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NICHOLAS K. ROERICH
By N. JARINTZOV

Author of ''Russian Poets and Poems,” "The Russians and their Language,” etc.

IT appears as if in the course of the last 
fifteen years or so Russia had been 

unveiling to the Western World her artistic 
gifts. The preliminary stage of this pro
cess came long ago—with Turgenev’s 
novels. Then followed a long period 
nourished almost entirely by the interest 
in Tchaykovsky's music. After that, two 
entirely different features of Russian art 
arrested the keen attention of the Westerner 
—namely, Dostoyevsky’s writings and the

ballet. Opinion on Dostoyevsky divided 
into two camps ; the fascination of the 
ballet never wavered. Then came an on
rush of Russian music generally, which 
made its way triumphantly. With it came 
a fuller stream of Russian literature—but it 
was brought to a standstill before the es
sentially Russian element, i.e. that Russian 
speech which is inseparable from the old 
Russian wording and phrasing. Gogol, 
Stchedrin, and the playwright Ostrovsky
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will remain for ever almost untranslatable, 
because even William Morris’s John Ball 
would not dream of their speech ; the 
poetic as well as colloquial forms which 
existed several centuries ago are still life- 
throbbing and natural to a Russian, side 
by side with his ceaseless creating of new 
words. Some of our modern writers must 
be classed as past-masters in the beauty 
of that unadulterated old-Russian speech 
(A. Remizov, V. Ivanov, and also N. K. 
Roerich).

But there is one more sphere in Rus
sian art, an immense sphere, the language 
of which is universal—the art of painting. 
It is known in the West through a few 
artists only; and N. K. Roerich — the 
Academician, Professor and Director of 
the Society for the Encouragement of 
Arts—is among the few already appre
ciated in Western Europe and in some of 
the big centres of America. He certainly 
should be ranked amongst the pioneers 
(the other already known painters are 
Vroubel, Somov, Serov, Benois) because his 
“ language ” is more universal than that of 
any artist. It is not only international, 
but “ interplanetary.” It appeals not only 
to the mystical Russian, but to all those 
ever-widening circles in the intellectual 
world whence searchlights are sent into 
eternity, and where human senses can 
already discern the whispers of Cosmic 
life.

In our days the struggle between “ me
chanical civilization ” and “ the culture 
of spirit ” (to use Mr. Roerich’s own 
expressions) is reaching a decisive point. 
When an artist to whom it is given to 
reflect the colours, the sounds, and the 
thoughts engendered in Infinity remains 
whole-heartedly within the vibrations link
ing him with it, he makes them tangible to 
all; but it must be a whole-hearted, spon
taneous attitude on the part of the artist; 
only then does he stand as one of the 
leaders clearly outlined on the summit of 
the mountain where the battle is raging.

One of such leaders is the Russian 
Academician, N. K. Roerich. “ Man can
not be the king of Nature; he is her 
pupil. I have never felt inclined to paint 
mere portraits. Man’s place in the uni
verse—that is what is important,” Mr. 
Roerich said to me the other day. This 
oneness of mind and heart with the artistic
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gift is the key to the convincingness of 
his creations. They fill you with the desire 
of hearkening, expectant, to the whispers 
of Eternity. The silence of Roerich’s 
northern waterways speaks. The weight 
of his rocks and ancient walls breathes 
life.

“ Wonderful landscapes f ” No, it is 
not the landscape itself. Nearly always 
there is somewhere, often most unobtru
sive, a human figure, or figures, doing 
something full of meaning. And yet their 
action is not the main thing either ; it is 
not underlined by the artist, there is no 
finesse, no intended subtlety ; it is simply 
“ Man's place in the Universe.” In other 
words, the only thing that matters.

Everything in Roerich’s works, viewed 
from the ordinary standpoint, looks fan
tastic ; yet all meets the eye of the on
looker as if it had always existed in the 
hidden depths of his own vision. Therein, 
in spite of the essentially Russian forms, 
Roerich is not only Russian, but human 
in the broadest sense. He is above theory, 
above tendency, even above style as such. 
He is not a follower of any other artist, 
or school, although some compare him 
to Gauguin, Blake, or Vroubel, others see 
the spirit of the Far East and Byzantium 
in his mural decorations and ikons. But 
he devotedly follows his own path, linking 
up for him humanity with the spirit of 
the Cosmos. One without the other is 
impossible to him.

