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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 contemporary 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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That which is spiritual


is no longer present


in normal consciousness,


but it can be remembered.


– Rudolf Steiner









INTRODUCTION


Our memory is the determining factor in our awareness of ourselves and of our I. This fact is demonstrated by even just a partial loss of memory. If I lose my memory I also lose my awareness of myself. In other words, the development of our I-consciousness is bound up with the development of memory, and this holds true not only for the development of the individual but also for the evolution of humanity as a whole.


There is no other scientist before or since Rudolf Steiner who has pointed so clearly to this evolutionary aspect of memory and its historical development as an organ. His understanding of evolution was founded on Goethe’s view of metamorphosis and his knowledge of the system of laws underlying all living things. Through the profound relationship to Goethe which Steiner developed already in his youth, the idea of metamorphosis became the foundation of Steiner’s entire understanding of the human being and of nature.


It is thus not surprising that the idea of metamorphosis occupies an important place in Steiner’s numerous indications about memory and the capacities for recollecting and forgetting. To begin with, Steiner shows how memory has evolved stage by stage during the course of human evolution. Thus he regards human memory in ancient and pre-historical times as a capacity not yet internalized, but attached to external things such as the setting up of monuments. Memory, and with it human consciousness, then gradually detached itself from the external world and became associated with specific activities that were repeated rhythmically. Steiner saw in these the origin of all ritual religious activities. These served humanity as supports for memory. By means of rhythmic repetitions, specific contents were impressed upon the memory, while the rituals themselves served at the same time to bring about a recollecting of those same contents. Individual consciousness, however, was not yet possible by this means because, since memory and the capacity for remembering were bound up with rituals that were always carried out in congregation, memories too were communal. In his consciousness, the individual always existed only as part of a group; there was collective memory, but not yet individual memory.


Individual memory only came into existence at a third stage, connected with the development of writing. Writing made it possible to hold and fix remembered things independently of a ritual context. This is what led to the development of an individual awareness. An awareness that is no longer bound up with group ritual, but which can extricate itself from the ritual element by means of independent reading of sources that are available irrespective of time and space, is capable of experiencing itself outside the constraints of the group. This also became the direct basis upon which, according to Steiner, thinking arose.


But Steiner takes this understanding of metamorphosis a step further. In his research into the human organism he points out that the forces keeping the organism alive, which he therefore terms life forces or formative forces, can transform themselves into forces of thinking and mental imaging when they are no longer needed for the preservation or formation of life and are thus set free.1




Our capacity to think and mentally picture things is thus based on a metamorphosis of memory which, during the course of evolution, has extricated itself from external things by replacing them with the written word. At the same time, this transformation of memory is also based on a transformation of life forces into forces of thinking and mental picturing. This in turn also indicates that during the course of evolution the vitality of the human being’s organism has diminished in favour of his powers of thinking and mental picturing. Put another way, we could say that memory bound up with the processes of life has been transformed into a consciousness bound up with the processes of thought.


Thus memory, so long as it was collective and not yet connected with writing, had a far greater capacity, since people, being as yet unable to write anything down, had to retain everything they knew in their memory. Myths and legends, but also great epics like the Iliad and the Odyssey, bear witness to the immense memory achievements at least of certain individuals, and particularly the trained ‘bards’ such as, in this case, Homer.


To the extent that the human individual transferred his memory into writing, his consciousness was also transformed, becoming a thinking consciousness—something the Odyssey gives a full account of in the example of Odysseus.


But Steiner doesn’t stop at a description of memory’s evolution thus far. Instead he points to the fact that the capacity of our present-day memory, which is bound up with thinking and mental imaging, can be metamorphosed through certain meditative exercises into the capacity of Imagination—that is, into the perception of spiritual things in the form of pictures. Steiner even indicates that, during the course of the coming centuries, a transformation of this kind will come about even without meditative exercises. Through this, memory itself will continue to change, and in such a way that not only memories of past lives on earth will be possible, but also a kind of preview of future destiny. Steiner regards the basis of this to be the separation of the formative life-forces from their physical and bodily foundation.


