

[image: images]




[image: images]


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


Imagination as living, pictorial thinking is a primary aspect of the anthroposophic path of schooling. Rudolf Steiner regards Imagination* as a foundational stage of supersensible cognition. In the basic works of anthroposophy Knowledge of the Higher Worlds (GA 10) and Occult Science, an Outline (GA 13) he systematically describes the major stages in this schooling. The exercises presented there in context form a methodological unity for developing supersensible consciousness.


In lectures from 1906/07, Steiner speaks about the Rosicrucian path of schooling, and its various steps or stages, in more detailed fashion. The schooling path starts with perceptive day consciousness or enhanced wakefulness, as the prerequisite for all higher stages of cognition. Imaginative cognition is the next step leading toward the supersensible world, and is followed by the further stages of Inspiration and Intuition.


Rudolf Steiner states that the development of sense-free, logical thinking is the precondition for Imagination (and supersensible cognition altogether). This kind of active thinking, above and beyond the sensory perception of waking consciousness, leads to an experience of independent, pure thinking. The practice of sense-free thinking is therefore an important prelude to the faculty of Imagination, since schooling ourselves in vivid, powerful thinking brings inner clarity and assurance, enabling us to observe and comprehend each step of the thought process and thus give our imaginative experience a firm foundation.


Steiner describes and elaborates this schooling of thinking already in his epistemological texts.1 In his early accounts of the Rosicrucian path of schooling and later also in Occult Science, the development of sense-free thinking and rational engagement with spiritual science is referred to as study. This is followed by the development of an independent picture thinking, the capacity of Imagination.


Whereas enhanced wakefulness focuses solely on our material, corporeal and sensory surroundings, Imagination leads us into the world of flowing, living pictures, and thus is a form of independent pictorial thinking no longer founded on merely representational or object awareness. The world of Imagination appears as a realm of soul and spirit in which everything is in continual movement.


Precisely here, in this world of pictures, it is important to be able to distinguish objective supersensible perceptions from visions and hallucinations. The latter have a subjective character and are either unconscious or subconscious in nature. By contrast, the faculty of Imagination developed through schooling is accomplished in full consciousness and inner freedom.


Consciously acquired imaginations enable us to have a clear, objective and universally accessible perception of the supersensible world, comparable roughly to a mathematical theorem. The supersensible world is first perceived and experienced in pictures. Yet if we are not only to perceive but also understand this mobile, continually changing world that presents itself to Imagination, we also need the ability to understand the inner significance of the pictures we perceive. Only the faculties of Inspiration and Intuition enable us to have such understanding. They are the next stages of supersensible consciousness and relate to Imagination roughly as the ability to read relates to the separate letters employed in script. In the same way that individual letters are compiled into a word when we write or read, so diverse imaginative perceptions are brought into a meaningful context by Inspiration. The stage of Intuition then leads us to an encounter with the realities, the living beings, behind the pictures.


Rudolf Steiner repeatedly gave exercises to help develop this faculty of Imagination. In his 1906 lectures, for example, he describes various exercises that he had previously mentioned in a series of articles in the periodical Lucifer-Gnosis, which were subsequently published in book form as Knowledge of the Higher Worlds. For instance he describes the ‘seed exercise’, and assigns it to Imagination. While the faculty of Imagination is not yet explicitly mentioned as a stage of consciousness in the schooling book Knowledge of the Higher Worlds,2 many of the detailed exercises described there do lead to imaginative perception.3


Another very primary, key exercise with imaginative character in the anthroposophic path of schooling is the ‘review of the day’. Here the student practises calling up vividly before his inner eye, in as much detail as possible, the experiences of a past day, or his whole life, or also particular important events. In this pictorial review, our experiences can be significantly deepened.


Occult Science, an Outline then describes the Rose Cross meditation as a fundamental exercise of Imagination, which can be further broadened and deepened into inspired and intuitive cognition. If we immerse ourselves meditatively in this symbol of human evolution, the thoughts and pictures we acquire in the process help us develop our independent pictorial thinking activity, and thus also imaginative consciousness.





