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MESTSKE BLOKY V BUDAPESTI A ICH UDRZATELNOST

V poslednych rokoch urbanny vyvoj v Budapesti
vyustil do zasadnych premien stavebného pros-
tredia. Zmeny mesta zdavisia od jeho lokalnej
identity, ale taktiez odpovedaju na globalne vyzvy.
V tejto eseji sa vyuziva klasifikacny systém his-
torickych a sucasnych uli¢cnych blokov domov
s cielom vymedzit typy tychto blokov v centre mes-
ta a vytvorit teoreticky zaklad pre sic¢asny urbanny
dizajn zamerany na dosiahnutie udrzatelnosti. An-
alytickd metdda sa sustreduje na dualitu uzavre-
tosti/otvorenosti mestskych foriem, ktora sa moze
priradit ku kvalitativnym priestorovym dimenziam
a taktiez k cielom udrzatelného rozvoja. Fyzicka
Struktdra mesta sa vnima ako uzavreta alebo ot-
vorena z hladiska realnych aspektov, ktoré maju
rozhodujuci vplyv na mestsky zivot. Vo vzfahu
k bloku domov sa suc¢asne analyzuju dve prekryva-
juce sa roviny: vizualna, ako vysledok stavebnej
reality (napr. rozsah alebo stuperi ohraniCenia),
afyzicka, ako ramec pre moznosti vyuzitia priestoru
(napr. rozsah alebo stupen verejného vyuzivania).
Budapest ma vybornu geograficku polohu a vyni-
kajuce prirodné, urbanne a architektonické vlast-
nosti. Potencial Budapesti je vynimo¢ny, no mesto
musi Celit stale vac¢sim vyzvam. V sucasnosti toto
mesto musi splnit dlohu opravy bytového fondu
a obnovy mestskej Struktiury s cielom vytvorit
udrzatelnejSie mesto. Analyza vzorcov mestskych
blokov v Budapesti je prihodna a nevyhnutna
pre pochopenie ich morfologickej transformacie
a vyznamu otvorenych a zatvorenych urbannych
situdcii vo vztahu k cielom udrzatelného rozvoja.
Mestské bloky v Budapesti sa teda v tejto studii
zaraduju do kategorii, z ktorych kazda obsa-
huje kratky historicky prehlad a niektoré sucasné
priklady.

Blok, uzavrety z hladiska formy aj vyuzivania
je najcastejsi a vSestranny vzorec historického
centra Budapesti. Tento spdsob byvania vytvara
typickd, relativne homogénnu Struktdru s max-
imalnou hustotou vystavby a uzavretostou zo
strany ulice. Okrem tejto urbannej vlastnosti, ar-
chitektonické charakteristiky domov sa zvycajne
liSia podla ich polohy v meste a obdobia vystavby.
Tento typ preziva aj v su¢asnom urbannom diza-
jne. Jeho hlavné hodnoty spocivaju vo vytvoreni
intenzivneho urbanneho razu, zachovania obrazu

ulice, ako aj v jasnom rozli§eni vonkajsich vere-
jnych pléch a vnutornych otvorenych priestorov.

Uzavrety blok s verejnym vyuzivanim je
Specifickym rieSenim s cielom zachovat uzavretu
podobu uliénych blokov a sucasne vytvorit sys-
tém viacerych verejnych priestorov s otvorenymi
priechodmi cez apartmanové domy, ako aj trvalym
¢i ob&asnym verejnym vyuzitim interiéru obytnych
budov. Pokial ide o udrzatelnost, kompaktnost
a rozmanitost vystavby tradiCne uzavretych
dvorov v mestskom centre Budapesti su podstat-
nymi konceptmi udrzatelného mestského dizajnu.
V spojenych vzorcoch dvorov a v obvode blokov
domov tieto hodnoty su menej vyznamné, hoci
tento typ ponudka nové moznosti pre ozelenenie
alebo solarnu architekturu.

