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You who let yourselves feel: enter the breathing 

that is more than your own. 

Let it brush your cheeks 

as it divides and rejoins behind you. 

Blessed ones, whole ones, 

you where the heart begins: 

You are the bow that shoots the arrows 

and you are the target. 

Fear not the pain. Let its weight fall back 

into the earth; 

for heavy are the mountains, heavy the seas. 

The trees you planted in childhood have grown 

too heavy. You cannot bring them along. 

Give yourselves to the air, to what you cannot hold. 

 

by Rainer Maria Rilke (Rilke, 2012)  
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Preamble  
"Into the core of Nature"— 

O Philistine— 

"No earthly mind can enter." 

The maxim is fine; 

But have the grace 

To spare the dissenter. 

Me and my kind. 

We think: in every place 

We're at the center. 

"Happy the mortal creature 

To whom she shows no more 

Than the outer rind," 

For sixty years I've heard your sort announce. 

It makes me swear, though quietly; 

To myself a thousand times I say: 

All things she grants, gladly and lavishly; 

Nature has neither core 

Nor outer rind. 

Being all things at once.  

It's yourself you should scrutinize to see 

Whether you're center or periphery. 

 

Poem ‘A Spontaneous Outburst’  

by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg. 37) 

 

Henri Bortoft, in his classic book on Goethean Science - ‘The Wholeness of Nature’, 

suggests that “...the way to the whole is into and through the parts” (Bortoft, 1996). And 

thus, it is with this central Goethean notion in mind that I begin with this short poem by 

Goethe. For within these few lines, I believe, we can catch a glimpse, a brief insight into 

Goethe’s soul, the foundation upon which all of his science and philosophy was based.  
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Possibly above all else, Goethe was a man in search of deep, truthful and meaningful 

connection with the world. Essentially and in simplistic terms, although he never perhaps 

stated it as such, I have come believe that Goethe saw our tendency to view the world 

through a dualistic, Cartesian informed epistemology, an epistemology where we 

perceive ourselves as fundamentally separate from the world around us, as the greatest 

barrier to human connection with the world. As such, Goethe spent his life exploring the 

fields of science, philosophy, and the arts, always with the view to breaking down these 

perceived barriers to connection.  

This same dualistic epistemology still forms the basis our current and accepted 

mainstream understanding today, however, science is beginning to question this reality in 

a big way. Areas such as quantum physics and the study of mind-matter interaction are 

now showing, without doubt, that there is a connection between mind and matter that we 

cannot continue to ignore. While the implications of this reality are relatively unstudied 

and unknown, is it any wonder the views of intuitive geniuses such as Goethe, men whose 

views were developed specifically in relation to overcoming this mind-matter divide, are 

receiving more and more attention today? 

And even more so, as more of us are beginning to see that it is our disconnection with the 

world around us that has allowed us to ‘justify’ the destruction of our environment to the 

extent that we are now threatening our own survival as a species. Is it any wonder then 

that we are turning, in greater numbers, to visionaries like Goethe who may offer us a 

different path? 

Our entire way of being in the world is deeply and unquestionably connected to the 

dominant epistemology, or core beliefs of our societies and cultures. As such, it is easy to 

outline problems associated with an epistemology that cannot, no matter the evidence, do 

anything but separate mind and matter. But it is well and truly another thing to escape that 

way of knowing as it is so fundamentally entwined within our being.  

This, as Isis Brooks says, is part of where Goethe’s genius lies: “Rather than assuming 

that we can in some way avoid using human subjective processes to examine the world he  

[Goethe] maintains that these subjective processes can be developed such that each 

scientist becomes an accurate instrument” (Brooks, 2009).  
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In Goethe’s approach to science, we have a thoroughly developed and delicate 

empiricism, designed specifically to overcome the barriers that Goethe perceived as 

preventing our deeper connection to the natural world. But one of the greatest barriers to 

Goethe’s approach is that it cannot be easily explained, it can only, genuinely, be 

experienced.  

And so it is that this dissertation represents an exploration into the world of Goethe and 

his science, from a personal perspective, reflecting on the question - is Goethe a pathway 

to connection and meaning in the world? 
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Background: A Search for Connection and Meaning 

A Personal Journey 

My journey to Schumacher College represents the culmination of long process of 

questioning. Questioning of accepted ‘truths’. Questioning of personal desires and 

expectations. Questioning of educational practices and experiences. Questioning of 

traditional career paths. Questioning of life goals and desires. Questioning of the 

underlying assumptions upon which our society and our lives are based.  

It has taken me a long time, perhaps most of my life, to understand this questioning 

within myself. In earlier life I took my disengaged attitude at school and university as a 

personal failing; I judged and blamed myself for it. There are very few occasions in my 

early schooling where I can look back and remember being truly inspired by a subject or 

a teacher. And even those rare occasions that I can remember being inspired, it never 

lasted long, quickly killed off by the endless cycles of self-doubt or general malaise that 

typified my education.  

Nothing seemed to make sense. At university I chose to study agricultural science, as one 

of the only places I have ever felt in some way connected to the world was when I spent 

time at my family’s farm as a child. But, rather than helping me to foster that connection 

and meaning I so desperately craved, the conventional agricultural science I was being 

taught merely served to take me further away from it. I could never rationalise the 

industrial, machine-like approach of conventional farming, with the complex, diverse and 

dynamic world of nature. But, as with my previous schooling, I kept my head down, did 

what was needed, got enough marks to get through, and learnt - very little of value.  

Early in my career my experience was similar. I was working with farmers on a daily 

basis and it was clear that, far from being the easy going and carefree people I felt should 

be associated with a life so deeply connected to the natural world, farmers were actually 

some of the least happy people I had ever met. I loved the land, and understood the key 

importance of food production within society, but I couldn’t comprehend or rationalise an 

approach that seemed to focus almost entirely on quantitative output with so little 

attention placed on the health of the natural systems that underpinned that production. 
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Not to mention the lack of focus on the health and wellbeing of the farmers and 

consumers for whom the entire system was (supposedly) set up to support.  

With this, and a growing understanding of global environmental issues in mind, I began 

to look into alternative, sustainable methods of food production. The more I researched 

and thought about these areas, the more obvious it became that agriculture could, and 

must, play a key role in sustainability discussions. Everywhere I looked, sustainable 

methods of production seemed to provide nothing but win-win outcomes.  

From reduced chemical use and associated human and environmental health benefits, to 

agricultural soils as one of the world’s largest potential carbon sinks and the associated 

increased water and nutrient holding capacity of high carbon soils, the benefits of a move 

towards more sustainable forms of agriculture simply cannot be disputed. But as I became 

more and more active in advocating for change towards these forms of farming, I was 

also becoming more and more aware of the barriers to that change.  

After a brief period working for Greenpeace Australia on the front line of campaigning 

for change towards environmentally sustainable methods of food production, I became 

aware that I was, in many ways, simply providing a counterpoint to the pro-industrial 

agriculture movement. They were advocating for their position and we were advocating 

ours. Truth seemed to play only a very minor role, far more important was money and 

influence, and on that basis, clearly, we could never win.  

I began to understand just how deep the change required within our society was. I felt the 

need for it at almost every single level I could think of, none more so perhaps, than at the 

personal level - within myself.  

I began asking myself the question - how can I be authentic in my desire for genuine 

societal level change, when I am still so deeply connected to those systems to which I am 

so diametrically opposed? I began to feel that perhaps the most valuable thing I could do, 

in the hope of becoming an agent for deep and meaningful change in the world, was to 

get right to the heart of who I was, whatever that meant.  

I began to understand that what was lacking in my life was a deep sense of meaning and 

connection to the world. Intuitively, I had felt for some time that if we are to learn to live 

in harmony with this living planet, then we must re-learn how to experience the sheer joy 
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and wonder of life itself. But this simple realisation, in itself, doesn’t create an experience 

of connection. You cannot simply click your fingers and become deeply connected to the 

world; first you need to come to terms with the lifetime of educational and societal 

conditioning that created the separation in the first place.  

It was with this question - how can I develop and foster a deeper personal connection to 

the world? - in mind, that I came to Schumacher College.  

 

Schumacher College 

My year studying at Schumacher College has been a deeply reflective experience. I have 

begun to gain a deep sense of the connection that lies at the heart of all life. I have found 

my passion for learning and thinking has been invigorated, perhaps as never before. And I 

have begun to understand the areas into which I need to dedicate sustained attention and 

focus, if I desire to live the life I want to live.  

What was unique for me about Schumacher College was not just how connected the 

modules were in terms of providing a coherent picture of our (often) one dimensional 

view of the world, but also how diverse the individual experiences of our class were. At 

Schumacher I was introduced to an approach to education where I, the student, was as 

much a part of the learning process as the teachers and curriculum.  

During the first week of our course I distinctly remember one of our core teachers saying 

something along the lines of - ‘We don’t know what this course is, it’s different every year 

depending on the students.’ I remember at the time being particularly surprised and not a 

little uncomfortable about this statement, but it has come to represent this approach to 

education that has reignited my passion for learning.  

I came to Schumacher College with the expectation of being given information that was 

going to help me make sense of the world. One of the primary lessons I am taking away is 

that no one can give me these answers; they must be formed within me. As Goethe said - 

“...nowhere did I find any enlightenment suited to my nature, for ultimately no man can 

be enlightened in a way not his own” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg. 28). 
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So it is here, that, in the context of all the questions I have outlined, when considering a 

subject to focus on for my dissertation, that I have decided to turn to the work and 

philosophy of the eighteenth century German, polymath, genius, Johann Wolfgang von 

Goethe.  

I turn to Goethe, not as a poet or writer, not as a scientist, and not as a philosopher. I turn 

to Goethe as a man in search of a deeper truth, a deeper connection with the world. I turn 

to Goethe with an open heart and an excited mind, not knowing where this journey will 

take me, buoyed and inspired by the anticipation of the uncertainty.  
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Introduction 

Original Question 

In looking to frame this dissertation, it was my original intention to consider Goethe’s 

method of science within the specific context of permaculture. That is, specifically: could 

Goethe’s approach to science be useful in helping to inform the observation aspect of the 

permaculture design process?  

