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Abstract
The study presents the changes of townscape on the example of the main street of Košice in the 
20th century. The main street of Košice is a historic area that has only undergone minor, point-
by-point interventions during this period. However, the use of the ground floor zone has under-
gone extremely deeply changes. Based on the documents of the Košice City Archives, the study 
presents shop portal designs from the early 1900s to the 1960s (definitely until 1990). It states 
that the first shop windows and portals created one, from the building more or less independent 
architecture element. Thus, the shops of the time of the eclecticism and then of the Art Nouveau 
era were the first interventions that visually separated the ground floor zone from the building as 
a whole (Although it also shows some examples where apartment buildings already included a 
ground floor commercial zone). The modern shop portals between the two world wars increased 
this tension, but based on the contemporary photo documents, the overall appearance of the 
street did not fundamentally change. The decisive change was brought by the urban develop-
ment of the 1960s, which replaced the turn-of-the-century portals with simple, modern-looking 
(but more mass like produced) portals. Another characteristic of the socialist townscape was its 
durable structure. This is striking in light of the fact that stores often changed their profiles in 
the market competition of previous decades
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In the eyes of architectural historians, a monument city such as Košice consists primarily of 
buildings. This seemingly banal statement immediately gains meaning if we add that, whi-
le going about their daily affairs, city residents encounter and use shops, offices, and cultural 
institutions in these same spaces (Kokot – Bommer 1991). The historical urban space does 
have an effect on them, but it often operates unconsciously. At the same time, the use of the 
city is usually not influenced by whether we know in which century the building we are in was 
constructed. By contrast, up-to-date information is required about the services located on the 
ground floor. Although mobile navigation has brought many changes in this respect, businesses 
still surround their premises with vivid visual signals. If we accept that the built environment is 
a system composed of symbols (Budai 1991), in which specific communicative situations can 
emerge, then we must also immediately see that the building and the shop it contains – at least 
in a historical city – often speak different languages (Fischer 2010).

One of these serves as a source of social identity and, in an ideal (that is, monumentally 
ideal) case, changes only very slowly. In the city centre of Košice, especially on Main Street, 
this fixed past is particularly striking. Even if we look back as far as the turn of the century, most 
archival images can still be clearly identified today. Change is conspicuous only at the two ends 
of Main Street: for example, at the site of Sándor Márai’s birthplace, or opposite it, where the 
legendary Schalka café and hotel once stood, we now see robust blocks bearing the architectural 
features of the 1970s and 1980s.

However, if we do not focus on the main mass and overall appearance of buildings, but 
rather on changes in street life, then – following Lowenthal – it can also be said of Košice that 
the past has become a “foreign continent” (Lowenthal 2004. 57). This sense of foreignness 
is carried above all by people: their clothing and their characteristic gestures captured by pho-
tography. Yet the changes that have taken place on the buildings themselves are no less striking. 
By observing storefront portals, the fundamental sociological transformations of the past centu-
ry become visible even in a seemingly intact monumental space such as Main Street in Košice.

In this paper, I aim to present these changes. I limit my focus to approximately 80 buildings 
along Main Street, rather than the entire city centre1. This choice is partly methodological: the 
row of portals along Main Street is in fact also the “shop window” of the city. What takes place 
here represents the most representative reading of the town. At the same time, my choice is also 

1	  The research was supported by the Slovak Academic Information Agency (SAIA), for which the author expresses 
sincere gratitude. 
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determined by the available sources. Since the nineteenth century, the Košice Archives have pre-
served a large number of plans for the reconstruction of storefront portals, the majority of them 
– roughly 50 to 80 items – relating to Main Street. My work is based on this source material.

Despite the relatively large number of surviving plans however, I cannot claim that they 
provide a complete picture of the changes. The survival of the submitted documents is acciden-
tal. There are buildings for which several portal plans are available within a few years’ span, 
and others for which none have survived, even though shops certainly operated on their ground 
floors. Nor can it be established with certainty in every case whether the submitted plans were 
actually implemented. For this reason, statistical analysis must be abandoned. Instead, given the 
specific historical development of Košice, I will focus on the characteristic features of major 
historical turning points. These include the period of Dualism, then the First Czechoslovak Re-
public after 1920, and the socialist model of a large city emerging from the 1960s in connection 
with the construction of the steelworks.

My central question is to what extent successive periods were able to reshape Main Street 
in Košice to their own image, and which were the solutions that are today identified in pub-
lic discourse as characteristic “turn-of-the-century,” “Czech” (interwar), and “socialist” visual 
codes. As this formulation already indicates, the investigation partly extends beyond Košice, 
since these periods can also be identified – with minor variations – in other Slovak and several 
Central European cities.

The Concept of the Ground-Floor Zone
A separate interpretation of a ground-floor zone is evidently meaningful only in cities that have 
developed an urban core, at least in their inner areas. For contemporary urban planning, the 
ground-floor zone has particular importance. In his work Cities for People, Jan Gehl (2020) 
considers the area between the street and the private living space to be one of the most important 
fields of action for twenty-first-century urban planning. The Viennese architect Angelika Psen-
ner worked along similar lines with her collaborators (Psenner 2023). This special attention 
to the ground-floor zone also indicates that earlier urban planners seem to have neglected this 
fundamental human scale.

