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Introduction
This essay will explore my research into the spiritual beliefs of winemakers in France who use the biodynamic method. The aim of this research was to discover the beliefs of biodynamic winemakers in relation the spiritual foundations of the method. The biodynamic method of agriculture was created by Rudolf Steiner, an Austrian writer and philosopher. Steiner was the creator of the Waldorf education system and the founder of Anthroposophy, a spiritual movement that ‘seeks to achieve harmony through creative work with the polarities of human and nature, matter and spirit, macrocosm and microcosm’.[footnoteRef:21317] He was also a controversial figure for the racist theories he shared in his lectures.[footnoteRef:6476] Despite Steiner’s personal views, his biodynamic method of farming and winemaking has survived to this day.  [21317:  Dan McKanan, Eco-Alchemy: Anthroposophy and the History and Future of Environmentalism, (University of California Press, 2018), p. xiii. ]  [6476:  Peter Staudenmaier, 'Race and Redemption: Racial and Ethnic Evolution in Rudolf Steiner's Anthroposophy', Nova Religio-journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions, 11 (2008): pp. 4-36, (p. 8).] 

Steiner explained the concept of biodynamic agriculture in a series of lectures he gave to the public just nine months before his death.[footnoteRef:2299] This method detailed Steiner’s idea of a new way of bringing life back to farms and soil mainly via nine preparations, which he explained in his lecture series referred to collectively as ‘The Agriculture Course’. The underlying theory emphasizes the production of the most life-giving food for human beings and animals.[footnoteRef:4519] Steiner believed that the way to do this was to nourish the elemental spirits of earth, water, air, and fire, who would in turn play their part in producing higher-quality food and plants. The theory behind biodynamic agriculture also holds that the earth is ‘a living being within a solar system and a greater universe that possess the quality of life as well’.[footnoteRef:12200]  [2299:  McKanan, Eco-Alchemy: Anthroposophy and the History and Future of Environmentalism, p. 23.]  [4519:  Rudolf Steiner, Agriculture Course: The Birth of the Biodynamic Method, (Rudolf Steiner Press, 2004) p. 76.]  [12200:  Hugh J. Courtney, ‘So That the Earth May Be Healed: An Introduction to Biodynamic Agriculture’ in Steiner, Rudolf, What is Biodynamics? A Way to Heal and Revitalize the Earth, (Steiner Books, 2005), p. 9, 11.] 

[bookmark: _Int_k9nZEJw9]As a modern practice, biodynamic agriculture has grown in popularity as more farmers and winemakers are looking for ecologically sound ways to grow their crops. Existing research on biodynamic agriculture centers around the efficacy of the method and differences between other modes of farming. There is very little research about the farmers or winemakers themselves, what drew them to biodynamic farming, and what they believe. This essay will investigate biodynamic winemakers’ beliefs in relation to the tenets of biodynamic agriculture and how they explain the effects of celestial bodies on their vines. The research will specifically explore their personal experiences, explanations of the biodynamic method, and the extent to which they identify with the spiritual foundations of the movement. 
Academic Rationale and Reflexivity
I wanted to explore this topic because I had previously learned a bit about the biodynamic method and what little I learned was fascinating. When I brought it up with friends, most assumed the biodynamic wine was another version of natural or organic wine. As I explained the use of the preparations that are required to be certified—including cow horns, stag bladders, and cow intestine—people were generally in disbelief. It is also the only agricultural method I had heard of that had a largely spiritual foundation, and quite an esoteric one at that. As Hugh J. Courtney described it, biodynamic agriculture is a ‘form of agriculture that depends upon the spirit’.[footnoteRef:28303] The more I discussed it with friends and acquaintances, the more I realized how little is commonly known or understood about biodynamic farming. In the academic world most of the research around biodynamic agriculture concerns its effectiveness in terms of crop yields or quality. [28303:  Hugh J. Courtney, ‘So That the Earth May Be Healed: An Introduction to Biodynamic Agriculture’ in Steiner, Rudolf, What is Biodynamics? A Way to Heal and Revitalize the Earth, (Steiner Books, 2005), p. 15.] 

