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Throughout the twenties and thirties, until the outbreak of
World War 11, Montessori continued to give training courses
every other year in England. Hundreds of students from most
of the countries of Europe as well as from other parts of the

world attended.

Over the years her lectures became more general and
philosophical, dealing not only with the psychological
principles underlying the method, the nature and purpose of
the didactic materials, and practical problems in directing a
Montessori school, but also with the wider application of her
principles in the home and in society, and with such topics as
“the cosmic mission of man on earth” and “education as the
armament of peace.” She continued to maintain that “the real
teachers of the Montessori method are the children themselves.
They are the last and incontrovertible argument in favor of
it.”1

Her interpreter for many of the English courses, and the
one remembered most vividly by former students, was
Dorothy Cornish, a bony, colorless caricature of the English
schoolmarm, to whom Montessori referred as “my English

»2 Montessori was aware that Miss Cornish cut a

voice.
somewhat ridiculous figure, and joked about her in a gentle
way, but appreciated her understanding of her ideas and her
skill at translating. Montessori had a sense of humor, and
sometimes made gentle fun of some of the silly young—and

old—things who surrounded her. “But if they were good



teachers,” one of her former students said years later, “she’d
forgive them anything.” That was the most important thing
about people—how well they understood and carried out her

1deas.

Many of her students retained a vivid image of the short,
heavy Dottoressa in black, gesticulating with her beautiful
hands as she lectured, and beside her the tall, thin,
expressionless Miss Cornish, dressed in dowdy gray.
Sometimes Montessori would break off to stamp her foot and
say, “No, no!” if she felt Cornish hadn’t translated a phrase
correctly. Her corrections made it clear that she did understand

English very well even though she was shy about speaking it.

During the 1920s Montessori’s training courses continued
to be reported in the press in some detail, with accounts of
what she had said in her lectures and of the endless official
receptions and dinners given for her each time she arrived in
England to begin a new course. At the time of her 1923 course
the reading public was informed that at a dinner in her honor
chaired by Sir James Crichton Browne and with Dr. Kimmins
as speaker, the toasts to the royal families of England and Italy
were followed by Supréme de Sole Chiaravalle accompanied,
in addition to pommes nouvelles, by macaroni au gratin. And
her name was well enough known to the public for a columnist
in the 'D L G\N H Witelghing against amateur dabbling in
child psychology based on only half-understood theories, to
express a longing for a return to the days of “the old-fashioned

mother who had never heard of Freud or Montessori.”

There were accounts of the many honors bestowed on her,
such as the honorary doctorate conferred on her by Durham

University in 1923 and her reception at Court at Buckingham



Palace in 1927. And there were brief reports from time to time
of continuing research on children. By 1923 it was reported
that she was turning her attention to the observation of
newborns and the question of how unnecessary obstacles to
their development could be removed, but there were no details
of clinical observations of any depth or controlled experiments
of any kind, although psychological research had become
increasingly sophisticated both in its clinical and experimental

aspects.

By the mid-twenties more and more was appearing about
the Dalton Plan, which was replacing the Montessori method
as the newest focus of interest in education. There were
numerous reports of the plan being adopted in various parts of
the world, in a replay of the same scenario that had featured
the Montessori method a decade earlier. Schools and societies
were founded to implement the Laboratory Plan, as it was
sometimes called, in which students worked independently on
assignments of their choice which they contracted to complete
in a given period of time, usually a month. There was a
laboratory for each subject in the curriculum and the students
moved freely from one laboratory to another. A specialist-
teacher was available to consult with them in each subject
laboratory, where they were also encouraged to work together
collectively, cooperating on their projects. The system was set
out in detail in Parkhurst’s book (GXFDWRNRRBOWR(
3 O,Bvich appeared in 1922 and which, like 7KH OR QW H\
0 HW KdRot it, went into numerous editions and had been
translated into eight languages by 1924. In it, Parkhurst
mentions Montessori in passing, but nowhere indicates the

extent of her debt to the older woman’s thinking. The plan



itself was original, and nothing like Montessori’s own ideas
for secondary education, which stressed less the academic than
the life experiences of adolescents in a rural setting. But the
principle on which it was based—the pupil’s liberty as the
basis for developing independence, his freedom to work when
and for as long as he wants to on a given task and to progress
at his own rate—is pure Montessori, and it was from her
former teacher that Parkhurst had learned the attitude toward
education which she had adapted in a special way for older

pupils.

One wonders what Montessori thought of “Margherita”

now.

