] are in
Benjamin’s concept the fetish central to capitalism.

The Typology of Passages and
Bazaars in the Inner City of Budapest
The “passages” to be found in Budapest can be divid-
ed into three types. The first (1) is the form of the pass-
throughs, known alternately as Durchhduser'® or dt-
jdrohdz [pass-through-building], where the pedestrians
pass through the courtyards of tenement buildings, where
the courtyards are connected but not roofed. In most of
the cases, the courtyards originally did not have commer-
cial uses like shops on the ground floor, at most a few
workshops. The dtjdrohdz and the courtyards were at the
same time the main access to the building’s residences and
a shortcut for pedestrians through the large perimeter
blocks. Examples of this type are the Trattner-Karolyi
Building or the Dobler Building and the Kerepesi-Bazaar,
yet even here the Dobler Building definitely had shops
and other services on the street level and the naming of
the latter (Kerepesi-Bazaar) indicates that the commercial
use of the units of street level was already calculated in
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the plans. The second (2) is the pass-throughs deliber-
ately conceived with a commercial use on the ground
floor. The Rosner Court would be an example of this
pass-through building (an open courtyard connecting
two streets, commercial units designed on the ground
floor). Third (3) is the covered shopping street, bazaar
or passage, given a type of roofing and integrated into
the perimeter block or a certain single building only on
the ground floor or ground floor and mezzanine level,
yet nonetheless receiving natural light through the glass
elements in the ceiling.

The calendar of the newspaper Pesti Hirlap lists eleven
“bazaars” in 1911. However, the word “bazaar” by itself
does not help in further distinction as it neither reflects
the built typology as described above, nor distinguishes
between commercial and non-commercial use. For in-
stance, the Unger-building on the Mizeum Ring Road is
listed as a bazaar, yet this building, designed by Miklos
Ybl himself and built already in 1852, essentially belongs
to type (1), as here no commercial use was intended for the
ground floor. The courtyard connecting the Muizeum Ring
Road and Magyar Street (today), accessible from both
streets, was left opened during the day, so that pedestrians
could pass through, but was closed during the night. Con-
versely, one structure not named “bazaar” but deserving
a place on this the list is the Roser Courtyard, belonging
mostly to type (2) as proposed earlier, as it originally
contained small commercial units on the ground floor
but was not a passage, as the courtyard was not roofed.
Somewhat surprisingly missing from the list is the grand
Parisi Courtyard [Udvar], though the predecessor building
with an internal passage on the same plot, the Brudern
Building, was demolished in 1908 and the new building
was completed only 1912-1913.

This building tradition in the Inner City continued in
the years of early modernism, as revealed, to cite only two
examples, by the building and passage by Gedeon Ger-
16czy in Pet6fi Sandor Street and the building and (short)
passage by Aladar J. Miinnich at Vorosmarty Square. After
World War II, though, the only addition to the system of
passages was the project now under discussion: the Kigyo
passage and the one within the Fontana department store.

In 1983, the same year that the Fontana building and
its incorporated passage was completed, a review of Bu-
dapest’s existing passages appeared in the Hungarian
architecture journal Magyar Epitémiivészet, enumerating
these and reporting on their then current state.'” The ear-
ly modernist building and passage by Gedeon Gerldczy
in Pet6fi Sandor Street is not mentioned in this article,
nor are some other passages mentioned in the almanack
of 1911. Apart from this 1983 article, art historian Marta
Nemes published an extensive study on the Haris-bazaar
in 1992 entitled “The Old Haris Arcade in Budapest”'®and
art historian Andras Jeney published an online article on
the history of the Dobler-bazaar in 2022%, which allows
the detection of a research gap in the investigation and
typification of Budapest’s passages, bazaars and arcades.?
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The Inner-City Shopping Centre

The Inner-City Shopping Centre was a concept developed
by the state planning firm BUVATI under the leadership
of chief architect Gyorgy Vedres. Inner City Shopping
District would probably be a more suitable name for the
project, as it was directly addressed the regulation (infra-
structural, urbanistic, and architectural) of the “middle
part” of Budapest’s V' district, not (only) the planning
of a singular building, a shopping centre, moreover one
mainly represented now by the typology of the mall -
then (1980s) known in Hungary at most indirectly. The
scope of the Inner City Shopping Centre can be divided
into three main parts:

1) the infrastructural and urbanistic regulation of
Ferenciek square,

2) the concept for the shopping district bordered
by the streets Galamb Street, Régiposta Street,
Pet6fi Sandor Street and Kigyo Street, and

3) the concept of (re)construction, accentuation and
recession of the existing buildings on the ground
floor level with a system of arcades along the
main axis of the Inner City.?!

