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B u i l d i n g   T h e   B r a n d

Phil Carney

Béla Barényi, Ein Anderer Kleinwagen Ingenieur

Last month I summarized the career of Tatra engineer Hans
Ledwinka. Other than Professor Ferdinand Porsche, Ledwinka
is perhaps the best known Ingenieur dur Kleinwagen to have

clearly produced technical innovations which were embedded by
Porsche in the Volkswagen. But there are two other men who also have
a claim on Volkswagen technology. One of these is Béla Barényi whose
assertions certainly cannot be dismissed in an offhand fashion. After
all, he was able to substantiate some merits of his case in a German
court. The second man some consider to be a parent of Volkswagen
concepts is Hungarian Josef Ganz. Ganz did not have the engineering
background of the other men but he was a colorful figure in history
and definitely had an impact on European small car development in
the 1930s. This article takes a look at the life of Barényi and just what
influence he had on Volkswagen development - which of course trick-
les down to what influence they may have had on the 356 Sportswagen.

Béla Viktor Karl Barényi
Barényi was born on March 1,

1907 in Hirtenberg, Austria. His family
was in the privileged class largely due
to the fact that his mother, Maria
Keller, came from a wealthy industri-
alist family. His family’s status caused
Béla to come into contact with luxuri-
ous automobiles from Austro-Daimler
at a very early age. This exposure
piqued his interest in cars but there
was another important ingredient that
also influenced young Béla’s future.
His father, Eugen, was a military
schoolteacher who taught mathemat-
ics and perspective drawings. The
drawing talents he inherited from his
father would be obvious in Béla’s fu-
ture automobile renditions.

In the Roaring ‘20s, society was
changing worldwide and the automo-
tive industry was changing right along
with it. In 1924 Béla enrolled in the mechanical department at the
Wiener Technikum (Vienna Engineering Institute) where he drafted his
first ideas of what “The Future Volkswagen” should look like. Both front

and rear engine versions of a people’s car were documented. The rear
engine version used a central tube chassis, an air-cooled, flat-four en-
gine and a transaxle with the gearbox located forward of the rear axle.
This technical scenario of course very closely parallels the principles
used in the Porsche developed Volkswagen. Barényi recommended a
steering wheel system that minimized danger to the driver in an acci-
dent. A streamlined body shape mounted to a platform was also docu-
mented. One should not assume that Barényi was fixated on the rear
engine configuration. His excellent, artistic perspective drawings from
this period show that he was equally interested in various front-engine
configurations through the late ‘20s.

To put bread on the table between 1926 and 1934, Barényi com-
mitted to a number of projects. In 1926 he completed a racecar ad-
vertising drawing for Steyr, a truly artistic illustration that reflects the
drawing talent he inherited from his father. He performed other drafts-
manship work for Steyr until the end of 1928 when he went to work for
Österreichischen Autofabriks AG (Austro-Fiat). That year Barényi trav-
eled to Paris and met the French journalist André Caputo. He showed
Caputo his Volkswagen drawings and received advice to have the ideas
patented. Unfortunately Barényi did not have the funds to invest in Ca-
puto’s excellent legal advice. About this time Barényi also met the re-
spected automobile authority Charles Faroux and showed him several
of his design studies. In June 1930 the French magazine La Vie Auto-
mobile printed an article authored by Charles Faroux about Barényi’s
ideas.  But even the praise of an acclaimed French journalist did not se-
cure Barényi permanent employment. Through 1934, Barényi pro-
duced a number of excellent illustrations and articles that described his
view of automobile technology but paychecks arrived only at a hand-
to-mouth pace.

In April of 1934, André Caputo wrote an article in the French mag-
azine Omnia about Barényi’s automobile concepts. Although Barényi

This drawing dates back to 1926 when Barényi was formulating his ideas on what
a People’s Car should look like. It was unfortunate that Barényi was in school at
the time and could not afford to patent his ideas.
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was credited with the design shown in the
article, Dr. Harry Niemann of the Mercedes
Benz archives says that the printing was
made without Barényi’s knowledge or con-
sent. Later that year, Barényi went to work
for Gesellschaft für technischen Forschritt
(GETEFO) in Berlin to help with modular
chassis construction and elimination of
noise and vibration in the automobile.
Gesellschaft sent Barényi to Paris where he
acquired a taste for the good life. But the
Austrian-Hungarian-Czech that received
German mailings soon came under the
scrutiny of Deuxième Bureau, the French
secret service. Such suspicion should not
have been unexpected. The pains of World
War I were still fresh in the minds of the
French and Hitler’s Germany was already
flagrantly rearming in preparation for World War II. But the surveillance
unnerved Barényi and he returned without preordination to the Gesellschaft
German office where he was met on less than cordial terms. Despite the fact
that he enjoyed working for GETEFO and filed over 150 patents during his
stay, Barényi turned in his resignation in 1938.

