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The image of the early twentieth cen-
tury is drawn by the counterbalancing 
relationship between two worldviews 
and collective feelings: skeptical sense 
of crisis and holistic confidence ideol-
ogy. It is not only the epistemological, 
moral, and linguistic crisis compacted 
into the metaphor of “All that is whole 
has shattered”* but also the need for the 
absolute truth, universal theories, and a 
moral order that defined this era: simul-
taneously with decadence, nihilism, and 
skepticism, messianism, life-reform 
movement, and mysticism also influ-
enced the spectrum of modernity.

The need for fundamental truth and 
universal wisdom has manifested itself 
first and foremost in organic theories 
and life experiments: the philosophical 
organography of Manfred Diersch, the 
aesthetic physiology studies of Ernst 
Haeckel, Rudolf Steiner’s anthroposo-
phy and various movements of natural-
ness (free body culture, eurhythmics, 
reform lifestyle) attracted numerous 
enthusiastic followers all over Europe. 

“The living form may be called a genetic 
form or a form considered as a process” 
claimed the philosopher Diersch who 
also believed that the morphogenetic 
development principle present in the 
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forms and heredity processes of ani-
mate nature is a universal rule, a princi-
ple that controls all spheres of life, social 
reality just as much as arts. Manfred 
Diersch included works of art as well 
among organic forms, what is more, not 
by supposing a one-directional, deter-
ministic relationship between the arts 
and nature but a subtle alteration. He 
believed that while in the arts biological 
morphogenesis is the controlling prin-
ciple, the formation of natural forms 
takes place on the basis of artistic rules. 
This argument became really popular 
through the theories of zoologist Ernst 
Haeckel. By studying radiolarians with a 
microscope, Haeckel found that even 
microorganisms and cell-level vital proc-
esses not visible to the eye are arranged 
into aesthetic formations; this structur-
ing process seemed to be so similar to 
the deep structure of man-made works 
of art (see symmetry, spiral, geometric 
curves) that he believed there had to 
be a common “creative artistic instinct” 
which operates both in humans and in 
organic nature. “The stereometric struc-
tures of radiolarians are developed with 
the accuracy of the trained surveyor, 
their gridshell competing with the im-
agination of the architects of Alhambra,” 
wrote Haeckel enthusiastically in Nature 
as Artist. Forms of nature are artistic 
forms, forms of the artist are organic 
forms – as it is suggested by this realiza-
tion; this represents a completely new 
concept of nature, art, and the relation-

ship between the two. Art is not the 
autotelic creation of the individual gen-
ius, nature is not the home of people, 
art is not the imitation of nature, and 
nature is not the pattern book of the 
arts – as it was passed on by various 
institutions and languages throughout 
the centuries, forcing several of those 
theories to the edge of the canon that 
believed otherwise.

Twentieth-century organographies, 
on the other hand, became interested 
exactly in this “apocryphal” nature and 
art philosophy. By means of the new 
tools of nature research (microscope, 
x-ray, etc.), a new image (and idea) of 
nature was born at this time and they 
wanted to interpret art in the holistic 
unity of religion, aesthetic quality, wis-
dom, and life – with the program of 

“beauty as necessary as daily bread.” This 
new image of nature and the program 
of social and spiritual art offered the 
perspective from which for example the 
forgotten aesthetic nature philosophy 
and organic art theory of Goethe could 
be seen (or to be more precise, which 
was not forgotten but was sent to ob-
livion in the classicist canon). It is not by 
accident that both Diersch and Hae-
ckel, when trying to legitimate their 
own ideas, referred to this apocryphal 
nature approach of Goethe, which was 
smiled upon by contemporaries and 
was ridiculed as “abstract gardening.” It 
is especially not by chance that Rudolf 
Steiner also discovered the founding 

ideas of anthroposophy in the nature 
philosophy poems of Goethe. (…)

Rudolf Steiner emphasized it at sev-
eral occasions that he was first and 
foremost fascinated by Goethe’s nature 
research methodology and attitude. 

“The blue of the sky reveals to us the 
basic law of color. Search nothing be-
yond the phenomena, they themselves 
are the theory,” he quoted in agreement 
from the empiricist Goethe, who pre-
sented theory in facts. Even in his auto-
biography, he wrote ecstatically about 
Goethe’s attitude elaborated for the 
understanding of organic life; He 
claimed that it resulted in a Copernican 
revolution not only in his life but also in 
the history of sciences: “Goethe became 
for me the Galileo of the organic.” Galileo, 

