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INTRODUCTION 

THE CHOICE OF THE SUBJECT  

Count János Mikes was an influential aristocrat pontiff of the first half of the 20th century, the 

leading figure of the legitimist camp, a well-known public person, a renowned patron of the 

arts. As bishop, he exercised influence on the Hungarian Catholic Church, as a public figure, 

on the Hungarian public history. Research into his life and activities might bring important 

results from the aspects of both church- and public history. An objective analysis of his in the 

West-Danubian region almost legendary person might help us understand his role and 

influence, at the same time allowing insight into the history of the region between the two 

World Wars.  

My dissertation is on the one hand a biography, documenting the life of an influential person 

in the age, the major turning-points in the life of a Catholic pontiff. It aims to identify those 

hidden influences which formed his fate and life history, therefore affecting his decisions and 

undertakings. It wishes to introduce the man who personifies the age.  

On the other hand, though, the dissertation is also church history, as it deals with an 

influential, decision-making member of the Hungarian Catholic Church, leader of one of its 

geographically based institutions, the Diocese of Szombathely. Therefore his life history can 

be best shown and evaluated in the impact and influence he exercised on this organization. At 

the same time we must not forget that only from a secular point of view does church history 

equal the history of the institution, the organisation. The Catholic Church itself defines church 

history in a much wider sense, as it looks upon itself from a theological point of view as well: 

it examines church history from the point of view of faith. This is especially important in case 

of a biography: the activities and decisions of a pontiff cannot be analyzed independent of the 

doctrines of his church.  

Last, but not least, the dissertation entails numerous references to public-, economic-, and 

social history, as a biography cannot be handled independently from the history of the diocese 

and its political, economic and social surroundings. The fact that church history does not 

equal the chronological sum of the biographies of its pontiffs just makes the argumentation 

more valid. A diocese is actually a real entity of public history: institution and organisation, 

but at the same time a community of the faithful as well, who fulfil its function through their 

activities. The history of the diocese is based upon several aspects: it is the sum of religious 

life, history of its institutions, its economies, press history, cultural legacy, and other fields. 

To be able to characterize the developmental line of a diocese in the given era, therefore to 



identify the role of a person concerning this developmental line, all these factors need to be 

looked into.  My dissertation therefore is not only a biography, but at the same time a 

summary of the above mentioned factors concerning the diocese. In my view, the importance 

of this lies within the fact that Hungarian church history in the 20th century so far has not 

dealt with each and every diocese, enabling us to fully describe the whole of Hungarian 

Catholicism during the examined era. The goal of my dissertation is to introduce a quarter of a 

century from the history of the diocese of Szombathely through the figure of Mikes. 

The difficulties of the research lay in the fact that the history of a diocese is compiled of so 

many subsegments. To create an accurate picture, one needs to be familiar with all these 

subsegments: not only of political history, but of the history of economy, society, press, etc. 

needs to get a thorough analysis as well. The basic research into each of these fields is 

unfortunately in many cases missing, although this should serve as a starting point for further 

research. Even though recent years have brought numerous results and analysis in areas of e.g. 

institutional history, the history of the press, there are still huge gaps. An example for this is 

the economic history of the Catholic Church. The basic research is missing concerning the 

region as well, into which the local history of the Catholic Church could fit into, or supply 

further results for. To take economic history for example, no coverage of the history of 

financial institutions in the West-Danubian region has yet been compiled, which could 

potentially be completed by the history of church banks as well. The same applies to the local 

social history. All these facts make it difficult to place the history of the diocese within public 

history.  

All the above-mentioned factors had to be taken into consideration in the process of writing 

the biography of János Mikes. With regard to the complexity of the subject, I opted for a 

problem-focused investigation. This means that the chronological biography is halted and 

intertwined by the introduction of certain problems or the creation of a work overarching the 

separate sections of his life. These are at the same time areas providing an outlook to political- 

and economic history.   

The fact that so far no one undertook a scientific research into the life history of Mikes proved 

to be a difficulty and a challenge at the same time. A partial explanation for this fact could be 

that little amount of information was available about him before the transition to democracy 

in the early 1990ies represented him in mostly negative light. He was depicted as a pontiff of 

the Horthy-era with a typically aristocratic lifestyle, whose personality perfectly fitted the 

picture formed of clerical reactionaries. On the other hand, though his legacy contained 



numerous documents, they were located inordinately in the Diocesan Archives of 

Szombathely, which made them difficult to handle and conduct research into.  

