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TAMÁS ENGELMANN: RING HoUse, NAGYtARcsA
Gábor Erhardt

on Future Possibilities of organic Architecture

I was glad to be invited to write about 
Tamás Engelmann’s house at Nagytarcsa 
and challenges awaiting the architects 
of organic architecture. Succeeding lines 
are not skilful diversions from describing 
the house itself, but contemplation and 
analysis of questions contemporary ar-
chitecture is concerned on the occasion 
of introducing a prominent house.  

Two decades ago literature recorded 
the general spirit of the age – often be-
tween the lines – but nowadays this has 
changes respectively as media became 
the main channel of information.

As László Simon puts it in his recent 
essay: “our age presses subsequent 
paradigm-shifts on creator and receiver, 
content provider and user (…). How-
ever, the reality concept of Susan Sontag 
seems to work behind the scenes, and 

its effects on our everyday decision mak-
ing denote that we no longer live in a 
literary culture. Our/Present culture is a 
media culture, a culture exposed to me-
diality to be more exact (…)”. (“The Para-
dox of Non-Understanding”, Magyar 
Nemzet, 13 August 2011)

Yet, in my opinion, this age is rather 
about the dominance of oversimplified, 
shallow information. People read essays 
(scholarly articles in a better case) instead 
of books, which have less and less num-
ber of characters and a reduced lexical 
variety. So, instead of a mediatized world, 
we have a world of shallow information 
easy to forget. Who cares about context? 
Who cares about details? Receivers (us-
ers) might still be in need of sophisticat-
ed pieces with literary values, however, 
news producers (content providers) do 

not fiddle away their times with such 
mundane ostentation. In addition, in-
stead of written texts moving images 
obtain a greater importance in informa-
tion transmission. 

Literariness is disappearing from archi-
tecture as well. But what do I mean by 
this concept of literariness I miss so 
much? It might reside in the context – as 
field and details, and as components 
offered to and manageable of interpre-
tation. However, nowadays both are 
loosing. Trendy houses of our time can 
only have contrasted relationship with 
their environment so the surroundings 
cannot serve as a framework for under-
standing, but can only set the visual 
background which is interesting so far it 
has traits of extremity. Now I’m having 
settlements situated in front of breath-

taking mountain and seaside pano-
ramas in mind.     

Miklós Török gave a detailed analysis 
of the topic in his article on Laposa Win-
ery, Badacsony (Reductive Revolution, 
Építészfórum 2011). Although the build-
ing was inspired by the basalt formations 
of mountain Badacsony, it is absent from 
web publications –, it is listed together 
with the local architectural values, yet, 
set aside amidst such circumstances. 

Similarly, details are disappearing from 
contemporary architecture, and their 
disappearance it might not be far-fetch-
ing to call the process dramatic even. 
Visible details are spared and minimal-
ized to the extremes, whereas structures 
attain more and more complex con-
figurations. This paradox is as significant 
as the one seated at the heart of the 
previous turn of the century: the relation 
between the homogenous smoothness 
of brick walls and the parget ornament 
hanging upon them. Now we cover 
complex structures with even surfaces. 
Our mediatized age is about gaining and 
possessing, while trendy, widely pub-
lished interiors are empty: images can-
not take a book or a toothpaste tube. 

What delight can an artist find in build-
ing the umpteenth flat-roofed house 
with glass sliding door and concrete 
floor, a family house floating above the 
ground, which can only take its environ-
ment (or at least a view of it) in through 
the enormous glass wall? Most of the 
small scale buildings appearing in the 
media represent this trend as opposed 
to the general taste. Certainly, even 
general taste is not a reliable reference 
point any more. Besides “cool” architec-
ture, developed a kind of average type 
architecture which is inferior, multitudi-
nous, homogenous, and, drawing upon 
Gábor Dettre’s film director: “attains its 
qualities predominantly by justifying the 
use of cheap base material with the lack 
of a proper capital supply, explains insig-
nificance for practical reasons and with 
the characteristic general apathy so true 
of the country.” 