A profound study of the Stone Age 
and his own excavations in Russia have 
given Roerich a complete grasp of the 
inner spirit of ancient life. The old Rus
sian churches, cities, and homesteads on 
his canvases breathe of their intimacy with 
their mother-soil. Russia has lived through 
so many turmoils that people who have had 
to defend themselves have held on to that 
soil fast and firm. Outside, there unfolded 
itself the vast beloved land, to grow corn 
on it, or to fight for it, or to gaze at the 
passing foreign caravans. Inside, within 
the thick walls beset with the turrets and 
porches of the younger generations, there 
lurked the naïve life where the seclusion 
of women, the wise old men’s predominant 
place, the ideals of hermit life, the hiding 
of treasures, and the fascinations of the 
Byzantine church nestled side by side. 
Roerich loves the simple atmosphere of

“THE LAST ANGEL

that life and its legends : it forms a natural 
setting for the truth-throbbing vision which 
inflames his art. “ Inspiration is abso
lutely real. All art creations exist before 
we sense and materialize them,” says he.

N. K. Roerich is descended from a 
Scandinavian family that came over and 
settled in Russia in Peter the Great’s 
time. Now, no one could be more Rus
sian—in the knowledge of, and love for, 
all essentially Russian conceptions of 
Spirit, Art, and Beauty. Roerich is a 
writer and a poet too. The titles of his 
paintings are stately, sonorous, unhurried 
—untranslatable in their ancient poesy. 
His essays on ancient Russia unfold a 
panorama that makes you hold your breath. 
If Russia herself (instead of the Bolsheviks) 
offered him all the opportunities for the 
application of his gifts—he might reju
venate the exhausted country by reimbuing 
her with the charms of her own youth !

Russia has absorbed the elements of 
beauty from all who ever crossed her 
land, not only from the hired Scandi
navian princes and warriors, from their

reckless highwaymen and merchants, from 
the Byzantine missionaries and the Asiatic 
caravans, but even from her oppressors 
the Tartars. All these elements became 
blended in the mind of the unsophisticated 
Russian with the clarity of his primitive 
conceptions, i.e. with that clarity which 
is the more striking the more mystical 
the object of the idea would seem to be. 
It is this very clarity, this simplicity of 
greatness, that is reflected in Roerich’s 
works.

Roerich was born in 1874. From 1893 
to 1897 he was student at the Petrograd 
University, and at the same time at the 
Academy, in Professor Kuindji’s class. In 
1915 Russia celebrated the twenty-fifth 
anniversary of the Academician’s artistic 
activity. Long before that time he was 
the first President of the society or group 
called “ The World of Art,” amongst the 
leaders of which were Serov, Vroubel, 
Somov, Bakst, Benois, and other artists 
well known in Europe ; Director of the 
Society for the Encouragement of Arts ; 
Member of the Paris “ Salon d’Automne ”
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'ST. PROCOPIUS THE RIGHTEOUS 
BLESSING THE UNKNOWN TRA
VELLERS rt (Slieptsov Collection)

“ THE CALL OF THE SUN 
(Skidelski Collection)

and the Rheims Academy; also of the 
Vienna Secession, his connexion with 
which he severed in 1914.

In 1907 Roerich was first inspired to 
compose scenery for an opera (Wagner’s 
“ Valkyries ’’), not to order, but “ for him
self ” ; very soon he became a past-master 
in that branch of art, wonderfully har
monizing his creations with the music of 
the operas and the spirit of the dramas. 
His were the sceneries for several operas in 
Sergey Diaghilev’s productions, and for 
plays at the Moscow Art Theatre and the 
Ancient Theatre. He has recently com
pleted the scenery for Rimsky Korsakov’s 
“ Tsar Saltan ” (Pushkin’s fairy tale), in 
pursuance of a commission given by Sir 
Thomas Beecham.

The Pochayev Cathedral and two or 
three private chapels are adorned with 
numerous mural paintings, done with Roe
rich’s ever-present inspiration and love 
both for the subject and the technique 
suitable for it. He also worked enthu
siastically for two years at Talashkino, the 
famous estate of Princess M. Tenisheva, 
where Ruskin and William Morris would
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have found all their ideals carried out by 
a group of inspired and inspiring people.

There is no museum or art gallery in 
Russia that does not own Roerich’s can
vases and designs for decorative art. In 
all, his creations number now over seven 
hundred. A good many of them have 
been acquired by the National Gallery in 
Rome, the Louvre (Pavilion Marsan) and 
the Luxembourg museums in Paris, and 
public art galleries in Vienna, Prague, 
Venice, Milan, Malmo, Brussels, Chicago, 
Stockholm, San Francisco, and Copen
hagen. London saw some of Roerich’s 
works at the Exhibition of Post-Impres
sionists in 1911.

Besides being a connoisseur, Roerich has 
also been an ardent collector of old paint
ings. He possessed a valuable collection 
of these in Petrograd, the fate of which 
is unknown, because he would not accept 
the high post offered to him by the Bolshe
viks. His collections also included 75,000 
objects illustrating the Stone Age.