I am interested in biodynamic winemaking—as opposed to biodynamic farming in general—for several reasons. To begin with, the world of wine has quite a glamourous exterior, but ultimately the making of it involves manual labor and working in the dirt. Having visited several wineries over the years, it also struck me how deep of a relationship these winemakers had with their vines and the land they worked. Beyond that, the process of making wine seems almost alchemical; from the picking and crushing of grapes to the fermentation and aging in a barrel, there is a mysterious quality to the process.
As  a student of ecology and spirituality, I believe that biodynamic agriculture sits exactly at the intersection of the two. With its spiritual foundations and ecological concern, it is something I wanted to know more about. Once I learned a bit about the foundational concepts, I was curious to know how much the makers of this wine know about them, and what their personal beliefs are. I’m also a resident of France, which has the most biodynamic vineyards of any country in the world, so I am geographically well positioned to find out.
Literature Review
Because I would be investigating the beliefs of biodynamic winemakers, I wanted to understand the origins and current practices of biodynamic agriculture. To achieve this, I relied on English translations of Rudolf Steiner’s lectures on biodynamic agriculture practices as well as a range of other sources. My main sources on the foundations of Steiner’s theory were the books What is Biodynamics? A Way To Heal And Revitalize The Earth by Rudolf Steiner and Agriculture Course: The Birth Of The Biodynamic Method by Rudolf Steiner. As the biodynamic method arose from Steiner’s belief in Anthroposophy, it was also fundamental to understand the background of this movement. Author and senior lecturer Dan McKanan drew connections between Anthroposophy and Bron Taylor’s concept of ‘dark green religion’. Mckanan wrote:
Anthroposophy also confounds Bron Taylor’s otherwise helpful distinction between “dark 	green” and “light green” forms of spirituality, with the former ascribing inherent value (or 	divinity) to nature and the latter advocating for environmental practices as a means to 	human betterment. Steiner taught such an intimate link between humanity and the cosmos 	that his students typically engage in “dark green” behaviors (for example, honoring the 	inherent dignity of cows by refusing to remove their horns) for seemingly “light green” 	reasons.[footnoteRef:31413] [31413:  McKanan, Eco-Alchemy: Anthroposophy and the History and Future of Environmentalism, p. xiv; Bron Taylor, Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality and the Planetary Future, (University of California Press, 2010), p. 10. ] 

From McKanan’s view, Anthroposophy transcends the distinction between these forms of spirituality, and in fact emcompasses both. His description also helps to explain the anthroposophical perspective on environmentalism, which was expanded by Hugh J. Courtney. A prominent figure in the world of biodynamics, Courtney argued that ‘What anthroposophy through biodynamic agriculture can do...is to offer ways of healing the living earth through human insight into the formative forces of the cosmos’.[footnoteRef:3276] His perspective highlights the intended effects of the biodynamic method, but not everyone has embraced the philosophy on which it is based. As is the case with most spiritual movements, Anthroposophy has its supporters as well as its critics. [3276:  Hugh J. Courtney, ‘So That the Earth May Be Healed: An Introduction to Biodynamic Agriculture’ in Steiner, Rudolf, What is Biodynamics? A Way to Heal and Revitalize the Earth, (Steiner Books, 2005), p. 15.] 

In a contemporary critique of the spiritual movement, Peter Staudenmaier explained that ‘Rudolf Steiner's Anthroposophy is built around a racial view of human nature arranged in a hierarchical framework’.[footnoteRef:27171] In his article ‘Race and Redemption: Racial and Ethnic Evolution in Rudolf Steiner's Anthroposophy’, Staudenmaier backed up this claim with English translations of several of Steiner’s lectures that contained blatantly racist ideas. These racist views have lead to more critiques of Steiner in modern times and by association they extend to his theories, including biodynamics. Before he introduced biodynamic agriculture, though, it was Anthroposophy that was receiving the most criticism. In 1924, Carl Clemen wrote in The Journal of Religion: [27171:  Staudenmaier, 'Race and Redemption: Racial and Ethnic Evolution in Rudolf Steiner's Anthroposophy', p. 4.] 