There is not only the professional historians’ interest, but also a renewed public interest in the 

life of János Mikes. The infrastructural system (education, social sector) of the Diocese of 

Szombathely, developed in the ‘90ies, might find its prefiguration in exactly the era of Mikes. 

This fact might evoke renewed interest in his life, resulting in the publication of an increasing 

amount of information concerning him and his age. The aim of my dissertation is to supply 

scientific guidelines for this process.  

 

THE SOURCES 

My research into the life of János Mikes was predominantly based on archival sources. The 

main reason for this was that his life work was scientifically unprocessed, as well as missed 

detailed research. The sources most relevant in terms of quantity and importance were to be 

found in the Diocesan Archives of Szombathely. The legacy of the pontiff makes up the 

quantity of more than twenty boxes, which is of considerable quantity, but rather one-sided as 

well. The main bulk of the legacy is made up of letters addressed to him. There are hardly any 

copies of the letters written by him; therefore the first problem to be tackled was to 

reconstruct his ideas, answers, viewpoints on the basis of the incoming ones.  A certain 

number of the letters written to the pontiff makes this process possible, although one is 

confronted with a lot of vague references, diplomatic periphrases, the reader therefore is not 

in a position to fully decipher the essence of the document, or information of seemingly key 

importance remains hidden from him. The assets of his corresponding partners, which could 

have contained the letters of the pontiff, yielded only partial success.  Apart from his days as 

student and young priest, no journals of his were found, either.   

As part of the assets also included in the archival sources we find a large number of articles, 

gathered by the pontiff. This material needed supplementing, as Mikes had his own views in 

the selection of the articles whose topic was about him or related to his activities. Among the 

papers, it was the Paper of Szombathely and the Vasvármegye (‘Vasvár County’) which 

contained useful material of substantial amount. This was also complemented by the archives 

of the Hungarian News Agency which is available electronically. The published full amount 

of news items proved especially useful.  



Besides the legacy, the third group of sources stemmed from the pontifical form letters and 

the documents of the Chancellery and the Collegiate. These served as ample resource even 

though the majority of them were deficient, which fact can be traced back to the document 

handling practices of the era.  

Besides the material found in the Diocesan Archives of Szombathely I also came across a 

limited number of sources in the Archbishopric Archives of Esztergom, although the 

documents encountered there somewhat toned the unfolding picture of Mikes. Especially the 

church governmental documents (D/c categories), as well as the private correspondence of 

Csernoch and Serédi archbishops contained valuable information. The archives of Vas County 

contained municipal and lord Lieutenant’s documents and registrations, which also proved to 

be helpful in my research.  

The collection of the Diocesan Library of Szombathely also has some recollections about 

Mikes. At the end of the research process became available the assets of Gyula Géfin 

diocesan archivist, library director, which contained valuable information especially 

concerning matters after the bishop’s resignation and his assets. Among the printed sources 

concerning Mikes, a special mention must be made of the recollections written in connection 

with the attempts at the king’s return and reflect upon the role fulfilled by the bishop of 

Szombathely in these attempts. Among these, the memoirs of Antal Lehár, Count Tamás 

Erdődy and Aladár Boroviczény are the most relevant.  

It is unfortunately impossible to reconstruct the perished documents of the Ministry of 

Religion and Public Education, although local archives and some processing might contain 

usable material. The digital basis of the protocols of the cabinet councils, which are kept in 

the Country Archives of the Hungarian National Archives, also contains useful information 

and is available on the internet. The digital database of the protocols of the Upper House 

contains Mikes’ speeches held at the plenary sessions of the Upper House.  Only two 

speeches of Mikes were published, the rest can be researched partly as manuscript, or through 

the press.  