The 1967 Competition

The competition for the Inner-City Shopping Centre was
announced in 1967, aiming to establish a tightly intercon-
nected pedestrian traffic system, providing approximately
16,000 sqm of commercial space, and propose new archi-
tecture in the many vacant lots? - hence, interestingly, the
term “reconstruction” is often used in connection with the
competition and later implementation, as the inner-city
still bore the imprint of WWII destruction.? The call of
the competition referenced a segment from the Budapest
regulation plan then in force, stressing the qualities of the
existing passage inside the Tattner House.* This regu-
lation plan of the V* district, passed by the City Council
in 1965, divided the district functionally into three parts:
the northern third envisaged as mainly institutional, the
middle part as touristic and commercially representa-
tive, and the southern third as reserved for cultural and
academic institutions. The Inner-City Shopping District
corresponds, both in location and program, to the middle
part of this distribution. The winners of the competition
were the architectural partners Miklés Kapsza and Jézsef
Schall; it is worth noting that the main outlines and char-
acteristics of their winning proposal was implemented in
the Detailed Regulation Plan of the Inner-City developed
by Vedres and colleagues at BUVATI in 1970 and the In-
ner-City Action Plan completed in 1975.%

The winning proposal of Kapsza and Schall already
outlines a system of passages of approximately 3,800
m?, parallel to Pet6fi Sandor Street, starting from Kigyo
Street and ending at Régiposta Street, perpendicularly
intersecting Haris Street and Parizsi Street It also quite
clearly suggests and outlines a new connection of the
lavish turn-of-the-century Pdrisi passage (to be entered
at Kigyo or Pet6fi Sandor streets) to Haris Street, which
later became the Kigy6 Passage. Furthermore, the gradual
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Winning proposal of Miklos Kapsza and Jozsef Schall
for the Inner-City Shopping Centre in 1967
Source: HEIM, Erné. 1968. A “Belvarosi Uzletkézpont”
tervpalyazata, 1967. Magyar Epitémiivészet, 17(2)



The inner-city passage system in a BUVATI plan from 1982
Source: VEDRES, Gyorgy. 1982. Budapest belvarosanak
rekonstrukcidja. Magyar Epitéipar, 31(5)
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The inner-city passage system in an undated BUVATI plan,
which however must have been drawn after 1982
Source: BTM / KISCELI MUZEUM. 2025.
Fontana {izlethaz. BTM / Kisceli Miizeum.
Available at: http:/kiscellimuzeum.hu/virtualis_leletmentes/fontana
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street level setback of the corner building at Régiposta and
Vaci streets, later occupied by the Fontana department
store designed by Vedres, and its own passage connection
is also already existent in their proposal. The passage by
Gedeon Gerloczy is integrated into the concept as well,
along with a second perforation to Parizsi Street, though
not included by Vedres in the later plans. Interestingly, the
supply of services and goods for the mixed-use building
at the vacant plot of Vaci Street 20 is already in this plan
solved by managing access from Pet6fi street and putting
the interchange below ground - almost exactly the solution
later used by architect Jozsef Finta for the Hotel Taverna
(planning: 1982-1985, construction: 1983-1985). The ex-
tension of the Parisi Court towards Haris Street displays
an almost identical layout to this final built version, which
was designed by Kapsza and Schall. The still-vacant plots
facing each other along Vici Street (nos. 20 and 19-21)
are connected by a pedestrian bridge on the first level,
accessed in both cases through a sculptural winding ramp.
This layout and arrangement were also absorbed in the
later plans, as clearly visible in the plan of the Commercial
District and of the Passages in 1982: the drawing already
reveals the final form of the Fontana department store,
but for the plot at Vaci Street 20, the concept of Kapsza
and Schall is clearly traceable through the winding ramp
and the pedestrian bridge?. Kapsza and Schall hoped to
establish their pedestrian network mainly above ground,
while the buildings on either side of the street would have
accommodated the Adam-Court (on the ground and 1%
floor) for men’s fashion and Eva-Court for women. The
building on the plot of the Fontana department store was
envisioned as a store for children, while the project around
the Vas-Court as an “antiques-court” with little workshops
and commercial units for handmade and locally manufac-
tured products.” Additionally the site plan and the frontal
elevation plans for the Fontana department store by Vedres
from 1981 found at the city archives still show the winding
ramp and the pedestrian bridge as envisioned by Kapsza
and Schall. It is unclear why the concept of the functions
(commercial, mixed-use buildings for hospitality and
offices) was changed and when this decision was made.
An undated plan, undoubtedly later than 1982, shows the
“final” state of the Inner-City Shopping District, yet the
passage no. 9 was never implemented.

