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A RUSSIAN PAINTER: N. K. 
ROERICH. BY N. JARINTZOV

IN our days the struggle between “ me
chanical civilization ” and “ the cul

ture 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 
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 S' ” 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 has 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,

“THE CALL OF THE BELLS 
(FROM THE “OLD PSKOV” SERIES) 
BY NICOLAS ROERICH
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A RUSSIAN PAINTER : N. K. ROERICH
or school, although some compare him 
to Gaugin, 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 naive 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 
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

“ WELCOME TO THE SUN 
BY NICOLAS ROERICH
(Skidelski Collection)
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A RUSSIAN PAINTER : N. K. ROERICH

“THE IDOLS” ("PAGAN RUSSIA” 
SERIES). BY NICOLAS ROERICH]

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

64

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
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A RUSSIAN PAINTER: N. K. ROERICH

leaders of which were Sierov, 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 ” 
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 harmoniz
ing 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 
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. 

“ST. PROCOPIUS THE RIGHTEOUS 
BLESSING THE UNKNOWN TRA
VELLERS.” BY NICOLAS ROERICH
(Slieptsov Collection)
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A RUSSIAN PAINTER: N. K. ROERICH

“THE SACRED LAKE 
BY NICOLAS ROERICH

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. Procopius 
the Righteous Blessing the Unknown Travel- 
lers ; St. Tiron discovering the Sword sent 
to him from Heaven, etc. All these paint-
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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 
a 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,



A RUSSIAN PAINTER : N. K. ROERICH

he said : “ We shall learn from you. Nous 
sommes trop raffines.”

(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. 0

(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 
times of yore. No wonder that whole 
codes of magic rules have come into being, 
teaching how to handle treasure 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 overwhelming majority of Roerich’s 
works are in Russia ; and a chronological 
list giving the titles and ownership of most 
of them appeared in the Russian magazine 
“Apollon” for April-May 1915; but be
tween thirty and forty remained after the 
exhibition in Malmo, and are to be exhi
bited, together with his recent paintings, 
in May at the Goupil Gallery, 

“ THE TREASURE.” BY 
NICOLAS ROERICH
(Skidelski Collection)
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