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Foreword


It is not easy to find a compact but comprehensive introduction to the life and work of Rudolf Steiner. Many of his works are still untranslated or are out of print. And while there is now an extensive secondary literature in German, there is less in English.


This may be partly because those who have encountered Steiner’s work in the English-speaking world have been fired to undertake all kinds of activities which have left them little time to write. In recent years, Waldorf schools (which derive from the new school pioneered with Steiner’s help in Stuttgart in 1919) have been founded all over the world, as have new homes and communities for children and adults with special needs. The new work in medicine, agriculture, architecture, the arts, and even banking, which has developed strongly in continental Europe, is also beginning to be better known in England, the United States and many other parts of the world. The prophetic quality of Steiner’s thought, and the creative potential in the path he called anthroposophy, are becoming ever more apparent in our times.


So a work of this kind, which is both a survey of Steiner’s extraordinary achievement and a personal testimony, is of great value. It comes from a man whose life was fired and guided by Steiner’s work, and who played a major part in bringing his impulses for education to life.


From his youth, Francis Edmunds lived as a practical idealist. As a medical student, a relief worker in Russia, then as a teacher, he saw with passion and compassion that the ills of the world are rooted in a crippled understanding of human nature. The scientific age tries to persuade us that we are fundamentally machines or animals, and so it is blind to the possibility that we may also be angels-in-the-making. Life shapes itself accordingly.


Impelled by a sense of human life as a journey of the spirit to discover and realize its true nature, on encountering Steiner’s work Francis Edmunds could see instantly that it contained both the vision and the path for which he had been searching. After the First World War he began teaching, first at the Friends’ School in Lebanon for three years, and then at the International School in Geneva for two years before joining the first English Waldorf School in Streatham, London, in 1932.


He and a group of gifted colleagues carried this school through the Second World War, relocating it to its present home in Forest Row, Sussex. In the 1950s he began to visit the United States and help the developing Waldorf school movement there, inspiring parents, teachers and children alike. This activity he later extended to South Africa, Australia, New Zealand and Brazil.


During the second world war he was increasingly pre-occupied with questions of adult education. The impulse being realized in the Waldorf schools needed its continuation into further and higher education. The universities and colleges of the Western world are often citadels of that crippled view of nature and human nature which obscures the living creative spirit in both. How could adult centres for education and training develop which, as he later put it, spring from `a concept of the human being which can imbue life with grace, purpose and meaning’?


While in the United States, Francis Edmunds had come to recognize in the works of Ralph Waldo Emerson a nineteenth-century spirit striving towards the ideals that Steiner began to realize in the twentieth. In 1962, when he came to found a new centre for adult education with the help of a group of English and American friends, he chose for it the name Emerson College. In the years following, he devoted his main energies to building up this College, which began in connection with Sunfield Children’s Homes at Clent, and then moved to Forest Row in order to collaborate with Michael Hall school in teacher training. The College has now added to its original `foundation year’ a wide variety of short and further training courses in fields ranging from agriculture to the arts and education, and draws students from all over the world.


Francis Edmunds continued to travel widely, lecturing, teaching, supporting and encouraging new pioneering ventures born out of anthroposophy. Thus what he presents in this book has been not only thought but lived. For the true idealist, ideals are not simply attractive thoughts to be contemplated at one remove from reality, but are truths to be sought, found and realized in life itself. So this guide to Steiner’s work has been engendered, as Steiner himself would certainly have wished it, not out of theory but out of a life lived to the full.


JOHN DAVY


1982




Prefaces


A word about the author and what led to this book.


As a youth at college during the First World War, two questions weighed on me. The one concerned science, the other life.


How could we have evolved a science which reduces the human being to a creature of chance, a nonentity? How could a society claiming to be advanced and based on reason find itself plunged into a war more murderously destructive than any in known history? Science seemed meaningless and life an intolerable contradiction. Where was truth?