With the Dalton Plan spreading in both the United States
and England, Dr. Kimmins, whose pleas for a widening of the
Montessori movement had sparked the split among the English
Montessorians, was now chairing meetings of the Dalton
Association. Some of the liveliest minds among its members
having left it, the Montessori group began to stagnate in a kind
of codified orthodoxy. Its remaining members were
schoolmarms and schoolmasters whose personalities meshed
with the demands of Maria Montessori and the organization

dominated by her.

To those outside the movement, the uncommitted,
admiration for Montessori was tempered with a more skeptical
view of the character the organization had taken on, an attitude
expressed in an article entitled “Dr. Montessori’s Return”

which appeared in the spring of 1923:

The greatest curiosity, zeal and reverence of old
and new disciples could be felt in the YMCA



Headquarters Drawing Room on Tuesday evening
last, for every seat was occupied by teacher-students
expecting to begin that night Dr. Montessori’s
Eleventh International Training Course. Five per
cent of the audience were men, the rest women and
young girls. Many familiar faces were there of those
who were among the battered remnant of “loyalists”
after that disastrous earthquake of disunion which
shattered the London Montessori Society well within

living memory!

Mr. C. A. Bang, a truly titanic organising
secretary, has vanished from the room, to reappear a

minute later pushing open the folding doors.
She, Dr. Maria Montessori, herself!

As by a common impulse the roomful of
proselytes reverently stand up in silence. Half a
minute of almost oppressive silence while Dr.
Montessori, accompanied by Mrs. Hutchinson
(whose zeal for the cause has won her the honour of
acting as chairman in Sir James Crichton-Browne’s
absence), has reached the speaker’s table, seats
herself thereat; whereupon, like a church
congregation, the company sit down amid a rustle of
clothes and sighs. Mrs. Hutchinson delivers a rather
long speech of welcome to “the great master” and of
exhortation to the audience to honour and obey,
which, if one studies faces in the back row, sounds

just a shade over-strained, over-dogmatic.



Dr. Montessori rises. That big, kindly,
authoritative face is a little tired. The Dottoressa has
fought a long intellectual and moral fight for
“sweetness and light” in education. She arrived in
London from the Continent only the night before.
She will say little this evening, except that “Every
time I hear the words of one of my pupils or loyal
friends, I feel profoundly touched and also a great
wonder.” She speaks in musical Italian that sounds
slightly sharp-edged with weariness. Her interpreter
standing beside her translates at frequent intervals.
“There 1s something in this movement which is so
entirely apart from me personally, that whatever I
hear about the work always brings me back to that
profound origin with which we will come into
contact together—the child.” A few reminders to her
hearers that the way is simple and that the child is
the real teacher, “and many of us are often bad
pupils” and she sits down again. A burst of
enthusiastic applause, and the gathering of pupils
from all parts of the world slowly disperses. The

Eleventh International Course has been opened.3

Montessori and her followers continued to maintain that she
was simply protecting her method of educating the young, that
since the apparatus she had worked out “scientifically” was
perfect to do the job, it should not be changed. In a lecture to
the students of her 1925 training course in London she said,
“Every Montessori school is a scientific laboratory in which
the teacher prepares the conditions of the experiment, and

permits the phenomena to take place. We have given her a



guide, and a material to be used. This has been studied exactly
in every detail, and we should do as scientists do when
handling a new instrument, use it exactly in the way

intended.”®

Her critics continued to maintain that it was the principles
of auto-education which were primary, not a particular
unchanging method for their implementation. The idea of
spontaneous activity in a prepared environment was a valid
one, but as more was learned about the psychology of child
development the exact mechanics of that environment might
change. Montessori gave the unfortunate impression that
everything that could ever be known on this subject was
already known to her, an attitude more compatible with

religion than with science.

A Dublin University professor summed up the feeling of
many educators when he wrote of Montessori, “Here is a great
enthusiast...a great reformer...a great woman who loves
children, of whom she has amazing intuitive knowledge; here
too is a great teacher; but she is not a scientist, and does not

think or write as one.”

As the rift widened, the preoccupations of the
Montessorians seemed to grow more precious, more
backwater. A lecture at a meeting of the Montessori Society in
1924 was entitled “Nose-breathing and Its Importance to

Education.”®

The Montessori method was still being used, and it still
worked, but its results were seen by more and more people as

less and less dependent on a specific methodology. It was less



and less in the limelight as new ways of achieving the same or

similar results were discovered and tried.

During these years the two Montessori training colleges,
St.  Christopher’s in Letchworth and St. George’s in
Harpenden, offered courses for younger, inexperienced
teachers which were preparatory to Montessori’s own four-
month training course. In an appeal for funds, the chairman of
St. George’s School described its aim as “providing in
England an exact model of the Montessori Method, as
progressively developed by Dr. Montessori, whose word was

(and is) to be law in the school.””