My intention was to carry out my own Goethean practice throughout the months of the 

dissertation, with the view to assessing this question via the context of my own 

understanding of permaculture; and, assuming that my conclusion was that Goethe’s 

approach could be useful, to design introductory Goethean Science classes aimed at 

students undertaking a permacultural design certificate. The thought process that led to 

this initial study design was based on multiple factors: 

First and foremost, of all the areas covered in our course, Goethe seemed to offer the 

most comprehensive and holistic ‘philosophy’ for understanding the limitations of our 

current world views and approaches to science, while at the same time offering up an 

alternative approach, an approach promising deep and meaningful connection to the 

world as its ‘holy grail’. The depth and richness of Goethe’s philosophy meant that, 

although we had spent a few weeks focussing on his work in class, I was left feeling that I 

had barely scratched the surface. Hence, this was the obvious place to return for my 

dissertation.  

The other factor on my mind as I contemplated my dissertation in the context of Goethe, 

was my own passion and experience within the field of sustainable agriculture. I was very 

conscious of not straying too far from an area that I am so passionate about, and hence, I 

was determined to find a study that in some way could combine these two areas.  

My compromise was permaculture. Having undertaken a permacultural design certificate 

I understood just how central the theme of observation is to permaculture, but my feeling 

was that there is little framework provided to students around how to go about that 

observation. My intuition told me that Goethe’s method could add real depth here and, as 
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I could find very little reference to anyone attempting to combine the two areas before, I 

decided this could be a valuable area of focus for my dissertation.  

 

Goethe as a Pathway to Connection and Meaning 

Nothing has changed in relation to my belief that there is a natural connection between 

Goethean science and permaculture. The only change has been to my understanding of 

the depth of Goethean science, and importantly, to my understanding of the time scales 

involved in developing a grounded Goethean practice at the personal level. Simply put, I 

have realised that rather than focusing on how I can look to introduce others to Goethe, 

my focus instead must be on my own introduction to this topic.  

Furthermore, as I have progressed on with my studies in this area I have realised that 

focusing down on such a specific question as Goethe in the context of permaculture 

would be limiting to my own studies. I have come to see that a far more important and 

interesting question for me is to consider: Goethe as a pathway to connection and 

meaning in the world.  

That is to say, at a time when I believe our disconnection from the natural world around 

us represents possibly the single biggest threat to our survival as a human species, does 

Goethe’s specific philosophy and approach to science offer a pathway towards re-

establishing that lost connection?  

 

Approaching Goethe 

Born in Frankfurt on the 28th of August 1749, Goethe lived until he was 82, passing 

away in Weimar on the 22nd of March 1832. Goethe’s achievements are so important and 

his fields of expertise so diverse that he has been labelled “the last true polymath to walk 

the earth” (Maertz, in Eliot, 2004, pg. 710). Goethe’s work and areas of focus spanned 

fields including poetry, drama and literature, art, philosophy, theology, and, not least of 

all, science.  
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Where does one even start in attempting to come to terms with the life, philosophy and 

practice of Goethe? 

Here I am, two and a half months into a four-month dissertation period, and I am only just 

now starting to write, and even now I’m still unsure of how best to set out a coherent 

picture of this extraordinary man. For the first six weeks, along with establishing a 

regular Goethean Science practice, all I did was read what others have written about 

Goethe.  

Authors such as Craig Holdrege, David Seaman, Arthur Zajonc, Henri Bortoft, Rudolf 

Steiner, Isis Brook, Jochen Bockenmuhl and Margaret Colquhoun, amongst many others, 

have all contributed significantly to my understanding of Goethe, but at the same time, 

they have also left me at somewhat of a loss to know where I should even start my own 

writing. I felt like I could go on reading and reading for months more, but at a certain 

point I began to question how much benefit I was getting from it. The simple reality is 

that Goethe was such a complex and prolific individual that he eludes almost any attempt 

at categorisation or simplistic summation.   

Thankfully, having spent months pondering an appropriate approach to outlining who 

Goethe was, I was hit with the sudden realisation - that I should be approaching Goethe in 

exactly the same way that Goethe himself would approach a phenomenon he intended to 

study. That is, directly.  

I realised that by reading only the interpretations of Goethe and his work through the lens 

of other authors, I was in effect doing exactly what Goethe himself was so fundamentally 

opposed to. I was placing unnecessary distance between myself, and the subject of my 

study.  

It was with this realisation in mind that I turned specifically to the writings of Goethe in 

an attempt to align myself as closely as possible with his ‘inner nature’. In doing so, I 

note Goethe’s own comments on this objective - “We labor in vain to describe a person's 

character, but when we draw together his actions, his deeds, a picture of his character 

will emerge.” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg.158) 

Therefore, rather than simply summarising the major events and focuses of Goethe’s life, 

as so many have done before me, my intention instead is to attempt to draw together some 
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of Goethe’s core beliefs, his epistemology, as outlined primarily in his own writing. It is 

my hope that in this way, a coherent, living picture of his character will emerge, laying 

the platform for my deeper explorations of his scientific method, or as Goethe himself 

referred to it, his delicate empiricism.  

Having said this, I must note that there is one obvious limitation to my ability to deal 

directly with Goethe - I don’t speak German. It is therefore important to acknowledge that 

even when I am reading Goethe I am doing so via someone else’s translation. While 

unfortunate, short of learning to speak German (as some of Goethe’s most committed 

devotees - Ralph Waldo Emerson for example - have done), this is clearly unavoidable. In 

an attempt to overcome the limitations of individual translations I have, where feasible, 

attempted to read multiple translations of Goethe’s works.  

 

Don’t forget to read Goethe 

As a side note, it does strike me as somewhat of an interesting irony that, in stark contrast 

to Goethe’s own beliefs that centered on dealing with the phenomenon directly, most 

people, when learning about Goethe’s philosophy, actually do so via other writers.  

This reality is evidenced, for example, by the Schumacher College library where I was 

only able to find one book (unhelpfully already borrowed) containing Goethe’s scientific 

writings. When contrasted with the reality that there are probably well over a hundred 

books written about or at least strongly referencing Goethe’s work in the library, you get 

a clear picture the way we are generally encouraged to approach Goethe.  

My own experiences of reading Goethe’s work, not only via the comprehensive collection 

of his scientific work - Goethe: Scientific Studies (edited and translated by Douglas 

Miller), but also via his poetry, short stories and particularly, his epic classic - Faust, have 

been extremely positive. I have found Goethe’s writing wonderfully approachable and 

entertaining, to the extent that I was often left wondering: why didn’t I start with him to 

begin with?  

Goethe is often referred to as the “German Shakespeare”: why was I surprised to find him 

a clear and engaging writer? Perhaps even more importantly, as I will return to later, 
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Goethe combined his mastery of language with a deep understanding of its most 

appropriate use. Skip over Goethe and you miss out on this crucial aspect of the man, his 

philosophy and his art.  

By taking the time to read and study Goethe directly I feel like I have aligned myself, to 

the best of my abilities, with his deepest essence, his truth. With this as my platform I 

have felt much more comfortable in developing my own picture of Goethe, confident that 

each part, as it emerges, accurately contains the whole. I now feel more comfortable in 

reaching out to other authors in order to broaden and deepen my studies.  
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Goethean Epistemology 

Who was Goethe? 

First and foremost, rather than labeling Goethe - poet, writer, scientist, philosopher or 

anything else, I would call him - a man in search of deep truth, and connection to the 

world. More than anything else, I believe that most of Goethe’s efforts across the wide 

multitude of fields in which he worked, were, ultimately, in service of this search.  

Goethe believed that a deep connection to the truth and mystical beauty inherent in the 

natural world was mans highest goal and the closest one could come to religion or ‘god’.  

A sentiment beautifully captured in this excerpt from Goethe’s classic Faust (Goethe, in 

Luke, 1987, 3440) -    

Who dare say God’s name? 

Who dares to claim 

That he believes in God? 

And whose heart is so dead 

That he has ever boldly said: 

No, I do not believe? 

Embracing all things, 

Holding all things in being, 

Does He not hold and keep 

You, me, even Himself? 

Is not the heavens’ great vault up there on high, 

And here below, does not the earth stand fast? 

Do everlasting stars, gleaming with love, 

Not rise above us through the sky? 

Are we not here and gazing eye to eye? 

Does all this not besiege 

Your mind and heart, 

And weave in unseen visibility 

All round you its eternal mystery? 
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Oh, fill your heart right up with all of this, 

And when you’re brimming over with the bliss 

Of such a feeling, call it what you like! 

Call it joy, or your heart, or love, or God! 

I have no name for it. The feeling’s all there is: 

The name’s mere noise and smoke - what does it do 

But cloud the heavenly radiance? 

 

As can be gathered from this passage, Goethe stood passionately against abstract 

concepts, including (as outlined here) God, that he felt only stand between us and our 

experience of the world. This theme - our natural human tendency towards developing 

abstracts concepts to explain experienced phenomena - runs deeply throughout much of 

Goethe’s writing, and particularly so in relation to science: “Thinking man has a strange 

trait: when faced with an unsolved problem he likes to concoct a fantastic mental image, 

one he can never escape even when the problem is solved and the truth revealed” 

(Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg. 308).  

 

Goethe and Spinoza 

Goethe claimed that his two greatest influences were Spinoza and Shakespeare (Miller, 

1998, pg. xiv), but it was in Spinoza that Goethe found the philosophical platform upon 

which his epistemology would be based: Spinoza’s third and highest form of cognition - 

scientia intuitiva or “intuitive knowledge” (Garrett, 2009).  

As Rudolf Steiner explains it, Spinoza distinguishes between three types of cognition, or 

knowledge: “The first occurs as we hear or read certain words; we remember the things 

referred to and form mental images of them like those we generally use to picture things 

ourselves. In the second kind of knowledge, we create general concepts from our 

adequately formed mental pictures of the characteristics of things. In the third kind of 

knowledge, we advance from an adequate image of the actual nature of certain attributes 

of God to an adequate knowledge of the essential nature of things.” (Steiner, 2000, pg. 