Long pondering led me to realize that the truth I sought could only be born from within. Was that what was meant by acquiring other eyes and ears? Was that the meaning of the second birth? How could one attain it? I set out to find a way not based on past faiths and traditions but arising from my own explorations and experience.


Someone at this time brought me a book and asked me for my opinion. I found the title off-putting. It suggested the book had something to tell but I was set on finding my own way. Nevertheless I felt obliged to read it. Having begun I did not put it down again until the last page. The book was Knowledge of Higher Worlds by Rudolf Steiner.


Every word in the book seemed weighed and tested in the strictest sense of any science I knew, and every sentence breathed of a new life to be discovered.


All this was long ago. Now, in advanced old age, a friend still older than myself for whom I have the highest regard unexpectedly asked me to write an introduction to anthroposophy to meet a growing need. It came at that moment as a challenge and this small book is an attempt, however inadequate, to meet it.


As the writing proceeded it seemed to take over and develop naturally into its present form. Wherever it was a question of how Rudolf Steiner himself stood in regard to his work, especially in the early stages, it seemed best to quote him directly, as a way also for the reader to make a more immediate connection with him.


The word ‘anthroposophy’ dates back to 1742 or possibly earlier. Composed of the words anthropos and sophia the Oxford Dictionary gives its meaning as `knowledge of the nature of man’ or simply as `human wisdom’. Rudolf Steiner adopted the word as closest to his needs. The word is no more than a signpost; he would have preferred a new word each day.


It is hoped that the anthroposophy presented here may serve as a living force in its bearing on the times we live in, and in a modest way as a guide for further study and for inner and outer work.


FRANCIS EDMUNDS


1982
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THE WAY OF RUDOLF STEINER


(based on his Autobiography)


There have been great spiritual teachers throughout the ages. There could be no discord among them for they drew their wisdom from a single source. Yet each had to frame his teaching according to the needs of his time and this is true also of Rudolf Steiner. He was born into an age of acute scepticism in regard to spiritual matters. Materialistic thinking dominated, as it still does in schools, informing and determining the practical conduct of life. We are fortunate to have his autobiography (written at the request of others) to help us to understand better the kind of man he was and the trials he had to go through. This chapter relates particularly to his life and work in the nineteenth century to prepare for his teaching of anthroposophy in the twentieth.


The early years


As a quite young child, Steiner had to learn that he was understood when he spoke of certain things, but not when he spoke of others. He carried a world within him from which those around him were excluded. He could enter their world but they could not enter his. Even before the age of eight he had learnt to distinguish between ‘a world seen’ and ‘a world not seen’. This imposed on him a silence and great loneliness.


In the eyes of others he was a healthy, normal child, helpful in the home and able at school. He was not a dreamer; on the contrary, he was very attentive to the people he met and to what was going on around him. There was always one or another adult who inclined warmly towards him, but there was nothing about him, even in his parents’ eyes, to mark him out as being quite exceptional.


At about the age of ten an event occurred unperceived by others, but for him decisive. He saw on the bookshelf of the assistant master of the school he was then attending a book on geometry, and was allowed to borrow it. It was a new subject to him. He describes how he plunged into it with enthusiasm. For weeks on end his mind was filled with ‘the coincidence, the similarity of triangles, squares, polygons’. He racked his brains over the question ‘where do parallel lines meet?’ The theorem of Pythagoras fascinated him. Geometry came to him as a revelation.


That one can live within the mind in the shaping of forms perceived only within oneself, entirely without impression upon the external senses, became for me the deepest satisfaction. I found in this a solace for the unhappiness which my unanswered questions had caused me. To be able to lay hold upon something in the spirit alone brought me an inner joy. I am sure that I learned through geometry to know happiness for the first time.


Joy and happiness are strong terms. Perhaps there was a dawning sense, which could scarcely have been formulated at the time, that there might after all be the possibility of communicating about a world ‘not seen’, and being understood. The above description was written in retrospect very late in Rudolf Steiner’s life. He then adds, ‘I should have been forced to feel the physical world as a sort of spiritual darkness if it had not received light from that side,’ that is from that inner world in which he ‘loved to live’.


