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Georgi Ivanovitch Gurdjieff, 18777-1949.

Gurdjieff
Sometime in the 1870’s, midway between the Black and Caspian Seas, two hun
dred and fifty miles from the cradle of civilization, Georgi Ivanovitch Gurdjieff was
born. This was in Alexandropol, a 19th century city in Armenia, melting pot for
Persians, Russians, Assyrians, Christians, Sufis, Jews, Muslims and other peoples.
Gurdjieff himself was descended from the Russians on his mother’s side and from
Cappadocian Greeks on his father’s. The latter were a race of people who could
trace their lineage back over 8,000 years. The young Georgi knew his father as a
carpenter, but Mr. Gurdjieff had been a wealthy shepherd until a famine destroyed
his entire flock. He told his son stories of Atlantis and legends of higher knowledge
and recommended that in life one should provide for a happy old age. In
Beelzebub’s Tales to his Grandson, Gurdjieff describes his first great teaching
which camefrom his grandmother:
When my grandmother—may she attain the kindgom of heaven—was dying,
my mother took me to her bedside . .. (she) placed her dying left hand on my
head and in a whisper, yet very distinctly, said: "Eldest of my grandsons! Listen
and always remember my strict injunction: In life, never do as others do.
(p27) And just from this it began that in my entirety a ‘something’ arose which I
should now call an ‘irrestible urge' to do things not as others do them.... At that
age I committed acts such as the following: If, for example, when learning to
catch a ball with the right hand, my brother, sisters and neighbors' children who
came to play with us threw a ball in the air, I—with the same aim in view—would
first bounce the ball hard on the ground, and only when it rebounded would I
(first doing a somersault) catch it, and then only with the thumb and middle
finger of the left hand. (p30)
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His second book, Meeting With Remarkable Men, recently made into a
motion picture directed by Peter Brook, discusses Gurdjieff’s wanderings in Egypt,
Tibet and Mongolia in search for the highest states of consciousness. Traveling
with a group of Truth Seekers, Gurdjieff finally came upon a secret school called the
Sarmoung Brotherhood, a group allegedly founded 4,500 years ago in Babylon.
J.G. Bennett writes in his classic biography Gurdjieff: Making A New World, that
this school was linked to the Masters of Wisdom, a branch of the Sufis called
Khwajagan. These were the builders of society: realistic people who believed in
one supreme spiritual force, and also individualized access to this force. Influenced
by Zorastrian tradition, Mithraic and Chaldean teachings, these were the first
monotheists, establishing their own culture thousands of years before the He
brews. Their teachings are a basis for both the Judeo-Christian religions as well as
Islamic and Buddhist traditions. Bennett summarizes the essence of their teach
ings: (pp34,35)
1—Be present at every breath. Remember yourself always in all
situations.
2—Keep your intention before you, at every step you take.
3—Your journey is towards your homeland. Remember that you are
traveling from the world of appearances to the world of reality.
4—Solitude in a crowd. Learn not to identify yourself with anything
whatsoever.
5—Remember your friend God. Let the prayer of your tongue be the
prayer of your heart.
6—Struggle with all alien thoughts.
7—Be constantly aware of the Divine presence.
The Work
After twenty years of searching, Gurdjieff returned to the West, re-establishing
himself in Moscow in 1912, in order to teach the secret wisdom he had acquired.
Three years later the writer and mathematician P.D. Ouspensky, himself a world
traveller and seeker of higher knowledge, became one of his students. Ouspensky
describes his first meetings with the elusive Gurdjieff in the book In Search of the
Miraculuous:
We arrived at a small cafe in a noisy though not central street. I saw a man of
oriental type, no longer young, with a black moustache and piercing eyes, who
astonished me first of all because he seemed to be disguised and completely
out of keeping with the place and atmosphere. I was still full of impressions of
the East. And this man with the face of an Indian raja ... in a black overcoat,
velvet collar and black bowler hat produced the strange unexpected, and al
most alarming impression of a man poorly disguised, the sight of whom embar
rasses you because you see he is not what he pretends to be and yet you have
to speak and behave as though you did not see it. (p7)

