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RUDOLF STEINER (1861–1925) called his spiritual philosophy ‘anthroposophy’, meaning ‘wisdom of the human being’. As a highly developed seer, he based his work on direct knowledge and perception of spiritual dimensions. He initiated a modern and universal ‘science of spirit’, accessible to anyone willing to exercise clear and unprejudiced thinking.


From his spiritual investigations Steiner provided suggestions for the renewal of many activities, including education (both general and special), agriculture, medicine, economics, architecture, science, philosophy, religion and the arts. Today there are thousands of schools, clinics, farms and other organizations involved in practical work based on his principles. His many published works feature his research into the spiritual nature of the human being, the evolution of the world and humanity, and methods of personal development. Steiner wrote some 30 books and delivered over 6000 lectures across Europe. In 1924 he founded the General Anthroposophical Society, which today has branches throughout the world.
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Introduction


This compilation of texts bears the title ‘The Imaginative Life Tableau’ and deals with a subject which until now has received little attention. This is perhaps because in Rudolf Steiner’s work the imaginative life tableau as a ‘first result’ of anthroposophical meditation—and this is what we are concerned with here—is only mentioned relatively late, not until the lectures of the year 1920 and then repeatedly until 1924. But what does he mean by this life tableau?


Those who have already studied anthroposophy will initially recognize what Steiner has often described as the first experience of human beings after death. For when the etheric body, the astral body and the I have left the physical body after death, then the person who has died sees their own etheric body before them. Everything the person has carried in themselves all their lives as the content of their consciousness and has stored in the form of memory is contained therein. But not only that, their etheric body was also the1 sustainer of life, indeed the generator of that life and thus encompasses all the life forces out of which the dead person had shaped their life.


This life tableau belongs to the after-death experiences and in the first three days after death it gives the person who has died a panoramic overview of the life they have lived. It can however emerge as a result of the first level of meditation, imagination. Steiner spoke about this explicitly only from 1920 onwards.2 In all the early depictions of meditation, for example in An Outline of Esoteric Science, he describes this experience as a conscious self-perception of the soul, which takes place in the world of images. In this inner encounter we are confronted in the spiritual world by our doppelgänger and, as a consequence of this harrowing experience, transforming this double becomes our most urgent task.3


In the relevant descriptions of the anthroposophic path of meditation from 1920 on, it is the understanding and realizing of our own life path which make possible the soul’s encounter with itself in imagination. ‘When you have attained imaginative cognition’, he says, ‘then you are able to see your own life story, what you have experienced from childhood until the present moment, as if in one piece, as if in a time tableau. You see constant movement, developing and becoming, as your own life story.’ What you have here is ‘as real as the growth forces, the life forces, which cause the whole soul configuration to unfold out of the body of the small child’. These are the processes and developments of the etheric organism.4


How could it be that Rudolf Steiner describes this first experience of the imaginative level of meditation in so many different ways without himself commenting on this double nature? This seems at first to be a discrepancy.


In order to answer this question, we have to look at the character of the etheric body or rather the etheric forces which permeate it. The human etheric body has namely two sides: on the one side it sustains the physical body as a living organism. At work here are the formative and growth forces which are strongest at the beginning of earthly life and are already functioning in the embryonic phase. According to Steiner some of these forces emancipate themselves as we grow older and become ‘forces of thinking’ and these are ‘those forces which generate the shadowy world of thought for ordinary consciousness’.5


Thus, we can call one part of the etheric body the ‘life aspect’ and the other the ‘consciousness aspect’, or to go even further, one side as the female-nourishing aspect, the other as the male-enlightening aspect. And the astral body also has in this sense two sides: the one consciously active in thinking, the other unconsciously in willing.


This is also the reason why the anthroposophic path of meditation consists of two sorts of exercises. Steiner describes the one sort explicitly as ‘meditation’ and gives numerous exercises: either a mantram, which you have to engage with in thought, or an observation of nature or an image which you have to envisage. The other kind of exercises are aimed at the will. Here you usually begin with the retrospect exercise. Then the ‘supplementary exercises’, for example the eightfold way or the so called six fold path.6


Clearly, Rudolf Steiner described the two sides of the etheric body and our experience of them through meditation and supplementary exercises at different times in his life’s work, at first, more the male or consciousness side, then from 1920 onwards the female side, to which he related equally well but in a more intimate, occult manner.


