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Audit of Goethean Process
of Leading Experts in the Field

Nigel Hoffmann

0. First Impression

1. The Physical/Sensory Information: Earth

2. Time/Exact Sensorial Imagination: Water

3. Gesture/Inspiration: Air

4. Creative Potency/Intuition: Fire

Craig Holdrege

1. The Riddle

2. Into the Phenomenon

3. Exact Picture Building

4. Seeing the Whole

Margaret Colquhoun

0. Intuitive Meeting

1. Exact Sensorial Perception

2. Flowing in Time

3. Seeing in Beholding

4. Becoming One w/the Essence

5. Catching Ideas

6.  Growing the Idea into Matter

7. New Project

Isis Brook

0. Preparatory Stage

1. Exact Sense Perception

2. Exact Sensorial Fantasy

3. Seeing in Beholding

4. Being One with the Object

David Seamon

What is happening?

What is this saying?

How is this coming to be?

What belongs together?

What do I see?

What remains apart?

How does this belong together with itself?

Is it itself?

Can I read this in itself?

The following diagrams represent an audit of Goethean Process 

by leading experts in the ield. The methodologies reviewed here 

have been inluenced by two main streams of thought: Anthro-

posophy or Phenomenology. Goethe himself did not set down 

such a prescribed set of rules and any attempt to templatize his 

process too completely contradicts his primary objective of see-

ing natural phenomena in a holistic way. 

Holdrege and Colquhoun are two practicising Goethean Sci-

entists with whom I have studied and whose process has been 

inluenced by Rudolph Steiner (who was reponsible for translat-

ing much of Goethe’s original work). Holdrege’s approach tends 

to be more abbreviated and less apt to follow sequential steps 

than Colquhoun who has developed it beyond the usual 4 steps 

as a process for design and creation.

Nigel Hoffmann uses slightly different terminology and makes 

explicit reference to the corresponding elements1, however he, 

Daniel Wahl and Isis Brook (the latter two who studied with 

Colquhoun) follow her basic approach. David Seamon in writing 

on Goethean Process offers a list of questions as opposed to a 

precribed set of steps which relects his grounding in phenom-

enology.

Daniel Wahl

0. Preparation for Engagement

1. Exact Sense Perception

2. Exact Sensorial Fantasy

3. Seeing is Beholding

4. Being One with the Object

Other experts working in the field: Arthur Zajonc, Jochen 

Bockenmühl, Andreas Suchantke, Wolfgang Schad, 

Henri Bortoft, Dorothy Maclean, Steve Talbot, Christopher Day, 

Frederick Amrine, Mark Riegner
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Comparison of Approach in Goethean Process
of 5 Leading Experts in the Field

Craig Holdrege
from “Doing Goethean Science”
Janus Head, 2005

Margaret Colquhoun
from Schumacher College
lectures 2003

Isis Brook
from “Goethean Science as a
Way to Read Landscape” 1998

Nigel Hoffmann
from “The Unity of Art & 
Science”, Goethe’s Way of Science

0. Preparatory Stage Asking “who are you?” Opening your 

heart to the phenomenon.

Getting a first impression.

Developing a ‘sense of feeling’ for the 

thing observed.

An aspect of our ordinary encounter 

with things is acknowledged and 

recorded.

Coming to a thing fresh, seeing it for 

the first time...opens a window to 

see the thing as it is...[an] intuitive 

preconception.

[this step] acknowledges the observer 

as coming to the thing with a history 

of other perceptions and memories.

[this step us used] by the observer to 

choose what to study. It is when one 

is struck by something—positively, 

negatively or with curiosity—that the 

beginning of a penetrating observa-

tion can come...this is spoken of as 

being drawn to or being spoken to by 

the thing...

...something about the thing engages 

us and we want to know it better. The 

common experience of being able to 

study better that which attracts, repels 

or fascinates...is acknowledged.

Individual subjectivity is distinguished 

from a form of universal subjectivity...

The aim is to make conscious the 

moment of first contact with a 

phenomenon—a moment when one’s 

sensibilities are most alive and open...

The first impression is the intimation 

of a particular mood or quality that 

can be concisely recorded, verbally or 

pictorially.