47). 
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This third kind of knowledge can be interpreted as intuitive knowledge and there can be 

no doubt as to the significance of this philosophical concept in Goethe’s own 

epistemology. In a letter to Fritz Jacobi (a scholar of Spinoza) from 9 June 1785, referring 

specifically to Spinoza’s definition of scientia intuitiva, Goethe writes:  “These few words 

give me the courage to devote my life to the contemplation of those things which I can 

reach and of whose essential formali I can hope to form an adequate idea” (Goethe, in 

Amrine, 2011). 

And so it is that Goethe’s philosophy and approach to science should be viewed with this 

key objective in mind. He was, in simple terms, striving to achieve Spinoza’s highest 

form of knowledge - scientia intuitiva or, as Steiner referred to it: “knowledge in 

beholding” (Steiner, 2000, pg. 47).  

 

The Difference between Goethe and Kant 

Another significant philosopher in terms of defining Goethe’s epistemology was the 

prominent sixteenth century German philosopher Emmanuel Kant. Although, as opposed 

to Spinoza, it was in Goethe’s disagreement with one of Kant’s central views, that the 

philosopher proves so useful.  

In his most prominent work, the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant distinguishes between two 

types of reason: the intellectus archetypus and the intellectus ectypus. Much like 

Spinoza’s scientia intuitiva, Kant’s intellectus archetypus refers to a form of reason that 

is intuitive, proceeding from the whole to the parts. However, unlike Spinoza, Kant 

believed that, whilst such a form of reason is theoretically possible, it lies forever outside 

the realms of human potential.  

Goethe disagreed with the limits Kant placed on his intellectus archetypus however, and 

spelt out his disagreement in one of his central essays: ‘Judgement through Intuitive 

Perception’. Referring specifically to Kant’s explanation of his intellectus archetypus, 

Goethe writes:  
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“Here, to be sure, the author seems to point to divine reason. In the moral area, however, 

we are expected to ascend to a higher realm and approach the primal being through faith 

in God, virtue, and immortality.  

Why should it not also hold true in the intellectual area that through an intuitive 

perception of eternally creative nature we may become worthy of participating spiritually 

in its creative processes? Impelled from the start by an inner need, I had striven 

unconsciously and incessantly toward primal image and prototype, and had even 

succeeded in building up a method of representing it which conformed to nature” 

(Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg. 31-32). 

These words, as difficult as they were for me to comprehend at first, have come to 

represent the foundation of Goethe’s epistemology. In the words of Ernest Lehrs: 

“Goethe started from the conviction that our senses as well as our intellect are gifts of 

nature, and that, if at any given moment they prove incapable through their collaboration 

of solving a riddle of nature, we must ask her to help us develop this collaboration 

adequately” (Lehrs, 1985, pg. 77).  

From the point of view of my personal experience of studying Goethe and his science, I 

have found that it was in beginning to come to terms with these foundational beliefs that 

the rest of his work has really opened up for me.  

 

Goethe’s Understanding of Language and Symbols 

Another key area of Goethe’s brilliance related to his understanding and use of language 

and symbol. Whilst I have not been able to confirm this directly from Goethe’s writing, 

my intuition here is that this is the area in which Goethe was so greatly influenced by 

Shakespeare.  

In his essay on Symbolism, Goethe writes: “We get by in life with our every day 

language, for we describe only superficial relationships. The instant we speak of deeper 

relationships, another language springs up: poetic language” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, 

pg. 26).  
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He then goes on to define four modes of description that are needed to describe nature’s 

inner relationships. I have found these modes of description extremely useful in coming 

to terms with Goethe’s writing and will list them accordingly (all quotes taken from 

Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg. 26-27): 

1. Goethe defines this mode of description as “physically and really identical with the 

object”. Here Goethe gives the example of how we use the term ‘magnetic effects’ to 

describe related phenomena. 

2. Goethe defines this mode of description as “esthetically and really identical with the 

object”. Goethe suggests, “all good metaphors belong in this category”, but warns 

against getting carried away with “displays of wit” which relate the unrelated.  

3. Goethe defines this mode of description as expressing “a connection which is 

somewhat arbitrary rather than fully intrinsic”, but, nonetheless, points to an inner 

relationship between phenomena. Goethe refers to these symbols as “mnemonics in a 

higher sense”.  

4. Finally, Goethe defines a mode of description that is “derived from mathematics”. 

Goethe explains that because these descriptions “are founded on intuitive perceptions, 

they can become identical with the phenomenon in the highest sense of the word”.  

While not necessarily easy to get your head around to begin with, I have found it 

impossible to ignore Goethe’s prestige in this area. As I have progressed with my own 

Goethean practice, I have encountered these problems with describing deeper 

relationships in a real and experiential way. This, in turn, has given me a far deeper 

appreciation of Goethe’s talents in this area. 

It is Goethe’s talent for communicating deep relationships in the world that I believe set 

him apart and led to his great success as a writer and communicator. And it is for this 

reason, as I have previously explained, that I feel anyone seeking to study Goethe, should 

not ignore the man himself.  
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Goethe’s Science 

As a seeker of deep truth, Goethe viewed science as the vehicle for that search. As such, 

he believed science had a responsibility to remain accessible to every man, and just as 

importantly, that every man (seeking truth) had a personal responsibility to remain 

connected to science.  

Goethe is credited with making a number of important scientific discoveries that, on their 

own, should put to bed any question of Goethe’s scientific prowess. Among these, the 

discovery of the intermaxillary bone in the human skull is the most often cited, but 

beyond this, he is also credited with initiating the study of morphology in science, as well 

as developing detailed theories of colour, and plant and animal metamorphosis, amongst 

many other significant achievements (Miller, 1998, pg. ix).  

But more than these individual discoveries themselves, it is the underlying scientific 

epistemology and methodology that underpinned all of Goethe’s science that remains 

most relevant to this day. In fact, as Rudolf Steiner explained in his introductions to 

Goethe’s scientific writings, many of Goethe’s scientific discoveries, rather than being 

ends in themselves, were merely the result of Goethe’s deep understanding of plant and 

animal metamorphosis (Steiner, 2000, pg. 2).    

This case was particularly true in the instance of the intermaxillary bone in man, which 

was, at the time, being used as evidence that humans had not descended from apes. For 

Goethe, this line of argument made no sense and did not fit his holistic views of nature, so 

he set about disproving it. The discovery, therefore, is more important for what it says 

about Goethe’s thinking and approach, than it is as a discovery in and of itself.  

For Steiner, Goethe made one great discovery overshadows all else: “the discovery of the 

nature of the organism itself” (Steiner, 2000, pg. 1). The method that Goethe developed 

to achieve this discovery will form the basis of the practical aspect of this dissertation, but 

before we get to this stage, let’s first consider in some more detail Goethe’s views on 

science and the scientific method.  
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Goethe’s views on the Scientific Method 

Anyone seeking to gain insight into Goethe’s views on the scientific process would be 

well advised to begin with his short but seminal essay - ‘The Experiment as Mediator 

between Object and Subject’. This essay, in a little under seven pages, outlines the heart 

of Goethe’s approach to what he terms “objective thinking”, and provides a basis for 

understanding Goethe’s approach to science.  

In this essay, Goethe outlines the natural human tendency to relate the objects we 

encounter to ourselves, and, while acknowledging that this seems as “easy as it is 

essential”, also suggests it can “lead to a thousand errors”. Goethe then goes on to 

outline the difficulties we encounter, should we wish to “view nature’s objects in their 

own right and in relation to one another” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg.11). 

For Goethe, “The main value of an experiment lies in the fact that, simple or compound, 

it can be reproduced at any time given the requisite preparations, apparatus, and skill.” 

However, he goes on, “...to unite or combine just two somewhat similar experiments calls 

for more rigor and care than even the sharpest observer usually expects of himself” 

(Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg.13).   

Therefore, it is in attempting to combine experimental results with the objective of 

proving a preconceived hypothesis, that Goethe urges the utmost caution - “For here at 

this pass, this transition from empirical evidence to judgment, cognition to application, 

all the inner enemies of man lie in wait: imagination, which sweeps him away on its 

wings before he knows his feet have left the ground; impatience; haste; self-satisfaction; 

rigidity; formalistic thought; prejudice; ease; frivolity; fickleness - this whole throng and 

its retinue. Here they lie in ambush and surprise not only the active observer but also the 

contemplative one who appears safe from all passion” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg.14). 

I have chosen to directly quote significant passages of Goethe’s ‘The Experiment as 

Mediator between Object and Subject’ essay on the basis that it so clearly, succinctly, and 

eloquently encapsulates Goethe’s views on the scientific method. One of the hardest 

questions I have faced in my time studying at Schumacher this year has been - what is 

holistic science? Having spent significant time thinking deeply about the content of this 

essay, I have reached the conclusion that this essay, in its entirety, provides possibly the 
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best explanation of what a ‘holistic science’ would actually look like that I have come 

across.  

As we can gather from the essay, Goethe was under no illusions about just how difficult a 

genuinely objective science would be to achieve in reality, but, as he put it - “these 

difficulties, this hypothetical impossibility, must not deter us from doing what we can” 

(Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg.12).  

Here we find another central theme in Goethe’s epistemology. Goethe understands that: 

“The manifestation of a phenomenon is not detached from the observer - it is caught up 

and entangled in his individuality” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg.307). In Goethe’s view, 

the science of his time largely ignored the impact of the observer on the phenomenon of 

study, based as it was on the belief that mind is fundamentally separate from matter - man 

from nature. Goethe’s views, on the other hand, were built on the experience of our 

fundamental unity within nature. 

It is hard to overemphasise the importance of this point to Goethe, it comes up throughout 

much of his scientific writings and the aforementioned essay is designed specifically as a 

road map towards minimising, or at the very least, acknowledging and understanding, the 

influence of the observer on the phenomenon of study via very strict adherence to the 

experimental method.  

