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there to Basel by train—was testing and fraught with obstacles. “Behind 

us, a world sank into sorrow and misery,” Marie von Sivers wrote 

later.43 On August 3, 1914, she informed Johanna Mücke in Berlin, “I 

have never seen the Doctor as downcast as he was because of this war. 

I believe he really still wanted to have a look at Germany.”44 Marie 

Steiner-von Sivers wrote later that the day when the war broke out was 

“the most difficult day in Rudolf Steiner’s life.”45 Natalie Turgeniev-

Pozzo also wrote in her memoirs, “On the day when war was declared 

he said again and again that everything would go to pieces now.”46

On August 2 Germany asked for permission to march through 

Belgium to France, pledging to pay all the costs. Belgian neutrality 

had been guaranteed by Prussia at the London Conference of 1831. 

Following Belgium’s refusal the German army occupied the country on 

August 3; one day later Britain declared war on Germany and imposed a 

trade embargo on the German Empire. Germany responded by placing 

a naval blockade, with mines and patrol boats, around the island. On 

August 5, the Committee of Imperial Defense in London took the deci-

sion to attack all German colonies. “British, French, Indian and South-

African troops were sent to conquer German East Africa, German 

South-West Africa, Togo and Cameroon; at the same time Australian, 

New Zealand and Japanese divisions were to attack the German pos-

sessions in the Pacific and China.”47 On that day, the Austrian writer 

Arthur Schnitzler wrote in his diary, in Vienna, “World war. World 

ruin. Monstrous, egregious news  . . . We are witnessing a monstrous 

moment in world history. In only a few days the face of the world has 

thoroughly changed. It is like a dream! Everyone is at a loss.”48

•

Germany marched into Belgium in the hope that France would be 

quickly attacked and conquered. Moltke’s predecessor, Alfred von 

Schlieffen, who was appointed chief of the general staff in 1891, had 

devised a plan some time before that secured Germany’s survival if 

it should ever have to fight its allied opponents France and Russia at 

the same time. Schlieffen relied on the organizational strength and 
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efficient leadership of the superior German army (superior at least to 

that of Russia), when he developed a detailed strategy that foresaw a 

victory within six weeks in the West, using massive force levels and 

precise concentration of troops, so that the army could then imme-

diately be deployed to the East. Russia would need time to mobilize 

its army because transport routes were long and its organizational 

structures underdeveloped. And the German Wehrmacht would use 

that time to press ahead. 

Helmuth von Moltke adhered to Schlieffen’s plan, making few 

alterations. This plan had been kept strictly secret and, up until 1913, 

was not even known to the German chancellor and minister of war. 

Moltke was convinced, too, that a war on two fronts could not be 

won, and he invaded Belgium convinced that he was merely anticipat-

ing attacks from France and Russia. Like Schlieffen, he thought that 

the French army had to be conquered by the time Russia mobilized 

its forces, but also by the time the British troops arrived, if Germany 

was not to be destroyed by the superior power of its opponents. The 

German army acted under enormous time pressure, and the situa-

tion in Belgium soon escalated when the Wehrmacht came up against 

unexpectedly strong and prolonged resistance. 

With their losses increasing the soldiers lose their nerve. If they 
meet with the slightest opposition they set fire to villages and arrest 
and shoot alleged “franc-tireurs,” armed civilians. Thousands of 
Belgians are fleeing from the atrocities of the “Huns” or “barbar-
ians” by crossing the border into neutral Holland. One of the small 
towns wantonly destroyed by the Germans is Dinant, a picturesque 
resort on the river Meuse, whose name now stands for a massacre: 
Saxon troops trying to repair the damaged bridge are fired at—
supposedly by franc-tireurs. The Germans take punitive action 
on August 23, set fire to houses, even entire streets, they pillage 
and murder 674 of the 8,000 inhabitants, women and men, many 
children and four babies—all of them said to be armed. Images of 
the destroyed town travel around the world, provoking an outrage 
against the German “barbarians.”49 
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Only two days later, on August 25, the occupation of the old 

Belgian university town of Leuven explodes into brutal devastation, 

On August 25, there is sudden gunfire. The soldiers panic; they 
feel they are surrounded by “franc-tireurs” and embark on a five 
days of revenge, destroying the town, setting fire and holding mass 
execution by firing squads of alleged “franc-tireurs.” As the fight-
ing goes on, the beautiful medieval university goes up in flames, 
having come under artillery fire: the entire world-famous library, 
home to precious manuscripts and books that have been collected 
over centuries, is razed to the ground. The news causes uproar all 
over the world. . . .50 

