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Introduction 

Design competitions are one of the most important subjects during the last two centuries of 

universal architectural history. Their idea was to allow the most sophisticated architectural ideas 

and the most suitable designer to overcome a particular design task. Since its inception, 

international architectural design contests have been arguably one of the most representative 

events in the profession. Until recently however the number of monographs aimed at presenting 

the history of the tenders was negligible.
1
 Historical applications have already been the subject of 

scholarly analysis, but comprehensive research on competitions as a stand-alone phenomenon is 

still a task to be explored, although some new publications have shown increasing interest in the 

topic over the past few years.
2
 The institutional system of design competitions has a history of 

more than one and a half centuries in Hungarian architecture, however, with the exception of a 

few studies,
3
 Hungarian literature has so far focused merely on some competitions themselves. In 

addition to professional and institutional history research, the analysis of the impact of 

competitions on architectural design is also a topical issue. In the 19
th

-Century, in particular, 

since historicism had already developed in parallel with the spread of the tendering system itself, 

it certainly could not be fully discussed without considering it. This is also indicated by the fact 

that most recent monographs on contemporary architectural works published in Hungary already 

contain a separate chapter on the participation of designers in tenders.
4
 This dissertation attempts 

to explore the design world of the late 1890s period of Hungarian historicism until the collapse of 

the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1918. Most of the publications of the tenders of the previous 

decades, especially around the Compromise of 1867, have been published,
5
 but at that time 

competitions were organized mainly for the design of highly representative buildings. As a result, 

they were of greater importance individually, allowing less and more important competition to be 

the subject of independent studies - and those were. At the turn of the 1880s and '90s, just about 

the beginning of the late period of historicism the number of national public tenders increased 

significantly, so we aimed to investigate the era extensively. The detailed data collection begins 

                                                           
1
 Only two major comprehensive volumes have been published about the subject: Architectural competitions 1792-

today. Edit.: Mattie, Erik – De Jong, Ceres. Benedikt Taschen, Köln 1994. and: Hilde de Haan–Ids Haagsma: 

Architects In Competition, International Architectural Competitions Of The Last 200 Years. Thames&Hudson, 

London 1988. Furthermore: Joan Bassin: Architectural Competitions in Nineteenth Century England. UMI Research 

Press, Cambridge 1984. 
2
 For eg. Leitāne-Šmīdberga, Linda: Architectural Competitions in Latvia (1860–2013). in: Architecture and Urban 

Planning. 2014. 9. 6-14. and Chupin, Jean-Pierre–Cucuzzella, Carmela –Helal, Bechara: Architecture Competitions 

and the Production of Culture, Quality and Knowledge: An International Inquiry. KTH, Stockholm 2015. 
3
 For eg. Gábor Eszter – Verő Mária (edit): Az ország háza : Buda-pesti országháza tervek 1784–1884. 

Szépművészeti Múzeum, Budapest, 2000., Kemény Mária: A Magyar Tudományos Akadémia palotája. Osiris Kiadó, 

Budapest 2015. 
4
 For eg. Mónika Pilkhoffer’s monograph about Adolf Lang or József Rozsnyai’s about Arthur Meinig. 

5
 Hajós György: Buda-Pest városrendezési tervpályázata 1871-ből. In: Évfordulóink a műszaki és 

természettudományokban. (1996) 117–120.  Komárik Dénes: Az 1861-es ideiglenes országháza tervpályázat. In: 

Gábor – Verő 2000. 105–125. Nemes Márta: A pesti Német Színház újjáépítési tervpályázata 1847-ben: Carl 

Roesner és G. Louis ismeretlen tervei. in: Építés- Építészettudomány. vol19.(1987–1988) no1-2. 169-190., Marótzy 

Katalin: Ybl Miklós és az építészeti közélet – pályázatok a Magyar Mérnök– és Építészegyletben. Ars Hungarica 40 

(2014) 4. 489–496. 



in 1891, after the death of Miklós Ybl, and ends with the collapse of Hungary at the end of the 

First World War, the application period ended in 1918. 