The standard of middle class society 
so responsive to architectural qualities 
ranges only on a scale from the reprise 
of foreign examples to the ultramodern 
or the chintzy pseudo-Mediterranean. 
But there is also the other extreme which 

– leading a lifestyle quite different from 

the one it represents – relates itself to a 
great extent to everything featured as 
archaic, fictionalised as Hungarian, for 
simple political or ideological reasons. 

Both ideologies effect architecture: 
both are dealing with the issue of break-
ing up with tradition. On the one hand, 
it denies traditional formal traits, brand-
ing it outdated and anachronistic. (We 
can see this in case of the restoration 
process after the flood near Miskolc, in 
case of the red mud catastrophe at De-
vecser, or we can read about it in some 
accounts on houses planned by the kós 
károly Association.) Tiled-roof gable, 
characterising the architecture of the 
Carpathian Basin, is not a comme il faut 
element to use among architects any 
more. Especially not, if it is ornamented.

On the other side stands the insistence 
on formal features, which appear as cli-
ché-like, inconsequent structural-func-
tional traits. Tradition is not essential for 
people of the 20th century.  

We arrived to the subject of organic 
architecture, in as much as its future and 
field of action is situated in such a con-
text. The greatest task is to redefine basic 
concepts and ideas of built space, 
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moreover, to give some new referential 
points. Similarly to the way Imre Mako-
vecz did by presenting his houses with 
living-halls/kitchens, applying the prin-
ciple of centrality in planning and the 
principal of verticality in spatial arrange-
ments.    

*
In ancient Indian tradition sruti (literally 

“dead”, “manifested”) was superior to smrti 
(“that which is remembered”). In the case 
of smrti, remembering is not meta-
physical category it should rather be 
understood in terms of a general sense 
of memory. Smrti is applied, functioning 
memory whereas sruti is the direct mani-
festation of metaphysical knowledge 
and memory. Smrti means actual texts 
of memory as opposed to divine annun-
ciation. These are the preserved objects 
and recorded customs generated the 
eternal One.

Loosing smrti, form, is actually a natu-
ral process, however, it accelerated re-
cently. Sruti could still remain and shape 
traditional societies, everyday life. There-
fore, loosing sruti is fatal. The reason of 
loss is loosing the centre, the impoverish-
ment of the vertical, spiritual identity, 
and the ability to consider such values.

 The ideas mentioned above set the 
context in which I wish to discuss the 
architecture of Tamás Engelmann and 
his house in Nagytarcsa. There are some 
artists among the followers of Imre Ma-
kovecz in contemporary Hungarian ar-
chitecture who have the knowledge of 
centre, verticality, commitment and tal-
ent to enforce their interest, by which 
architecture with capitals can be re-
deemed. They are the ones who work 
in silent persistence, considerable prag-
matism; they design houses and realize 
them in a perfectionist manner. They use 
wood, brick, stone and tile which is al-
most everywhere available in the Car-
pathian Basin. They do not join current 
international trends, they are sceptical 
about the new, but do not reject it.

They are not theoreticians, and they 
see architecture as a profession with the 
purpose to build houses. They preserve 
from the past only what is necessary to 

make a building homely, comfortable 
and relaxing. They are not redeemers of 
the world but their confident choice in 
the most evident structures is appealing 
indeed. As I see it, most of the pieces of 
this “aestheticising”-organic league of 
architects are, unlike the houses of their 
great master, Imre Makovecz, rather in-
stinctual than reflexive. Here, the expres-
sion “aestheticising” does not refer to 
something degraded; it is more about 
positioning their work in a somewhat 
loose hierarchy. 