All in all, more than 6,500 civilians were killed in Belgium and the 

country was placed under strict German surveillance. During the war 

a great number of forced laborers were taken to Germany, and count-

less Belgians sought refuge in other countries. Wilhelm II had plans 

for the future that were as wide-ranging as they were abstruse. His 

idea was that France, once it was conquered, should be “ethnically 

cleansed” and then assigned to his petty officers and their men.51 He 

did not win support for these plans; but the pictures and news that 

made the headlines cast a horrible light on Germany and the horror 

was further enhanced by the French and British falsified reports about 

women and children who had their hands hacked off. Belgium had 

been a neutral, disinterested and largely unprotected country.

•

In Dornach near Basel, in the equally “neutral” Switzerland, every-

thing was still peaceful, although one could hear the gunfire in nearby 

Alsace and see the searchlights of the German army from the Johannes 

Building. It had not been possible to complete the building by August 

1914 or to inaugurate it with a fifth Mystery Drama. Everything had 

changed. On September 13, 1914, Rudolf Steiner spoke in a lecture 

about the situation in Dornach in early August:

What our friends first heard in this building was the sound of the 
cannons thundering on the battle fields of Alsace, very close to 
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here. And so the place, for which we invoked, as it were, the echo 
of words devoted to the spirit, first witnessed the thunder of can-
nons detonating not far from us. Other friends had, in a way also 
symbolically, seen something we had expected to see as our great 
ideal. We had expected to experience the light of the spirit, of the 
spiritual worlds, here—but what we saw in the nights was the light 
from Fort Istein that was visible from far away and that pervaded 
our building for the duration of four minutes: the sound and light 
of present events!52

In August 1914 people from seventeen nations were working on 

the building in Dornach. All of them wished to stay and continue 

with their working together. But the situation soon became very com-

plicated. Dornach and the land around the Johannesbau were close 

to the German and French borders, and the surrounding Swiss vil-

lages grew more and more restless every day. Panic spread among the 

population because the borders of their country were not fortified and 

their own soldiers had not been mobilized. People feared a French or 

German invasion—similar to what had happened in Belgium. Andrei 

Bely wrote in his notes, 

The Swiss were thunderstruck by the violation of Belgium’s neu-
trality. People said that it was inevitable that either the French or 
the Germans would cross into Switzerland to push forward with 
a pincer movement, the former to the German Baden region, the 
latter to the French town of Belfort. In either case, Dornach would 
be on the invader’s route; if the French intruded, the whole region 
would end up under heavy artillery fire from Baden. They pointed 
to the Baden hills, only a short distance away, saying: Those hills 
are riddled with cannons; not a trace will be left of Dornach and 
Arlesheim; everything will be destroyed by gunfire; we never even 
considered how close our own house might be to the German can-
nons. But we thought of the “building”; would it be spared? The 
people in the villages spread such incredible panic; they bought 
enormous amounts of food, saying that soon there would be hun-
ger, that Switzerland would be cut off from supplies, and that one 
needed to buy enough provisions to last through the war. The 
saddest sight was caused by the mobilization; a quarter of the 
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population of Basel and its surroundings were German nationals; 
the men in the families were the first to go to war. They went to 
sign up in the Basel suburb of Lörrach on the Swiss border (in 
Baden), returning saddened from there—they had to go to war. 
The building presented an even gloomier sight; all the German 
workers had immediately gone off to fight. Our best people, our 
carvers—Wolffhügel, Geier, Mitscher, Strauss—were also con-
scripted. Many tried to be cheerful, saying their good-byes with 
jests and banter; but one felt the heaviness beneath the surface.53 

The authorities informed the population that public transport 
would be discontinued if the country’s neutrality were violated; 
trains and trams would be used to evacuate national property. 
Those living in the area were told to seek safety by crossing the 
Gempen, the hill behind the “building,” and fleeing into the moun-
tains around Dornach and Arlesheim. It was said that the Swiss 
had carried heavy guns to the Gempen; Swiss resistance had begun. 
The whole area up to the Gempen (Dornach, Arlesheim, Aesch) 
would be evacuated as soon as the first alarm sounded.54 

People were packing, getting their vehicles ready to flee into the 
mountains; one day we were called to the canteen and told to 
get our money and luggage ready and to sleep in our clothes. We 
expected the alarm to be raised during the night, and we were 
instructed to assemble immediately in front of the canteen and 
make our way to the mountains with the Doctor.55 

Andrei Bely wrote about Rudolf Steiner’s attitude in this situation: 

