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“Let us appreciate the mighty quest to 
link the heavens and the earth, and the 

immense effort to retain everything 
that has been and might be of value.”

The above quote comes from the in-
troduction of a volume dedicated to 
Imre Makovecz and expresses the ul-
timate raison d’être of all his creations: 
to link the heavens and the earth, 
whether he was designing a swim-
ming pool, a village community centre 
or a gym. Whatever the practical func-
tion of the building, he always essen-
tially erected a sanctuary, a holy place.

I first came to know Imre Makovecz 
while working as a journalist. My first 
encounter with the creative spirit of 
his architectural art was when I saw 
the tourist lodges of the camping 
ground at Visegrád-Mogyoróhegy – 
wooden shelters with a life of their own, 
with a likeness to forest elves darting 
between the trees. These practical 
little buildings were also sanctuaries 
in their own right, lending an aura of 
sacredness to the majestic forest 
around them. 

My perhaps most moving encoun-
ter with Makovecz’ architecture was 
the Community Centre at Sárospatak. 
I was struck with awe after entering 
the building – I felt as if I had entered 
a cathedral with a wondrous wooden 
ceiling. Never before had I seen such 
breath-taking beauty, such an awe-
inspiring treatment of space in con-
temporary architectural work. I be-
came his unconditional admirer, both 
of the uniquely gifted architect and of 
the versatile man, the likes of whom 
are rarely born. Most people were in-

stinctively aware of the tempestuous 
love expressed by his work. I once saw 
him negotiate with a Party secretary, 
who became a convert to Makovecz’s 
cause in no time. I saw him talk with 
masons and carpenters as equals. 
Time and again, I witnessed how he 
also built a community while con-
structing a village community centre 
or a church. Makovecz was a com-
munity architect in the truest sense of 
the word: he was not content to sim-
ply erect buildings, but strove to cre-
ate a community around them. 

Everyone who became his ally found 
himself capable of performing incred-
ible deeds, not least because his struc-
tures were erected on a foundation of 
steadfast creed, trust and love. His 
students, his colleagues and the archi-
tectural communities working on one 
or another of Makovecz’s projects 
were fully aware of this. 

Allow me to quote from one his 
writings:

“The genius loci, the geological condi
tions, the folklore elements, the materi
als and plants of the environment, the 
people for whom we are creating the 
building become the leitmotifs and the 
internal dynamics of a drama – the dra
ma of construction. … True thoughts 
can only be born of despair. As an an
swer to the challenge of despair. What 
is born is neither panic, nor slavery, but 
a drama in which the Heavens and the 
Earth must meet.” 

I witnessed the immense success of 
the Hungarian Pavilion at the 1992 
World Exhibition in Seville. I had the 
occasion to report the construction 
work on the Seville pavilion, from the 

laying of the foundation stone to the 
building’s festive opening, and to 
document the growing interest in the 
pavilion and the fascination with the 
whimsical structure created by the 
Hungarians. I heard the outpouring of 
admiration for the skills of the carpen-
ters erecting the building, and the 
many guesses on how the enormous 
tree making its way across Europe 
would be incorporated into the struc-
ture. I watched the endless line of 
visitors in front of the pavilion with its 
seven graceful spires and the interna-
tional choir of praise, a tribute to Ma-
kovecz’s creation. The pavilion in Se-
ville was also a church: its bells rang 
out the belief in the power of nature 
and the triumph of creative genius. 
The Hungarian pavilion truly stood out 
among the other spiritless and dull 
high-tech structures.

Many internationally acclaimed ar-
chitects became fans of Makovecz, 
amongst them Paolo Porthogesi, who 
became one of his closest friends and 
soulmate, whose words I shall quote 
here. ”It seems to me that contemporary 
architecture wholly misunderstands the 
situation and the creative experimenta
tion by Makovecz and others, which 
have opened up an entirely novel per
spective while remaining firmly rooted 
in tradition. I am convinced that this 
direction will eventually be understood 
and will achieve a deserved success. My 
conviction stems from the observation 
that contemporary architecture seems 
to have forgotten about our connection 
with Nature and with Earth herself. Or
ganic architecture reforges the har
mony with Nature and teaches us how 
to create a valuable built environment 
fit for human life almost from scratch.”

Let us set beside each other the 
church in Paks, the Stephaneum in 
Piliscsaba and the Catholic church in 
Csíkszereda, whose congregation is 
guarded by angels peeking through 
glass. Let us evoke the small Calvinistic 
church in Vargyas, preserving the 
Gothic elements of the medieval 
church discovered during its construc-

tion, and its altar incorporating an 
ancient stone inscribed with runes. 
Makovecz’s churches are all embodi-
ments of an architect’s fertile and 
creative imagination.

Last summer, the Vatican prepared 
for the 60th anniversary of the Pope 
Benedict XVI’s ordainment. Sixty of 
the world’s best-known artists were 
invited to the ceremony, amongst 
them Imre Makovecz, whose gift to 
the Pope was a book of the churches 
in the Carpathian Basin he had de-
signed. The Osservatore Romano, the 
semi-official paper of the Holy See, 
had nothing but praise for Makovecz’s 
work: ”His churches are the materialisa
tion of faith, evoking the sacredness of 
the Holy Communion with expressive 
symbols that transport the congrega
tion into the very heart of this miracu
lous event.”

Makovecz also presented his plans 
for the church in the Upper Krisztina-

város district in Budapest at the exhibi-
tion in the Vatican. There have been 
repeated calls for the construction of 
this church, regarded as one the most 
significant works in his architectural 
oeuvre, especially because there are 
few major Makovecz buildings in Bu-
dapest. Makovecz himself described 
his plans for the church as follows:

“The construction of a church was 
begun during World War 2 in the Upper 
Krisztinaváros parish, but it was discon
tinued owing to the war. The plot of land 
for the church and the semifinished 
buildings were confiscated during the 
Rákosi era, and the structure itself was 
converted into a discotheque in the late 
1970s. We must now design a church 
from this physical and spiritual torso by 
building on the already existing founda
tions. 

Nearing the end of my life I am increas
ingly aware of the forces that are capa
ble of vanquishing the “dragon”, this 

misshapen embodiment of shrewd and 
selfish disorder, the temptation challeng
ing life’s very energies. I feel the impor
tance of elegance, which alone can keep 
the powers of darkness at bay, and 
create the essential balance for achiev
ing inner peace, the necessary precondi
tion to creativity and human freedom.

The towers of the building recall live 
poplars. The nave will be roofed by 
curved wooden staves and about two
thirds of the nave will have an inward 
and inverted reflection. The crypt and 
church will be separated by a glass ceil
ing.”

In the very last paragraph of his 
writing, Makovecz notes that he is 
fully aware that ”this writing is unac
ceptable, poetical, much too effusive 
and empty from the perspective of a 

‘pure’ and ‘postmodern’ approach. This 
I accept. Still, I believe that without the 
redemption of nature –and, also, of hu
man nature – and without love, we can 
hardly find our way to the Creator. This 
step, the spiritualisation of nature by 
architects, must be taken because the 
belief that the white square on the 
other side of nothingness is replete with 
vitality is no longer sufficient.”

Imre Makovecz’s absence is ever 
more painful. 
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