One can sense this as an early premonition of his future task. Without that light, humanity was living in a state of spiritual darkness, threatened as a consequence with rapid decline. Pure thinking, that is thinking not bound to the senses but as exercised in geometry, provided him with a ground on which to proceed further. The ‘joy’ was one of relief and release.


In my relation to geometry I perceived the first budding of a conception which later gradually evolved within me. This lived within me more or less unconsciously during my childhood, and about my twentieth year took a definite and fully conscious form. I said to myself: ‘The objects and occurrences which the senses perceive are in space. But, just as this space is outside man, so there exists within man a sort of soul-space which is the scene of action of spiritual beings and occurrences.’ I could not look upon thoughts as something like images which the human being forms of things; on the contrary, I saw in them revelations of a spiritual world on this field of action in the soul . . . for the reality of the spiritual world was to me as certain as that of the physical. I felt the need, however, for a sort of justification of this assumption. I wished to be able to say to myself that the experience of the spiritual world is just as little an illusion as is that of the physical world. With regard to geometry, I said to myself: ‘Here one is permitted to know something which the mind alone through its own power experiences.’ In this feeling I found the justification for speaking of the spiritual world that I experienced as no less real than the physical.


In geometry we exercise sense-free thinking. The senses can stimulate our thinking but thinking itself is freeborn within us. Once this distinction is made, it follows that it should be possible to grasp in pure thought the facts of higher knowledge presented by someone endowed with spiritual perception. It is to this faculty of ‘pure thinking’ that anthroposophy addresses itself. A great part of Rudolf Steiner’s labour was to translate his higher knowledge into ideas and images which the thinking mind can then grasp in all freedom and make its own.


Seeing plants does not make one a botanist, nor does having spiritual perceptions make one a spiritual investigator. Rudolf Steiner has aptly been described as A Scientist of the Invisible, the title of a book about him by Canon A. P. Shepherd. He was an arduous worker. His formal training was in mathematics and science but he himself extended this to philosophy and the classics, all the time relating his outer studies to his inner life and vice versa. He made it his special task to bridge the abyss in modern life between inner and outer.


I felt duty bound at that time to seek for the truth through philosophy. I had to study mathematics and science. I was convinced that I should find no relation with them unless I could place their findings on a solid foundation of philosophy. But I beheld a spiritual world as reality. In perfectly clear vision the spiritual individuality of everyone was manifest to me. This came to expression in the physical body and in action in the physical world. It united itself with the physical germ derived from a person’s parents. After death I could follow a human being on his way into the spiritual world. After the death of a schoolmate I wrote about this phase of my spiritual life to one of my former teachers who had continued to be a close friend of mine after my High School days. He wrote back to me with unusual affection, but he did not deign to say one word about what I had written regarding the dead schoolmate. But this is what happened to me always at that time in relation to my perceptions of the spiritual world … No one would pay any attention to it.


There was one exception to this in the guise of ‘a simple man of the people’, a herb gatherer who sold his medicinal plants to the Vienna apothecaries.


With him, it was possible to look deep into the mysteries of nature. He carried on his back the bundle of medicinal plants, but in his heart he bore the discoveries which he had won from the spirituality of nature through gathering herbs.


This figure appears in the character of Felix Balde in Rudolf Steiner’s Four Mystery Dramas, written many years later.


Such people are still to be met, though usually in remote places. The author met such a man at the centre of a Shetland island. I had gone to see a Druid circle there. Close by was a long single-storied building called a blackhouse, divided one half for the family and the other for their animals. It was there he lived. There was a natural nobility about him. His blue eyes had an inward look. In the course of conversation he said, ‘We old ones have our regular meetings in order to keep alive the old wisdom,’ and later, rather sadly, ‘Our children go to school and learn reading and writing, and laugh at what we know.’ In him and his ageing companions there were still ‘souls which see’. They bore witness to a kind of vision and seeing which preceded the modern life of thought. The time has come for our thinking to grow to a new art of seeing. That is what anthroposophy is about.


