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is built around the image of two eyes 
gazing upon two outstretched wings 

– a metaphor of the Almighty, but also 
showcasing the concept according to 
which the building is a living being 
that has a soul and a gaze. Another 
remarkable element is the large roof 
covered with wooden tiles, hiding the 
nave, a large careened vault extend-
ing transversely to the monumental 
entrance. The imagination and figura-
tive power of Makovecz culminate in 
the contemporary Catholic church in 
Paks, certainly one of the few church-
es built in the 20th century that are 
significant with respect to the whole 
history of architecture. Its tricuspidate 
bell tower, serving as a barrier to the 
outside world with its dark bulk, em-
phatically carves out the sacred space 
from the profane.

One must wade deep into the thick 
and gloomy body of this sacred space 
to step into the church, crossing be-
low a triple blazing arc: once at the 
entrance to the tower, then at its exit 
and finally, at the entrance to the 
church where it appears on both sides, 
lodged between two helical walls that 
support the two figures of angels in 
the center. The foundation of the nave, 
completely covered with shingles, is 
raised to stress the importance of the 
connection between the building and 
the ground.

The plant, a decorative motif de-
rived from the traditional Hungarian 
repertoire of Celtic origins (two “S” 
shapes, mirrored side by side), gives 
shape to a single nave that doubles 
with an extraordinary expressive force 
at the point where the light pours in 
from the two transparent domes, 
flooding the space above the altar and 
the figure of Christ standing between 
the two angels with wings spread 
wide. During the Exposition of Seville, 
the Hungarian pavilion was among 
the most visited sites. Makovecz at-
tempted to interpret the brief history 
of his people, perpetually caught be-
tween East and West and frequently 
frustrated by having to protect their 

independent identity from the influ-
ence of foreign occupation.

The apparently banal image of the 
tree, to which the architect entrusted 
the maximum symbolic value, reap-
pears inserted into one of the two 
naves into which the pavilion was split, 
clearly visible not only for its extensive 
foliage, but also for the root system, 
located beneath a floor to stress the 
point that life goes on partly in the 
light and partly in the darkness and 
too often do we blindly pretend that 
life can do without darkness.

In the first decade of the 21th Cen-
tury, Makovecz continued his creative 
work along a consistent pattern, even 
if the influence of his vision had dimin-
ished, to stand his ground in a time 
when a trend of wild individualism 
and autoreferenciality was in emer-
gence all across Europe in the works 
of the most celebrated architects.

There will be some who will com-
pare the oeuvre of Makovecz and his 
associates to the flash of a meteor, 
doomed to swift disappearance burnt 
out by its own intensity. You can invite 
these people to reflect upon the har-
mony between this architecture and 
the new paradigm of science that has 
recently found its central reference in 
the ecological frame of thought. In 
spite of its technical choices and its 
intentional “regionality”, Hungarian 
organic architecture speaks a lan-
guage without borders and deals with 
universal problems, such as the rela-
tionship between man and land, the 
dimension of the sacred or the rela-
tionship between individual and 
community; problems that are going 
to rise to an undeniable centrality 
because the fate of mankind depends 
on how we manage to solve them.

In a time of cataclysmal upheavals 
and monstrous creations by celebrat-
ed architects that seem to promote 
nothing else but conflicts, destruction 
and masochistic hedonism, the rib 
cages of Makovecz remind us of the 
stomach of the whale from where Jo-
nah was catapulted into resurrection.

office. Moreover, the permission to 
practice his profession was also with-
drawn. Only his relationships made 
during the construction of the center 
saved him from being condemned to 
inactivity and gave him the chance to 
return to design, with the condition, 
however, to do so only within the 
boundaries of the Pilis nature reserve.

This was an opportunity for the ar-
chitect to bond even deeper with 
nature and the local culture. A series 
of zoomorphic and anthropomorphic 
wooden buildings document this 
period, inspired by ancient decorative 
motifs and Hungarian embroidery.

In 1984, the political climate thawed 
up and Makovecz was allowed to set 
up a project planning group of his own, 
the Makona Group. Slowly expanding 
its influence and contributing to the 
organic trend that was on track to 
galvanize the best exponents of archi-
tectural culture in the forthcoming 
years, the group received significant 
international attention at the Venice 
Biennale of Architecture in 1989.