 

A HISTORIOGRAPHIC OVERVIEW OF THE SUBJECT 

 

Concerning the life and activities of János Mikes bishop we have two writings which 

summarize his life and the results of his activities. The first one is the diocesan history of 

Gyula Géfin, which summarizes the life of the bishops with the events concerning each year, 

so it is rather encyclopedic in nature. The author handled the information rather single-



handedly: he attached much more importance to certain episodes of his life-history than they 

really deserve and his personal involvement is also rather accentuated. Another priest of 

Mikes, László Székely also produced a manuscript, finished in 1966, partly based on Géfin’s, 

partly his own recollections and memories. The manuscript entitled Recollections of Count 

János Mikes, diocesan bishop of Szombathely is a hugely subjective biography. Its main aim 

is to erect a monument by the grateful posterity, the appraisement of the greatness of the 

bishop. As it was based on several different recollections, it is a mixture of often contradictory 

information containing a lot of unverifiable statements. In spite of this, he chronicles a lot of 

interesting, otherwise unavailable information and episodes; therefore I applied it during my 

research with the proper source criticism. The manuscript was published in 2009. 

There are no other biographies dealing with János Mikes, but several works, papers dealing 

with church- and public history mention his person.  

Writing a biography entails numerous methodological problems, which are summarized by 

György Kövér. Several biographies were published in Hungarian language as well, e.g. the 

biography of István Bethlen by Ignác Romsics, Pál Teleki by Balázs Ablonczy, Gyula 

Gömbös by Jenő Gergely or Imre Nagy by János Rainer M. Within church history, the recent 

Mindszenty biography can be mentioned by Margit Balogh, Ottokár Prohászka by Jenő 

Gergely and Zoltán Meszlényi by Margit Beke as well as several doctoral dissertations, e.g. 

on Lajos Haynald by Andor Lakatos, or Jusztinián Serédi by Balázs Csiky.  

The earliest works summarizing the church history of the Horthy-era were written by Andor 

Csizmadia, László László T. and Gábor Adriányi. Concerning the era the most complete, 

therefore the most important from the point of view of my dissertation is the work of Jenő 

Gergely, who gives a thorough overview of all the aspects of the history of the Catholic 

Church.  Among the sources referring to the history of the Catholic Church, special note must 

be made of the publications of the proceeding of the episcopate, of which first a selection was 

published by Jenő Gergely, and then in a later publication the whole texts in the edition of 

Margit Beke. It was Jenő Gergely and Margit Balogh who compiled the database and 

chronology for the modern and contemporary church history. Besides this, they also edited a 

selection of the civil and church laws in connection with churches. The appointments of 

bishops were examined by the monograph of Gábor Salacz, which dealt with the supreme 

ruler’s rights. He also looked into matters of the Catholic Church in the annexed Hungarian 

territories, which got under the rule of the neighbouring countries. In recent years, there have 

been a flow of publications from younger researchers, dealing with specific areas within the 

church history of the Horthy-era.  Tibor Klestenicz did research into the history of the 



Catholic Church; the relationship between the Catholic Church and protestant denominations 

was looked into by Zsolt Giczi, the history of Actio Catholica by András Gianone, while 

Anita Máté conducted gap-filling research concerning the church relations of the American-

Hungarian minority.  

We also need to mention the works providing general summaries of the era, as Mikes 

conducted many-sided public activities besides his political engagement. Ignác Romsics wrote 

the monography of the Horthy-era as a whole. It was also him, who edited a volume of studies 

concerning the right-wing political affiliations of the era. Concerning the subject of 

legitimism, the most detailed research has so far been conducted by József Kardos, who also 

dealt with the standpoint of the Catholic Church in this matter. This viewpoint was examined 

by Ferenc Reisner as well. Róbert Fiziker conducted research into the Hungarian legitimists’ 

connections abroad.  Mária Ormos summarized the events around the attempts of King 

Charles IV. (IV. Károly) to regain the throne. Concerning this topic, its local historical aspects 

as well as the topics of West-Hungary were examined by Tibor Zsiga, who managed to collect 

a considerable amount of sources about the subject. Attila Katona conducted research 

concerning Vas County; Zoltán Paksy concerning the town of Zalaegerszeg, both of which 

proved useful in understanding local political matters.   

 

THE STRUCTURE AND RESULTS OF THE DISSERTATION 

The introduction of the dissertation provides a brief overview of the choice of the subject, the 

problems of processing, the sources and historiography. Within this, it also mentions the two 

works which have so far partly discussed the life of János Mikes. These two works are Gyula 

Géfin’s diocesan history and the recollections of László Székely.   