Seen scientifically, Steiner describes the formation of memory and the recollection process in the individual, showing that these are not governed solely by processes in the nerve-sense system, as one might believe on the basis of a neuro-biological understanding, but rather on processes in the metabolic system. From Steiner’s perspective the human organism has a threefold structure consisting of an upper nerves-sense system, a rhythmical middle system, and a lower metabolic-limb system. Our sense-perceptions and our thinking and mental picturing are connected to the upper system, our feelings to the middle system, and our will to the lower system.


According to Steiner, memory formation and remembering are determined by will processes, and therefore correspond to our lower being. Whereas the processes in our upper nerve-sense aspect break down the life of the organism, the processes in our lower metabolic element have a constructive character. Here the life forces rebuild everything that the processes of the nerves and senses have broken down.


To these processes of up-building also belong those which always come unconsciously into play when we perceive something. Steiner was not referring here only to the physiological process that can be externally tracked in our nerve-sense system when we perceive; he was also pointing to processes that are not externally perceptible but which take place in parallel at a supersensory level in our etheric or life organization. This parallel, supersensibly observable life process, which belongs to the lower rather than to the upper human being, is what leads to the formation of memory. To this extent memory is not formed solely through a process of deconstruction in the upper nerve-sense system in the form of mere storage of sense impressions, but by a parallel, up-building or life process. It is these life processes, which are linked to our will, that are re-activated by the action of recollecting. They thereby call the originally perceived circumstance back into our consciousness. Steiner’s concept of memory and remembering is thus entirely new and, for reasons difficult to understand, has remained practically unknown to this day. The extracts presented here are intended as an introduction and to make them better known.


It is significant and of current concern that should not be underestimated, that Steiner does not pay attention only to remembering but also to forgetting. This is especially important in connection with education. Steiner’s pedagogy even today is the only one that attaches the same importance to forgetting lesson content as it does to remembering it, and bears this in mind in the teaching. In Waldorf education, instead of being taught continuously, subjects are taught in ‘block periods’ [or ‘main lessons’], and some time can elapse between these blocks, in which the subject remains dormant. Steiner also stressed to teachers the importance of the night, during which what has been learned is worked through and imprinted on the memory.




Especially also in connection with education, Steiner gave important exercises that strengthen the memory, or rather the etheric body as the bearer of memory. The chief exercise for this is to memorize certain sequences backwards, such as the course of a play, or the degrees of hardness of metals, or historical dates, or whatever else is being taught.


Another important aspect of the texts selected here is that of anthroposophical self-schooling. Memory forces play an important role here because they can be transformed by meditative exercises into Imaginative powers. Especially in public lectures, Steiner gave very detailed indications in this regard. The degree to which his listeners were able to practise them remains an open question. Nowadays however, a century later, thanks to the growing availability of anthroposophical seminars on meditation, it is very possible to put these indications into practice. And it is not only the power of remembering but also that of forgetting that can be transformed on the schooling path, for the path leads to the faculty of Inspiration. For this it is necessary to take the imaginative images that have been built up through meditation, and extinguish them.


As we might expect, memory, recollection, and forgetting have for Steiner more than just an earthly dimension. Their significance reaches beyond life between birth and death into life between death and rebirth. What he had to say about memory, recollecting, and forgetting expands our understanding into a whole new dimension that takes us further not only theoretically but also practically. Occupying ourselves with study of life after death continues to help us after we die, because we can then better orientate ourselves in the after-death world. Steiner here very definitely shows us dimensions of memory which remain inaccessible to purely scientific considerations.


Steiner turns his attention to a future metamorphosis of memory and foresees a coming ability to remember former lives on earth. His vision of metamorphosis was so highly developed that he was able to anticipate the future transformation of the free forces of the etheric body.


The present selection of passages contains astonishing treasures that can help us not only to understand better our capacities of recollecting and forgetting, but also to manage them better both in education and in self-education.


Andreas Neider, 2016








THE DEVELOPMENT OF MEMORY THROUGHOUT HUMAN HISTORY




There is considerable discussion nowadays in the context of research into memory and cultural history about the fact that our memory and our consciousness have undergone considerable transformation throughout the ages. However, the leading cultural historian Jan Assmann, who has written numerous books on humanity’s cultural memory,2 appears to consider that human consciousness in former times was not essentially different from that of the present day, but merely that its content, its convictions and its views have changed. There is thus unfortunately little understanding nowadays regarding a genuine transformation having taken place within the history of memory.


