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Introduction

Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925) represented his pioneering insights 
for the new spiritual development in books, essays, and numer-

ous lectures that were, mostly, recorded by stenographers. Histori-
cally, his starting point was Goethe and the German idealists. In 
1882, the youthful age of twenty-one-year-old Rudolf Steiner was 
assigned the task of editing Goethe’s natural–scientific writings for 
Kürschner’s “German National Literature.” He was called to Wei-
mar to edit the large Sophia Edition of Goethe’s works from 1890 
to 1897. From 1897 to 1900, he published the Magazine for Litera-

ture in Berlin and was active as a teacher and lecturer in the Work-
ers’ Instructional School and in several other circles. During this 
early time he also published a number of philosophical books on 
Nietzsche, Goethe’s worldview, the development of philosophy in 
the nineteenth century; and above all his foundational Philosophy 

of Freedom (1894).
In autumn 1900 (his fortieth year of life), the Berlin theoso-

phists invited Rudolf Steiner to lecture on the recently deceased 
Friedrich Nietzsche. During that lecture, Steiner perceived that he 
had entered a circle in which “people had a great interest in the 
spiritual world.” Immediately after the lecture he was asked to 
give another, so he spoke on Goethe’s fairytale, “The Green Snake 
and the Beautiful Lily.” In his Autobiography he remarks, “In that 
lecture I spoke of the fairytale from a purely esoteric perspective. 
This was an important experience for me. I was able to speak with 
words created directly from the spiritual world. Circumstances in 
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Berlin had thus far limited me to hinting about spirit, allowing it 
to shine only through my presentations” (p. 202). After the lecture, 
he was asked to present weekly lectures throughout the six months 
of the winter of 1900/01, which Steiner continued during the fol-
lowing winter. This led to him being asked at the end of 1901 if he 
would be prepared to assume leadership of the Theosophical Soci-
ety Berlin Branch. The Count and Countess Brockdorff (its lead-
ers until then) wished to step down owing to their age. When his 
condition was granted (that Marie von Sivers would be allowed to 
work with him in this task), he agreed, and thus became a member 
of the Theosophical Society. 

The Theosophical Society had been founded in 1875 in New 
York City and lived according to the spiritual content communi-
cated through Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, aka “HPB” (1831–1891). 
After 1879, the headquarters of the central leadership was located 
near Madras in Adyar, India. The German Branches were con-
nected to the European Section with its headquarters in London. 
After Scandinavia, France, Holland, and Italy had established their 
own sections of the Society, there were growing efforts in the Ger-
man Branches to establish their own Section. Richard Bresch, a 
member of the Leipzig Branch, approached Count Brockdorff with 
a recommendation: “Now that Dr. Steiner is president of the Berlin 
Lodge, he can also be the General Secretary of the German Section.” 
Rudolf Steiner accepted this, and the German Section was estab-
lished in October 1902 with Steiner as General Secretary, overseeing 
around a hundred members. Steiner’s activity was a result of the fact 
that the German Section and its 2,500 members were expelled from 
the Theosophical Society in 1912/13. The Section was then reestab-
lished as the Anthroposophical Society.

None of these external happenings influenced Rudolf Steiner's 
teaching, but (to a certain degree) only how he taught. The what 
continued to flow from The Philosophy of Freedom. The how resulted 
from the fact that, around turn of the century, the theosophists were 
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the only group of people who could follow his spiritual–scientific 
presentations unhindered by strong biases. Those who had come 
together through the Theosophy could develop imaginations of the 
spiritual world that would make it possible for them to understand, 
because H. P. Blavatsky had already struck a hole in the materialism 
of the time through her work in the 1880s. 

Initially Rudolf Steiner had to speak in a way they could under-
stand; consequently he used the Indian-influenced terminology 
of Theosophy. Nonetheless, this was soon replaced (mostly in his 
public lectures) by terminology appropriate to contemporary times. 
Steiner in no way communicated only established theosophical doc-
trine in his lectures, but rather what he could say from his own 
research (see chapters 1 to 3). This is what the members wanted to 
hear and why they invited him into the Theosophical Society. The 
central leadership of the Theosophical Society in India had passed 
to Annie Besant, who was unable to tolerate the fact that the entire 
German Section had been expelled.

Soon after the German Section had been established, Steiner 
was asked, in part by some of those who already belonged to 
the English Esoteric School, to present esoteric instruction. Thus, 
he engaged in this and formed, within its framework, his own 
School in 1904 (see chapters 4 to 7). Although the connection 
with the English Esoteric School was tenuous (because Steiner led 
his School completely at his own discretion), it had become so 
weak that he felt the need to eliminate that connection again in 
1907. Also, as leader of the Eastern School of Theosophy, Annie 
Besant had acted in an inappropriate way esoterically. 

With the development of the Esoteric School, Rudolf Steiner 
found it necessary to take up a symbolic–cultic way of working. 
Because this should be connected with Freemasonry tradition, he 
allowed himself to be certified at a high degree in the order of Free-
masonry. This was the Memphis–Misraim Rite led by John Yarker, 
who had already negotiated with H. P. Blavatsky about such a matter. 
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Thus, in 1906 the second division in the Esoteric School arose, the 
members of which also belonged to the first division, though not 
necessarily the other way around. In contrast to the first division, 
this second division was not a part of the order. Steiner had “abso-
lutely nothing” to do with anything that otherwise took place in 
the order. Because the only existing connection with the order was 
organizational in nature, there was no reason to end that connec-
tion again (see chapters 8 to 14).

With the outbreak of World War I in 1914, all activity of the 
Esoteric School came to an end, since closed events were considered 
suspicious during the war. Moreover, the passionate agitation of 
the time was not conducive to esoteric work. Following the war, the 
situation changed to such a degree that the old forms of esotericism 
were no longer viable, whereas the development of newer forms 
required time. With the reestablishment of the Anthroposophical 
Society at Christmastime in 1923, Rudolf Steiner began to realize 
the new forms (see chapters 15 and 16).

We must never forget that Rudolf Steiner’s presentations of eso-
teric content clearly avoid an easy, accessible establishment for the 
ordinary day-to-day consciousness; this is part of its nature. In addi-
tion, in an attempt to understand the motives of his actions in those 
intimate connections, we are far more dependent on lovingly enter-
ing what little he had to say about it. This book attempts this, as 
much as possible, by assembling and editing the collected commen-
taries on Rudolf Steiner’s esoteric teaching activity.




