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n the Gurdjieff International Review website under the section on
Beelzebub’s Tales there is a link to a page called Beelzebub Syllabus
Bookmark. In the early 1990’s, I had the good fortune to exchange a series
of letters with Mrs. Staveley of Two Rivers Farm. She suggested once that I set up a
Beelzebub study group and here is a letter from her offering some advice:
Dear Greg,

October 27, 1992

Starting a Beelzebub study group—splendid. But one or two points.
One is that hearing the Book read aloud is very important. Gurdjieff always
had people reading it and there was never any discussion. You see,
Gurdjieff wrote from one level and we listen from another much lower. If
we begin to talk about his ideas from our level too soon, it turns into
wiseacring. Your opinion, my opinion; I agree, you disagree; I speculate; I
talk by association—whatever it is, there is no space for the very real, very
great ideas that Gurdjieff is conveying to us. We are so full of ourselves
there is no room for anything else.
Here we read 9–12 pages before each group meeting. Someone reads
aloud. The group should read those pages to themselves at home in
preparation for the meeting of course. Then there is a short silence in case
anyone has a burning question. People are not encouraged to start guessing
what is meant by the reading. If no questions, then the group meeting
proceeds. Over the years real questions and insights will appear, but we
need time to digest the book. As I have probably said before, Gurdjieff
wrote direct to essence and bypasses our head brain which is the center of
gravity for the personality. People do have insights from time to time from
the beginning, but it’s a rare occurrence. Hearing the Book, which is a
Scripture, read aloud is a very different experience from reading it to
oneself. One needs both. What I’m trying to say is that it is better to listen
than to talk about the reading most of the time. Now, if you have seasoned
veterans of readings, it is a different story and one can study one chapter,
such as Purgatory for a long time trying to understand the Law of Seven,
really understand it. But wait until you’ve gotten past thinking by
association and understand what Gurdjieff means by active mentation.
Anything I write to you is just a suggestion. No obligation to try it if it
doesn’t seem right in your situation. Ask me to explain what is not clear.
All good wishes,

Sincerely,
Mrs. A. L. Staveley
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So at the beginning of the reading group, we took Mrs. Staveley’s advice and
started reading nine to twelve pages at the beginning of each meeting. We would
pass the book around and read out loud the designated pages. This would then be
followed by a discussion because everyone in the reading group had already read
the book at least three times. We would then each read the next section sometime
before the next meeting, just as Mrs. Staveley suggested.
But by the time the reading group had completed the book, something changed
that I want to share with you. A slightly different approach to the readings evolved
which has proven to be very powerful. This can best be explained by studying the
bookmark syllabus below. The syllabus breaks the book into 81 weekly readings:
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To use the new approach, the weekly readings would proceed like this:
• Read the first reading (pp. 3–19) to yourself.
• Attend Meeting (Week 1) where first reading is read aloud.
• During the following week, read the first reading again to yourself, followed
by the second reading (pp. 19–36).
• Attend Meeting (Week 2) where second reading is read aloud.
• During the following week, read the second reading again to yourself,
followed by the third reading (pp. 36–50).
• Attend Meeting (Week 3) where third reading is read aloud.
• During the following week, read the third reading again to yourself, followed
by the fourth reading (pp. 51–65).
• And so on for all 81 weeks.
The readings overlap one another from week to week. The result is that the third
reading penetrates deeply because one’s mentation has been activated by the
previous two readings of the same material—all within a seven day period. This is
slightly different interpretation of Gurdjieff’s advice when he says:
And only thirdly – try and fathom the gist of my writings.
[Copyright © 2017 Greg Loy. The letter from Mrs. Staveley is reprinted
here with the kind permission of the A. L. Staveley estate.]
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