The extensive examination of the professional press of this quarter of a century was the most 

important basis and source of the dissertation. Throughout the press, articles, and published entry 

plans, we attempted to explore the specifics of the proposals over time. The first appendix of the 

dissertation contains all the domestic tenders published in this period, with all the information 

and sources available on them. The multitude of known competition designs does not allow a 

complete presentation,
6
 so we can only try to illuminate the tendencies of the era with a number 

of important works of cultural and style historical significance. Given that the competitive 

situation creates special circumstances, the significance of the works goes beyond the realization 

plans. Entries are made for the profession and for society as a whole, telling each other more 

about posterity; they are not merely documents of the realization of a particular building, but are 

authentic imprints of the current architectural thinking and design methodology alongside the 

texts of architectural writing. The application documents are particularly eloquent in the 

development of architectural thinking. 

The architectural era focused in the research has long received strong criticism.
7
 These criticisms 

have downgraded this tendency compared to both the preceding and subsequent eras, and are thus 

still less well-known, although the literature that has been growing since the turn of the 1980s is 

increasingly exploring its values.
8
 This is why we believe that an in-depth examination of the 

tendering phenomenon that is widespread in Hungary at this time may offer new insights into the 

better understanding of this architectural style. 

  

                                                           
6
 We estimate that approximately 15 hundred plans are published in contemporary press and also 100 or 200 original 

plans in different archives. 
7
 Lajos Fülep: Európai művészet és magyar művészet. Nyugat 11 (1918) 6., Bierbauer Virgil: Két korszak 

mezsgyéjén. In: Az 50 éves Vállalkozók lapja. Jubileumi albuma 1879–1929. Szerk.: Lakatos Mihály. Budapest, 

1930 115–121. 
8
 As a proof of this we can mention the new comprehensive volume about 19

th
-Century architectural history: József 

Sisa (edit): Motherland and Progress – Hungarian Architecture and Design. Osiris Kiadó, Budapest 2016. 



Thesis 1: Between 1890 and 1914, the number of applications published each year increased 

compared to previous decades and peaked in the early 1910s. 

We have reviewed all issues of the periodicals specialized in architecture. A catalogue compiling 

data on the tenders of the Construction Industry, the Journal of Association of Hungarian 

Engineers and Architects, the Weekly Bulletin, the Entrepreneurs' Review and the Hungarian 

Tenders and Hungarian Architecture Art, compiling the national architectural design contests 

announced in Hungary. This is a good approximation of most of the national tenders of the 

period. On the basis of this, we can say that from the period of 1890-1920 we know more than a 

thousand applications, and on average 30-40 competitions for architectural design were 

announced annually. There are two peaks in this era; the Millennium Exhibition and the eve of 

the First World War, with a spectacular downturn at the turn of the century (1899-1903) followed 

by an equally sudden boom. All in all, in the period from 1890 to the early 1910s, more tenders 

were issued each year than in the decades immediately following the Compromise of 1867. 

Publications connected to the thesis: 3, 4, 6. 

 

Thesis 2: Observing the territorial distribution of the tenders, the predominance of 

Budapest is clearly evident, with more than a quarter of all the invitations related to the 

locations of the capital. If we look at the number of invitations to tender for large cities 

outside Budapest, we can infer from this that the tendering practice was widespread. 

The concentration of applications in the capital also confirms that although only 5% of the 

country's population was living in Budapest at that time, civic development was concentrated 

here. However, it is noticeable that where a tender was successfully completed, there were new 

calls in the short term, not infrequently producing a whole series, for example in the cities of 

Subotica, Bratislava, Levoča. Urbanized settlements across the country have sought to build 

representative headquarters for their old institutions, which have been expanding their new and 

former buildings, and, in the absence of local architects, have been increasingly relying on the 

popular design contest. These were national competitions, even for those buildings that were not 

of national importance. The growing authority of the Hungarian Association of Engineers and 

Architects has shown that municipal authorities have increasingly turned to them for criticism or 

even for assistance in compiling a notice. Exceptions to this were some cities with a German 

majority, such as Brasov, where Viennese experts were asked to judge rather than Hungarians. 

Publications related to the thesis: 2, 3 

 

 



3.A Thesis: Architectural and professional organizations, such as the Hungarian 

Association of Engineers and Architects and the Hungarian Alliance of Architects, kept the 

issue of design contests at the top of their agenda throughout the period, and they also tried 

to assist with regular calls for proposals. 