In one of their early meetings Gurdjieff summarizes the scope and intent of his
entire teaching:
“Have you ever thought about the fact that all peoples themselves are ma
chines?” G. asked . .. “Men are machines and nothing but mechanical actions
can be expected of machines.”
"Very well," I said. “But are there no people who are not machines?"
"It may be that there are," said G., “only not those people you see. And you
do not know them. That is what I want you to understand ... But there is a
possibility of ceasing to be a machine. It is this we must think of and not about
the different kinds of machines that exist.” (pp 18-19)
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Gurdjieff says that there are four states of consciousness:
OBJECTIVE CONSCIOUSNESS
WAKING STATE
WAKING SLEEP
SLEEP
All of us live in the waking-sleep state. We think we are awake, but in actuality,
our lives are ruled by the wishes and desires of other more powerful people, i.e.
society. In order to wake up, that is, to stop being a machine, we must remember
our SELF, and learn through intentional suffering to control our fate. This can only
be achieved by use of one’s own WILL POWER.
All of life is ruled by the LAW OF WILL which Gurdjieff states has three
divisions:
GOD’S WILL
’BIG BROTHER’S’ WILL
ONE’S OWN WILL
Since we are all asleep, we therefore tend to be ruled by other people’s will,
and thus, also, the LAW OF ACCIDENT. Higher states of consciousness for Gurd
jieff are directly related to activation of one’s own WILL, an area of the psyche
completely neglected by Western religion and psychology. Whereas Freud placed
the unconscious in the center of the personality, Gurdjieff placed the will.
The will lies on that magical border between the mental and physical realms. It
is the liason from the soul to the body. Exercise of the will involves self remem
bering, super efforts and sacrifice. Through ‘the work’ one attains not only a higher
state of consciousness but another astral shell; one that is capable of surviving
death.
Man is the only animal able to evolve during the course of his life. Each of us
can attain higher states of consciousness by simoly seeking out and attaining
worthwhile goals and by remembering ourselves. But this involves the ability to see
through the illusions of our society and therefore, by its very nature, it is a most
challenging procedure. Sacrifice and super efforts are involved for the ‘crystalliza
tion of the soul' to take place.
During the Russian Revolution, Gurdjieff was able to put his teachings into
practice. Following ‘the way of the sly one,’ he was able to obtain passports for his
many students by placing one of them, a lawyer, into a Soviet governmental posi
tion. He also wrote to the "Council of Deputies, making a formal request for aid in
organizing a scientific expedition to the region of Mount Indue in the Caucasus.”
(p49 from Our Life With Mr. Gurdjieff by Thomas de Hartmann).
Funded by the crumbling government, this supposed ‘scientific expedition’
enabled them to leave Essentuki only three weeks before a reign of terror began.
Gurdjieff had not only saved the life of the aristocrat Thomas de Hartmann, but he
had persuaded the deteriorating government to fund their departure and supply
train tickets as well! This is only one of many examples of the extraordinary
achievements attained by Gurdjieff.
In the early 1920’s Gurdjieff settled with his students in Paris where he re
mained until his death in 1949. Having founded the Institute for the Harmonious
Development of Man at the Chateau du Prieure at Fountainbleu, students from
Europe and America came to learn his teachings. Visitors included D.H. Lawrence,
Gertrude Stein, A.R. Orage, editor of the New Age, Mrs. Enrico Caruso and
Margaret Anderson, editor of The Little Review (a showcase periodical for such
writers as TS. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Orage and Hemingway.) A few years after the
founding of the institute there were disagreements with Ouspensky. Nevertheless,
the writer most probably responsible for the mystic's success, continued to sup
port and refer students to Gurdjieff for the following two decades, although they
never actually met again.
Fritz Peters, a nephew of Miss Anderson, spent his youth at the school and
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has written of his unique experiences in two colorful books: Boyhood with Gurdjieff and Gurdjieff Remembered. Peters describes Gurdjieff not only as a power
ful and charismatic leader, but also as a con-artist and rogue. Peters often dis
cusses the lack of real substance in many of Gurdjieff's students, but also de
scribes the man’s extraordinary knowledge concerning man’s possible evolution:
He talked to me for a very long time that morning, and emphasized the fact that
everyone had usually a particular recurring problem In life. He said that these
problems were usually a form of laziness, and that I was to think about my
laziness, which took a fairly obvious physical form, as in the case of the garden:
I had simply put off doing anything until someone had taken notice of that fact.
He said that he wanted me to think seriously about my laziness—not the out
ward form, which was unimportant, but to find out what it was. ... "Must ask
yourself, whenever you see your own laziness: ’What is this laziness in me?’ If
you ask this question seriously, and with concentration, is possible someday you
will find answer. This important and very difficult work I give you now.”
I thanked him for what he had said and added that I was sorry that I had not
done my work in the garden and that I would do it properly in the future.
He brushed aside my thanks and said it was useless to be sorry. “Is too late
for that now, and is also too late to do good work in garden. In life never have
second chance, only have one chance." (p 163-164 in Boyhood with Gurdjieff)