Goethe was a man whose understanding of science was, as Dennis Sepper put it: 

“...formed and transformed by his own studies of the historical development of the 

sciences that are unmatched in profundity and sophistication by anything that preceded 

and by most of what followed” (Sepper, 2005, p.212).  

In Goethe’s view - “...the history of science is science itself” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, 

pg.161). He believed, that is, that all scientific progress was inextricably connected to the 

science that came before it. He saw and referenced numerous examples of abstracted and 

erroneous scientific hypotheses that he believed had held up scientific progress, often for 

centuries. Much of Goethe’s methodical and sometimes tedious approach to science was 

designed specifically to prevent this from happening; to lay a tried, tested, and openly 

accessible platform on which future science could be securely built on. 
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Goethe’s ‘Theory of Color’, as well as being a comprehensive example how to go about a 

thorough examination of the phenomenon of light, is perhaps just as importantly, a 

commentary on what he saw as an erroneous scientific method by Newton. In Goethe’s 

words - “The battle with Newton is actually being conducted at a very low level. It is 

directed against a phenomenon which was poorly observed, poorly developed, poorly 

applied, and poorly explained in theory. He stands accused of sloppiness in his earlier 

experiments, prejudice in his later ones, haste in forming theories, obstinacy in defending 

them, and generally of a half-unconscious, half-conscious dishonesty.” (Goethe, in 

Miller, 1998, pg.311) 

Goethe fought continuously and passionately against what he viewed as a science that 

forced the scientist to leave behind their human senses and turn instead towards abstract 

quantification. Goethe’s views in this regard, in fact Goethe’s entire scientific method, 

can be summarised in this passage from his ‘Maxims and Reflections’: 

“Insofar as he makes use of his healthy senses, man himself is the best and most exact 

scientific instrument possible. The greatest misfortune of modern physics is that its 

experiments have been set apart from man, as it were; physics refuses to recognize nature 

in anything not shown by artificial instruments, and even uses this as a measure of its 

accomplishments” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg.311). 

What Goethe is referring to here is the previously mentioned concept of intuitive 

knowledge or knowledge in beholding. Goethe believed that man, via the strict adherence 

to his thoroughly developed scientific method, could align himself with the phenomenon 

of study, thereby allowing it to communicate with him via insight and intuition. This 

central thesis will form the basis of my exploration of Goethe’s delicate empiricism.  
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Goethe’s ‘Delicate Empiricism’: Establishing a Goethean 
Practice 

“There is a delicate empiricism which makes itself utterly identical with the object, 

thereby becoming true theory. But this enhancement of our mental powers belongs to a 

highly evolved age” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg.307). 

Here in this statement from Goethe, we get both an insight into the primary driving force 

behind all of Goethe’s scientific work, the belief that there is a scientific method or 

practice capable of aligning itself with the fundamental truth, or nature, of the subject, 

and also, the clear warning, that this capacity belongs to a highly evolved age. In other 

words, along with amazing promise, we are faced with the cold hard reality - this isn’t 

going to be easy! 

No single statement can sum up my experience of this dissertation better those few words. 

In attempting to come to terms with Goethe’s ‘delicate empiricism’, we are entering into 

a process that is far deeper than merely following a checklist of actions, although follow 

them we must. In heading down this path, we are entering into an epistemology that was 

developed in stark contrast to that which is common to us. We are challenging our world-

views at the deepest of levels, and, whilst we are doing this willingly and joyfully, we 

have to acknowledge that this sort of change happens slowly, and only following 

significant commitment.  

And herein lies my dilemma, the reason that, whilst always enjoyable, this dissertation 

has proven so challenging. The reality is that I am by no means a well-practiced Goethean 

scientist; I am developing my own views of Goethean science in parallel to writing about 

them. From this point of view, I felt like I have had no real option but to write this 

dissertation in an informal, autobiographical style, detailing my own personal exploration 

into this world. Anything more would have felt false.  

My first introduction to Goethe’s ‘delicate empiricism’ was via a weeklong introduction 

by the renowned Goethean science writer, practitioner, and educator, Craig Holdrege. 

That I decided to return to this topic as the focus of my dissertation ought be evidence 

enough of the impact this week had on me. However, it must also be said that, whilst 

fascinated, I was left feeling distinctly like I had barely scraped the surface of this topic.  
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After the first month of attempting to establish my own Goethean practice I realised that I 

simply lacked the confidence and belief that I was going about it in an authentic way. On 

this basis, and with my colleague and friend, Joana Formosinho, who is also studying 

Goethe, I decided to seek out the assistance of another renowned Goethean scientist, 

Margaret Colquhoun at the Life Science Trust on ‘Pishwanton’ in Scotland. This second 

experience, combined with the much deeper understanding of Goethe’s method that I had 

been developing, provided me with the platform I needed to begin establishing my own 

Goethean practice.  

One of the initial barriers to anyone seeking to take up a Goethean practice is a distinct 

lack of easy and practical “how to” guides. Whilst, initially, this was a source of 

frustration for me, I have come to realise that it couldn’t be any other way. When it comes 

to Goethe, there is no such thing as easy.  

Goethe himself was far from dictatorial about exactly what process one must follow to 

enter into his empiricism, understanding as he did, that every individual must find his 

own path to enlightenment. Having said this, there are a number of prominent Goethean 

scientists (see list below) who have worked to develop Goethe’s method, expanding it out 

into a more systematic, participatory process that continues to evolve as more and more 

people are being attracted to Goethean science.  

I feel like it is important to note here that as one gets more comfortable with the 

underlying principals and objectives of the Goethean approach, the strict adherence to any 

specific formula will likely prove restrictive in terms of achieving Goethe’s broader 

objectives. With Goethe I feel like the objective must be to come to terms with the 

underlying epistemology, and then to look to apply these key principals in a way that 

works best for you. That being said, when faced with the question - how do we introduce 

people to the topic of Goethean science? - we must acknowledge that a well developed 

and explained methodology is clearly necessary.  

In developing my own methodology, I have referred primarily to the following authors 

and references: 

• Craig Holdrege - (Holdrege, 2005) and (Holdrege, 2013), 
• Margaret Colquhoun - (Colquhoun & Edwards 1996) and (Colquhoun, 2013), 
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• Nigel Hoffmann - (Hoffmann, 2007), 
• Daniel Wahl - (Wahl, 2005), and  
• Isis Brook - (Brook, 1998) and (Brook, 2009).   
 

My intention within this section is to provide an explanation of the Goethean 

methodology that I have developed for myself based on the work of these authors, whilst 

always referencing this approach back to Goethe’s own writing, and my own personal 

experiences of the practice. My intention is to outline the method of Goethean Science 

that most clearly reflects the process I have been through, which, in turn (I hope), may be 

of use to others seeking to undertake this journey. 

 

  



 
 

 

 30 

Steps and Stages in the Goethean Process 

There are generally four main stages referred to in the literature when it comes to the 

methodology of Goethean science, they can have slightly different names, depending on 

which author you are reading, but they are essentially the same stages. For me, I found 

titles used by Isis Brook (Brook, 1998 & Brook, 2009) the most helpful - ‘Exact 

Sensorial Perception’, ‘Exact Sensorial Imagination’, ‘Seeing in Beholding’, and ‘Being 

One with the Object’, and these terms will therefore form the basis of my outlined stages.  

However, one of the biggest struggles I have had in coming to terms with Goethean 

science, and particularly in developing my own practice, is that these stages don’t make a 

lot of sense to someone approaching this process for the first time.   

To begin with, it is generally acknowledged that there is also a preparatory stage, which is 

not usually included as a specific step. Whilst it was Goethe himself who outlined the 

four main stages, he also acknowledged the importance of a preparatory step. As someone 

looking to establish an independent Goethean practice, I found this numbering confusing.  

Secondly, the stages commonly referred to as three and four, ‘Seeing in Beholding’, and 

‘Being One with the Object’, are less steps of actual practice than they are objectives, or 

outcomes of the correctly applied steps leading up to them.  

Therefore, for the purposes of maintaining some degree of coherence, and in the hope of 

making this process more accessible to new practitioners, I have decided to break the 

sections of the Goethean process up into three steps and a fourth and fifth stage, as 

follows: 

 Step 1: Preparation, Meeting the Phenomenon, and First Impression 

 Step 2: Exact Sensorial Perception 

 Step 3: Exact Sensorial Imagination 

 Stage 4: Seeing in Beholding  

 Stage 5: Being One with the Object 
 

It is important to note that in doing so, I have not changed the method in any significant 

way; I have merely attempted to lay it out in a fashion that made it easier for me to 
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understand the process. Hopefully this will be easier for others to follow as well, at least 

that is my intention.  

Whilst I have been working on this dissertation I have entered into a number of studies of 

different size and length, the most significant of which being a study of Russian Comfrey 

(Symphytum uplandicum) over a period of 7 days whilst at Pishwanton, and the study of a 

Heath Spotted Orchid (Dactylorhiza maculata) over the period of a month in Dartington. 

Both of these studies will be referenced in this section.  

Ultimately, in approaching this dissertation, I am looking at the question - Goethe as a 

pathway to connection and meaning. If Goethe is to prove valuable in this greater goal he 

is going to need to be brought to life in today’s terms via personal accounts of people 

going about their own Goethean practices. This is how I am approaching this section of 

my dissertation. It is not a formal literature review, but a personal account of my 

experiences of entering into the philosophy and practice of this extraordinarily complex 

and brilliant man.  
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Step 1: Preparation, Meeting the Phenomenon, and First 
Impression 

Preparation 

Although I have already outlined that I am not a well-practiced Goethean scientist and 

that this needs to be remembered in the context of my writing. There is one benefit of 

being new to this area - I am well placed to understand what a useful, practical 

introduction to the Goethean method might look like. I certainly understand what would 

have been useful to me.  

It is with this in mind that I have decided to include Preparation, Meeting the 

Phenomenon and First Impression as the initial step in this method. Once we have 

developed our own personal practice this step may become naturally incorporated within 

that practice, without specific need for reference. For the uninitiated, however, this step 

provides the platform on which the entire Goethean practice sits and is therefore critically 

important.  