The life of thought came gradually to seem to me the reflection radiated into the physical human being out of what the soul experiences in the spiritual world. Thought experience was for me existence in a reality—as something actually experienced through and through—there was no room for doubt. The world of the senses did not seem to me so completely a matter of experience. It is present but one does not lay hold upon it as upon thought. Yet the human being himself is set in the midst of this world. Then the question arose: Is this world, then, a reality complete in itself? When, in relation to it, the human being weaves thoughts out of his inner being, which bring light into the world of the senses, is he actually bringing into this world something which is foreign to it? This certainly does not accord with the experience that we have when we engage with the world of the senses and penetrate it by means of our thoughts. Thought, then, surely appears to be that by means of which the world of the senses experiences its own nature. The further development of this reflection was at that time an important part of my inner life.


That we are able in some degree to enter into Rudolf Steiner’s own struggles to attain the clarity he sought on such fundamental issues comes to us as a very special gift through his Autobiography. For example, even whilst at High School, out of his scant earnings from coaching fellow students he scraped together enough to purchase a copy of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. Kant was then considered supreme amongst philosophers. He subscribed to the eighteenth-century slogan ‘mathematics is the key to the universe’, a mathematics which underlay the mechanistic-materialistic view of the universe whilst at the same time maintaining his belief in a moral world order. Thus the world was split into two irreconcilable halves, a view which was in direct contradiction to Rudolf Steiner’s experience.


How was it possible to relate to a world held in movement by the dead laws of inertia through endless space and time? At this point help came again from geometry and the new concepts arising from it.


A decisive experience came to me at that time precisely from the direction of mathematics. The conception of space gave me the greatest inner difficulty. As the illimitable, all-encompassing void—the form upon which the dominant theories of contemporary science were based—it could not be conceived in any definite manner. Through the more recent (synthetic) geometry which I learned through lectures and through private study, there came into my mind the perception that a line prolonged infinitely towards the right would return again from the left to its starting point. The infinitely distant point on the right is the same as the infinitely distant point on the left . . . The straight line returning on itself like a curve seemed to me to be a revelation. I left the lecture at which this had first passed through my mind as if a great load had fallen from me. A feeling of liberation came over me again, as in early boyhood, something joy-bestowing had come to me through geometry.


Immediately following this he writes:


Behind the riddle of space stood at that time in my life the riddle of time. Ought a conception to be possible there too which would contain within itself the idea of returning out of the past into the ‘infinitely distant’ future? My happiness about the space concept led to profound unrest about that of time. But there was no apparent way out. All effort of thought led me only to the realization that I must beware of applying a perceptible spacial concept to that of time. All the disappointments which can arise from the striving for knowledge I experienced in connection with the riddle of time.


If we take the infinite to mean what is not finite and cannot be confined to any given measure (as for instance in infinite Father, infinite love, compassion, devotion and so on) then in breaking away from the idea of mere endlessness of space and time we come a little closer to the heart of the question.


In point of fact, this problem of time led to a totally new conception of repeated earth lives: past experience transmuted in the course of its passage through the spiritual worlds through the ‘infinite’ morality of divine being returns newly gifted and circumstanced for shaping a new life. Past is transmuted into future. Along these lines the idea of reincarnation enters the domain of a science scarcely begun as yet, the science of metamorphosis of which Goethe was a great pioneer.