*
Bruce Allsopp in his book Towards a 
Human Architecture – partly drawing 
upon the ideas of the eighteen-century 
Jesuit theoretician, Marc-Antoine Laugi-
er – distinguishes between three basic 
elements of architecture: that of the 
shelter, the small hut (aedicule) and the 
monument (trilithon), consisting of ver-
tical posts holding horizontal lintels. A 
shelter is the primal materialised practice 
of spatial enclosure, whereas an aedicule 
reflects on its environment and dwellers, 
radiating certain harmony. The monu-
ment belongs to the sphere of ideas in 
as much as it is a reminder of sacred 
events or important collective deeds of 
a society.   

This triangle might easily be called 
analogous with to the constellation of 
body, mind and soul. 

The ordinary architecture of the pre-
sent coincides with the original defini-
tion of the previously mentioned shelter-
like architecture, as its primary aim is to 
enclose a private space and to fulfil basic 
needs by using materials and structures 
with reasonable prices. There might be 
a certain parallelism in speculations 
around office blocks, shopping centres 
and hanger type buildings of any kind.

On the other hand, building museums 
is more fashionable than ever: yet, they 
are no more than a sterile framework 
inhabited by cold reason. Borrowing 
from Béla Hamvas, an age busy with 
building museums is just about to set. 
As it follows from the argumentation, in 
a museum we can only face smrti, only 
the fossils of the spirit of an age. 

Therefore, my firm belief and the the-
sis of my essay is: neither spirit nor matter 
should be the first and foremost princi-
ples of organic architecture.

As a wandering architect, once I heard 
the idea from Imre Makovecz: the soul 
is a bridge, connecting body and mind, 
matter and thought. (In the words of the 
traditionalist thinker, Julius Evola, “the 
soul is the transcendental component 
of personality”.)This is the position or-
ganic architecture should take, and this 
is where I see the real importance of our 
pioneer architects. Organic architecture 
is the architecture of the soul. With no 
regard to age or scales, its is always the 
aedicule, the dwelling place, existing in 
harmony with the environment and 
ready to welcome its inhabitants, or the 
family house, a house to admit com-
munities, is the fundamental building. 
To build such houses does not require 
ideological efficiency, rather persistence. 
A delicate balance between to love and 
to build. It was present after recent ca-
tastrophes in the Carpathian Basin, in the 
restoration process conducted by the 
members of the kós károly Association.

No architectural attempt of position-
ing can have any connection with re-
gionalism—except for if it is Frampton’s 
original critical regionalism – certainly 
not with the jelly-word used and usu-
ally prefixed by authors in recent provin-
cial articles in order to get their preferred 
architect to the current international 
mainstream.

However, architectural attempts can 
build more the concept of post-organic 
architectural designs indicated by Andor 
Wesselényi-Garay, which sees the use of 
brick as the key to facilitate collective 
identity-formation among contempo-
rary Hungarian architects. 

Brick is the basis of architecture, and, 
as such, the “most material matter”. At 
the same time, it carries the heritage of 
all that was intellectual in the architec-
ture of the last five thousand years. For-
tunately, in Hungary brick has a culture. 
Glass concrete still has rare reference 
surfaces. Using brick as building mate-
rial in contemporary architecture has no 
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material or spiritual reasons, rather af-
fectionate ones, just like a sense of be-
longing in using high quality quarry 
stone coverage. The natural simplicity of 
brick sometimes can take quite surpris-
ing and playful formations. This hallmarks 
the architecture of Tamás Engelmann as 
well, similarly to visible roofs with unique 
traits, or tile roofs and centralised plan-
ning so well-known in the Carpathian 
Basin. These are all features of the dis-
cussed building. 

I have already seen the house in pho-
tographs and the impression instinctu-
ally developed that we have an unfin-
ished business. Being there on the spot, 
meeting the owners raised the stake. I 
encountered a real human story. 

The wish of the customers was to get 
a house like no other. Search for the ap-
propriate architect took long time, but 
finding Tamás Engelmann was worth 
the effort. Trust developed in parallel 
with the planning process, so it did not 
stop at building but in smaller tasks has 
been going on ever since. The building 
has two apartments and a special way 
of conforming to its environment, the 
impoverished construction site due to 
agglomeration in the Budapest. In such 
circumstances, it is impossible to talk 
about context; hence the designer had 
to find internal reference points. 

