
Emilie Madeleine Reich was born in 
Vienna in 1902, the only child of an 
Austrian Jewish kindergarten teacher 
and a Hungarian Jewish artisan/manu-
facturer of baking implements. When 
she was six, her family moved to Buda-
pest and six years later, her mother 
died. When I asked Pikler’s daughter, 
Anna Tardos (a child psychologist who 
works at the Pikler Institute) if her 
mother’s death might have influenced 
Pikler’s choice of profession and her 
passionate commitment to orphaned 
children, she answered that she thought 
it might have. 

If so, Pikler managed to spin the 
threads of tragedy into gold that has 
reached nearly every corner of the 
world, influencing the way thousands 
of young children are raised in insti-
tutions, early childhood programs 
and in families. The latest Pikler 
Symposium, held in Budapest in April 
2019, attracted 600 participants from 
dozens of countries, and early child-
hood professionals and parents from 
throughout the world continue to flock 

Who was Emmi Pikler? 

Many of us who are passionate about 
quality care of young children are 
familiar with Emmi Pikler’s wise, 
insightful, path-breaking ideas, which 
have been written about extensively 
in articles and books. But how many 
of us know much about the woman, 
her life and training, the influences on 
her, her work as a private pediatrician, 
her heroic World War II activities and 
what it was like to work for her?

to the house on Lóczy street for  
trainings.

Background and Influences

Pikler studied medicine in Vienna in 
the 1920s, a decade rich in revolu-
tionary impulses. The ideas of Marx 
and Freud, and the back to nature 
movement, were everywhere. The 
“new education movement,” which 
had roots in the thinking of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau and aimed for 
social change through education, saw 
children as equals and also influenced 
Maria Montessori, Rudolf Steiner and 
Janusz Korczak.

Pikler’s mentors in her pediatric intern-
ships were Hans Salzer, a pioneering 
pediatric surgeon at the Mauthner 
Markhof Hospital and Clemens Von 
Pirquet at Vienna’s University Chil-
dren’s Hospital. Von Pirquet, who 
coined the word allergy, and whose 
work contributed to the skin tubercu-
losis test, saw babies and children as 
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people and passed that attitude on to 
his trainees. He taught them to engage 
the child in conversation, to tell chil-
dren what they were going to do before 
they did it, and to elicit the child’s 
cooperation—all elements that later 
entered Pikler’s philosophy. 

“Under their influence, she came to 
the view on physiology and preven-
tion which would determine all of 
her later professional activity,” wrote 
the late Judit Falk, in “Emmi Pikler 
1902-1984,” which was published in a 
special edition of the Sensory Aware-
ness Foundation Bulletin devoted to 
Pikler’s work. Falk was a pediatrician 
at Lóczy, as the infants’ home Pikler 
established in Budapest in 1946 was 
known, as well as its director after 
Pikler retired. 

Emmi met György Pikler, a doctor of 
economics, educator and mathemati-
cian who later became head of Hunga-
ry’s Statistical Office, in Vienna during 
her medical studies. Her husband’s 
educational philosophy–that children 
should learn at their own pace–also 
influenced Pikler. The couple spent 
a year in Trieste, Italy, where Emmi 
noticed that young children allowed 
to move freely on the beach had better 
posture, were more active, graceful, 
confident and aware in their move-
ments. The Piklers decided to allow 
their first child, Anna, to develop freely 
and at her own pace. Anna became the 
first “Pikler baby.”

These influences, in addition to her 
ability to see deeply, and her own 
insightful nature—some say her 
genius—led Pikler to draw what were 
at the time, and in many ways still are, 
revolutionary conclusions about what 
babies need in order to thrive. Said the 
late Éva Kálló, for many years a peda-
gogue at Lóczy, “She broke the tradi-
tional ways of educating and bringing 
up children and created a whole new 

world. And she showed people a brand 
new path.”

Pikler’s Private Practice

When the Piklers moved back to 
Budapest in 1932, Jewish doctors were 
forbidden to work in hospitals or other 
institutions. So, Pikler opened a private 
practice, and as was the custom then, 
she saw her patients in their homes. 
She agreed to work only with families 
who committed to follow her approach 
and she soon became well known in 
Budapest as a “German” doctor with 
new ideas. 

The mothers of the children in Pikler’s 
care were required to keep a notebook 
in which Pikler wrote questions and the 
mother wrote notes about her obser-
vations of her child with the doctor’s 
questions in mind. 

Pikler was more interested in 
promoting healthy physical and 
emotional development than in curing 
illnesses and, according to Tardos, her 
patients were rarely ill. She advised her 
private patients to interfere less and 
observe more. Her reputation as an 
outstanding pediatrician grew.

In her weekly visits to her patients’ 
homes, Pikler taught the mothers to 
keep a predictable rhythm to the day, 
to observe their children, enable them 
to move and play freely, and to respect 
the child’s developmental timetable. 
She asked them to take their time 
during caregiving routines and to 
respond to the child’s signals and ask 
for his cooperation. 

She saw diapering and other care 
routines as golden opportunities for 
connection—critical components to 
building the parent-child relation-
ship and the child’s sense of security 
and confidence. Indeed, the principles 
of free movement and self-initiated, 
uninterrupted play were dependent on 

conducting the daily care routines of 
bathing, diapering, dressing, feeding 
and putting to sleep in a manner that 
was enjoyable for the infant and that 
deepened the relationship between him 
and his caregiver. All of these principles 
are applicable to infants and toddlers in 
group care, as well. Pikler sensed what 
research would later prove: that social/
emotional relationships affect brain 
development. 

