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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


Affinities


The love for Shakespeare and recognition I have for what he represents in our culture and in a world context arises directly out of my understanding of the whole impulse in Rudolf Steiner's work. The significance of the circumstances we are born into, the challenges of the inherited social structures, the emancipation and sovereignty of the individual, the courage for the truth, the meaning of evil, the spiritual context of our biography, the reality of forgiveness and reconciliation, the creation of a new social order, and the power of unconditional love, all these occur again and again in Shakespeare's work; their beauty and truth are universally acknowledged and enjoyed. The spiritual science that arises out of Rudolf Steiner's work allows all these soul-nourishing experiences also to become amenable to a level of conscious understanding, so that our engagement with the plays, not just as actors and directors, but also as students and members of an audience can become a co-creative participation in the redemptive potential of Shakespeare's work.


Rudolf Steiner describes the stages in our human evolution, the necessary separation from our spiritual origins, and the possibility of finding a new connection to the cosmos. He affirms again and again the pivotal cosmic-human-earthly event when a Divine Being incarnated into human life on earth. Christ experienced human earthly death, overcame the consequences of that, and brought to humanity the possibility of becoming free and creating a new connection to the spiritual world. Rudolf Steiner refers to these original Easter events as the Mystery of Golgotha. The reality of this turning point, everywhere explicit in anthroposophy, is everywhere implicit in Shakespeare's work. Its universally recognizable (and globally recognized) human appeal affirms the spiritual, essential humanness of Shakespeare's work that needs no explicit religious framework. This has an affinity with anthroposophy; here Christianity transcends the denominationalism of a Church and becomes a spiritual reality synonymous with nothing less than the truly human. This celebration of the human and our potential to achieve it is the very heart of Shakespeare's work. Anthroposophy is exactly this celebration of our becoming human, and at its heart is Christ, the Archetypal Human Being, who shows us through his Deed what we can become.


Rudolf Steiner spoke about the mighty events in the spiritual world that accompanied the beginnings of our modern age, the arts of the Renaissance in Europe, the development of science and technology, the beginnings of industrialization in Britain and the rise of materialism. He spoke about a gathering in the spiritual world of all those human and angelic beings who felt responsible for a coming period of culture on earth when it would be realized that the methods of natural science could be applied also to supersensible experiences. When the objective enquiry into external natural phenomena had taught us how to be scientists, we could apply that method of enquiry in the no less objective relationship we can develop to our inner experiences of soul and spirit. That is the basis of the epistemology of spiritual science, anthroposophy.


It becomes increasingly clear that so much of the art of the Renaissance, for example of Michelangelo, Raphael and Leonardo in Italy and of Shakespeare a hundred years later in Britain, comes from this momentous spiritual gathering, a great symposium, a school in heaven. Rudolf Steiner characterizes this as the cosmic source of an impulse that leads human beings on earth to a free and conscious knowing of our spiritual dimension, not a belief, but an understanding of reincarnation, destiny and a vision of our human potential.1 This supersensible school was under the leadership of the Archangel Michael, one of whose chief concerns is that we should be free, and that we should know who we are and what we can achieve. All this art of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is like an open secret, revealing in architecture, sculpture, painting, poetry and drama, for those who want to know, so much of what then comes in the twentieth century through the spiritual research of Rudolf Steiner. It is as if some of what Rudolf Steiner brings in the twentieth century in ideas, thoughts and words, primarily (but by no means exclusively) in language, had already been brought into public culture through the visual and stage arts more than 400 years before. Artists are prophets, and exactly where they appealed to our sense of beauty Rudolf Steiner appeals to our cognitive faculties, our sense of truth.


So often it is in relationship to Goethe that Rudolf Steiner speaks about Shakespeare, in connection with the evolution of the arts of poetry and drama, the transitions between cultural epochs, and the cosmic origins and the connections with the past. Then in the last lecture (see second last paragraph “We can do this...”) Rudolf Steiner explicitly acknowledges the universal relevance of Shakespeare for the whole world and for the future.


Out of these considerations I venture to say that my appreciation of the grandeur and depth of Shakespeare arises more out of my recognition of anthroposophy as a whole than out of the specific things Rudolf Steiner says about Shakespeare. There is an immense affinity between what breathes through Shakespeare and what shines through Rudolf Steiner. In this introduction I begin by expanding on some of the relevant themes in Shakespeare's work with reference to some of the central themes in anthroposophy before giving consideration to the references Rudolf Steiner makes to Shakespeare in his lectures and the inclusion of three of them in the main part of this publication.


Becoming human


An evolving imagination of the human being reveals itself through the progress of the plays. This section exemplifies some aspects of that with a selection of references to illustrate this development.


