
Art ist ic feeling, Empathy and Reverence
What differentiates the character and qual-
ity of artistic feeling in the art of education
from its use in all other art forms is that the
medium we are concerned with is not a
lump of clay to be moulded, a string to be
plucked, or a drum to dance to – but a
growing young person. Artistic feeling in
the ‘great art of life’ is, therefore, not only
an artistic but also a moral-aesthetic imper-
ative. The nurturing and development of
this art is possibly the primary task of
human culture in our time. The parameters
of this task were outlined over 200 years
ago by Friedrich Schiller, writing in response
to the French Revolution. In a passage
chiefly concerned with pointing out the
ways artisans and artists approach their
material, he contrasts these to the way
things are for a third, the educational and
what he calls the political artist: 

‘With the pedagogical or political artist
things are very different indeed. For him
Man is at once the material on which he
works and the goal towards which he
strives. In this case the end turns back upon
itself and becomes identical with the
medium … The consideration he must accord
to its uniqueness and individuality is not
merely subjective, and aimed at creating an
illusion for the senses, but objective and di-
rected to its innermost being.’1

But what unique quality of artistic feeling is
it that permits the ‘pedagogical artist’ both
to work creatively with the child’s ‘innermost

being’ and at the same time perceive and ac-
knowledge its objective status?

The innermost being of the child is sacred.
Unlike that of an adult, the child’s inner na-
ture is connected to the world in manifold
ways – bodily, psychologically and spiritually.
In his or her relationship to the child, the
artistic teacher combines artistic feeling with
a mood that can only be described as sacra-
mental. It is in this sense that the qualities of
feeling that make education an authentic art
form were highlighted by Rudolf Steiner in
the closing paragraphs of Lecture 10 of the
Study of Man:

‘We are together in the classroom: in each
child is situated a centre for the whole
world, for the macrocosm. This classroom
is a centre —indeed many centres — for
the macrocosm. Think what it  means when
this is felt  in a living way. How the idea of
the universe and its connections with the
child passes into a feeling which hallows
all the varied aspects of our educational
work. Without such feelings about man
and the universe we shall not learn to
teach earnest ly and truly. The moment we
have such feelings they pass over to the
children in underground ways … Education
must not be a science, it must be an art.
And where is the art which can be learned
without living constantly in feeling? But
the feelings in which we must live in order
to practice the great art of life, the art of
education, are only brought to life through
observation and contemplation of the cos-
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mos and its connection with the human
being.”2

In the art of teaching a sacramental mood
of reverence constitutes an essential ingre-
dient in the teacher’s relationship with chil-
dren and supports an artistically based un-
derstanding of them. Indications for this
basis of mood appear as a ‘leitmotif’ in the
opening lectures of the Study of Man
course, and reappear again later. In the first
lecture, soon after the presentation of the
College Imagination, mention is made of the
‘right mood and feeling’ for all aspects of
educational practice; a mood dependent on
the teacher being fully aware, when working
with a young person, of continuing what
higher beings have done before birth3. In the
second lecture this mood is described as giv-
ing the necessary consecration to all aspects
of educational practice, “… for without this
consecration it is impossible to educate at
all’4. The closing paragraphs of the tenth
lecture describe how such feelings ‘hallow’
all aspects of educational work, enabling
teachers to teach with conviction and sin-
cerity, and connect with the children in hid-
den ways5.

A reverential mood such as this can only be
nurtured through an empathetic connection

between teacher and child. Empathy involves
a capacity for feeling into the other, but un-
like sympathy it does not involve a loss of
objective distancing. The word empathy had
its roots in the aesthetic domain before its
inclusion into the language of psychological
discourse. This capacity of ‘feeling into the
other’ – (einfühlen), originally referred to a
special quality of artistic feeling, a height-
ened form of feeling lifted beyond the solely
personal and the subjective. In other words,
it is a quality of artistic feeling, merging sub-
ject with object, i.e. the artist or onlooker
with the object of his or her attention6. In
the arena of the classroom an authentic
mood of empathy and reverence represents
the essential pre-condition for the particular
quality of artistic feeling required in the
practice of teaching – a sacramental mood
of reverence awakened through the teacher’s
empathetic relationship with the children.