In these pages I wish to show that anthroposophy is not simply knowledge to be received but is something to be striven for. It is in promoting such inner striving that its mission lies, for in that way alone can genuine progress arise. And always it calls for clear thinking and discriminating judgement. The twentieth century has raised many questions about the nature of science and the way it is going. James Jeans in his Physics and Philosophy states quite baldly that much that was assumed to be objective turns out to consist of ‘subjective mental constructs’. Certain values have been selected in deliberate disregard of others and theories have been constructed upon them. In The Nature of the Physical World, Arthur Eddington—like Jeans a prominent astrophysicist—compares the physicist’s construction of the universe to a house that Jack built leaving in it no room for Jack. W. J. N. Sullivan, in his book Limitation of Science, writes the following:


We see that the scientific outlook, as presented by Galileo, constitutes a really amazing revolution in thought. The vivid world of the mediaevalist, a world shot through with beauty, and instinct with purpose, a world having an intimate relationship to his own destiny, and an intelligible reason for existing in the light of that destiny, is dismissed as an illusion. It has no objective existence. The real world, as revealed by science, is a world of material particles, moving in accordance with mathematical laws, through space and time.


Rudolf Steiner as a student entered deeply into the scientific theories holding sway. He was specially concerned at one time with the mechanical theory of heat and the wave theory of light.


At that time the external physical world was conceived as material processes of motion. Sensations seemed to be only subjective processes, the effects of pure motion upon the senses of the human being. Out there in space, it was assumed, occur dynamic, material processes; if these processes affect the human sense for heat, the sensation of heat is experienced. Outside of man are wave processes in ether; if these affect the optic nerve, light and colour sensations are generated. This conception met me everywhere. It caused me unspeakable difficulties in my thinking. It banished all spirit from the objective external world.


What position did he adopt in relation to this? He goes on:


Even so I could not yet resolve to set against prevailing ideas a manner of thinking of my own, even for myself alone. But this very fact caused me bitter soul struggles. Again and again the criticism I could easily formulate against this way of thinking had to be suppressed within me to await a time when more comprehensive sources and ways of knowledge could give me greater assurance.


Out of his wrestling with such questions came Rudolf Steiner’s doctoral thesis, Truth and Science, and later, his Philosophy of Freedom. Later still came his lecture courses on heat, on light, also on astronomy, opening up quite new modes of research. He had the highest regard for all that scientists were able to discover, but they stopped dead at the frontiers to the spirit. They had acquired an immense knowledge of outer data without entry into what lived within. This is equally true of the biological sciences. What rules in the multitudinous forms in nature, what quickens the life in plants, what wakens sense-life in the animals, what manifests as thinking spirit in man? It is to these sciences that Rudolf Steiner now turns.


I observed human, animal and plant phenomena—I became more and more aware that the picture of nature which is attainable through the senses penetrates through to what was visible to me in a spiritual way.


If in this spiritual way I directed my gaze to the soul activity of the human being, in thinking, feeling and will, the ‘spiritual human being’ took form for me even as a clearly visible image. I could not linger in the abstractions of which it is customary to think when speaking of thinking, feeling and will. In these inner manifestations of life I saw creative forces which placed the ‘human being as spirit’ spiritually before me. If I then directed my gaze to the human being’s physical embodiment, this was supplemented to my reflective contemplation by the spiritual form which underlies sense-perception.


Concerning his further researches into this subject he wrote:


My look fell, at first in a very imperfect way, upon the threefold organization of the human being, about which— after having pursued my study of it for thirty years in silence—I first began to speak publicly in my book Riddles of the Soul.


This gives us a glimpse into what such work entailed, what patient labour spread over decades, before the results were ready to be shared with others. The threefold human organism becomes a master key to understanding not only the human being but the whole world related to him.


Steiner and Goethe


A powerful factor in Rudolf Steiner’s life was the work he did on Goethe, both the poet and the scientist. As a poet Goethe is universally acknowledged, as scientist hardly at all even to this day, though he himself believed his science would outlive his poetry.