...there should be a calm openess and 

a willingness to let a thing speak on its 

own terms...

Daniel Wahl
from “Zarte Empirie”, Janus 
Head, 2005

[We come to the phenomenon] 

acknowledging our own personal 

involvement in how we usually meet 

the world, the fact that we all habitu-

ally employ a set of basic assumption 

and concepts...we have formed ideas 

about the world, which influence what 

and how we perceive...

Key phrases from the authors’ writing have been compiled in order to present a multi-faceted 
overview of Goethean process from 5 authors and practitioners

Something captivates your interest 

and you move towards it; it is a riddle 

that draws you in...and begin asking 

questions
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Comparison of Approach in Goethean Process
of 5 Leading Experts in the Field

Craig Holdrege
from “Doing Goethean Science”
Janus Head, 2005

Margaret Colquhoun
from Schumacher College
lectures 2003

Isis Brook
from “Goethean Science as a
Way to Read Landscape” 1998

Nigel Hoffmann
from “The Unity of Art & Sci-
ence”, Goethe’s Way of Science

1. Exact Sense
  Perception

Objective observation of ‘what is 

there’.

Separation from the phenomenon...

asking ‘what are you’?

Understanding its history and how it 

came to be.

[the stage of] taking in actively all [the] 

physical facts [of the organism].

[this stage] is the round, or foundation 

upon which we can unfold [the follow-

ing stage]...it’s a bit similar to the fact 

that the plant must be properly rooted 

in the ground before it can unfold its 

leaves...if we do not have all the facts 

at our disposal...then our fantasy [in 

the next phase] is not grounded in 

reality.

Using perception to see the form.

We stand back from the personal 

encounter (stage 0)...[and] attempt 

to approach the object from a clearer, 

more objective standpoint.

A detailed observation of all the 

‘bare facts’...that are available to our 

ordinary senses.

...an attempt to see what is present 

with as little personal judgement and 

evaluation as possible. All our theories 

and feelings about a thing must be 

held back in or to ‘let the facts speak 

for themselves’.

Drawing can be a useful tool 

because... our attention is brought to 

previously unnoticed detail or patterns 

...the categorized artifact created by 

our usual mode of perception must be 

ignored to let us see [it] as if we had 

not seen one before.

Drawing from memory...[and] 

ignor[ing] some knowledge, for 

example the names of things [is 

useful].

The use of non-visual senses is 

common in phenomenological stud-

ies as sound, smell, etc. are said to 

bring a greater engagement with the 

phenomenon.

It is impossible to continue in exact 

sense perception forever...[it] is the 

foundation on which following stages 

rest...

[This stage continues the] process of 

exploring the phenomenon on progres-

sively deeper levels of its being.

We are still at a preconceptual level 

and...still close to the ‘first impression’.

We are dealing simply with what is 

grasped by the senses [as they are] 

focused on the phenomenon in ques-

tion.

...an exact description of the phenom-

enon is carried out with the aim to 

gather information from all the senses.

The methods...are ‘empirical’...deriving 

from observations rather than from 

theory...every sense can be employed: 

sight, hearing, taste, fragrance...

In principle, there is no limit to the 

amount of information that can be 

obtained in this way but...a vast 

accumulation is not necessary. Rather, 

the aim...is to produce a description as 

precise and as systematic as possible.

[Goethe felt] this description is very 

difficult [to achieve] because we must 

attempt to see things clearly and in an 

uprejudiced way...

Once can cultivate the precision of 

one’s approach by working from 

memory [and by making] drawings. 

What is important....is to use the 

exactitude of...drawing to assess the 

accuracy of one’s memory.

This is the Earth stage of the method...

to the extent that we perceive a...thing 

in earth mode, we experience ourselves 

as separate from it as external 

observers.

Daniel Wahl
from “Zarte Empirie”, Janus 
Head, 2005

...the focus is on the detailed observa-

tion of the facts we can perceive 

through all our senses while suspending 

all form of personal judgement and 

evalution.

We try to...suspend all classification 

systems that we usually employ so we 

stop seeing a rose and encounter the 

phenomenon, formally called ‘rose’, 

as it is.