He does not claim to be the founder of 
a school: ever discovering new harmonies 
between colour, line, and spirit, he thinks

that every one should work out for himself 
his own conceptions and technique.

The main series that can be traced in 
Roerich’s paintings (leaving aside his 
church frescoes and decorative produc
tions) are as follow :

(1) The Saints and Legends. St. Proco
pius the Righteous blessing the Unknown Tra
vellers ; St. Tiron discovering the Arrow sent 
to him from Heaven, etc. All these paint
ings breathe of the power of spiritual calm, 
although the heavenly word is nowhere 
enforced upon the onlooker : it is only a 
characteristic tone in the general harmony 
of the composition.

(2) The Fascinations of the Stone Age, 
To this category belongs the canvas depict
ing the aborigines in some arctic region 
invoking the sun which is a living entity to 
them, as well as the one called The Idols— 
a shrine the like of which must have 
existed in ancient Russia on the top of 
many a hill overlooking open vistas. 
Another version of this painting contains

aj|figure of an old initiate shielding his 
eyes from the sun and absorbed in the 
speaking silence of the distance. This work 
was completed in Paris, where Roerich 
worked for a year (1900) under Cormon. 
Cormon fully realized the untrammelled 
bent of Roerich's genius ; encouraging it, 
he said : “We shall learn from you. Nous 
sommes trop raffinés.”

(3) Landscape, and Old Russian Archi
tecture. The Call of the Bells shows a 
nook in Old Pskov, where the figure of 
the angel on the church wall is part and 
parcel of the responsive atmosphere.

(4) The Spells of Russia. Wizards, 
enchanted places, hidden treasures, spirits 
of eternal fairy tales, maleficent animals, 
a beautiful horseman ever guarding a city 
from evil powers (The Enchanted City), a 
little aboriginal creature furtively hiding his 
treasures. ... It seems to be the fate of 
Russians to hide their treasures ! Numbers 
of them are being hidden now, just as 
they had to be hidden in the tumultuous
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times of yore. No wonder that whole 
codes of magic rules have come into being, 
teaching how to handle treasures both in 
hiding them and in searching for them. 
A hidden treasure is almost a living crea
ture ; it has its own whims and moods, 
it can choose to be benevolent or mis
chievous.

(5) In 1913-1914 another order of crea
tions came into existence through the in
tuition of the master : it may be designated 
“ The Prophetic Paintings.” To this 
group belong : The Lurid Glare, which 
later on appeared to be the symbol of 
Belgium; The Doomed City, a lifeless 
city encircled by an enormous serpent; 
The Messenger, a phantom boat standing 
motionless before unapproachable cliffs; 
Human Deeds, wise men contemplating a 
heap of ruins ; The Cry of a Serpent, since 
the creation of which Roerich learned of 
an Eastern legend that a serpent utters a 
cry when it apprehends the approach of 
peril to its country.

The Last Angel came with the series of 
the prophetic pictures ; but Mr. Roerich 
cannot explain any details. Why is it the 
“ last ” Angel S' What is his message to 
poor earth overwrought by the chaos and 
flames around him e. What does his spear 
mean i ... All the master knows about 
it are the four (untranslatable) lines which 
came to him together with the picture as its 
title. Approximately, they mean the fol
lowing :

“ And the beautiful, ever beautiful, 
The terrible, ever terrible, Last Angel 
Flew o’er the earth.”

A special series is called “ The Treasure,” 
and refers to some mysterious form of 
wealth. In the first painting of this series 
some aborigines are lowering the treasure 
from their boat into the sea ; in the second, 
a witch—or a fairy—is cooking some 
wonder-working herbs in a silent nook of a 
sea-cove; then, The Command is being 
sent out (wireless!) across the sea, in 
which action the clouds also seem to take a 
part; the fourth is The Eternal Fire 
burning amid the cold rocks; the fifth is 
Ever-expectant—some women's figures 
sitting motionless near a fantastic hut, 
patiently waiting for something great to 
take place. . . . Then we see The Death of 
the Giants ; they are turned into rocks ; 
and—probably as the result of this achieve
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ment—come The Conquerors of the 
Treasure—busy little humans carrying 
something from a cave down into a boat....

I say ” probably ” because Mr. Roerich 
says that he does not know anything more 
about it! He just paints things as they 
are given to him, without deliberately 
inventing any details.

