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The subject of my thesis is the separation case of  the part of 
the archbishopric in Esztergom which was annexed to 
Czechoslovakia from the Hungarian centre, the history of  the 
diocese’s church governmental and financial dismembration. The 
issue arose from the Czech occupation of the former Upper Hungary 
after World War I and from the following state border change, thus it 
was not raised by traditional aspects – excessive extent of the 
diocese and its consequent pastoral difficulties etc. It was considered 
in the first place as a political matter, in the course of which 
ecclesiastical political, foreign political and national political 
interests and endeavours confronted. The fundamental aim of my 
work was the revelation of the concerned factors‘ viewpoint – 
Hungarian church and state, Czechoslovak state, Slovak church, 
Catholics of the former Upper Hungary, The Holy See – and the 
summary of the matter’s events running from 1918 to 1938. 
According to my intentions my research contributes to the results of 
the following issues:       

a. History of the change of power after 1918 in the 
former Upper Hungarian Roman Catholic Church 

b. Relationship between country rescue experiments 
resp. foreign affair endeavours and the ecclesiastical policy during 
the period of the Octobrist republic and the Horthy era  

c. Features and changes of the Hungarian political 
Catholicism in Slovakia between the two World Wars 

d. The fate of archbishopric possessions annexed to 
Czechoslovakia with especial regard to the Hague trial  

e. The government of the diocese’s northern part 
from the curacy until the dismembration in 1937, resp. until the First 
Vienna Arbitration in 1938  

f. The situation of the monastic orders in former 
Upper Hungary between the two World Wars, with especial regard 
to the issue of separation.   

I anticipate the significance and benefit of my research also 
from the fact, that the topic  is fundamentally unrevealed, merely 
Gábor Salacz and Jenı Gergely dealt with it more profoundly until 
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now. Salacz, in his summary issued in 1975 published a very 
useful study containing much important information, but not 
explicitly dealing with the dismembration of Esztergom1, while the 
professor of ELU – my consultant as well – made statements 
concerning this subject within the frame of his several works2. The 
lack of revealing works going into details surprised me as well, 
especially as the issue bears closely upon both Hungary’s and 
Czechoslovakia’s foreign policy, as well as the affected states’ 
contacts with the Holy See and to one another, respectively it 
provides relevant information concerning the Hungarian-Slovak 
relations. Therefore the archival sources demanded primary 
processing, which made my research work more enjoyable but also 
more difficult at the same time. On the following pages I am going to 
outline the subject matter and conclusions of my dissertation along 
with their sources and historiography.    
 From the end of 1918 the Hungarian politics were engaged 
in the preservation of the country’s integrity, after the occupation in 
its restoration. The Hungarian Catholic Church became the state's 
ally in this endeavour. In October 1918 János Csernoch collaborating 
with János Zichy Minister of Religion and Education and with the 
bishop of former Upper Hungary initiated his “Slovak action”, which 
attempted to compensate the separatist Slovak endeavours, to 
strengthen the  pro-Hungarian conviction among the Catholic 
Slovaks. Here confronted for the first time overtly and impetuously 
the Hungarian church’s effort aiming at status quo with the 
aspiration of the Hlinka-led Slovak political Catholicism, which did 
not aim anymore merely at the emancipation within the country, but 
also at the complete state and church secession. Primate Csernoch so 
far – and months later on – believed in the opportunity of agreement, 
presupposed the Slovak Catholic masses’ attitude devoted to the 
state and church is able to influence the Slovak politics on the one 
hand and the decision making of the peace conference on the other 
hand. In the course of the action overlapping the republic's period he 
had to face the fact gradually, that in the circles of Hlinka’s 