The plant is...a unity that transforms 

over time...I [want to get to know the 

unity] by bringing together discrete 

observations.

[one wants] to build up a rich picture. 

In studying a living organism, you want 

to gain a many-sided picture of the life 

of the organism and its relation to its 

environment. 

Henri Bortoft [says] ‘the way to the 

whole is into and through the parts’. In 

every part you discover new phenomena 

and new questions arise.

One danger...is that you let yourself 

get pulled into an endless process of 

analysis...the only antidote I know...is 

to periodically disengage from analysis, 

step back and ask yourself ‘how does 

this all relate to the whole?’

I can never get all the facts, but my goal 

is also not an encyclopedic totality of 

information. It’s...that I never cease to 

be interested in what the phenomena...

may reveal to me about the world.

...work on developing a kind of open, 

listening awareness...that is very 

different from going out with a specific 

question one wants to answer. 

(Craig quotes Thoreau:)

“Be not preoccupied with looking. Go 

not to the objects, let it come to you...

What I need is not to look at all—but  

true sauntering of the eye.”2

Element: Earth

Mode: Perception
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Comparison of Approach in Goethean Process
of 5 Leading Experts in the Field

Craig Holdrege
from “Doing Goethean Science”
Janus Head, 2005

Margaret Colquhoun
from Schumacher College
lectures 2003

Isis Brook
from “Goethean Science as a
Way to Read Landscape” 1998

Nigel Hoffmann
from “The Unity of Art & Sci-
ence”, Goethe’s Way of Science

2. Exact Sensorial
  Imagination

Imagine how the phenomenon came 

into being and then visualize the 

process in reverse. Letting the past 

flow into the present and imagining 

the future.

...we accompany the inner movement 

of a plant in its development with our 

own fluid, feeling thinking.

...asking ‘how do you grow’?

Using imagination to perceive [the 

form’s] mutability.

...to perceive the time-life of the 

phenomenon...this means no longer 

seeing the thing in an objective frozen 

present as prompted by the first stage, 

but as a thing with a history..[that] 

that can be drawn from the phenom-

enon with the use of an imaginative 

faculty that cultivates temporal and 

physical relationships.

The difficult part of this way of seeing 

is to bring to awareness these flowing 

processes in...the [organism] without 

freezing them with the solid nature of 

the exact sense perception.

...the imagination can be used as a 

tool to vary what is seen and attempt 

to imagine it otherwise.

[This stage] could be seen as a 

training of the imaginative faculty in 

two directions: firstly to free up the 

imagination and then to constrain it 

within the realms of what is possible 

for the phenomenon being studied.

...it becomes possible to go beyond 

the single elements of form and reach 

a realm not directly accessible to 

sense perception...the sequence of 

forms appears as a formative move-

ment [that] can be experienced.

...if one begins to become aware of 

the formative forces [of the phenom-

enon]...one’s own inner activity...

and one’s position within the whole 

becomes significant. 

[This stage] represents the conscious 

moving into another observational 

mode...we move into an ‘inner’ dimen-

sion of ourselves and the phenomenon 

in a gradually deepening journey of 

participation.

To enter this...stage of the research 

process is to open oneself to the 

dynamically relational character of 

the plant and to apprehend how one 

quality derives from the other, one part 

from another...to experience the plant’s 

time dimension and its growth process.

The dynamic relationships of growth 

are not ‘facts’ in the manner of the 

data gathered in the first stage.

...we are not so much concerned with 

perceiving movements externally but 

‘taking them within’, perceiving them 

with our inner or artistic sense...the 

different physical parts of a plant are 

like frozen moments in a continuum of 

metamorphosis.

In this stage we...begin to relate 

ourselves to the organism [by] taking 

up the dynamic character of the plant 

into ourselves 

The seed and the stem, the stem and 

the calyx, as contiguous organs of the 

plant, are related as the expressions 

of one generative movement, in which 

‘imaginative’ thinking can participate.

This cognitive activity is the water stage 

of the research process...water is...

expressive of the movement of a form 

through time and of imaginative cogni-

tion that is characterized by fluidity, 

sensitivity, and a capacity to experience 

these changes of living form.