The clouds very often form equally 
telling subjects for Roerich's paintings : 
There is the famous Cloud—nothing in the 
whole canvas but an immense pale- 
malachite cloud rising, masterful, over a 
near horizon. . . . One can gaze at it for 
hours: it seems to move. ... The Knight 
of the Evening is embodied in the sharply 
outlined fogs and clouds of a northern 
night. Then there is The Heavenly Battle 
—a conflict between clouds of all colours ! 
—and the languid Fairy of Rain. . . . 
The Sons of God come in glowing pink 
clouds to ” the maidens of earth ”—which 
results in the biblical race of giants 
(Genesis, ch. vi). This painting has been 
compared to the play of a black opal; 
its colouring is superb in the clarity of the 
deepest and richest tones.

Then there are the various forms and 
hues of stone, on each occasion playing a 
special part in the meaning of the picture. 
For instance, the overwhelming intensity 
of the cliffs (also in a luxurious darkling 
colour-scheme) which suggests many ages 
piled up on the crust of the earth, many 
eruptions and many floods—while Ecstasy 
alone stands motionless, unheeding in his 
contemplation. . . . And what an in
dividual rendering of “ ecstasy,” too! 
An old, old man, with a long, long beard, 
stalwart and powerful—but no flesh on 
his upright form. . . .

Here again are the bellying, round 
towers of the ancient town of Izborsk, 
silhouetted against the greenish sky with 
fading stars; some secret deed is taking 
place here, as those stooping figures of the 
warriors disappear one after the other down 
the entrance of The Secret Passage. Or, 
yet another role of the stones : a veritable 
cradle of flame in the hollow between cold 
rocks : this is The Heat of the Earth—and 
an Angel is standing by it holding his sword 
in it in order to make it hot with wrath, 
because there is no wrath in Heaven! 
He is not enjoying his duty; he is just 
prepared for the task of bringing his sword

"ECSTASY.” (SKETCH 
FOR THE PAINTING)
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"THE TREASURE 
(Skidelski Collection)

down on the heads of some mortals who 
have been trying God’s patience. . . . 
And yet more rocks ; a peaked range of 
pale pink, pale opal, mother-of-pearl har
monies ; this is The Limit of the King
dom ; some old men stand contemplating 
that threshold between earth and air. . . .

Somewhat singular is the picture called 
Confession; a small, unobtrusive human 
figure approaching a monastery, that is all. 
But what an acute, annihilating atmosphere 
of remorse in every atom of that all- 
enveloping greyish-yellow air ! . . . The 
walls, the ground, the sky—everything in 
that half-grey, half-yellow tone embodying 
the bitterness of self-judgment, . . .

Then there are the concrete subjects of 
the old Russian legends. For instance, 
St. Mercury, the warrior of old Smolensk, 
who had a command in his dream to go and 
fight the Tartars ; after that an unknown 
horseman was to cut his head clean off, 
and he was to bring it himself back to town, 
after which he was to be included in the 
Order of Saints. The painting shows 
Mercury walking through the town gates 
and carrying his own head in his hands.
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The legends about St. Procopius are 
touching. This Saint was so poor that 
even the beggars turned him out when he 
asked for shelter in their hamlet; so the 
only home he had was the open stone 
entrance to a church where “ a warm wave 
would float through the air—so he knew 
that the Virgin allowed him to dwell 
there,” Once he saw a cloud of stones 
menacing the town; he ran out into the 
field to meet it and prayed ardently, until 
the cloud changed its course. The picture 
illustrating the usual work of this Saint 
as he sits on a high bank “ blessing the 
unknown travellers,” fills the onlooker 
with a profound feeling of relief. . . , 
One begins to feel as if the Saint, the hills, 
the distant horizon, the human prayers and 
yourself were really blending into one 
harmonious whole. . . .

The swan-song of the noted modern 
Russian writer Leonid Andreyev was about 
Roerich. Its enthusiasm and its meta
phors must be quite unexpected to those 
who know Andreyev as the merciless 
dissector of town life in its gloomiest

“THE SACRED LAKE

realism. But are not “ swan-songs ” the 
spontaneous outbursts of those who are 
not to sing any more in our world 51
”... Roerich is the only poet of the 

North, the only singer and interpreter of 
its mystical soul which is as wise as its 
black rocks, as tenderly meditative as its 
pale spring, as sleepless and lucent as its 
shimmering nights. It is not the gloomy 
North of some realists where ends life and 
light. No, in Roerich's North is the 
beginning of life and light; here is the 
cradle of wisdom where the heavenly 
word about God and Man came forth, 
speaking eternal love and eternal struggle. 
The very proximity of Death gives airy 
outlines to that wonderful land ; it gives it 
that still, lucid sadness which is in all the 
colour of Roerich’s Realm ; because clouds 
also die 1 each sunrise also dies !—and 
only that grass can be as green as Roerich’s 
grass, which knows that winter and death 
are coming.”

Yes, Leonid Andreyev is right; Roerich 
is certainly at one with the life after death, 
with nature and our earth. This oneness 
is organic with him.