The present compilation offers a survey of the diverse aspects of Imagination and imaginative cognition. The term leads us into a rich and far-reaching realm of anthroposophy. In fact we can say that anthroposophy itself is pictorial and imaginative in nature, and very often comes to expression in pictures. The idea of the metamorphosis of plants, which preoccupied Steiner when he edited Goethe’s scientific writings, is one already imbued by a pictorial quality. And many fundamental concepts in spiritual-science—for instance the evolution of the world and human being—were later formulated by Steiner in vivid, living pictures. Similarly, the verses, meditations, poetic and artistic works created by Steiner have this imaginative character and quality.


This selection is conceived as a stimulus for readers to practise, deepen and extend their own imaginative consciousness. The choice of texts draws on Steiner’s written works and the fundamental comments he made there on Imagination, with additional passages taken from his lectures and re-ordered thematically.


The first section is concerned with Imagination in general as a form of supersensible cognition. Its specific character as picturing perception that enables us to have access to the world of spirit, is presented here in the spiritual-scientific context. Light is also shed on how the living nature of imaginative consciousness leads us beyond our mundane thinking capacity and merely representational or object awareness. The next section goes on to locate Imagination within the Rosicrucian schooling path as one of its seven stages. Study is followed by the development of imaginative cognition as the first level of supersensible perception. Imagination is described as a distinct sphere of experience through which the spiritual pupil can enter the supersensible world. The third section shows how Imagination can be methodically developed: first by practising sense-free thinking as a prelude to Imagination, and then through specific exercises for progressive development of imaginative cognition as a form of independent picture thinking.


Subsequent sections of the book concern the distinction between Imagination and other forms of supersensible perception, including erroneous or illusory ones. Section 4 looks at the connection between Imagination, Inspiration and Intuition as the three stages of supersensible cognition. And Section 5 describes a few of the risks and obstacles that can arise for esoteric pupils if they are unable to distinguish imaginations from subjective illusions or visions, as well as highlighting ways to avoid such risks.


Section 6 offers a survey of how Imagination leads us to perceive the world of living things, and opens a doorway to this world of formative forces, the etheric world.


At an early stage in his development, Steiner’s preoccupation with Goethe and the latter’s reflections on the metamorphosis of plants, led him to consider the sensory-supersensible nature of pictures gained through the imaginative faculty. In Section 7 we offer texts that illustrate the connections between Goethe’s worldview and imaginative consciousness as spiritual experience, as Steiner later developed it.


Finally, Section 8 compiles several texts that Steiner referred to explicitly as ‘Imaginations’. Besides artistic representation of spiritual perceptions, as in Goethe’s fairytale or Steiner’s mystery plays, these include meditative content such as the apocalyptic seals and the Michael Imagination. These texts can encourage further study, deeper contemplation, and schooling of our own pictorial thinking.





Edward de Boer








* Translator’s note: When used in the sense intended by Steiner, as a faculty of supersensible perception, we will distinguish this word by an initial capital. The same will apply to the faculties of Inspiration and Intuition. Confusion might be caused in places where the German word translated by ‘imagination’ (small i) is ‘Fantasie’, which should not be confused with the English word ‘fantasy’. Elsewhere, ‘imaginative’, and the plural form ‘imaginations’ will also have a small i, though these are likewise used to refer to the spiritual faculty of Imagination.




1. Imagination as Supersensible Cognition


‘Material cognition’ depends on us receiving sensory impressions of things and occurrences in our surroundings, and on a capacity for feeling and physiological sensitivity. An external impression that impinges on us is also called ‘sensation’. Thus in ‘material cognition’ we are concerned with these four elements: sensation, image, concept, I.


At the next higher level of cognition, external sensory impressions, ‘sensations’, fall away. An outer sense-perceptible object is no longer present, and so there remain only three of the original elements to which we are accustomed in ordinary perception: image, concept and I.