Both of these forms lead us to deeper self-knowledge, which reveals on the one hand the shadow aspects of our own character in relation to our thinking, on the other, on the side of the life tableau—more the will aspect, the way in which our own lives have developed and unfolded. The imaginative experience of the consciousness aspect, which Steiner talked about extensively in his early depictions, leads to the experience of the doppelgänger, whereas the imaginative experience of the life aspect of the etheric body leads to the experience of the life tableau, as he described it from 1920 on, in various lectures you will find collected in this volume.


In his descriptions it is striking that he often links this experience of the life tableau with the still unconscious experiences of the small child. Steiner’s remarks in this regard offer a point of contact with current discourse in psychotherapy. There has been a great deal of discussion recently about the ‘inner child’ and in modern psychotherapeutic practice, which is often inspired by Eastern ideas7, the aim is to reach a reconciliation with this inner child. The corresponding psychotherapeutic approach caught on after the publication in 1990 of the book by Erika Chopich and Margaret Paul, Healing Your Aloneness: Finding Love and Wholeness through Your Inner Child and since then has become one of the most sought-after therapy models there are.8


What is the ‘reconciliation with the inner child’? On the one hand it’s about reclaiming the wonder and enthusiasm of the small child. On the other hand, about people bringing into focus the wounds, the injuries and the traumas, which they went through as small children, the suffering from too little attention, unfulfilled needs or too little love, and then through empathy and insight liberating themselves from the negative self-images, which developed out of such experiences. However, this form of therapy relies heavily on the usual memory images, which are intended to be laid bare and then experienced in a new way and thus liberated from the darkness of the soul.


Studying Rudolf Steiner allows us to extend and complement this, as he took a different approach. Steiner views conventional consciousness as fundamentally restricted and aims to take both thinking and the faculty of memory to a higher level through meditation. The basis for this is, as mentioned earlier, knowledge of the double nature of the etheric, through which, on the one hand, our physical bodies are shaped and formed and which, on the other hand, expresses itself in our soul lives as thinking.


Because the faculty of memory isn’t connected as you would expect with the consciousness side, but with the will or life side of the etheric body,9 through anthroposophic meditation Steiner shows us a way to gain access to both the etheric aspect of our thinking and, above all, to the living aspect of our memories. Thus in 1920 Steiner already emphasizes the following: ‘Only by progressing to imagination can a psychology which goes beyond mere verbalism develop, a psychology which can really see into people.’10


It seems to me that until now even anthroposophic psychotherapy has hardly addressed or developed Steiner’s imaginative approach, which we must clearly differentiate from the therapy methods mentioned above.11 Possibly this is because Steiner long spoke of the life tableau only in connection with after-death experience and not until 1920 did he describe it as an imaginative perception which we should evoke during meditation. In the text extracts from the work of Rudolf Steiner presented here, the focus is on the life tableau developed in meditative work and thus on the turnaround of our line of vision from after death to before birth.


In the framework of his descriptions of the imaginative life tableau—and I want to accentuate this here—Steiner develops a distinctly Platonic orientated perspective on life before birth, which we can contrast with the often presented Aristotelian-Thomistic view of life after death. There we can find further links to contemporary psychotherapy approaches. For example, to the concept of the ‘enneagram’, which has been widespread since the 1970s and is connected to Neoplatonic thinking. In spiritually oriented psychotherapy work the enneagram is used today to create a kind of tableau of the soul in its earthly development. For example, it is deployed by A. H. Almaas, who describes in his essay ‘Facets of Unity’ how, through the enneagram, which represents in a certain way the earthly image of the soul, we can ascend to the ‘holy ideas’ which lie behind it.12


Now back to Steiner and his description of the imaginative life tableau. According to Steiner, as we have already seen, through imagination we can achieve a supersensible view of our own life story and its development. But that’s not all. If we continue with our meditative work, we will, through inspiration, be able to look into the world which our soul descended from before birth and into the original oneness of the soul with this supersensible, soul-spiritual world. This is the world of ‘holy ideas’ in the Neoplatonic terminology of Almaas.