In Roerich's work the spirit of freedom 
prevails both in subject and in technique. 
He ranges from the most translucent, 
moist, lovingly-gentle chords of colour 
(almost impossible to reproduce) to a 
startling effect of the weight of matter. 
He will apply the first of these mediums 
where, for instance, “ St. Nicholas ” is 
coming out of a morning “ to see whether 
all is peace on earth ” ; or, when one of 
“ our forefathers ” is quietly piping his 
pipe, and a few bears are happily listening 
to him, and they are all of them as simple, 
yet full of meaning, as the green hills 
receding into the distance; or, where 
“ an old man came and sat down to live at 
the side of a wondrous stone ”; or, 
where a girl has come to “ the edge of the
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earth ” ; or, where “ the forest sprites ” 
may turn up at any moment between the 
trees ; or, where a little man is beyond 
himself with “ the revelation ” he sees in 
the skies ; or, where a village church is 
standing lonely in the steppe, as if ex
changing thoughts with God ; or, “ when 
the night is light ”—and so on. While 
the weight of matter is the first thing that 
arrests your attention where people are 
“ building a town ” ; or, where “ the giants 
are dead ” ; or, where “ the serpent,” 
sensing the approach of a catastrophe to 
his native land, raises his head “ to utter a 
shriek ” for once in his life—but sees 
nothing except sharp, angular, heartless 
cliffs all around him. . . .

Again, the effect of one predominant 
colour, or of two colours, is often startling. 
So it is in The Order from the Sky, The 
Lurid Glare, Dominus, The Last Angel, 
The Sacred Spring, The Battle of Ker- 
jenetz, and others.

Even the serene, severe, and sober 
character of the northern regions is ex
pressed in different ways, according to the 
inner meaning of the picture ; sometimes 
it is a harmony of contrasts between clear, 
unadulterated colours, whilst on other 
occasions it is given through the daintiest 
scale of blending semi-tones.

Roerich’s manner of putting on his 
paints itself varies from the lightest touch 
to bold, broad, untrammelled dashes. 
For instance, what can be more quaint 
than representing Italy as a crystallized, 
culminating view of some city on a mount 
—rendered in such a manner as if it were a 
fresco crumbling away with the weight of 
ages ! It is a perfect chord of a symbol 
with a special aspect of technique.

Some of the paintings are done in oil, 
others in tempera, some in pastel; but 
the master’s soul finds its way through all 
these channels. It is a usual thing in 
Russia to hear the expressions : “ Roe
rich’s clouds,” “ Roerich’s rocks,” “ Roe
rich’s vistas,” applied not to pictures, but 
to nature itself. It is as if the artist had 
opened some new window in people’s 
minds and has given them an additional 
view-point from which they can see more 
in nature than they could see before. I 
have heard of many men who, fighting 
on the Russian front, have written to 
Roerich interesting letters describing his

io

flames and conflagrations, his darkness, and 
his visions they saw around them.

Mr. Roerich thinks that this is because 
he paints all his landscapes as he really 
visualizes them ; he studies all his clouds 
and stones before he re-creates them on his 
canvas ; but then every painter does that 
—yet it is not every one that opens an 
additional window in people’s mental 
vision.

Roerich's freedom is not the reckless 
licence which sometimes finds its self- 
expression in dwelling on details ; on the 
contrary, he subordinates all details to the 
leading idea with severe discipline. His 
freedom is the freedom of imagination in 
the higher planes ; therefore, it finds its 
self-expression in the variety of subjects, 
and it makes him treat each composition 
as a whole—as a clear note in the harmony 
of the Universe, and not as a chromatic 
scale of realistic details. It is only when 
the details are inseparable from the estab
lished style of work that Roerich carries 
them out with the daintiness of a minia
turist. Such are his numerous ikons and 
church frescoes. There the grave beauty 
of the figures dwells within its long-ago- 
established harmony with the effect of 
dazzling conventional ornamentation of 
Byzantine origin.

It is interesting to quote here some 
paragraphs from the Russian poet Bal- 
trushaitis, who, amongst others, wrote 
several pages in the beautiful volume 
published for Roerich's jubilee :
“It is as essential to see the feast of 

colours in Roerich's paintings with one’s 
own eye, as it is essential to hear a musical 
composition with one’s own ears, in order 
to conceive its individual nature. In the 
very structure of his works there is the 
presence of some inexplicable musical 
rhythm, which makes the onlooker not 
only look at them, but hearken to some
thing with his spiritual hearing. . . .

“ Roerich is past-master in colour- 
harmonies ; yet he is so severe with him
self that he obviously rejects the tempta
tion of a colour-play when the idea of his 
vision does not call for it. . . .