Transparentny blok v Budapesti vznikol na
zadiatku 20. storoCia. Jeho cielom bolo narusit
vysoku urbannu hustotu vytvorenud typickymi
uzavretymi blokmi. V tejto morfoldégii hranica
medzi verejnymi a sukromnymi priestormi je
jasne viditelna, no ramujuca stavba nie je suvisla
a obcas dovoluje nazriet do vnutornych blokov.
V sucasnej architektire pouzivanie transparent-
nych blokov je Coraz CastejSie, lebo vytvaraju
intenzivne Zivotaschopné prostredie a sucasne
rozsiruju moznosti vystavby réznorodych vzorcov
a zvacsuju potencial umoznujuci otvorenost mest-
skej Struktdry. Napriek tejto vizudlnej otvorenosti
blokov ich vyuZzivanie vo vSeobecnosti zostava
uzavreté.

Blok, transparentny z hladiska formy
aj vyuzivania je nové urbanne architektonické
rieSenie s cielom vytvorit dojem elegancie.
VonkajSie hranice mestského bloku su Uplne
alebo Ciasto¢ne vystavané; v dbésledku toho
skupina budov umiestnena vo svojom vlastnom
svete mOZe sprostredkovat pocit obratu dovnltra,
ktory posilfiuje vyuZzivanie vnitorného otvoreného
priestoru, napriklad pristupného regulovaného
prostredia. V terminoch udrzatelnosti transpar-
entné mestské bloky stracaju kompaktnd formu,
ale dovoluju projektovanie Zivotaschopnejsich
obytnych budov, ktoré zahffia koncepty oze-
lenenia a soldrnej architektiry. Z inej stranky
transparentnost umoznuje réznorodost a socidlne
zmeny tym, Ze vytvara udrzatelné komunity.

Melinda Benko
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Blok, otvoreny z hladiska formy aj vyuZivania je
dobre znamy typ modernistickych miest. Budovy
sU autonémne stavby v kontinudlnom priestore
a verejné priestory z vonkajSej strany blokov sa
spajaju s vizudlne a fyziky otvorenou urbannou
Struktdrou. Tu uz nejestvuje tradicny urbanny
kontext; nie su ulice ¢i bloky ani verejné ¢i suk-
romné plochy, ani presna poloha budovy. Skorsi
otvoreny systém blokov este existuje, ale je velmi
tazké prisposobit sa jeho dneSnym Standardom
byvania. Preto v suc¢asnom vyvoji Budapesti vi-
zudlna otvorenost stdle prevlada nad urbannou
scenériou, zatial ¢o vyuZivanie priestoru je charak-
terizované fyzickou uzavretostou a regulovanim.
Pokial ide o udrzatelnost, hlavné udrzatelné
hodnoty historického centra mesta (kompaktnost
a rozmanitost) v otvorenom bloku uz neexis-
tuju. Otvorené bloky sa mézu vyvijat inovativnym
a udrzatelnym sp&sobom na periférii, no v jadre
Budapesti je délezité najst adekvatnejSie morfo-
logické rieSenia.

Hoci tato esej odhaluje morfolégiu mestskych
blokov Budapesti tym, Ze sa sustreduje na dva
dominantné aspekty udrzatelhosti historického
centra mesta — kompaktnost a rozmanitost — jej
cielom je tiez zd6raznit, Ze urbanne formy priamo
ovplyviuju byvanie, vyuzivanie priestoru, ekosys-
témy a kvalitu mestského Zivota. Vo vSeobecnosti
sateda zd4, ze vacsia Cast novej vystavby v centre
mesta sa nespaja s udrzatelnostou; len teraz sa do
toho investovalo. Pre udrzatelnd buddcnost centra
Budapesti fyzicka urbanna Struktdra s odlisSnymi
typmi domov, réznou hustotou zastavby, obdobim
vystavby atd., nie je jedinym ddlezitym faktorom.

