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Dancing under the full moon, magic herbal sprays and planting by constellations are all 

part of the (sometimes sensational) lore around Biodynamics—as are the deep felt hopes 

for a holistic renewal of farming. Most folks in the alternative/organic farming movement 

have heard of Biodynamics, but not all have really looked into it very closely or they 

have felt that there were barriers in getting to know it better. In many ways a grandparent 

of western alternative agriculture, Biodynamics still maintains a certain mystique and is 

often shrouded in myth. Here is a brief introduction that hopes to help demystify. 

 

A Metaphor 

There are many ways to introduce a friend. Each kind of introduction has its own 

strengths and weaknesses. I often like to think of Biodynamics as a living plant: rooted in 

its philosophy and history; growing (stems and leaves) through education and 

demonstration offered by its organizations and teachers; flowering and fruiting uniquely 

on each individual farm, in each individual garden through the work of each farmer, each 

gardener. Using this metaphor, I’ll try and describe Biodynamics as: (1) a theory or 

philosophy of agriculture; (2) an agricultural movement with leaders, organizations, 

purposes, etc. and (3) a set of practical methods that are used by individual practitioners.  

 

Roots  

As a theory of agriculture, Biodynamics owes its beginnings to the spiritual philosophy of 

Dr. Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925) an Austrian philosopher, educator, social activist and 

innovator in a variety of fields, such as architecture, childhood development, the fine and 

performing arts, medicine, economics and of course agriculture. He wrote about 30 books 

and gave many lectures, some 6,000 of which are available in book form. He built 

buildings, wrote plays, carved statues, inspired a new kind of alternative medical 
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paradigm including new approaches to pharmacopoeia and social therapy; he made 

efforts to ease the burden on working people and the poor through a deeper understanding 

of our common social responsibility; he inspired new understandings of the great 

religions; founded the well known Waldorf School movement as well as several other, 

lesser known alternative movements and he laid greatest value on the freedom of each 

individual to find their own paths to self-awareness, social engagement and a 

nondogmatic spiritual development. He was not a charismatic guru type, preferring a 

rather modest, hardworking personal style. Twice married and very cosmopolitan, Steiner 

had early on made friends in a wide variety of circles. He studied natural science, 

technology and philosophy and held a Ph.D. in the philosophy of science. Also a student 

of the classics and literature, Steiner admired greatly the artistic and scientific work of 

Goethe upon which he would later build much of his own outlook. 

 

Steiner’s philosophy, also known as “Anthroposophy,” has several distinguishing 

elements. One of them is the understanding that life is not just physical, but also spiritual. 

In this case, he did not mean a vague spirituality, but a reality as tangible as the physical 

and perceptible with our wide-awake mind. Steiner believed in each individual’s capacity 

to understand consciously the spiritual dimension(s) of life and in fact to interact with it 

practically. Imagine here a kind of physical-spiritual matrix in which the spiritual is the 

initial cause for and to varying degrees carrier of the physical. Steiner believed that all 

religions have their place and value. He also believed that the individual has the ability to 

gain direct knowledge of the spiritual world that is in and around us all the time. Such 

direct knowledge can be gained by anyone according to Steiner, regardless of race, 

religion, gender, socio-economic status or formal education. On the other hand, the path 

of inner development he describes as “modern” (i.e. based on the freedom of individual 

choice and initiative) is very disciplined, rigorous, comprehensive and requires great 

dedication to truth. This path of inner development was also described by Steiner as 

“spiritual science” as he ascribes the same kind of empirical, disciplined rigor to the 

study of matters spiritual as science does to the physical realm. He spent much time in his 

books, lectures and other presentations describing in detail this particular path, this 

science of spiritual development. By the time Steiner died in 1925, there were 
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organizations in many countries, including the United States, that promoted 

Anthroposophy as well as many of the practical activities that he inspired.  

 

Stems and Leaves 

Late in his life Steiner was asked by some of his students (who happened to be farmers 

and gardeners) if he could assist them with their concerns about deteriorating crop and 

animal health. He began a series of experiments with a small handful of farmers and 

gardeners around 1922 and in the summer of 1924 gave a more extensive series of 

lectures and workshops, known simply as the "Agriculture Course." There he laid down 

some fundamental principles and practices of a new kind of farming system that is both 

ecological and spiritual, resting squarely on the common sense won from centuries of 

agriculture, informed by modern science and at the same time infusing new, spiritual 

perspectives on what makes a farm healthy. A couple of years later, the farmers and 

gardeners using Steiner’s ideas began calling the effort: “the biological-dynamic method 

of agriculture.” 

