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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. 
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