                                                 
1 Salacz Gábor: A magyar katolius egyház a szomszédos államok 
uralma alatt. München, 1975. 
2 See: Gergely Jenı: A katolikus egyház története Magyarországon 
1919-1945. Pannonica Kiadó, 1999. 
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politically prevailing Slovak People’s Party the desire to join forces 
with the sister nation and the opportunity for Slovaks to appear as a 
state-creating factor are stronger, than the devotion to Hungary and 
the aversion against Czechs, who were held to be anticlerical. On the 
turn of 1918-1919 Csernoch vainly supported the Slovaks’ 
autonomy, vainly advocated the prevalence of the nationalities’ 
demands in the church life and vainly strove for interaction with 
Hlinka’s company, all these turned out to be late.    
 Neither Csernoch, nor the Hungarophil clergy and 
congregation - even though they were in numerical majority in 
former Upper Hungary – were able to counterbalance the separation 
process that had begun to take place. The majority of the Slovak 
priests were not mobilizable to turn against Hungary, which is also 
confirmed by Hlinka’s reproving, in some cases threatening 
encylical letters written to the priests of the diocese in November, 
today to be found in the Primatial Archive in Esztergom. The 
primate in his fight against the Slovak national line was at a 
disadvantage from the beginning because of the international 
circumstances, and he had to face gradually the facts, that he vainly 
believes in the achievement of Wilson’s principles, in the 
opportunity of a referendum in former Upper Hungary, since The 
Great Powers suppose the postwar arrangement in a different 
way.For the topic’s elaboration I used the documents of the Primatial 
Archive (Cat. D/c, Cat. A, Possessory actions in former Upper 
Hungary), the epoch‘s press material and the Slovak literature3. 
 In the first chapters of my work  I made an effort to throw 
light on that clerical attitude which the genarations after 1918 have 
largely lost their capability to perceive and accept, exactly caused by 
the identity perception and the radical change of paradigms 
concerning the attitude to nation. Until 1918 besides the Slovak and 
Hungarian nationalistic consciousness a form of identity existed 

                                                 
3 The most important: Marián Hronský: Boj o Slovensko a Trianon. 
Bratislava, 1998., Peter Zubko szerk: Cirkev v české a slovenské 
historii. Olomouc, 2004., František Bielik-Štefan Borovský szerk: 
Andrej Hlinka a jeho miesto v slovenských dejinách. Bratislava, 
1991., Juraj Dolinský: Cirkev a štát na Slovensku v rokoch 1918-
1945. Dobrá kniha, 1999., Jozef M. Rydlo szerk: Renovatio 
spiritualis. Bratislava, 2003. 
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among churchmen, which was characterized by the compound of 
Hungarus traditions and the universalist viewpoint of Catholicism, 
and which resolved and neutralized the nationalism’s selfish, 
excluding and intolerant features with its integrating force. This 
Hungarophil attitude did not result in conscious national politics, but 
its representatives cannot be regarded  - as opposed to the statements 
of the Slovak nationalistic historiography - as traitors of the Slovak 
nation. A distinction must be drawn between them and the ones who 
proposed thorough assimilation and absorption. The correspondence 
of prince-primate János Csernoch, who was of Slovak origin, and the 
manifestations of the diocese’s Slovak priests, which can be found in 
the Primatial Archive, provided the support material for the topic’s 
research.      
 Primate Csernoch’s attitude to the Octobrist republic is 
considered to be well-known. He did not look for confrontation with 
the government, and he tolerated everything that was not directed 
definitely against the Church and religion. He acknowledged the 
Károlyi government and he took notice of the fact, that the 
government established a separate government commissary, under 
the leadership of Ádám Persian, to manage church affairs. Since the 
repossession of former Upper Hungary was of common interst, the 
cooperation in order to convince the Slovaks, to make the republic’s 
national politics more popular among the former Upper Hungarian 
Catholics could take place. Csernoch accepted the Jászi autonomy 
conception of nationalities, which resulted in a change of his 
opinion. He had not dealt with the question before, he had even 
rejected to raise it, since this ambition had been part of the national 
movement’s program and in his opinion it aimed at breaking up the 
unity of  church and state. On the turn of 1918-1919 he modified his 
point of view, accepted the Slovak autonomy, even the separation of 
the former Upper Hungarian Church to a certain degree. He stated 
his views in his letters, which are presented in the relevant chapter in 
detail.  The drastic removal of the Hungarian bishops from 
Czechoslovakia’s territory in former Upper Hungary took place in 
April 1919, during the period of the Soviet republic.  Gábor Salacz 
referred to the trials of the prelates in his work, however, they are 
disclosed now for the first time in detail. I found abundant source-
material in the legacy of canon János Csiszárik in the Archiepiscopal 
and Head Chapter Archives in Veszprém, while Persian’s 
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reminiscence filed in the archive of The Institute of Political History 
served as primary source for the presentation of events related to 
Batthyány, bishop of Nyitra. Ádám Persian’s summary made also 
possible to reconstruct the commissioner’s ecclesiastical political 
activity in former Upper Hungary. To these topics I could make good 
use of the period’s press, the sources in Esztergom related to Báthy, 
vicar of Nagyszombat, the Dřímal documents preserved in the Public 
Record Office in Pozsony (Dřímal was the Czech officer executing 
the expulsions).      
 Ágoston Fischer-Colbrie, bishop of Kassa, is regarded as 
unique among the former Upper Hungarian bishops in the period of 
the turn. Notwithstanding the numerous attacks from the 
Czechoslovak government circles, he could stay in his residence 
until his death in 1925 in consideration of his tolerant nationality 
politics in the past and the resolute espousal of The Holy See. Before 
1918 Fischer-Colbrie was a staunch adherent of  the unified 
Hungarian political nation, but he did not suppose the idea’s 
validation by means of extorted Magyarization from higher quarters. 
He gave evidence about his utmost understanding and benevolence 
towards the claims of the Slovak congregation and priests. He 
delivered sermons in Slovak language as well, talked to his 
congregation in their mother tongue, preserved the Slovak church 
service language, tolerated nationality endeavours within the Church 
and sponsored the publication of nationality journals and books. As 
a result of all these, he is the only Hungarian bishop in former Upper 
Hungary of the era, to whom the Slovak recollection and 
historiography have a positive attitude. Today the bishop‘s example 
might also stand for the practice of peaceful coexistence and 
reconciliation of divergences. Interesting, yet not surprising is the 
fact, that the Slovak historiography has dealt with Fischer-Colbrie 
more voluminously than the Hungarian historiography, series of 
volumes have been published. 4 As a result of this, I resorted to the 
Slovak literature and press for the bishop’s presentation.  
 The governments’ foreign affair objective with the highest 