In the ‘French course’ which Steiner gave in September 1922 he links this insight gained through inspiration with ‘philosophy’. Such a philosophy, which deals with the soul’s descent, development of supersensible cognition and then re-ascent, is in direct succession to Plato, especially in the work of Plotinus (205–270), even if Steiner doesn’t mention it here. Plotinus saw philosophy as an elixir in the sense that it is the re-ascent of the soul to its original unity.13


In the French course Steiner gives the idea of the descent of the soul described by Plotinus, which is at heart closely related to Eastern thinking, probably such a pivotal position because he could relate it to the philosophy of Bergson, who would have been well known to the French audience. He mentions Bergson several times during the course.14 Bergson was familiar with Plotinus’s philosophy, in particular with his idea of time as a continuum, which he then himself conceived of as ‘durée’, an idea which became very well known. Steiner discusses this idea of‘durée’ in detail and contrasts it with his own concept of the imaginative review of one’s own life-story as a tableau of the development of the soul in earthly existence.15


The imaginative experience of the life tableau and subsequently of inspirative cognition can be very productive as a meditative approach to the liberation of the soul from attachment in the context of psychotherapeutic work. I hope this has become clear through the points I made above. However, we must consider another aspect, which is important for soul work: the relationship between life and memory.


Rudolf Steiner describes the experience of’ bygone earthly life’ in his written summary of the French course as follows: ‘We see this like thought shapes which are densified into forces of growth. We don’t just have the memory images of our own lives before us. We have images of an actual etheric process before us, which has played out in our own being without having risen into our ordinary consciousness. What lives in our consciousness and in memory is only the abstract by-product of the real process. In a way it’s only the surface wave, which has formed as a result of a much deeper process. We can see the weaving and working of our own etheric organism during the course of our earthly life.’ And he follows this with the remark that ‘only the very small child, who hasn’t yet learnt to speak, has the same relationship to the cosmos as someone who practises imagination in the proper manner. But this child hasn’t yet separated out the power of thinking from the general (etheric) forces of growth.’16


Just to clarify our understanding of this passage, we should consider that for the person practising imagination, the transformation of our organism’s life forces into the powers of thinking and willing, that Steiner described so often, no longer takes place. By entering into imagination through meditation (for this Steiner gave us the mantram ‘in light flows living wisdom’)17 we can experience those life forces in which the small child existed before learning to speak and to think. These forces remain unconscious during our whole development and are active parallel to our conscious processes of perception, for they form our memory.18


In imaginative cognition this unconscious life part of memory enters consciousness not as separate memories but as the life tableau. In a certain way it performs a reverse transformation from the ordinary powers of thinking and ideas back into the life forces of the small child. Only then can the life tableau emerge with, at the same time, a review of how as a child our own soul formed our own physical body, our own aptitudes, but also our inhibitions, one-sidedness and attachments out of these life forces.


The life tableau thus reveals as an experience what the therapy approaches mentioned earlier always try to establish: the knowledge of how we were as small children and how we became the adults that we are in later life with all those talents but also all those inhibitions that we have.


As our soul works its way up through all the experiences of each level of the esoteric path and rises above the lower bodies, one after another, then we are able to perceive the next lowest body. The stages of higher cognition lead us in this way into the inner human being and at the same time into life before birth. In imagination we can look from the astral body into the etheric body in the form of the life tableau and see at the same time into the processes of early childhood, where our eternal human soul bound itself increasingly to the physical and etheric bodies. The life tableau allows us also to see the attachments and one-sidedness that belong to our incarnation—these are the causes of all suffering if we want to follow Buddhism.


For Steiner however the imaginative life tableau offers us human beings a starting point for higher levels of cognition, through which we can experience—in a Neoplatonic sense—the descent of our soul into earthly existence, allowing us to understand the immortal being of the soul.


If we look at all the descriptions Steiner gave of this in about twenty mainly public lectures in various places, of which I have compiled the most relevant extracts in this book, then we clearly get the impression that when we see the etheric formative forces of our own life story, this reveals to us those powers that have led to our becoming the person that we are today. As we get older this results in our appearing completely transparent in the life tableau and we can look at and work with much of what previously was baffling or incomprehensible to us.


The life tableau doesn’t only give us an orientation in this respect, but helps the meditator find a connection to the time-form of their own existence. What does that mean? We can grasp the life tableau in a certain sense as the source of powers out of which our own life has formed itself. To unite consciously with this source means to be at one with oneself. We have found, so to speak, the source of our life. And precisely here lies the therapeutic value of the life tableau. If you have ever lost congruence with your life- and time-organism, for example through burn-out, you will know what it means not to be connected to your own life source.


