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< B u d a p e s t ’ s  b r i d e g r o o m
B a r o n  F r i g y e s  P o d m a n i c z k y ,  f o r 3 2  y e a r s  t h e  c a p i t a l ' s  ‘ c l e r k  o f  t h e  w o r k s '

Seven ty-five  years ago died 
one of the most fam ous figure 
in Budapest’s  history. When he 
appeared anyw here in the capi­
tal. he alw ays caused a sensa­
tion. Once somebody stole his 
overcoat, and from  that tim e on 
he had a ll his clothes made 
from loud checked m aterials, 
saying no one would have any 
use for them then.

Baron Frigyes Podm aniczky 
was a captain of hussars in the 
Revolution and W ar of Inde­
pendence of 1848-49, and after 
the defeat he w as obliged as a 
punishment to join the ranks of 
the Im perial A ustro-H ungarian 
Arm y. Only from the 1860s on­
wards could he take part in 
public life : he wrote books, edit­
ed journals, sat in Parliam ent, 
led the Independence Party, and 
served as intendant of both the 
National Theatre (then on a site 
opposite the A storia Hotel) and 
the Royal Opera House.

But for posterity the most sig­
nificant period in his life  came 
between 1873 and 1905, w hen he 
headed the Capital C ity Council 
of Works. The establishm ent of 
the Council by Parliam ent in 
1870, was an in itiative of Prim e 
M inister G yula A nd rassy ’s after 
the English pattern, designed 
to m ake the form erly separate 
towns of Buda, Pest and Obuda 
into a metropolis on a world 
scale. Some of the councillors 
were appointed by the govern­
ment, the others by the M uni­
cipal Council, so that its deci-* 
sions would reflect the interests 
of both. It decided everything, 
from  the construction of whole 
districts to the nam ing of indi­
vidual streets. It had funds of 
its own and responsibility for 
everything that affected the ap ­
pearance of the capital. (After 
the Second World War, the head 
of the Capital C ity Council of 
Works w as one and the same 
person as the governm ent com ­
m issioner in charge of rebuild-

Baron Frigyes Podmaniczky

ing Budapest upon the ruins. The 
Council was abolished in 1948.)

So what w as built in the 
reign of the chequered baron? 
Alm ost the entire capital. The 
B asilica and Buda Castle w ere 
completed; the Council saw 
through the building of the em ­
bankments, bridges, the wide 
avenue of Népköztársaság útja 
(earlier named a fter its in­
itiator, Andrássy), the N agykör­
út (Grand Boulevard) that 
circles downtown Pest, the 
whole of Szabadság tér, Kossuth 
Lajos tér w ith  the Parliam ent 
building, churches, synagogues, 
the Academ y of Music, the 
Fisherm en’s Bastion, schools and 
housing developm ents (the num­
ber of tenement houses rose 
sixfold). The Council drew up

Budapest’s planning regulations, 
established the gas and electric­
ity networks, built ra ilw ay 
term inuses and tram lines, laid 
the sew age system  still in *u se  
today—in a word, they did 
almost everything.

Nor w as the capital con­
structed in a haphazard way. 
Everyw here w e are rem inded- 
of their work by meticulous de­
tails: fine leaded windows,
m urals, statues, fountains, cast- 
iron lift cages, panelling and 
Zsolnay m ajolica tiling. Trees 
they planted still provide shade 
in József nádor tér, the City 
P ark  and many other places.

Guiding, stim ulating and 
directing this great construction 
boom was the Capital City 
Council of Works, which was 
led by Baron Frigyes Podm a­
niczky for 32 years. Today, apart 
from  certain older buildings, it 
is Podm aniczky’s city that v isit­
ors see and fa ll in love with 
when they w alk  through its 
streets. Another great lover of 
Budapest, the w riter G yula K rú ­
dy, wrote a book about Pod­
m aniczky called “ Budapest’s 
Bridegroom ’’. Let me quote a 
line or two from  it:

“ He put a heartfelt pledge of 
earnest into his conception of 
how Budapest should be built, 
em bellished and elevated to the 
rank of a world city. Some men 
never forget their pledges 
throughout their lives. One such 
w as Frigyes Podm aniczky.”

Mihály Ráday

Mihály Ráday, 40, holds a degree in art history and another in film directing 
and cinematography. After making a number of television documentaries and 
plays, three years ago he launched a (by now very popular) TV programme 
advocating efforts to retain artistic old-time features (historic buildings, etc.) 
of the capital and restore time-honoured street names. It is opportune to 
mention here that a widespread campaign is under way in the media to have 
a public square named after Baron Podmaniczky. due largely to Ráds 
efforts. /