Neither these training colleges nor the one in Rome under
the auspices of the Italian government could confer a
Montessori diploma until a student had taken Montessori’s
own course afterward. What would happen, asked critics of the

Montessori system of educating educators, when she died?

Despite the arguments over the method and the dwindling
public attention given it, those teachers Montessori had trained

continued to carry on her work in England.

At the University of Manchester’s Fielden Demonstration
School the Montessori method was used with notable success.
In London, primary schools in the Borough of Acton were run
on Montessori lines by teachers trained in Montessori’s
courses, with the encouragement of Dr. Ewart Smart, Borough
Officer for Education in Acton, who was for many years

chairman of the English Montessori Society.

Interest in Montessori’s method in the British Isles was not
confined to England. During the 1920s there was a growing

enthusiasm among teachers and school officials in Ireland,



much of it stimulated by lectures on her method by Professor

Culverwell of Dublin’s Trinity College.

Here again the lack of trained teachers and the self-
contained character of the Montessori movement discouraged
adoption by the ministry of education in the official system,
but Montessori’s influence was felt in countless local schools
through the application of her general principles as they
filtered down to classroom teachers who read her books or

heard her lecture.

When Montessori visited Waterford, Ireland, where there
were three Montessori schools in operation, she was greeted
by a band of loyal devotees, whom she received in audience in

groups.

She was becoming a grande dame, but no longer a vital
figure except to her followers, who were becoming fewer and
fewer although at the same time more and more fervid in their
devotion. She was treated as a kind of majestic presence and
she accepted the role, although she continued to say that it was

not herself but her ideals that were important.

Those ideals continued to have their supporters among the
well known. Bertrand Russell had sent his own little boy of
three to a Montessori school and “found that he quickly
became a more disciplined human being.” Impressed with the
method, he wrote about the child’s joy in the success achieved
by his own efforts and praised Montessori warmly in

(GXFDWLRQ DQGinWERAH *RRG /LIH

And George Bernard Shaw, in a characteristically acerbic

attack on the pretensions of unqualified teachers he wrote for
-RKQ 29 /R/QKEHRIMILS, anticipated the way in which



the Montessori name—despite all her efforts to prevent its
exploitation—would later be abused by some self-proclaimed
followers as well as by manufacturers of “educational toys”

and “teaching games.”

“If you are a distressed gentlewoman, starting to make a
living,” wrote Shaw, “you can still open a little school; and
you can easily buy a secondhand brass plate, inscribed
Pestalozzian Institute, and nail it to your door, though you
have no more idea who Pestalozzi was and what he advocated,
or how he did it, than the manager of a hotel which began as a
Hydropathic has of the water cure. Or you can buy a cheaper
plate, inscribed Kindergarten, and imagine, or leave others to
imagine, that Froebel is the governing genius of your creche.
No doubt the new brass plates are being inscribed Montessori
Institute, and will be used when the Dottoressa is no longer
with us by all the Mrs. Pipchins and Mrs. Wilfers throughout
this unhappy land.”

Montessori continued to travel indefatigably, giving courses in
Spain, Holland, Germany, France, and Austria, overseeing the

establishment of new schools and societies.

She spent the fall of 1926 in South America, giving a
series of lectures in Buenos Aires, La Plata, and Coérdoba, and
by means of her presence stimulating the burgeoning
movement in Argentina. She returned to Europe in midwinter
for a brief visit to Italy, then stopped in Vienna and Berlin
before going on to London for her four-month training course
there. The pattern of travel from place to place, training
teachers, lecturing, overseeing the activities of local
Montessori groups, was typical of her life throughout the

twenties and thirties.



In Italy by the end of 1926 there was an experiment under
way sponsored by the government in which some sixty
teachers trained by her were directing Montessori classes in

schools in Milan, Venice, and Ancona.

In 1926 Montessori received official recognition from the
Tessera Fascista, the Fascist women’s organization, and was
made an honorary member of the party. Her method was being
established in the nation’s schools; in the same way that Paris
had been worth a mass to Henry IV, this was worth a party
card to Montessori. And if she entertained any doubts about
the compatibility of her principles of education with those of
the government which was implementing them, she still found

it possible to quell them and to work under its leader.

There was some common core of intention which these
two unlikely partners each felt they could rely on and make
use of in the other. The idea of order appealed to each of them
in a different way, and Montessort must have felt she could
make use of the regime’s willingness to support her system in
order to somehow ameliorate the effects of that system itself—
an idea it is obviously easier for us to see the hopelessness of
today than it was for her then—while Mussolini saw in the
Montessori method not the aspect that stimulated individual
development but the replacement of chaos with order. He saw
that, to her, freedom meant freedom to choose from what was
made available to the pupil; what he failed to anticipate was
that she would never allow anyone but herself to decide what
that would be.