Gurdjieff made repeated trips to the United States throughout the 1920’s.
Appearing in Carnegie Hall, he presented sacred dances from the Sarmoung Broth
erhood and helped raise money for his school. The photo on the back cover was
taken in 1935 shortly before his trip to Washington, DC. He was to meet Senator
Bronson Cutting from New Mexico with the idea of obtaining funding for the Prieure
and spreading his schools to America. Unfortunately, the senator died in a plane
crash on his way to the meeting.
The Last Days
Gurdjieff’s last few years were spent in Paris with his students. Dorothy
Caruso, wife of Enrico, writes of this time in her book A Personal History:
No matter how late, each night in the salon, after dinner, Gurdjieff took his little
accordion-piano on his knee and while his left hand worked the bellows, his right
hand made music in minor chords and haunting single notes. But one night in
his aromatic store-room he played for five of us, alone, a different kind of music,
although whether the difference lay in its sorrowful harmonies or in the way he
played, I do not know. I only know that no music had ever been so sad. Before it
ended I put my head on the table and wept. “What has happened to me?" I said.
“When I came into this room I was happy. And then that music—and now I am
happy again."
“I play objective music to make you cry,” Gurdjieff said. “There are many
kinds such music—some to make laugh, or to love or to hate. This is the
beginning of music—sacred music—two, three thousand years old." (p178)

During these same last days J.G. Bennett returned to Gurdjieff after an ab
sence of over 20 years.
On the Saturday before he died, I had two hours alone with Gurdjieff. ... At one
point I said I could never repay him for all he had done for me and my wife. He
was silent and then, looking very hard into my eyes, he said: “Only you. Only you
can repay for all my labors." (p7)

Ater reading through most every book on Gurdjieff, this writer would have to
agree, for Bennett's book Gurdjieff: Making A New World, is a masterpiece of
insight as well as an historical compilation of the life of so enigmatic and crucial a
figure for the 20th century. In the chapter entitled Gurdjieff's Question, Bennett
gives the answer to, “What is the sense and significance of life on the Earth?”
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Explaining Gurdjieff’s most difficult and cumbersome work, Beelzebub’s Tales to
His Grandson, Bennett discusses the concept of reciprocal maintenance,
whereby nan feeds God and God in turn feeds man.
What is this doctrine? Reciprocal maintenance in its special sense con
notes that the Universe has a built in structure or pattern whereby every class
of existing things produce energies or substances that are required for main
taining the existence of other classes.
Gurdjieff uses the terms involution and evolution to describe the pro
cess. Involution is the transformation process in which a high level energy acts
on lower energies through an apparatus (such as the human body)... Involution
is entropic, that is to say the overall level of energy is always lowered in all
involutional changes.
Evolution is the reverse process. It is the production of high level energy
from a lower level source. This also requires an apparatus, but of a different
kind, for the 'upgrading' of energy is improbable and cannot occur at all unless
some high level energy is present. Life is an evolutionary process that goes
against the direction of probability. The work by which man is transformed is
evolutionary.
Nevertheless, the work would be impossible without ‘Help from Above .. .
This notion is significant for understanding evolution in man both as a race and
as an individual. .. . Accidental combinations .. . (or) conscious creative influ
ences, (both). .. within the field of possibilities (are) set by the natural laws of
transformations of energies.
The Creator observes such events (such as the 'accident of life') and only
after they have occurred, intervenes to guide the process.
This supernatural intervention is not arbitrary but depends on the relation
ship of entities whereby each maintains the existence of others in a kind of
mutual support system.... If this were all that the doctrine of reciprocal mainte
nance was about, it would not be a revolutionary idea. The sting of this particu
lar doctrine comes with the inclusion of man as a class of beings whose ‘lives
also serve for the maintaining of something great or small in the world.. . .'. Like
every living or non-living thing, man is an ‘apparatus for the transformation of
energy' and that he is specifically required to produce sensitive and conscious
energy needed for maintaining the harmony of the solar system. He can
produce energy voluntarily or involuntarily. The first way is by ‘work on oneself,
that is striving for self perfection. The second way is by dying. (pp189-191)

Gurdjieff is suggesting here that organic life, and especially man, are both
essential for the evolution of the earth and for maintaining cosmic harmony. Each
part depends on the other. Fritz Peters also describes this man’s final days in
Gurdjieff Remembered:
The day I was to leave. Mr. Gurdjieff said that I would probably never see him
again. “As you can see with own eyes," he said, “I now very tired and I know
that when I finish my last book my work will be done. So now I can die, because
my task in life is coming to an end.” He looked at me gravely and continued.
“This also mean that I can do nothing more for you ever. . , So when you get
out of the army do not come back here but go home to America " (p110)

However, Peters saw Gurdjieff once again. After returning to Paris a number
of weeks later,
I founc him alone, at his apartment. He opened the door for me himself and was
wearing a night shirt, looking very sleepy. He gave me what I can only describe
as a ‘cold’ look and asked me what I was doing there . . ."Can not say good bye
again—this already done," he said, (p 116)

Peters turned and left.
by Marc Seifer