Daniel Wahl
from “Zarte Empirie”, Janus 
Head, 2005

[In this stage] imagination is employed 

as a legitimate tool of scientific 

investigation and as the key to entering 

another way of knowing, an alternative 

epistemology.

[this] way of perceiving form, process 

and participation...furthers understand-

ing of phenomena in their dynamic 

temporal dimension. We no longer 

‘see the thing in an objective frozen 

present’ and begin to see movement 

and transition...

...we imaginatively perceive the form of 

the phenomenon as an expression of 

the process of its own transformation, 

moving through its history to its pres-

ent and into its future.

...we can [also] wilfully imagine a 

different sequence of transformation 

than the one that emerged based on 

our engagement in stage one.

I retreat from observation and quietly 

build up a precise inner picture of what 

I’ve experienced. The more I’ve done 

this, the more I find...my observing 

and perceiving becomes dynamic and 

full of life.

[This stage] entails using the faculty of 

imagination to experience more vividly 

what I have observed.

I become active while perceiving, 

following inwardly the shapes, colors, 

smells or tones as I observe. I sculpt 

the shapes while looking.

When we begin observing we have 

many separate images, and we have 

to overcome separateness to begin 

seeing the plant as the living creature 

it is...we are presented with a drama 

of transformation that we can enter 

into. But we can’t enter into it through 

observation alone. We need to utilize 

our faculty of imagination to connect 

within ourselves what is already 

connected within the plant.

This work helps to enter more deeply 

into the phenomenal world. It also 

gives my experience of the organism 

more continuity. The connectedness 

of all the details within the organism 

itself also becomes a connectedness 

within me.

We close the gaps that are given 

through our discrete observations and 

in this sense go beyond what percep-

tion gives us...concrete picture building 

has the cathartic effect of re-orienting 

our attention to the phenomena, while 

dissolving hard-and-fast ideas through 

mental molding and remolding.

Element: Water

Mode: Imagination
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Comparison of Approach in Goethean Process
of 5 Leading Experts in the Field

Craig Holdrege
from “Doing Goethean Science”
Janus Head, 2005

Margaret Colquhoun
from Schumacher College
lectures 2003

Isis Brook
from “Goethean Science as a
Way to Read Landscape” 1998

Nigel Hoffmann
from “The Unity of Art & Sci-
ence”, Goethe’s Way of Science

3. Seeing in 
  Beholding

Listening to what the phenomenon has 

to tell you about itself.

Glimpsing the essence of the thing.

Inviting inspiration to reveal the 

gesture.

...one attempts to still active percep-

tion to allow the thing to express itself 

through the observer. We attempt to 

step outside of what has gone before 

and make space for the thing to be 

articulate in its own way.

...detailed information is somehow 

transcended, but just as exact sen-

sorial fantasy (imagination) requires 

exact sense perception to anchor its 

dream-lke activity, seeing in beholding 

needs the content and the prepara-

tion of the other two stages if the 

researcher is to articulate the thing.

...insights [in this phase] can counter 

one’s usual thoughts. It is exhilarating, 

as what comes can seem so foreign 

to oneself that it feels given and as if 

from nowhere.

What is expressed is the being of 

the phenomenon, something of its 

essential nature.

To experience the being of a 

phenomenon requires a human 

gesture of ‘self-dissipation’. This effort 

is a holding back of our own activ-

ity—a form of receptive attentiveness 

that offers the phenomenon  a chance 

to express its own gesture. The result 

of this effort may be an inspirational 

flash or Aha!

The third stage...can be described as 

the further ‘intensification’ or ‘distilla-

tion’ of the phenomenon...whatever 

results were obtained through the [first 

two stages] are deepened here through 

uncovering another orientation towards 

the phenomenon and another mode of 

observation.

The metamorphic movements are now 

perceived in a way that brings them to 

light as formative gestures, which may 

also be called the plant’s ‘formative 

life-principles’. A gesture is not merely 

a movement but, rather an action 

through which a definite meaning 

expresses itself...