In an ordinary healthy person, perception creates no image or concept when no external object is present. The ‘I’ then remains inactive. Someone who creates pictures which supposedly correspond to sensory things when none are in fact present, lives in fantasy. But now the esoteric pupil acquires the capacity to form pictures in the absence of any sensory objects. Such outer things must now be replaced by something else. The pupil must be able to have pictures even when no sensory impression summons it. In place of ‘sensation’ must come something else. This is Imagination. At this stage of development the esoteric pupil perceives pictures in exactly the same way as if a sense object were making an impression on him. These are as vivid and true as sensory images, and yet they do not come from the ‘material’ realm but from that of ‘soul’ and ‘spirit’. The senses are completely inactive in this process. It is evident that this capacity to have pictorial content without sensory impressions is one a person has to work to develop. This can be done through meditation, and through the exercises described in Knowledge of the Higher Worlds. Someone whose perceptions are confined to the sensory world only has within them pictures that have first entered them through the senses. By contrast, in Imagination we have a world of pictures that originate in a higher world. Very careful schooling is required to distinguish illusion from reality within this higher world of pictures.


(The Stages of Higher Knowledge, 1905–1908)4





Healthy inner experience can teach us that an Imagination is not a merely subjective image but a pictorial rendering of an objective, spiritual content. This knowledge is acquired in a soul-spiritual way, just as, in healthy sense perception, we can distinguish illusions from objective perceptions.


(Occult Science, an Outline, 1910)5





The pictures arising in Imagination have a vividness and wealth of content which far surpass our shadowy memory pictures of the sense world, and even the very colourful, diverse sense world itself. This too is only a shadow compared with the realm of Imagination.


(The Stages of Higher Knowledge, 1905–1908)6





The content of what is seen in spiritual perception can only be rendered in pictures (imaginations) through which speak inspirations originating in intuitively experienced spiritual realities. […] But in trying to present and describe imaginations from the world of spirit we cannot, in our era, merely offer these as such, for in doing so we would be presenting something that stood as a quite different content of consciousness from the knowledge of our current age, and with no connection to it. We need rather to fill contemporary awareness with what can be perceived by a different awareness, one able to see into the world of spirit. And then this world of spirit will be the content of our communications, flowing into the form of thoughts. By this means it becomes fully comprehensible to ordinary consciousness, to modern thinking, thus to minds that cannot as yet see into the world of spirit.


This comprehensibility will only be lacking if people themselves place hindrances in its way: when they internalize the preconceptions current in our time and founded on a falsely regarded science with its ‘limits to knowledge’.


In spiritual cognition everything is immersed in intimate soul experience—not only spiritual seeing itself but also the understanding that ordinary awareness, without spiritual vision, brings to bear on the fruits of seership.


Those who say, in a most superficial manner, that anyone who believes they have this understanding are prey to self-suggestion, have no inkling of this intimate subtlety.


In fact it is true to say that what comes to expression in mere concepts as truth or error in our understanding of the physical world, becomes lived experience in relation to the world of spirit.


If we allow our judgement to be even mildly affected by the sense that, because of the ordinary mind’s limitations, spiritual perceptions are beyond its reach, we in fact overlay our comprehension with this very sense and judgement, like a darkening cloud, and are then really unable to understand.


And yet to the unprejudiced mind, despite not having spiritual perception itself, the content of this perception is fully comprehensible if the seer can formulate it in thoughts. It is just as accessible as a painter’s picture is to a non-painter. And this understanding of the spirit world is not of an artistic and feeling kind as we may have before a work of art, but a thoroughly thought-imbued one, similar to the one we bring to bear on scientific enquiry.


But to make such understanding possible, the seer must really form visions into thoughts without these at the same time losing their imaginative character.