This is all the more interesting because Frigyes Pogány already argued in the 1950s that 
spatial perception for people moving along the street is limited. Due to the angle of vision that 
can be comfortably perceived by the eye, pedestrians do not register vertical elements placed in 
a narrow space. Although Pogány treated this primarily as a question of art theory, his argument 
can be extended further. In the classical turn-of-the-century zones of narrow streets and tall 
apartment buildings, the ground-floor zone gains increased visual importance. Pedestrians are 
able to perceive primarily this level without conscious extra attention.

This tendency was further strengthened by the spread of automobiles, which occupied the 
middle of streets and pushed pedestrians closer to the buildings. Although this made the facades 
on the opposite side appear more open, from the viewpoint of what unfolds immediately beside 
us, almost only the ground floor remains perceptible.

The vertical growth of buildings, however, provides only a morphological framework. The 
transformation of the commercial structure is far more important. It is well known that until 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, markets and fairs were the most important channels of 
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trade (Bácskai 1984). Merchants’ shops functioned primarily as storage spaces, although sales 
could also take place there, typically under arched gateways or, in smaller quantities, through 
windows (Benda 2011). This type of commercial structure has not entirely disappeared; on the 
contrary, it is present at all levels of trade. It includes, for example, wineries operating within 
the elite consumption category, as well as, at the other extreme, flea-market villages such as 
Mikófalva.

In early commerce, the entire building and its courtyard functioned simultaneously as stor-
age and point of sale, while the exchange of goods typically took place not here, but at markets 
and fairs. From an architectural point of view, it is important to note that this type of commercial 
strategy was not, or only barely, visible from the street. It did not require advertising surfaces; 
consequently, the façade was articulated primarily by the structural divisions of the building 
itself. Even buildings that served explicitly commercial purposes – such as the Cloth Hall in 
Kraków or the Market Hall in Gherla – appear as massive, closed structures from today’s per-
spective. Only gates that allowed easy access and semi-open arcades created a sense of semi-pri-
vate, semi-public space (Benda 2014).

In contrast, profound changes took place in the nineteenth century. By the 1840s, the pre-
decessors of later ornate portals had already appeared: signboards painted on folding doors 
gradually became enduring elements of the façade (Török 2016). Permanent shops still oper-
ated alongside markets, but in the large cities of the nineteenth century, shopping streets also 
emerged, such as Váci Street in Budapest or Mariahilfer Straße in Vienna (Tarr 1984). These 
streets can be seen as successors to markets in the sense that their clientele was not drawn solely 
from the immediate neighbourhood. This increased the importance of communication strategies 
capable of addressing strangers. Shops therefore sought to display their goods in a way that was 
visible from the street.

The nineteenth-century city already shows the early forms of today’s consumer society, in 
which, beyond the primary function of goods, their symbolic value and role as markers of social 
status become decisive (Bódy 2008: 21). Consumption becomes part of everyday life, at least 
for the bourgeois strata of society. This phenomenon, noted particularly in the literature of wom-
en’s history, brought about a radical transformation in the use of urban space. Shopping streets 
became competitors to earlier promenades, offering spectacular sights through the seemingly 
endless succession of shops (Rappaport 1999).

It is undoubtedly Walter Benjamin (1999) who is most frequently cited in this context. In 
his view, modern metropolitan storefront portals became essential elements of urban life. They 
were no longer merely sites of exchange, but carriers of lifestyle patterns and identities (Kiss 
2014). The shop window and street advertising create a kind of dream world beyond reality, 
whose appeal lies precisely in its feature of being accessible and purchasable. For our purposes, 
the architectural consequence is that the nineteenth-century shop detaches itself from its sup-
porting medium – the building – and creates a material “micro-environment” that is only loosely 
connected to it. In other words, the same storefront portal – at least if it uses sufficiently abstract 
decorative elements – may house a butcher’s shop one year, a fashion store the next, and a café 
under a subsequent owner (Ferkai 1997).

At the same time, it must be noted that shops did not immediately eliminate the personal 
character of purchasing. On the contrary, at the end of the nineteenth century, the figure of the 
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merchant guaranteed the quality and reliability of goods. As a result, streets became filled with 
signboards displaying the names of owners. The appearance of names and inscriptions – where 
previously signs had typically consisted of sculptures or painted figures – offered a literal read-
ing of the city. At the same time, this introduced a new perspective into scholarly inquiry: the 
linguistic landscape (Blommaert 2012). Storefront portals thus reflect not only the name of the 
owner, but also the language use of the dominant social groups. In a city such as Košice, which 
was fundamentally multilingual in the twentieth century and developed within changing politi-
cal frameworks, this is by no means a marginal phenomenon (Ficeri 2016).