                                                 
4 Marián Čižmár: Hlásal radostnú zvesť chudobným. Levoča, Mária 
Mihóková: Košický biskup ThDr. Augustín Fischer-Colbrie. Košice, 
1996., Ján Andrej: Dejiny košického biskupstva latinského obradu 
v rokoch 1918-1939. Prešov, 1999. 
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priority in the Horthy-era was, similarly as Károlyi’s, to regain 
possession of the lost territories. Derived from the system’s character 
the cooperation between church and state became tighter in the issue 
of the intersected dioceses than during the period of republic to such 
a degree, that we may talk about the intertwining of the two interest 
groups. The primates entered into regular discussions with the 
Minister of Foreign Affairs and the Minister of Culture, they 
syncretized their viewpoints, harmonized their conducts, the actions 
of The Holy See took place in parallel with each other,  with the 
same mentality and message. The Hungarian  delegates of the 
Vatican informed not only their government, but occasionally 
primates Csernoch and Serédi as well. The latter is proven by the 
documents among the archbishops’ private letters and official 
documents in the Primatial Archive. In the circles of the foreign 
affairs, priests were employed by the embassy as canonical 
counsellors with considerable ecclesiastical political duty. The 
features of the Czechoslovakian foreign politics concerning the 
Church  differed from the Hungarian practice, Beneš directed the 
relationship between Prague and the Vatican according to his own 
conviction, he did not allow any remarkable intervention neither by 
the country’s  Church nor by the Catholic Party. I described the 
features of Czechoslovakia’s diplomacy with the Vatican, the 
characteristics of Prague’s ecclesiastical policy between the two 
World Wars and its changes with the help of Czech literature5, while 
the Hungarian foreign policy endeavours by the aid of the documents 
filed in the National Archives of Hungary (K 63, K 64, K 105, K 26). 
 Hungarian historians, especially thank to Loránt 
Tilkovszky‘s, Béla Bellér‘s and Ferenc Boros‘s research6, have 