Capitalism and Streetscape
The peculiar trait of the architects’ proposal is not only
its deep understanding and detailed investigation of the
urbanistic history of the inner city, but its ability to build
on a bourgeois, early-capitalist understanding of the street-
scape and intends to continue this tradition. Of course,
all the efforts by Vedres to make the Inner City more pe-
destrian-friendly were counteracted by the technocrat-
ic enthusiasm of late modernism resulting in the spatial
fragmentation at and around such locations as Ferenciek
Square, where the motorised traffic was granted priori-
ty only to create tunnels and canyons for cars. It should
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be clear - although unfortunately no interviews could be
made with the architect and all information on his personal
stance on the issues can be inferred from the highly edited
publications on the projects which he wrote as a leading
architect at the firm - that for Vedres, the favoured solution
was a multi-layered organisation of traffic, separating
motorised and pedestrian traffic. Vedres explains his ur-
banistic concept as an “inseparable dual purpose”:

“The second major unit of the downtown reconstruc-
tion in progress is the Downtown Shopping Centre. Its
contemporary layout has an inseparable dual purpose.
On the one hand, to address the current urban design
and maintenance deficiencies through reconstruction,
which are urgent from an urban-planning and aesthetic
point of view, and on the other, through taking ad-
vantage of the exceptional development opportunity
offered by the integration of the vacant plots, creating
a shopping centre with a distinctive Budapest charac-
ter that preserves the valuable features and integrates
itself well into the historic or heritage surroundings.”?

He then again stresses the importance of avoiding
demolition of intact built substance? and of creating an
organic continuity with the existing building stock.3° Yet
against these postmodernist principles, all the Western
European cases he mentions as examples to be followed
are almost exclusively (late)modernist large-scale tabula
rasa projects. The Hotorget project in Stockholm is em-
phasized not only as exemplary for historic inner-city
developments in Europe, but even more its creation of
traffic-free pedestrian zones for shopping. Nonetheless
Vedres continues by listing Utrecht’s Hoog Catharijne
project and Toronto’s Eaton Center as references. Today
it is hard to trace what he and the design team might have
seen in common between these large-scale ex-novo pro-
jects and the proposed reconstruction of Budapest’s inner
city. Perhaps Vedres wanted to display his knowledge
and awareness of urbanistic trends and models in West-
ern Europe (a ceaseless anxiety of being fallen behind
characterising the Hungarian architects throughout State
Socialism, as sociologist Virag Molnar also points out®)
but it is also likely that he and the BUVATI team actually
regarded the Inner City Shopping District ensemble as
a miniature version of such large-scale developments
- not least as they provided ideal models for the ver-
tical separation of traffic. Describing the duality that
late-socialist societies experienced when confronted with
post-socialist transformation, one article by art historian
Géza Boros is very telling. Written in 1991, it sharply
denigrates the (architectural) quality of developments
of the recent years, finding their greatest fault in how
they visibly fall behind Western quality and standards,
while at the same time expressing a peculiar resentment
towards the burgeoning capitalist cultural intrusion, and
its material and architectural manifestations. About the
Fontana building, he writes:
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“Fontana’s bright pastel interior is reminiscent of Her-
zmansky’s department store in Vienna, but if you look
around you can see that it is in fact a different world: the
elevators are industrial and porridge-grey, the ground-
floor glass bead fountain is lit by Trabant signal lights,
and at night the entrance is secured by a sturdy iron
bar (...).”*

While, being deeply concerned by the developments
after the fall of the Iron Curtain:

“... the new buildings are stage-set-like and rather me-
diocre in artistic merit, and despite their attractiveness
they are not of very high quality, like the ‘decorative
paving’ of the street with the stones used in the West for
the kerbing of motorway slip lanes. The street’s lustre
has recently been spoilt by ‘working capital’, which
is willing to exploit our consumer ‘backwardness’ to
the full, and which understandably has no particular
regard for what this street could mean for us and would
even turn Buda Castle into an American-style fast-food
restaurant.”*

The Fontana Department Store

The building originally known as the Aranypok-Konsumex
department store was built in the advent of the stagnation
years of late socialism in the 1980, between 1980 and
1983. As the clients, the state enterprise Aranypok [Golden
Spider] was a supplier of fashion goods (such as under-
wear, fine knits, homeware, beachwear and imported items
from other brands) and Konsumex was the state-owned
import-export firm controlling and managing what prod-
ucts arrived from abroad. The chief architect was Gyorgy
Vedres and it can be assumed that he consulted Kapsza and
Schall on the design, at least in terms of the design’s ac-
cordance with the BUK proposal of 1967. Receiving the
name of Fontana in 1985 after a public competition for
the new name, it opened in July 1983, while construction
work started in 1980 and planning in approximately 1977.
However, the winning proposal in the 1967 competition
for the masterplan of the Inner-City Shopping Centre by
Kapsza and Schall already anticipated the final footprint
of the buildings: the volume is gradually set back along
Régiposta Street from Pet6fi Sandor Street towards Vaci
Street, with a generous passage on the ground floor for
pedestrians connecting Régiposta Street through the
depths of the perimeter block with Périsi Street integrating
the early-modern passage by Gedeon Gerldczy into the
network.** From the outline of the sidewalk and the cars
parking in front of the building in the frontal elevation
drawing we know that in the beginning of the 1980s these
now-pedestrian streets were still open to motorized traffic,
thus Kapsza and Schall proposed a little piazza in front of
the building at the corner of Vaci and Régiposta Streets.
Given the rather long time delay between the urbanistic
proposal and the project realization, the faithful adherence
to the guidelines is rather remarkable.
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The Aranypdék-Konsumex project was designed as
a mixed-use building: commercial functions on the
ground floor, the mezzanine (* floor) and the 2 floor
(the department store); a rooftop terrace on the 3rd floor;
then three residential towers starting from this level, each
consisting of 7 floors (plus an attic floor for technical
equipment). The volume was animated and formed on
two levels: the basis (ground floor plus 2 upper floors)
was gradually set back from the plot boundary towards
the corner (VAci Street and Régiposta Street) and also
stepped vertically - making the 39 floor the one with the
largest sales area - while breaking the upper volume into
three towers allowed for more light and air inside the
ensemble. The store has a large entry space from Vaci
Street as well as from Régiposta Street Entry for the staff
and access to the residential towers was provided from
Régiposta Street, almost at the “corner” of the buildings
and through two other cores, accessible from the inside of
the perimeter block, which could be reached be a newly
opened passage from Régiposta Street. The passage was
6.7 m high, spanned over two floors vertically, and ca.
3.6 m wide, with glass facades along both sides, shop
windows towards the department store with integrated
glass display-boxes and a shop window to the other side as
well. The passage was kept illuminated during the night.
Uninterrupted circulation was granted of the sales floors,
though the escalator was placed in the back part of the
building and the store. A wall covered in green marble
(most possibly identical to the material used in the Kigyo
Passage) separated the escalator from the stairs, which
had to be used for descending, as the escalator only op-
erated upward. The plinth, i.e., the first three floors, had
large glass facades towards the two streets, with the logo
of the department store on the corner of the building.

The residential towers had to be redesigned as office
space literally at the last minute: in the furnishing plans
for the building, the cores are still indicated as “entry to
the apartments”, though in the same planes the floors in
the towers are already furnished as offices. The motiva-
tion behind the decision to change the function is difficult
to retrace, as the Regulation Plan strictly designated the
middle part of the inner-city for trade and tourism with
housing on the upper floors of the newly established
buildings and not for offices.** However, apparently the
demand for office space in the inner city forced the de-
signers to altered the program and changed design.3¢ In
hindsight, this decision can appear almost ironic, since
during the post-socialist transition, entire office-corridors
arose in Budapest, placing office buildings in the outer
districts, while investors and real estate developers are
building (luxury) apartments on the very sites of former
late-modernist buildings with public, administrative or
office functions in the inner-city. And the successor build-
ing on the site of the Fontana department store is no ex-
ception. The developer, who acquired the plot already in
1993 in a process labelled as “turbulent” by the Hungarian
economics newspaper Vildggazdasdg®, replaced Vedres’
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Frontal elevation of the facades along Vici Street; the section
indicates the corner building of the Fontana department store
and the winding ramp of the “Eva-Court” building
Source: Inv. no. HU_BFL_XV_17.d_329_024342.
Budapest Metropolitan Archives (hereinafter BFL)