“ Roerich’s part in social work is not 
limited by the achievements of his gift. 
His inner experience merges his creative 
activity with the whole of the spiritual

"THE idols” ("the fascina
tions OF THE STONE AGE” SERIES)

reconstruction which is taking place in 
these days. In the realm of his forms and 
colours Roerich is preoccupied with solving 
the same problems which have now come 
to the fore in all modern art. The human 
soul of our time is struggling for a new 
conception of the World, for a new Will. 
. . . Building up a new spiritual attitude 
in his own sphere Roerich is taking 
part in reshaping our inner life as a 
whole. . . .

“ Some are likely to come to the con
clusion that his works are purely contempla
tive and detached from life. But this is 
not so ; they are contemplative only as 
much as contemplation is essential to 
creative capacity. Like fresh young shoots, 
they spring from the eternal will of life

and react on it through their own liberat
ing powers.

“ Roerich could not win a more beautiful 
crown than this organic bond between his 
work and contemporary social evolution 
in the search for The Holy Grail.”

Another contributor to the same jubilee- 
volume, the artist Benois, had been an
tagonistic to Roerich for a long time ; but 
this is what he wrote in it in 1916 :

“ Roerich is not easy to understand. . . . 
He has not won me straight away; but 
the deeper and the safer is now his con
quest of my mind. . . . Having remained 
for some time in the same degree of 
development, Roerich has made a move 
ahead, and since then has begun the work
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“THE VILLAGE OF BERENDEY ” (DECORA
TION FOR THE OPERA “SNEGUROCHKA”: 
COVENT GARDEN THEATRE, LONDON)[

“THE CALL OF THE BELLS' 
(FROM THE “OLD PSKOV” SERIES)

of 4 the real Roerich.' Since then he has 
become dear to me, and is growing dearer 
and dearer.

44 However complete and expressive it is 
now, his art is still ripening, growing still 
more serene, simple and sure, and its 
highest achievements are still to come,

11 We are of different origin : I am a 
Southerner, almost a pure Latin ; Roerich 
is a Northerner, almost a pure Scandi
navian. I am drawn to the slender 
cypresses, to the domes of the Alps 
barring the horizon, to the shining azure 
of the sea ; he is the inspired singer of the 
spongy hills of the North, made soft and 
shapeless by the ice-drifts, of the sickly 
silver-birch and spruce, of the shadows 
running across the steppes. He is thrilled 
and stands in awe before a moss-covered 
hamlet, and still more, before the tent of a 
nomad; whereas I shall not exchange 
for anything in the world the smartness of 
San Pietro and the imperial harmony of 
the Escurial !

44 Roerich is attracted by the desert, by 
distances, by the aborigines, by the first 
lisp of forms and ideas ; he insists on his
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conception that goodness is in the powerful 
simplicity of soul and in Infinity, and 
thinks that we ought to begin again from 
the beginning. ... He would not mind 
returning to the scanty speech of the 
aborigines as long as their instincts could 
be expressed clearly and directly, as long 
as the untruth and the muddle of so-called 
civilization could be kept away. But, as 
usual, the real truth lies hidden between 
the two extremes, and we are approaching 
it from two opposite directions. . . .

44 It is a characteristic whim of human 
fate that Roerich—a 4 native,' a 4 fore
father,’ a collector of stones, an excavator 
of shapeless mounts—is at the head of one 
of our greatest Russian centres of artistic 
culture, and is known as one of the most 
prominent connoisseurs and collectors of 
paintings of the old Western schools. In 
my turn, I have acquired in recent years a 
deeper 4 insight into the earth ’ and her 
primary laws. Besides San Pietro and 
the Escurial, I have learned to love that 
very 4 lisp ’ of Nature and Humanity 
which inspires Roerich the Varengian.

44 From a youthful illustrator of ancient

Russia, Roerich has developed into a poet. 
But, in his self-evolution, he has succeeded 
in remaining true to his original elements— 
and therein lies the power of his personality 
as well as the importance of his part in 
the general current of our art. . . .

44 Roerich remains a typical Norman, 
Since his illustrations to Maeterlinck's 
creations he has assimilated Western 
romanticism and has shown himself not 
only a great master, but a poet-seer. 
Some of his scenery for4 Princess Maleine ’ 
and for 4 Sister Beatrice ' are amazing in 
their true sense of the mediaeval North. . . .

44 The philosophical value of Roerich’s 
work is very great. I see in it more than 
merely artistic individuality. He is the 
representative of a whole school of thought, 
even of a whole sphere of culture. For ex
pressing the gist of his philosophy he does 
not adopt abstract forms, but remains 
within the circle of concrete images and 
pictures of life—a life, maybe, remote 
from and dead to our minds, yet very 
convincing in its past existence and call
ing forth a familiar echo in’our hearts. . . .