By the end of the 19th century, a characteristic building type had developed in which the 
design of the ground-floor zone differed radically from the upper floors. While upper levels 
continued to serve residential functions, the ground-floor zone – sometimes extending over two 
storeys – accommodated shops. This zone was generally more ornate than the upper floors, but 
above all more open: gateways allowed access, and glass surfaces provided views into the inte-
rior. In this way, the street and the ground-floor zone became closely connected. 

Twentieth-century modern architecture, similarly to its assessment of nineteenth-century 
architecture more broadly, often described storefront constructions as crude, excessive, and 
kitschy. From today’s perspective, however, these buildings represent a clearly definable ar-
chitectural style and an entire historical period (Bobek – Lichtenberer 1978; Lélek 2019). It 
should also be noted that the opening up of the ground-floor zone did not stop with multi-storey 
apartment buildings in new urban districts. Outer districts that retained their one-storey char-
acter, as well as busy streets in smaller towns, were also transformed. Here, however, only the 
portal architecture was adopted from the metropolitan model. Eclectic portals applied to sin-
gle-storey houses often covered the entire façade of the building.

At the turn of the century, one further innovation must be mentioned that fundamentally 
shaped the future streetscape: the department store. This building type has an extensive litera-
ture (Miller 1981; Crossick – Jaumain 1999; Gyáni 1997). What Benjamin describes in his 
work, appears here in its most complete form. The department store (passage) does not simply 
step out into the urban space; but it becomes urban space itself. Outwardly, it is characterised 
by ornate, transparent surfaces with large, multi-storey glass fronts. In sociological terms, this 
indicates a profound transformation in the relationship between the street and commerce: Com-
merce no longer seeks to occupy the street; rather, it creates its own streets.

The intensity of turn-of-the-century architecture was further elevated by storefront portals. 
It is no coincidence that modern architecture, which advocated for more restrained forms, at-
tacked storefronts even more vigorously than it did buildings themselves. Changing the style of 
a portal required significantly less financial investment than reconstructing an entire building. 
Moreover, the progressively shaping consumer society demanded new and unusual solutions. 
Light advertisements introduced a radically new appearance (N. Kovács 2014).

In his doctoral work on grocery trade, Róbert Török highlights the standardized de-
sign of the “Fiume coffee and tea” shops. This is noteworthy not only because these were 
portals of a modern spirit, but also because it indicates the emergence of a demand for the 
standardisation of commercial design (Török also notes that the shops of Julius Meinl had 
already followed a similar logic earlier). The aim was to create an elegant, restrained use 
of materials and form that would become an organic part of the streetscape not only by day 
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but also at night. This represented a major change compared to earlier portals closed with 
iron shutters.

This process did not happen automatically. It was probably not unique to this region, but for 
example the journal Szegedi Szemle reported in 1929 on training sessions organised for mer-
chants on the principles of modern shop windows. The report concluded that the strengthening 
of a city’s businesses, and their attractive, tasteful, rationally and practically illuminated display 
windows, not only enhances the value and reputation of the individual merchant, but also con-
tributes to the development of the city in which that merchant has settled (Gerő 1929: 9). Major 
cities of Europe resembled one another far more at night than daytime pedestrians might have 
assumed. The role of signage and storefront portals was naturally also recognised by architects, 
who sought to regulate these processes through ordinances and education. A characteristic de-
scription from the 1930s states: “The commercial world benefits first and foremost if it turns 
to competent, tasteful professionals, preferably applied artists, when ordering, constructing, or 
restoring portals… thus avoiding the appearance of all kinds of fantastic portal monstrosities in 
our streets” (Gallina 1931. 70).

Since our study focuses on Košice, it is necessary to mention the most prominent Czechoslo-
vak enterprise of the interwar period, the Baťa retail chain. Baťa represented a turning point on 
a Central European scale. It was the first large company to integrate architecture into marketing 
(Moravčíková 2004). Disregarding local traditions, Baťa stores followed the same functionalist 
style everywhere; indeed, the greater the contrast, the more effective the attention they attracted. 
The ground-floor zone of a Baťa store functioned as a transitional space, equipped with artificial 
light and display windows, so rich in visual signals that it could be perceived independently of 
the building as a whole – indeed, often only this zone was possible to be perceived.

In Central Europe after 1945, under socialism, the situation of shop windows was contradic-
tory. On the one hand, this is where the fundamental difference between the two systems became 
most visible: the contrast between abundance and shortage. On the other hand, the continuation 
of earlier patterns of consumption was essential for stabilising the system. According to Katalin 
S. Nagy (2020), storefront architecture in Budapest had declined by the 1970s and 1980s. Old 
portals were left to deteriorate and were later replaced by new steel-framed display windows.

At the same time, the urban anthropologist András A. Gergely identifies the true memory 
of the city precisely in these decaying, yet not entirely removed elements, including storefront 
portals. Iron shutters evoke the past not only through their material wear, but often also through 
their inscriptions and company names. Similarly, earlier painted inscriptions may reappear from 
beneath peeling plaster, creating sharp linguistic and visual contrasts with the contemporary 
(that is, socialist-era) city.