While important, this first step is also the hardest step to describe as most of it is merely 

inferred in Goethe’s writing. More than any other step, I have found the literature on this 

aspect of Goethean study the most limiting in terms of my ability to approach a Goethean 

study confidently. As such, much of this section references my own experiences and 

suggestions, in the hope that I can help to provide a solid platform upon which the reader 

could confidently approach a Goethean study.  

First and foremost, when deciding to enter into a Goethean study, it is critical that we 

enter into this process in the most appropriate frame of mind. This is why so much time 

has been spent in this dissertation outlining Goethe’s underlying epistemology, his way of 

knowing. However, learning to embody a Goethean epistemology is no small task; with 

this in mind, I have found this specific reflection from Goethe to be a useful point of 

reference - “In observing nature on a scale large or small, I have always asked: Who 

speaks here, the object or you?” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg.308) 

In expanding on this concept, I have found Craig Holdrege’s metaphor of approaching 

Goethean study as if it were a conversation, “...a back-and-forth between partners in an 
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ongoing process” (Holdrege, 2005, pg.31), to be the most useful concept in informing my 

own Goethean practice.  

 

Meeting the Phenomenon 

Primed with our intention to enter into a two-way conversation with a phenomenon, and 

accompanied by an always-expanding understanding of Goethe’s views, we are ready to 

head out and ‘meet’ our subject of study.  

However, at this point we are faced with a dilemma. If we are, in fact, sincere in our 

desire to establish a two-way dialog with a phenomenon, then it is surely important that, 

somehow, the decision on what is to be studied is also two-way. 

Whilst not specifically listed in the literature as far as I have been able to establish, the 

most useful exercise I have come across in this regard came from Craig Holdrege in his 

lectures at Schumacher College. Craig introduced us to Henry David Thoreau’s concept 

of “Sauntering of the Eye”, the intention of which, Thoreau described as follows - “I must 

walk more with free senses - It is as bad to study stars & clouds as flowers & stones - I 

must let my senses wander as my thoughts - my eyes see without looking... Be not 

preoccupied with looking. Go not to the object let it come to you... What I need is not to 

look at all - but a true sauntering of the eye” (Thoreau, 1999). 

Essentially, as outlined in this statement, the intention of the ‘Sauntering of the Eye’ 

exercise is to learn to clear our minds of all of the preferences, wants, hopes, desires, and 

so on, that usually influence our interactions with the world. Like all Goethean science, 

sauntering of the eye takes some practice, but given that Thoreau was a known and 

passionate student of Goethe’s science, it is an approach that aligns deeply with Goethean 

philosophy and one that is, in my opinion, particularly useful at a conceptual level, in 

helping to aid the selection of a phenomenon for Goethean study.  

In the context of my two specific studies, I had two distinctly different experiences of 

encountering my plants of focus. In regard to my first study plant - comfrey, whilst I 

decided upon it after a period of sauntering, I was still very conscious of my own desire 
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to study a plant commonly used in permaculture. As such, I was never able to feel 

confident that the decision to study comfrey was ever genuinely two-way.  

The experience of my second subject of study however, the orchid, was distinctly 

different. Prior to commencing my sauntering practice with my colleague Joana, we sat 

under an ancient yew tree for a 20-minute meditation. Upon finishing, we walked up to 

our agreed field and commenced sauntering. Almost instantly, I spotted two pink flowers, 

some 30 odd meters off in the distance. I was instantly drawn to them, and when, a 

minute later, Joana turned to me and said - “what about those pink flowers over there?” I 

knew instantly that we had found our subject.  

As another side note, and something that is certainly not referenced in the literature, I 

have found the process of meditation to be particularly helpful in preparing for Goethean 

observation. Every encounter Joana and I had with the orchid was preceded by a 

meditation under the yew tree, or in the Japanese meditation garden nearby. This seemed 

to be the perfect preparation for the sort of quiet, self-aware, and contemplative approach 

that is required by the Goethean process.  

 

First Impression 

Of all the literature I have encountered, Isis Brook seems to place the greatest emphasis 

on this stage, a stage she refers to as “Clearing the Workspace”. In describing this 

process, Brook suggests we should approach “...the phenomenon in a normal, everyday 

way, articulating all of our first impressions in whatever forms they may take. Examples 

of the kinds of things that can emerge in this part of the process are: habitual likes and 

dislikes, boredom or anger, snippets of information, inspiring ideas or urges to put 

something right and so on” (Brook, 2009, pg. 34). 

Nigel Hoffmann describes this step in the following terms - “It is like the moment of 

entering a foreign city for the first time and being immediately taken by its unusual sights, 

sounds, and smells. That initial encounter can be most telling, even if vague and 

generalised” (Hoffmann, 1998, pg. 130).  



 
 

 

 35 

The intention when recording the first impression of the phenomenon is to freeze that first 

moment of interaction, so that it can be consciously carried with us through the entire 

course of the study. This can be done by recording notes of our impressions, or, as we 

were taught by Margaret Colquhoun, in terms of a quick sketch of the ‘mood of the place’ 

- a process designed to get you out of your thinking mind and into feeling.  

Always bear in mind when considering this step that it is about leaving our 

preconceptions behind. This is not something we are used to doing but it is a critical 

aspect of Goethe’s approach.  

The notes I wrote down in relation to my comfrey study were -  

I feel excited to be in the midst of this wondrous place, Pishwanton. A land that has been 

entirely designed via a two-way, Goethean process. Is there are better place to start my 

first in-depth Goethean study?  

In the back of my mind I am conscious of a desire to study comfrey. During my sauntering 

I noticed this comfrey plant, just beginning to flower. This is perfect as back in 

Dartington, the plants must be around 4-6 weeks ahead, and mid flowering. Given this 

opportunity I felt like I couldn’t miss the chance to study this plant. But is it truly a two-

way process? I guess I can never truly answer that...  

Words that I scribbled down included: Unfurling, magical, vigor, health, beauty, coming-

together.  
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Figure 1: A photograph of a bee collecting nectar from my comfrey plant on my first 

encounter 

 

The notes I wrote down in relation to my orchid study were -  

Today we found a new study plant. She looks like an orchid, sitting here alone, in a sun-

drenched field. Jo and I both spotted her independently, after having done a beautiful 

meditation under the yew tree.  

I feel an amazing sense of - this was meant to be - and excitement at what is to come and 

where it might lead.  
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Figure 2: A photograph of our orchid plant on our first encounter  
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Step 2: Exact Sensorial Perception (perception) 

This second step of the Goethean process begins at our second encounter with our 

phenomenon and continues on for however long is necessary or possible. Where the first 

encounter involves acknowledging and recording our own personal feelings and 

impressions, this second encounter involves putting these subjective tendencies behind 

us, as much as is possible, and focussing on what is actually there. Isis Brook describes 

this step as “letting the facts speak for themselves” (Brook, 1998), and in many ways, this 

step of the Goethean process is in close alignment with what any good scientist would 

naturally do.  

Goethe himself was extraordinarily detailed in his approach to exploring phenomena, as 

can be seen in all of his experiments and via his statement - “We cannot exercise enough 

care, diligence, strictness, even pedantry, in collecting basic empirical evidence” 

(Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg. 34). But, at the same time, he also understood that “...it is 

like trying to drink the sea dry” to attempt to record every detail (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, 

pg. 24).  

Essentially, in this step we are attempting to build an accurate mental picture of our 

phenomenon, based on information gathered from each of our senses. This picture then 

forms the foundation upon which later steps are built. The major difference between a 

Goethean approach and that of a good traditional scientist is that, where the traditional 

scientist will tend to rely heavily on sight, the Goethean scientist will consciously look to 

include all of the five senses - sight, sound, smell, touch, and even, where appropriate, 

taste.  

It is not just our feelings that we need to be aware of in this stage, but also our 

preconceptions, theories and ideas that we may have around the phenomenon. An 

example that comes to mind here relates to an exercise we did with Craig Holdrege, 

where we were given two branches and asked to observe and compare them, paying heed 

only to the empirical evidence that presented itself to our senses. I remember finding it 

very hard to simply observe and compare the branches, without drawing conclusions as to 

their differences.  
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Goethe speaks at length about our tendency to want to relate and draw conclusions about 

two seemingly related pieces of empirical evidence in his essay ‘The Experiment as 

Mediator between Object and Subject’, admitting that he himself makes the error almost 

daily. He goes on to suggest that this error often has at its root another error, that: “Man 

takes more pleasure in the idea than in the thing; or rather, man takes pleasure in a thing 

only so far as he has an idea of it” (Goethe, in Miller, pg. 14).  

This step is not about ideas, as any idea in this step will come from us, not the 

phenomenon. This step is about recording the detail that we encounter via our senses. 

Whilst this sounds obvious and easy, Goethe understood perhaps better than anyone, just 

how difficult this task is.  

This step requires us to record our observations and this can be done via writing down the 

observations, drawing them, or as was my practice, a combination of the two. Examples 

of some guiding questions for this step could include:  

• What exactly is the phenomenon? Not the name and ‘definition’ of it, but the detail 

available to the senses.   

• What is the context? i.e. describe the environment in which the phenomenon occurs in 

detail.  

• What colour is it?   

• Does it have a smell? 

• Does it make a sound in the wind or when you rub its leaves? 

• How big is it? Measurements are fine in this step.   

• Can you eat it? If so what does it taste like? etc. 

Personally, I found that drawing the phenomenon with accompanying notes was the most 

useful way of building an accurate mental picture of my phenomenon of study. Although 

intimidating to the non-artist (like myself!) at first, drawing is actually a very useful 

mechanism for helping us to step out of our traditional modes of perception, whereby 

we’re used to seeing (in my case) “comfrey” or “orchids”.   

Figures 3 to 9 provide examples of some of my drawings and accompanying notes from 

both my comfrey study and my orchid study. As you can see, I am no artist, but I did find 
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the process very useful for helping to build an increasingly accurate mental image of my 

study plants.  