 

Initially a small group, in time the movement grew. Within a few years Biodynamics was 

being practiced in many countries and the movement had regional and international 

meetings on a regular basis. In 1929 the Demeter Association was formed and created the 

first certification for alternative foods setting high standards that to this day remain more 

comprehensive than most. Early pioneers of Biodynamics included Ernst Stegeman with 

whom Steiner had some of his first conversations about new farming methods; Count and 

Countess Keyserlingk upon whose farm and through whose persistence and support the 

Agriculture Course was given; Lili Kolisko, who had the first Biodynamic research 

laboratory and was asked by Rudolf Steiner to carry out experiments to verify and 

explore his indications; and Ehrenfried Pfeiffer, who carried the impulse to the 

Netherlands, inspiring many people including Lady Eve Balfour (founder of the Soil 

Association in England), and eventually brought Biodynamics to the United States in the 

late 1930’s. It was in Kimberton, PA, in 1938 that Pfeiffer started the “North American 

Bio-Dynamic Farming and Gardening Association” and the “Kimberton Farm School” 

which was to be the first organic farm school in the U.S. There too, he had a strong 
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influence on several early organic farmers, including Paul Keene of Walnut Acres fame. 

Although J.I. Rodale visited Pfeiffer and they supposedly had many lively talks, Rodale 

eventually rejected Biodynamics for what he perceived as its “mystical philosophy.”  

 

Despite this rejection of the philosophical nature of Biodynamics, which was not limited 

to Rodale or to folks in the U.S., Biodynamics pioneered the return of many regenerative, 

biologically and ecologically sound farming practices such as improved crop rotations, 

cover and multi-cropping, mulching, integrated animal production, and composting. 

Biodynamics also introduced several new methods, including an emphasis on aligning 

with natural rhythms, a focus on pest prevention rather than just management and on the 

use of “alternative medicine” for the farm as a whole. Fundamental to Biodynamics has 

always been the concept of the whole farm and self-sustainability. Biodynamic farmers 

look to create all the natural fertilizers and feed necessary to create and maintain a highly 

vibrant, diverse, and healthy operation.  

 

Today, there are Biodynamic and Demeter associations worldwide, including such 

countries as Egypt, India, Brazil, South Africa, New Zealand, Australia and the 

Philippines. However, Biodynamics is still strongest in Europe, especially in Germany, 

where there are over 1,300 Demeter Certified farms and gardens producing over 3,000 

Demeter certified products. In the U.S. there are estimates of roughly 50,000 acres in 

Biodynamic management. Each country, each region, has a different relationship to the 

various organizations and guidelines, and there are many farmers and gardeners who 

practice some form of Biodynamics without getting certified.  

 

Flowering and Fruiting 

The foundation of the actual Biodynamic practices still rests in “good farming practices.” 

These are practices we would today call sound ecological activities: the reduction and 

appropriate reuse of wastes; recycling of materials, energy, nutrients; an understanding 

and protection of natural archetypes (no genetic manipulation, thank you) and their 

normal metamorphoses through the seasons; perceiving, honoring and supporting 

“ecological succession” in nature (think here of the role of weeds, the significance of 
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pastures, fallows and forestation); and seeking of “dynamic equilibrium”—the optimal 

state of well-being for soils, crops and animals—thus able to find a healthy balance in the 

face of constant change. These might be referred to as supporting the natural 

immunological functions in soil, plant and animal.  

 

The “Bio” and the “Dynamic” 

Biodynamics has methods that seem at least at first glance to be purely ecological, 

despite their spiritual/philosophical origins, some of which are mentioned above and 

below. We can attempt to organize these as follows. First, on the “bio” side:  

 

1. Biodiversity (multi-cropping versus monocropping as well as the integration of “wild” 

and nonproductive habitat, emphasis on protecting and growing older, rare, or 

endangered species, emphasis on growing lots of different things); 

2. Soil Fertility (the focused development of persistent, stable humus, not just temporary 

nutrient availability, through careful soil preparation, mulching, appropriate crop 

rotations, composts, herbal and mineral preparations/teas); 

3. Integrated Cropping and Animal Systems (the search for farm-wide symbiosis through 

the integration of domestic animals, their manures and the influence of their biology as 

well as the reciprocal relationship with the plants that feed them); 

4. Integrated Pest Prevention and Management (emphasis on prevention, least 

invasive/most natural methods including herbal, homeopathic and anthroposophical 

remedies) 

 

Some of the more “dynamic” ideas/methods include:  

1. Understanding the farm not just as a part of a local bioregion, but also as a place 

between heaven and earth, and itself as a living being: a real, living, distinct, conscious 

organism with both biological and spiritual qualities. 