The anthroposophic meditation movement needs to develop Steiner’s teaching on the experience of the imaginative life tableau as the first result of meditative work and make its therapeutic dimension more accessible. For the imaginative view of our own life story makes it possible for us to achieve, in the form of a real higher state of consciousness, what many Eastern-oriented therapy approaches describe as mindfulness. Steiner’s instructions suggest that through this imaginative work on our own biography, we can succeed in detaching ourselves from psychological entanglements, a goal of many of these spiritually-oriented therapy approaches, through a practical further development of everyday consciousness.


In almost all of his portrayals of the imaginative life tableau, Steiner follows up with a description of the next stage, inspirative cognition. To initiate inspiration, we must extinguish from our consciousness what we have previously imagined. Then, from behind the earthly life tableau, appears our supersensible soul being as we were before birth. Steiner emphasizes repeatedly that at this level we can attain real knowledge of life before birth and he challenges us to broaden our perspective and to add to the question of life after death, which is important to many people, the question of life before birth: immortality presupposes unbornness. Connected to this is the question of repeated earthly lives, which Steiner discusses in the context of the third level, that of intuitive cognition. I don’t include any further such descriptions in this compilation.


On the whole it’s remarkable, that in connection with the imaginative life tableau Steiner never speaks about experiencing our own karma, only about the overview in tableau form of our own life story between birth and death. Experiencing our own destiny and our repeated earthly lives only becomes possible at the stage of intuition. Interested readers can follow this by studying in full the lectures from which I have taken extracts here.


It’s also striking that in none of his depictions of the imaginative life tableau and the subsequent inspirative insight into the soul’s life before birth, does Steiner speak about the other side of this imaginative experience, namely the doppelgänger and Guardian of the Threshold described in detail in, for example, How to Know Higher Worlds. Also, in this context, there is never a mention of a threshold experience. Why that is remains an open question. Perhaps it is linked to the fact that the experience of the tableau is oriented towards life before birth and in this life before birth and in the child’s first years of life, out of which the etheric forces and the life tableau form themselves, the Guardian of the Threshold doesn’t appear.


In conclusion we must inquire about the possible connections between the imaginative life tableau described here as a result of meditation or, if you like, as a mystically oriented ‘inner path’ and the meditation linked to the observation of outer nature.19 Steiner links mysticism as he understands it with observation of nature.20 If the goal of the inwards directed exercises is to liberate consciousness which is bound to the physical (in the sense of the life tableau), then the goal of that meditation directed to the outside is the liberation of creation which is bound to nature. We as meditators can overcome this latter in its inertia by realizing the etheric, the life force in our thinking and our perception and thus restoring to nature her own true being. Self-knowledge and knowledge of nature meet where the inner path and the outer path flow into the etheric world.


In this respect both approaches can support and reinforce each other. If the outer path is typified by the observation of nature, supported by a revival of our own thinking in thought meditation, then the inner path seeks to strengthen the will through the retrospect and other will exercises, such as Steiner has often described.21


As far as method is concerned let me add that Steiner has described the esoteric path again and again and always shows new aspects, but he has never been systematic or even offered a manual on the subject. If you meditate in the anthroposophic sense today, you must yourself gather together the descriptions he gave in various contexts, which is a challenge in itself.


A methodically important stage preliminary to the life tableau experience are those retrospect exercises, which Steiner described in detail mainly before 1918, towards the end of the First World War, as an aid for the development of people’s social skills.22 The idea of these exercises is that we practise a ‘selfless’ review of our own lives in such a way that we observe ourselves as if from the outside and not going into our own inner life—and just there we find the difference to the psychotherapy approaches I mentioned before with their work with the ‘inner child’.23 But in the selfless life review we should regard those people who have supported or hindered our development, whereby Steiner emphasizes that the inhibiting influences are of greater importance—and this doesn’t mean more negative24 By letting these people ‘appear in pictures’, then according to Steiner, ‘we gradually learn to forget ourselves, we discover that really almost all that we are we couldn’t have become if this or that person hadn’t intervened in our life in a supportive or an instructive manner.’25 Through these exercises we can become more objective not least by ‘objectifying’ ourselves and thus freeing ourselves from the past and from past experiences: ‘Objectifying yourself, freeing yourself in the present from the past, crystallizing the I out of its experiences, all this we must strive to do especially today as the present age tends to bind the I more and more to its experiences.’26 Here Steiner defines perspectives and opportunities offered by spiritual science both for therapy and for our everyday life.
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