 

 

Figure 3: my first drawing and notes relating to my comfrey study 



 
 

 

 41 

 

Figure 4: my first drawing and notes relating to my orchid study 
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My practice usually started with a broad, all encompassing drawing of the entire plant, 

with accompanying observations; see figures 3 and 4. As I would return to the plant in 

subsequent days, I would focus in on more specific detail such as leaves or flowers see 

figures 5 and 6 below.  

 

 

Figure 5: drawing of a single orchid flower 
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Figure 6: drawing of the top and underside of a comfrey leaf 
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One of the problems I had in relation to this step was not knowing how long to proceed 

with it for. I could find very little literature on this, it seems it is something you have to 

decide for yourself. As a guide, I remained with this step for about five days with my 

comfrey study and over three weeks with my orchid study. I feel like I experienced a lot 

of benefit from taking more time to deepen my study of the orchid; I certainly developed 

a far more accurate mental picture of the orchid.  

Throughout all of my Goethean practice to date, I have noticed, particularly in this second 

stage, a strong desire to check up on thoughts or theories that emerge as my internal 

picture of my phenomenon develops. This is a habit I have grown increasingly aware of 

over the course of this dissertation. For me personally, I have avoided seeking out any 

‘secondary sources’, at least until I have reached the conclusion of this stage, at which 

point these sources can be useful.  

As I stated previously, the core objective in this stage is to build an accurate mental 

picture of our phenomenon. As such, there is another exercise that must be combined 

with the sensorial observation based notes and drawings and that is drawing from 

memory.  

Essentially, this practice involves either: closing your eyes and drawing the phenomenon 

from the picture in our mind; something I found exceedingly difficult, as my drawings 

were barely comprehensible. Or, as was my preferred practice, sitting down away from 

the plant, usually at night, and draw it from my memory.  

It is important to note here that this step is called exact sensorial perception, not 

imagination (imagination is the next step). Therefore, the objective of this exercise is to 

reflect, as accurately as possible, the plant or phenomenon of study exactly as it has 

manifested. As such, it was my practice to take this drawing with me on my next visit to 

my plant, and notice any ‘gaps’ or errors in my mental image. This would often provide 

me with a good guide as to where to focus my drawing for that day. That is, if I noticed 

that my drawing from memory was lacking in detail or inaccurate in relation to the 

leaves, for example, I would carry out a study of the leaves.  
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Whilst this exercise was the most difficult in the beginning, it also became by far the most 

useful in terms of building a clear and accurate mental image of my phenomenon. Figure 

7 below provides an example of a drawing of my orchid plant from memory.  

 

 

Figure 7: drawing from memory of my orchid study 
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Finally, before moving on to the gathering of additional sources of information, I found 

that there was one area that my sensorial perception was not only lacking, but non-

existent - the roots. As such, Joana and I decided to dig up another specimen of our plant, 

unwilling, as we were, to dig up our own plant towards which our bond had grown so 

strong. The drawings accompanying this exercise can be seen in Figures 8 and 9.  
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Figure 8: drawing of the root section on an orchid specimen 
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Figure 9: drawing of the root section of an orchid specimen from different aspects 
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I recorded two important insights associated with this process. The first was just how 

different and ‘complete’ my mental image felt in relation to my orchid study, where I 

performed this exercise, in comparison to my comfrey study, where I did not. Secondly, 

and more surprisingly, I wrote down - “I am somewhat astounded at just how closely the 

roots of this plant reflect the mental image that I have built up of them, especially 

considering that I have never seen the roots of this plant before”.  

Looking back, I feel that this observation provides the first real example of the beginnings 

of Goethe’s way of seeing. An exciting glimpse at what is possible, and a point I will 

return to later.  

Finally, before moving away from this step - although that is perhaps a misconception - 

we never truly move away from this step as we must always remain grounded by 

referring back to the phenomenon - it is time to refer to the literature, or as Isis Brook 

calls them, “secondary sources” (Brook, 2009).  

As with the physical description aspect, we need to limit this aspect of our study, being 

careful not to get carried away in theory and abstraction. Although I feel that by leaving 

this until last we go a long way towards avoiding this, by ensuring we always have our 

highly developed mental picture of our phenomenon to ground these new ‘facts’ in.  

An example of some specific notes I collected relating to my two plants of study 

included: 

 Russian Comfrey (Symphytum uplandicum) mainly from (Nyman, 2014)  

• Family - Boraginaceae 

• Habitats - this plant is a cultivar, not known in wild. Typically grown - woodland 

garden sunny; edge; dappled shade; shady edge; ground cover; cultivated beds. 

• Growth - Perennial plant growing approximately 1.2m x 0.6m, flowers May-June, 

flowers are hermaphrodite, pollinated by bees. 

• Edibility - known for high mineral content, young leaves can be cooked although not 

generally considered palatable to most tastes, most commonly leaves and roots dried 

to make teas. It should also be noted that this plant contains small quantities of a toxic 

alkaloid that can accumulate in the liver; however, most people would need to 

consume large quantities to do harm.  
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• Medicinal properties - this plant has a long history of medicinal use both internally 

and externally. Known to be particularly useful in the treatment of external skin 

ailments and the treatment of broken bones.  

• Other uses - this plant has particularly strong connection to the permaculture 

movement where the plant is used as a ‘dynamic accumulator’ - it’s deep roots 

bringing up minerals and nutrients from the subsoil. Highly nutritious leaves are 

particularly valued in compost and mulch.  
 

 Heath Spotted Orchid (Dactylorhiza maculata) mainly from (Vermuel, 2014) 

• Family - Orchidaceae 

• Habitats - Moist acid peaty substrata throughout the British Isles. 

• Growth - Bulb, growing to approximately 0.6m, flowers June - August. Flowers 

hermaphrodite, pollinated by bees and beetles. 

• Edibility - Roots can be cooked and eaten. Roots are a known source of ‘salep’ a 

white power obtained by drying the tuber and grinding to powder, said to be highly 

nutritious.  

• Medicinal - salep is said to have various medicinal properties.  
 

It is important to make the point here that these notes in no way represent a 

comprehensive literature reviews of either of these two plants. This is very much a 

secondary aspect of the Goethean process and as such did not represent a significant 

investment of time. Most of the information was gathered from two well-referenced and 

reasonably comprehensive sources as indicated. 
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Step 3: Exact Sensorial Imagination (imagination) 

This is the final concrete step of the Goethean process, and it is also the point where we 

take a big step away from anything resembling the traditional scientific process. While 

the previous step was based on constructing a solid, static view of the phenomenon, as 

experienced by the senses, this step is about bringing the phenomenon to life in our minds 

- remembering that nothing alive is ever static.  

Goethe, in his writings on morphology said - “If we wish to arrive at some living 

perception of nature we ourselves must remain as quick and flexible as nature and follow 

the example she gives” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg.64). Essentially, what I feel Goethe is 

saying here is that we cannot hope to perceive the constantly evolving world of living 

nature simply by gathering up information relating to a specific and static point in time, 

as we achieved in step 2, and as is the practice in science more broadly. If we are to 

achieve a living perception of nature we must learn to think in a way that reflects the 

living world.  

And herein lies possibly the single most important aspect of Goethe’s epistemology (see 

also, ‘The Difference between Goethe and Kant’ in the section on Goethe’s 

Epistemology) - the belief that, via the strict adherence to [his] thoroughly developed 

methodology, it is possible for man to develop an organ of perception capable of, as 

Goethe put it, “becoming utterly identical” with the natural phenomenon. This capacity, 

to a significant extent, is achieved through a strictly schooled and consciously developed 

imaginative process Goethe referred to as “exact sensorial imagination” (Goethe, in 

Miller, 1998, pg.46).  

Nigel Hoffmann describes this stage as opening oneself to the dynamically relational 

character of the plant; apprehending how one quality derives from the other (Hoffmann, 

1998). In other words, in this stage of the Goethean process our aim is to experience the 

plant as a living entity, never at rest, whose outward characteristics are the result of a 

wide range of unseen internal and external factors.  

In describing the difference between this step and the previous step, Craig Holdrege 

explains - “As in [exact sensorial] perception we go out to things and invite them in, so in 

exact sensorial imagination we re-create and enliven within ourselves what we have met 
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in experience” (Holdrege, 2012, pg. 57). That is to say, we are attempting in this stage to 

build a living picture of our phenomenon in our minds, a picture that we can then move 

backwards or forwards in time, experiencing the full world of possibility of the 

phenomenon, whilst remaining anchored in the reality of our sensorial perception.  

I found this description by Goethe particularly helpful in coming to terms with this stage: 

“If I look at the created object, inquire into its creation, and follow this process back as 

far as I can, I will find a series of steps. Since these are not actually seen together before 

me, I must visualise them in my memory so that they form a certain ideal whole. At first I 

will tend to think in terms of steps, yet nature leaves no gaps, and thus, in the end, I will 

have to see this progression of uninterrupted activity as a whole. I can do so by dissolving 

the particular without destroying the impression itself” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg.75).  

My own practice relating to this step involved visualising the image of my phenomenon 

of study (in this case my comfrey plant or my orchid) that I had developed via the 

previous step, including the context, the colours and smells and so on. Then reversing that 

image in my mind, going back through its growth cycle, to when it first emerged from the 

ground earlier that year. Then, I would run back through a forward growth process, up to 

and beyond its current form, until the end of the current growth cycle.  

At first I remember finding this process quite abstract and frustrating. But as I continued 

with the practice, I began to experience a gradual shift in the way that I looked, not only 

at my own plants of study, but also the natural world more broadly. Instead of seeing the 

world as a picture, frozen in my vision, I began (as I will explain in the next stage in more 

detail) to see a world in constant motion, moving in and out, like the motion of my own 

breath. I found could visualise the roots of my plant, even though I had never seen them 

before. I could visualise the seeds that would emerge. In my orchid, I even began to 

visualise the inward motion of the development of a new bulb, or tuber, as the summer 

growth subsided.  

