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1. Selection and purpose of the research topic 

The years of the interwar period, especially the 1930s, can give a more or less authentic 
cross-section of the rivalry of different concepts. By then, – although with weight and shape 
different for each denomination – the need for progression in church life was shaped. And this 
need, partially though, but offered the opportunity for something new to unfold and for 
supporting church representation by means of modern art. The decade was characterized by a 
distinctive style pluralism, where, besides the historicizing Neo-Romanesque, Neo-Gothic, 
Neo-Baroque, Neo-Classical and Art Nouveau tendencies, even the folk-national, also known 
as Hungarian, or the so called Modern art trend could find their way. As part of this church-
building program such a church type emerged that satisfied both functionality and liturgy 
needs. Also, besides the unconditional respect of traditions, it followed an ancient plan and 
spatial organization, transposing it into the architectural language of the era: namely the 
church with a central floor plan. In this period, the central churches – having an enormous 
variety of spatial design – were built with specific conceptual backgrounds in different 
denominations. The distinctive types of the ecclesiastical architecture of the interwar period 
are the centrally organized sacral buildings, which – similarly to the representative examples 
of architectural progression – could be implemented with the unfolding of traditions partially 
different for each denomination, and that of the theoretical and liturgical movements. Our 
research focused on the central sacral buildings of the era. In case of the three largest 
historical churches, we tried to investigate the causes and possibilities of applying this type, 
extending the research to largely unprocessed plans and design contests too. Extremely 
exciting – and hardly researched – part of this subject is the role of the Client, and related to it 
the examination of ecclesiastical ordinances, institutions and the contemporary press. This 
gives us a much more accurate picture of the need to create a modern, new ecclesiastical art 
and of the liturgical expectations. Considering the "function" of the church, it is indispensable 
to adapt to the liturgy, therefore – in addition to the renewing, mainly social and community 
needs – we tried to present different perspectives on basis of contemporary sources, with 
special emphasis on the sections or columns that relate to the layout and the spatial 
organization of the church. In addition to the provisions, guidelines and principles influencing 
the layout, form and even the style of church buildings, also the architectural, functional, 
symbolic and structural basic concepts were collected in the first stage, which actually can be 
called the theoretical introduction. The goal is to put in context the central churches built 
between the two world wars, realizing that church architecture can be interpreted as a kind of 
narrative; and these buildings, principles and types are later referred to as living architectural 
traditions often by architects themselves, but primarily by the representatives of the churches. 
We strived to give proper emphasis to the structural issues of the centrality problem, since 
these are probably the most exciting structural issues of architecture: the construction of 
vaults and domes, and the varied solution of roofing.  

In case of the architecture in the interwar period, the time and spatial delineation of the 
subject – that is, the examination of Hungarian church architecture between 1920-1944 – is 
inherently linked to historical events. The beginning date was 1920, the year when the Treaty 
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of Trianon was signed, and also the beginning of the governorship of Miklós Horthy, that is, 
the Horthy era, while 1944, the year of Horthy's resignation marks the end of this era. Given 
that the history of this almost a quarter of a century is extremely diverse, this research was 
restricted to the points that directly influenced the churches and their architecture, so the short 
historical summary is left out. In the past decades, numerous overviewing and detailing 
scientific works have been published on the subject, capable of illuminating the history and 
social conditions of the era in a context, therefore we do not epitomize them. 

In connection with spatial delimitation, it is necessary to mention the database attached to 
the annex of this dissertation which also provides the backbone of the research. It contains the 
church construction memories of the three largest historical churches, and in it we tried to 
gather the churches and chapels newly built between 1920 and 1944 in the territory of the 
post-Trianon Hungary. Placing the church buildings of the three great historic churches, built 
in the same period, made it possible to draw new conclusions. In the future, however, it is 
essential to extend the topic to the church architecture of all churches and denominations, 
which were relevant in this period. This thesis concentrates on the architectural tendency 
changes of these three denominations’ church architecture between the two world wars, 
placing the churches with central floor plan in the focus that were built in an increasing 
number in the discussed period. 