It is doubtless true that a great many men and especially women join the movement only 	because it is something new and odd, which they do not understand. They are absolutely 	uncritical and believe anything Dr. Steiner tells them...[footnoteRef:22839] [22839:  Carl Clemen, 'Anthroposophy', The Journal of Religion, 4 (1924): 281-92. p. 291.] 

Though this quote may shed light on Steiner’s popularity at the time, Clemen's critique is less effective because Anthroposophy is no longer new and yet it has followers to this day. His critique of its oddness, however, still resonates in modern times.
It is perhaps the fear of critiques such as this that have led practitioners of biodynamic agriculture to keep quiet on the more esoteric elements of the practice.[footnoteRef:23104] Courtney explained, ‘...our presentations are often quite “watered down” in the sense that we carefully avoid mentioning some of the more unusual aspects of biodynamic agriculture’.[footnoteRef:11282]According to Courtney, people often avoided mentioning the preparations that Steiner detailed in his lectures. These include various combinations of herbs and animal parts, including cow manure stuffed into a cow horn, yarrow blossoms tied up in a stag bladder, and oak bark packed into a domestic animal skull.[footnoteRef:15489]. Steiner explains the need for these and the rest of the nine preparations in terms of their chemical compounds, the vitality they impart to the soil, and their astral and life forces.[footnoteRef:13697]        [23104:  Steiner, What is Biodynamics? A Way to Heal and Revitalize the Earth, p. 15.]  [11282:  Hugh J. Courtney, ‘So That the Earth May Be Healed: An Introduction to Biodynamic Agriculture’ in Steiner, Rudolf, What is Biodynamics? A Way to Heal and Revitalize the Earth, (Steiner Books, 2005), p. 10.]  [15489:  Hugh J. Courtney, ‘So That the Earth May Be Healed: An Introduction to Biodynamic Agriculture’ in Steiner, Rudolf, What is Biodynamics? A Way to Heal and Revitalize the Earth, (Steiner Books, 2005), p. 6.]  [13697:  Steiner, What is Biodynamics? A Way to Heal and Revitalize the Earth, p. 106, 134, 150.] 

My research showed these nine preparations are not like other fertilizers. In the introduction to Steiner’s book What is Biodynamics? A Way to Heal and Revatilize the Earth, Courtney wrote, ‘Steiner called for us to look at the biodynamic preparations as forces, not as substances’.[footnoteRef:5622] Steiner did not mean for them to be fertilizers in the traditional agricultural sense—he meant for them to nourish the elemental beings that he described in his lectures. These include spirits of the earth, water, air, and fire, which Steiner named as gnomes, undines, slyphs, and salamanders, respectively.[footnoteRef:6581] Courtney explained:  [5622:  Steiner, What is Biodynamics? A Way to Heal and Revitalize the Earth, p. 20.]  [6581:  Rudolf Steiner, Agriculture Course: The Birth of the Biodynamic Method, (Rudolf Steiner Press, 2004) p. 59.] 

The preparations given in the Agriculture Course are intended to provide nourishment...for 	the beings of the elemental kingdom...Without such nourishment, the nature spirits will 	remain estranged from humans, and will be indifferent to their part in the task of healing the 	earth.[footnoteRef:7670] [7670:  Hugh J. Courtney, ‘So That the Earth May Be Healed: An Introduction to Biodynamic Agriculture’ in Steiner, Rudolf, What is Biodynamics? A Way to Heal and Revitalize the Earth, (Steiner Books, 2005), p. 9.] 