The issue of organizing design contests was repeatedly promoted through referrals to the 

government and ministers in 1891, 1902 and finally in 1912. The turning point in this process is 

the Ministerial Commerce Decree 79049/1908 of 1908, which regulated the application 

procedure and whose benefits were recognized by the profession a few years later. Some of the 

professional organizations were particularly active and took the lead in initiatives such as Béla 

Ney, and the younger ones, Izidor Sterk, Vilmos Magyar and Marcell Komor. The latter, in 

addition to launching competitions themselves, have written numerous publications, critiques, 

design exhibition reports and edited magazines for shorter or longer periods. In addition to 

participating in ongoing applications and advocacy activities, the professional organizations have 

a so-called "partnership". Ideal competitions were also regularly launched, with the aim of 

exemplifying the execution of the tenders on the one hand and of raising awareness among the 

general public, including potential builders, of the issues that the profession considers relevant. 

Publications related to the thesis: 1, 2, 3 

 

3B Thesis: Among the types of tenders, the professional organizations advocated the 

method of public secret tendering and emphasized the need to protect the interests of 

domestic architects against international competition with a protectionist attitude. 

Not only the process of selecting the designer properly, but also the widest possible publicity of 

the outcome of the design contest, was considered important by interest representation bodies. 

During the period, for the vast majority of public investment, there was a genuine public secret 

tender, with invitations to sign, rather than tenders for a smaller number of private constructions. 

At the same time, the above organizations focused primarily on the development of Hungarian 

architectural public life and architectural creativity, so they considered it important for any 

designer practicing in Hungary to enter national competitions. In contrast, international calls for 

tenders were only supported in those special cases where the scale of the investment or the 

extraordinary requirements of the project required it (eg the Great Market Hall or the Danube 

bridges), and in other cases they were explicitly opposed. 

Publications related to this thesis: 3, 5. 

  



Thesis 4: About the clarity of the competitions it can be said, that there is no doubt that 

there were few isolated examples of collusion and more favorable remuneration of 

individual jury members, but it was not overall a general phenomenon prevailing 

throughout the competitions of the era. 

By the 1890s, the system of tendering had already been consolidated, in the case of secret tenders 

only the sign and the name of the tenderer could be written on the pages and on the enclosed 

sealed envelope. During the judging, the jury was only allowed to break the sign of the prize-

winning and bought plans, leaving the other sign letters unopened - they were rarely destroyed. In 

practice, this was not always the case, and sometimes it was scandalous that some (mostly 

nominees) complained that the jury had decided on the awards in the knowledge of the designers. 

Our data is fragmentary, it is not possible to make a well-founded judgment, but even with a 

thorough comparison of the known jury and nominee lists, we can only guess. Certainly, the 

fulfillment of the secret of the course plans was questioned on several occasions - for example, in 

the 1904 design competition of the University Library of Cluj Napoca. Exceptionally, there were 

only extreme examples, such as when the resolution of the verbs was brought to the attention of 

the authors of the unpaid works - for example, in the 1901 contest of the Brasov Lutheran School. 

In addition, large-scale applications by the 1900s had many front-line architects (or 'doubles') 

with a clearly recognizable character style in their design, so presumably jurors were often 

overlooked on the sign; with particular reference to the possibility that the teacher might have 

recognized his former student's plan. However, in total, out of the hundreds of documented 

applications of the era, there are only 1-2 dozen examples of such glaring misconduct. 

Publications related to the thesis: 1, 2, 3, 6 

 

Thesis 5: The publication and exhibition of applications, and especially the design of the 

works, served as a representation of architecture and architects towards civic society, but at 

the same time served as a forum for the representatives of the profession. 

One of the main features of the design competitions is the professional discourse through the 

works, during which the students engaged in dialogue with each other by studying and discussing 

the works that shaped their matured ideas. Abundant, almost unprocessed, traces of this have 

been left in the form of written reviews and reactions. Another key objective of the proposals was 

to create transparency for the general public, in this case citizenship. It gave prospective users an 

insight into possible alternatives, and gave designers an opportunity to explain their ars poetics to 

the public. Exhibition design exhibitions have become regular, for example at the headquarters of 

the Hungarian Association of Engineers and Architects and at the Museum of Applied Arts. In 

1904, the Construction Industry showed the greatest interest ever since the plans for the Rudas 

and Gellért Baths were exhibited - to satisfy the interest of more than 2,000 visitors in two weeks. 

Publications related to the thesis: 1, 2, 3, 6. 



6.A Thesis: Most of the concourse plans in the period under review did not bring 

architectural innovation, but followed historical or contemporary patterns. 

