
ABOUT SYSTEMS 
 

Ouspensky tells us how impressed he was by Gurdjieff’s esoteric 

knowledge, the “system” as he calls it. I can affirm his impression from my 

personal experience when I first read “In Search of the Miraculous”. In the 

first place, every question had a detailed answer that though not always 

easy to comprehend, gave Ouspensky, who was then the pupil, as well as 

me, the anonymous reader, a clear impression of a vast, vibrant source, 

beyond ordinary human capacity. Then came the totality, connectedness 

and unity of this system: everything was related to everything else, music 

to cosmology, history to religion, art to bodily well being, psychology to 

mechanics, hypnotism to medicine. 

Though the system had some obvious agreements with other, more 

accessible teachings – Muslim, Christian, Hindu and Chinese, it had also 

fundamental disagreements with each of them, strengthening its claim – 

not for originality, but for its origination at a higher level, or a deeper 

source. 

This system had a grasp of chemistry quite distinct from the contemporary 

science bearing this name. That was equally true of its cosmology, geology, 

biology, theory of dance, theory of music, etc. The system put a special 

emphasis on precision: You must know exactly the right time, 

circumstances and conditions in order to act, so that the results of your 

action would be as expected, not just the opposite. 

I often reflect on how I feel today about it – the deep yearning for real, 

substantial knowledge, coupled with a hope for an ultimate unification of 

everything under one comprehensive umbrella. 

There is, I feel, a lesson to be learned from the natural sciences. There was 

an Aristotelian picture of the world, of man and of life. It was a very 

comprehensive picture that incorporated religion, morals and philosophy, 

but it was finally shattered by the findings of people like Copernicus and 

Galileo. Then came the Newtonian, mechanistic picture of the world - 

mass, energy, force and reaction. To this picture was added the Darwinian 

picture of life and its evolution - genes, mutation, natural selection. This 

was less comprehensive than the Aristotelian picture, but was still 

formidable in its vastness. Nevertheless, Einstein’s theory of relativity, 

quantum mechanics and molecular biology repeated the lesson: whatever 

seems to our intellect to be convincing and conclusive turns out, sooner or 

later, to be false, while alternative models, that are much less integrated 

and seem almost illogical, turn out to conform much better to observed 

facts. 

So are we to give up hope for unity and comprehensiveness? The strange 

thing, as far as my experience goes, is that fragmentation and union, 



partiality and comprehensiveness, are not mutually exclusive. We can have 

a moment of unity, a glimpse of totality, without its changing the partial 

and fragmented nature of ordinary reality. Indeed, that apparent contrast 

seems essential – part of the magic of existence in this world. 

Frank Sinclair relates in his book an episode from the life of Ouspensky. As 

is well known, Ouspensky parted company with Gurdjieff. Partly on 

account of his criticism of Gurdjieff’s seemingly negligent attitude to “The 

System”. According to Ouspensky, Gurdjieff gave at different times 

different accounts of the same subject and introduced unnecessary 

lacunas, complications and inner conflicts in his renderings. Ouspensky 

strived to correct these shortcomings and to provide to his English and 

American pupils a comprehensive, complete and consistent account of the 

system as he understood it. He saw in this the chief significance of his work 

in the service of the “Great Teaching”. 

Toward the end of his life Ouspensky fell ill and discontinued his meetings 

with his pupils. He seems to have undergone a difficult period, both 

internally and physically. Frank Sinclair relates, on the basis of accounts of 

veteran pupils of Ouspensky, how Ouspensky called in his senior pupils 

after a long delay to tell them something very important: he was in error: 

there really was no system.  

When reading this I felt admiration for Ouspensky. He found something 

new, a truth, and had the courage to acknowledge it to himself and to his 

senior pupils, even though it contradicted, in a way, what he was teaching 

in the past. 

 

 