INTRODUCTION

One of the most significant current discussions
in urban design is the redesigning and restructu-
ring of urban places to achieve sustainability. There
is a large volume of published studies describing
specific criteria — that a sustainable city should be
compact, dense, diverse and highly integrated
(The Sustainable, 2004). In addition, design
concepts of sustainable urban form highlight the
importance of sustainable transport, mixed land
uses, passive solar design and greening, too.
This paper approaches this complex question by
analyzing Budapest'’s traditional urban blocks and
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R6znorodost aktivit, dobra sprava mesta a dobre
organizovand mestska spolo¢nost su pre kvalitu
prostredia takisto podstatné. Tato Studia bola
zamysland, aby iniciovala objavy v tomto smere,
buduci vyskum by sa vSak mal zamerat na na-
sledujuce oblasti:
— kompaktnost, hustota a zivotaschopnost mest-
skej Struktury Budapesti vo vztahu k sucasnym
Zivotnym potrebdm,
— typoldgia blokov, budov a dvorov v Budapesti,
— zavedenie ozelenenia ako ddlezitého architek-
tonického konceptu pri vytvoreni udrzatelnej ur-
bannej podoby,
— kombindcia vyuZivania a rozmanitosti foriem,
funkecii a kultur,
— moznosti udrzatelnej dopravy v Budapesti
a zlepsenie kvality verejného priestoru ur¢eného
na prechadzky a bicyklovanie,
— klima v centre mesta, uloha Dunaja, solarna ar-
chitektura a zmen$enie spotreby energie spolu so
zmensenim odpadu a znedistenia,
— udrzatelné komunity a sprava mesta atd.
Cielom je vytvorit systém hodnotenia, zamerany
na odlisné spbsoby, ktorymi rézne urbanne formy
v centre Budapesti prispievaju k udrzatelnosti.
Udrzatelné hodnoty mesta (také ako vysoka
hustota  byvania, adekvatna kompaktnost
a rozmanitost v kombin&cii s réznymi vyuzivaniami
pozemkov) mézu teda byt zachované a doplnené
novymi politickymi, ekonomickymi, technologick-
ymi a spolo¢enskymi pristupmi. Novy vyvoj sa tak
mébze odohravat v smeroch, ktoré budu citlivejSie
ku kontextu a udrzatelnosti a budu chranit identitu
centra Budapesti pre buduce generdcie.

their contemporary changes, focusing on the two
aforementioned dominant aspects of sustainabi-
lity in the historic city center: compactness and
diversity.

Budapest was founded in 1873, through the
unification of three historic towns: Buda, Pest
and Obuda. The Hungarian capital became the
biggest city on the Danube, the most important
industrial, commercial and cultural centre of the
region and the gateway of Western Europe to the
East. The majority of the housing stock at the ci-
ty’s core, about 400 blocks, dates back to the late
19th and early 20th century. Generally, they are
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3- to 7-storey buildings around inner courtyards,
giving rise to the traditional closed urban form.
The historic centre was also a construction site for
prestigious political buildings (the Parliament) and
cultural institutions (museums, opera house and
theatres). They stand out as objects, landmarks in
the homogeneous urban tissue. At the same time,
the former industrial areas expanded between the
inner city and the administratively independent
suburbs, even occupying the riverbanks. The
use of space in this transitional zone was mixed,
which resulted in a varied urban fabric. The city’s
present form, greater Budapest, was born in 1950,
through the addition of 16 townships and villages
situated along the outer belt.

Following these periods of spectacular deve-
lopment, the quantitative housing construction
programmes in the 1960’s and 1970’s took the
form of huge housing blocks built on the city’s out-
skirts. Meanwhile, in the historic urban fabric of the
inner-city, neglect and demolition of nationalised
residential buildings were general phenomena.
After the political and economic transition of 1990,
the housing and real estate market opened up,
and intensive building activity began with the
active participation of foreign investors. Besides
urban renewal, suburbanisation continues to ab-
sorb urban development resources. Locally and
globally, Budapest’s challenges are increasing.

METHODS AND RESULTS

Contemporary Budapest inherited more than
400 residential urban blocks in its historic city
center. The renewal of these blocks, involving hou-
sing construction within the existing context while
safeguarding its identity, is central to Budapest’s
future. Generally, urban form is a composition of
characteristics related to land use, transportation
system and urban design. However, the block,
building and housing layout are part of an urban
design system in which each element depends on
the others. The present research focuses on street
blocks of residential buildings in the historic city
centre that remain part of the homogeneous tissue
and give Budapest’s urban fabric its unmistakable
essence.

