
Montessori Terms Relating to Absorbent Mind 
 

Horme: An unconscious power discovered and named by Sir Percy Nunn. From the 

Greek word meaning to excite. 

 

Mneme: An unconscious power discovered and named by Sir Percy Nunn. The Greek 

word for memory. 

 

Absorbent Mind: An unconscious power discovered and named by Montessori. Unique 

kind of mentality that allows the child to absorb knowledge quickly and 

effortlessly. 

 

Engrams: A structural change in the nervous system affected by an experience that is 

considered to be the physical basis of memory. 

 

Adaptation: Related to the idea of an absorbent mind is a special power of the young 

child that can be called the power of adaptation. This power is a process whereby 

the young child absorbs the culture of her time and place, taking in all the spirit, 

customs, the ambitions and attitudes of a society simply by living in that society. 

(Haines, 1993)  

 

Nebulae: Technically speaking, any of numerous clouds of gas or dust in interstellar 

space. Montessori uses the term metaphorically “as nebulous urges without form, 

yet charged with potential energy; and these have the duty of directing, and 

incarnating in him, the form of human conduct which he finds in his surroundings.” 

(Absorbent Mind, chapter 7, “The Spiritual Embryo”) 



 
 

 

Stages of the Embryo 

 

 Physical        Psychic 

1. Rapid multiplication of cellular     Multiplication of  
segmentation Sensorial Impression 

(Absorbent Mind) 
 
2. Differentiation – Specialization Sensitive Periods (psychic 

organs) 
 
3. Integration of Organs Coordination of 

Movement 
 
4. Consolidation Consolidation through 

repetition 
 
    
 
  
 
 

Parallels between Physical and Psychic Embryo 
 

1. Both are periods of construction 

2. Both follow a definite pattern 

3. Both start from almost nothing. 

4. Both are hidden from us. 

  



Absorbent mind quotes from Dr. Montessori's Colombo Lecture, 1944 
 

This in simple words is what we call activity and which is referred to in descriptive and resounding 

terms as the “urge to life” or the urge to live. This is a vital urge by means of which everything is kept 

and perfected. This urge is common to all beings. Every form of life has this urge to live. 

 

... It is something much more vast and much more powerful. One of the characteristics of this power is 

that it is irresistible. No one can stop it. It is tied to life itself and only death can put an end to it. Will 

power instead does not depend on life; will is something dependent on us. Both these vital energies, this 

urge to live and the will, have their outer expression in activity, in action.   

 

It is certainly not the will of the child that drives it to do what it does. It is something which the 

child cannot help. It is the child’s life which causes it to do what it does. And it is the 

misunderstanding of this power that is causing continuous conflicts between the adult and the child. 

This misunderstanding could only be overcome if we considered the activities of the child from this 

point of view; that is, that there are certain powers which urge the child to activity in certain 

directions; thereby this means the child builds up certain vital constructions that distinguish “human 

nature.”  

 

It is as if something compelled the child to activity. It is an urge of nature which has nothing to 

do with will power. It is something acting within the child, some other power whose dictates 

the child must obey in order to be able to grow. That is the difference.  

 

We call it incarnation because the impressions that the child takes in during this period from the 

environment are not only retained but intimately woven to form a part of its own character. In other 

words not only does he keep what he takes in but he modifies his growth accordingly. This is the 

reason why a child does not lose these impressions, whereas in the case of an adult, the things 

impressed upon his memory are easily lost after some time.  

 



So it is evident that this ability, this capacity of preserving certain fine differences, cannot be found 

during the whole of man’s life, but is to be found ONLY at certain stages. These stages are in the 

child and that is why we say that the child is endowed with special powers and that these powers are 

not destined to grow, but on the contrary, they are destined to disappear. 

 

...Mneme takes in rom the environment. When this Mneme takes in the impressions it is not 

impressions that the Mneme remembers. For instance, if a child hears a word and retains some 

sounds, it is not actually that the child has remembered the word, but it has retained the sound in 

the subconscious. The impression made in the subconscious starts an action which brings a 

modification upon the child himself by creating the necessary muscles to reproduce the sound. 

These actively little “snakes” or these processes are called Engrams. The subconscious mind is full of 

these engrams… They are something active which not only persists but also can lead to 

combinations and these are called combinations by cohesion. When two or more things which are 

similar stick together, the force that holds them is called cohesion.  · 

 

That is if the mind is urged too much the subconscious mind may close all doors and then we are 

confronted with a person whom we might say has no mind for any practical purpose. Whereas when 

the child is free these engrams come forth suddenly like flashes of lightning. So in order learn, rest is 

as essential as study. The rest that child gets is a rest only given to the conscious mind, because while 

the conscious mind is at rest the engrams in the subconscious mind continue to work. 

 
..."while he rests and sleeps his engrams are building up the intelligence of man and the mechanism for 

expressing this intelligence.  

 

These two things – the Mneme and the Horme – are the fundamental aspects of this construction that we 

call the human personality. The Mneme represents the taking in and the activity of whatever there is in the 

environment, while the Horme is the expression of life through activity. 

 

	 	



The absorbent mind 
 
"...we acquire knowledge by using our minds; but the child absorbs knowledge 
directly into his psychic life...Impressions pour into us and we store them in our 
minds; the child undergoes a transformation. Impressions do not merely enter his 
mind; they form it. 
 
They incarnate themselves in him. The child creates his own 'mental muscles.' 
using for this what he finds in the world around him. We have named this type of 
mentality, 'the absorbent mind.' 

- Maria Montessori in The Absorbent Mind 

 
The spiritual embryo 
 
"…we can now describe a child's psychic and physiological growth as a kind of 
'incarnation' ...i.e., that mysterious force which animates the helpless body of a 
newborn child, enables him to grow, teaches him to speak and thus perfects 
him. The child...is a spiritual embryo which needs its own special environment. 
Just as the physical embryo needs the mother's womb in which to grow, the 
spiritual embryo needs to be protected by an external environment that is warm 
with love and nothing to harm it." 

- Maria Montessori in The Secret of Childhood 
 
"We are only beginning to appreciate how subtle the processes of growth are –  
how natural endowment and environment interact to bring into being what exists 
potentially in the human genetic code. The infant needs his parents and their 
affection, needs a world of varied impressions, yet one with regularity, needs 
objects  –  to manipulate and master, needs a chance to develop his own modes 
of controlling his excitement and hunger and of turning off to sleep or to 
disengagement." 

- Jerome S. Bruner, foreword to 
Infants and Mothers 

 
 

	