The return to the market economy 
made it possible to the architect to 
accept the requests of private custom-
ers. He went on to build them houses 
of great spatial appeal that often re-
flected on the theme of the tree, im-
agined in its natural surroundings, 
with asymmetrical branching. The two 
interpenetrated, planimetric Steine-
rian circumferences appear in many 
of his works, including certain homes 
in the community center of Szigetvár 
(1985), marking a renewed interest in 
conventional morphologies reinter-
preted through the cult of lightness 
and transparency.

In the last years of the eighties, Ma-
kovecz created the Lutheran church 
in Siófok (1986-1990) and the Catholic 
church in Paks (1987–1990), two mas-
terpieces that paved the way for him 
to be assigned as the architect of the 
Hungarian pavilion at the Exhibition 
of Seville in 1992. Anthropomorphism 
dominates the external image of the 
church in Siófok, the facade of which 

The internal space of a chapel in the 
Farkasréti cemetery in Budapest—this 
is the first insightful vision of a journey 
into the depths of existence. This is 
how I first heard the name of Imre 
Makovecz.

Tucked away in a remote corner of 
Eastern Europe, long forgotten, op-
pressed by invasive forces, the dignity 
of the human condition lived on in the 
intense expression of a unique im-
agination.

This name, Imre Makovecz, will al-
ways remind me of the freedom of 
creation and the forces behind it. He 
is my own personal Bruce Goff whom 
I love for creating perfection while 
expressing his deepest nature.

1985, Paris, rue Bonaparte. I am 
among the guests invited to the re-
ception of Imre Makovecz. I arrive in 
the first-floor foyer moments before 
the exhibition is inaugurated. Imre 
and his Hungarian friends are busy 
with arranging the setting. János 
Káldi plays the role of the host, invent-

ing small captions to the photos: 
sculptor and architect, my students, 
the famous organic architect, Sullivan 
Wright, Bruce Goff, Herb Greene and 
so on. Imre is keen on showing us the 
ski mansion of Dobogókő, deliber-
ately comparing it to the house built 
in Oklahoma by Herb Greene. I pass 
him the text of my speech I read out 
at the opening event of a seminar and 
am pleased to be told the day after 
that he liked it a lot.

An exhibition is about to be opened 
in the School of Arts on November 14, 
1985, celebrated with a comprehen-
sive dossier entitled Imre Makovecz: 
The Metaphor and the Organic Plan, 
prepared in cooperation by J. Boulet, 
D. Guibert and J. Káldi. Previously that 
week, the Paris-Villemin School of 
Architecture organized a seminar with 
Imre Makovecz and other guest artists 
from France and other countries and 
advertised it in the June/July 1985 is-
sue of Technique et Architecture. The 
captions to the pictures of Imre Mako-

vecz were also published in this issue, 
translated by János Káldi and Dezső 
Ekler. The works of György Csete, Gá-
bor Mezei, András Erdei, László Péterfy, 
János Gerle and Attila Kovács were 
also featured in it.

Naturally, that issue also serves as a 
source for this very text. I have here 
two short quotes, one from its begin-
ning and one from its end.

Some Hungarian words for certain 
elements of architecture recall human 
body parts:  'szemöldök' (brow), 'hom-
lokzat' (forehead). I am fascinated by 
the way Makovecz thinks about these 
elements and about architecture in 
general: „When (…) I imagine a home 
that I have never seen before, I call 
upon these expressions to help me 
build it in my imagination. Suddenly, a 
strange creature appears to me, part 
after part: a forehead, a backbone, 
waiting for me with wings spread wide. 
I take shelter under its brows and tran-
spire into its innards, into the envelop-
ing fire.” I want to do nothing else but 
rejoice when I hear such warm words. 
I’ve come to celebrate Imre Makovecz!

Finally, the words of Saint-Exupéry 
seem to have been addressed to Imre 
Makovecz, at the time when he dug 
out the small brooch at Tápé and the 
idea of the cultural centre of Sárospa-
tak took hold of his imagination:

„You passed in front of his work (…) 
and, lo, you weren’t the same any 
more, even if a hundred thousand 
years have passed between his action 
and your passing.”

