
A winter contemplation about the 4 elements 
 
Winter is the time for contemplation, so this week, as something different I’m sharing my 
thoughts and lifetime observations on the 4 elements of nature, and which are central to 
biodynamic thinking. 
 
Greek philosophy supposed the Universe to comprise 4 elements: fire, water, earth and air. 
According to Dr. Rudolf Steiner and modern research of astrophysics, the early stages of 
Earth’s development were marked by being ethereal and immaterial and as it was “cooling 
down”, through the four elements it became physical and material. These have been 
interpreted as : 
1. Stage: fire or warmth (Saturn Stage) 
2. Stage: air/light (Sun Stage) 
3. Stage: water (Moon Stage) 
4. Stage: Earth/Mineral (Earth Stage) 
The qualities associated to the 4 elements by Aristotle, and which have been used since are: 
Fire – hot and dry 
Air – hot and wet (for air is like vapour) 
Water – cold and wet 
Earth – cold and dry 
 
Different cultures have also had their own experience of the elements. For example, in the 
Japanese philosophy, Godai: 
Earth represented things that were solid. 
Water represented things that were liquid. 
Fire represented things that destroy. 
Air represented things that moved. 
Void or Sky/Heaven represented things not our everyday life. 
 
If we put these two different experiences of Aristotle and the Japanese together and see , 
for example, how the medieval practitioners of herbalism, worked with the doctrine of 
signatures of plants - whereby shapes and colours of the plants reminded herbalists of the 
parts of the body where they were thought to be beneficial - to create remedies , and then 
how these work with the humours or basic 4 temperaments ( personality types) devised first 
by Hippocrates, we are starting to get a feeling for the meaning of working with the four 
elements to either enhance the predominant influence of one particular element, or where 
needed, to create a balance between all of them. 
To complete the picture, the 4 temperaments as described first by ancient cultures, Dr. 
Rudolf Steiner and modern psychologists such as Keirsey, and Jerry Clark (who use colours 
to describe basic personality types, and used in modern business psychology) are generally 
interpreted as follows:  
 
Choleric Personality Type (fire, warmth-red) 
Someone with a pure choleric temperament is usually a goal-oriented person. 

Sanguine Personality Type (Air/Light-blue) 



People with a sanguine personality type tend to be lively, optimistic, buoyant, and 
carefree. They love adventure and have high risk tolerance 

Phlegmatic Personality Type (Water-yellow) 

Someone with a phlegmatic personality is usually a people person. 
They seek interpersonal harmony and close relationships, which makes phlegmatic people 
loyal spouses and loving parents.  
 
Melancholic – Personality Type (Earth – green) 
People with melancholic personalities love traditions. Being extremely thorough and 
accurate, they are fantastic managers with good personalities. 
Now you might have heard that certain people get on with each other and others don’t. If 
you look at the different qualities of the temperaments, you might experience that if polar 
opposites get together and they start complementing each other’s trades, they get very 
successful together and live a dynamic and exciting life. If they don’t it would be outright 
war. 
 
If people of neighbouring elements or temperaments get together their relationships are 
usually more harmonious yet less adventurous, uneventful and more settled. 
Now plants can be classified not just by their botanical definition, but also by their fruiting 
parts and the correlating elements: 
Seeds, pulses and grains – fire/warmth 
Flowers – air/light 
Leaves – water 
Roots – earth 
 
So we could say that in the formation of each of these fruiting parts of the plants, one 
specific element is predominantly involved, which, as it were, communicates to the plants 
how to express themselves. 
 
Just imagine now how, we walk into a garden, or how we move our tools and how we sow 
our seeds, might influence the epigenetics of the plant? 
All these different qualities leave according to the latest epigenetic research (see below) an 
imprint and changes the DNA expression of the plants. 
So, for example, if you’d come with a fiery, choleric attitude and burning emotion into the 
garden, your influence could make plants go to seed. 
If you come with a pessimistic, melancholic attitude, it might keep the plants concentrated 
in the root. 
I have made many experiments in the last 45 years, and saw how plants responded to 
changing emotions, attitudes and elements expressed by humans, the weather and the 
cosmos. 
 
Now take all this with a pinch of salt and experiment with your own plants and share your 
insights, experiences and questions with us. 
Next week, I’ll discuss how I see how the landscape, the weather and the universe influence 
plants, 



Happy gardening   Hans – Gunther  
 
Suggested Reading: 
Culture and Horticulture, Storl 
The 4 Kersey Temperaments 
The 4 Temperaments, R. Steiner 
Gardening for Life, Maria Thun 
Biology of Belief, Bruce Lipton 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 