In the history plays Shakespeare presents us with a very particular view of monarchs, kings that have for different reasons lost their sovereignty. These plays offer a view of an old hierarchical social structure that may still outwardly be powerful, but is bereft of any inner authority. And yet in Richard II, for example, something additional becomes visible. Richard knows his weakness and is also sensitive enough to realize the reality of Henry's position. We see the poignant struggle between the weaknesses of the personality and the deeper intuitive glimpses of the individual, and all this against the background of the polarity between the anachronism of being ‘God's anointed’ and the realpolitik of power and ambition. This is not the sixteenth-century consciousness reflecting on the fourteenth-century events. This struggle, not against Henry, but within Richard between the expectations from the past, the demands of the present and the helpless vacillating between them is a modern biographical issue, and so sensitively, lyrically and non-didactically presented.


In King Lear we see a monarch who is truly sovereign; the King of France makes a brief ‘homoeopathic’ appearance at the beginning and then works through Cordelia and the sovereignty she at the end brings to her father. This sovereignty does not arise out of an inherited social structure. The King of France manifests selfless, unconditional love and, as an archetype of individuality rather than personality, has no name. In the context of Rudolf Steiner's description of the human ego, we can recognize the King of France as the true self that awakens the everyday consciousness in Cordelia to her higher self, and the almost selfless nobility of Kent as an individual who has already awoken to his higher self. When Lear, maddened and bereft of his knights, his crown and all outer trappings, encounters his naked godson feigning madness in the storm, there he recognizes what the human being is, ‘unaccommodated man’. He has foolishly and unwittingly initiated the wise but pitifully painful process that leads to this self-knowledge. What the King of France knows at the beginning King Lear has to discover through error, blindness, fury, rejection, and then majestically in the drama of the elements.


In the Roman plays we are offered a parody of what the individual can be. Brutus, Antony and Coriolanus all show how corrupted they are and the hollowness of their outer shows of strength. Such rather general assertions certainly deserve more exemplification than this context allows, but the infinite subtleties here do merit at least one mention. It is interesting to compare how Romeo, Rosalind (As You Like It), Mowbray and Henry (both in Richard II) all react to being banished. However, what eventually becomes the hubris of Coriolanus and, even if he has not the strength later to fully live in these words, he is able to articulate this refreshingly unexpected perspective when he says, being exiled from Rome:


I banish you ... there is a world elsewhere. (Act III, Scene III).


Even if in Coriolanus this is a sad parody of a future world-consciousness that will later be able to embrace homelessness, here spoken by a ‘man’ whose terrible strength is then utterly undone by his mother, it is nevertheless a magnificent harbinger of our becoming free from the constraints of our place of birth. And it is simply so that we can already see and say things that we cannot yet do. This can be seen as either weak, or as a glimpse of what we still have to strive for. Then indeed the Histories and the Roman plays do not merely portray a sad past, but also show how the future begins to make itself known as part of the flawed, incomplete condition we are in.


Many of the early comedies are characterized by the happy endings that seem to be given by convenient coincidences or the intervention of benevolent extraneous forces. For the purposes of this section it might be sufficient to acknowledge that in these plays a kind of providence, destiny, or good fortune sees to it that all turns out well, and that the protagonists experience this resolution as something given. In the late comedies the recognition, forgiveness and reconciliation have to be struggled for, sometimes against the odds and in the face of apparently unavoidable loss. When the resolution at length occurs there is mutuality and a delightful interdependence among the characters in the ensuing harmony that has certainly been striven for and won—it is achieved, not given.


Between these early and late comedies lie the tragedies. In the following section we will consider how Rudolf Steiner characterizes the proximity of the spiritual world for some of these protagonists. Here I would like to relate an aspect of esoteric Christianity to the ‘tragic’ nature of these plays. An essential aspect of the phenomenon of evil in the light of anthroposophy is that it is not simply a binary opposite of good. The different ways it manifests all have a rightful task within the whole context of evolution. There are various spiritual beings that challenge and threaten our true humanity, and our evolution needs such opposition against which we can grow. These ‘fallen angels’ also long to be redeemed and are not beyond redemption. This is a complex theme that can be dealt with here only in broad terms, and these few remarks must not be taken as comprehensively dealing with so profound a subject. In his many commentaries on Goethe's Faust, Rudolf Steiner characterizes the very different roles that Mephistopheles has, and shows that this single personification of the devil in reality consists of more than one being. In Shakespeare's plays there is no single character that represents evil; such weaknesses as ambition, arrogance, brutal selfishness, illusion, fear, revenge and deceit are all parts of the various ‘incomplete’ human beings that struggle with their deficiencies.
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