The Volkswagen Claim
During his development period, Béla Barényi worked for a variety of

All three of these circa 1931 chassis designs rely on a backbone chassis similar to the one incorporated in Professor
Porsche’s Volkswagen. But this idea was not unique to any Kleinwagen Ingenieur. The more important thing to note
was that Barényi was not fixated on a heck motor for his Volkswagen. He was considering four and six-cylinder front
wheel drive (left and center) as well as four-cylinder rear wheel drive (right).

automobile manufacturers including Tatra, Steyr
and Adler. He was exposed to and took interest
in the small car ideas of Ledwinka and Josef
Ganz. In 1932 Barényi interviewed at the newly
established Porsche Konstruktionsbüro in
Stuttgart and may have shown the Professor
drawings of his Volkswagen ideas to illustrate
his skills and creativity. Even if he did not, the
Professor could have been exposed to Barényi’s
concepts through the various publications in
which his ideas were presented.

In 1948, Win Fanning wrote an article in
the magazine Weekend – The US Magazine for
Europe entitled “The Volkswagen’s Poppa”
which advocated Béla Barényi as the inventor of
the Volkswagen. Apparently some VW advocates
considered legal action to discredit this view.
This did not happen but Richard von Franken-
berg, writing under the nom de plume Herbert
A. Quint, strongly criticized Barényi in his man-
uscript for the 1951 book Porsche – Der Weg
eines Zeitalters (Porsche - The Way of an Age).

“The second strongly argued story about
VW development is that in the construction of

the Porsche car no attention was given to already established patents… A
design engineer by the name of Barényi, a Hungarian who became a Ger-
man citizen after the war, brought up this claim. Barényi’s most absurd ob-
servation was that the discovery of the Heck-Motor as used in the VW –
motor behind rear axle, transmission forward of the axle, air-cooled, four
cylinder boxer motor in the fork of a central frame – alone cost five mil-
lion Marks while Barényi already had this solution in the year 1934. It only
would have been necessary to incorporate his solution. It has been docu-

Barényi’s design ideas were featured by the
noted journalist and Le Mans organizer Charles
Faroux. The excellent illustration labeled “La
Barényi” in this 1930 La Vie Automobile article
could easily be mistaken today for a traditional
American hotrod.

Writing under the pen name Herbert A. Quint,
the highly loyal Porsche historian and employee
Richard von Frankenberg criticized Barényi for
claiming any originality in the invention of the
Volkswagen. Reading von Frankenberg’s words
shows that he was clearly biased and did not
present an accurate picture of either Barényi’s
or Professor Porsche’s history. 
(Cover graphic courtesy of Jacques Mertens)
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Before leaving the subject of Barényi’s contribution to Volkswagen design, another
lawsuit should be mentioned for the sake of completeness. In
the early 1950s the author Horst Mönnich published a novel enti-
tled Die Autostadt. In this novel an imaginary interview about the
development of the VW was held with Professor Porsche. Barényi
was portrayed in the interview as a strange, juvenile dreamer
seeking claim for something he did not deserve. Barényi was not
inclined to let Mönnich get away with his mockery any more than
he was willing to let von Frankenberg make his accusations.
Barényi sued and Mönnich’s defense was that Mönnich was not a
technical person but rather a writer of fiction. Even though he
wrote about the subject, Mönnich basically claimed he, Mönnich,
was not competent to judge who invented the Volkswagen. In Oc-
tober 1955 a settlement was arrived at. Mönnich had to elimi-
nate any reference to Barényi in later printings of his book Die
Autostadt, but this was a hollow victory for Barényi. The damage
had already been done and compounded when the sale of Mön-
nich’s book soared as a result of the Barényi lawsuit.

mented however, that Porsche worked on the solution
of the Heck-Motor between 1931 and 1934 and it was
therefore a truly Porsche solution.

“Barényi is either unfamiliar with this historical
timeline or he is falsely revising history for his own ben-
efit…

“Barényi was never in the running. He was only
twenty-six years old and had not a single development
project under his belt while Porsche was fifty-eight with
a fabulous track record as a design engineer.”