2. Research methodology and sources 

With its marked time delineations, the period between the two world wars forms a 
specific island within the Hungarian architecture and art historiography. In the history of the 
reception of the era, both approaches appear, and since the thesis deals with sacred buildings, 
the ecclesiastical and liturgical aspects are also decisive, therefore, placing the different 
viewpoints side by side seems to be the most convenient way to outline the research and 
reception history. The demand for summarizing the 20th-century Hungarian architecture 
appeared in the 1970s, however, intense interest in the era was only apparent from the 1980s. 
At that time, the well-known and renowned architects of the interwar period were still part of 
the living memory, many of whom – working at state-owned design companies or even as 
professors of the Technical University – assisted the professional activities of the young 
generation. These processes had an incentive to work on and process the architecture of the 
1930s. Over the last decades, numerous articles, book chapters and monographs have been 
published, most of which are aimed at researching the history of the 20th-century Hungarian 
architecture, and at exploring it from the aspect of history of ideas, history of profession and 
institutional history or even from the monument protection’s point of view. In addition to this, 
many monographs and sources were also published, all of which further shaded the 
architectural perception of the era.  

The primary method of research is the gathering and processing of resources, as well as 
a thorough examination of the literature. Architecture and art history approaches are 
completed with church history research, the source document books and studies published in 
recent years, and also with the related archival resources that were digitalized as a result of the 
scientific discourse reviving in connection with the 500th anniversary of the Reformation. 
Nevertheless, the oeuvre of many well-known architects of the time – who are rightly called 
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canonized in the light of literature – have remained unprocessed so far. There was a similar 
tendency in the field of church architecture, where some of the buildings – mostly the ones 
considered progressive – have been processed by many researchers, but no comprehensive 
assessment examining the tendencies, style and floor plan/spatial organizational issues by 
denominations has been done so far. This research focuses on a particular floor plan and its 
features in the given era. This is completed by a photo database – collecting the newly built 
churches of the three denominations – attached to the annexes, which can be interpreted as 
part of the basic research needed for future work. 

3. Structure of the thesis 

The thesis examines the architectural, space-usage, iconographic, structural, and 
urbanistic aspects of churches with central floor plan, in the form of a theoretical introductory 
phase. Subsequently, embedded in the changes in the ecclesiastical architecture of the three 
great historical churches, the thesis reviews the built and planned churches with centralized or 
centralizing layout, grouping them by their floor plan. With regard to the shortness of the era, 
instead of establishing age limits, the grouping by denominations gives the backbone of the 
dissertation. The emergence and then the spread of the emerging modern, new ecclesiastical 
art was a characteristic of the interwar period, therefore, the relationship with modernity and 
the path leading to it has been briefly elaborated from a point of view different from the 
literature’s one. Due to the functionality of a church building, the examination of the liturgy 
and the various church provisions becomes a new aspect. In addition, along with the increase 
in the number of churches with central floor plans, the influences and motivations for each 
building were examined along a sort of grouping. The collection of historical sources about 
the discussed church buildings, also plans and architectural competition materials, together 
with photographic documentation, form an integral part of the annex. Bibliographies of 
individual churches are not part of the bibliography contained in the thesis, but are included in 
the building data sheets as far as possible. Also, the database makes an indispensable part of 
the appendix: it takes into account the churches built in the era; and the graphical analysis that 
can be generated from this database in the future may allow for giving important, new 
contexts. 
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4. New scientific results of the research 

Thesis 1: As part of the research, a database of the three main churches’ new 
constructions has been created, expanding the possibilities of future research. [16] 

A summarizing database is attached to the thesis paper, containing the Roman 
Catholic, Reformed and Lutheran churches built between the two world wars. The 
database provides an opportunity for further analysis, the graphical representation of 
which can be seen at the description of the three different churches’ architecture 
between the two world wars.  

Thesis 2: In the quarter century following the world war, despite the burdens of the 
global economic crisis, the number of church constructions carried out by the three 
major historical churches shows a significant increase compared to the beginning of the 
20th century, primarily in the areas around the capital. [3; 11; 16] 

The church architecture boom – almost irrespective of denominations – is typically 
related to historical, economic and political events. Projected to the discussed period 
and compared to the preliminary estimates and expectations, this means that following 
the shock of World War I, despite the burdens of the global crisis, the number of church 
constructions increased significantly in Hungary from the mid-1920s to the early 1940s. 
When examining the whole period between 1920 and 1944 in the area of today's 
Hungary, it can be seen that a total of 396 new Roman Catholic, 137 Reformed and 82 
Lutheran churches were built. The transformations of existing church buildings or the 
churches and prayer houses built from a dwelling house or a building with other profane 
function are not included in these data. As a comparison, in the case of the Reformed 
church constructions the number of churches built between the two world wars is almost 
twice as in the period from 1900 to 1919. The nation-wide analysis of the 
denominations’ church constructions proves that the largest constructions were 
performed in the capital. Besides demographic reasons, this was because the capital as 
patron in many cases supported the construction of new Roman Catholic churches by 
offering construction sites and donations. And Budapest city also helped the issue of 
Protestant church constructions with – albeit smaller but essentially similar – privileges. 
The analysis of the database reveals that altogether 61 Roman Catholic, 29 Reformed 
and 21 Lutheran churches were built in today's Budapest. 