After Rome and Milan, on her return from Argentina in
November 1926 Montessori came on to Vienna as the guest of

the municipality and the Vienna Montessori Association. A



group of children carrying flowers to present to her were
waiting at the South Station along with a welcoming
committee led by Lili Roubiczek. When asked, “Who is Dr.
Montessor1?” they replied, “She loves us children.”
Montessori, swathed in black furs and accompanied by Mario
—who, now twenty-eight, was still publicly identified as her
“nephew and secretary”—was photographed accepting flowers
from the delegation of Girl Scouts. Even after all the
receptions, all the children’s flowers at all the train stations

over the years, she was visibly moved.

By this time there were thirty Montessori teachers in
Vienna employed by the municipality and there was talk of
plans to establish Montessori schools in every district of the

city by autumn of 1927.

Montessori’s Vienna lecture was a resounding success. It
took place in the Hofburg, the palace that had been the
imperial residence, and a crowd of more than a thousand
without invitations tried to storm the doors and had to be held
back by the police. It took over half an hour to convince them
there was no more room inside, and only then could the lecture

begin.

Her talk on the rights of children met with an enthusiastic
response from liberal socialists intent on building a future in
what they still hopefully perceived as a postwar era rather than
another prewar one. The Montessori system was seen as a
system combining day care with meaningful education in a

way that would be of unique value for the families of workers.

Montessori schools had begun to multiply in Vienna. Early

in 1926 a Jewish Montessori school was opened and by the



end of that year interest in and popular support for the
Montessori system was increasing. Educators were encouraged
to observe the children at work from the visitors’ gallery and
on Saturdays there were guided tours through the Haus der
Kinder directed by Lili Roubiczek, just as there once had been
through the Casa dei Bambini directed by Maria Montessori.
There was an active movement afoot for reform of the schools,
and among other changes being demanded of municipal school
officials was the establishment of Montessori schools in more

of the city’s districts.

From Vienna Montessori went on to Berlin to give a two-
month series of lectures before leaving to give her bi-annual

training course in London.

In 1926 a group of parents of the Amsterdam Montessori
School established a secondary school to continue their
children’s education along Montessori principles beyond the
age of twelve.2 Montessori was delighted with the idea and
made a number of recommendations for the preparatory
school, to be known as the Montessori Lyceum of Amsterdam.
The parents and the staff felt like pioneers and used their own
time, hands, and money to get the experiment going. Soon
there were three other secondary schools, at Rotterdam, the
Hague, and De Bilt.

That same year, 1926, Montessori was invited to address
the League of Nations at Geneva. She spoke on “Education

and Peace.”

“The crisis we are witnessing,” she told the delegates to
the League, “is not one of those that mark the passage from

one era to another: it can only be compared to the opening of a



new biological or geological epoch, when new beings come on
the scene, more evolved and more perfect, while on earth are
realized conditions of life which have never existed before. If
we lose sight of this situation we shall find ourselves
enmeshed in a universal catastrophe...If the sidereal forces are
used blindly by men who know nothing about them with the
aim of destroying one another—the attempt will be speedily
successful, because the forces at man’s disposal are infinite,

and accessible to all at all times and in every place.

“Humanity today resembles an abandoned child who finds
himself lost in a wood at night, and is frightened by the
shadows and mysterious forces that draw them into war, and

for that reason they are defenseless against them.”?

It was a prophetic warning, anticipating by two decades
the development of atomic weapons in World War II and
identifying the greatest threat to mankind as man himself—the
failure of the education of human instincts to keep pace with
human technological achievements and their destructive

possibilities.

In March 1927 Montessori was received in private
audience by Mussolini, who expressed his interest in hearing
about her most recent lecture tour in Germany and renewed his
promise of continued support for her work.1? Then she left for
England to begin her London training course in April. In one
of her lectures during that course, explaining why her
technique of teaching drawing emphasized the ability to
reproduce given geometric figures and why children should be
taught to move properly by walking on a straight line, she said,

“There 1s no need to teach diversity. What we must indicate is



something fixed, to which the developing intelligence can

attach itself,”L! and she spoke of the child’s instinct for order.