The first chapter of the dissertation deals with the ancestry of János Mikes, the long history of 

his family and the role they fulfilled in public history and in Transylvania. The Count who 

was born in 1876, in Zabola, was descended from a Sekler (Székely) Catholic aristocrat 

family on his father’s side, which made advances in its social standing during the Principality 

of Transylvania and the Habsburg dynasty. We can find several persons in the family who 

took part in the Hungarian movements for independence. On his mother’s side he had 

protestant Swiss-German ancestry, which enriched the family values with a sense of 

bourgeois mentality and entrepreneurship.  

The second chapter discusses the childhood and younger years of János Mikes. As the 

youngest child, he had far too close an attachment to his mother, so following his father’s 



death the family had him educated in a Jesuit-led grammar school in Kalksburg. It was here 

that through his teachers he further strengthened his loyalty for the dynasty and began his 

affiliation with the calling of a priest. He developed excellent connections in this multiethnic 

environment and, interestingly, it was also here that his consciousness as Hungarian 

strengthened. He continued his studies at the university in Innsbruck, which was also a Jesuit-

led institution. As a seminarist, he became a person who fought with himself, strengthened 

himself in his faith, prayed for the re-Catholisation of his family, who never parted with his 

own aristocratic ways. Among the seminarists close friendships were formed, breaking the 

barriers of social standing. He spent a lot of time with his family and made long travels in 

Western Europe and Italy. During one of these trips he had the opportunity to meet the 

patriarch of Venice, who later became Pope Pius X. The elderly pontiff made a huge impact 

on Mikes. It was during these years, that the personality of the young priest developed as 

someone open to the world, with a modern outlook, open for innovations, with an ever-

growing desire for the work of the pastor.  

The third chapter discusses his first station as priest, the events of the years spent in 

Transylvania. It was Gusztáv Károly Majláth, the bishop of Transylvania, who made the 

greatest impact on the young priest. He counted as a follower of Prohászka’s Catholic renewal 

movement. His methods and means were applied in Mikes’ later activities as a bishop.   They 

were bound not only by their similar ancestry but their outlook as well. His first station was 

Gyergyóalfalu, where he experienced the everyday activities of a country priest. His immense 

activity resulted in his appointment as parson in 1901 by his bishop. From his practical 

activities a special note must be made of the financial duties to be paid to a priest 

(‘kepeváltság’) which created the independent financial means of the pastoral work. He was 

also actively and personally involved in the rescue operations during the firestorm damaging 

the village in 1902.  

In 1906 he became the pastor of Székelyudvarhely and archdeacon. He played a very active 

part in the public affairs of the town, which could also mean getting into conflicts as well. He 

had the church and the parsonage renovated and procured financial help from the state for the 

completion of the new building of the Catholic grammar school. This fitted into his line of 

activities for helping the youth, an activity he began in Gyergyóalfalu. He also continued 

travelling: during his Transylvanian years he often visited Rome, gaining immediate impulses 

concerning the ongoing processes in the Roman Catholic Church.  

The fourth chapter introduces the first section of his bishopric activities in Szombathely.  

Within this, the first subchapter deals with the circumstances of his appointment. It introduces 



the characteristics of the period of “vacant seat”, the procedures of appointment with a list of 

the possible candidates. Based on the results of the research we can state that several factors 

played a part in the appointment of Mikes: his good connections, his ancestry and the local 

political conditions. The government of the National Work-Party wanted a bishop who would 

very actively govern the diocese, exercising a strong hold on the priests, most of whom were 

in favour of the People’s Party. This enhanced the chances of Mikes. This subchapter of the 

dissertation also allows insight into the process of Mikes’ preparation for his role as a bishop, 

in which he was assisted by his local confidant János Boda.    

The second subchapter follows the history of the months from his bishopric appointment to 

the inauguration festivities; the third discusses his first measures as bishop. The results of the 

research show that Mikes began the management of his diocese with considerable activity. 

Applying the methods from Transylvania he reorganised the bishopric by numerous changes 

in the personnel and in his Episcopal circulars he visited the whole diocese. The subchapter 

emphasises the importance of these measures in the evaluation of the state of the diocese. 

After the reclusive predecessor the priests experienced a more immediate presence of the 

bishop, resulting in a new style of direction. Following this the chapter introduces the 

preparations and festivities concerning the return of the relics of St. Martin in 1913. The result 

of the chapter is that we prove the legitimising role of these festivities in the appointment of 

Mikes. Through these festivities Mikes was accepted into local society and public life, he 

proved his competence and gained respect.  

