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PUBLISHER’S NOTE




This little book was written by one of the pioneers of Rudolf Steiner’s work in Great Britain. It was originally published as two separate booklets: Colour and the Human Soul in 1954 and Colour and Healing in 1960. Whilst the bulk of the content remains relevant to the present time, some outer aspects of the text reflect the context in which it was written, and will thus appear dated. Nevertheless, we consider that the book contains many original insights and ideas, and trust that readers will continue to find it of value.




PART ONE





COLOUR AND THE HUMAN SOUL


What is colour? – fleeting, insubstantial fluctuating; always changing, yet in itself ever the same. Colour is a mystery if we try to understand it in physical terms.


What is it that holds colour to substance, what releases it? Colour is always the same in itself; green is green whenever we meet it; yellow is yellow. But when attached to substance, the green of today may be yellow tomorrow, and yellow turns to red, to brown, to grey—the colour of decay. Colour attaches itself to substance in the natural world but so lightly is it attached that it may change from minute to minute, from hour to hour. It arises in one place and fades away in another. It is held fast for years, as in the minerals, or it changes from day to day, as in the plants. Colour attached to the natural world is transient, fluctuating, changeful, playing as it were over the substance rather than deeply embodied. Yet in itself it is unchanging, timeless.


A glimpse into the nature and origin of colour may be gained by considering the splendour of colour in the sky at dawn or at sunset, or again the ethereal beauty of the rainbow glowing against a grey, stormy sky. Why is it that sunrise and sunset paint the sky with wondrous colours in a way the pure radiance of the midday sun fails to do? Why is it that the rainbow appears clearest against a lowering sky?


Goethe’s theory of colour gives the answer to this problem in a way that corresponds with artistic feeling and experience. Modern physics gives another explanation which does not in the least correspond with artistic experience but may have significance in other spheres. Goethe’s theory has been set aside by the physicists, but Rudolf Steiner not only shows experimentally that it is well founded in reality but he also shows historically how in Goethe there was reborn an ancient spiritual wisdom concerning the nature of colour, of which Aristotle had preserved a last remnant, but which, between the times of Aristotle and Goethe, had been utterly lost.


This ancient wisdom taught that colour, both in the outer world and in the inner life of the soul, arises through the mingling of darkness and of light. Colour, according to this teaching, is not merely split-up components of light but it is an active mingling of the forces of darkness and of light. Darkness in this case is not, as in modern physics, a mere absence of light, but is  in itself an actuality. Light and darkness meet and interact and from their interaction colour arises.


As Goethe puts it: ‘Colours are the deeds and sufferings of the light’. What it suffers is from darkness. Hence the sunrise colours, driving away darkness and the colours of sunset, when darkness draws near.


By Rudolf Steiner’s teaching of anthroposophy we are led still further into the mystery of colour and begin to understand not only the nature and origin of colour, but its significance for ourselves. What is the significance of colour? Is it merely a matter of like and dislike? This colour is sympathetic to me, and that colour antipathetic. Is it purely a matter of subjective feeling, or is it something more?


Anthroposophy shows us that colour is, as it were, the breath of life to the soul. We not only live our feeling life in colour, but in fact, as Rudolf Steiner puts it, the ego is colour. We live inwardly so entirely in colour as to be indistinguishable from colour itself. Colour is the real garment of the spiritual being whose outermost covering is the human physical body. Colour is the visible element in which the invisible makes itself evident. Throughout the whole of the physical world the same thing is true—spirit radiant in matter takes colour as its most subtle and intimate manifestation.


Colour is to the spiritual life what food and air and water are to the physical life. As these nourish our bodies, so colour nourishes the soul and spirit.


Rudolf Steiner pictures for us the Earth breathing its soul in and out in weaving colours; breathing in the colours radiated to it from the stars, breathing them out again in the coloured astral life of souls on Earth. Colour is the gift of the planets to the Earth, caught and held fast in the minerals, fleetingly in the plants and flowers which are like the mirrored reflection of the stars.


In the life of man, colour is breathed in and out continually, albeit unconsciously. In waking life, colour is, as it were, breathed in through the sense of sight and brings quickening and healing powers to the spirit. And in sleep, man’s spiritual and astral being is breathed in colour out of his sleeping physical body to expand to the world of stars—i.e., the astral world of colour. And to clairvoyant consciousness the form of his astral being is just colour—weaving, changeful, glowing, transparent colours.


Picture what has happened. In ancient times the spirit of man, living under divine-spiritual guidance, inspired by breathing in the substance of divine wisdom, living as the child of God incapable of evil, came down to Earth from spiritual heights, clad in a wondrous garment of rainbow-coloured light, the gift of the stars from whence it came. On Earth man became loosed from divine guidance, he attained individuality and freedom, freedom to learn to love, and freedom to fall into error. The cosmic harmonies, rhythms and colours in his being were disturbed; disharmony, uncertainty, disorder and impurity came in. The picture of how far that disturbance has gone can be obtained in every free and spontaneous individual creation in a work of art of child or student or artist, for art gives a living picture not only of the soul of its creator but also of the soul condition of the world in which he lives, of the soul of his race, of his epoch. As the artist progresses, his pictures become less and less pictures of his own soul and more and more the mirror of the World-Soul. But in all cases they reflect, as in a mirror, this life in colour which man inherits from the stars but into which disorder has crept.


But now, through consciousness, through art, man can, out of his own free spirit, begin to take the cosmic laws and harmonies into his being. He can begin to recreate divine harmony in the Earth-being through his own free act. This is art in its essence: to seek to understand and recreate the divine harmonies in earthly substance, to bring light into darkness, to weave the divine and the earthly together into a new, colourful harmony.


How is he to do this?


Again let us turn to Goethe and Newton and compare their views regarding the world of colour, both of them were characteristic of the men who put them forth.


Newton, inspired by the scientific, analytical spirit of his age, made his theory of colour as split up light by looking at the rays of sunlight coming through a narrow slit in a shuttered window; he narrowed his field of vision, as it were.


Goethe, the poet, approaching his science from the artist’s feeling for the unity of the whole of life, approaching it in the universal sense, came to quite different conclusions about light and darkness. He widened his field of vision and obtained different results. His view of colour as the interweaving of light and darkness is the result.


What can happen to our colour-sense if we look at it out of the narrow slit of personal taste, of personality? The small errors and disturbances of our own life of soul, of our own unregulated astral bodies, may well continue to make our cosmic colour-sense muddy and unclear. But if we expand our colour perception beyond the sphere of sympathies and antipathies to the understanding of colour in its real nature, we begin to bring the essence of colour-harmony into our own being, into our life of feeling.


To gain this understanding of the colour in a quite real and living form, it is essential to enter more fully and consciously than is usual both into the experience our senses give us of the physical world as it lies before us—a creation of forms, movement and colour—and again into the inner world of imagination which lives for nearly everyone in the experience of dreams, with their rapidly changing forms and wonderful glowing colours freed from substantial content.


For the artist, colour is a pathway to experience of a nonsubstantial world, of a realm of spiritual reality which is the real origin both of the substantial forms of the physical world perceptible to our senses, and of the insubstantial forms which flit arbitrarily and elusively through our dream-consciousness, or which are built consciously, following a law of inner necessity, into creative works of art.


To understand the laws governing artistic creation we do not turn to the physical world and faithfully copy it, as has been the trend of past art, but rather we try to perceive behind the sense-perceptible forms that which has not yet found expression, that which the physical world is striving to produce, which it has not yet produced and can only produce through the instrument of human intelligence—i.e., of the spirit working in human consciousness.
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