This concept in biodynamic agriculture seems to be the least-known aspect. Notably, none of the papers, journal articles, or books I used in my research—outside of Steiner’s—mentioned this somewhat fantastical side of biodynamic agriculture. Professor P. Bruce Uhrmacher wrote of Steiner, ‘His understanding of human nature, which consists of physical, etheric, astral, and ego bodies, certainly demands a great deal of open-mindedness from students trained in mainstream academia’.[footnoteRef:5646] Courtney likely would have agreed witht this point. He wrote, ‘Biodynamics cannot be grasped by intellects that are conditioned by an education that currently is so focused on the material world’.[footnoteRef:9870]   [5646:  P. Bruce Uhrmacher, 'Uncommon Schooling: A Historical Look at Rudolf Steiner, Anthroposophy, and Waldorf Education‘, Curriculum Inquiry 25.4 (1995): 381–406 (p. 382).]  [9870:  Hugh J. Courtney, ‘So That the Earth May Be Healed: An Introduction to Biodynamic Agriculture’ in Steiner, Rudolf, What is Biodynamics? A Way to Heal and Revitalize the Earth, (Steiner Books, 2005), p. 7.] 

There is limited research on biodynamics’ effectiveness, but several studies have demonstrated measurable effects. A study by Santoni et al. showed that biodynamic farming ‘enhances soil quality and biodiversity’.[footnoteRef:16930] Other articles concerning biodynamics aimed to encourage a spirit of openness in the scientific community. Author Jason Tippetts' article, 'The Science of Biodynamic Viticulture', explored the question of whether science and biodynamic theory are incompatible. He concluded that they are not, and explained: [16930:  M. Santoni, Ferretti, L., Migliorini, P., Vazzana, C., & Pacini, G. C. (2022). A review of scientific research on biodynamic agriculture. Organic Agriculture, 12.3 (2022), 373–396. (p. 392).] 

They both operate within the same theoretical paradigm and they are attempting to explain 	the same physical/nonphysical phenomena that exist all around us. They just go about 	creating their respective explanations in different ways.[footnoteRef:17373] [17373:  Jason Tippetts, 'The Science of Biodynamic Viticulture', Gastronomica, 12 (2012), 91-99 (p. 98-99).] 

Walter and Waterhouse’s article ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’ helped to highlight the difficulties and nuances of interviewing people about their spiritual beliefs. Describing the limitations of surveys for this purpose, they wrote:
We conclude that to attempt to categorize belief in reincarnation into the categories yes-	don't know-no...bears little relationship to the way in which people think and talk about the 	concept.[footnoteRef:26512] [26512:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, Vol. 60 (1999), p. 192.] 

This quote could easily apply to categorizing beliefs around biodynamics as well, as it is an agricultural method with a spiritual foundation and therefore not a straightforward subject. Bearing this in mind helped when it came to designing my survey and framing the research questions.
[bookmark: _Int_LypQWS9e]To inform my own research approach, I used several textbooks. Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-time Researchers provided guidance on designing and giving surveys, as well as using both quantitative and qualitative research methods. Bell and Waters wrote that a mixed-methods approach ‘reaches a more comprehensive understanding of the topic and reduces the weaknesses of using either method on its own’, which supported my plan to use both qualitative and quantitative research methods.[footnoteRef:7516] Alan Bryman’s Quantity and Quality in Social Research supported this approach, noting ‘..the two research traditions can be viewed as contributing to the understanding of different aspects of the phenomenon in question’.[footnoteRef:729]Qualitative Research Methods by Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey was useful in understanding various approaches within qualitative research, recruiting participants, and conducting in-depth interviews.  [7516:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide For First Time Researchers, 7th edn. (London: McGraw-Hill Education, 2018), p. 25.]  [729:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, (Routledge 1988), p. 170.] 

