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Abstract The István Szőnyi Open School of Fine Arts is located in 

the heart of the Danube bend, in the southeastern part 

of Zebegény. The institute was established in 1968, in 

the huge garden of István Szőnyi, the significant painter 

of this region. This summer school, which looks back 

on a 50-year history, plays a key role in Hungarian art 

education: it has already formed an important milesto-

ne in the creative careers of several generations and 

introduced the joy and freedom inherent in creation. 

Although education is still carried out with enthusiasm, 

the renovation of the school's buildings has become 

urgent. In 2018, I was requested to design the refurbi-

shment by the association that runs the art colony. My 

research topic was outlined during the design process. 

Through the examination of the cultural embeddedness 

of the art colony, I got acquainted with its intellectual 

legacy, Szőnyi's work, and the plein air painting method 

he represented. In connection with the location, the 

question began to concern me, how will the prominent 

presence of painting influence the architectural work? 

How are these two forms of art connected today? How 

can this relationship be interpreted in the context of 

plein air painting and contemporary architecture?  

I examine in my research – through a subjective collec-

tion of examples –  what kind of architectural behavior 

reflects the creative intent of plein air painting. By 

presenting architectural tools and methods, I attempt 

to introduce the term plein air architecture. I also exp-

lain how the plein air approach can be realized in my 

masterwork in Zebegény.



Theses

Thesis 1

Using art-based references, the analysis of their 

artistic expression, or the problem-solving method 

can help the architectural design process. Exploring 

the similarities and differences between the design 

task and the marked artwork with a dual focus is an 

analogical thinking process, as a result, an art-based 

reference is suitable for supporting the design: it can 

also help in formulating good questions and finding 

the appropriate answers. To find the related reference, 

it is essential to expand the sources, analyze the 

selected artist or artifact thoroughly, and clarify the 

limitations of the comparison.

Thesis 2

A painting can become the reference for an archi-

tectural discourse or even the leader of a concept. 

Whether it is about the creative creed, the in-depth 

recognition of an area, the depiction of a building's 

atmosphere, the way of composing, or the idea of the 

concept, this branch of art integrated into the archi-

tectural design process is considered a helpful tool.

Thesis 3

In the buildings following the intention of plein air 

painting, a humble attitude seeking a direct con-

nection with nature can be observed. During their 

planning, architects endeavor to dissolve boundaries 

even at the expense of human comfort to integrate 

the surrounding landscape. These buildings can fol-

low the changes of the seasons or the environmental 

phenomena with their mass, structural or plan design.

Thesis 4

Creating a harmonious relationship with nature can 

also be developed along the principle of complemen-

tarity. It is a design strategy based on a conscious 

difference, in which the building opposes the environ-

ment to emphasize its character. Finding the appro-

priate means of differentiation, a thorough recognition 

of the environment is essential. With this complemen-

tary attitude, the landscape, and the building form an 

inseparable unit, strengthening each other's values.

Thesis 5

Plein air paintings show the idyllic relationship 

between man and nature by directing our attention. 

These intimate landscapes make the viewer's eyes 

more sensitive to seeing the lovely scenes of every-

day life that often pass unmarked. The intention of 

this painting method appears in architectural projects 

that enhance the experience of nature, or through 

them, we can discover the so far unnoticed layer of 

the environment.
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