The One who lives forever 
in the present

Jacques Gillet
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Visitors to the Hungarian pavilion at 
the 1992 Seville Expo came in from the 
searing heat to a cavernous, dark space 
with a great curving roof like a cathe-
dral. At its centre was atree, brought 
from the Hungarian plains, stripped 
bare and set into a glass floor so that 
itsroots, which stretched as far and 
wide as its branches, were made visi-
ble.It was the work of Hungarian ar-
chitect Imre Makovecz, who has died 
aged 75. He wasone of the most re-
markable and deeply political archi-
tects of the twentieth century.Com-
missioned in 1990, after the collapse 
of the Communist regime, his Expo 
pavilion became a symbol of Hun-
gary’s newfound freedom.Makovecz, 
the son of a laboratory technician, was 
born in Budapest in 1935. While at 
thetechnical university, he took part 
in the failed revolution of 1956 and was 
jailed. Oncefreed, he defied the com-
munist regime at every opportunity. 
It consistently attempted tomarginal-
ise him, though rarely to much effect.
He began his career in the state archi-
tecture offices—the only ones avail-
able in the 1960s—designing public 
buildings. He made a name for himself 
with a series of expressive, sculptural 
structures including the Bodrog de-
partment store (1969) and myriad in-
ventive restaurants. Each was an at-
tempt to counter the prevailing trend 
for system-building and pre-fabrica-
tion that Hungary had been “encour-
aged” to import from the Soviet Un-
ion—an architecture of mass produc-
tion. Makovecz vehemently opposed 
the idea of a universal design solution, 
believing that for designs to have a 

meaning they must berelated to the 
landscape and to folk memory.  

In 1975 he designed a small ceme-
tery chapel in Budapest which elicits 
gasps from thoseseeing it for the first 
time. The interior is in the shape of a 
beast’s belly – perhaps a hintof Jonah 
in the Whale – defined by curving 
wooden ribs descending to an undu-
latingspine above a funeral bier. Be-
tween each rib is carved an anthropo-
morphic seat, completewith head and 
arms, as if the chapel were populated 
by ghostly figures. “Our buildings 
evoke an ancient, often dark atmos-
phere,” he said, “the murmuring of 
long dead being scan be heard from 
the walls.” By now, the authorities, 
suspicious of his nationalism and his 
use of architecture as aform of political 
rebellion, could stand no more. In 1977 
he was, literally, exiled to theforests. 
Sent to design a campsite in the hills, 
it was thought he could do no harm 
there. He could. Away from the eyes 
of authority, Makovecz started devel-
oping a language blending folk-mo-
tifs with an organic architecture. This 
was derived partly from his hero, the 
Austrian philosopher and designer 
Rudolf Steiner, partly from Frank Lloyd 
Wright and partly fromhis own imagi-
nation. Mundane structures—toilet 
blocks, picnic shelters—were turned 
into essays in sculptural symbolism, 
evoking the shapes of eagles, buffa-
loes, and theyurts of the Magyars who 
came to Hungary a millennium ago. 
He also attracted a groupof young 
acolytes training them, in secret ses-
sions, to build with their own hands 
and tounder stand a suppressed Hun-

garian culture. This school will survive 
him.He started accepting commis-
sions from villages for new municipal 
buildings which would give a sense of 
local identity as against state-spon-
sored blocks. Using trees ascolumns 
and undulating roofs of tile and timber, 
he worked to re-engage with civic life 
through folk culture and memory. 

His church at Paks is one of the most 
striking and moving of the last cen-
tury. Clad like a dragon in scale-like 
slates, with an overtly sexualentrance 
and a tripartite spire capped with the 
symbols of sun, moon and crucifix, it 
seems half pagan, half Christian, a 
building steeped in symbolism. By the 
time the church was completed in 
1990, communism had collapsed. Ma-
kovecz was acclaimed as a national 
hero. Yet he came to believe that the 
destruction caused bycommunism 
was echoed by the globalising steam-
roller of the consumer society. He 
turned his attention to the multi-na-
tionals and the corruption of politics 
by money. Yet his work needed the 
focus of opposition. His more recent 
buildings, whilst striking, lackedthe 
revolutionary impact of earlier works. 
Always willing to take on rural projects 
for  little or no money, his practice 
folded last year, as he railed against 
clients who wouldn’t pay even his 
modest bills. Unlike many of his suc-
cessful contemporaries Makovecz was 
uninterested in becoming a global 
superstar: he was always too wedded 
to the Hungarian landscape and lan-
guage. His sculptural, symbolic style 
made him simultaneously an interna-
tional inspiration and an untranslat-
able phenomenon. Poetic, charis-
matic, endlessly generous and in-
domitable,

He was a uniquely Hungarian figure 
and a truly great man. He is survived 
by his wife, Marianne, and their three 
children.

(An architect appalled at communism 
and consumerism alike. 

October 1, 2011 Financial Times)

Makovecz

Edwin Heathcote
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