A separate subchapter deals with the steps taken by Mikes to strengthen Christian public life 

which also resulted in modifications with press relations. It states that developing The Paper 

of Szombathely into a daily paper made significant changes in the prevailing conditions and 

provided significant influence for Christian politics. Through this he could effectively address 

the society of his diocese. This aim was also partly served by the founding of the Diocesan 

Savings Bank, which has gained country-wide significance. This example was followed in 

many places. The subchapter concludes that it created a new form in the central money-

handling of the church. The so far scattered, ineffective church revenues this way could help 

the financial strengthening of the social groups important for Christian social politics.   

The last subchapter discusses Mikes’ activities during the First World War, emphasising the 

fact that the charity work gained prime importance, with Mikes personally taking part. He 

proves it through several examples as well (founding of hospital, front visits).  

The fifth chapter of the dissertation deals with his role during 1918–1919. It shows that Mikes 

was among the first to confront the Károlyi government, partly because of his legitimism, 



partly because of his support for the social Christian organisation,which was strong in West-

Hungary. He opposed his property revision, which resulted in the closure of the finances of 

the diocese and his own internment. His captivity extended to the period of ‘Republic of the 

Councils’ as well, with his life being in imminent danger. Before the fall of the commun he 

managed to escape. The chapter shows that these negative experiences strengthened his 

animosity towards the leftists. His conviction grew, that an enhanced political activity in 

needed on the part of people with Christian affiliation. At the same time the political situation 

called for new tasks as well: a concentrated effort was needed in dealing with industrial and 

agricultural workers to prevent the spread of leftist thinking among them. His legitimist 

conviction further strengthened: he saw the institution of kingship as possible safeguard 

against the “upturn” of the republic. The offences he suffered turned him into a leading, 

authentic figure among the legitimist politicians.  

The sixth chapter focuses on his public roles during the twenties and thirties. We can state that 

it follows a certain arch, beginning with a more reclusive position in public matters, then with 

a more active part fulfilled after the World War, followed by renewed seclusion. The reason 

for this was the failure of the legitimist standpoint advocated by him. The chapter gives a 

detailed account of his role played in the king’s attempts for return. The research proves his 

leading role in representing the interests of the royal family, his playing an intermediary role 

between the Hungarian political-social elite and the family. He was a firm believer in Otto’s 

reclaiming the throne which he exemplified on several occasions (e.g. Otto-masses). The 

chapter also introduces his role in the franc-forgery episode and his rulings in the Catholic-

Protestant relations, causing huge uproar. His legitimism followed the Apponyi-line and 

emphasized over-the-parties qualities, but he was willing to cooperate with those in power to 

serve the interests of his diocese. In spite of his differences in principles, he did so in case of 

the Gömbös-government as well. At the end of his workings as a bishop, he took his stand 

against political extremities both on the right and the left.  

The seventh chapter introduces the history of the modernisation process of the diocese 

through several subchapters. The first gives a general overview of the governing activities in 

his diocese in the second period as bishop. The results of the research prove that Mikes 

deliberately chose the priests with whom he conducted the modernisation process in full 

awareness of his later goals, making use of the possibilities of the Catholic Renaissance.  

Several of the priests in his surroundings have later become influential figures of the 

Hungarian Church locally as well as on a country-wide level. In spite of the difficult financial 

conditions his measures forwarded church life and the development of a modernised system 



of education and social services. His activities and involvement often evoked controversies, 

but never hindered him in fulfilling his plans.   

Among these activities the ones that were deemed most important are separately discussed in 

the following chapters. The second subchapter of the chapter deals with the impact of the 

Treaty of Trianon on the diocese. Its new result is the proof that Mikes was actively engaged 

in the representation of Hungarian interests in the annexed territories.  It provides detailed 

account of his church-governmental measures and the steps with which he tried to intervene 

into or at least slow down the process of annexation.  

The third subchapter discusses the agenda and significance of the diocesan synod held in 

1927. The subchapter concludes that due to the consistent supervision of Mikes, the synod not 

only terminated the insecure conditions characteristic of the ‘20ies, but also set new goals for 

which created the framework of canonical law as well. In the synod, the ideas and policies of 

Mikes prevailed, setting the course of development for several decades. The most important 

results were the ratification of the new synod statute-book and the reconsideration of how the 

Zala area should be supplied with priests. This question is dealt with in a separate subchapter. 