44 His figures are lost in his landscape, 
but that landscape itself has acquired a

distinct physiognomy. Roerich’s best pic
tures are those in which nature is deified, 
in which the artist is at one with his 
heroes, the primitive men. He attains 
special beauty and power when he trembles 
before the approach of an ireful thunder
storm ; or when he contemplates in ecstasy 
the boundless distances punctuated by the 
monotonous rhythm of the primitive forms, 
and prays to Perun and Yarila—or curses 
them with shouts of vehemence. Equally 
beautiful is the kindred spirit of the moon 
searching for something behind the clouds ; 
or his enthusiastic reading of the future in 
the hieroglyphics of a Heavenly Battle. . . .

44 There is something very deep in all 
this. The innate 4 primitiveness ’ of Roe
rich, his myths and superstitions, link the 
cultured social worker, the leading spirit 
of a modern art school, with the aboriginal 
inhabitants of our marshes and forests ; 
the all-but-broken threads are reappearing, 
linking up millenaries of human life.

44 Some might wonder : 4 What are those 
animal-like forefathers to us S' They are 
dissolved in Eternity, they are gone and 
decayed! ’ But Roerich knows best. . . . 
He knows that those ancestors of ours
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possessed a power which is still alive and 
still good enough for us. Roerich believes 
in their insight and grieves with them that 
the black sword of material culture pene
trates the breast of Nature, and that the 
trampling on the Mother-earth grows 
more and more sacrilegious with men’s 
efforts to turn the stream of her history into 
channels of absurd material greed. That 
is where Roerich and I meet each other. I 
shall never be tired of describing the 
beautifully wrought forms of the Vatican 
and the Escurial, while Roerich will 
continue his hymns to the vague beauty of 
the steppes and to the soft expansion of the 
architecture of the clouds ; but we shall 
speak of the same thing : of Beauty— 
of that great secret gift which is granted to 
Man. We two should be not foes but 
allies and—if God wills it—friends. Our 
foe is the same : it is the hooliganism of 
those who want to forget about all the 
whispers and spells of Nature. ... To 
them, all the best buildings, best pictures, 
and best books are only a film on their 
eyes which hinders them from keeping 
their ledgers in order. . . .

“ True, Roerich’s mind and taste are 
still Varengian : he loves and understands 
best that land which was conquered and 
loved by his ancestors ; its very austerity

14

gave them health and poured power into 
their veins. A serene tenderness kindles 
in Roerich's heart for those firesides 
where a whole file of his forefathers nursed 
the men, the girls, the mothers of their 
clan. But, at the same time, Roerich has 
learned from the voices singing in his soul 
to love and to understand humanity in 
general. . . . He wants to see guests 
coming from overseas he wants to see 
their lands and all the world in its bound
lessness and complexity. He will always 
gather his health and strength from the 
soil of his own kindred Novgorod which is 
saturated with iron, but he will dedicate 
that strength not to narrow nationalism, 
but to humanism in the broadest sense.

" At this present hour when peoples are 
possessed by the devils of enmity and un
truth, Roerich withdraws into his desert 
—as I withdraw into my temples—to 
create prayers to the Lord of peace and 
beauty.”

Having given this amusingly drawn 
psychological parallel, I feel nevertheless 
inclined to quote a few of Roerich's own 
lines from one of his early literary works, 
because I know that he has remained true 
to this conviction :

“ There is nothing alarming in the con
trast between the beauty of town and the

“FUENTE OVEHUNA” 
(LOPEZ DE VEGA)

beauty of nature. Just in the same way as 
fine contrasting colours do not kill each 
other but form a new powerful chord, so 
the beauty of nature and the beauty of 
town dwell hand-in-hand, intensifying 
each other. They are the two tones of the 
chord—its third tone being the beauty of 
the Unknown.”

Roerich does believe in culture ; only 
he is convinced that art is a much more 
lofty international factor of evolution than 
the “ mechanical civilization ” of the last 
half-century.

There is no reason to disbelieve the main 
outlines of the very old Russian legend 
which says that the ancient Slavs were 
peaceful, simple people who had no am
bition to rule, to command, or to fight; that 
all they wanted was to be left in peace at 
their work on the land. “ So they went 
across the sea to ask the Varengians to 
come and be their Princes and to rule 
over them.” ...” Three brothers came 
and settled down in the Russian Land : 
Rurik, Sineus, and Truvor.” Presently

the traces of the two youngest of these 
disappeared ; but Rurik was supposed to 
have started a whole dynasty, the last of 
which on the Russian throne was Theodor, 
Ivan the Terrible’s son. Then came the 
so-called “ Tumultuous Times,” after 
which a young Romanov was elected 
Tsar—again as the nearest to Prince 
Rurik’s descendants.