Barényi properly interpreted the inaccurate writ-
ings of Porsche historian and employee von Franken-
berg as slander and took action to have the matter dealt
with before the book was released. This did not pro-
duce the desired results but Barényi was still deter-
mined to set the record straight. Therefore in 1952, he
filed suit in Stuttgart court to address the false state-
ments that von Frankenberg had published. The court case continued for
three years and a variety of expert witnesses testified during the trial. At
first von Frankenberg attacked the authenticity of Barényi’s 1925 drawings
of “The Future Volkswagen.” The genuineness of the drawings however
was confirmed by the expert opinion of the Weisbaden criminal investiga-
tion department. Von Frankenberg then presented a technical challenge
claiming that the Stuttgart courts had no jurisdiction. This resulted in the
case being transferred to the Mannheim patent disputes court. The Sep-
tember 1955 testimony of Prof. Ing. Karl Kollmann of the Technisschen
Hochschule in Karlsruhe summarizes the views of pro-Barényi witnesses.
“From studying the facts, I have reached the decision that the drawings of
Herr Barényi and his recommendations regarding the development of
streamlined body, rear engine, swing-axle, backbone chassis and compact
drive train, and therefore an unrestricted passenger cell, which represents
at least one, though in reality a whole list of technical inventions years
ahead of their time, with respect to the state-of-the-art basic concept.” The
Manneheim court ruled in Barenyi’s favor and the verdict was well publi-
cized in national and local papers.

So what is the conclusion; did Porsche copy Barényi’s Volkswagen
design? No, this is not what the court said. It simply confirmed that the
principle design concepts used in the Volkswagen were first conceived of
and documented by Béla Barényi. Ferdinand Porsche may have arrived at
this same integrated concept independently, but this does not change the
fact that Barényi was the first to arrive at the successful idea. Supposedly,
Barényi only asked for 1 DM as recognition for his creativity.

This is a good place to address another of  von Frankenberg’s equally
misleading statements:

“Porsche, on the other hand, during his lifetime,
never thought or gave much value to patents… Porsche
was of the opinion that many patents could be easily
circumvented when one so desired it. He believed that
in some cases the industry could easily wait the re-
quired 18 years, after which production would be free.”

There is a lot of evidence to indicate that von
Frankenberg’s statements are not just extremely biased
but rather intentionally manipulative. First, the Porsche
company filed nearly 400 patents during its first ten
years, far more than other Germanic engineering de-
sign organizations. If Ferdinand Porsche so lightly dis-
missed the value of patents why would he do this?
Second, Porsche clearly understood that waiting for a
patent to become obsolete was rarely a credible course
of action. Would Porsche’s flat-four engine have been

Within the Mercedes engineering community, the name Béla
Barényi is held in the very highest esteem. He worked for
Daimler in Stuttgart between 1939 and 1972, becoming the
head of advanced design in 1955. Barényi was responsible for
over 2,500 patents documenting inventions not only for cars
but also for sleds, ships, and airplanes. But the contributions
for which Barényi are most remembered are those related to
passive safety systems including the non-deformable passen-
ger cell, the crumple zone, and the collapsible steering col-
umn. There is no doubt he was an extremely talented
engineer. But did Barényi invent the Volkswagen as his 1955
lawsuits claimed? 

realizable without use of Ledwinka’s patented forced
air cooling? Third, the original Porsche firm was a con-
sulting office and not a manufacturing firm. Their busi-
ness plan was based on receiving royalty income from

their inventions. Such a profit picture is only feasible if inventions are pro-
tected and long before the Porsche Company existed, most of the world’s
countries agreed upon the patent system as the process for protecting in-
ventions. Finally, the post-war success of the Porsche company is directly
tied to the patent royalties received from Volkswagen. Why on Earth would
von Frankenberg claim in writing that Porsche “never thought about or
gave much value to patents!”

Automotive Safety
In 1937 Barenyi was awarded patent DPB 887.306 entitled “Vehicle

with Three Part Bodyshell.” The purpose of the patent was to propose use
of an occupant zone isolated from the forward and aft sections of car so that
impact shock would be reduced during an accident. This was the beginning
of Barényi’s campaign to design safety into future automobiles. A couple of
years later he went to work for Mercedes and was able to build a prototype
that incorporated some of his passive safety concepts. Over the next thirty-
five years Barényi defined and refined numerous ideas on how to make
drivers and passengers safer. Barényi conceived of crumple zones, and
tested stronger roof designs, collapsible steering columns and many more
ideas which were incorporated into Mercedes cars. He wrote numerous
articles proposing safer vehicles and was repeatedly recognized for driving
the industry in a new and better direction. Barényi was admitted into the
US Automotive Hall of Fame in Detroit 1994. He died in Böblingen, Ger-
many on May 30, 1997.