The building is closed from the north-
ern boundary and the street front (per-
haps to refuse contextualisation) which 
is a characteristic feature of constructing 
traditions in the Carpathian Basin, how-
ever, plastered wall and surfaces where 
brick is visible are playfully challenged. 
The street front evokes the symmetry 
apparent in the neighbouring houses of 
the new bourgeoisie; in as much its 
central axis is marked by a huge (non-
typical) garage door. Street side eleva-
tion continues in a fence wall, still letting 
the house to prevail. 

Fence-related retaining walls are fan-
ning out and so they designate the en-
trances of the two apartments, and 
prefigure internal spatial arrangements. 

The plans of the apartments behind 
the doors are quite elaborated. Apart 
from the unpredictable line of walling, 
we find spatial configurations to be 
taught on both sides. Perfect location 
makes the entire setting more appealing, 
every single inch is put into its best use 
on this seemingly flat surface of the 
double grounds.   

Habitats on the ground floor are more 
or less similar, but still distinguishable 
from one another. Service and inferior 
sections were put on the cooler side, 
while in the well-sited part with garden 
relations there is the livingroom-kitchen-
diningroom organic cluster. These are 
almost entirely open to the garden, so 
the boundary between inside and out-
side disappear. Not like it many modern 
buildings where massive windowpanes 

admit far-off panoramas, the image of 
an extreme natural environment into 
the building. The contact between the 
neat garden and the caretaking, green 
fingered owners is real, almost palpable, 
even exploitable. This is emphasised the 
seemingly autotelic, undulating glass 
wall with faith to function and solar tra-
jectory: it provides proper balance of 
shading. 

Both apartments have a central point, 
namely the stairs which are surrounded 
by an exquisite brick pillar nearby, func-
tioning both as a structural and design 
element. These sections are nicely con-
nected by the half-declarative, half-
hidden reinforced concrete slab, with 
uninterrupted lower pane but em-
phatically formed at the edges. It reveals 
itself every now and then at the gallery 
sections, and serve silently in the serving 
ones, almost as counterpoint to frag-
mented brick walls and glass walls.

There are more significant differences 
in the upstairs arrangements due to the 
diverse needs of the family members. 
Bedrooms in the southern apartment 
reach into the space above the garage 
which occupies the centre of the 
ground-floor and, at first sight, looks 
somewhat dissonant in a piece of or-
ganic architecture. But the solution is 
reassuring, as this is not a garage in the 
traditional sense, rather a workroom, a 
studio for the head of the family, where 
several hand-made items were designed. 
Its central role is highlighted by the 
symbols appearing on the elaborated, 
fretted marble coverage as well.

Tamás Engelmann's house is organic, 
is as much it reflects anthropomorphic 
attitude, bearing all formal traits of the 
school from arcs to natural materials. 
Nonetheless, it is also important to note 
that it is organic because it reacts sen-
sitively to its built and natural environ-
ment, evokes traditional architecture in 
a reflective manner, and still, means 
home for two families who live there 
an everyday life. Besides, with its virtuos-
ity in details, it deserves a place among 
the most influential buildings of our 
times.     

to live for almost one hundred years is 
a privilege. the years 1865-1962 encom-
passing the life of max Fabiani define 
an extraordinary period. the vagaries 
of his life are governed by two times 
separated by the turning point of the 
new century. History does not con-
form to regular dates, so I am thinking 
here about the turning point marked 
by World War I. It closed the long nine-
teenth century and opened the short, 
extremely violent twentieth century. 
Fabiani lived long enough to belong 
to both centuries and long enough for 
his biography to fall into a clear “before” 
and “after”.