2.1 The Christian-national ideological nature of the era, the jubilee celebrations related 
to the sacred cults, realized with the support of the government, the development of the 
parish system and the establishment of new parishes increased the number of 
ecclesiastical art orders, thus the number of Catholic church constructions too. [16] 

The extremely high number of Roman Catholic church buildings can be explained by 
the interrelated relationship between the government and the Church of the time; while 
the reason for the significant increase in the number of Protestant churches was a 
relevant increase in the number of Protestant denominators coming from the areas 
annexed after the war and the improper capacity of existing churches.  
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Thesis 3: Unlike previous practice, the new church buildings most often were to be built 
into an existing, regulated urban/settlement fabric in Hungary between the two world 
wars. This means that the church's settlement-forming function necessarily changed 
with its central location, and fitting became a central issue when designing new 
buildings. Consequently, the placement of new churches broke with the – typically 
Roman and Greek Catholic – practice that the church as the center of the village’s 
sacred and community life should be centrally located in the settlement. [15; 16] 

As for urban peripheries, the emerging communities of the settlement-like constructions 
have built the church in many cases, which had to be adapted to the surrounding 
buildings. On the contrary, in the town centers the building had to be embedded into the 
cityscape, challenging even the architects with new task to be solved. Protestants built 
churches with tenement house façade in unbroken row; while Catholics still preferred a 
stand-alone or at least corner-plot siting. In some cases, however, when creating new 
settlements or urban areas, the site of the church to be built was also pre-determined. 
While earlier the church building was one of the most decisive elements of the 
townscape around which the settlement was organized; in almost every case the new 
building had to be placed in the fabric of the existing village or part of the town between 
the two world wars. From that time onwards, this kind of guiding character of the 
church building was changing, and fitting became one of the major issues in designing 
these buildings. This also changed the central siting of the former Roman and Greek 
Catholic practices, reflecting well the function of the church in the community life too. 
The church – built on the central area of the settlements, preferably on a hill – stood out 
from its surroundings, and being surrounded by an open space it could be walked 
around, its tower was visible from afar, while its style and siting also influenced the 
settlement's architecture and the townscape. In case of churches transformed from 
Catholic to Protestant ones the central layout naturally remained, but these buildings can 
no longer be interpreted as a sacred place in terms of their function. In the 20th century, 
especially during the interwar period, both the dominant nature of the newly constructed 
church buildings and the architectural task changed. Now the settlement was not formed 
around the sacred place. The new building’s loaction often depended on the free site 
provided by the patron or the donor, so there was less and less expectation  to place the 
church centrally.  

Roman Catholic church architecture  

Thesis 4: Applying liturgical and pastoral aspects – due to the hierarchical and 
centralized structure of the Catholic Church – (canon) legal norms, papal and bishopric 
statements, and synodic decisions also provided guidance to how the sacred space could 
and should be built, and what art works could be placed there. From their overview, it 
can be seen that within the Catholic Church the principles and practices of modern 
architecture and fine art were gaining ground in Hungary between the two world wars. 
[1; 2; 3; 4; 8; 10; 12; 13; 16] 

In addition to the laws of the world church and the papal declarations, the norms and 
stances of the Hungarian Catholic Church also influenced the development of 
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ecclesiastical art in Hungary. Following the provisions of the 1917 Code of Canon Law 
– saying: Churches made of wood, iron or metal could not be consecrated, only blessed 
– the Catholic Church took a great step towards a modern, new ecclesiastical art with 
the decision of the 1941 Esztergom Archdiocese Council, which has already explicitly 
supported the use of new building materials and practicality. According to this, besides 
wood, also metal was considered as a material churches built from which were not 
considered of full value, but only temporary. This view could be an obvious 
disadvantage for new trends in the 20th century. By contrast, at the end of the era, a 
resolution of the Council stated that: “The possibilities offered by new building 
materials have given rise to new stylistic searches in contrast to historic building 
styles”. In accordance with the provisions of the 1917 Code of Canon Law, so called 
diocesan councils were also held by the dioceses of Hungary between the two world 
wars, and these councils could take decisions, thus detailing and supplementing the 
provisions of the Code of Canon Law.  