Despite the fact that, by its very nature, public tenders offer the widest scope for free architectural 

design, appellants or the jury's appellate appellate authority was still a decisive factor throughout 

the design of the contours. The pivotal role of the plan in the renewal of architectural design was 

a rare occurrence, such as the idea of Albert Schickedanz in the historic hall of the Millennium 

Exhibition, which was finally completed by Ignác Alpár. An example of the routine following the 

convention's design is that the Komor Marcell-Dezső Jakab team was recognized by the jury at 

least twice on Baroque design, and finally the sponsor was persuaded to switch to Art Nouveau - 

as if the competition was running with progress. 

Publications related to the thesis: 1, 2, 5, 6. 

 

6.B Thesis: In the contests of the era, the main issue of architectural design was not the 

antithesis of Art Nouveau and Historicism, but the way how they were being synthesised. 

It can be seen that both the great branches of Art Nouveau, both Hungarian and Western, were 

present nationally in the years after the turn of the century and although it could be won, it did 

not dominate the majority of the applications. Just as historicism was still practiced extensively 

by designers at the time, it echoed on the road map, but its use in its purely pre-century form was 

suppressed and overall, transitional styles became the absolute majority. Among these are 

examples of the mixed - additive application of the historicizing and turn of the century elements, 

as well as the methods of weaving the more conventional overall picture from the Art Nouveau 

and forming the Art Nouveau from the historicizing details. There is a definite discovery of the 

passage in some oeuvres between these two trends.
9
 There are many examples of how to submit 

alternative course plans when an architect has submitted several styles for the same 

competition.
10

 

Publications related to this thesis: 2, 6. 

  

                                                           
9
 For eg. the Jónás brothers, the Komor-Jakab duo, or Ferenc Császár K. 

10
 For  eg. Gyula Wágner at the competition of the Juidical Court building in Kaposvár [1903.3.] or Emil Tőry at the 

contest for the Ministry of Culture [1904.20.]. 



6.C. Thesis: Generally it can be said that the architectural design of Art Nouveau style 

plans were not completely divorced from historicism. 

The decorations on the facades of the track designs typically feature an increasing number of Art 

Nouveau features from the lower, from the plinth to the top. Typically, the most spectacular 

elements of turn-of-the-century designs are the crowning of the facades, the pediment waving in 

organic curves and the attic ornamentation poems. In many cases, in the case of transitional 

plans, facades of a rather historicist nature are also vertically closed by purely Art Nouveau 

elements. However, when observing the façade drawings of predominantly Art Nouveau designs, 

it appears that the quadration of the plinth and ground-floor surfaces in the design is rather classic 

- or closely derived from it. From the mid-1900s onwards, the tendency of tendering plans to 

divide both major (Western and Hungarian) branches of Art Nouveau began to break away from 

the late historicization method of giving hierarchy at all costs and to take a step toward the 

modern. The most striking sign of this is that façades have been largely solved by vertical 

elements, while the use of horizontal elements, especially the laths, has been spectacularly 

reduced. Formation with two or sometimes three levels with the same architecture has become 

more common. This innovation of turn-of-the-century road plans was embraced and increasingly 

used by surviving - modernized - historicism and classicizing premoderns. 

Publications related to this thesis: 1, 2, 6. 

 

6.d Thesis: In the vast majority of cases, the choice of style was left to the designer's 

discretion, but the expectations of certain customer circles and the preference for certain 

functions or styles considered by the majority of the profession was still evident. 

Between 1891-1918 era, very few cases called for the specific style named in the invitation. 

However, for some functions (such as a courthouse, a fine arts museum), the more classical 

design was still considered more elaborate. Thus, only the "architecture appropriate to the 

purpose of the building" was usually included in the tender, to which less often the 

appropriateness of the style was added. However, this was apparently not strictly handled in all 

cases, and presumably the jury's instant gratification may have overwritten this passage. 

However, the baroque expectation of courthouse buildings, even in the 1900s, or the Museum of 

Fine Arts, where the style was requested, was specifically mentioned, and Samu Pecz, who 

always draws on medieval styles, responded with a neoclassical design. The importance of style, 

though not in itself generating as much ideological debate as it was in the middle of the century, 

was not completely overlooked. Although the critics analyzed the suitability for the purpose or 

the success of the directional architecture as such; in some cases, however, there appeared to be 

customer style preferences or the practice of associating certain destinations with a given 

historical style. 

Publications related to the thesis: 1, 2, 3, 6.  
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