Methodology
For this research project, my goal was to understand people’s personal spiritual beliefs and experiences working with the biodynamic method.  I used a combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches, as I did not think that solely one or the other could provide a full understanding. To gather this data, I used a survey as they are ‘used to come to a conclusion about what a group of people think or how they behave, or a combination of the two’.[footnoteRef:17969] As I was interested in the way that biodynamic winemakers think about their vineyards, wine, and agricultural process, this was a fitting method. I created the survey in Google Forms using a combination of Likert scales— ‘...devices used to discover strength of feeling or attitude towards a given statement...’ and open questions, which ‘give respondents the opportunity to provide their own views on the topic being researched’.[footnoteRef:7412] The Likert scale responses provided charts as visual representations of quantitative responses. The open questions allowed for more space and flexibility in the participants’ answers and helped me design the next round of my research, the guided interviews. I included twenty questions in the survey; I wanted to have enough to provide sufficient data for the research, but not so many that respondents would be tempted to quit before submitting. Before sending out the surveys to any winemakers, I did a round of pilot testing with friends and family to check that all the questions were clear and none of the wording was confusing.[footnoteRef:26269] [17969:  Bell and Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide For First Time Researchers, p. 188.]  [7412:  Bell and Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-time Researchers, p. 192, 196.]  [26269:  Bell and Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-time Researchers, p. 199.] 

To prepare for the guided interviews I wrote a rough outline of the questions I wanted to ask, but kept it open enough to allow the conversation to go in any interesting directions that may have emerged during the video calls. As Bell and Waters wrote:
Freedom to allow the respondents to talk about what is of central significance to them 	rather than to the interviewer is clearly important, but a flexible structure to ensure all 	topics considered crucial to the study are covered does eliminate some of the problems of 	entirely unstructured interviews.[footnoteRef:20064]  [20064:  Bell and Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-time Researchers, p. 214.] 

This focused-interview format kept the interviews on track while allowing for interesting information to arise. As Bryman noted, ‘in the unstructured interview a phenomenon like rambling can be viewed as providing information because it reveals something about the interviewee’s concerns’.[footnoteRef:10993] This flexible approach allowed me to probe further into participants’ survey responses while gaining new insight on topics I had not planned to bring up. [10993:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, p. 47] 

In order to find these participants, I used a variety recruitment methods; these included using social media, attending in-person events, and sending emails to winemakers who were certified in the biodynamic method by the institution Biodyvin. As Biodyvin is specific to the wine industry and has a list of all their members on its website, I used this list to find the website of every one of their members in France. I sent an email with an explanation of my research to each email address I could find and included a link to the survey. In total I sent 176 emails and received 21 survey responses, though three of those responses and two interviews came from participants I met at an in-person event. I had initially scheduled five interivews, but one participant did not show up to either of our scheduled video calls, and another went into labour before we had a chance to meet.
Fieldwork and Discussion 
[bookmark: _Int_veXv94qf]The survey data collected from twenty-one participants showed a wide age range, with all participants over the age of thirty (Fig. 1). Among this sample group. 42.9% were women and 57.1% were men; 85.7% of all respondents had been making wine for eleven years or more.The data also showed a broad spectrum of beliefs. For practitioners of a method with such a spiritual foundation, there was a surprising number of winemakers who did not identify as spiritual or connect with any of the spiritual aspects of biodynamic agriculture. One person even described it as a ‘cult’, and explained that they only became certified as biodynamic because it would allow them to sell more wine and charge more per bottle. Others indicated that they decided to adopt the biodynamic method out of a desire to make wine more sustainably, to give something back to the earth, or simply because they believed farming biodynamically produced better wines. 
	[image: ]

	Figure 1



Another commonality among respondents was that many had inherited this way of farming from their parents or grandparents, which raised the question of how their parents explained this method and how much of that explanation they accepted. Participant 14 told me that their father’s path to biodynamic agriculture began with a trip to Egypt, where he saw a lunar calendar for the first time and it was ‘a miracle, fantastic for him’. He came home to France and decided to learn to make wine in the biodynamic method. The participant also noted that he was considered a ‘fada’—southern French dialect for a ‘fou’ or madman—at the time. The participant themselves came to believe in the merits of biodynamic agriculture after working in the vineyard themselves and observing its effects. 
Influences on the Vines
As part of my research, I wanted to understand what the winemakers believed influenced their vines. Because working with the moon phases is central to biodynamics, I included the statement ‘I believe that the phases of the moon affect the growth and development of the vines’ with five response options in my survey. In the quantitative data, eighteen out of twenty-one participants responded ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ to the statement (see Fig. 2). In our interview, Participant 20 noted that they had not noticed much of a difference in the wine when they worked by the phases of moon, but did notice a particular effect from planetary alignments—especially alignments with the moon. They said it was not their first priority, but ‘if we can use the moon, that’s an extra bonus’. 
	[image: ]