(Occult Science, an Outline, 1910)7





My perceptions of the spirit, I am fully aware, are the fruits of my own capacities of vision. At every turn, in manifold details as well as the broadest surveys, I checked very rigorously as to whether each step on my further path of seeing was accompanied by full, considered awareness. Just as the mathematician passes from one thought to the next without any interference from unconscious motives or auto-suggestion and suchlike, so likewise I undertook to pass from objective Imagination to objective Imagination without anything living in the soul other than the spiritual content of clear and examined consciousness.


(Occult Science, an Outline, 1910)8





Spiritual experiences first rise as pictures from the underdepths of the soul of the person who has prepared themselves for this. It is now a question of finding the right relationship to these images. They only have value for supersensible perception if we avoid taking them in isolation, at face value, but consider their whole context. The moment they are seen in isolation only, they have scarcely more value than ordinary dreams. They must announce themselves like the separate letters you have before you when reading. You do not attend to the distinct form of each letter but you read in the letters what is expressed through them. Just as a written text is not asking us to describe the forms of the letters, so these pictures, the contents of supersensible vision, are not asking us to focus on them alone. By their very nature they evoke a need to turn a blind eye to their pictorial character and instead direct the soul to what is expressed through them as supersensible occurrence or being.


It would be foolish to say that a written message bearing hitherto completely unknown tidings is merely composed of letters we have long been familiar with, and so must be known to us; nor can we say of the pictures of supersensible consciousness, either, that they only contain things borrowed from ordinary life. While that is true to a certain degree, real supersensible consciousness is not concerned with what is drawn in this way from ordinary life, but only with what the pictures of Imagination express.


But first the soul must prepare itself to see such pictures rising before its spiritual gaze, and in doing so must carefully develop a sense of looking beyond the images as such, and instead relating them in the right way to the supersensible world. It is true to say that real supersensible vision requires not only the capacity to perceive a world of inner pictures, but equally another faculty: one which we can compare with reading in the sense world.


The supersensible world should initially be conceived as lying entirely outside of ordinary consciousness. This other consciousness has no means whatsoever for penetrating this world. Only through powers of our soul life strengthened in meditation, can the soul first gently touch into the supersensible world. Out of our surging life of soul, characteristic pictures start to emerge, forming a tableau or tapestry that is actually woven entirely by the soul itself—woven from the powers the soul has acquired within the sense world. As a tapestry of pictures it really contains only what we can compare with memory. The more we recognize this to be so the better it is for our understanding of clairvoyant consciousness, for then we will not succumb to illusions about its pictorial nature but will gain the right sense of how we need to relate these pictures to the supersensible world. The pictures will help us learn to read in the supersensible world. Our impressions of the sense world have naturally given us a much greater affinity with the beings and occurrences in this world than we have, through supersensibly perceived pictures, with the supersensible world. We might even say that these latter are initially like a curtain that the soul draws before the supersensible world when it feels that world has touched it.


What is important is to gradually find our way into the mode of supersensible experience. Experientially we slowly come to an appropriate interpretation, to the right reading. In more significant supersensible experiences it will become apparent that our perceptions—and they themselves will show us this—cannot be memory pictures drawn from ordinary life. However, people who firmly believe they have had certain supersensible experiences sometimes make very misguided claims here. Many of those convinced of reincarnation relate particular pictures that arise in their soul to experiences from former lives on earth. We should always be mistrustful when such pictures point to previous lives that in some way or other resemble a person’s present life, or have qualities that allow a rational understanding of how a present life has resulted from a supposed past life. When a real impression from one or another past life does surface, in true supersensible experience, it usually becomes apparent that such past lives were of a character that we could never have extrapolated from our present life, nor have wished to, however much we sought to trace and shape it in thought.
 (A Way of Self-Knowledge and the Threshold of the Spiritual World, 1913)9