It was this emphasis on order that must have appealed to
Mussolini, and Montessori was probably as little aware of
what he was really responding to as he was unable to
understand what her ultimate aims were. And at this point
neither may have been trying too hard to understand the other,
each being convinced of being able to win out in the end. She
would use the facilities which only the official establishment
could make available to her in the hope of accomplishing her
ends, while he would make use of two things he thought she
brought him in return: one was the emphasis on order he saw
as helping him create a docile group of citizens for the Fascist
state; the other was the international prestige he felt

Montessori’s name lent that state.

A month after their meeting, in April 1927, it was
announced that the government had requested the mayor of
Rome to establish a Montessori training school and that plans
were under way for the publication of a monthly periodical of
Il Comitato de Milano dell’Opera nazionale Montessori to be
called /9, G OR QW H Vh¢ Ridifter of education made a
public statement describing the kinship between Fascism and
the Montessori method. Fascism, he said, was restoring to
Italians “the sacred sense of life”’; both systems were alike in
being essentially “spiritual, not materialistic.”12 Mussolini’s
dream—his obsession—was to establish Italy once again as a
proud imperial nation, culture-giver to the rest of the world.
He had as little understanding of culture as he had respect for
it; what he was really talking about was power. But in his

emphasis on nationalism he overlooked the international



character of Montessori’s thinking, her aims, and her appeal—
just as she seems to have allowed herself for a time to be blind
to what he was actually doing and saying. To him, she was a
native heroine, and that counted for a great deal—as long as

she stayed in line.

The first issue of /T, G OIR Q W Happ&Rad lin June
1927, the official organ of the Opera nazionale Montessori, of
which Mussolini was honorary president, the ministers of
education and of the colonies joint vice-presidents, and which
included officials of the municipal governments of Rome and
Milan as well as Gentile and a number of other prominent
individuals. The first number contained news of the
Montessori movement in eleven countries and seventy-four
Montessori schools in Italy, articles on the method, and a
foreword by Montessori in which she described the aim of her
work as “not so much to invent a teaching method as to
establish the right of every child to grow to its full stature,

spiritual and physical, helped and not hindered by the adult.”13

Today we read that statement in that context and ask,
“Under a Fascist regime?” How, we wonder, could she have
been so blind to what Fascism was all about, to the kind of
man Mussolini was, to what was happening to the institutions
and in the streets of Italy? The only possible answer is that
there are none so blind as those who will not see—that for a
time Montessori was able to convince herself that she could
accomplish something being in charge of Italian children’s
education that even a dictator who celebrated power for its
own sake, whose political technique was brutality, and who
was outspokenly anti-intellectual could not undo. If she did

not join the Italian intellectuals who spoke out against Fascism



and those who went into voluntary exile she was not alone in
taking the position that her presence and activity might make a
difference. Italy had still not come to the final disgrace of the
racial laws, the Ethiopian atrocities, the complicity with Hitler
in the Spanish Civil War and the ensuing disasters that would
overtake Europe. She must have seen this government and its
leader were at best a bunch of thugs, but allowed herself to
believe they might give way to something better and to dream
that perhaps she might even be instrumental in that process.

And so she stayed, and went on working with them.

In December 1927 Mussolini presented his council of
ministers with a draft decree for the establishment of a training
college for teachers in the Montessori method;1 it would be
the only such institution outside England. By 1929
government-sponsored Montessori activities in Italy included
the training college, the Regia Scuola Magistrale di Metodo
Montessori in Rome; the society, active in both Rome and
Milan, and its publications; Montessori’s training course at
Milan; and over seventy infant and elementary classes in

schools throughout Italy.

The Montessori training college, which included a model
Montessori school for demonstration purposes, was housed in
a new building at Via Monte Zebio 35, in the pleasant Monte
Mario section of Rome, and was designed and built according
to plans suggested by Montessori in consultation with
architects and engineers. Facilities were planned so that the
institution would be a suitable site at which to hold future

international training courses.

Montessori took charge of directing the classes in the

Monte Zebio, where the curriculum included “Fascistic



Culture” along with the application of the Montessori method
and religion. At the opening of the first course there in 1929
she said that she took no interest in politics, that what was
important was the child, that the adult must not impose his will
on the child.

It’s hard to believe that anyone was really listening to her
or that, if she was listening to herself, she was looking around
her. No one who understood what Mussolini was up to or what
Montessori’s aims and interests were could have expected
them to be able to work together for long. But even outside
Italy Mussolini’s government still had its apologists. An
admiring article published in the 7L P F¥ London in the
spring of 1929 on “Fascism and Women” took note of the
growth of the movement among Italian women in
organizations devoted to “social services,” and concluded “A
Mme. Montessori will not be born every day, even under the
Fascist regime.”!> She was acknowledged to be the best type
of woman a country could hope to produce, and the products

of the regime were to be measured against her.