2. Learning to observe and work with the rhythms of the cosmos, such as: daily, monthly 

and seasonal growing patterns; learning to eat with the seasons; observing and 

researching the influence of the sun, moon, planets and constellations on the growth and 

health of soil, plants, and animals. 
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3. Developing a therapeutic mentality for what Steiner called the “farm individuality” 

including gaining the ability to diagnose health and ill health, recognizing that it is the 

balance of many qualities and activities that keeps the whole healthy. 

4. Using natural remedies, homeopathy and anthroposophical medical preparations for 

the farm, such as the manure and mineral preparations and field sprays, herbal and 

compost teas; bark and vine pastes; alternative veterinary care.  

5. Seeking to strengthen the natural (but also weakening) forces of growth and 

reproduction on the one hand and ripening/nutritive quality on the other (in plant and 

animal) through a combination of points 1 through 4.  

  

This last point may seem a little odd at first glance, but a key and implicit (not so 

obvious) assumption in Biodynamics is that not only is the Earth a living being, but that 

her natural forces are waning. In particular Steiner singled out two sets of complementary 

forces needing attention and support. On the one hand we have the growth and 

reproductive capacities of plants and animals—on the other their ability to mature and 

ripen and be of nutritive quality for themselves and other species. It was Steiner and his 

initial student’s observation that the fundamental decline in soil, plant and animal health 

was due to an overall decline in the basic health giving forces in nature. Much of 

Biodynamics is about supporting, restoring, and regenerating those forces, processes, and 

phenomena in nature using a natural, holistic and spiritual approach.  

Social Engagement 

A description of Biodynamics would be incomplete without a word about social 

responsibility. Like many people involved with Steiner’s ideas, Biodynamic practitioners 

are often searching for improved socio-economic conditions as an integral complement to 

the natural care and spiritual quality they value. Many Biodynamic farms today are 

directly, closely or at least to some high degree associated with other care giving, social 

institutions such as homes for the handicapped or the elderly, educational schools for 

children and adolescents, group homes, colleges, hospitals and clinics and/or other 

community organizations. In the ’60s and ’70s Biodynamic farms in Europe pioneered 

new kinds of internal and external socio-economic relations with “community farms.” In 
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the mid-1980s in the U.S. “Community Supported Agriculture” was born out of the 

Biodynamic movement and quickly spread to many organic growers. In many cases like 

these, Biodynamics has renewed healthy methods and or pioneered new ones, both 

agricultural and social and in its own quiet way “spread the wealth.” 

 

Myths 

Although it is true that Biodynamic practitioners make an effort to discern the subtle 

influences of the universe on the development and health of their soils, plants and 

animals, they are by no means a wacky group of star-dazed, pie-in-the-sky wishful-

thinkers, but a rather sober group of keenly awake agricultural professionals making an 

effort to be more in synch with the universe. There’s a distinct difference worth noting. 

Naturally, there are always one or two folks who claim to be part of the latter group who 

really belong in the former. However, the gross over-generalization that one pundit wrote 

about “liking Biodynamics if you’re into dancing naked by the moonlight” seems both 

vicious and revealing: people often dislike and fear what they don’t understand. 

Biodynamics is a serious effort, sustained now for almost 80 years in a wide variety of 

ecosystems and socio-economic conditions. It is a spiritual philosophy, an agricultural 

movement <I>and<I> available to each individual as a set of farming and gardening 

methods meant to enhance the quality of life. 

 

The Next Steps 

Although some may find the study of Anthroposophy akin to studying a new religion, 

with its complex spiritual ideas and disciplined inner path, unlike most religions, 

Biodynamic practitioners (and Anthroposophists in general) don’t do much evangelizing 

or self-promoting. There is a certain, genuine modesty about many if not most 

Biodynamic practitioners. Biodynamics is developing and evolving slowly as farmers and 

gardeners find its practical and spiritual value and add their experiences to the mix. One 

does not need to be an Anthroposophist or a serious student of Steiner to begin practicing 

Biodynamics, but over time many will find his ideas helpful, interesting and well 

grounded . . . to use a metaphor. 