Ground floor plan of the department store
Source: Inv. no. HU_BFL_XV_17.d_329_024342. BFL



Interior of the passage through the department store
Source: Inv. no. BUV 3390c¢/21. BTM / Kiscelli Museum,
photo by Judit Faryné Szalatnyay




Interior of a sales floor of the department store
Source: Inv. no. BUV 3390¢/6. BTM / Kiscelli Museum,
photo by Judit Faryné Szalatnyay
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building with one where the retail function occupies the
first two floors and luxury apartments on the upper floors.

The layout of the towers established a sense of inte-
riority, as three of the facades were facing each other
(looking to the north, east and west), while thanks to
the recurring set-backs, even some of the offices from
the towers in the second row could have a view towards
the Vaci or Régiposta streets The towers featured a dis-
tinct facade of prefabricated metal elements, originally
planned with slight alterations in the rhythm (though not
implemented in construction), while the window glass was
covered by a sun-protection film in a slightly reflecting
brownish-brass colour - a feature now strongly associated
with the 1980s. The architect and team designed also
a layout for the public terrace with possibly a café or
restaurant, including the design for such specific Items
as plant containers, though the terrace never opened.

Essentially, the department store displays a singularity
within late-modernist architecture, making it specifically
“socialist” or East-European precisely in its attempt, in
fact somewhat successful, to be up-to-date and Western.
And yet, exactly these traits made the buildings ambigu-
ous in character, with its imitative status hindered integra-
tion into Real Existing Capitalism. The department store
was the final major effort within the stagnation years of
late-state-socialism, possibly financed by credits from the
West, to prove to Hungarian citizens that they were not
lacking anything in the Eastern-bloc: neither good archi-
tectural design, nor the material means of the products
that was available in the West. Ironically, these aspirations
were never achieved, as neither the building materials nor
the constructional skills, nor consumer products of (high)
Western quality, were available. However, the department
store succeeded in demonstrating a unique quality, yet one
possibly even overlooked by the planners and city-users
of the time: the availability of land, as the (building) plot
was not subject to property speculation in Socialism, and
all land and construction sites were owned by the state.
The result was the lavish contribution of public space
around the Fontana department store, and by extension
the generous passage-system of the Inner-City Shopping
District. And precisely this unique result faced the harsh-
est change during post-1990 privatisation as all efforts
to maintain the passage system fell apart.

Vedres aimed for an (architectural) design in no way
inferior to a department store in the West, hence his pro-
claimed and advertised models were projects in Sweden
and Holland. In the applied architectural formal language,
this ambition succeeded, but not in the availability of
similar materials and construction techniques, where the
cheaper replacements made the building age before its
time. Reactions to the completed building in the contem-
porary press illustrates this discrepancy or ambiguity. On
one hand, the new department store and the BUK project
were celebrated as a “thoughtful
development”, a “cosmopolitan
centre”?®, an “advanced city” and
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Interior of the Kigy6 Court in December 2023
Photo: Gyongyvér R. Gyorffy
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a “remarkable city centre”?®, a “true cosmopolitan depart-
ment store”#° but others pointed out the long planning
period and the construction time of 6 years, or the lack of
quality in the products displayed and sold, as well as the
available applied materials and technical solutions of the
building as manifestations of the persistent irreconcilable
inferiority to the West.