In the socialist cityscape, neglect and the slow (or sometimes rapid) destruction of bour-
geois remnants were fundamental experiences. At the same time, similar processes of decline 
also took place in Western cities (Lichtenberger 1990), as did comparable attitudes toward 
nineteenth-century architectural heritage. For generations working in the spirit of modern archi-
tecture (roughly until the 1970s), eclecticism and Art Nouveau were largely seen as forgettable 
episodes between historical architecture and the modern era.

Since entire urban districts could not be demolished for economic reasons – although there 
were exceptions – the main tools of “modernisation” were the transformation of the ground 
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floor and, (in some cases, the removal of domes, see Fecske 2024). Pál Granasztói (1959) 
explicitly spoke of an “aesthetics of contrast” when advocating the installation of modern steel 
portals within historic urban fabric. As he writes: “Life demands spacious, modernly designed 
portals, both for illumination and for attracting attention… and this demand can and should be 
met within the limits of good taste… the ground-floor shop row appears as a horizontal band 
connecting the vertically articulated buildings, especially when illuminated in the evening” 
(ibid. 450).

The principles outlined by Granasztói were indeed implemented in practice. However, the 
reconstruction of shops usually took place individually, so changes appeared only gradually. 
There were exceptions, such as the post-1956 portal renewal programme (Győri 1959), where 
political demands for rapid reconstruction met architectural concepts aiming at radical transfor-
mation. In this period, Nagykörút (Central Ring) in Budapest attained its largely homogeneous 
ground-floor articulation known today. Even more revealing, however, is the reconstruction of 
Rákóczi út, where the introduction of continuous arcades produced a fundamentally new spatial 
condition. Beneath these arcades, a distinctly modern ground-floor zone was constituted, estab-
lishing a spatial regime that operated independently from the urban morphology and representa-
tional logic of the turn-of-the-century city.

From the 1960s onwards, “two-level” cityscapes emerged: modern, “up-to-date” ground 
floors combined with upper levels preserving the heritage of earlier centuries. This duality was 
particularly striking in Košice, where language change, the construction of the socialist system, 
and the fashionable spread of modern architecture and design mutually reinforcing each other, 
jointly reshaped the ground-floor streetscape.

From the 1960s, another important phenomenon must be noted: the emergence of large 
department stores. The concentration of commerce and the growth of enterprises meant that the 
mere transformation of existing ground-floor zones was no longer sufficient. Larger buildings 
were constructed, designed exclusively for commercial purposes (Bedecs – Karácsony 2018). 
In contrast to the department stores of the turn of the century, these new buildings formed closed 
blocks. Their façades were typically solid, and their interiors relied entirely on artificial lighting. 
The entire building functioned as a single large advertising surface – a “box” directing attention 
toward the goods inside. The brutalist architectural wave of the 1970s and 1980s intersected 
here with commercial demands. These modern department stores appear as gigantic sculptures 
in the streetscape, making no attempt to follow the logic of earlier urban structures (Kovács 
2017).

In summary, the transformation of commerce first opened up the ground-floor zone, and then 
reshaped it entirely according to its own needs. By the early twentieth century, the apartment 
building type had developed a clearly defined ground-floor zone. At the same time, in contrast 
to entire buildings, this zone was not regarded as valuable by mid-twentieth-century heritage 
movements, as it represented the eclecticism of the nineteenth century. Consequently, fashions 
of the time could assert themselves here much more freely and rapidly than in the overall street-
scape. This led to the emergence of a two-level urban image: a rapidly changing ground-floor 
zone adapting to contemporary trends, while the upper façades were preserved. In what follows, 
I will present the manifestation of these general tendencies on Main Street in Košice.



12 Studies 2026. 1.

Sources
My research is based on the documents of the Technical Department of the Košice City Archives 
(AMK, Technické oddelenie, Mapy a plány / Technical Department – Map and Plan Collection, 
Main Street / Hlavná building documentation, 1870–1980, approx. 100 boxes)2. The bulk of the 
material consists of construction and reconstruction applications submitted to the municipal building 
authority, together with their plans.

This material does not appear under a separate entry in the officially accessible archival cata-
logue. It is registered and requested under the name of the collection, by specifying the street and 
house number. Storage is generally organised according to the principle of one building per box; 
however, where documentation is limited, several buildings may appear in a single box, in separately 
bound files, arranged from the most recent material to the older ones.

The earliest plans relating to Main Street date from the 1870s, while the most recent are from the 
late 1970s. The language of the material spanning roughly one hundred years is mixed. The earliest 
documents were written in German; from the 1880s Hungarian became the exclusive language; 
in the 1920s usage was mixed (Hungarian and Slovak); between 1938 and 1944 Hungarian again 
predominated; and after 1945 the official language became Slovak, although a smaller portion of 
submissions continued to be written in Hungarian.

The primary task of the Technical Department was to enforce building regulations. Therefore, 
not only new constructions but also smaller modifications – such as the installation of bathrooms, the 
replacement of vaulting, and especially the construction of storefront portals – required formal ap-
plication to the city. The character of the plans is highly varied. Although significant construction ac-
tivity took place during this period, complete building plans are rare. The surviving material relating 
to individual buildings is fragmentary and does not allow for a systematic inventory-like overview.