                                                 
5 Miloš Trapl: politický katolicizmus a Československá strana lidová 
v Československu v letech 1918-1938. Praha, 1990., Miloš Trapl: 
Politický katolicizmus v nástupnických státech Rakousko-Uherské 
monarchie v letech 1918-1938. Olomouc, 2001., Jaroslav Kadlec: 
Přehled českých cirkevních dějin. Řím, 1987. 
6 Tilkovszky Loránt: Területi integritás és területi autonómia. A 
magyar kormány 1920. évi felvidéki szlovák autonómia-terve. 
Századok, 2000/3., Bellér Béla: Az ellenforradalom nemzetiségi 
politikájának kialakulása. Budapest, 1975., Boros Ferenc: Magyar-
csehszlovák kapcsolatok 1918-1921-ben. Budapest, 1970 
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already processed the history of that Slovak autonomy plan which is 
connected to the Hungarian Ministry of Minorities before the birth of 
the Trianon peace treaty. To these results I wanted to contribute by 
emphasizing the Church‘s role, reviewing particularly Csernoch‘s 
standpoint, respectively presenting František Jehlička`s – Ferenc 
Jehlicska‘s ( priest-politician, professor of theology) role at that time. 
Studying the resources I came to the conclusion that the statements 
about Jehlička need some alteration. Most of the assessments did not 
consider Jehlička‘s ecclesiastic, religious motivation in his attitude, 
devotion to the Hungarian issue. The majority of the Slovak 
historians labelled him as a spineless turncoat, who betrayed his own 
nation’s affair. In my opinion, Jehlička in spite of his towering 
ambition, strange political twists, cannot be taken for unprincipled 
server of the Hungarian irredentism. His commitment to the Catholic 
Church strongly influenced him that opposite to the Czech way he 
stood to the Christian Hungary, but he acted resolutely for the 
interests of the Slovak nation during the Bleyer autonomy talks.
 There is a substantial dossier in Esztergom under the label 
“Felvidéki birtokügyek“ (Possessory actions in former Upper 
Hungary), collected in boxes inordinately. This source material has 
not been searched before therefore I had the chance to process the 
possession issues, the Hague trial against the Czechoslovak Republic 
of the concerned Hungarian ecclesiastic land owners primarily. In 
these boxes there is a large amount of documents concerning the 
position of the Hungarian Catholics in Slovakia, the issues of the 
curacy of Nagyszombat, also regarding the archbishop’s pursuits of 
ecclesiastical government. Our historiography concerns the 
succession states, it processed only the non ecclesiastic possession 
trials raised by the peace treaty signed in Trianon, about the church 
lands matter it took notice only at the level of allusions. However in 
the debate of the ecclesiastical property not only the monetary value 
was at stake, also its political gravity was considerable. The 
implementation of the dismembration by the Holy See – with the 
ratification of the borders between the two countries by the Church – 
depended to great extent on Prague’s standpoint regarding the 
ecclesiastical property, whether they were willing to return the 
confiscated church lands to the Catholic Church and indemnify the 
previous owners.      
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Rome respected the Hungarians claim that before changing 
the governance of the Church, the property issues should be settled 
appropriately. It happened not only for the protection of the 
Hungarian Church, but also for the universal interest of the Catholic 
Church. Rome wanted to avoid, among other things, that the 
property which could be used for supporting former Upper 
Hungarian bishoprics, fell a prey to the land reform. Due to the 
dismembrational correlations Esztergom’s attitude towards the 
property issues was dual. On the one hand it was their interest to 
solve the problem, because they needed the benefice, the 
compensation (financial aspect), on the other hand the settlement of 
the property issues would cause the loss of the northern part of the 
diocese, therefore its procrastination suited them as well (political 
aspect). The trial in Hague, from the Hungarian point of view, ended 
in a disgraceful defeat. The Holy See was against it from the 
beginning, because secular court was dealing with ecclesiastical 
issues, which from his point of view did not belong to its 
competency. They wanted to persuade particularly primate Serédi to 
withdraw the lawsuit, and in 1935 – when in Hague the plaintiff was 
in favourable position – he was called on firmly to do it. Serédi had 
to obey the instruction. Beside the archives, the judiciary books 
written between the two world wars helped me, which mainly dealt 
with the non-ecclesiastic cases. They – understandably – did not try 
to illuminate the historical background.7   

 In the middle of the 1930s the Holy See wished to settle 
definitely the case of the primacy of Esztergom which has been 
dragged on for fifteen years. It was urged by Beneš, the minister of 