This discrepancy places the Fontana department store
on the threshold between “socialist” and “capitalist” late
modernism. Planned to compete with the West, to exercise
Western consumer capitalism and consumer behaviours,
it could only fail in this aim, as the coulisse what not yet
convincing. It resulted in a mere mock-up. The qualities
of the department store were expected from the displayed
goods and from Its up-to-date architectural design and
technical solutions (such as an escalator or lifts from
a Western manufacturer, in the beginning of the planning
process strictly forbidden) and the function (department
store) itself. However, the real qualities of the project lay
within the traits enabled only by the “Socialist condition”:
the generous contribution and design of public spaces, pro-
viding public and pedestrian access to semi-public space
within the perimeter bloc and a rooftop terrace, or even
the custom-made design furniture of the department store,
which (again) stemmed from the “Socialist condition” of
the unavailability of Western products and the concurrent
of time for planners and workers to manufacture “atypi-
cal” items. And these two particularities or singularities
are also exactly the traits unrecoverably lost within the
post-socialist transition: the architecture (the building is
demolished), the spatialities (the passage system is closed)
and the custom-made interior design and furniture (lost).

Real Existing Capitalism swept away all late-modernist
socialist architectures in the Inner-City, not only for their
architectural formal language - often labelled strange,
disconcerting or even embarrassing as reminders of the
“overcome past” - but primarily because of their lavish
treatment of public space, allowing for public space on
ground floor level, on a - now - privatized plot. As such,
the replacement for the Fontana department store exploits
its site to the maximum, significantly narrowing the streets
Vaci and Régiposta, eliminating the little piazza at the
corner, making the replacement of the fountain quite im-
possible and closing the passage once open to the public.

The Kigyo Court
The Kigyé Court project posed a challenge for scholarly
analysis, as currently there are no available plans or even
photographs depicting the planned and originally execut-
ed state of this project. This lack of documentation lies
within the overall status of late modernist architecture
during and in the first years of post-socialist transfor-
mation. When the state planning offices were dissolved
after the regime change, there was no governmental or
professional regulation to guar-
antee the administration, collec-
tion, archiving and storage of the
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Metal and cardboard maquette for the “Budaplast” Metal and cardboard maquette of a proposal
shop inside the Kigyo Court for the false ceiling of the Kigyo Court
Photo: Gyongyvér R. Gyé6rffy, March 2024, Photo: Gyongyvér R. Gyé6rffy, March 2024,
photo taken in Gyorgy Szeg6’s home photo taken in Gyorgy Szegd’s home
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documents, models and materials produced in the state
planning firms. Hence, due to the lack of framework an
immense amount of plan material (including sketches,
models, documentation) physically vanished. After all en-
quiries proved unsuccesssful in the local archives, where
the plans or documentation of the state planning firm or
the architects working there might have been found, and
no unfortunately no interviews with the architects listed
as chief planners could be conducted any more,* archi-
tectural-historical research on the Kigyé Passage had to
be put on hold as possibly unfit for academic investiga-
tion due to the lack of documentation. The passage itself
is still existent, though extremely dilapidated through
years of neglect, significantly transformed through the
recent reconstruction of the connected Parisi Passage,
and closed off from the public. Only by chance, the au-
thor stumbled upon a reference made on the Kigy6 Court
project by one of the interior designers, Gyorgy Szeg6,
who kindly made himself available for an interview and
presented previously unpublished drawings and models
on the project from his personal archive to the author.
As a consequence, all the following information on the
Kigyo Court project draws upon the personal testimony of
architect and interior- and stage designer Gyorgy Szegd
provided in a personal interview on 22 March 2024.

The Kigy6 Court was planned between 1973 and 1979
as an interior design project. Its small team had a peculiar
construction, since it was then impossible for architects to
work independently and open up a private office and firm,
only instead to practise within one of the state planning
firms. However, apparently, architects holding the posi-
tion of associate professor and employed by a university
could take part in competitions under their own names, as
independent architects, while a kind of grey zone existed
for commissions inside the framework termed the “Off-
Budget” [Koltségvetésen Kiviili - KK] project. The architects
Jozsef Schall and Miklds Kapsza, both associate professors
at the Technical University of Budapest, regularly assumed
“Off-Budget” commissions at the Department for Residen-
tial Building Design. One of these was the commission
for the complete interior design of the passage, assigned
to a team of two young designers: Gyorgy Szegd, then
a young architect and student at the University of Applied
Arts, and metal designer Béla Schlosser.