It could predominantly be thanked to the organisational work and firm presence of József 

Pehm, who was named Episcopal supervisor by Mikes, that numerous parishes and ministries 

were formed in the Zala area of the diocese. This resulted in a groundbreaking reform in the 

ministerial work of the diocese, at the same time enhancing the influence of the Catholic 

Church within society. It also had major impact on the later personal life and career of József 

Pehm.   

The fourth subchapter deals with the development of orders, the sedentation of new orders, 

which count as the most promising signs of a Catholic Renaissance in the diocese. A new 

result of the subchapter is the elaboration of the role played by Mikes in the sedentation of 

Szalézi order and formation of the Annunciáta convent. The actual results show that the 

orders made huge numerical development, thereby helping the bishop to realize his church-

governmental and social goals.    

The eighth chapter describes Mikes as a travelling bishop. Through the results of the research 

we get a picture of the bishop who travelled a lot, using modern appliances as well, who 

placed great importance on the foreign relations of the diocese, the representation of the 

Hungarian Church abroad and the ministerial work in the annexed areas in Western Europe. It 

is also a new result, that through his travels around the world he gave the first impulse for the 

Catholic Church in the organisation of a Eucharistic world congress. In the course of his 



journeys he also represented the revisionist movement. His –in the literature so far unknown- 

travel to Poland and his lecture in Austria is also discussed here.   

The ninth chapter discusses his activities as a patron of culture, describing the steps he took to 

enrich the collection of the diocese. It also sums up the construction of buildings performed in 

the diocese during his quarter of century governance. As a new result it is summarized that 

Mikes was a patron of all art forms, helped young talents and founded new institutions (e.g. 

Schola Cantorum Savariensis). 

The tenth chapter analyses the economic management of the diocese. The result of this 

chapter is that -for the first time- it introduces the financial condition of the diocese, the 

regulations concerning asset-management and the oncoming, more and more serious financial 

problems. The research proved that the economic recession led to the devaluation of the 

poorly subsidised diocese of Szombathely, which resulted in a serious debt crisis. The diocese 

was unable to handle this alone; besides, it was also burdened by the economic situation and 

the impossibility of acquiring further loans. The new results of the research show that state 

authorities were also involved in solving the economic matters and their calculations cleared 

the bishop from accusations of bad asset management.   

The eleventh chapter examines the circumstances of his resignation. The new results allow for 

a more detailed picture compared to what was available in the literature. The results proved 

that the health problem stated in his official resignation really existed. In addition to this, the 

financial problems of the diocese needed to be solved, however, the quarrel between the 

bishop and the official church governmental organisations concerning the handling of the 

financial assets. With reference to the difficult financial situation, Mikes violated the 

regulations concerning the handing over of priest assets to official church authorities; 

although his measures were economically sound (investment in immoveable estates). Mikes’ 

resignation had different causes: health problems, economic problems and problems of asset-

management.  

The twelfth chapter of the dissertation discusses the last years of Mikes, which he spent in 

Répceszentgyörgy. A new result of the research is that Mikes played an active part in public 

affairs in these years as well. He raised his voice against the extreme right and the 

discrimination of the Jews. He also played a decisive part in the appointment of József Pehm, 

bishop of Veszprém. As his last activity, he made plans for the reconstruction of the bombed 

cathedral of Szombathely. The chapter compares the recollections concerning Mikes’ death in 

March, 1945, and attempts to present an objective overview of the circumstances.  



The last chapter of the dissertation summarizes the teachings of Mikes’ life, emphasizing his 

importance among the Hungarian pontiffs of the century. It briefly shows how his evaluation 

changed in time. Its conclusion is that despite some of the shadowy aspects of his activities as 

a bishop, János Mikes was one of the most influential of the bishops of Szombathely. He also 

played an outstanding role among the great pontiffs of the Catholic renaissance within the two 

World Wars. In his person Szombathely had a bishop, who searched for proper answers for 

the problems of the era, keeping in mind the historic-, national- and church traditions, thereby 

helping the development of the Hungarian church, society and the region of West-Hungary.   


