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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


‘Having an understanding for life’ by Walter Kugler


‘As I write this description of my life I feel as though I have departed from the earth,’ wrote Rudolf Steiner to his wife on 13 December 1923 after explaining to her that he would be serializing his ‘memoirs’ in the weekly journal Das Goetheanum. In the same breath he then continued: ‘In the later chapters covering the 1880s and 1890s I think I shall be able to include a good deal concerning spiritual matters; this will supplement what has been described in the books and lectures.’ Here is a clear indication of the significance attached by Rudolf Steiner to the project; and it enables every reader of his autobiography The Course of My Life to experience his intentions, for example what he meant in Chapter XXII by ‘the nature of meditation and its importance for an insight into the spiritual world’. A highly illuminating contemplation about the contrasts between spirit and matter preceded this in the same chapter, leading to the statement, ‘To stand thus with one's mind wholly inside this contrast means having an understanding for life,’ for ‘Where the contrast seems to have been reduced to harmony the lifeless is holding sway—that which is dead. Where there is life, the unharmonized contrast is active; and life itself is the continuous overcoming, but also the recreating, of contrasts.’


The autobiographical accounts by Rudolf Steiner presented in the present anthology are similarly intended as a supplement—now to the autobiography itself: The Course of My Life. Depending on the purpose of their formulation they differ considerably in character.


We begin with the lecture given on 4 February 1913 during the first general meeting of the newly founded Anthroposophical Society. This lecture must surely be seen as the most significant addition to Steiner's autobiography. It covers the period between his birth and the year 1893 and was prompted by a number of slanderous utterances being put about by the leadership of the Theosophical Society with the intention of preparing the membership's mood for the exclusion of the German Section together with Rudolf Steiner, its general secretary. Steiner felt it to be ‘highly presumptuous’ to lay bare his life before his audience in this way, and he began hesitantly, speaking of himself in the third person. But we are soon deeply moved not only by the gravity but also by the wonderful humour of his presentation as we feel ourselves becoming gradually included in the events he describes.


That lecture is followed by the first of two autobiographical fragments which begins with the puzzling statement: ‘My birth falls on 25 February 1861. Two days later I was baptized.’ And yet the two CVs and also the second autobiographical fragment give the birth date as 27 February 1861. In years gone by much has been thought and written about this difference in the dates given, with some maintaining that 25 and others that 27 February is correct. The fact remains that 27 February 1861 is the date shown on all the relevant documents such as passports, residence permits and character references as well as in letters sent by Rudolf Steiner to various public authorities. Steiner's own final communication in writing, too, his autobiography The Course of My Life written down at the end of 1923, gives 27 February as his date of birth: ‘I was born at Kraljevec on 27 February 1861.’ Apart from one letter sent to him by Frau von Bredow on 25 February 1921 beginning with the words ‘Today which is said to be the birth date of your individuality into this incarnation’ (see Beiträge zur Rudolf Steiner Gesamtausgabe, Booklet 49/50, p. 5), all those close to him expressed their birthday greetings for 27 February. In keeping with this, celebrations of his birthday at the Goetheanum after 1925 always took place on 27 February. It would have been unlikely for anyone at Dornach to celebrate the day of his baptism (as mentioned in the first autobiographical fragment). It can be stated that his own final communication conclusively gives 27 February as his date of birth and that this concurs with all the official documentation. The editorial principle of a ‘definitive edition’, i.e. a final edition of works authorized by the writer himself, should be applied with regard to the date of Rudolf Steiner's birth.