To explain the morphological changes in the
block structure between the 1870’s and contem-
porary times, we can use the classification offered

BENKO MELINDA Budapest urban blocks and their
sustainability Mestské bloky v Budapesti a ich udrzatelnost

for different types of blocks by the international
literature (Panerai, Castex and Depaule, 1997) and
the Hungarian (Meggyesi, 2009). The traditional
urban block has undergone major transformation
in the 20th century. Nearly all the interim stages
appeared — from units fully enclosed by conti-
nuous boundary walls, to the opposite, entirely
open systems. The solid / void urban morphology,
represented by its mass/space diagrams in black
and white, gives a clear sense of the physical fabric
of the urban form. As a consequence, fundamen-
tal differences between the traditional historic city
and the modernist city are visible in terms of urban
design and architecture. Nevertheless, in reality,
the physical structure of the city is perceived as
closed or open. This closed or open nature is the
most important qualitative dimension of urban
form, where space use and space experience

Author Autor:Melinda Benko

Zoning map of Budapest: 1.
historic urban core

2. Danube riverbanks
3. transition belt

4. hillside zone

5. outskirts.

Mapa zén Budapesti:
1. historické mestské
centrum

2. brehy Dunaja

3. prechodny pas

4. horskéa zéna

5. okraj mesta



Andrassy Ut development,
1870 - 1900. The “capital
style” with the closed
urban block system can
be differentiated from

the villas in the exterior

Vystavba Andrassyho cesty,
1870 - 1900. , Stoliény Styl*
so systémom uzavretych
mestskych blokov,

ktoré sa liSia od vil vo
vonkajSej Casti mesta
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come to the fore. Moreover, bearing in mind se-
veral historic and contemporary developments in
the city centre of Budapest, the method of analysis
based on the closed/open duality of urban form
can be applied on two overlapping levels: visually,
as the result of constructed reality (e.g. the range
or degree of enclosure); and physically, as a fra-
mework for space use possibilities (e.g. the range
or degree of public use). To compare different
urban forms, this chapter has been divided into
three parts: closed, transparent, and open blocks,
presented in a variety of versions based on their
practical use.

> 0"’0
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Drawing Kresba: Melinda Benko
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1. THE CLOSED URBAN BLOCK

The closed urban block | — closed in both form
and use

The most common and versatile pattern of tra-
ditional European urban culture is the network of
streets which includes series of repetitive blocks
usually enclosed by continuous boundary walls.
Nonetheless, this systematic organisation of the
city and its urban areas can be differentiated into
typical morphological periods, which is true in the
case of Budapest as well.

In the period of dynamic development between
1873 and World War |, the main emphasis of urban
planning was the creation of a new attractive city
by means of a relatively simple, owner-oriented
property zoning regulation. According to the
development pattern, the zoning map of 1874 had
already divided Budapest into two parts. In the
inner city, the “capital style” with a closed urban
block system became compulsory (including the
closed street line, a maximum of 85% building co-
verage, height restrictions, etc.) On the outskirts,
by contrast, detached houses and villas could be
developed (Kérner, 2010).

The new road and infrastructure network exten-
ded through all of the existing and planned parts
of the city’s core, marking out urban blocks. These
blocks are generally divided into regular plots,
with each plot fully or partially built in along its
street line. The typical Budapest residential buil-
dings, termed enclosed courtyard developments,
are organised around an inner court. The street
wing contains large, prestigious flats, whereas
the court wings, with windows open only to the
access gallery, have small, poor living spaces.
Such a housing typology gives rise to a standard,
relatively homogeneous urban fabric with maxi-
mum building density and a closed effect towards
the street front. Besides this urban quality, it is
also normal for the architectural characteristics of
houses to vary according to their position in the
city and their time of construction.

To improve the housing standards at the begin-
ning of the 20th century, a new building regulation
was introduced that required back-to-back inner
courts to be interconnected. While in smaller
towns the practice had long been in effect, this
typology, the “joint courtyard pattern”, became
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typical in the housing development of Budapest
only between the two World Wars. In Budapest,
too, we can mention the “perimeter block pat-
terns” as the last step in the transformation of the
traditional enclosed block. Here the block acts as
a single monumental plot that is built in all along
its external perimeters. In these cases, the image
of the city is identified with a built-up street line
that is continuous, following the uninterrupted
rows of facades on both sides of the street. The
appearance of the closed block remains, but the
dimensions, use and atmosphere of the invisible
inner courts are strikingly different.