Born in Kobdilj �Italian: cobidil� on 
the Karst, a limestone plateau above 
trieste, he was educated in Ljubljana 
and then in vienna. He received an 
architect’s diploma at the vienna tech-
nical University. After his schooling 
there came a time for travelling, round-
ing up a young man’s education in the 
tradition of Wanderjahre. thanks to the 
Karl Ritter von Ghega scholarship - 
named after the constructor of the 
sememmering mountain line, the 
crucial railway connection between 
vienna and trieste—Fabiani visited 
most countries of europe, from France 
and Great Britain to Greece and turkey. 
Like all Austro-Hungarian beneficiaries 
of state scholarships, in Rome he lived 
in the spectacular Palazzo venezia, 
regarded by some as Alberti’s work 
and later housing the Austro-Hungar-
ian embassy. Joseph maria olbrich and 
Gustav Klimt also stayed there in that 
period. their friendship intensified 
after their return to vienna and result-
ed in Fabiani joining the vienna seces-
sion society created in 1897. It was all 

the more natural that since 1894 Fabi-
ani worked closely with otto Wagner, 
the “father of modernism” �including 
the writing of the famous moderne 
Architektur�. It would seem that these 
artistic affinities should clearly deter-
mine a modern approach of the archi-
tect. Yet in 1896 Fabiani became an 
assistant to Karl Konig at the vienna 
technical University and lectured in 
architectural composition there. Konig 
led the retrospective current, turning 
against the modernism of Wagner and 
rediscovering the Baroque, “the first 
and only style which Austria bestowed 
on itself’ �to quote Albrecht Ilg�. In this 
constellation of contradictions Fabiani 
was searching for a balance between 
modern thinking and the tendencies 
respectful of tradition. the vienna pal-
aces Porto is & Fix �1900� and Artaria 
�1901� are mentioned in all surveys of 
Art Nouveau. �the latter heralded in a 
neighbourly way, so to speak, the fa-
mous work of Loos—the Goldman & 
salatsch department store, “the mile-
stone” of modernism, which rose in 
1909 just around the corner from Ar-
taria at michaelerplatz.� Buildings are 
easier to compartmentalise, but in 
overviews of architectural history we 
would vainly look for a chapter con-
taining all these works. For it is difficult 
to define Fabiani exclusively as a revo-
lutionary, given that he moved very 
adroitly in the vienna realities. After a 
brief period of fascination with the 
new the capital turned its back on 
Wagner’s vision, relegating him to the 
largely innocent field of engineering 
structures. Konig’s approach was pre-
ferred in official architecture, of which 
Fabiani was well aware and it is prob-

ably no accident that designing Ura-
nia—a centre of science and educa-
tion with an astronomic observatory, 
inaugurated in 1910 by Francis Joseph 

—he wrapped the daring Ranmplan in 
a classical shell. A historian of architec-
ture writing from the avant-garde 
perspective may take it against him 
and he may similarly judge Fabiani’s 
reputation as a “fashionable” architect, 
beneficiary of important, even if 
ephem eral, commissions of the Impe-
rial court—various pavilions, exhibi-
tions and settings for celebrations. But 
we must take into account the follow-
ing paradox: while the criteria of mod-
ernism invented in the capital were 
hard to implement there, in the fast-
developing cities in the provinces of 
the empire they found very open-
minded investors. For two such cities, 
Ljubljana and the silesian Bielsko, Fa-
biani created urban development 
plans �in 1985 and 1899 respectively�, 
proving to be an excellent town plan-
ner. He was sensitive to the cultural 
value of the cityscape while recognis-
ing the need for the city to be function-
ally laid out. He skilfully avoided the 
�artificial� opposition between the 
technocratic urban vision and thinking 
about the city as a work of art. He was 
a great practitioner following in the 
footsteps both of sitte and of Wagner.

the turning point of the Austro-Hun-
garian break-up is very important in 
the biography of Fabiani. In the late 
1917 he closed his workshop in vienna 
and resigned the post of professor of 
architectural composition. He also re-
jected the offer of working at the 
prestigious charlottenburg Polytech-
nic Institute and the recently created 
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