He was quiet, calm, and sad. We saw him mostly in the canteen, 
where we gathered at midday, for afternoon tea, and in the eve-
nings. Otherwise we rarely saw him, but he was there every day, 
walking among us, sitting on a bench somewhere, a great tired-
ness in his eyes; he came for no particular reason, just wishing 
to give us courage by being there. But it was clear that our life in 
Dornach, the building itself, and all of us were in danger.56

The expected evacuation never happened in the end. Swiss soldiers 

soon arrived who were deployed around Basel on the northern slopes 

of the Jura mountains. They scoured the area in groups, taking up 
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quarters in the villages. When more and more soldiers appeared at the 

Dornach building site, which was surrounded by a barbed-wire fence, 

and demanded admission, Rudolf Steiner showed them around the 

building, explaining its purpose. Andrei Bely painted an atmospheric 

picture of the situation in his memoirs: 

 . . . I was on my way [from the canteen] to the building, when I 
came across a commotion at the entrance: a horde of soldiers, a 
hundred or so, insisted on seeing the “building,” but [Wilhelm 
von] Heydebrand, who guarded the entrance, refused them firmly 
and rather sharply, I thought. The soldiers demanded to be let in, 
starting to push against the fence; more and more of them arrived 
and I feared they would force their way in if we did not act at once 
to dissolve the deadlock caused by Heydebrand’s lack of sensitivity. 
Pushing Heydebrand out of the way I opened the gate wide and 
said to the soldiers, “Do come in—but wait for a moment while 
I call someone who will guide you through the building.” I saw 
that Heydebrand was furious with me because of my unsolicited 
intervention. He was about to object but it was too late: the sol-
diers were charging onto the building plot; “Wait!” I called again 
and ran to the canteen, to the Doctor, as fast as my legs would 
carry me; when the Doctor saw me, he rushed toward me, calling, 

“What is the matter?” Catching my breath, I explained quickly that 
someone needed to go with the soldiers directly to prevent the situ-
ation from taking a turn that would bode ill for the future; the 
Doctor took in the situation at once and went straight to the sol-
diers, thanking me for my “high-handed” interference. 

He began to speak with the soldiers politely, showing them all 
the details of the building; he gave them an extended tour, took 
them up onto the scaffolding and explained the forms to them; 
Heydebrand and I went along; the soldiers, who had been upset by 
Heydebrand’s stubbornness, cheered up visibly. They showed the 
greatest consideration, refrained from smoking and were impressed 
with the “building”; there was something childlike about them, as 
they gaped open-mouthed at the huge columns, stretching their 
heads from all sides toward the Doctor. They then left contented; 
the decision was made that anyone who wished could, at an 
appointed time twice weekly, have a guided tour of the “building”; 
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crowds of soldiers appeared at those times; I went around with 
them a few times; the “building” made a deep impression on them 
and they behaved very properly. As a result, relationships with the 
troops billeted in the area were very friendly.”57

The consideration shown by Andrei Bely and Rudolf Steiner proved 

a blessing for the building and its future in Dornach. The international 

“anthroposophists” who maintained the building were still strangers in 

this country, most being tolerated as aliens. The fact that a war was about 

to break out did nothing to alleviate this situation.

•

Rudolf Steiner spoke not only with the Swiss soldiers but also with 

his coworkers. Very earnestly, he said to them on August 13, just two 

weeks into the war:

Our building rises from peaceful thoughts and peaceful work. In 
these times, when everything seems to be in pieces, we will strive 
to foster harmony in the heart of each one of us so that we each 
nourish the best thoughts about one another, unclouded by envy 
or discord. Only then will we be able to continue with what needs 
doing, unshaken by the painful events. For our work must and 
will continue even if mountains of obstacles are looming ahead of 
us. What will happen will happen in the spirit of our movement.58 

There was no sign of “discord” or patriotic arguments among the 

nations represented in Dornach when war broke out in early August 

1914. This began to change when news arrived from Belgium; yet 

Rudolf Steiner pointed out again and again how important it was to 

maintain unity and harmony. “The spirit bridges the gap that has been 

torn by brothers meeting as enemies, by disharmony. The present is 

not as it should be and developments are going against our spiritual 

stream. We seek to unite what has been dispersed in the world, and 

people of different nations embrace each other as brothers; within 

our stream they become brothers.”59 In the following years Rudolf 

Steiner addressed his coworkers in similar terms; he did not ignore 

“the idiosyncrasies of the individual national qualities”60 in Dornach, 




