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Wolfgang Georg Jilek, Canadian-Austrian Psychia-
trist and Anthropologist, died January 15th, 2021. 
He is survived by his wife Louise Jilek-Aall, herself 
a psychiatrist, and daughter Martica.

Wolfgang was born in Tetschen-Bodenbach in 
Bohemia, as son of Dr. Oskar Jilek, medical doc-
tor, and Elfriede, born Biemann, Red Cross Nurse. 
After World War II his family had to leave Bohe-
mia and he started to study philosophy at the Uni-
versity of Munich, and later medicine in Munich, 
Innsbruck and Vienna, which he completed in 

Innsbruck in 1954. In Vienna he came in contact 
with Viktor Frankl, the founder of Logotherapy, 
with whom he kept a long personal and profes-
sional relationship. (see letter from Viktor Frankl to 
Wolfgang Jilek and Louise Jilek-Aall) This probably 
influenced his decision to specialize in psychia-
try. After travelling in North and Central Ameri-
ca he started to work at the Department of Neu-
rology at the University of Innsbruck, and later at 
the Swiss Institute of Epilepsy in Zurich where he 
was introduced to C. G. Jung. There he also met 
a Norwegian colleague, psychiatrist Louise Aall. 
They married 1963 and shortly thereafter moved 
to Montreal, Quebec, in Canada. His acquaintance 
with Dr. Louise Jilek-Aall was a lifelong marital 
and professional partnership. 

Wolfgang and Louise completed their residen-
cy in Psychiatry with the transcultural psychia-
trists Prof. E. Wittkower and Prof. HBM Murphy at 
McGill University in Montreal; both also complet-
ed their studies in social anthropology at the Uni-
versity of British Columbia in Vancouver. Since 
1966 Wolfgang and Louise lived in British Colum-
bia. Wolfgang became a Fellow of the ‚Collegium 
Regale Medicorum et Chirurgorum Canadense‘ 
in 1972 and member of the medical faculty of the 
University of British Columbia in 1975. Until re-
cently he was Clinical Professor Emeritus of Psy-
chiatry. Together with his wife, Dr. Louise Jilek-
Aall, they were regional psychiatrists in the Upper 
Fraser Valley and became interested in the North 
American Indians. In the 1970s they were visit-
ed by Claude Levi-Strauss on several occasions 
and corresponded subsequently. Several letters 
(see letter from Claude Levi-Strauss to Wolfgang Jilek 
and Louise Jilek-Aall) show his deep interest in the 
work of Wolfgang and Louise.

Later they also conducted ethno-psychiatric 
investigations in East Africa, Haiti, South Amer-
ica, Thailand and Papua New Guinea. In Papua 

Wolfgang Georg Jilek (1930–2021)

Fig. 1 Wolfgang Jilek in Vancouver 2006
Photo: Ruth Kutalek
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New Guinea and Tonga he worked as consultant 
for the World Health Organisation WHO 1984/85 
and 1987, from 1987 to 1989 he was “Refugee Men-
tal Health Coordinator” and “United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees” in Thailand. From 
1983 to 1999 he was Secretary and Chairman of 
the Section Transcultural Psychiatry of the World 
Psychiatric Association (WPA) and organized in-
ternational Symposia in Europe, Asia, and South 
America. 

Wolfgang has published widely in English, Ger-
man and Spanish; because of these scientific mer-
its he was awarded the Austrian Citizenship in 
1997; 2002 he became honorary member of the 
Austrian Ethnomedical Society. 

Louise and Wolfgang came to visit Vienna dur-
ing Wolfgang’s appointment as Guest Professor at 
the “Abteilung Ethnomedizin,” now Unit Medical 
Anthropology and Global Health, Medical Univer-
sity of Vienna, in autumn 1999. I still remember 
his vivid lectures on transcultural- and ethnopsy-
chiatry which he used to complement with nu-
merous photographs and films from the field. He 
had an encyclopedic knowledge on Austrian histo-

ry and was also interested in his own family histo-
ry. In the interview I conducted with him while in 
Vienna and which was published in the Viennese 
Ethnomedicine Newsletter (Vol. 2, 2, 2000, 25ff., 
link) he related that one of his ancestral relatives 
was a doctor Jilek who was the personal physician 
of Archduke Maximilian. In this interview he also 
explained the difference of ethnopsychiatry and 
transcultural psychiatry:

I would define ethnopsychiatry, but this is my def-
inition, as the study and investigation of the cul-
ture inherent, the emic therapeutic customs, be-
liefs and concepts as they relate to psycho-social 
and psychiatric conditions. Ethnopsychiatry and 
transcultural psychiatry however is often consid-
ered as synonymous but I would think that trans-
cultural psychiatry is a comparative, analytical 
science—in the customary terminology an etic 
science—, while ethnopsychiatry is based on the 
information which comes from culture imma-
nent sources—emic sources. Both approaches 
have to be combined.

Fig. 2 Last visit with Dr. Viktor Frankl, Vienna 1991, photographer unknown
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Fig. 3 Letter from Viktor Frankl to Wolfgang Jilek
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Fig. 4 Letter from Claude Lévi-Strauss to Wolfgang Jilek
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When asked what transcultural- and ethnopsy-
chiatry can contribute to medicine and anthropol-
ogy he answered: “The recognition of the findings 
of comparative cultural psychiatry, which is my 
preferred term (if I had the choice I would call 
transcultural psychiatry comparative cultural psy-
chiatry) and ethnopsychiatry (…) is essential for 
practising health professionals. (…) I would em-
phasise that in future the curriculum of the train-
ing of health professionals and of psychologists 
should certainly include courses in ethnomed-
icine, and ethnopsychiatry I consider as part of 
ethnomedicine, and comparative cultural psychi-
atry in order to give them both a culture imma-
nent view through ethnopsychiatric information 
and a comparative transcultural view.”

Wolfgang will be greatly missed for his kind-
ness and warmth, his humor, and his knowledge. 
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Fig. 5 From left to right: Maranda, Todd, Lévi-Strauss, Chief Malloway, Mrs. Malloway, W.G. Jilek, L. Jilek-Aall; residence of 
Drs. Jilek, July 1974, photographer unknown