At the beginning of the twentieth century, however, Rudolf Steiner considered seriously the idea of evolution having taken place also in connection with memory. His spiritual researches show clearly how consciousness changed especially with regard to memory. As already mentioned in my introduction, our memory is constitutionally bound up with our consciousness. Even his earliest descriptions regarding the akashic memory, Cosmic Memory, Prehistory of Earth and Man, draw our attention to this phenomenon.3





OUR ATLANTEAN ANCESTORS4 differed in a greater degree from present-day human beings—than those who rely solely on knowledge attained from the sense world. This difference is not solely external for it is also a matter of spiritual capacities. Their knowledge and also their technological capacities, indeed their entire culture differed from what can be observed nowadays. When we look into the earliest times of Atlantean humanity we find a spiritual capacity entirely different from that of today. The first Atlanteans lacked entirely any logical understanding of, or capacity for, computation resembling what is prevalent today. What they possessed was a highly developed memory capacity. This memory was one of their most prominent intellectual and mental capacities. They did not, for instance, as we do, calculate according to certain rules which they applied. Something like a ‘multiplication table’ was entirely unknown in Atlantean times. No one had imprinted on his mind that three times four equals twelve. If an occasion arose when a person had to carry out a calculation of this kind, he succeeded by means of calling to mind similar or comparable cases. He remembered what had been the case in previous situations. We must simply realize that whenever a new capacity was developed within a being, an older one lost some of its power and clarity. By comparison with an Atlantean, a human individual of today possesses a greater logical capacity, the ability to form associations. His capacity for memory has waned as a result. Nowadays people think in concepts; an Atlantean thought in pictures. And when a picture appeared before his soul he remembered a number of similar pictures which he had already experienced. According to these he formed his conclusion. That is how all teaching in those days was different from that of subsequent ages. It did not aim to arm a child with rules in order to sharpen his understanding. Instead, life was shown to him in vivid pictures so that thereafter he was able to remember many things when he had to take action in one situation or another. When the child then became an adult and went out into the world he was able to remember, in all that he was obliged to do, that he had been introduced to something similar during his education. He managed best when the new situation resembled one he had already seen. An Atlantean was again and again obliged to try things out when he was confronted with a new situation, whereas nowadays we are saved much of this because we are armed with rules. These we can easily apply even in situations we have not yet encountered. An education system such as this made the whole of life rather monotonous. Over long ages things were again and again done in the same way. Faithful remembering did not allow anything to arise that was remotely comparable to the speed of our progress today. One used to do what one had previously always ‘seen’. One did not think something out; one remembered. An authority was not someone who had learned many things but rather someone who had experienced many things which he was then able to remember. It would have been impossible in Atlantean times for a person, prior to reaching a certain age, to make a decision with regard to any important matter. Only those could be trusted who were able to look back over long periods of experience.


What has just been said does not apply to the initiates and their schools, for they progressed beyond the level of development of their era. It was not age that decided whether an individual was admitted to such schools; rather it was whether he had attained the capacity to take in higher wisdom during his former incarnations. The trust accorded to initiates and their helpers during Atlantean times was founded not upon the fullness of their personal experience but upon the age of their wisdom. In the case of an initiate, personality ceases to have any significance. He stands fully at the service of eternal wisdom. Therefore the characteristics of some specific period of time are of no significance with regard to him.