“by shaping the ideas from the inor-
ganic, had given to the new natural 
science its present form. What he had 
introduced for the inorganic Goethe 
had striven to attain for the organic.” 
From this perspective it can be under-
stood that Rudolf Steiner considered 
the theory of colors to be the most 
mature natural philosophy work of 
Goethe. The theory of colors, regarded 
to be a fallacy from the point of view of 
Newtonian physics, was given a new 
meaning in the phenomenological in-
terpretation of Steiner. The Goethean 
puzzle interpreted in various ways – “If 
the eye were not sun-like, the sun’s light 
it would not see” – meant for him (just 
like for Wittgenstein later) that one can-

not think about the characteristics of 
light without the characteristics of sight. 
This also means that things can be de-
scribed only together with their environ-
ment (which also includes the observer) 
because structures of the material world 
cannot be separated from the struc-
tures of observation. This approach, 
which was indeed “untimely” (and thus 
uninterpretable) in the context of the 
end of the 18th century rationalism, be-
came legible only on the horizon of the 
phenomenological epistemology of 
the 20th century, where Steiner’s anthro-
posophy can also be classified. 

Rudolf Steiner also noticed that the 
question of methods in the philosophy 
of Goethe was not a problem related to 
the tool but an element of content: 
empirical methodology and the idea of 
nature imagined as a living – but not 
anthropomorphous (!) – mechanism 
are closely linked in his philosophy. 
Goethe believed that the living, but not 
anthropomorphous nature – which 
actually means organic – is linked with 
humans (and their world) not through 
similarity but through the fact that both 
of them are governed by the same laws. 
He expressed this universal law in his 
theory of metamorphosis. According to 
the maxim of metamorphosis, the di-
versity of the organic world takes shape 
in the spirit of the same principle. Al-
though the forms (and modes of exist-
ence) are diverse, the mode of their 
formation is the same: all forms are cre-

ated from the same proto-phenome-
non based on the principles of morpho-
genesis. The most significant element 
of the theory of organic form is the 
concept that all forms of the living world 
are stages in the endless process of life, 
representing the transformation of an 
earlier form and carrying in them the 
energy of a forthcoming transformation. 

“A form is a moving, a becoming, a pass-
ing away. The study of form is the study 
of transformation. The study of meta-
morphosis is the key to all the signs of 
nature,” wrote Goethe as a summary of 
his natural philosophy. 

Rudolf Steiner perpetuated the theo-
ry of metamorphosis as the source of 
wisdom in his artistic experiments and 
philosophy of anthroposophy – mostly 
in eurythmics and organic building style. 
Contemporaries of Goethe, however, 
spoke ironically about it, claiming that 
this morphology “is like the handbook 
of ornamentation in which the stone-
mason teaches the design of a build-
ing’s floral decorations.” This humorous 
criticism, of course, hurt Goethe even 
though it really hit a mark. Namely that 
in this case the study of nature is also 
the study of artistic form, and from our 
point of view, or to be more precise, 
from the point of view of the builder 
Rudolf Steiner, it is not insignificant ei-
ther that it is also the study of architec-
tural form. Goethe stated expressly that 
art is also a type of approach, which also 
meant for him that it has a hermeneutic 

Interior of the first Goetheanum with carvings on the plinths

* The Hungarian original, “Minden egész eltörött”, 
is a reference to Endre Ady’s poem “kocsiút az 
éjszakába.” The significance of the reference is in 
its depiction of the “whole” as one ceasing to 
exist, shattered things have no meaning, they 
become less than “parts.”  (-the translator)

Stages of metamorphosis on seven plinths. Illustration based on original photos: Attila kőszeghy
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and not a mimetic relationship to nature. 
Its anthropological task and mission is 
also to be a “manifestation of secret laws 
of nature that otherwise would have 
been eternally hidden from us.” “Art is 
nature’s worthiest interpreter” – as it was 
stated in his philosophy of art.

As if a justification, the theory of 
metamorphosis also had to become a 
poem in order to make its ontological 
stake conceivable. While the theory of 
metamorphosis, expressed as a scien-
tific theory, was an object of ridicule, it 
was an immense success as a philoso-
phizing elegy. The poem, “The Meta-
morphosis of Plants,” places the philoso-
phy into a pedagogical story: the lyrical 
I teaches its beloved how to see the 

“mystical law” of nature in the sensual 
whirling of vegetal forms. The secret law 
of nature is the process of metamorpho-
sis: the way in which the seed turns into 
a cotyledon, then the stem, the pedun-
cle, and blossom develops and within 
that the embryonic plant, the parent-
cell of the new plant, reappears. The 
metamorphosis of plants, embodying 
the rhythm of evolution and cyclic qual-
ity as a law of life, is presented in the text 
in the language of love. The encounter 
with nature, which is an occasion of 
philosophical understanding, here ap-
pears in a poem offered by the poet to 
his beloved partner. Nature, philosophy, 
art, and love thus enter a mutual rela-
tionship. Metamorphosis is presented 
not allegorically, as a thesis, but sym-
bolically, as a poem intended to be a 
love gift; thus also indicating that the 
law of nature is not a speculative argu-
ment but itself a living rule.