In my interview with him, Szegé explained - as I only
realised later - the outline of the Kigyo Court using a met-
al model of streamlines. The initial idea was to design the
suspended ceiling of the passage as fluid forms, which
would have corresponded with the rest of the interior
design of the shops. At this point, I had to ask about this
second peculiarity, which I could never fully understand:
why shops? Why a passage? As Szeg6 explained, at the
end of the 1970s, there was a huge demand for small-scale
retail units in the inner city. It was this demand, combined
with a desire to return to the fin-de-siecle and modernist
ambitions to establish a passage system in the Inner City
of Budapest, that led to the realisation of the project.
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The Kigyo Court was to connect the opulently eclectic
space of the earlier Parisi Court with the small side-street
Haris Street. As a result, from the busy intersection of Fer-
enciek Square (then still Liberation Square), one would pass
through the Parisi Court and enter the Kigyé Passage as
an extension, a second arm, with the Parisi Court leading
to Pet6fi Sandor Street and the new Kigyé Court to Haris
Street, establishing a much-needed connection though the
deep perimeter block. The immediate connection of the new
Kigyo Passage to the old Parisi Court thus became a point
of significant architectural interest, indeed an unmediated
encounter between the formal language of late-modern-
ism with and historicism. From these two equally enclosed
spaces, the view into the respective “other” passage was
like looking into another world; two worlds that clashed
“stylistically” in their formal language yet were physically
and structurall seamlessly connected. Szeg6 confirms the
principle explained by architect Csaba Virag in an interview
concerning the design of his National Power Distributor
Station in the Castle District of Budapest: to design in any-
thing but a contemporary architectural language was never
considered as an option by the time. As such, the interior of
the Kigy6 Passage had to be contemporary as well.

Szeg6 explained that the fluid lines of the suspended
ceiling would have resonated with Vedres’ design for the
pattern of the decorative paving of Ferenciek Square, which
itself depicted abstract lines leading to street crossings and
buildings entrances*. Why it remained only a model lies in
the often-cited realm the Socialist shortage economy: the
limited availability and poor quality of the metal, along
with limited construction skills and possibilities. Hence, the
designers were forced to shift to a honeycomb structure of
prefabricated modules originally intended to cover facades,
produced and installed by the Hungarian firm Fémmunkds*.
The young designers regarded this limitation as unfortunate,
although Szegé eagerly admits that some of the designers
and construction workers of Fémmunkds were highly skilled
and helped them in realising their complex geometry. None-
theless, the prefabricated elements could not be modified,
one result of which is the exposure of the mounting where
two or more panels are joined, as the honeycombs partly
overlap, revealing the irregularity of the perforation.

Continuing through Szegd’s personal archive, we find
a cardboard model of a mirrored shop-interior with
a custom-made shelving system, which turns out to be
a maquette for the showroom of the plastics manufacturer
“Budaplast”, or hand-drawn sketches of the passage as well
as construction blueprints, revealing that the characteristic
green stone-cladding of the passage is genuine marble
from Bulgaria. Other documents include hand-drawn or-
thogonal projections of the floorplan of the passage, which
show the placement of artistic works such as a statue, and
a great drawings on the concepts of the signage system:
the graphic design of the sign, the fonts, as well as the
materials used for the signage.

The realisation that all this effort put into the project
is already partly lost, and the built outcome significantly
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Ground floor plan of the Kigyo Court,
including the signage system, 1978
Source: Inv. no. 2025.2.1. Hungarian
Museum of Architecture and Monument
Protection Documentation Center
(hereinafter MEM MDK)

Elevation of the entrances
to the Kigyo Court
from Haris Street
and Parisi Court, 1978
Source: Inv. no. 2025.2.2.
MEM MDK

Floorplan and axonometry
of the “Budaplast” shop
in the Kigyo Court, 1977
Source: Inv. no. 2025.2.3.

MEM MDK
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neglected and closed off, making not only the spaces but
also late modernist design unavailable, and overall not re-
garded as architectural and material heritage worth saving
is Indeed a bitter pill. Indeed, the honeycomb-structured
false ceiling of the Kigyo Court might be one of the last
structures of this type still intact and in its original lo-
cation, even though this design or type of false ceiling
was very popular in late-modernist building and should
constitute as a material witness of their time.