Through an artistically based empathetic re-
lationship with the children, and supported
by an ongoing contemplative study of the
human being, the realisation may dawn on
the teacher that he or she is not alone as the
sole creative agent in the classroom, and
when the teacher recognises that the child is
an active participant in his or her own cre-
ative process of self-becoming, and sup-
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ported by other creative powers – cosmic
creative beings – then an authentic mood of
reverence may awaken.

The attitude of the teacher ought, therefore,
to be different from the practitioners of all
other arts. The teacher as artist is not a prima
donna in the classroom, but a co-creative
participant in the educational process as a
whole, and in a higher sense than simply that
of sharing a timetable with fellow col-
leagues. As with the anonymous creators of
the late medieval cathedrals, who considered
themselves in communion with the creative
angelic powers of the world, so the teachers
in a school are co-artists together with a
community of creative spiritual beings in-
volved with the developing human being. It
is the child that is the total work of art; and
the school is the architectonic structure in
which the total artwork, ‘the greatest artis-
tic achievement of the Cosmos’7, can unfold,
thrive and live. 

The Teacher as Artist
The significance of a reverential mood for
the art of teaching helps explain Rudolf
Steiner’s provocative injunction towards the
end of the first Study of Man lecture, that
the colleagues he was speaking to should ‘…
pay attention not merely to what you do,
but also to what you are’8. What the differ-
ence is between such a teacher and another
is that the former brings a ‘constant trend of
thought into the classroom’; thoughts on the
‘evolving human being’, which, considered in
the context already outlined, nurtures the
sacramental mood in the atmosphere of the
class. In a lecture three years later he re-
peated the injunction in a further challenge
to the existential status of the teacher, but in

this case directly related to the practice of
teaching as an art form: 

‘Moreover the teacher must work in such a
way that he not merely puts before the child
the True, the Good and the Beautiful, but —
in a sense — is these. What the teacher is
passes over into the child, not what he
teaches. All that is taught should be put be-
fore the child as a concrete ideal. Teaching
itself must be a work of art, not a matter of
theory.’9

But how in practice does teaching become a
work of art in relation to what the teacher
is? A comprehensive response to this ques-
tion is presented in Rudolf Steiner’s opening
lecture of “Balance in Teaching”10. In it he in-
troduces a further aspect to the qualities of
artistic feeling characterised so far – that is,
the feeling of the teacher’s own relationship
to the children as a creative process itself.

On a number of occasions Rudolf Steiner re-
ferred to the art of teaching as being quick-
ened by knowledge of the evolving human
being with what he called ‘pedagogical intu-
itions’. But in this lecture he emphasised how
the potency of such knowledge can only be
acquired through an ongoing empathetic
engagement with the unfolding child and
that; ‘In this regard we must as teachers be-
come artists’11. Such knowledge, therefore,
cannot be effective through theoretical
study alone, but with constant practical and
creative engagement with children in the
classroom. It is at this point that he possibly
made the most important injunction to the
colleagues of the first Waldorf School when
he emphasised the fundamental existential
mood which the teacher shares with all other
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authentic artists in practice – that is, the
feeling of being an artist in a process of an
ongoing self-becoming;

‘… it is not ready-made knowledge that has
value in life, but the work that leads to this
finished knowledge and particularly in the
art of teaching this work has a special value.
In reality it is no different here than in the
arts. I cannot consider anyone a right-
minded artist who doesn't say to himself on
finishing a work: only now are you able to do
this. I don't consider a man properly disposed
as an artist, if he is satisfied with any work
he has done …This proper sort of inward
modesty, this sense that we ourselves are
still in becoming – this is what must sustain
the teacher, for more will come from this
feeling than from any abstract principles.’12

The significance of this injunction should not
be underestimated. Artists act in the imme-
diate present in response to the immediate
challenge the objects of their creative activ-
ity confront them with. Only through a con-
stant process of self-evaluation in direct re-
lation to the medium concerned, can the
artist gauge the relevance of his or her re-
sponses to the needs of the creative moment. 