As to Goethe the poet, I once found myself in the company of outstanding Goetheanists in Britain. They could not eulogize sufficiently about him as a poet and sage, but there was only one who concerned himself seriously with his science. The second part of Faust they found largely incomprehensible, attributing this to the fact that Goethe wrote it in his old age. It may be mentioned that the immense work of Faust Parts One and Two is performed at regular two-yearly intervals unexpurgated and with great artistry at the Goetheanum in Dornach near Basle, the world centre of the Anthroposophical Society. Rudolf Steiner gave many lectures on Faust and other literary works by Goethe. We might also mention how he felt at one time a need to meditate on the fairy tale The Green Snake and the Beautiful Lily and how after twenty-one years it appeared transformed in his own first mystery play, The Portal of Initiation.


It is for his work on Goethe the scientist that the world owes much to him, though this too has so far been little acknowledged. Some of his followers, stimulated by him, have continued research along Goetheanistic lines, but to the world at large Goethe’s outlook on nature remains unfamiliar or, at best, enigmatic.


It was while Rudolf Steiner the student was preoccupied with questions of light and colour, not satisfied with the current explanations based on Newton, that he first came across Goethe’s work.


We will not enter here into the controversy that has raged around the Goethean theory of colour as opposed to that of Newton. If rage is the word, then Goethe raged against Newton; and the rest of the world, with rare exceptions, raged against Goethe. We need, however, to mention briefly the contrasting circumstances, for they reflect back on the people at their centre.


Newton placed a prism in the path of a beam of white light and saw a band of colours appear on a screen. Placing another prism in reverse he saw the colours vanish again into a white beam. He concluded that the colours were already contained within the white light. On emergence they were dispersed according to their different refractive indices and then were reassembled as white light. Being the mathematician he was, he arrived at a mathematical scale to match the colours and this has served industry well, for the scale can be used to determine any shade of colour within the spectrum.


With Goethe the matter took a different course. He clapped the prism to his eye expecting to see the spectrum of which he had read. Instead he saw two bands of colour, a light and a dark one and no green between them at all. Only when the two bands were drawn together to overlap, did the green appear as a secondary effect. Goethe was greatly interested in the qualities of colours, and for him the primary phenomenon lay in the two contrasting bands. These he interpreted as the interplay of the forces of light and darkness. He saw darkness as an active power in the world in opposition to light. Where darkness intervenes between the eye and the object, as with the greater density of atmosphere before a sinking sun, the brightness of the sun is dimmed down to red. On the other hand where light streams in between the eye and the object, as in gazing at distant hills or at the sky, darkness is raised to blue. Goethe went so far as to describe colours as the deeds and sufferings of light—something which others regard as unwarranted fantasy.


But Goethe saw the whole of life in terms of polarity. He saw the root of the plant contracting into the earth, and the blossoms unfolding towards the open breadths of the heavens, and the leaf mediating variously between the below and the above. For Goethe light and darkness, joy and grief, elation and depression, were equally polar realities within the life of soul. So were night and day, winter and summer polarities, also outer life and the life within, each had its counterpart in the other. Life and death also expressed such a polarity, as the following lines by Goethe, often quoted by Rudolf Steiner show:


As long as you do not grasp


This interplay of death and birth,


You’re but an anxious guest


Upon the gloomy earth.


The whole wondrous world of colours with all their expressiveness was dead, laid out in the spectrum. It left one blind to their living qualities. It was like robbing life of meaning. It was this that troubled Goethe so deeply.


How then did Rudolf Steiner enter into all this? Being fully familiar with the usual experiments on light and colour and also with the mathematical treatment of optics, he could say:


In spite of all objections raised by the physicist against Goethe’s theory of colour, I was driven by my own experiments further away from the customary view and towards Goethe. I said to myself that colours are not, as Newton thinks, produced out of light: they come to manifestation when obstructions hinder the free unfolding of light. But light was thus removed for me from the category of truly physical elements of reality. It presented itself as a midway stage between the realities perceptible to the senses and those visible to the spirit.


I was not inclined to engage in merely philosophical processes of thinking about these things. But I laid strong emphasis upon reading the facts of nature aright. It then became clearer to me that light itself does not enter the realm of sense-perception, but remains on the farthest side of this, while colours appear when the sense-perceptible is brought into the realm of light.
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