Whereas the Atlanteans (namely the earlier individuals) lacked the ability to think logically, they did possess, in their highly developed power of memory, something that gave their activities a special character. But further powers are also linked with every specific human ability. Memory is closer to the lower foundations of the human being than is intellectual power, and in connection with this power other powers also developed which more closely resembled those of lower beings than do present-day human abilities. So the Atlanteans were able to have control over what we call the force of life. Just as today we obtain the force of heat from coal which is then transformed into the power by which our means of transport are operated, so were the Atlanteans able to make technical use of the seed powers of living entities. The following gives us an idea of what is meant here. Imagine a grain of wheat. A force is at rest within it. This force brings it about that a stem comes forth out of the grain. It is nature that awakens this force that rests within the grain. Present-day human beings are not capable of bringing this about. They must first plant the grain in the earth and leave the forces of nature to awaken them. But the Atlanteans were able to do something else. They knew how to transform the power of a heap of grains into a technical force, just as present-day human beings know how to transform the heat forces of a heap of coal into just this kind of force. In Atlantean times, plants were not solely cultivated in order to be used as food but also so that the forces resting within them could be used in the service of industry. Just as we have appliances by means of which the forces resting within coal can be transformed into forces of locomotion in our engines, so did the Atlanteans possess appliances which they, as it were, heated with plant seeds in order to transform the life forces within them into technologically usable forces. It was in this way that the vehicles of the Atlanteans were brought to move forward as they hovered close to the ground. These vehicles moved forward at a height lower than that of the mountains of Atlantean times, but they had steering equipment that enabled them to rise above the height of those mountains.




This clarifies an important context which is critical for our present theme: our powers of thinking and comprehending are transformed life forces. We think and comprehend, and actually also form our memory, with the forces that also maintain our physical body.5 In the previous description, which is one of Rudolf Steiner’s earliest on the theme of the evolution of memory, he shows that in its earliest evolution humanity had an entirely different relationship with these life forces, which he generally termed the etheric forces. This was expressed primarily by the fact that the human being’s etheric body was clearly superior to his physical body. Therefore the etheric forces were not yet as closely bound up with the physical body as they are today. As a result of this, human beings then had much more powerful etheric forces and thus also much stronger powers of memory. As has already been explained, these powers of memory became ever weaker with the rise of brain-bound thinking. On account of the contraction of the etheric body, logical brain-bound thinking came to replace the powers of memory.


Steiner now makes it clear that a culture founded solely on memory must be utterly different from our civilization, based as it is upon logical thinking. This came about to such an extent that, based on their extended powers of memory, human beings no longer felt themselves to be an individual I, but rather that they were bound up with their ancestors. Their memory became a generational memory, as he explains in the following passage.





SURPRISING THOUGH THIS may appear to be, the fact is that in more ancient times memory possessed an entirely different significance and power. What is memory today? Try to consider whether you can still remember individual events of your earliest childhood. You will not find much. And you cannot go back beyond childhood. You will not be able to remember anything that occurred prior to your birth. This was not so in Atlantean times. And even in earlier post-Atlantean times people remembered what their father, their grandfather and their great-grandfather had experienced. It was meaningless to speak of an I who exists between birth and death. One’s memory reached back for centuries. The I reached as far back as the blood which flowed down from ancestor to descendant. The group-I should not be thought of as being spread out spatially among one’s contemporaries but rather as rising up through the generations. That is why people of today will never understand what appears as an echo of this in ancient tales of patriarchy: that Noah, Abraham and so on became so very old. They counted their predecessors through several generations as belonging to their I. Today we cannot conceive of such a way of thinking. In those times it would have been meaningless to speak of an individual human being as existing between birth and death. Memory rose up and on throughout the whole sequence of ancestry for centuries. However far an individual’s memory reached back through the centuries, it was to this that his name was applied. Adam was, as it were, the name of the blood that flowed through the generations. Once one knows these facts one can understand the meaning of such things. The human individual felt himself to be safe and secure within this sequence of generations. This is what the Bible means when it says: ‘I and the Father Abraham are one’. When the confessor in the Old Testament said this, he felt himself to be all the more a human being within the sequence of the generations. This consciousness was still present among the earliest post-Atlantean peoples, even among the Egyptians. One felt the mutual presence of the blood. And this had a special significance also for the spiritual life.


