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Foreword*



Baruch Luke Uriele


Mankind Crosses the Threshold


As I cast my eye over the modern world in both its wider and more intimate contexts, I find the clearest evidence for the threshold to the spiritual world having been crossed in the innumerable people who have begun to have conscious and semi-conscious experiences of the etheric world. Thus people today are with a part of their being—and for the most part not in a fully conscious way — entering a world in constant movement and flux. From this point of view the state of restlessness, rush and lack of time which so constantly threatens modern man becomes understandable, as does the ever-increasing spate of changes, upheavals and revolutions. And yet the growing sensitivity to that world of dynamism and metamorphosis is itself a factor which increases the restlessness of the world, because it develops like an infectious illness if it is not taken hold of and mastered consciously from within. Restlessness and movement have in this way themselves become an epidemic. They increase year by year—and visibly so on a world scale since 1989 — in accordance not with an arithmetic but a geometric progression.


On this turbulent etheric sea with its frequently hightossed astral waves, it is therefore important to preserve the steadiness and constancy of the ego (the ‘I’), as described in the ‘little Apocalypse’.† Anthroposophy can be of decisive help in this respect. Modern psychology has been familiar with the phenomenon of empathy since the 1950s. However, empathy is but a feeling-like, semi-conscious aspect of the process that was described by Rudolf Steiner as work with the ‘after-image’.* Through making oneself conscious of the after-image, one is able to add to every act of perceiving an object with the physical senses — whether it be a stone, a plant, an animal or a human being, or a situation — the etheric reality that belongs to it as an after-image. In this way one is no longer at the mercy of the etheric realm but learns to stand within it. Working with the after-image is not an esoteric path but is, rather, an endeavour to bring the beginnings of a natural consciousness of the etheric (which manifest themselves not infrequently in modern man) to full consciousness and, hence, under the rulership of the ego.


At a time when in colleges in the past three or four years it has become apparent that young people are becoming more and more immune or even allergic to any traditional morality, and also to the idealism which inspired the generation some ten years older than themselves, it seemed right and necessary to attempt to deepen an understanding of the after-image; for here we have something which could give young people the courage and confidence to go on living.


_________________


* This Foreword originally appeared in: Anthroposophische Gesellschaft an der Jahrtausendschwelle, Dornach 1994.


† Luke 21:25–36.


* Rudolf Steiner, GA 194, The Archangel Michael, Anthroposophic Press 1994; the lecture of 30 November 1919 in Dornach. (GA = Gesamtausgabe, the collected works of Rudolf Steiner in the original German, published by Rudolf Steiner Verlag, Dornach, Switzerland.)






PART ONE




Baruch Luke Urieli


The Development of the After-Image Faculty in Modern Man and the Sacrifice of Kaspar Hauser


The Phenomenon of Empathy


During the 1950s the American psychologist Carl Rogers noticed the presence of a new faculty in the younger generation for which he used a word originally coined in 1912: empathy.* In fact, what he was describing is a process which has become part of the experience of an ever-increasing number of those born after the end of the Second World War. Empathy arises out of sympathy, love, interest in and compassion for our fellow human being; it enables us to extend our own inner being into that of the other person and directly experience something of his essential nature.


The process which can to some extent be encompassed by the word empathy has four distinct phases:


1. Taking an interest in another person. This quality of inner interest, which demands a kind of ‘turning’ towards another, is to be found in its most archetypal form in Parzival’s words, ‘Brother, what ails thee?’ Whenever one human being is willing to take an active interest in the existence and destiny of another, to turn towards him, a glimmer of Parzival’s question breaks through and enables the person asking the question to extend part of his own being beyond its usual boundaries. It must be emphasised that this act of ‘taking an interest in’, of ‘turning towards’, has to be of the utmost purity. Wherever elements of curiosity, adventurism, criticism, self-interest or self-will colour the initial question asked, the quest cannot succeed and harm will be caused both to the one expressing interest and to the one who is approached. We have to learn to look with two differently tuned eyes at the same time — and yet not squint. If we begin to squint, evil arises.


2. The inner perception of the other person. The inner interest described as phase one of the process makes it possible that a part of ourselves can touch or enter—consciously or half-consciously, for a very short while or for several very short periods—the other person and have a glimpse into his essential being.