But much of these are stage four experiences, before I move on to this next stage, I feel 

like it is important to provide some more examples of exercises that I have found useful 

in helping my transition into this way of thinking, because this is certainly the most 

challenging step of the Goethean practice. The next two stages, rather than being specific 
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steps, seem to actually flow rather naturally on from this step, and therefore, it was here, 

in this step, that I found I needed to focus the most attention.  

One of the exercises that I found most useful was one I practiced with Margaret 

Colquhoun at Pishwanton. This excercise involved being given a paper bag containing the 

dried leaves from a small plant. Our task was then to place the leaves in order, from first 

to last, or, oldest to youngest. This process allowed us to enter into the sort of imagination 

based thinking that this stage of Goethe’s practice requires - visualising the plant as it 

matures through its growth cycle. One feeling I wrote down in relation to this exercise 

was - now that I have finally arranged the leaves in the correct living order I almost don’t 

need confirmation that I am right, I know it somehow, I can feel it. I feel like this could be 

a very useful exercise in introducing new students to this process.  

Figure 10 provides an example of the leaf sequence of a Heath Spotted Orchid. I found 

the process of observing the leaves one by one as I placed them on the page, very useful 

in helping me to enter into the life cycle of my orchid.  
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Figure 10: leaf sequence of a Heath Spotted Orchid 

This leaf sequence made it much easier for me to remain grounded in perceptual reality of 

the phenomenon. As can be seen in the orchid example, I got a real feel for the different 

stages of growth of the plant from the fast movement towards growth in its early 

development, shown in the bigger leaves, to the continued and much slower movement 

towards flowering and reproduction that followed.  

Another exercise that I found particularly useful involved entering into the developmental 

process of an older tree, such as a birch, in early spring. At this point it is easy to see the 

new seasons growth, then, looking more closely, you can begin to see the growth from 

the year before, and the year before that, and so on. It was during this exercise that I 

really began to experience the sensation of the outward and inward movements of nature 

that I previously referred to.  
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Stage 4: Seeing in Beholding (inspiration) 

The reason for my distinction between referring to this as a stage, rather than a step, is 

that it is not something that you can actively do, per se, but more “what can reveal itself 

in the course of one’s striving to get to know the phenomenon” (Holdrege, 2005). Whilst 

this may seem like an arbitrary distinction, the clarification is an important one, at least in 

my experience. As someone new to Goethean science, the talk of four or five separate 

stages is something I felt somewhat overwhelmed by. But as I developed my practice and 

came to understand that there are only really three distinct “steps”, I felt much more 

comfortable and confident that I wasn’t missing out on something.  

If there is an action associated with this stage, then it is one of letting go of the 

imaginative process we had established in the previous step and letting the phenomenon, 

as a whole, appear in the form of inspiration. To a first time Goethean scientist, this 

makes little sense at all, and hence why I have separated out the first three steps. These 

first three steps are where the new student should be focussing. Don’t worry about these 

later stages, they occur in unpredictable ways, and (as you are about to find out) they are 

extremely hard to convey to others if and when they do occur.  

Perhaps this is because, as Isis Brook describes it - “In terms of Goethean methodology 

each of the stages is dependent on those which precede it. Therefore it is not surprising 

that each stage is more difficult to explain outside of the context of having experienced 

the previous stage” (Brook, 1998). Anyone who has studied Goethean science will likely 

have heard reference to the fact that you cannot easily explain it to those who have never 

tried it. It is hard to overemphasise just how true this statement is, but the above 

explanation, I feel, goes a long way towards explaining why this is so.  

One of the biggest problems with this stage of the Goethean process is that you cannot try 

to make it happen. In fact, as Craig Holdrege puts it - “While you have to work hard to get 

to such insights, you cannot force them. If you try to, you can be pretty sure they won’t 

come” (Holdrege, 2005). Therefore, essentially, this is a stage where we have to learn 

patience.  
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But the problem we are then faced with is - how long do we persist with the previous 

stages? There is no easy answer to this question as far as I have been able to tell. I think 

much of it depends on developing our own personal practices.  

The biggest problem I have faced in writing this section of my dissertation is that I am 

just not clear on exactly what my moments of inspiration have been in relation to this 

stage. Have I had any? Certainly, and I will attempt to go into some of these, but being so 

new to Goethean science it’s extremely hard to contextualise these experiences for others. 

But I will do my best.  

The first significant insight or, ‘aha experience’ as Craig Holdrege describes it (Holdrege, 

2005), that I remember wasn’t actually related to either of my referenced studies, but to 

the exercise with the birch tree I mentioned previously. During this exercise I was hit 

with the sudden vision of plant growth reflecting that of our own breath, with the in-

breath beginning with the development of the flower and seed, deepening through winter 

until, in early spring, the out breath begins with the sudden flush of new growth. More 

than breathing, per se, it was more about movement; it was a sudden and intuitive 

understanding of the inwards motion in plants, where we tend to notice only the outer 

movement, in terms of growth.  

But this definition feels awkward. It doesn’t get anywhere near to expressing what I felt 

in that moment. And even worse, it almost feels like I am in some way degrading the 

experience. No wonder I have been putting this section off for so long.  

Another insight I remember receiving related to the structure of the roots of my orchid 

study. At one point when imagining my way back through the growth process of the 

orchid I felt myself being drawn down into the roots. I found myself seeing them there in 

front of me, regardless of the fact that I had never seen them. This was a bizarre 

experience for me but one that was accompanied by a strange underlying feeling of truth, 

as if I knew my vision was actually of the roots of this plant.  

Again, this explanation feels clumsy but I don’t feel like I have the tools available to me 

to make it otherwise. I have experienced other insight moments during the course of both 

of my Goethean studies, but I’m not going to do them the injustice of attempting to put 

them into words. The truth is, I am yet to come to terms with them fully myself and the 



 
 

 

 57 

process of explaining them, whilst interesting in itself, also feels somewhat insincere - 

again, not the right word, but I can’t seem to find the right words to explain these 

experiences.  

Thankfully, as I have previously described (see section on ‘Goethe’s Understanding of 

Language and Symbols’), Goethe fully understood the difficulty I am experiencing. As 

Goethe said: “Neither things nor ourselves find full expression in our words” (Goethe, in 

Miller, 1998, pg. 26). He understood, as I have previously highlighted, that our language 

is of use in describing superficial relationships, but as we strive towards describing 

deeper relationships and connections, we need to develop new form of poetic language, 

utlising different modes of description - allegory, metaphor and mnemonics, for example.  

Goethe was a master of this form of communication.  Unfortunately for me, I am no poet, 

but my experience of trying to communicate the deeply profound experiences I’ve had 

through this stage of my Goethean practice have certainly opened me up to a world of 

subtlety in language and communication that I was not previously attuned to.  

In fact, one of the most surprising observations (and joyful experiences!) I have had, in 

relation to my own experience of studying Goethe so deeply over the past few months has 

related to poetry. I have often found myself drawn to poetry in a way that I never have 

been before. I have started to understand that through poetry we are able to both perceive 

and convey a depth of experience that is impossible via the traditional use of language.  

This depth of experience, in many ways, seemed to mirror the experience I was having 

through my Goethean practice.  
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Stage 5: Being One with the Object (intuition) 

Noting my previous statement about each stage of the Goethean process becoming harder 

to define this step is certainly the most difficult. I even considered leaving it out. Craig 

Holdrege, for example, combines these last two stages, referring to them as ‘Seeing the 

Whole’ (Holdrege, 2005). But it does make sense to me that there is a distinction here, 

and whilst it’s not something I’m going to attempt to relate in terms of my own personal 

experience, I feel there is some value in at least outlining the theory.  

The most useful explanation I have read here comes again from Isis Brook who assigns 

one word to each of these last 4 stages as follows - the first (Exact Sensorial Perception) 

perception, the second (Exact Sensorial Imagination) imagination, the third (Seeing in 

Beholding) inspiration, and the fourth (Being One with the Object) intuition (Brook, 

2009).  

The first two, perception and imagination, are obviously associated with their stages (or 

steps as I have called them) as I have outlined. But the last two, inspiration and intuition, 

are far more subtle. And it is in this subtle distinction between these two terms that the 

difference between these two stages occurs.  

Whilst inspiration can be viewed as a somewhat one-way process where the phenomenon 

speaks to us, the intuition stage is where we “place our thinking and theorising capacities 

at the service of the phenomenon” (Brook, 2009). We allow the phenomenon to speak 

through us.   

And so it is here that we return to the statement from Goethe with which we began this 

exploration of his empiricism - “There is a delicate empiricism which makes itself utterly 

identical with the object, thereby becoming true theory.” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, 

pg.307). 

Through these steps we have built an understanding of our phenomenon through our 

perception. We have, critically, enlivened that understanding via the strict schooling of 

our imagination. We have, hopefully, created a space into which the phenomenon has 

been able to communicate with us, through intuition. And, finally, we have striven to 

align our own capacities with that of the phenomenon - we have allowed the phenomenon 

to speak through us. Never forgetting however, that “...this enhancement of our mental 
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powers belongs to a highly evolved age” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg.307), and is 

therefore not something that necessarily happens instantly, or even over a period of 

months or years. This is, in many ways, a lifelong journey, a journey that I have barely 

begun.  
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Discussion  

The Difference Between Organic and Inorganic Phenomena 

One of the most significant concepts in my journey towards some sort of understanding 

of Goethe related to considering the difference between organic and inorganic 

phenomena. Whilst these differences seem obvious, it wasn’t until I gave this matter 

serious thought that the significance of this distinction began to become clear to me, 

particularly in relation to Goethe.   

With the inorganic realm, all the information we need to comprehend and control 

phenomena are available to our senses. Rudolf Steiner provides the example of the 

collision of two billiard balls as an inorganic phenomenon, explaining that where one ball 

is at rest and another strikes it from a known direction with a known velocity, the ball at 

rest will begin to move in a fully predictable manner, assuming all other influential 

factors are also known. In simple terms, everything we understand about inorganic 

phenomena (our concept) can be perceived by the senses. That is, as Steiner explains it: in 

inorganic phenomena concept and percept meet (Steiner, 2000, pg.42).  