The plans document three major periods of reconstruction. The first is the broadly defined turn-
of-the-century period, the two to three decades preceding the First World War. The material from 
this period consists mainly of portal design plans, and to a lesser extent of building extensions, new 
(or heavily altered) buildings, and façade redesigns. Plans for new buildings typically concern rear 
wings.

The second wave corresponds to the interwar period. Here again portal installation plans domi-
nate, but plans and perspective drawings also survive for a number of newly constructed or modern-
ised buildings.

The third period is after 1968, when the entire structure of Main Street was transformed. A shop-
ping street was systematically created, with new portals and retail spaces. As part of this process, 
surveys were carried out for almost all historic buildings.

In the following sections, I will present each period in turns, highlighting the most characteristic 
portal designs, and thereby tracing the morphological transformations of the ground-floor zone on 
Main Street in Košice.

Portals of Košice
It is in itself telling how prominent a role portal constructions occupy among the architectur-

al documents preserved in the archive. This is due in part to the fact that Košice was among the 

2	  The inventory of the archival materials was prepared by me, thank here for the support of a Klebelsberg Kuno Schol-
arship. The chapter description of the sources is based on the fonds register compiled at that time.
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first cities to adopt building regulations that also addressed the issue of portals. These portals, in 
fact, touched upon a number of other questions as well.

Most importantly, they raised the issue of the boundary of the façade. Portals built in 
front of the façade did not appear to take up much space, yet they introduced the possibility 
that over time they might begin to “grow,” potentially encroaching significantly upon public 
space. In order to prevent this, their projection was limited to 30 cm in the lower section and 
50 cm in the upper section. The greater projection above is logical, since it partly functioned 
as an eave for the shop window, and the box also had to accommodate the rolled-up metal 
shutter.

The plans submitted by local cabinetmakers, and later by architects, generally took these 
regulations into account. There are, however, exceptions, which indicate that the rule was not 
without justification.

Another important consideration was fire safety. Over time, display cases not only occupied 
the front rooms but also extended into the spacious carriage entrances. The city appears to have 
been less consistent in this regard. Although there are examples of applications being rejected 
on the grounds that a gateway reduced to pedestrian size would obstruct firefighting, in practice 
it was quite common for large arched gates to be walled up or converted into retail spaces (for 
the regulation of the city of Košice, see Sekan 2015).

Fig. 1. The Nr. 18. Portal renovation (1891).3

3	  I enhanced the images using AI, so the captions are not complete.
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This phenomenon can be considered the first visible transformation of the traditional 
streetscape. An example is House No. 18. The portal renovation plan submitted to the au-
thorities clearly shows the vault, which the portal completely covers.

Košice houses, as a result of a development that stretches back to the Middle Ages, 
typically connected to the street with a wide, carriage-passable main gate, the so-called 
durchfahrt. By its nature, the gate gave the house a closed appearance, yet when open it 
provided full visibility into the courtyard. Notably, the arched gate made the ground-floor 
zone sharply distinct from the upper floors, where the window openings already created 
angular lines on the façade. The portal itself followed this angular geometry.

This, however, did not equalize the ground and upper zones, because the portals were 
typically made of wood with large glass surfaces. The contrast in materials actually 
strengthened the separation between the ground floor and the upper floors. Although the 
portal features a large glass area, it functions as a display only during opening hours. The 
heavy metal shutter ensures that at night the shop forms an enclosed space, just as the gate 
previously separated the inner courtyard.

From a sociological perspective, it is also notable that in many submissions the portal 
was not commissioned by the property owner. The owners, who had previously occupied 
these spaces, usually gained new living areas in the rear wing or by adding floors, while 
leasing or selling the street-front space (for the historical architecture of Košice, see Krcho 
1992).

Fig. 2. Ground floor, nr. 29.  (1915)
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Fig. 3. House façade, Nr. 29. (1881) 

The changes in floor plans can be traced more precisely where the technical documentation in-
cludes a sketch. House No. 29 no longer exists; in its place, the Bata department store was built. 
On the narrow street-facing façade, two shops were opened, each with associated storage and retail 
spaces. From then on, access to the courtyard was only possible through the rear gate. Previously, 
gates opening onto back streets were common.

However, with the loss of the main street entrance, the building’s role was redefined. It no longer 
served just for goods, heavy deliveries, or servants’ movement; the property owners also used it. 
Consequently, many documents show that even the façade facing the back street was renewed, be-
coming more ornate and representative.

At the same time, this solution was not ideal, as it significantly reduced the building’s representa-
tional value. Where possible – for example, when combining plots to create a wider site – the en-
trance to the apartments was retained. House No. 29 provides an example again: by this point, the 
mature eclectic style with its unified façade design was fully applied. The main gate, together with 
the upper-floor windows and the roof attic, forms a strong axis of symmetry, similar to Baroque man-
sions. The two shop spaces were given a unified portal structure. For the future tenant, the location 
of the advertising surface was also predefined. And although the façade’s block-like design unites 
the building visually, the ground floor and upper floor remain sharply separated in the overall effect.