However, what is also significant is that, for
the authentic artist, the inner motivation for
this reflective process is a constant feeling of
dissatisfaction with any result achieved. In
the case of the teacher this mood is particu-
larly poignant, as it often takes on the char-
acter of shame and guilt. In extreme in-
stances these feelings can be overwhelming.
They may either lead to a sclerosis of the will,
completely undermining the confidence of
the teacher as a positive, creative, self-em-
powered presence in the classroom; or, with

a similar consequence, harden the teacher’s
resolve into a habit of imposing his or her
own will on the children, forcing them to
comply with pre-set outcomes for the les-
sons. How then can such an artistic feeling of
dissatisfaction be a positive motivating fac-
tor in the classroom?

Rudolf Steiner’s answer is the challenge to ac-
knowledge that our teaching will always be
bad unless after a year of work we are unable
to put to ourselves the question, ‘… who is it
now that has really learned the most?’ – and
then finding the answer, ‘It is I, the teacher! ’:

‘… we would most certainly have taught the
best of all if we had entered the classroom
each morning in great trepidation, without
very much assurance in our own capacity,
and then at the end of the year could say, it
is really I myself who have learned the most.
For our ability to say this depends on how
we have acted, on what we have done, on
always having the feeling: I am growing by
helping the children grow. I am experiment-
ing, in the purest sense of the word. I can’t
really do very much, but a certain capacity
grows in me by working with the children …
we leave the campaign quite a different per-
son from when we entered it; we have
learned to do what we were incapable of
doing when we began teaching a year be-
fore. We say to ourselves at the end of the
year – yes, now I can really do what I ought
to have been doing.’13

Explaining the consequences of this process
of self-evaluation even further, Rudolf
Steiner outlines one of the most important
reasons why a class teacher should continue
with the same group of children over several
years:
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‘… If you go through your teaching duties
with inwardly true and noble and not foolish
doubts, such as I have described, you will
draw out of this diffidence a new and im-
ponderable power, which will make you par-
ticularly fitted to accomplish more with the
children entrusted to you … You will achieve
something different in quality, and that is
really enough. For everything that we ac-
quire in the way described, with the neces-
sary noble diffidence and heartfelt humility,
has the effect that we are able to make indi-
vidualities out of those we teach, individual-
it ies in the widest sense. Wecannot have the
same class twice over and send out into the
world the same copies of a cut and dried ed-
ucational pattern. We can however turn
human beings over to the world who are in-
dividually different. We bring about diversity
in life but this does not derive from the elab-
oration of abstract principles. In fact this di-
versity of life is founded on a deeper grasp
of life, as we have just described.’14

This capacity for self reflection is no differ-
ent from that of an artist in his or her own
striving. However, the imponderable power
that might be gained is the particular quality
of artistic feeling unique to the teacher’s
own practice. Connected to his ongoing em-
pathetic relationship with the child it em-
powers the teacher’s own creative engage-
ment at any given moment with what Rudolf
Steiner described as a kind of intuition or in-
stinct:

‘Everything depends upon the contact be-
tween teacher and child being permeated by
an artistic element. This will bring it about
that much that a teacher has to do at any

moment with an individual child comes to
him intuitively, almost instinctively.15

Art ist ic Feeling as a Foundation for
Pedagogical Insight
In the third lecture of ‘Balance in Teaching’
Rudolf Steiner characterised the contempla-
tive study of the human being as a medita-
tive activity with a distinct character differ-
ent to what is normally associated with
scientific enquiry16. It also serves to gain
knowledge of the human being, but with a
quality of understanding that aims to open
up a capacity for pedagogical insight that
meets the educational needs of the growing
child with immediate effect.