	Figure 2



When it came to other influences on the vines, the preparations were also a major factor. During one interivew it came to light that even the conditions in which the preparations were mixed were seen as significant. Participant 14 explained their concern that the emotions of the person mixing the preparations would influence them, which would then influence the vines and soil when the preparations were applied. This concept was explained by Steiner in a discussion following one of his lectures, when he said ‘...stirring by hand has quite another significance...Even the feelings you have may then come into it’.[footnoteRef:22387]  For this reason, this participant preferred using machine-made preparations because ‘it’s neutral’, meaning they would not carry the effects of someone’s anger or unhappiness. They said, ‘...I think you make energy when you work the soil, when you work the vineyards, and when you make the wine. You put a part of your person. I think it’s very personal’. The same participant later commented, ‘when you make the wine it’s as your baby, if you will... It’s a part of you, I think.’ This demonstrates the connection that this winemaker felt not only to the wine but every step of the process. [22387:  Steiner, Agriculture Course: The Birth of the Biodynamic Method, p. 77.] 

Winemakers’ Experiences
The personal experiences of winemakers and their beliefs were varied and unique. In response to the question ‘How have your spiritual beliefs changed since implementing the biodynamic method?’, sixteen respondents reported no change at all. Two participants reported feeling more aware of the energies around them, and one wrote, ‘It’s my relationship with the world that has changed ever since my return to the land, with the help of biodynamics but not only that’. This quote represents a common thread throughout the responses; participants often indicated that making wine biodynamically was only one aspect of their connection to the earth and the environment. For some though, starting off in biodynamic wine marked a turning point in their lives. Participant 14, for example, described an experience from the beginning of their winemaking career when they were pulling vines and noticing their ‘veins’; the red liquid that came out of them looked like blood to this participant. They explained: 
The vine is veiny, and when I pulled the vine stumps, I saw this red, and that shocked me. I 	said to myself, it's like it's alive, it's alive, and we must preserve them. It was a negative 	experience, because I tore up the vine, but positive to become aware of the work, the 	importance of work and respecting the soil, the vines, and the rest afterwards.
This happened when they first started working on the vineyard with their father, and they explained that it has impacted their perspective of the vineyard ever since.
Others reported feeling changed in their overall relationship to nature. When we discussed what they had learned while working in biodynamics, Participant 20 said: 
How to work in connection with something more than just saying “I’m making agriculture, 	I’m the boss, I do everything and nature has to obey us.” We had just decided that we make 	something natural, but it’s just a part of something bigger. We are just a piece of the world... 	I told you that we learned humility, it’s kind of that.
Their response was reminiscent of several others wherein participants explained having a more global worldview as a result of using the biodynamic method. In my interview with Participant 20, I asked them to explain the benefits of having animals on the vineyard. They explained:
Maybe it’s to have several types of life. And maybe it’s because the cycle of life means that 	you have some plants, and the plants are eaten by the animals, and the animals die, and 	when they’re dead they give materials for the plants and it makes something very circular. 	And maybe it’s just, the idea is to have something with the whole part of the circle... maybe 	it’s more important to me in this global approach than to feel that the moon is ready at the 	right place at the right month.
This concept of the circular, or global, approach came up repeatedly throughout the survey responses and interviews. It’s also what Steiner alluded to when he 'called for a holistic approach that honored interconnections binding plants and animals to the whole of nature’.[footnoteRef:22110] Even without having read Steiner’s lectures, these participants grasped this fundamental concept of biodynamics. All three interview participants emphasized the importance of observation and this kind of global approach to the vineyard. Participant 7 said, ‘everything is about observation. Everything’.  [22110:  McKanan, Eco-Alchemy: Anthroposophy and the History and Future of Environmentalism, p. 13.] 