The post-turn-of-the-century building boom did not bring major technical changes, yet the shift 
in architectural taste had a significant impact on the appearance of the portals. The style of Art Nou-
veau is reflected in the portal of House No. 66. Previously, archival records indicate an eclectic portal 
at this location, suggesting that this was a secondary modification, made after the war – during a 
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period when Art Nouveau was already declining. The decorations do not suggest that the portal was 
intended for a fashion shop, and its structure follows patterns established earlier. Only the nature of 
the ornamentation – floral motifs – and the curved design elements represent something new.

Fig. 4. Two examples of portals: electrical and Art Nouveau (1898 and 1924) 

In discussing the pre-World War I developments, it is essential to mention the transfor-
mation of courtyards as well. We can observe that as the street-facing commercial units grew 
stronger and denser, smaller businesses began to appear in the inner courtyards: bakeries, wine 
merchants, cafés, printing workshops, and even photography studios. An example is House No. 
102, where a plan survives for a “photography office.” At the same time, many plans preserve 
permissions for more “traditional” uses, such as manure pits or stables (e.g., House No. 92 for 
the Baron Schell family, House No. 98 for lawyer Róbert Rélay).

Fig. 5. Photography studio in the backyard of the house, Nr. 102. 
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On Košice’s main street, relatively few entirely new buildings were constructed; the majority 
of the building stock (60–80%) became more “urban” through the retention of older structures, 
the addition of upper floors, and the modernization of shopfronts (Gašpar 2011). This is due in 
large part to the city already having a relatively strong existing building stock. This distinguishes 
it from cities on the Great Hungarian Plain, where urban development was concentrated around 
the main square, and a wholly new urban architecture typically emerged. Additionally, in the 
urban hierarchy around the turn of the century, Košice was relatively among the “losers,” which 
meant that construction activity was more restrained. In this respect, comparisons with foreign 
examples are most instructive. In Brno, for instance, the old town was almost entirely replaced 
with modern apartment buildings. In contrast, in Košice, the turn-of-the-century Andrássy Pal-
ace (built in 1899, designed by Béla Czigler) truly stands out among the older buildings. This 
building is particularly interesting because the entire ground-floor zone, including the courtyard, 
was designed to meet commercial needs. This arrangement represents a transitional form toward 
department stores, referred to in contemporary terms as a bazaar row or passage (another similar 
Košice example is the Holmi courtyard). Overall, Košice’s modernization remained restrained. 
However, the shopfronts created on the ground floors of the essentially small-scale building 
stock gave the impression that the city was developing and keeping pace with transformations 
in larger cities.

Cautious modernization after 1920
In the years following World War I, particularly from the late 1920s onward, a wave of mod-
ernization began to separate the style of the ground-floor zone from the upper floors. As in the 
decades of the Dual Monarchy, no radical changes occurred on Košice’s main street. Build-
ings following the styles of the 1920s and 1930s generally stand as isolated units, forming no 
coherent streetscape (Priatková 2024). The functionalism, which became the Czechoslovak 
national style, left little architectural mark on Košice’s main street. The glass façade of the 
Bata department store next to the cathedral was striking, but it was virtually the sole repre-
sentative of the “Prague” style. Otherwise, interwar constructions – façade modifications, 
added upper floors – evoked the playfulness of Art Deco while preserving the traditional 
architectural proportions and “stuccoed” surfaces. A characteristic example is House No. 11, 
which was opened toward Harang Street with a shop extension.

By contrast, in the shopfront zone, a real revolution in taste occurred. Metal display cases 
and doors framed in iron or aluminium replaced wood. The moulded architectural details 
were replaced by a single sign that smoothed the façade into a “drawing board.” Signage 
generally became much larger. While eclecticism and later Art Nouveau treated the portal 
as a structure that could be read in itself – where mouldings and ornamentation dominated, 
often overshadowing the owner’s name – now the letters were foregrounded. Shopfront ar-
chitecture gave way to advertising panels. The same principle applied to display cases: it was 
not the portal itself, but the contents – arranged by the shop designer – that dominated the 
visual effect. A simpler frame, not drawing attention away from the display, was sufficient. 
At this point, commercial interests and the principles of modern architecture converged. On 
this shared path, eclecticism receded, and a modern streetscape began to take shape beneath 
the old city.
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The new portal of House No. 92 exemplifies this trend. Transparent glass cases dominate 
instead of solid wooden surfaces, and the recessed entrance allows side views into the space, 
giving a sense of spatiality to the displayed merchandise. Arrival at the shop is now carefully 
staged; the customer enters the shop’s “attraction zone” even before stepping inside. The upper 
quarter of the display case had previously been reserved for signage, but in a decorative frame 
that distracted from the text. Under the new principles, only a thin structure frames this area. 
The radical difference between the two approaches is also illustrated by the two portal designs 
preserved for House No. 35.