Thesis 5: Between the two world wars, the Hungarian Catholic Church maintained a 
delicate balance policy in connection with tradition and innovation, in keeping with the 
position of the Holy See and with regard to modern ecclesiastical art. [3; 12] 

By reviewing the papal and bishopric provisions and the synodic decisions, it can be 
seen that – in accordance with the position of the Holy See – the Hungarian Catholic 
Church also tried to create and maintain a balance between the openness to new trends 
and the unconditional respect of traditions. This balance policy prevailed throughout the 
entire era. Already in 1926, in the preface of the Catalogue of the Ecclesiastical Art 
Exhibition organized in the National Salon by National Catholic Association, Miklós 
Szmrecsányi, brother of Eger Archbishop Lajos Szmrecsányi, highlighted that in 
connection with church constructions the modern aspirations cannot be diverted, but 
tradition has to be adhered to and the "church cannot be an experimental station". The 
tradition-interpretation of the Church can be best known from the official press on the 
subject of modern ecclesiastical art. A double interpretation of church tradition is 
revealed: on the one hand, tradition itself served as a reference basis for blocking any 
change; on the one hand, the supporters of modern church architecture said that the 
modernity of ecclesiastical art was a tradition itself, and tradition meant modernity as 
well. 

5.1 In the Roman Catholic church architecture between the two world wars, centrality 
and central sacral buildings appeared as references to the architectural tradition of the 
Church. Therefore, when a church building – in connection to the function – referred to 
the Christian architectural tradition already with its central form of space, its style and 
use of materials could be modern and up-to-date.  

Here the Christian architectural tradition means the Church's prominent periods and 
buildings, which appear either functionally (monument-like memories, baptisteries) or 
as reference to archetypes. In the church architecture in Hungary between the two world 
wars, the symbolic (see Pantheon) or clear reference to the emblematic buildings of 
historical architecture appeared mainly in association with memorial buildings, with 
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central space and mass formation, and by expressing in itself the Church’s need for 
representation, became an expression of tradition. 

Thesis 6: In the Hungarian architecture between the two world wars, the central sacral 
churches as renewals of an ancient form were function-specific, also completed by their 
symbolic value. The latter was enriched with a number of new layers of meaning in 
Hungary during the interwar period. This can be interpreted as one of the possible 
causes of the spread of this space type besides the use of new materials and the 
emergence of modern ecclesiastical endeavors [1; 2; 3; 4; 8; 10; 12] 

In case of sacral buildings, the function, that is the ceremonies and the liturgy taking 
place inside, defines the plan layout too. In Christian architecture, longitudinal spaces 
were suitable for accommodating a large number of communities; while the centralized 
sacred buildings – initially adapted to clearly distinct functions – symbolized the 
fullness and unity, and served the encounter with God in baptism as rebirth and death. 
This is reflected in the varied central buildings of the baptisteries and the memorials, 
with the baptismal basin and sarcophagus placed in the center. In this sense, the votive 
and memorial churches as memorials, the iconographic interpretation of the cult of the 
Virgin Mary, the martyrion raised above the grave of Mary, and the summoning of the 
sky receiving her all contributed to design a centralized form for the churches built in of 
honor her. The archetypes, as the summoning of the important buildings of the Christian 
architectural tradition, can be found in a number of periods not only between the two 
world wars.  

The procession-nature of the liturgy can in fact presume a longitudinal design, which 
explains the dominance of this type of space in certain periods. However, this layout is 
far from being regarded as exclusive, when the emphasis is shifting towards the 
representation of the memorial traditions manifested in the title and the function of the 
church (memorials, memorial or votive churches), as well as towards placing Christ in 
the focus of the liturgy, establishing the Christo-centric church type („Christozentrische 
Kirchenkunst” Johannes van Acken), or towards experiencing the liturgy within the 
community (Liturgical Movement). With the appearance of these 
traditions/influences/trends, marked changes took place between the two world wars, 
being realized both in the central, centralized or centrally oriented church buildings of 
the era, and a few decades later also in the provisions of the Second Vatican Council. In 
fact, church buildings with a central or centralized floor plan are in line with the open-
plan Christo-centric church space emphasized by the Council of Trent, and also with the 
principle of creating a unified space that can be seen from all points, without 
contradicting the procession feature either.  

