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IN HONOUR OF THE SEVENTY-YEAR-OLD
GABOR FEKETE

A. BORHIDI

Gébor Fekete was born on 20 April 1930, in Budapest. He spent his
childhood in Székesfehérvar, and also attended his schools there. He grad-
uated from St. Stephen Secondary School of the Cistercian Order. His fa-
vourite subject was chemistry. He engaged in his favourite sport, water-
polo for a long time; while the pastime he most enjoyed was playing the pi-
ano. As he had been interested in chemistry and biochemistry in all his
youth, after leaving secondary school in 1948 he first applied to the Techni-
cal University of Budapest. However, his application was turned down
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due to his having attended a Catholic secondary school. For a year he did
manual work in a material testing institution in order not to lose touch
with chemistry, and also to be able to support his parents financially. For
the second time he applied for admission to the Faculty of Sciences of
Pazmany Péter University (from 1950 on, E6tvos Lordnd University), and
he was admitted as a student of biology and chemistry.

He attended E6tvos Lordnd University of Budapest between 1949 and
1954; majoring in biology and chemistry at first. In 1952 biological research
was introduced at the university as a degree subject, and he became one of
the first students of this field of study. In 1954 he obtained a diploma as a
certified botanist. He took up a job in the Botanical Department of the Hun-
garian Natural History Museum in Budapest. He worked there, under
Béalint Zoélyomi’s directorship, mainly as a scientific researcher, but the
museological and educational tasks he performed were significant as well.
As a university student he was already deeply interested in questions re-
lated to the composition of vegetation, the distribution of plant communi-
ties and the regularities guiding this. He was still a university student
when his first scientific articles were published on the alkali vegetation of
the shores of Lake Velence and about the forests of the Velence Mountains.
His first great floristical success was the discovery of Chlorocyperus glaber, a
species hitherto unknown in the Hungarian flora. He later repeated this
feat by discovering Stipa bromoides in the Bakony Mountains. He submitted
an essay on his phytosociological research to a scientific competition at the
university, and was awarded the first prize. He considered 1954 and 1955
as his real years of study, when he took part in the phytogeographical and
coenological mapping of the Bitkk Mountains. With Balint Z6lyomi's lead-
ership, and the participation of the permanent members of the “Biikk Bri-
gade”: Pl Jakucs, Zoltan Barath and Andrds Hordnszky, this was the field-
work school that has had the greatest effect on Hungarian botany up to
now. His first study trip abroad led him to Transylvania in 1956, which he
walked all over, making botanical collections and phytosociological sur-
veys in nearly all natural regions. It was also in 1956 that he first visited Yu-
goslavia, where he studied the nature, origin and relationships of the
sub-Mediterranean vegetation.

In 1959 he was awarded the doctoral degree. From the late 1950s on-
wards he engaged in intensive fieldwork in the Bakony Mountains. He
mostly concerned himself with questions relating to forest vegetation, es-
pecially white oak scrub and high woodlands and Turkey oak-sessile oak
forests. These induced him to extend his research to the vegetation of the
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Balkans. With this aim he took several study trips to Romania and Bulgaria
in 1960 and 1961. He started to study the vegetation of the Godo6116 Hills in
1960. He discovered the cool continental forest-steppe zone in Hungary,
and described several of its plant communities. He defended his disserta-
tion for the candidate’s degree on this topic in 1965; in the same year he had
a book published with the title “Die Waldvegetation im Godolléer
Hiigelland. Vergleichende pflanzengeographische Studie tiber die Wélder
der kiihl-kontinentalen Waldsteppe”. To support his discoveries, he con-
ducted research in Eastern Europe. After several unsuccessful attempts he
was only able to realise his study trip to the Soviet Union in 1967.

He was among the first ones to discover the significance of spatial pro-
cesses in the analysis of plant communities. In the 1970s his attention
turned towards plant ecology. First he studied the role of life-forms in the
functioning of plant communities, later he examined the spatial associa-
tions of population patterns. He showed that adaptation to light, the fixed-
ness of light-photosynthesis curves may differ even within the same spe-
cies. He was, even on a world scale, one of the first researchers who studied
supraindividual pigment-homogeneity in terrestrial plant communities.
One of the outstanding results of his reseach was ascertaining that
photosynthetic structures are regulated also on the level of multi-species
associations. The results of these researches are summed up in his aca-
demic doctoral dissertation, titled “Analysis of interspecific relationships,
interactions and the ecological niche in oak-forest species” (1975). He be-
came more and more interested in niche studies. He joined in the work of
Istvan Précsényi’s research team engaged in the study of niches, and even-
tually in 1978 he took over the leadership of the team.