Fig. 6. Modern portal Nr. 92. (1929)
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Fig. 7. Old and new portal plan, Nr. 35. (1922, 1929)



20 Studies 2026. 1.

In Košice, the appearance of modern architecture – and along with it, the usage of modern 
display cases – was closely intertwined with the city’s specific political climate, particularly the 
presence of the “Czechs.” While a general trend toward modernization can certainly be observed, 
it is impossible to ignore that new institutions associated with Czech authority, such as the bank 
of the Czechoslovak legionnaires or the agrarian bank, were from the outset designed according 
to functionalist ideals.

This convergence may have contributed to the perception, also canonized by Márai (2025), 
that in contrast to the conservative taste of the Hungarian community, the Czechs represented a 
sort of “American” modernism. Yet this interpretation requires some nuance. While the urban 
landscape certainly allows for such a reading, it must also be recognized that local Košice families 
and merchants actively sought to follow trends that they perceived not necessarily as “Czech,” but 
simply as “metropolitan,” “modern,” and above all “elite.”

It is also important to note that, between the two world wars, linguistic signage changed only 
very slowly. Most shops continued to advertise in Hungarian, sometimes with bilingual signs. At 
the same time, certain businesses tied to national-ethnic affiliations emerged, such as the tobac-
conist operated by the Czechoslovak legionnaires. During periods when Hungarians temporarily 
regained earlier lost territories, other examples appeared, such as the Hangya cooperative (House 
No. 78), which had originally been a cooperative but during the war years functioned as a quasi-
state-owned retail network. This example demonstrates that the modern display case cannot auto-
matically be considered a “Czech” feature.

Radical Modernism – The Socialist Cityscape
The years 1944–1945 brought deeper and more radical changes to the life of the city than 1920 
did (Szeghy 2023). The post–World War I regime change had largely preserved the traditional 
social structures of the city. In contrast, the deportation of Jews, the expulsion of Hungarians, and 
the eruption of ethnic hostilities during World War II made it impossible to retreat into the familiar 
local spaces of everyday commerce. Survivors who reopened their shops often lost them soon 
afterward due to nationalization.

Despite this, the archival records from the immediate postwar period do not yet show traces 
of radical transformation. Further research would be needed to determine whether this absence 
reflects gaps in the documentation or a genuine conservation of the streetscape. The latter seems 
plausible given that in the 1950s, development in Košice was temporarily removed from the 
agenda, as authorities focused instead on constructing a completely new socialist model city, 
Saca.

Signs of this transitional period may also be seen in the few remaining portal plans for nation-
alized shops from the 1950s, which typically prescribe only minimal interventions. Additionally, 
shop signage in this decade remained bilingual, as demonstrated by the hardware store in House 
No. 2 (the last bilingual sign recorded, by the way, was at House No. 1 in 1962).

By the 1960s, it had become clear that Košice was the only suitable location to accommodate 
the population growth associated with new industrial facilities. From the 1970s onward, the Main 
Street transformed into a shopping street serving a city approaching 200,000 inhabitants, increas-
ingly made up of panel housing districts. This process was deliberate: archival records show that 
after 1968, centrally planned networks of specialized stores replaced the older shops.
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The modern portal, which in the 1930s and 1940s had been associated with elite taste, by the 
1960s became a framework of everyday life offered to the masses. For the socialist authorities, the 
large-scale transformation was also a matter of necessity, as post-war relocations and nationaliza-
tions had rendered the old shop signs completely obsolete. The 1960s can thus be seen as the era 
of mass reproduction of the interwar period’s portals. Viewed today, one is struck by the self-confi-
dence of this centrally planned system: while costly neon signs existed in Western cities, in Košice 
(and more generally in Eastern Bloc countries) these were designed as permanent fixtures, without 
accounting for shifting commercial realities.

In addition, the Socialist retail also differed from previous decades for two reasons. First, it 
eliminated the individual shopkeeper’s identity, erasing family names from the urban landscape. 
Second, it removed competition. These changes had two consequences: shops expanded spatially, 
so that where 2–3 shops once operated, a single state enterprise often occupied the space; and by 
eliminating the sales and profile changes typical of the capitalist era, a relatively stable network 
of shops was created. The store portals installed after 1968 largely survived the regime change.

The portal transformation of House No. 70, for example, predates 1968 and is dated to 1960. The 
survey drawings clearly show the original arch, which was not restored. Instead, the eclectic ground-
floor zone was replaced with a steel-framed portal system, fully “counterpointing” the style of the 
upper floors. In some cases, the entire façade was adapted to the ground floor, as with the furniture 
store at No. 73 (1965). Here, the plot division and the street-scale rhythm were still preserved.

Fig. 8. The old and new façades Nr. 70 (1960) 
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Fig. 9. New façade for furniture store (1965)  

For the “real department stores,” however, this was no longer the case. The Hernád (later 
Prior) Department Store, designed by the Czech architect Růžena Žertová in 1962, and the 
Dragov Department Store, designed by Františka Antla in 1983, built at either end of Main 
Street, went beyond mere ground-floor transformations and introduced a new consumer model 
to the urban landscape. In these cases, the portal concept loses its meaning: the ground-floor 
zone is fully open. More precisely, it turns into an entrance leading directly into an interior con-
sumption space. The façades follow the brutalist tendencies of the period, almost completely 
closed off, not interacting with the street.