Protestant church architecture 

Thesis 7: Even though the relationship between Reformed puritanism and architecture 
between the two world wars would necessarily offer the spread of the Modern seeking 
for the puritan essence, the Protestant churches were lagging behind Roman Catholics 
in applying the principles of modern church architecture. By the end of the era, 
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however, the Protestant churches also developed their own modern church architecture, 
which operated primarily with functional and new floor plans. However, a tendency of 
forms also appeared, which was similar to that of the Roman Catholic Modern trends. 
[15] 

Between the two world wars, the relationship between Reformed Puritanism and 
architecture should have been necessarily linked together with the spread of Modern 
architecture, since none of the former universal styles were such well-suited to 
representing Calvinistic ideas as the functional Modern that followed the principle of 
practicality and the unity of material and form. Nevertheless, in Hungary, not the 
Protestant churches but the Catholic Church opened to Modern architecture first. The 
Roman Catholic Church much sooner recognized the need of renewing the ecclesiastical 
role, and in doing so, also the supporting of modern ecclesiastical art. However, this did 
not meant that Protestant churches completely turned away from the trend. In order to 
consciously renew the ecclesiastical art, the Lutheran theologian István Révész was sent 
to Berlin to perform ecclesiastical art studies. After returning home, he organized a 
working community with the participation of students from the then Budapest Academy 
of Fine Arts. His views of the essence and the purposes of modern church art were fully 
consistent with the words of Antal Somogyi, the canon of Győr – and also the patron of 
modern Catholic ecclesiastical art. The modern direction of Reformed church 
architecture lied primarily in the use of materials and the resulting form features, and 
secondly in the creation of an urbanistically exciting new church type. In this type, the 
functional unity of the church, the tenement house, and the assembly hall was realized 
by the integration of the building into the façades of the city, sometimes even leaving 
the traditional church elevation. And last but not least, the modern architectural 
direction manifested in applying function-rooted, central, and centralizing floor plans. 

Thesis 8: For Protestant churches, the functionality – to provide the same hearing and 
vision conditions for all congregation members – and the resulting geometric design 
focusing on the pulpit and Lord's table/altar as a functional center are of primary 
importance. On the contrary, for Roman Catholic church architecture, the reflection on 
historical tradition considered to be the most important aspect in developing central 
spaces is a less accentuated architectural principle. As a result of this, significantly more 
centralized and centralizing Reformed and Lutheran churches were built in Hungary 
between the two world wars. [5; 6; 7; 9; 14; 15] 

In the Protestant church architecture, the main tendencies of mass formation did not 
change essentially in the 20th century either, in the sense that the actually exterior, 
longitudinal structures inherited from Roman Catholic architecture remained, in 
addition to which, though alongside different conditions, but there was a strong 
ambition towards centralization. For the Protestant denominations, the center of the 
historically developed use of space is the liturgical center defined by the pulpit and the 
Lord's table/altar, which – in historical architecture – was fitted to the historically 
developed church form and to the gallery system(s) ensuring the joint presence of the 
congregation. Keeping this center, the Protestant church architecture of the 20th century 
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more often shaped the mass and spatial form of the church according to the design rules 
of central geometry, symbolizing the unity of the congregation. The geometric form of 
centrality and the early Christian table fellowship were important identity strengthening 
factors in the Protestant liturgy between the two world wars.  

8.1 In the Hungarian architecture between the two world wars, the number of central 
Protestant churches increased considerably, once in relation to the expression of the 
congregation’s unity and, on the other hand, in order to express the autonomous 
Protestant identity.  

Already in the 17-18th century, the centralization aspirations were present in the 
centralization of Protestant church interiors. In case of the experimental floor plans 
inspired by the study of historical church forms, L. C. Sturm also started from a cultic 
center, and besides the centralization of the interior, he also sought to create the unity of 
the exterior. The really big challenge in the 20th century, including architecture between 
the two world wars, was to create the functional space that could solve centralization, 
thus the unity of the congregation in its "figurine", i.e. in its architecture, spatial form, 
floor plan and interior layout. That is to say, an ideal Protestant church type was created 
that had an identity forming, community building, and centralizing power to emphasize 
the differences from the Roman Catholic churches. In addition, the architectural 
approach is fairly practical, as in line with the structures, it prefers to follow cost-
effective aspects, while its symbolism is typically dominated by the geometric design 
principle that puts in the foreground the principle of combining the geometric and 
liturgical center in the Reformed Church architecture. And since according to 
contemporary literature the Protestant church is definitely central even if the plan itself 
is not geometrically centered, this centralizing tradition accompanied Protestant church 
architecture; and so, the various centralizing tendencies between the two world wars can 
be interpreted as a summary of these principles and the solution for the ideal church 
type. 
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