“She had already figured out things 
that science later proved,” said Eva 
Kálló.

“The relationship between mother and 
child was so peaceful and calm that 
both of them could become more self-
confident, more secure in each other’s 
company; they got to know and to love 
each other,” Pikler said during a talk 
at a medical conference in Budapest 
in 1978. “The mother also needs free 
time for herself and her chores, so she 
could pay attention to her child with 
patience, without hurry, and with 
enough time to spare; so that she could 
enjoy the time spent together caring 
for the infant. Similarly, the children, 
even babies, need undisturbed, peaceful 
periods for sleeping or watching their 
surroundings or hands, for manipu-
lating objects, moving around and 
playing to their hearts’ content.”

Sjoukje Borbély, a doctor who worked 
in several capacities at Lóczy, noted, 
“You (the parent) are an important 
person yourself. For example, [Pikler] 
always said, ‘If you have to go to the 
toilet and your child is crying, you 
go to the toilet. This is typical Emmi 
Pikler. She could speak about eating, 
going to the toilet…”

Long before the critical importance of 
early attachment was formulated by 
John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth, 
Pikler revolutionized thinking about 
parent-child relations; she stressed the 
importance of a primary caregiver 
and organized the infants’ home in a 
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“She was deeply convinced about 
her beliefs,” said Lóczy pedagogue, 
Katalin Hevesi. “She was also brave 
and determined to stand up for these 
principles in a world that went against 
these directions… She had the nature 
of a warrior.”

Balog said she considers herself “very 
lucky that I had the chance to meet 
her. She had a magnetic personality; 
everyone around her came under her 
spell.”

Dzsamba illustrates Pikler’s passionate 
insistence that the children get the best 
possible care with an anecdote.

“One day, an electrician was fixing the 
light fixtures and [Pikler] asked how 
he was going to do so, and he said that 
his solution to the problem would be 
good enough for here. She got furious 
and began lecturing him about how 
these children have no mother and no 
father, so we have to do everything 
perfectly for them and even then we 
cannot compensate them for that fact.”

— D —

stubborn, strict, intimidating, 
charismatic and wise.

“What was special about her is that 
she saw some things that we see every 
day but do not notice,” said Gaby 
Püspöky, a Lóczy pediatrician. “And 
she really noticed them… She saw 
deeply.” 

Some of her staff admit to having 
been afraid of her. Others did not let 
her direct manner intimidate them, 
or were able to see both sides of her 
character. While some say she was 
harsh in her criticism, Geörgyi Balog, 
a Lóczy caregiver who was encouraged 
to go to university to become a 
special needs therapist, understands it 
differently.

“She was honest. People are not 
used to honesty.” Balog went on to 
co-author with Éva Kálló “The Origins 
of Free Play,” a book published by the 
Pikler Lóczy Association in 2005.

“You could see honest interest toward 
other people radiating from [Pikler]. 
She was strict but open-minded. 
She trusted herself and was aware 
of her own value so she was open to 
criticism.” Kálló echoed many former 
staffers when she added, “It was a real 
joy to work at Lóczy.”

Rozalia Dzsamba, a former Lóczy 
caregiver, sees the “fear” people talk 
about in a different light. “We wanted 
to live up to her expectations, so we set 
high standards for ourselves.” 

“Everyone called her the boss,” said 
Püspöky. “(But) she had a heart. We 
knew it from the way she looked at the 
children and the way she treated the 
children and the way she expected us 
to treat the children… She was very 
strict, but that is the reason this house 
is still here doing what it is doing.”  

Many staffers emphasized Pikler’s 
unique charisma and passionate dedi-
cation.

way that enabled one caregiver per 
shift to be the primary caregiver of an 
infant. Only now are some U.S. child 
care centers beginning to adopt this 
approach.  

She was ahead of her time in many 
other ways.

“She recommended lots of fresh 
vegetables and treated grated apples 
like a medicine for diarrhea, as well 
as for constipation. This went against 
the popular thinking, which consid-
ered raw vegetables wild; the food of 
farmers. And she was against physical 
punishment, which was the norm at 
that time,” said Yardena Avi-Dor, who 
studied with Pikler in a caregivers 
seminary in 1944. Pikler was asked to 
establish the seminary by the Jewish 
community of Budapest in 1941 
for Jewish girls who were no longer 
allowed to attend university. After the 
Nazi invasion of Hungary in 1944, 
Pikler helped those of her students who 
did not escape the country to survive 
the war with false documents.

Avi-Dor remembers Pikler’s accepting 
attitude toward bodily functions. “I 
remember it was spring and very warm 
and she said that we should not be 
ashamed of sweating, that it is good 
for the body. She said there are cosme-
ticians who can destroy the sweat 
cells and she was very much against 
that. She was against everything not 
natural.”

She also remembers Pikler’s attitude 
toward masturbation. “She taught us 
not to interfere with masturbation. She 
said it was natural and that the human 
body was built in such a way that the 
hands reach there exactly.” 

Pikler as a Colleague

Her former colleagues describe 
Emmi Pikler as brilliant, passionate, 
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