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Introduction


1900... One hundred years ago, when Europe first began to live by electric light, to communicate via telephone and telegraph, to travel by car, electric tram, airplane, and to be dazzled by the ‘magic’ of cinema...


[image: ]


...when, exultant, Europe celebrated her technological achievements at the foot of the new tower...


...and anxiously buried itself in the existential vacuum of ‘the end of the century’, reading Zola, Tolstoy, Shaw, Ibsen, and discussing the theories of Darwin, Haeckel, Marx...


Rudolf Steiner began to expound his very personal ‘path of knowledge’: anthroposophy.
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The explosion of human creativity at the end of the nineteenth century represented the climax of the materialist concept of the universe, inaugurated by the ‘scientific revolution’ of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
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So radical was the revolution produced by Galileo in the history of culture, that his era is seen as the end of the Middle Ages and the beginning of the Modern Age—the ‘day the universe changed’.








	MIDDLE AGES

	1600

	MODERN AGE

	1900










	

- The rule of dogma


- Aristotelian logic


- Religion


- Ptolemy’s cosmology (earth = the centre of the universe)


- Man = the son of God


- Contemplation


- Devotion, faith




	

- The rule of reason


- Cartesian logic (mechanistic)


- Positive sciences


- The cosmology of Copernicus, Kepler (the earth moves around the sun)


- Man = the superior animal


- Active life


- Rationalism, materialism
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Science focussed its attention on matter and movement...


...and thus achieved a vertiginous and successful ‘conquest’ of substances and the forces of nature.


At the end of the nineteenth century Rudolf Steiner had a broad knowledge and a full understanding of the importance of scientific achievements.


[image: ]


Yet, on the other hand he sought to restore the spirit as part of human and cosmic reality.
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The world, trained for centuries to completely separate science and religion, knowledge and faith, body and soul, matter and spirit, did not accept that integration.
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In the seventeenth century Galileo had had to explain to humanity that there is an infinite universe beyond the firmament that, until then, was believed to be the limit of space. In the twentieth century Steiner tried to explain to humanity that there is also a reality beyond the ‘firmament’ that modern man sees as the limit of life.
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Just as the Church felt threatened by the ‘revolutionary’ ideas of Galileo, fighting him in life, and ‘ignoring’ him for centuries, so the academic world has managed to virtually ignore Rudolf Steiner for the last hundred years.
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One hundred years have passed...


...and effectively not only is Rudolf Steiner listened to with growing interest, but many of his proposals have been used to reform a number of areas of human endeavour: education, medicine, agriculture, architecture, art, religion, social organisation, etc. The success of diverse initiatives demonstrates that anthroposophy is not a mystical and abstract mental construction, but a cosmovision able to enrich human life, even in its most practical aspects.
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Born of the woods


Towards the end of his life, although already ill, Rudolf Steiner began to write his autobiography:
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As a young man, Rudolf Steiner’s father had travelled through the woods of his native land as a hunter in the service of a Count. On meeting Franziska Blie...
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Over the years—during which time a daughter and another son was added to the family—the Steiners were sent to different stations in the same Austro-Hungarian region.
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The father’s work formed part of the family’s daily life.


Young ‘Rudi’ did not miss the arrival or departure of the few daily trains that brought different characters from the village and its surroundings, including the Count from the nearby castle, along with his entourage.
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He was also captivated by his father’s telegraphic duties which he learned to carry out as a child.


Since Johann’s salary was modest, the children had to share the household chores and the work in the orchard.


[image: figure]


The parents were always ready to spend the last of their savings for the good of their children.
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Rudolf Steiner grew up, therefore, in an austere atmosphere, surrounded by unspoiled nature, in small railway towns buried amidst the greenery of fields and woods, framed by the snowy peaks of the Alps on the horizon.


[image: figure]


He also collected wood with the local inhabitants, simple and unpretentious people who were always cordial, always ready to chat.


The village school, where a schoolmaster taught five grades simultaneously, could not teach Rudolf much more than reading. However, thus armed, he eagerly went forth to conquer the world of knowledge. He began when he was just eight years old, when a geometry book fell into his hands:


[image: figure]


When Rudolf Steiner was eleven, his father, who wanted a ‘solid’ future for his son, sent him to the secondary school in the nearest town.
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There Rudolf felt intense affinity with the clear and logical structure of mathematics.


To be able to follow the rhythm of the classes and satisfy his passionate interest in all subjects, he had to devote his free time to making good the deficiencyes with ehich his primary schooling had left him.


He began to give private lessons to his schoolmates, to help to pay for his studies.


It was the time of the first ‘pocket book editions’ and his earnings allowed him to purchase the works of the great philosophers. He studied them fervently.


Since the history classes at school did not live up to his desire for knowledge, Steiner re-bound his history book interweaving among its pages those of Kant’s The Critique of Pure Reason in order to be able to read, re-read and ponder it during history lessons.


[image: figure]


His school, which was mainly technically oriented, did not teach Greek or Latin and so Steiner learned those languages on his own. He also began to prepare himself in all the subjects his private pupils needed to learn—including even accountancy.
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In order that his son would be able to study at the Technical University in Vienna, Johann Steiner asked for a transfer to a place near the capital, although this was less convenient and agreeable for him. His son’s exceptional aptitude for mathematics reaffirmed the father’s wish that Rudolf should follow a technical career.
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When he began his university studies in 1879, Rudolf Steiner registered for biology, chemistry, physics and mathematics. At the same time, he attended classes in philosophy and literature with the great teachers of the time. He never abandoned his intensive reading and research, especially into themes that caught his interest.


At that time he felt committed to seeking the truth through philosophy.


[image: figure]


He would study mathematics and natural sciences, but to establish a link with these topics, he would base his results on a reliable philosophical foundation.


[image: figure]


According to what Rudolf Steiner related much later, he was seven years old when he saw the first tenuous manifestations of a world not perceived with the physical senses. At that time a relative—who-he learned later had just committed suicide in a remote place—presented herself to him and begged him to protect her. The boy immediately understood that this was not a physical presence: it was no more than the first indication of a very exceptional clairvoyant ability that deepened more and more throughout his life.


[image: figure]


From that first experience Steiner intuited that if he related what he perceived so clearly in his inner world, he could not count on the approval of his elders.


[image: figure]


Rudolf was baptised in the village’s Catholic church and had his first religious experiences as an acolyte.
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