Post-modern theories and the contextualist
approach, however, rehabilitated this typology. As
a result, it still survives in today’s urban design. Its
major values are the creation of an intense urban
character, the preservation of the significance
of streetscape and the clear distinguishing of
external public areas and internal open spaces.
In the traditional system, blocks are divided into
plots, and buildings are built in plot-by-plot. The

BENKO MELINDA Budapest urban blocks and their
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freedom of development is heavily limited by the
size of the plot and its regulations, which usually
results in sharp aesthetic conflicts between
historic and contemporary forms. The enclosed
courtyard housing pattern does not exist anymore
in contemporary architecture and can only survive
through building renovation projects.

It is also difficult to apply the joint courtyard
system in the centre of Budapest, because the
urban renewal project has barely been given an
opportunity to create new block unity. This state of
affairs is partly due to privatisation after the political
change of 1990, when condominiums became the
prevailing form of residence ownership. Moreover,
currently more than 95 % of flats are privately
owned.

Nevertheless, some examples can be found
in Hungarian practice in which the joint courtyard
development comes into existence under the su-
pervision of a single investment project, preventing
problems such as monotony or loss of the proper
urban scale. In these cases, various architects

Typical enclosed courtyard
development in the inner
city, Kazinczy utca (Lampel
and Lampel, 1998)

Vystavba typického
uzavretého nadvoria
vo vnutornom meste,
ulica Kazinczy (Lampel
a Lampel, 1998)



Contemporary joint
courtyard pattern in the
Futé utca development,

Masterplan by Gyérgy
Alféldi, 2006

Sucasny vzor spojenych
nadvori v ulici Futo.
Majstrovske dielo
Gyorgyho Alféldiho, 2006
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design buildings on the basis of a master plan
concept, and the former plot system remains. Thus,
good contemporary housing quality can be deve-
loped alongside the desired architectural diversity

However, in the majority of the new urban
developments, when there are in fact several
contiguous free plots together, the investors incre-
asingly try to unite them, instead of using historic
design methods. A block is oftentimes treated
as one monumental plot. Unfortunately, when
it comes to a development that can actually be
regarded as a single building or an urban block,
often only one architectural studio prepares the
design, for the sake of easier implementation.
Generally, enormous block-sized units are
created with a unified architectural appearance,
far exceeding the scale of the traditional urban
fabric. Sometimes the building occupies the entire
street block. (For example, the plot coverage of
shopping centre developments in the inner area
of Budapest is 100 %.) Thus, new perimeter block
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housing stands in conflict with the historic urban
fabric.

Closed urban block Il — closed in form, but enri-
ched with public use

To analyse closed urban blocks in the city
centre of Budapest, it is important to mention the
phenomenon of arcades (Déry, 2005). The arca-
de is a special solution to preserve the closed
form of street blocks, but to multiply the public
space system with open passages below apart-
ment houses and through the housing block. The
most familiar examples were constructed at the
beginning of the 20th century (for instance, the
Parisian Arcade), and this development concept
was used until the 1980’s to consolidate urban
structure and city life. Nowadays, most people
do not know about the existence of these secret
passageways.

Passages in the city centre are in danger. On
the one hand, the most exceptional buildings are
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discovered by foreign investors, and are converted
luxurious hotels or offices. In the renovated buil-
dings, the interior passageway with its impressive
glass dome or roof lends a special atmosphere
to the lobby, yet the public and open use of the
space is totally destroyed (for example, when the
Gresham Palace became Four Seasons Budapest
in 2004). On the other hand, as a consequence of
the change in lifestyle and status of the city centre,
the majority of former passages are neglected,
with little foot traffic and many closed shops.
Hence, as this urban architectural beauty slowly
disappears, the street block loses this interior
public use, becoming closed again.