3. The return. Having perceived our brother or sister in this way, the extended part of our being returns to its home and reunites with the part it left behind. Through this reunion, an echo or resonance is created. Our own inner self resounds.


4. The reading of the resonance. The endeavour to ‘read’ this resonance leads to images arising in us which ultimately enable us to conceptualise and understand what has been experienced.


It should be pointed out that, whilst the first phase of the process takes place ‘in the twinkling of an eye’, and the second in short periods of time, the conscious recalling that forms the third phase can take minutes, hours or days and the reading of the resonance anything from seconds and hours to days or even years.


The after-image


The phenomenon recognised by Rogers in the 1950s had already been described by Rudolf Steiner in the second decade of the century and in a much wider context. Whereas Rogers observed the phenomenon in the realm of human encounter and, hence, focused almost exclusively on the second stage of the fourfold process, Rudolf Steiner was aware that the process that has been described is not limited to meetings between human beings. Through turning to the world in this way, the individual can learn to acquire an inner relationship to any phenomenon, any process and any situation. This new faculty which becomes available to mankind was called by Rudolf Steiner the phenomenon of the ‘after-image’. It has its foundation in that man is beginning in our time to cross the threshold of the spiritual world in the natural course of his development. This means that our present-day consciousness, which is limited in its perception to the physical world alone, is gradually supplemented by a capacity to perceive the etheric world, the world of living processes.


Rudolf Steiner pays particular attention to phase four of the process and gives the example of the after-image awakened in the eye by coloured objects. In so doing, he makes us aware that every process of visual perception is complemented by a second, complementary process which is, as he stresses, not merely of a physical nature (compare especially the lecture of 30 November 1919 in The Mission of the Archangel Michael, also that of 13 January 1924 in Rosi-crucianism and Modern Initiation, and 27 May 1922, The Change in the Path to Supersensible Knowledge: see Appendix). As Steiner says in the lecture of 30 November 1919, the process of seeing crosses with a cosmic process, thereby giving access to the inner quality of all that is encountered. The challenge is to become aware of the second, hidden process.


Anyone who has tried to become aware of the after-image of, say, a coloured piece of material will appreciate how great this challenge is. For he will know that whilst it may be relatively easy to see the exact form of the after-image, it will be extremely difficult to be so precise as to its texture and colour; where the more inward quality of the object encountered is about to reveal itself, a mountain of obstacles arises. The experienced observer will also know that the more we want to see these qualities the less we will be able to do so. Here the selflessness of the quest is tested; here the truth of the old saying ‘Who wants doesn’t get’ is confirmed.


In textbooks on colour, the reader is told that to see the after-image he should first concentrate on the central point within a ring of colour printed on white and with a cross in the middle, and then transfer his gaze onto a light grey area, again marked in its centre with a cross. The effectiveness of this lies in the fact that in the first stage of the exercise the ring of colour encourages the eye to look in a peripheral way, i.e. the coloured outer ring and its outer surroundings are perceived, while the cross in the middle ensures that the centre is not entirely lost. The eye is thereby taught to be selfless and can fulfil the first phase of the empathetic process, taking in something of the etheric and complementary nature of the coloured ring. In the second stage of the exercise the eye is allowed to return to its ordinary centred direction of sight. The ring is still indicated by the round circumference of the grey area as a help for the memory, and the complementary colour invisible in the first stage can now shine up on the neutral, light-grey surface.


Where a person learns to take an interest in his fellows and the world in such a way that the ‘after-image’ can arise, he will be able to glimpse something of the inner nature and need not only of another human being but also of a plant in the garden, an animal in the stable or any difficult situation. He may even be helped in this way to find the solution to a mathematical or mechanical problem, or be led to the place of an object lost or mislaid. New vistas open up if an inner vision can be added to the outer one. In the remarkable book by Agatha Christie The Mysterious Mr Quin, the criminal cases are throughout solved with the help of the after-image. This book is of quite a different kind from the rest of Agatha Christie’s works, and its twelve stories are well worth reading. It was written at a time when its author had not fully made up her mind whether to become a poet or a writer of crime stories.*
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Look intensely at the coloured ring whilst keeping your gaze firmly centred on the small cross
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Then transfer your gaze to this figure centring it again on the small cross