The mode of cognition associated with 

this air phase is called ‘inspirational’. 

One does not perceive the gestures 

of organic form as empirical facts or 

movements in time; instead, one takes 

them in as one takes in the moving 

gestures of music.

Daniel Wahl
from “Zarte Empirie”, Janus 
Head, 2005

...the aim [of this stage] is to suspend 

active perception and...only receive. 

We simply behold the phenomenon in 

the dynamic awareness we reached 

through the use of our imagination.

The phenomenon now takes the active 

role, and the observer simply encoun-

ters the phenomenon with an open 

mind, no preconceived notions, and 

having first gone through the process 

of [the previous stages].

...the experience of the phenomenon 

revealing itself in one’s own conscious-

ness feels very much like a sudden flash 

of insight, much more like something 

received than something created.

Craig Holdrege often uses an 

abbreviated process that combines 

steps 3 and 4. See following diagram 

for his comments on the final stage of 

the process.

Element: Air

Mode: Inspiration
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Comparison of Approach in Goethean Process
of 5 Leading Experts in the Field

Craig Holdrege
from “Doing Goethean Science”
Janus Head, 2005

Margaret Colquhoun
from Schumacher College
lectures 2003

Isis Brook
from “Goethean Science as a
Way to Read Landscape” 1998

Nigel Hoffmann
from “The Unity of Art & Sci-
ence”, Goethe’s Way of Science

4. Being One with
 the Object

An intuitive synthesis of the previous 

steps in order to recognize the essence 

of the phenomenon.

Here, on a rather more conscious level 

than that previously exeperienced on 

our journey of discovery, we awaken 

to something in both the plant and 

in ourselves, which has a ringing cor-

respondence within us.

[coming] to a recognition of this level 

of being—of being spoken to by the 

inner nature of a plant, what do we do 

with this knowledge? The very fact of 

meeting another being on such a deep 

level is often a shocking experience; 

often something akin to falling in love. 

One can never forget it.

...using intuition both to combine and 

go beyond the previous stages.

Being one with the object...allows 

the human ability to conceptualize to 

serve the thing: we lend it this human 

capacity.

When the phenomenon being 

explored does not have the ability 

to think, it is the most participatory 

part of Goethean observation. This 

reveals the importance of a thorough 

knowledge of the phenomenon drawn 

from the previous stages...the dangers 

of abstract creation not tied to a 

phenomenon are great.

What becomes possible...in the 

inorganic realm, the appreciation of 

laws and, in the organic realm, the 

appreciation of type.

...allows an appreciation of the 

content or meaning of the form as 

well as the form itself. This content is 

only available to thinking as only in 

the process of thinking can the outer 

appearance of the thing and its inner 

content be combined by conceptual-

ization.

At this stage of the process...the phe-

nomenon is at its least independent of 

human reason.

With some forms of study the process 

does not end [here]3...in the study 

of a landscape the process [would 

involve] a further three stages [that] 

mirror the third, second and first 

described above.

The fourth stage corresponds to what 

Goethe called the ‘pure phenomenon’; 

it is the ‘archetype’ or ‘theory’ of the 

organism.

The third stage of [the] method was 

discussed in terms of the apprehen-

sion of the characteristic gestures of 

the plant. [This stage] represents the 

further distillation of these gestures by 

means of another mode of observa-

tion—an intuitive mode...Goethe spoke 

of...’intuitive judgment’ as an exact 

mode of ‘seeing’ a phenomenon...a 

‘higher’ type of empiricism.

...[this stage] represnts the most inner 

way of experiencing the plant. Through 

intuitive perception, we apprehend 

what can be called the ‘creative 

potency’ of the organism.

...these intuitive perceptions could be 

brought to expression in any appro-

priate medium capable of transmitting 

‘potent’ or ‘pregnant’ meanings.

Intuitive perception is...thinking ‘from 

the whole to the parts’—from the 

formless to the formed. The whole is 

nothing substantial or nothing actual-

ized. It is pure potentiality or potency. 

Art is one means of suggesting this 

formative power of the whole.