Rudolf Steiner was also convinced 
that art was a special “world view lan-
guage” (Weltanschuungssprache). For 
him, however, it was not the art of lan-
guage (poetry) but the art of body and 
structural art (architecture) that seemed 
to be suitable for effective “expressive 
teaching.” The idea of a form of art hav-
ing an analogous relationship with 
physical exercise is one of the key points 
of his theory of anthroposophy: its 
forms and composition patterns are 

rooted in human movement. Accord-
ing to his theory known as eurhythmics, 
the silent body language of the moving 
person is the archetype of space plan-
ning (which also means that it is the 
archetype of all branches of art). The 
eurhythmics concept also concludes 
that art is not important for people as 
the source of aesthetic enjoyment, but 
because art also belongs to the same 

“cosmic force” where humans have an 
existential place too. Steiner believed 
that the “attraction” of this existential 
space can be made perceptible for 
people with the special development 
of material space, thus with a special 
type of architecture in which all forms 
and functions represent this “cosmic 
force” in the material, while “projecting 
human body laws into the space out-
side men;” thus becoming expressive 
teaching at the same time.

Goetheanum, the most significant 
architectural experiment of Rudolf 
Steiner, is considered to be the architec-
tural adaptation of anthroposophy even 
in the history of architecture; its mor-
phological principles can be under-
stood from Goethean metamorphosis 
theory. Goethe’s theory of nature be-
came an architectural form here by 
making the generative form principle 
of organic life the basis of architectural 
formation. “The building has to behave 
like an organism. Its forms develop as 
plants grow out of the soil. In Dornach, 
we attempted to bring liveliness to a 
level where the so far only dynamic, 
metric, symmetric building forms of the 
past become organic” stated Steiner 
remembering the first Goetheanum. 
Thus the building is a development 
process in which the forms, based on 
the geometric and aesthetic principle 
of variation, transform into another form. 
All architectural details on the building 
have the same relationship with the 
ideal basic form of the building, which 
means that it is permeated by one sin-
gle gesture (this is why Steiner called 
the structure a “building gesture”). Just 
like the different parts of a plant have 
the same morphogenetic relationship 

to the seed, the building has to be 
grown out from an architectural seed. 
Thus the building does not have to re-
semble nature to be natural: the or-
ganic nature of the house “is given by 
the architectural adaptation of the 
universal law of creation working in 
nature (as well).”  This is what kardinsky 
referred to as “abstract naturalness.”

Steiner chose the double dome as the 
“architectural seed” of the first Goethea-
num, a roof structure showing formal 
and functional analogy with the human 
skull. His choice of form was also influ-
enced by the Neoplatonist concept of 
human nature and Goethe’s anthropol-
ogy. According to these views of hu-
mans, the two natural openings of the 
skull are the symbols of the double 
nature of humans. The eye (which takes 
in natural light and radiates supernatu-
ral light), the mouth (which swallows 
the natural and thus resolves the hu-
man in its environment) are the meet-
ing points of the celestial and earthly, 
the spiritual and material, the individual-
object like and collective-process like. 
All this became an architectural form 
and space also in the case of the two 
other houses built in Dornach together 
with the Goetheanum, the Glass House 
and the Heating Tower: the skull-like 
arched roofs, the anus-like doorways, 
the colorful, cut glass windows that 
created virtual spaces in material space, 
brought this concept of human nature 
as well into empirical directness. The 
theory of metamorphosis manifested 
itself explicitly as well in the first Goethea-
num. The plinths of the seven support-
ing pillars in the dome hall were formed 
with ornamentation that represented 
the seven stages of plant development 
in abstract woodcuts, just as Goethe did 
in words in his poem: from seed to 
cotyledon, stem, peduncle, blossom, 
and fruit that already carries the seed of 
the new plant. The plastered waves of 
the architrave resting on the seven pil-
lars also meant for them the materializa-
tion of vital forces present in the case of 
Goethe as well.
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itself explicitly as well in the first Goethea-
num. The plinths of the seven support-
ing pillars in the dome hall were formed 
with ornamentation that represented 
the seven stages of plant development 
in abstract woodcuts, just as Goethe did 
in words in his poem: from seed to 
cotyledon, stem, peduncle, blossom, 
and fruit that already carries the seed of 
the new plant. The plastered waves of 
the architrave resting on the seven pil-
lars also meant for them the materializa-
tion of vital forces present in the case of 
Goethe as well.
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