When an individual human being dies today, he then has a life in kamaloka which is followed by a considerable time in devachan. This is a consequence of the Christ impulse. This did not exist in pre-Christian times when the individual felt himself to be bound up with the days of his forefathers. Nowadays the individual in kamaloka has to wean himself from the desires and wishes to which he became accustomed during life in the physical world; this is what determines the duration of this state. The human being today is linked with his existence between birth and death; but in olden times he was linked with a great deal more. One was bound up with the physical plane to such an extent that one felt oneself to be a member of the whole sequence of physical generations. Then, in kamaloka, one had to deal not only with one’s own individual physical life but also with one’s membership of an entire sequence of generations. One had to deal not only with one’s own physical existence; one had to pass in kamaloka through all that involved the generations right back to a distant ancestor. And one lived through this in reverse. The consequence of all this was that one felt oneself, as in the ancient saying, to be securely held within Abraham’s bosom. After death, the human being felt himself to be rising up through the entire sequence of his ancestors. And the journey thus undertaken was termed ‘the path to the fathers’. Only once he had trodden this path was the individual able to rise up into the spiritual worlds; only then was he able to follow the path of the gods. It was then that the soul set out along the path of the fathers, the path of the gods.




In a further lecture, also in 1908, Steiner describes the transition from generational consciousness to I-consciousness with reference to the figure of Moses as the law-giver. The human being was in need of laws from the moment onwards when he was no longer bound to a generational memory. What was the significance of a generational memory for the sphere of moral action? An individual acted not out of himself but out of the memory of what his fathers and grandfathers had done. ‘This is how we have always done it …’ was the basic rule for all external actions. Thus no written laws were needed since it was sufficient to have a faithful memory of the habits and customs of former generations.


With the withdrawal of generational memory and the rise of brain-bound thinking the memory of the customs of earlier generations also disappeared. Written laws quite logically then became necessary, just as the rise of writing was also intimately bound up with the transformation of memory.6 This phase of development in evolution was connected with Moses in the history of religion.





LET US LOOK BACK SOMEWHAT into the past development of human consciousness. The word development is used very frequently nowadays, but no other science takes it as seriously as does spiritual science. The human consciousness of today has developed out of other forms of consciousness. When we go back a long, long way into the origins of the human being, not by the means of materialistic science but in the way I spoke about yesterday, then we find that human consciousness looks more and more different the further back we go. This consciousness, which links together various concepts and sense perceptions in the way with which we are familiar, first had to be brought about, although this occurred a very long time ago. In that distant past we find a form of consciousness which was entirely different from that of today because memory, in particular, was then entirely different from that of today. The form of memory we possess nowadays is merely a form of an ancient soul force which has descended to us and which existed in an utterly different form in the past. In ancient times, when the human being was not yet able to calculate and count in today’s sense, when he had not yet developed his current knack of logical capacity, he had instead quite a different power of soul. He had developed a universal memory. This had to diminish and withdraw so that in its place our current ability to comprehend could develop. This is, indeed, how development takes its course, in that one power retreats into the background in order to enable another to develop. Memory is a declining power while understanding and the intellect are developing powers of soul.


What I now intend to say will not be especially astounding for those who have already been attending these lectures for a good many years. To the others it will seem grotesque when the nature of memory is spoken about as follows. What is most extraordinary about human memory? It is the fact that it reaches back to yesterday, to the day before yesterday and so on right back to childhood. But then it ceases. In the distant past memory did not cease at childhood, nor even at birth; just as today’s individual remembers what he has experienced in his own personal life, so did the individual in pre-history remember what his father, his grandfather right back through many generations had experienced. Throughout generations, memory was a truly protracted force of soul. Over centuries in the distant past memory was maintained for centuries. And connected with this different form of memory another form of name-giving was connected.


This brings us to the question as to why, in the earlier chapters of the Bible, mention is made of individuals such as Adam or Noah who grow to be centuries old. This is because it would be meaningless to circumscribe those persons. Memory reaches through the generations right up to the primeval father. The entire generation was given a single name. It would have been meaningless to name a single person Adam. The name was given to the one who, from generation to generation, remembered right back to Adam, to Noah. And what was this? It was that which maintained the memory back through father, son, and grandson. In this way the biblical record preserves the mysteries which can only be made comprehensible through spiritual science.


