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ABSTRACT

Clemens�von�Pirquet� (1874–1929)�was�a�pioneering�𿿿gure� in�pediatric�medicine�
and� immunology� whose� contributions� profoundly� reshaped� the� scienti𿿿c�
understanding� of� immune� responses.� Despite� his� lasting� inÁuence,� his� work�
remains relatively under-recognized in medical history. In 1906, Pirquet introduced 
the term allergy to describe altered biological reactivity following exposure to 
antigens. This novel concept challenged the prevailing view of immunity as solely 
protective and laid the groundwork for modern research into allergic diseases, 
hypersensitivity reactions, and autoimmune disorders.
One of Pirquet’s most impactful clinical achievements was his innovative use of 
tuberculin as a diagnostic tool for tuberculosis. By recognizing delayed immune 
reactions,� he� contributed� signi𿿿cantly� to� the� detection� of� latent� tuberculosis,�
inÁuencing� public� health� strategies� and� disease� control� efforts�worldwide.� His�
work�exempli𿿿ed�early�translational�medicine,�bridging�laboratory�research�and�
clinical application.
Beyond�his�scienti𿿿c�discoveries,�Pirquet�was�a�visionary�pediatrician�who�strongly�
advocated for preventive healthcare, proper nutrition, and holistic child welfare. 
In the aftermath of World War I, he played a key role in organizing humanitarian 
and nutritional relief for children in Austria, highlighting his commitment to social 
medicine and public health.
Although his ideas initially faced skepticism and professional resistance, many 
were later validated and widely adopted. Pirquet’s legacy demonstrates how 
intellectual curiosity, interdisciplinary thinking, and perseverance can lead to 
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INTRODUCTION
Clemens von Pirquet, celebrated as the father 
of pediatric immunology and the originator of 
the term allergy, reshaped medical science in 
the 20th century.1 His ideas transformed the 
understanding of immunity, hypersensitivity, 
and� child� health,� inÁuencing� clinical� practice�
and public health worldwide. Pirquet’s life 
and� work� exemplify� scienti𿿿c� curiosity,�
perseverance, and commitment to societal 
welfare values that continue to inspire medical 
students and professionals today.2

Early Life
Clemens Peter Freiherr von Pirquet was born 
on May 12, 1874, near Vienna, Austria, into a 
well-educated noble family. His father, Peter 
Baron Pirquet of Cesenatico, was a respected 
council member, and his mother, Flora von 
Pereira-Arnstein, belonged to a distinguished 
banking lineage.3 This privileged environment 
nurtured his early intellectual development.4

Pirquet’s education was diverse.5 He initially 
trained for the clergy at a Jesuit school, later 
studying theology in Innsbruck and philosophy 
in Louvain, Belgium. Eventually, he shifted 
to medicine at the University of Graz, where 
he graduated in 1900.6 This multidisciplinary 
background encouraged a questioning mindset 
that�would� fuel� his� scienti𿿿c� breakthroughs.7 
His brother, Guido von Pirquet, later became 
a pioneer in astronautics further highlighting 
the�family’s�strong�scienti𿿿c�heritage.8

Scienti𿿿c� Contribution� Particularly� in� the�
Field of Paediatrics
Birth of the Concept of Allergy
During his tenure at the Children’s Clinic in 
Vienna under Theodor Escherich, Pirquet 

observed that repeated exposure to vaccines 
and antisera could trigger exaggerated immune 
responses.9 In 1906, he coined the term allergy 
meaning “altered reactivity” to describe these 
reactions. His work on serum sickness with 
Béla Schick laid the foundation for modern 
allergy, hypersensitivity, and autoimmune 
disease research.
Tuberculin Skin Test and Public Health 
Impact
In�1907,�Pirquet�re𿿿ned�the�diagnostic�role�of�
tuberculin by developing a skin test to detect 
latent tuberculosis.10 This revolutionized TB 
control by revealing widespread asymptomatic 
infection in children. His method later evolved 
into the Mantoux test, which remains a global 
diagnostic standard.
Broader Pediatric Innovation
Pirquet also developed pediatric nutritional 
systems and played a key role in post-World 
War I relief efforts to combat malnutrition. 
As� the� 𿿿rst� Professor� of� Pediatrics� at� Johns�
Hopkins University, he helped establish the 
Harriet�Lane�Home�for�Invalid�Children�the�𿿿rst�
dedicated pediatric clinic in the United States. 
His leadership advanced pediatric research and 
training in both Europe and America.
Struggles Faced and How they Overcame it
Pirquet’s novel theories initially faced strong 
opposition. Many leading scientists resisted 
the idea that immunity and hypersensitivity 
were interconnected processes. He engaged 
in� scienti𿿿c�disputes�with� established�𿿿gures�
such as Paul Ehrlich and Charles Richet, 
whose narrower interpretations gained 
quicker recognition, including a Nobel Prize 
for anaphylaxis.

transformative advances in medicine. His contributions continue to shape pediatric 
practice�and�immunologic�science,�securing�his�place�as�a�foundational�𿿿gure�in�
medical history.
Key Messages: Clemens von Pirquet’s groundbreaking concepts of allergy, 
hypersensitivity, and latent tuberculosis transformed pediatric care and laid the 
foundation for modern immunology.
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Despite this, Pirquet remained committed to 
evidence-based research and patient welfare. 
During World War I, he took on enormous 
responsibility managing humanitarian 
programs to save starving Austrian 
children, demonstrating resilience and social 
accountability.

However, his personal life saw darker 
chapters. In 1929, he and his wife died in a 
tragic double suicide, for reasons still debated 
ranging from professional pressures to personal 
distress. While his life ended prematurely, his 
work endured and was ultimately validated.
Lessons Students Can Draw from their 
Journey

• Embrace interdisciplinary learning: His 
diverse educational background fostered 
creativity in research.

• Question established norms: Challenging 
old beliefs led to groundbreaking 
discoveries.

• Serve society through science: His 
humanitarian actions highlight 
medicine’s purpose beyond clinical walls.

• Persevere� despite� resistance:� Scienti𿿿c�
progress often demands courage against 
skepticism.

Pirquet’s story reminds students that 
innovation requires both intellect and 
resilience.

CONCLUSION
Clemens von Pirquet profoundly shaped 
modern pediatrics, immunology, and public 
health. His introduction of allergy, work 
on hypersensitivity, and advancement in 
tuberculosis diagnosis remain cornerstones 
of medical practice today. His life marked 
by brilliance, compassion, and adversity 
continues to inspire future generations 
committed to advancing child health and 
scienti𿿿c�understanding.
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