The Unexplainable 

Another significant trend that arose was how much the winemakers asserted that they could not explain what they witnessed in their vineyards. During our conversation about having animals on a vineyard, Participant 20 had mentioned several challenges. When I asked why they would want animals to begin with, they responded:
You can say that it’s fertilisation, but it’s not only that. For me, it’s hard to say but we have 	wild pigs in our vineyard because we have a lot of woods around it. Even if the wild pigs 	make some damage in the vineyard, for me it’s kind of something well balanced between 	the plants and the animals. And to have plants and animals together, it’s a good thing. And I 	cannot explain it, I told you I was very scientific in my approach, but now I have no scientific 	explanation.
They mentioned something similar when we first spoke about what it is that makes biodynamic farming work better than other methods. They shared some background about their early experiments in biodynamic winemaking, and the difference they noticed between two parcels, noting, ‘...it made such a big difference that we say ok, we cannot explain now what is happening, but something is happening’. In response to the survey question ‘How do the spiritual aspects of biodynamic agriculture play a role in your farming practice?’, Participant 11 wrote, ‘Everything is vibration and an exchange of energy; the unknown or unexplainable is normal and exciting.’

This aligns to some extent with the way that winemakers’ stated views seemed conflicting at times. In response to the statement ‘I believe that the phases of the moon affect the growth and development of the vines’ (Fig. 2), eighteen respondents said they 'agree’ or ‘strongly agree’. And yet, in response to the statement ‘I consider myself a spiritual person’ (Fig. 3), ten respondents were neutral and two respondents chose ‘strongly disagree’. What I discovered through deeper questioning in the interviews was that many winemakers do not view their practice—even involving the moon phases and planetary alignments—as spiritual. As Walter and Waterhouse pointed out, studying peoples’ spiritual beliefs is extremely nuanced and does not fit neatly into predefined categories.[footnoteRef:861] It could be that for these winemakers, using the biodynamic method does not seem spiritual because it does not seem religious. Or perhaps they simply prefer not to see their work as a spiritual endeavor. On the other hand, in response to the survey question ‘How have your spiritual beliefs changed since learning and implementing this method, if at all?’, Participant 14 wrote ‘ a better understanding of the environment around us’. This shows that at least some biodynamic winemakers consider their relationships with their surrounding environment to be part of their spirituality. [861:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief: Reincarnation In Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, Vol. 60 (1999), p. 192.] 
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	Figure 3





A Moderate Approach 

Another notable trend was that most of the winemakers I spoke to had very little—if any—of Rudolf Steiner’s lectures in the Agriculture Course. In my research it became clear that Steiner remainds a controversial figure. As Peter Staudenmaier explained, Steiner’s anthroposphical philosophy included overtly racist theories—he believed that there were distinct differences between races and called the ‘Caucasian race’ the ‘truly civilized race’.[footnoteRef:28729] So while they believe in the biodynamic method, each winemaker I spoke to had come to believe in it through observation of their vines and the results of the biodynamic process. None of them were interested in learning about Steiner and most chose to read analyses of his work rather than the original lectures. [28729:  Staudenmaier, 'Race and Redemption: Racial and Ethnic Evolution in Rudolf Steiner's Anthroposophy', (p. 8).] 

I was also curious about these winemakers’ thoughts on the more esoteric aspects of the theory behind biodynamics. Courtney speculated that one of the issues with introducing biodynamic agriculture was the emphasis on the ‘more easily accepted ideas’. He wrote:
Thus, such terms as “the farm as a closed or self-contained individuality” or “the farm as a 	living organism” serve as the introduction to the subject. References to the biodynamic 	agricultural preparations or to the use of a planting calendar are either almost totally 	avoided or given only the briefest mention with little elaboration.[footnoteRef:21910] [21910:  Hugh J. Courtney, ‘So That the Earth May Be Healed: An Introduction to Biodynamic Agriculture’ in Steiner, Rudolf, What is Biodynamics? A Way to Heal and Revitalize the Earth, (Steiner Books, 2005), p. 10.] 