In terms of sustainability, the compactness
and the diversity of traditional enclosed

Photo Foto: Péter Hencz
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courtyard developments in Budapest’s city centre
are essential sustainable urban design concepts.
In the perimeter block housing, these values are
decreasing, although this typology offers new
opportunities for greening or passive solar design.
The joint courtyard pattern contributes more to
sustainability, retaining urban diversity and a high
degree of compactness complemented by the
utilisation of greening and passive solar design
concepts.

2. THE TRANSPARENT URBAN BLOCK

The transparent urban block | — visual break-up of
closed blocks where use remains closed to public

The break-up of traditional closed blocks —whe-
re the block contours remain, but the inner realm
of the block becomes visible — could be seen as
the most important step to provide transparency in
an urban context. The term ‘transparent block’ has
assumed various meanings since the late 80’s in
international urban literature. Generally, however,
it describes a historic block typology where the
boundary between public and private spaces can
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Different solutions for
closed blocks in the city
centre, Ujlipdtvaros
Rozli¢né rieSenia pre
uzavreté bloky v centre
mesta, Ujlipétvaros

Parisian Arcade (Parizsi
udvar) with closed
shops in 2010

Parizska arkada so

zatvorenymi obchodmi
v roku 2010



Transparent block I:
Housing in Kapas utca,
design Zsolt Hajnal, 2007
Transparentny blok I:
Obytné domy v ulici Kapas.
Dizajn Zsolta Hajnala, 2007

&'

XLV, 2011,3-4

be clearly identified, but the bordering mass is not
continuous, allowing occasional views of the inner
block. In the morphological transformation of
Budapest’s street blocks, transparency appeared
at the beginning of the 20th century to break apart
the high urban density developed by the typical
closed blocks. At the same time, the transparent
block refers to the new urban typology created
by the combination of the traditional closed block
and the modernist open block. Thus, the sensa-
tion of the street is retained, but the form of the
city fabric seems more diverse. This effect can be
created in different ways: forecourt development,
gaps in between buildings and the use of several
building elements (balconies, roofs, etc.) to create
coherence between separate masses built on the
street line. Vertical articulations of the block are
also frequent tools.

In contemporary architecture, the use of the
transparent block is increasingly common, since
it offers an intense, liveable urban character,
while extending the opportunities for a diverse
development pattern and multiplies the potential
for the insertion of new architecture. It enables
adaptation to the local context and incorporation
of existing elements, not to mention the articula-
tion (functional, architectural, altitudinal, etc.) of
the block. New construction in a traditional closed
urban scene can open the boundary visually, whi-
le simultaneously preserving the closed physical
sense.

In one of the historic quarters of Budapest,
in Jozsefvaros, the Corvin Promenade project
represents a unique urban renewal program.
The new urban form deals with the issue of how
new qualities of life can be brought to this run-
-down area. A large public space is cut in the
dense urban tissue, and the new urban blocks
that emerge are regulated with the obligation of
transparency towards the promenade. The street
effect is retained, with construction handled as a
single volume on the ground level or on the levels
below. As a result, the ground level zones interact
with each other, and the street forms a traditional
closed boundary wall; meanwhile, the building
mass above becomes lighter, creating a sensation
of openness. The perpendicular streets retain
the closed character of the existing urban fabric
by integrating preserved and renovated historic
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apartment buildings, as well as respecting the
unopened street line.

Ultimately, the transparent block, in terms of
space perception and space use, results in the
emergence of transitional situations. The desired
separation between open spaces outside and
inside the blocks stays clear. Physically the city’s
genuine spatial articulation remains intact, while
visually the urban form becomes more open.
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The transparent urban block Il — break-up of clo-
sed blocks in both form and use

A new solution in urban design theory and
practice tries to get rid of the past, thereby discar-
ding both traditional closed and modernist open
block form and use. The proposed development
presents a hybrid that combines the advantages
of the urban street block forms while providing for
public use. This approach is an urban reaction

BENKO MELINDA Budapest urban blocks and their
sustainability Mestské bloky v Budapesti a ich udrzatelnost

within the searching process invoked by advanced
architecture in the information society (Metapolis,
2003). It states that the city and its elements are
constituted of non-closed, unfinished, non-deter-
mined systems that are open in spirit. It does not
impose limits, but strives to multiply possibilities
and create a new urbanity.