                                                 
7 Alkér Kálmán: A Magyar-román Vegyes Döntıbíróságnak a 
földbirtokperekben való hatáskör kérdésében hozott határozata és 
annak következményei. Magyar Jogi Szemle, 1927. április., Angyal 
Pál: Az egyetemi per katolikus vonatkozásai. Budapest, 1934., 
Geıcze Bertalan: Nemzetközi magánjogi kérdések a vegyes 
döntıbíróságok judikatúrájában. Magyar Jogászegyleti Értekezések, 
1927., Ruttkay László: Az optánsügy mai képe. Magyar Szemle, 
1930. július., Szladits Károly: A vegyes döntıbíróságok ítélkezése. 
Békejog, I. évfolyam. 1920., Váli Ferenc: Az Állandó Nemzetközi 
Bíróság ítélete a Pázmány Péter Tudományegyetem perében. 
Budapest, 1934. 
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foreign affairs, and the Czechoslovak diplomacy, led by Krofka, the 
ambassador of Vatican. They wanted to reach their goal by skilfully 
alternating pressure and concession towards the Church. 
Anticlericalism was typical especially for the first period of the 
Czechoslovak Republic, which softened in the course of time, but 
threatening with expropriation of church lands remained till the end.
 The Holy See, during the decision-making process, had to 
consider numerous aspects. Simultaneously had to be redressed the 
often different needs of the multi-ethnic Czechoslovak Catholics, 
mellow Prague’s clerical policy which showed little appreciation 
towards the Church and take into consideration the claim of the 
‘good catholic’ Hungary without damaging the interests of the whole 
Catholic Church. To present the relation between Czechoslovakia 
and Vatican, the goals of Prague’s and the Slovak Catholicism’s 
clerical policy I could not miss out the Czech and Slovakian sources 
or the material found in the archives of Vatican. Thanks to my 
language knowledge I was able to read and process the books and 
essays published in this topic, to review, survey the accessible 
material during my trips to Prague and Bratislava. Regarding the 
state archives, particularly the documents found in the archives of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic, - though there 
is not a large amount concerning Esztergom – was possible to 
complement with the sparsely occurring sources of the state archives 
in Bratislava. Concerning the ecclesiastical archives in Slovakia the 
situation was more complicated. It would have been interesting to 
check, to compare documents with the sources found in Esztergom, 
but unfortunately to my request I received a refusal.  
 In the case of the sources of Vatican I could rely only on the 
documents, quotations published in scientific literature, but the 
reconstruction of the Holy See’s standpoint, conduct regarding my 
thesis was possible, besides these materials, with the sources found 
in the National Archives of Hungary (Magyar Országos Levéltár) 
and in the Primatial Archives in Esztergom (Esztergomi Prímási 
Levéltár). In these archives I found reports, letters written by the 
ambassadors and cardinals of the Vatican, Hungarian ecclesiastic 
people and politicians. These documents altogether provided 
sufficient information during my research. Authors using sources of 
Vatican could search only the material of the period betweeen 1918 
and 1922, whilst the archives of Vatican have been classified since 
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1922.       
 The Holy See envisaged the settlement of the government of 
the archdiocese in three phases: 1. Define the principles, 2. Publish a 
dismembrational bull which implements the principles, 3. Set up a 
new bishopric in the north part of the archbishopric. The Hungarian 
Catholic Church and the foreign policy of Hungary tried to delay this 
process by striving to keep the status quo with the help of the Upper 
Hungarian political Catholicism. Since the peace treaty accepting the 
Holy See’s competency did not regulate the ecclesiastic issues – only 
declared the freedom of religion of the minorities – Géza Szüllı, the 
”Minister of Foreign Affairs “of the Hungarian minority in Slovakia, 
did not lobby in Geneva or Paris, he travelled to Rome regularly, at 
least once a year. The most important requirement of the policy of 
former Upper Hungary, according to Szüllı, was the opposition, to 
express the injuries of minorities and to sustain the national 
conciousness. To achieve the revision of the borders he considered 
the ecclesiastic policy as one of the most significant strategic means. 
His opinion was that with skilful policy it is possible to delay the 
catholic consolidation in Czechoslovakia and with the catholic 
question unsettled consolidation of the whole state, including its 
borders, would be impossible.     
 While the official Hungarian policy took steps in the interest 
of the archdiocese regarding the country‘s foreign concept the 
former Upper Hungary’s clergy did not always pursue his aim 
judiciously. This discrepancy was conspicuous in the case of the 
former Upper Hungary‘s bishopric. The clergy required separate 
bishopric in numerous memorandums, articles, audiences in Rome. 
Budapest, Esztergom, Szüllı did not support this plan since it could 
have been realized only after the dismembration. They presumed that 
they cannot ask for something which they have fought against for 
years.       
 In the 1930s among the clergy of former Upper Hungary 
appeared a new generation who did not regard their future in the 
policy of discontentment. The reformers‘ (Miklós Pfeiffer, Elemér 
Rády, Ferenc Sinkó etc.) standpoint is presented by the articles of the 
journals Új Élet and Prohászka Körök.   
 A separate chapter is devoted to the religious orders. In this 
chapter I reviewed the history of the most important orders, from the 
Hungarian point of view, - Benedictines, Piarists, 
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Premonstratensians- between the two world wars in the former 
Upper Hungary. The majority of the sources I found in the archives 
of the orders (Budapest, Pannonhalma, Csorna) and in in the press    
(Prágai Magyar Hírlap, Sajó-Vidék, Komáromi Lapok, Alkotmány, 
Slovák).       
 Whether the dismembration of the archbishopric of 
Esztergom took place during the Czechoslovak era until the First 
Vienna Arbitration the following answer might be given. The 
relation with Esztergom weakened gradually, the Former Upper 
Hungarian part of the archbishopric was cut thread by thread from its 
centre. However the separation was not completed during this period 
since new bishopric was not found in the northern part of the 
archbishopric. The planned dispersion of Hungarian Catholics to 
different bishoprics was not carried out. In 1918 the majority of the 
church lands were given back without expropriation to their previous 
owners. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