He considered the latter examples to be some of the ‘more unusual aspects’ of the biodynamic method mentioned earlier. The majority of respondents did agree with the statement ‘I see the farm or vineyard as a living organism’ (Fig. 4), which supports Courtney’s assumption that these are ‘easily accepted’ aspects. However, every winemaker I spoke to reported using the nine preparations and took no issue with them. They also respected the planting calendar and followed it when and if they were able to. In any case, these were not the aspects that struck them as outlandish, even early on in their experiences with biodynamics. In general, the winemakers in this study believed in respecting the earth and in treating the vineyards as living, circular systems. For the most part, this sample group also believed that celestial bodies affect their vines. It is possible that the latter is partly culturally influenced. Participant 7 explained that even his conventionally farming neighbors stay out of their field on days when there is a lunar node. He said that this is a commonly held belief among farmers in France, passed down through generations, and just so happens to align with biodynamic methodology.
When it came to the elemental beings that Steiner described, however, even the more spiritually inclined respondents were skeptical. Their responses echoed the trend I noticed in the modern literature surrounding biodynamics, which showed a lack of acknowledgement of these elemental forces that Steiner believed were fundamental to the process. Participant 20 noted, ‘This part of Steiner’s theory is the most difficult for me to understand. Maybe it’s for me the limit’, when I asked her about her thoughts on these spirits. Even Steiner acknowledged that many his of views seemd outlandish. He said, ‘To our modern way of thinking, this all sounds quite insane. I am well aware of that...’ after describing his reasoning behind the biodynamic preparations. This shows that he was aware that many of how these ideas may have been perceived, but he explained, ’...just think how many things were originally rejected as crazy and after a few years became accepted...It is just a question of overcoming people’s prejudices’.[footnoteRef:6025] [6025:  Rudolf Steiner, What is Biodynamics? A Way to Heal and Revitalize the Earth, (Steiner Books, 2005), p. 144-145.] 
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	Figure 4



Conclusion 
My aim in this research was to discover what the makers of biodynamic wine believe with respect to the principles of biodynamics. I wanted to understand their level of familiarity with Steiner’s teachings, how they interpreted the most esoteric aspects, and how they personally explained why the method was effective. What I found was that many are not familiar with Steiner’s lectures and often have no explanation as to why the biodynamic method works, but they seem to have a willingness to accept the mystery. While the most esoteric and spiritual aspects were often outside of people’s range of beliefs, many were still speaking in spiritual terms about both their vines and their personal connection to the vineyards.
This research demonstrated a variety of beliefs; for some, working with all nine preparations was what truly made them biodynamic. For others, it was a general philosophical approach of viewing the vineyard as a living organism and maintaining a balance of life in a more universal way. While these winemakers had worked to receive the biodynamic label, there was a reluctance to align themselves with the creator of the method—several even called Steiner a ‘racist’ or a ‘nazi’. These winemakers did not personally subscribe to any of Steiner’s more extreme beliefs, esoteric or otherwise. Though Steiner based the biodynamic method in spiritual principles, modern winemakers are more invested in its environmental impact and in taking a more global approach to agriculture. In this way, they embody McKanan’s point that Steiner’s teachings transcend the distinction between ‘dark green’ and ‘light green’ religion.[footnoteRef:27949] These winemakers have a profound respect for their natural environment and personal relationships with their vineyards, but are ultimately using the land to create a product for human consumption. [27949:  McKanan, Eco-Alchemy: Anthroposophy and the History and Future of Environmentalism, p. xiv; Taylor, Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality and the Planetary Future,  p. 10.] 

[bookmark: _Int_N85KZULp]Today’s adherents of biodynamics have developed their own versions of the method and practice what works for them. Even those who prefer to distance themselves from Steiner use his prescribed methods and preparations. These winemakers may work with the moon and have a deep connection to their environment, but that does not necessarily mean they consider themselves to be spiritual. Many were unaware of the most esoteric aspects concerning nature spirits and their supposed roles in plant growth or they simply chose not to consider them. What is clear from this research is that modern biodynamic winemakers have found their own ways of relating to biodynamics.
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