This approach, like any other novelty, is
not without antecedents. Dutch structuralism

Transparent block II:
Maghaz in Rottenbiller
utca, design by Tamas
Dévényi, 2002

Transparentny blok

Il: Maghaz v ulici
Rottenbiller. Dizajn Tamasa
Dévényiho, 2002



&'

XLV, 2011,3-4

appeared in the 60’s as a criticism of modern
urban design. It recognised the necessarily cha-
otic nature of cities and continually searched for
positive forces inherent in the chaos. It advocated
arranging aesthetically courageous forms into a
dense fabric and creating intelligibly articulated
locations, instead of the choice between historic
closed blocks or oversized modernist objects in
empty space. Mediated by contemporary Dutch
urban design theory, these dormant ideas found
their way to the surface in the 90’s, re-discovering
the landscape as a medium to create connec-
tions. Here, the historic urban landscape is a very
broad, collective concept, taking into its scope
the environment, developments, human actions
and events themselves. Landscape takes shape
by means of intersections; it is neither unified, nor
unique or closed, but a realm of various overlap-
ping layers (Busquets and Correa, 2006).

Often, a development area itself behaves
like an island, an enclosure in its surroundings.
Circulation and inner road networks determine
the block’s inner structure, thus designating the
locations to be built within the block. The external
boundaries of the area may be entirely or partly
built in; thus, the group of buildings, occupying its
own world, can impart a feeling of turning inward,
which strengthens the use of the internal private
open space like an accessible though controlled
landscape.

Such a characterisation is true in the case
of MOM Park in Budapest, where the design is
based on the ‘in-between’ principle. The con-
structed elements of the implemented urbanised
landscape are given equal importance as the
in-between spaces, to create cohesion between
those elements. The designed landscape gives a
sense of continuity and contemporary order where
fragmentation, freedom, spontaneity and features
both closed and open can assert themselves.

The Maghaz (Seed House), planned to be a
first-time home for young people, presents this
intention on another scale (Figure 6b). Having
been constructed on three plots of a traditional
closed urban block, the building tries to preserve
the typical closed urban form, but also enriches
it with the in-between method. The landscaped
courtyard is entirely public and only a translucent

glass wall on the top levels makes the street line
Foto Photo: Veronika Kapisinska
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felt. However, few promoters have the daring to
use this typology, which offers an opportunity for
the public use of the street block in contemporary
Hungarian practice.

In terms of sustainability, the transparent urban
block loses the compactness of form, but allows for
the design of more liveable sustainable residential
buildings that employ greening and passive solar
design concepts. Otherwise, transparency opens
the door to diversity and societal changes by
creating sustainable communities.

3. THE OPEN BLOCK

The open block | — open both in form and use

Examples analysing solid / empty urban forms
clearly demonstrate the well-known differences
between historic and modernist cities. In the
historic city, the domination of closed forms and
space outweighs the constructed masses (Rowe
and Koetter, 1978); whereas, in the modern
open block, the boundaries are no longer the
prevailing force. The coherent web of the city is
broken up, and the urban culture of ‘openness’
takes over. The opening up of urban blocks was
partly enabled by the changes in land ownership
(which became possible in Budapest through na-
tionalisation of the land and buildings after World
War 1l) and the changes in construction scale.
Historic urban blocks were generally divided into
plots. Block-sized housing plots appeared only in
the early 20th century, which hold a much wider
diversity of potential development typologies. The
theoretical foundations of a radically new urban
design (e.g., the ideas of Le Corbusier and the
Bauhaus) rejected the city of the past and repla-
ced the former design principles with something
utterly new. The closed effect and multiplicity were
replaced by an open quality and standardisation.
In this new typology, the buildings are stand-alo-
ne masses in continuous space, and the public
spaces outside the blocks flow in and through the
visually and physically open urban fabric. There
is no traditional urban context anymore; there are
no streets or blocks, no public or private areas,
no exact building locations. An old desire of so-
cial and architectural utopia came true (u-topos
— ‘placelessness’) when architectural creation
was liberated and became independent from its
environment. In response to the dense city of the
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19th century, several urban rehabilitation projects
addressed towards the inner area of Budapest
proposed and sometimes realised this solution in
the 60’s and 70’s, demolishing the existing housing
blocks. However, the majority of the street blocks
in the historic core have remained untouched by
this type of intervention. Its most significant use
took place particularly in the transition belt and
on the outskirts of Budapest for the construction
of housing estates, where one-third of the current
population of the city lives. These estates still
exist, according to the original open block system
and retaining the huge public spaces around the
buildings, yet experiencing great difficulties in
adapting to today’s living standards.