The Result of Neoliberalist Transformation:
the Smoothing Out of Porosity

In conclusion, the history of the passages of Budapest’s V!
district can be regarded as mirroring the political and so-
cio-cultural changes in Hungary in many nuances, as they
portray a transformation from spaces of controlled spec-
tacle and consumption to ambiguous and liminal spaces
(after 1990) with the potential to become counter-spaces,
to be finally smoothed out through the privatisation of
public space, the limitation of access and the surveillance
and control of the (former) public spaces. With the help of
the concepts of porosity (as defined by Sophie Wolfrum
and Alban Janson in their book The City as Architecture)
the real extent of the urbanistic deficit caused by this
post-socialist transformation becomes evident. As such,
the passage system of Budapest’s inner-city district can be
seen as a concept guaranteeing porosity and establishing
threshold spaces: characteristics and factors construed
as by all means positive by Wolfrum and Alban, who,
agreeing with Stavros Stavrides, see the porous city as
an alternative model to the modern city:

“Arcades and porticoes ... and courtyards are interim
spaces within building volumes that can be read in
various ways, as spatial intersections that are not ter-
minated sharply by an exterior wall but only partially
surrounded, built over, or partly closed off, semi-pub-
lic, semi-private, half inside, half outside. They break
down the strict division by which the exterior space is
located outside the building volumes and the interior
space within them.”#*

This resonates of course with Walter Benjamin, who
understood the passage as the classical form of interior
for the flaneur*. Hence passages are exemplify the thresh-
old space or ambiguous space, as they are semi-public
and semi-private, partly interior, partly exterior, but also
because of their atmospheric attributes, of which the
lighting conditions play a general role, as daytime and
night-time blur and transgression is manifested not only
spatially (using it as a shortcut as “compact architectural
masses become perforated”#°) but phenomenologically.

The Fontana department store, and even more so the
Inner-City Shopping Centre as an urbanistic concept of
pedestrian passages through late 19™-early 20™ century
perimeter blocks, emerge as specific sites and manifes-
tations of a particular kind of late-socialist fantasy of
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consumer capitalism. This analysis proposes to view them
as attempts to achieve the West, since the concept of the
interconnected passages through the perimeter blocks in
this part of the inner city already emerged at the turn-of-
the -century. This converse demand was addressed by the
designers by proposing a typology that was quite specific
to Budapest: the system of small-scale passages which
evokes the city’s traditions and, on the other hand, offers
compensational space for the pedestrians, superseded
from several parts of the street within the framework of
the very same modernist program.

The defining paradox and peculiar feature the political
context is that an urbanistic scheme of this scope could
only arise during state socialism, where the framework
of public property enabled such a large-scale urbanis-
tic and architectural intervention. A consumer-oriented
typology realizable only with state property ownership
- or conversely, a socialism that enabled the physical
manifestation of the consumer-capitalist imagination,
in turn partly nourished by nostalgic concepts about
the turn-of-the-century, pre-war era and partly entirely
phantasmagorical visions of capitalism from the Eastern
perspective. When, however, real existing capitalism
entered Eastern Europe in the 1990s, this concept and
typology proved unfitting within the actual framework of
neo-liberalist, capitalist consumption, or as Walter Ben-
jamin defines transitions: “Every epoch, in fact, not only
dreams the one to follow but, in dreaming, precipitates
its awakening. It bears its end within itself and unfolds
it - as Hegel already noticed - by cunning.”#

The Inner City Shopping Centre and the Fontana de-
partment store were suitable environments to “practice”
or to “act out” capitalism during the final years of late
socialism, however they became superfluous amidst
framework of neoliberalist post-socialist transformation:
first they became counter-spaces as empty monuments,
between architecture and ruin and then they were priva-
tised, closed off or removed entirely. British architecture
theoretician Douglas Spencer describes the scenography
of contemporary architecture as a friction-free, smooth
space*s; what makes architectures smooth is not a literal,
a formal architectural feature, but their compliance with
the will of the neoliberal investor. In Spencer’s concept
smooth is the epitome of late capitalism, as: “If pliancy
is the logic, smoothing is its tactics ... Everything is to be
processed, blended, in an operation in which difference
is valued on condition that it goes with the flow, that it
renounces all antagonism. Nothing must be repressed but
everything must comply. The very possibility of contra-
diction is smoothed out of existence.”*

Mark Fisher understands capitalist realism hereby
exactly as to be “seamless”** and philosopher Byung-Chul
Han notes “smoothing”*' as the very practice of stripping
anything from negativity and hence complexity. The dis-
cussed post-socialist transformation can in conclusion be
regarded as the spatial manifestation of a phenomenal
smoothing out of differences.
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