A new, ascendant stage of his career began in 1978, when — accepting
Attila Borhidi’s invitation — he became the scientific advisor of the Institute
of Botany of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, and set up the Depart-
ment of Plant Ecology there. It was there that the long-term research pro-
jects on population dynamics were conducted that gave international ac-
claim to the work of Gabor Fekete and his research team, as well as to the
results of their niche studies (1978-1990). He proved that certain popula-
tion biological characteristics are regulated on the community level. He
was able to show, with the help of exemplary, original research, that popu-
lation dynamical reproductive allocation, which has demographic conse-
quences, is influenced by interspecific competitive effects (1981). He
started experimental studies aiming at a better understanding of the pro-
cesses of degradation, which plays a decisive role in nature conservation
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(1983). He introduced ecophysiological methods into the practice of Hun-
garian fieldwork, thus highly increasing the international recognition of
Hungarian ecological research (1985-86). He deserves credit for recogniz-
ing the need for the description of primary succession from a holistic point
of view (1991-1992). He had a major part in the scientific investigations
supporting the practice of nature conservation; first as the head of the re-
search team that developed a strategy for the preservation of biodiversity
(1993), then as the founder and promoter of Hungarian landscape ecologi-
cal research (1996). He played a decisive role in the birth of three recently
published books of prime importance, these are “Description and Identifi-
cation Handbook of Hungarian Habitats and the General National Habitat
Classification System” by G. Fekete, F. Horvath and Zs. Molnér (1997),
“The Front Lines of Community Ecology”, edited by Gabor Fekete (1998)
and “Red Book of the Plant Communities in Hungary”, edited by A.
Borhidi and A. Santa (1999).

Recently he has expended great effort to co-ordinate ecological re-
search done in Hungary and to present it to an international public. The
Symposium of Vacratét of 1982, organized by him, was a milestone in the
history of Hungarian vegetation research, and so was the book written
based on the symposium: “The Questions of Coenological Succession”, ed-
ited by Gabor Fekete (1985), which is one of the most important publica-
tions on syndynamic research in Hungary, both in theoretical and method-
ological respects. The following steps of this process were the First Hun-
garian Congress of Ecologists (1989), initiated and organized by him; the
highly successful 34th International Symposium of the International Asso-
ciation of Vegetation Science (1991, Eger), at which he acted as chairman of
the organizing committee; and the European Congress of Ecology, the
EURECO 95 in Budapest, of which he was the president.

Gabor Fekete is a master of scientific work endowed with outstanding
efficiency. As the head of a research team or department of an institute, he
has had a greater influence on the formation of the new generation of ecol-
ogists than the majority of the professors of this field. He made remarkable
contributions to researcher education by founding a new school. The au-
thor of these lines is particularly grateful for the inestimable formative and
educational activity that he has done and still carries on today, within the
framework of the Vegetation Research Programme of the Botanical Doc-
toral School of the University of Pécs. There is no ecologist under the age of
60 in Hungary today who has learnt nothing from him. The educational
and formative work he has done in bringing up generations of gifted and
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successful ecologists is of immense significance in the present and future of
Hungarian science. The success of this work has been demonstrated by
many talented, internationally acknowledged researchers. Young people
in search of a suitable profession or just starting a career often go to him for
advice; moreover, renowned colleagues turn to him with equal confidence
with professional, and not infrequently personal problems.

Itis a proof of his enormous capacity for work and his thorough scien-
tific grounding that besides his high-standard research work he has been a
member of more than twenty Hungarian and international scientific com-
mittees, organizations and editorial boards, holding key offices in several
of them. He also edited Acta Botanica Hungarica for several years.

As a recognition of his scientific achievements, he was elected corre-
sponding member of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences in 1987, and or-
dinary member in 1995. In 1999 he received the Széchenyi prize, the high-
est honour given for scientific work.

On his seventieth birthday, the editorial board of Acta Botanica
Hungarica, together with the whole society of Hungarian botanists and
ecologists, wish Gabor Fekete, the friend, colleague, master and teacher, a
long, happy and fruitful life.
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