In the example for meditative practice con-
tained in this lecture he gave special atten-
tion to how judgements arise in the affective
domain with its physical location in the re-
gion of the rhythmic system of heart and
lungs. He suggested that we can gain the
fruits of such an understanding through
building up a detailed imaginative picture of
how pictorial and musical perceptions are
transformed along a remarkable polarity of
pathways in the human bodily constitution.

It is to these pathways that Rudolf Steiner is
alluding when he indicates how we should
focus our attention on the whole organic
process where ‘soul currents and bodily
processes’17 interact. For instance, in any
given act of visual apprehension three inner
activities can be identified – perceiving, un-
derstanding and remembering. Firstly, we
perceive the object with our eyes – an organ
of the neuro-sensory system. Secondly, we
understand not with the neuro-sensory sys-
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tem but with the rhythmic system. And
thirdly, we absorb the content of our under-
standing in our memory, which in turn is
connected to delicate inner processes of me-
tabolism and the activity of the will. 

In the case of musical perceptions these
stages are the same, but proceed in the op-
posite direction, beginning with the act of
hearing involving subtle metabolic processes
in the ear, through understanding in the do-
main of the rhythmic system, and so to a cre-
ative remembering in the realm of inner per-
ception.

Using this imaginative picture, three steps in
a process of focussed meditation follow
these same pathways from perception
through judgement to a creative remember-
ing:

‘Thus we start with a receiving or perceiving
of the study of man, then comes an under-
standing, a meditative understanding of the
study of man that goes into its inner aspect
where the study of man is received by the
whole of our rhythmic system; and then
comes a remembering of it out of the spirit
…You must see the human being in such a
way that you constantly feel these three
stages within you. And the more you come
to the point of saying to yourself 'There is
my external body, my skin, and that con-
tains the power to receive the study of man,
the power to understand the study of man
in meditation, the power to be fructified by
God in the remembering of the study of
man' – the more you have this feeling
within you, the more you will be a real
teacher.18

What is central in this process is how the sec-
ond step, the meditative activity itself, is lo-
cated in the rhythmic system where the two
pathways of pictorial and musical percep-
tions meet in the realm of understanding
and feeling, 

‘… the rhythmic system is connected with
understanding, understanding becomes inti-
mately connected with man's feeling. And
whoever looks at himself very closely will
see the connections between understanding
and actual feeling. Actually we have to see
the truth of something we understand be-
forewe can agree with it. For it is our rhyth-
mic system that supplies the meeting place
for our understanding of knowledge and the
soul's element of feeling.’19

Here we find a confirmation regarding the
role of feeling in a cognitive judgement as
described earlier; but in this case, directly re-
lated to artistic/aesthetic judgements arising
from pictorial and musical perceptions20. It is
through such a meditative activity located in
this middle realm that such perceptions are
transformed into artistic feelings for em-
powering the teacher’s creative will.

Not only did Rudolf Steiner demonstrate
how the teacher’s artistic feeling can be de-
veloped as an organ for pedagogical insight
through meditation, but also in the practice
of other art forms. In one of his last lectures
he emphasised the need for teachers to prac-
tice some of these art forms to awaken dif-
ferentiated artistic feelings for a comprehen-
sive knowledge of the child’s ego and bodily
sheaths21. He stressed how teachers would
only grasp an understanding of the child’s
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etheric body through training in the model-
ling of the human organism, the astral body
through music, and the ego through a re-
fined feeling for the structure of language. 22

Artistic feelings developed through medita-
tive practice, artistic activity, an awareness
of his or her own development as a teacher-
artist, combined with an authentic mood of
reverence and an empathetic relationship
with the children, empowers the teacher to
respond creatively to the immediate chal-

lenges each child presents. Each challenge
allows for a relevant response that may fit
the needs of the child as representative of
the present time. The effectiveness of the art
of education represented by the Waldorf
School Movement depends on the actuality
with which such creative moments can be
achieved every day, in every classroom and in
every school. It is, therefore, upon the devel-
opment of artistic feeling that the relevance
and identity of the Waldorf School Move-
ment ultimately rests.
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