The path we have spoken of here first leads to what we can call imaginative cognition, as the first stage of higher knowledge. Knowledge dependent on sense perceptions and on their processing through the powers of reason connected to the senses, is something we can call ‘representational cognition’ in spiritual science. Beyond this faculty lie the higher stages of knowledge, the first of which is the imaginative cognition I refer to. The expression ‘imaginative’ might seem suspect to someone who thinks of imagination only as ‘imaginary’ thoughts that do not correspond to anything real. But in spiritual science, ‘imaginative’ knowledge should be regarded as the kind that arises through the soul’s supersensible state of consciousness. In this condition of consciousness, spiritual realities and beings hidden from the senses are perceived. Since this condition can be awoken in the soul by contemplation of significant images, we can likewise refer to this world of higher consciousness as the ‘imaginative’ realm or that of ‘imaginations’. Thus ‘imaginative’ means something that is true in a sense other than that which applies to facts and beings we become aware of in sense perception. This has nothing to do with the content of thoughts which fill imaginative experience, but with the capacity of soul that is developed by means of it.


There is a clear objection to the use of symbolic pictures that spring from a dreamy form of thinking and from arbitrary fantasy. These can have only dubious success. But the pictures and symbols that underpin proper spiritual schooling should cause no such concern. This is because the significant images chosen are ones that enable us to turn a completely blind eye to their relationship with external, sensory reality, and seek their value only in the power with which they act upon the soul when we suppress all sense impressions, and all thoughts that can be entertained in response to outer stimulus. We can best understand the meditative process by comparing it with sleep. In one way it is similar to this, but in another utterly different. Meditation is a sleep that represents a higher awakening than daily consciousness. Through concentration on a particular thought or image, the soul has to draw far deeper powers from its own depths than it usually applies in ordinary life or cognition, and this enhances its inner responsiveness. It separates from the body as it does also in sleep, but it does not lose consciousness, and instead experiences a world it did not previously. The similarity with sleep is that the soul releases itself from the body, but in a way that can be characterized as enhanced wakefulness compared to ordinary waking consciousness. By this means the soul grows aware of its own true inner, independent nature, whereas in ordinary waking life, in which its powers are more weakly developed, it is aware of itself only with the help of the physical body, and in fact does not so much experience itself as perceive itself in a picture which the body (or actually the processes of the body) casts before it like a mirror image.


The symbolic content built up in the way described above naturally does not yet relate to anything real in the world of spirit. It serves rather to detach the human soul from sensory perception and from the instrument of the brain to which the power of reason initially adheres. This separation cannot occur until a person feels they are picturing something for which their senses and brain do not serve as tools. The first thing we experience on this path is this emancipation from our physical organs. Then we can say to ourselves that our consciousness is not extinguished if we take no account of sense perceptions and ordinary rational thinking. I can lift myself out of this and will then experience myself as a living being alongside what I was previously. This is the first purely spiritual experience: the observation of a soul-spiritual I-being, which has raised itself as a new self from the self who is bound up only with the physical senses and physical mind. If we sunder ourselves from the world of the senses and intellect without practising meditation or contemplation, we will sink into the ‘void’ of unconsciousness. Naturally we already possess a soul-spiritual being before engaging in contemplation, but prior to this it does not have the means, the tools, to observe the world of spirit. It has been more or less like a physical body without any eyes to see or ears to hear. The power used in contemplation first creates organs of soul and spirit from our previously unorganized soul-spiritual being. And only then can we perceive what we have thus acquired. In a sense therefore, the first experience we have is a self-perception. It is intrinsic to spiritual schooling that at this point of its development the soul is fully aware that it is initially perceiving itself in picture worlds (Imaginations) that arise as a consequence of the exercises described. While these pictures emerge as living ones in a new world, the soul has to acknowledge that they are to begin with nothing more than a reflection of its own being, strengthened through the exercises. Not only must the soul rightly acknowledge this, but must also have developed the will to a degree that enables it to remove the pictures from consciousness again and extinguish them. The soul must be able to hold sway in full freedom within these pictures, and in full self-possession. This belongs to proper spiritual schooling.


(Occult Science, an Outline, 1910)10
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