When we consider the consciousness of the I, through which we comprehend the being of the Jahve-God, we shall see that the I lives within us between birth and death and that it maintains its being from birth until death. Thus was the I maintained for centuries from generation to generation. Whereas today we speak of the I and know that it reaches as far back as we can remember, in ancient times the human being said: To describe myself as an I is meaningless. I remember myself as far back as my father, my grandfather and my great-grandfather. His I reached back through generations, and it even had a name. Just as we find in our own I an expression of the god if we immerse ourselves profoundly within it, so did the individual of ancient times, when looking up through the generations say: The god who lives in the I lives down through the generations as a godhead whom Moses recognized in the higher worlds. The god was none other than the one who in olden times lived as an I from generation to generation. In the terminology of those times, that which reproduced itself onwards as the Jahve-God was termed, with the Jahve-Word: ‘I am the I am.’ This is what Moses learnt to recognize in his spiritual revelation. It was revealed for the first time as he beheld the burning bush. It was the same god who had in former times lived down through the generations—the god of Abraham, of Isaac, of Jacob. It was the force which lived on in living remembrance, bringing with it all that forms the foundation of human order. This is how we look up to the forefathers of Moses. In the biblical sense we look up to the patriarchs, to those in whom dwelt the god of Abraham, of Isaac, of Jacob.


Those times had no need for external commandments, external laws. What one was obliged to do lived on in living memory that was so very different from the memory of today. What was it according to which one acted in ancient times? We can reach a conclusion if we understand the Bible correctly. One did not act in accordance with commandments. One acted according to how one was told by memory that the father, the grandfather and so on had acted. What we had to do was inborn in us, within our blood. In those ancient generations it was like a spiritualized instinct comparable to what we nowadays mean when we speak of ‘acting out of instinct’. The human being of old did not act in accordance with commandments but rather in keeping with the character of his being, in keeping with his genus. How did those beings act who are called Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the Bible? They acted in accordance with what the blood running through the generations impressed upon them. Whether they made war or lived in peace, it was the god Jahve, whom they had brought down with their I, who brought it about. They had no commandments, they had no laws. It was the spiritualized instinct of a god that lived within them.


In the age when Moses made his appearance, the human personality was in the first stage of development. It separated itself off from the common consciousness of its generation. The memory which reached up through the generations had basically ceased. The spiritualized instinct as to how one should act was no longer present. Something else had to take its place. Since the spiritualized instinct was no longer present, the god of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, in its spiritual nature-form, gave Moses the commandments; the external order of social life had to be regulated in accordance with commandments and laws.


Thus the same god who had previously worked as a force of nature now worked as a law-giver to found external order by means of laws. In this way we see that there is profound meaning in being able to read the words: the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. The god who described himself as ‘I am the I am’ is the very one who is the fourth member of the human being, who caused the I to flow into the human being. But human beings were unable to become conscious of the spiritual nature of the I. Lengthy preparation was necessary for this to become possible, and this is covered by the period described in the Old Testament of the Bible, the period from Moses to the Mystery of Golgotha. This is the time of promise described in the new gospel, the beginning of the ‘Age of Fulfilment’. So the god who expressed himself as ‘I am the I am’ announced himself to Moses. He announced himself by bringing external order to human beings, external order in their communal life by means of laws, through what Moses perceived and saw. It was in this way that human beings lived in pre-Christian times in which also the Jahve-God lived, the ‘I am the I am’. But they did not yet live consciously but rather through the external laws stemming from the Jahve-God. The time came ever closer in which humanity was to become aware of the I in its fullness. Throughout antiquity there had been only one possibility for human beings who were not yet able to perceive, not yet able to approach the god in the physical world. There was only one way for that god to become effective, and that was through the law, through order. This is what was effective in the external world.




So I-consciousness took the place of the ancient group consciousness of the generations by making use of laws laid down in writing so that order could be brought into community life.


Steiner distinguished in greater detail between three epochs during which memory developed: the epochs of ‘heavenly history’, ‘mythological history’ and ‘earthly history’.







WHEN WE LOOK BACK OVER the spiritual life of the peoples of humanity, we find that in the far distant past there existed an awareness of a connectedness, in existence and in will, with the divine spiritual beings to such an extent that human history amounts to heavenly history. When speaking of their ‘origins’, human beings are referring to cosmic rather than earthly happenings. They find what occurs in their present earthly surroundings to be so insignificant by comparison with cosmic happenings that solely the latter are worthy of attention.


There was an epoch when, for human awareness, the heavens were experienced in mighty images in which the divine, spiritual beings themselves were perceived by human souls. Those beings spoke, and the human being experienced it, in dream-Inspiration. They revealed themselves, and the human being saw them in dream-Imagination.