I had to remind the reader of this very 
probable origin of the Russian rulers (in any 
case, the Varengian, i.e. Norwegian, mer
chants and warriors were the first people 
of their kind to appear on the “ great 
waterway between the North and the 
Greek land,” and had all the chance to get 
into power—whether by invitation or by 
force !) because I wanted to mention a 
most interesting reverie of our modern 
writer Alexey Remizov. The beautiful 
form of his writings disappears in transla
tion because they are given in that ancient 
Russian speech which has been mentioned 
before. Many of Roerich’s pictures could 
be best interpreted by means of Remizov's 
poems inspired directly by the artist’s
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work—but, alas ! those poems-in-prose 
must remain a treasure for the Russians 
only, because five words out of every ten 
have no parallel whatever in the known 
old English.

Nevertheless, I take my courage in both 
hands in order to give an approximate 
rendering of one of Remizov’s pages ; it is 
a most interesting rêverie, and leads to 
what may be called a revelation—if you 
feel inclined to be theosophical !

“ From beyond the sea there appeared, 
moving into the Russian Land across the 
quaking marshes, the ice-flows, and the 
crackling undergrowth, a man hard as 
flint.

“ He made a fierce bonfire and built for 
himself a town in stone.

“ And his throne was of red moss, his 
crown of moonstone, and his sword and 
shield of granite.

“ Beyond the seas and the mists the tale 
spread of the Viking who went away and 
did not return. The Skalds composed a 
saga about him, the Giants mused and 
wondered—Why was there no sign of the 
Viking for so long a timee. The grey
haired Morun worked spells in watching 
his waves—but, * No,’ said the waves, 
‘ the Viking will never return.’ Oblemay 
himself—of a brighter green than the green 
of the sea-grass—having licked his blind, 
cold cubs for the night, would tell them the 
long tale about the Viking who went over 
to the Russian Land.

“ And his throne was of red moss, his 
crown of moonstone, and his sword and 
shield of granite.

“ From beyond the Varengian Sea 
moved Viking the Flint into the Russian 
Land, along serpents’ paths, and settled 
in his stone town.

“ In the blue twilight of the autumn he 
would ascend his tower, and his eyes 
glowed like blue flames in the blue mist ; 
they could see as far as beyond the third 
sea. And in the night the noydas of 
Lapland would join him and weave their 
spells o’er the stony range, o’er the wind, 
and o'er the waves.

“ And the glare from the bonfires spread 
for miles around the town, hot and high.

“ Like one born of the Russian Land, 
the Viking started putting it into shape.

“ He went with Sviatoslav to Tsar- 
grad,* and saw what he never could forget : 
an Angel in the fiery skies, and a winged 
fire, and blue arrows that came down on 
the fleet of Russian boats, burning them.

“ He heard Perun f yell in anguish in 
christened Novgorod, and saw him toss 
and beat against the bank of the Volhov 
river.

“ He saw the Hungari appear from 
beyond the Ural mountains and cross the 
Russian Land and vanish, darkling, behind 
the Carpathian Range.

“ He was with Prince Igor on the Kayal 
river, and he will never forget the lament 
and the tears when the treason of the 
Russian Princes opened to the foe the gates 
of the Russian Land.

“ One after another the centuries passed ; 
and, resting under a snow-clad stone, he 
heard the Terrible Tsar Ivan raging 
recklessly over the Russian Land.

“ Then the last threads of memory sank 
into darkness.

“ More centuries went by.
“ And then there again appeared a man 

—and settled in Petersburg on the Moyka : 
no more from the Varengian Sea, but from 
Kostroma-town ; and no more Rorik (as 
they called Rurik in Old Novgorod)—but 
Roerich.

“ And again, as of old, he built for him
self a stone town. The memory came back 
to him as in a dream, and he told us about 
the rocks, and about the seas where he used 
to sail with his Friendships of Warriors, 
about the giants and the serpent, and the 
noydas, about the Terrible Angel, and 
about how Russia was being built up, and 
how the treason of the Russian Princes 
opened to the foe the gates of the Russian 
Land.

" His Blue is the Blue of the Northern Twilight; 
His Green is the Green of the sea-grass;
His Red is the Red of bonfires,
And his Flame—from Byzantine arrows.

“ He built for himself a stone town—as 
roomy and as free as the Old Novgorod 
that was its own Master—and the glare 
from his bonfires is again spreading hot 
and high over the Russian Land.”

* “ Tsargrad ” is the ancient Russian name for 
Constantinople, until of late used by the Slavophils,

t The Jupiter of the ancient Slavs.

“THE ENCHANTED CITY.” 
FROM THE PAINTING 
BY NICOLAS K. ROERICH.