...this is the fire stage...it does not have 

the character of acquiescence but of 

intensity and self-generated activity...

these qualities may be experienced 

externally as warmth and inwardly as 

the immediate warmth of identifica-

tion that one feels when he or she 

has made contact with a living being’s 

‘inner impulse’.

Daniel Wahl
from “Zarte Empirie”, Janus 
Head, 2005

(as a summary of the entire process, 

Wahl offers this:)

When form is understood as an 

expression of process, all form is seen 

as intrinsically meaningful since it 

communicates to the attentive observer 

where it comes from, where it is going, 

and how it relates to other forms as 

processes. Form expresses its own com-

ing into being through relationship. The 

patterns in this process of transforma-

tion can be discerned as laws and 

types—as possible paths or modes of 

expression.

This is the step [one] prepares for in all 

the other work...this is what can reveal 

itself in the course of one’s striving to 

get to know the phenomena...it is an 

experience of seeing unifying relations, 

which may or may not happen during 

any investigation. When it occurs, it 

fills you with the greatest joy and you 

realize ‘now I am knowing’.

We can use the word intuition here as 

long as we don’t think of something 

vague, but rather a nondiscursive 

form of seeing connections that is com-

parable to the exerience one can have 

most purely in mathematical insight.

Element: Fire

Mode: Intuition
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1. Exact 
     Sense 
     Perception
       Earth: Perception

2. Exact 
     Sensorial 
     Imagination
       Water: Imagination

3. Encountering
      the Whole
       Air: Inspiration

4. Becoming One      
      with the
     Phenomenon               

       Fire: Intuition

Goethean Process & 
Jungian Modes of Interaction

as a basis for ‘whole person’ research
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Feeling

Bring your observations of the parts of the phenomenon together in 

your imagination to experience the unity of the generative process. 

What you observed as static, disconnected parts are brought inward 

and made luid as dynamic process in time. he imagination is used 

as a tool of perception to visualize the ‘coming into being’ of the or-

ganism and its journey in the future to death/decay. It is only in this 

way that we can come to know the ‘absent whole’ of the phenom-

enon, which is a temporal being.

2. Exact Sensorial Imagination 
     Imagination (water element)

Sensation

he irst step on a journey ‘through the parts’ to the ‘whole’ 

phenomenon. Undertake a detailed observation of the 

parts of the phenomenon that can only be perceived 

outwardly through the full range of our senses. Suspend 

judgement and preconceptions as you observe all apsects 

of the phenomenon in an open, listening mood of wonder.

View it as if for the irst time.

1. Exact Sense
      Perception
     Perception (earth element)

Thinking

Now active perception and imagining is stilled as you assume a 

posture of receptive attentiveness in order to let the phenomenon 

reveal something of its essential nature. he dynamic transformation 

envisioned in the previous stage is deepened to reveal the ‘formative 

gesture’ of the organism or its ‘life-principles’. Such gestures are oten 

realized as sudden insights that disclose the ‘whole’ phenomenon that 

is always present, but never seen.

3. Encountering the Whole
     Inspiration (air element)

Ater grasping the essential gesture of the organism 

and encountering ‘the whole’ in the previous step, you 

now go deeper into the phenomenon. he objective 

is to transcend the particular organism and come to 

recognize its ‘archetype’. hrough intuitive percep-

tion we merge with the organism to grasp its inherent 

meaning or ‘creative potency’. hrough inner work 

we ‘think from the parts through to the whole’ and 

arrive at its essence or archetype. Goethe saw this as 

pure ‘theory’ and believed this was the deepest level 

of understanding to be achieved. With this step an in-

vestigative/observational process involving the ‘whole 

person’ is achieved.

4. Becoming One with
      the Phenomenon
     Intuition (ire element)

Something captivates your interest and pulls you in. 

In a mood of calm, openess you ask the phenomenon 

‘who are you’, letting it speak in its own terms. Note 

impressions, feelings and memories related to your 

own history/experience and let them go, returning to 

the phenomenon itself. Make a non-representational 

sketch or ‘mood drawing’ to record your impressions.

0. First Impression
     Intuitive pre-conception

The 4 stages of Goethe’s scientific process
Mapped against the Jungian Mandala
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