To understand, to articulate and to develop
the city or urban form necessitates monuments
(Rossi, 1966). In the city centre, these historic or
contemporary large-scale landmark buildings are
placed inside open blocks, remaining aloof, se-
ceding from the city’s fabric. These buildings are
sculpturally formed (Palace of the Arts, Budapest)
or globally influenced (high-rise) solitary objects.
Nevertheless, their block retains the open form
quality, and their use is generally public, i.e. not
serving as housing.

The open urban block Il - the use becomes closed
again

The typical modernist open housing block,
combining open form and public use, does not
exist in the contemporary development projects of
Budapest any longer. The American style or moto-
risation-based evolution of the city, in addition to
the social and economic demands requiring such
evolution, all favour the development of borderless
structures extending over the landscape. The de-
-urbanisation that started in Europe in the 60’s (in
Budapest in the 80’s) and the contemporary re-ur-
banisation of the former industrial areas have also
accelerated the use of an urban typology based
on openness. The traditional street block system
disappears, substituted by islands of develop-
ment. Residential communities, industrial parks
and logistical areas are spreading in Budapest all
around the city core, but diverging from the initial
principle of modern complete openness, since the
monumental plots are always closed for security
reasons. Visual openness continues to prevail in
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Modernist open block. Housing estate in Budapest
Ground plan of the second floor of Villa Jahn
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the urban scenery, while physically the dynamics
of closure and control characterise the use of the
space.

With regard to sustainability, the essential
sustainable values of a historic city centre (com-
pactness and diversity) no longer exist in the
open block. Open blocks can be developed in
innovative and sustainable ways on the outskirts,
but in Budapest’s core, it is important to find more
context-sensitive and sustainable morphological
solutions.

CONCLUSIONS & DISCUSSION

The ‘glocal’ (Benkd and Fonyddi, 2009) is
a phenomenon that responds to the particular
and connects to the general: generic and spe-
cific, abstract and concrete, global and local
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simultaneously. This dual process is the nature
of every urban development and can bring about
coexistence between contradictions. A city, as an
urban form, is connected to its location, to its ge-
ographical environment, where it came into being
and developed throughout history. It is local: its
permanent values are ensured by its location. In
the case of Budapest, the city has an excellent
geographical position and amazing natural,
urban and architectural qualities. The potentials
of Budapest are exceptional, while the challenges
are increasing. The city is now facing the task of
renovating housing stock and renewing the urban
fabric in order to create a more sustainable city.
One of the more significant findings to emerge
from this study is that sustainable developments
have to be based on local circumstances using
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global theoretical and technical approaches.
However, the term glocal can equally be inter-
preted according to the idea of sustainability. It is
convenient and necessary to analyse Budapest
urban block patterns, to understand their morpho-
logical transformation and the significance of their
closed and open urban situations according to
their contribution to the objectives of sustainable
development.

In general, therefore, it seems that the majority
of the new developments in the city center are
not engaged in sustainability; they are only profit-
-making investments. For the sustainable future of
Budapest’s city core, the physical urban fabric with
various housing types, building densities, ages,
etc., is not the only important factor. Diversity of ac-
tivity, good city management and a well-organized
urban society are also essential for environmental
quality. However, the present study was designed
to initiate discovery in this field by showcasing
typical urban forms that directly affect habitat,
space use, ecosystems and quality of urban life.
It is recommended that further research be un-
dertaken in the following areas (Jabareen, 2006):
— compactness, density and liveability of the
Budapest’s urban fabric in relation to contempo-
rary lifestyle needs,

— block, housing and courtyard typology of
Budapest,
— greening intervention as an important design
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