A further inconsistency arising in various biographical accounts concerns the country of Steiner's birth. It is correct to say that he was born in Hungary but that his nationality was Austrian. The fact that his parents were Austrian determined his nationality. And he remained an Austrian citizen throughout his life because, despite having numerous friends who interceded on his behalf, he was never granted citizenship in Switzerland where state security was deemed to be threatened by ‘communist intrigues’ and the ‘undermining of psychological sanity by means of unscrupulously practised vampirism’. Since huge sums of money would have been needed by anyone intending to disrupt state security, the informant who contacted the Swiss Attorney General also piled on the agony by claiming that ‘treasure in the form of gold is being stockpiled on the premises of the building at Dornach’. (Letter from C.A. Bernoulli to the Office of the Swiss Attorney General dated 13 May 1921, Federal Archive, Berne.)


There is no indication as to why or when the two autobiographical fragments were written. The type and style of the second suggests the assumption that it was an account for inclusion in an encyclopedia. But there is no concrete evidence for this. The words ‘intuitive’ and ‘intuition’ are used with striking frequency in the second fragment (‘knowledge of the spiritual world arrived at through direct intuition’, ‘seeds of a world view of intuition’, ‘intuitive-spiritual observation methods’, ‘intuitive world view of spiritual science’). Perhaps this points to a way of experiencing beings in the sense described in a lecture given in London on 15 April 1922: ‘Any degree of Intuition allowed them to experience not only images of the spiritual world but also actual spiritual beings.’ (In GA 211, or the compilation Rudolf Steiner Speaks to the British, Rudolf Steiner Press, London.)


The small collection of items presented here concludes with a passage from a lecture given in Kassel on 10 May 1914, one of the many autobiographical elements, some less obvious and others entirely pragmatic, which come to light in Rudolf Steiner's lectures. Here he begins with the words: ‘I know a man who, in his twenty-third or twenty-fourth year, had a kind of vision.’ We could let the matter rest there in the assumption that he was speaking about a person he knew very intimately. However, his meaning is made unmistakably clear in a notebook (NB No. 415) containing his preparatory notes for those 1914 lectures in Kassel. ‘My vision of 30 years ago / Record thereof in the [newspaper] Freie Schlesische Presse. It was an inept way of expressing what lay asleep in the further recesses of the soul.’


And finally we should remind the reader of the many and in some cases very detailed notes made chiefly by Carlo Septimus Picht (1887–1954) which can be regarded as additional supplementary reading to this book.


Walter Kugler
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Childhood to Scholarship 1861–93


An autobiographical lecture, Berlin, 4 February 1913


My dear theosophical friends! It is in my honest opinion highly presumptuous to inflict upon a gathering such as this the subject about which I shall be speaking. Since this is how I feel I do beg you to believe me when I say that I only do so because certain aspersions and distortions have recently come to light which it is my duty to gainsay for the sake of our endeavours.


I shall attempt to be as objective as I can in my manner of presentation, while subjectivity shall rule only in the choice of what I consider should be mentioned. Herein I shall be guided principally by what I consider to have had some relevance to my overall spiritual orientation. Please do not regard my manner of presentation as being pretentious in some way but rather as a way of speaking which seems to me to be the most natural.


If someone had chosen to embark upon a thoroughly modern life, a life involving the most modern attainments of the present day, by selecting conditions which would best befit his current incarnation, it seems to me that he would have made the very choices made by Rudolf Steiner for his present incarnation. From the very beginning he was surrounded by the most modern aspects of civilization; from the first hour of his physical existence his environment was shaped by the railway and the telegraph. He was born on 27 February 1861 at Kraljevec1 which is now in [Austro]-Hungary. He spent only the first 18 months there, on what was known as the Mura Island, followed by six months at a location2 near Vienna. Then came the move to a place3 on the border between Lower Austria and Styria in the midst of the hilly Austrian-Styrian region which will make a profound impression on the soul of a child who is receptive to such things.


His father4 was a lesser official on the Austrian Southern Railway. The family had an ongoing struggle with conditions which cannot be described otherwise than as a ‘struggle with the poor pay of such lowly railway officials’. The parents— this must be expressly stated to avoid any misunderstandings—were always prepared to spend their last pennies for the welfare of their children; only not very many such ‘last pennies’ were available.