Summarising the above we can conclude, that the socialist era radically transformed the 
ground-floor zone. This can be clearly observed: in 1996, just a few years after the regime 
change, the renovation of Main Street involved photographic documentation of every building, 
also preserved in the Košice Archives. These images show very few pre-1945 portals; the entire 
ground-floor zone reflects the appearance established in the 1960s.

It is important to note however, that heritage preservation efforts, which gained momentum 
in the 1980s, also sought to intervene at the level of the portals, influencing the cityscape. The 
most interesting example in this regard is a 1977 plan for House No. 94 supervised by the 
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heritage office, which anticipated the broader urban conservation measures for the historic core 
that would follow a few years later. In designing a new shoe store, they broke with previous 
practice and attempted to restore the original storefront arch, albeit in a reinterpreted recon-
struction. A small shoe was to be carved into the stylized keystone, symbolically “engraving in 
stone” the shop’s function. Later photographs indicate that although the shoe store did open, the 
arch was in the end replaced with the usual metal portal.

Fig. 10. Shoe store portal, Nr. 94. (1977).  

Summary and Conclusions
In this study, I have traced the process through which the ground-floor zone of a compact his-
toric city center underwent transformation. The specific character of Košice can be understood 
through three factors.4

First, by the end of the 19th century, Košice had not developed into a large city in architec-
tural terms. As a result, the typical turn-of-the-century multi-story tenement with a ground-floor 
commercial row appeared only sporadically. Instead, what emerged was an urban ground-floor 
portal row, above and behind which the old houses and urban structures were largely preserved 
(even in cases where façades were decorated in the eclectic style).

The second distinctive feature occurred after 1920. The large-city processes that might have 
facilitated the rapid spread of neon-lit shopfronts developed only slowly in Košice. The domi-
nant reason was clearly economic. At the same time, the phenomenon – combined with border 
4	  The consultation held within the framework of the project “Changes and transformations of public spaces in south-

ern Slovakia from 1918 to the present” was of great help in formulating the conclusions. Leading Institute: J. Selye 
University, Nr. 1/0097/25.
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changes and the city’s ethnic composition – gave rise to a particular ethnicized reading: the 
contrast between conservative Hungarian and modern Czech styles. While this interpretation is 
clearly an oversimplification, it was influential in its time.

The third characteristic relates to the socialist era. Whereas the interwar modernization 
wave produced point-like, ad-hoc interventions, the 1960s radically rewrote the character of 
the ground-floor zones. The historic center became the main street of a vast panel housing city, 
where commercial scales increased, even though wholesale replacement of buildings was not 
on the agenda (at least not on a mass scale). Consequently, a ground-floor zone developed along 
Main Street that in many respects resembled the aesthetic of panel housing more than that of 
the buildings above and behind it. During this period, the houses along Košice’s Main Street be-
came strongly segregated blocks. By the 1980s, these factors combined to create a particularly 
strong contrast within the street.

The study of Košice’s portals, however, yields insights beyond these local phenomena. It 
highlights patterns that can be refined through comparison with other cities. Chief among these 
is the significance of the Gründerzeit. At the turn of the century, the two-level street struc-
ture emerged – a model that continues to shape historic city centers to this day. This two-level 
approach provided considerable freedom for both merchants and the architects designing the 
ground-floor zone. It allowed for modernization of the streetscape from the 1920s onward, even 
as preserving the buildings above became an increasingly important value (in Košice, the his-
toric center was officially designated as protected only in the 1980s, but building preservation 
was common practice).

Because the turn-of-the-century portals were not themselves objects of heritage protection, 
modernization here was not only permitted but deemed desirable by architects. The portals 
could easily be divided from the historicist tastes of the period: in contemporary understanding, 
a portal was simply a “piece of furniture” placed on the street front, not an integral part of the 
building. This flexibility also served the interests of merchants, for whom novelty was a highly 
valued commodity in a consumer society. Consequently, the replacement of portals began long 
before their technical obsolescence – often already between the world wars, with decades-old 
portals being swapped out.

The 1960s accelerated this practice and brought it to an industrial scale. Portals of this era 
adopted functionalist principles while avoiding costly custom solutions. Standardization un-
doubtedly reduced renovation costs, but it also produced a relatively monotonous ground-floor 
zone. Thus, the principles underlying the ground-floor zone established in the 1960s can be seen 
as analogous to the design logic of contemporary panel housing estates.

Another notable phenomenon of the socialist era is that, whereas businesses in a capital-
ist economy – dependent on private enterprise and competition – tended to be short-lived or 
frequently change their profiles, the socialist planned economy maintained a relatively stable, 
state-run commercial network (setting aside persistent shortages and the resulting grey market, 
which generally did not occur in city centers). As a result, the completed portals remained in 
place for decades. This created the impression of permanence and contributed significantly to 
the consolidation of the system in everyday life.
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