Pure perception and pure thinking


Through the four phases of the after-image process, two different directions of movement can be discerned. First there is the interest, a turning towards, which leads to the perception of the inner state or need of the person/object. Then follows the ‘return’; this enables us to resound and, out of the resonance, form mental images and concepts concerning the nature of the person/object. The quality of the mental images or concepts resulting from this process will depend on two factors: the purity of the perceptions initially attained and the purity of the activity of thinking that follows. But this leads to the question: to what extent can a human being endeavour to attain to pure perception and pure thinking? It is a question that has been explored in an exemplary way by Hendrik Knobel in two short articles published in Das Goetheanum on 2 and 9 May 1982. I shall endeavour to summarise these with some additions of my own. Hendrik Knobel first of all makes his readers aware that under ordinary conditions we can hardly speak about pure perception, since perceptions can only register in our mind when we have already formed those concepts on which they depend. We do not recognise a specific colour, plant, person or object unless we have first formed the necessary concept for it. We miss many details of a holiday journey, a picture gallery, a surprising situation, unless we have prepared the corresponding concepts. The registering of perceptions depends on the concepts available to us and is at the same time coloured by them: ‘What an awkward fellow!’; ‘The house is just down this road, you cannot miss it.’ The well-known fact of a number of observers describing in very different and even contradictory terms an event they have witnessed together is, in the main, not due to weakness in their faculty of perception but to those preconceived concepts with which they meet the situation. Only a small child, who has not yet formed concepts, can live in a world of pure sense-perception. People who are able to remember very early stages of childhood describe a world of coloured spots; form, texture, purpose and meaning become recognisable only in stages. The small child experiences a world of light, colour and movement and, hence, lives in a sphere of pure perception where it ‘touches the garments of divinity’. This appears to be unattainable to the adult human being. Hendrik Knobel points out, however, that there once lived a child who was artificially kept in the world of pure perception until his sixteenth year by virtue of being held in solitary confinement in a dark contained space. As a consequence he retained the gift of pure perception upon his re-entry into human society, for a time — that is, until the concepts forced upon him by that society made their impact upon his perceptive faculties, and tainted them. This child was Kaspar Hauser.


The situation concerning pure thinking is of a similar nature. Just as it is practically impossible for the ordinary adult person to register a perception without previously having formed the relevant concept, so is it just as impossible to form a concept of, say, a chair without previously having perceived a number of chairs. Only gradually do we learn to know that, for instance, the brown colour or the wooden material are secondary and replaceable attributes of a chair, while the qualities of supporting the trunk of its occupant and assisting his back into uprightness are essentials. As a result of repeated perception and observation of similar objects or situations, we learn to distil what is essential in them or their inherent meaning and purpose. Thereby we move from perception to concept, from outer appearance to inner being and meaning.
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Studying this picture can serve to exercise the ability to see the after-image. In the transition from seeing the chalice to seeing the faces, one learns what it means to look in a centrally focused or a peripheral way




From the above considerations, it will be obvious that we have to free our perception from the bondage of concepts previously formed if we are to attain to pure perception. We have to move towards a state of inner childhood. We have to become young, so young that we can again touch the ‘garments of divinity’. On the other hand, in order to attain to pure thinking, we have to remove from our perceptions their outer covering and appearance. This covering must fall away, layer by layer, until we reach the inner nature and meaning of what we have perceived. This demands a growing inner maturity: we have to become inwardly old.


The process of empathy, the process of creating the afterimage, unites these two elements. In its interest in the world, it approaches pure perception; in its returning to the perceiving self, it wrestles for pure thinking. But it goes a step further still, for the quest is crowned at that moment when, the pure perception and the pure mental image having been reached, the two can fuse for one holy instant. Then, what has been perceived in purity reveals its inner meaning. Man, earth and universe become transparent and radiant. The perception of the idea in its full reality has been reached.


Kaspar Hauser and the after-image


Since the murder of Kaspar Hauser in 1833, hearts and minds have not ceased being shaken by this crime. The tumultuous death of this extraordinary young man, who was shortly afterwards called ‘The Child of Europe’, has stirred many to the very depths of their existence. And yet just as human life has a number of different levels, so does this crime—and the interest that is centred on it—have many layers.
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