This ‘heavenly history’, which filled human souls for long ages, was followed by mythical history which is nowadays often regarded as something made up in ancient times. It combines heavenly happenings with earthly happenings. For example, there is mention of ‘heroes’, super-human beings. These are beings who are more highly developed than human beings. During a certain period, for example, the human being had only developed as far as the sentient soul. Yet the ‘hero’ had already developed what would later also arise in the human being as the spirit-self. The ‘hero’ cannot incarnate directly into earthly conditions; but he can do so by entering into the body of a human being, thus becoming capable of working as a human being among human beings. The ‘Initiates’ of olden times were such beings.




The facts of world evolution are such that humanity did not ‘imagine’ events in the sequence of epochs; rather, what underwent transformation was what took place between the more spiritually ‘unaccountable’ and the physically ‘accountable’ world. Nowadays the situation is that, once worldly conditions had already changed, the human consciousness of one race or another clung in its ‘view of the world’ to something that belonged to a much earlier reality. Initially human consciousness, which does not move in time with cosmic events, really did see what was ancient. Then there came a time when the ability to see faded, so that what was ancient was retained merely as tradition. Thus, because the power of actual sight no longer existed, it became traditional, in the Middle Ages, to explain rather than actually to see how the heavenly world worked within the earthly world.


In the earthly realm, peoples evolved in such a way that they retained views of the world for different lengths of time, so that world views exist side by side when in reality they are consecutive. This is not the only reason for the difference in world views. There is also the fact that different peoples had different ways of viewing the world. So the Egyptians, for example, saw a world in which beings existed who had prematurely ceased their progress towards becoming human and did not become earthly human beings. And they saw how the human being was involved with these beings after earthly life. Chaldean peoples saw how un-earthly, spiritual beings—both good and evil ones—entered into earthly life in order to be active there.


After the ancient, very long, epoch of ‘heavenly history’ there followed ‘mythological history’, which was less long and yet very long compared with the actual ‘history’ of later times.




As I have already explained, human beings have difficulty in moving on in their consciousness from their ancient views in which gods and men are seen to be working together. So ‘actual earth history’—since the development of the intellectual or mind soul—has indeed already long been present. The human being is still ‘thinking’ in the sense of what has already been. Not until the first shoots of the consciousness soul develop can we begin to turn our attention to ‘actual history’.




So humanity’s awareness of history is closely bound up with the type of memory. In keeping with the three epochs of human evolution one can thus also speak about three different epochs of memory evolution. Rudolf Steiner describes this as follows in the lectures he gave at the 1923 Christmas Conference for the re-founding of the Anthroposophical Society.





IT WAS A TIME WHEN the human being was, with his whole life, united with the world-all, with the cosmos. This union found expression in his entire life. Through the very fact that we equate our hapless thinking capacity with our head we are, however, now capable of having memories in our thinking. We form thought-pictures in our head as abstract memories of what we have experienced. Someone who did not possess thoughts, but who did still feel his head, was not capable of doing this. He was unable to form memories. On entering regions of the ancient Orient where individuals were still aware of their head but did not have thoughts and also therefore did not have memories, one found something especially well-developed that we today are just beginning to need. For long ages human beings did not need it, and it is indeed a minor sloppiness of our soul life that we do now need it again. When, in the period of which I am speaking, one came to districts where individuals lived who were as aware of their head, their chest, their heart, their limbs as I have described, one saw everywhere that small pegs had been put in the ground with signs on them, or there might be a sign on a wall. Wherever people lived there were all sorts of signs, for they as yet lacked memory in their thoughts. Wherever something happened a small memorial was put up, and when one came to that spot again the memorial enabled one to experience again what had happened. In his head, the human being had become bound up with the earth. Today we merely make a mental note of something but, as I have said, we are once again beginning to make notes not only in our head but also in our notebook, which I have described as a small degree of sloppiness in the soul, for we shall increasingly need to do this. In the past it was not possible to make notes in one’s head because thoughts, ideas, were not yet present, so everything was covered in markers. It is out of this natural tendency that the whole phenomenon of memorials and monuments has arisen.
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