Before the boy's eyes—you could say at every moment— were on the one hand the Styrian-Austrian mountains looking down in the distance, frequently sparkling in wonderful sunshine and oftentimes covered in majestic snow-fields. One's soul rejoiced in the vegetation and other natural conditions of the area which, lying at the foot of the Schneeberg and Sonnwendstein, is perhaps one of the most beautiful spots of the Austrian landscape. This was one aspect of the impressions surrounding the boy. The other was the fact that at every moment one could turn one's attention to the most up-to-date achievements of civilization: the railway, in the running of which his father was involved, and all that telegraphy was already contributing to modern transport. The boy was of course not in any way surrounded by conditions of urban life. The village where he grew up, and in which the railway station was located, was small; the only modern impression it had to offer was a spinning mill, which meant that there was the permanent presence of a truly up-to-date branch of industry.


All these aspects must be mentioned because they did indeed imbue the boy's soul forces in an inspiring and challenging way. The environment was not of the city, yet city conditions certainly had a bearing on this remote place. Not only was the Semmering Railway5 quite nearby, a skilfully constructed mountain railway which of course influenced the area, but not far off were also the springs from which at that time Vienna's water supply was taken.6 In addition the whole locality was popular with those who came from Vienna and other Austrian towns to spend their summer holidays in this part of the mountain region, although of course in the 1860s such places were not as overcrowded with holidaymakers as they came to be later on. Even as a child one became acquainted with them and even made friends with some, thus coming more closely into contact with all that was going on in the city. It was as though the city were casting its influence even as far afield as this small village.
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The station at Brunn am Gebirge; Rudolf Steiner's father is second from right.


Those with some psychological insight will understand that certain other impressions could also be gained, namely how antiquated, traditional religious attitudes can begin to erode within the confines of a small village. There was a priest7 in the village where the boy was growing up. Of course I shall not mention any names or other details which might cause offence or be hurtful to someone. In descriptions such as this one often has to speak of individuals who are still alive or whose descendants are still living, so I shall endeavour to speak as frankly as possible while avoiding any mention of names. In this village there was a priest whose only influence on my family consisted in baptizing my sister and brother;8 there was no need for him to baptize me since this had already happened at Kraljevec. Otherwise he was looked upon as a somewhat comical figure by the residents at the station where the boy I am talking about was growing up and also by the people from the spinning mill who used the station where the arrival of a train was always a great event. The boy overheard people talking not very respectfully about ‘our Pfarrer Nazl’ [from his name, Ignatz].


On the other hand there was another priest9 in a neighbouring village who often came to our house. This other priest had thoroughly fallen out firstly with ‘Pfarrer Nazl’ and secondly with all the people he was connected with through his work. This was the person who spoke in front of Rudolf Steiner in his earliest childhood about matters which even then were termed ‘Jesuitical’, using the loosest language imaginable in the hearing of the four or five-year-old about goings-on in the church. He considered himself to be very much a liberal, and he was greatly appreciated in our house because he was by nature an independent thinker. The boy was highly amused by a tale he once heard told by this priest. A visit by the bishop had been announced, an event which in a small village generally called for a great deal of preparation. Yet it so happened that our liberal-minded priest had to be fetched from his bed and told to hurry because the bishop was already waiting in the church. In short, such conditions could only give rise to something with which perhaps only Austrians are familiar: a certain lack of concern, a degree of indifference towards the traditions of religion. Although one did not bother about such things, one did, at the same time, entertain an interest, culturally and historically, in odd characters like this priest who was late for his meeting with the bishop and thereby caused a stir. No one knew why he had become a priest in the first place, for he never mentioned matters normally of interest to such people. Instead he frequently spoke about his favourite dumplings, and all kinds of things that had happened to him. He used to rail at the ecclesiastical authorities and recount what he had to endure on account of them. This ‘reverend father’ certainly never manifested any kind of religious fanaticism.
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