This is not true in the organic world, or at least, as Steiner points out: “This was not true 

... until Goethe” (Steiner, 2000, pg.43). In the organic world there is a gap between the 

appearance of a phenomenon to our senses (percept) and our concept of it. As Steiner 

puts it: “... all sensory qualities arise in an organism as the result of something no longer 

perceptible to the senses” (Steiner, 2000, pg. 44).  

In simple terms, the core of this concept is that with the inorganic realm, all the 

information we need to understand and manipulate phenomena is available to our senses; 

while in the organic realm, the world of life, it is not. In the organic world there is a gap 

in our sensory understanding, a gap between concept and percept.  

This line of reasoning was very useful for me in my attempts to come to terms with the 

objectives of Goethe’s science. Essentially, Goethe provides us with a methodology for 

comprehending organic phenomena, for bridging the gap between concept and percept, 

where previously this was considered impossible. But more broadly than Goethe, this 
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concept was also useful in helping me come to terms with where our disconnection from 

the natural world may, in many ways, have its roots.  

Essentially, I have come to see how we have achieved unimaginable progress by 

focussing on the inorganic realm. We have become experts in designing extraordinarily 

complex mechanisms to utilise and control inorganic phenomena because all the 

information we required to do so is available to us. Conversely, as we have progressed 

further down this path, we have been ignoring organic phenomena to an ever greater 

extent, as we could not access the information required to control this realm to anywhere 

near the same extent. The result of this is that we have surrounded ourselves with 

inorganic phenomena designed to make our lives easier, and we have lost ourselves in the 

process. 

Following this line of reasoning, if it has been our focus on the inorganic realm that has 

contributed to our disconnection with the natural world, then Goethe, whose scientific 

method is design specifically to bridge the gap between concept and percept in the 

organic world, must surely offer us a unique and fascinating pathway towards re-

connection and ultimately, towards finding meaning in the world. Unfortunately, based 

on my experiences of this dissertation, I feel it is far more complicated than that.  

 

Hurdles for Goethean Science 

In directing our focus almost solely towards the inorganic world, we have become 

addicted to the certainty, the black and white answers that can only be associated with 

inorganic phenomena. But this is a false sense of certainty; it has allowed us to master the 

inorganic realm, but it has done so at the expense of the organic. Noting that we ourselves 

are part of that organic realm, one could argue it has done so at the expense of ourselves.  

The thought occurs to me as I write this, that this is perhaps another definition of a 

holistic science - a science that understands and attempts to redresses the current 

imbalance between our focus on the inorganic realm over that of the organic.  

Can Goethe help us here? Certainly, but first we need to seek his help. We have to 

approach him with an open mind, and this means coming to terms with our own 
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epistemologies and worldviews. And this, I feel, is one of the biggest hurdles for 

Goethean science.  

Goethean science is much more than entering into a set of steps such as those I have 

outlined in the previous chapter. Goethean science is about entering into a new way of 

being in the world. Unfortunately, no set of steps can mark the path towards achieving 

this depth of change in an individual, it is a personal journey and every path will be 

different, simply because every individual is different.  

Personally, I have spent more time coming to terms with Goethe’s underlying 

epistemology than I have with his practice. That was just how it had to go with me; I have 

always been a philosophically focussed thinker. Before I could become absorbed in the 

method, I had to come to terms with the philosophy, but others would no doubt have a 

completely different need and experience.  

 

Logos vs Mythos 

One of the biggest “aha” experiences I remember having at Schumacher College this year 

came during a lecture on mythology from Jules Cashman. During the lecture Jules 

brought up the terms mythos and logos as two distinctly different and contrasting ways of 

seeing the world.  

Mythos (or myth) as a way of seeing the world uses story, metaphor and intuition to 

‘explain’ the things we experience, our place in the world. Examples of a mythos-based 

epistemology would include those of many indigenous cultures, or that of the ancient 

Greeks, for example. Logos (or logic) uses empirical evidence or ‘facts’ to approach the 

world in a more methodical and scientific manner.  

Neither approach is right, just as neither approach is wrong. They are simply two ways of 

experiencing the world and no culture employs one and completely ignores the other. But, 

the point Jules was making was that different cultures certainly favour one over the other 

and, without a doubt, for the last few centuries at least, the dominant cultures on this 

planet have favored a logos based approach.  
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The “aha” moment for me came in consideration of this reality. It occurred to me that if 

we are in fact on the point of significant (epistemological) change in the way we view the 

world and our place within it, then the sort of change that is required might be 

summarised as a shift from logos towards mythos.  

It seems to me that we have pushed logic as far as it will go, to the extent that many, if 

not most of us, have lost our sense of self as a result. We have pushed logic up to the 

point where logic itself is telling us that there is more to this existence than logic alone 

can show us.  

 

Finding Joy in Uncertainty 

A fascinating pattern that is emerging as I write this discussion is that I am finding, 

somewhat surprisingly, that it is pulling together all of the core threads that have come up 

for me throughout my year at Schumacher College. This is true of the concept of mythos 

and logos, and it is certainly true also of this thread relating to what I perceive as our need 

for certainty.  

It seems to me that our logos based approach to understanding the world brings with it, as 

I mentioned previously, a categorical need for certainty. In a logos dominated 

epistemology, we build up our understanding of the world based on a series of ‘facts’. 

Once in place, these facts become part of who we are and, therefore, become extremely 

hard to dislodge. Before we can approach an epistemology such as that of Goethe, we 

must come to terms with this need for certainty within ourselves, we need to overcome it 

and start embracing, and even finding joy in, uncertainty.  

This heading, “finding joy in uncertainty” has been with me all year long. It was the 

original title of my first essay, and I even toyed around with it as a name for this 

dissertation. Whilst I have not been able to find the appropriate piece to write underneath 

this title yet, it is still one of the deepest realisations that I have had from this year. For 

me, these few words represent the core change that is needed at the individual level to 

undertake a Goethean journey: a change from a boxed off, inwardly focussed reality, 

based on abstract and foreign concepts; towards an all embracing, outwardly focussed 

reality, grounded in our own personal experience of the world.  
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The Goethean method is grounded in the central belief that organic world can 

communicate truth to us, as organic entities, via means such as insight and intuition. 

Insight and intuition are two words that are given almost zero credibility in a logos 

focussed epistemology. This is a huge obstacle that must be overcome if Goethean 

science is to be given serious attention. Thankfully, some of our most respected scientific 

minds can provide guidance here.   

 

The Role of Intuition 

I was fascinated to learn during the course of my studies that possibly the single most 

prominent mainstream scientist of the past century, Albert Einstein, was a devoted 

Goethean scholar. Einstein was such an admirer that he apparently kept a plaster cast of 

Goethe in his reading room. Upon examining Einstein’s reading room after his death, one 

author stood out above all others - Goethe, with Einstein apparently keeping Goethe’s 

entire 52 volume collected works in his library (Carnot, 2012).  

Whilst surprising at first, once I started to read further into Einstein's thoughts on subjects 

like intuition, his fascination with Goethe began to make more sense. Of everything I 

read, perhaps the following words (although possibly a paraphrased) provide the best 

explanation for both where we are currently, and where we need to go if approaches such 

as Goethean science are to be taken seriously in the future.  

“The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind is a faithful servant. We have 

created a society that honors the servant and has forgotten the gift.” (Einstein, from 

Popova, 2014). 

Essentially, and in very simplistic terms, Goethean science provides one pathway towards 

opening ourselves up to insight and intuition. But it does so via an extraordinarily 

rigorous and scientifically grounded methodology. In many ways, Goethe’s method, for 

me, represents the bringing together of logos and mythos based epistemologies. I can’t 

help but feel this is the sort of evolution Goethe may have been referring to in his 

statement: 
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“There is a delicate empiricism which makes itself utterly identical with the object, 

thereby becoming true theory. But this enhancement of our mental powers belongs to a 

highly evolved age” (Goethe, in Miller, 1998, pg.307). 
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Conclusion: Goethe as a Pathway to Connection and 
Meaning  

Conclusion is a strange and in many ways inappropriate word to end this dissertation on. 

This short, four-month journey represents nothing if not the start of a personal journey 

towards reconnection and meaning in the world.  

Having said that, there is not an ounce of doubt in my mind that Goethe does in fact offer 

a pathway towards that connection and meaning that led me to this topic to begin with. 

The fact that I have been able to tie in almost all of the core threads I have carried with 

me throughout this year is the best evidence of this that I can possibly provide, at least 

from a personal perspective.  

The difference in my understanding between now and when I began is that this is a 

personal pathway that needs to be explored in our own way and on our own terms. This 

statement provides conformation and clarification for me around why I had no choice but 

to leave the permaculture path on which I started this project. While I continue to hold no 

doubt that Goethean science offers fascinating synergies and opportunities for 

permaculture, there is simply no way that I have enough experience in Goethean science 

to have attempted to pull these two fields together in an authentic way.  

In hindsight, there was only ever one place that I could have hoped to authentically 

approach this study - from a personal, experiential point of view, as I have attempted. In 

many ways, it has only been through this challenging process of attempting to articulate 

my own experiences of this journey that I have come to understand it within and in-

relation-to myself.  

Simultaneously the most wonderful and challenging aspect of Goethe’s epistemology is 

that every time I have felt that I have begun to understand a concept, I have, in actuality, 

only dropped down to a deeper level of understanding, at which point I have found 

myself similarly perplexed once again. This richness, so unique to Goethe, makes him 

both difficult and extraordinarily compelling at the same time.  
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Logic is telling me to draw a conclusion, to provide some closure to this journey. But at a 

deeper level I know that closure is the opposite of what I want. My heart is telling me to 

finish with a statement that represents a beginning rather than an end. These words are the 

best I can find: 

 

 

I am learning the language of the soul of the world. 

There is no path, 

I am the path. 

Loosen logic’s grip, 

Intuition is my guide. 

Embracing of uncertainty, 

I am learning to find joy in simplicity, 

I am learning to find joy. 
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