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NICHOLAS ROERICH: PAINTER OF ASIA
By Frances R. Grant

Asia, went Roerich, intrepid seeker for 
beauty. Indefatigably he quested the 
beauty of Asia. And in these paintings 
he has told his tale in a wordless and 
transfixing splendor, through which 
one experiences his own depths of 
spirit.

To the voyager travelling eastward, 
the never-equalled sight in Asia is the 
view of the Himalayas confronting 
him at Darjeeling. There one beholds 
mountains crowned by a sea of clouds, 
above them rising parapets which 
seem to transfix heaven itself. Sunset 
and sunrise, with their flaming skies, 
transform these Himalayan giants into 
a wall of flame, which denies entrance 
into the forbidden lands beyond. Be
fore the sight the heart leaps, not 
alone at its beauty, but also at its 
symbol and at the thought of the 
Beyond, the Mysterious, the tangible 
and intangible Asia, which tempts and 
eludes the voyager. As Keyserling 
tells us, this sight carries us from out 
“the chrysalis of our humanity’’.

AROUND the very name of Asia 
there is woven a seductive and ar
resting magic: the immeasurable 

age of her antiquities; the thunder of 
the hordes of Genghis and Timur; the 
storied domes of Kublai Khan; the 
silent trails, the ways of Christ and 
Buddha. All these are conjured up at 
the mention of her name.

This pageant of Asia—this brilliant 
and luminous fantasy—is invested with 
a living beauty in the paintings Nich
olas Roerich has sent back from the 
Roerich Art Expedition, and which now 
form a permanent part of the Roerich 
Museum, New York. These 150 paint
ings, which are included in the 600 
gathered by the Museum from Roe
rich’s 3000 creations, seem like a 
crown of his gigantic achievement.

From Darjeeling—that gateway to 
Tibet—through the Tibetan monas
teries with their colorful rites; along 
the vales of Kashmir and the moun
tains of Gulmarg; then on to Little 
Tibet, and finally to the alluring north, 
across the Karakorum pass into Central

[3]
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Srinigar, Kashmir. The Autumn Pall of Snow settles early on this Kashmerean City. Just beyond 
this City lie the Passes of Sodji-La with their dangerous glaciers, and these were crossed by Nicholas 

Roerich, on the Roerich Art Expedition, into Asia.

It was before this vista of the sum
mits of earth that Roerich made his 
first stop on his expedition to the Bast. 
Beyond Darjeeling—the last outpost 
of most voyagers—is a hill upon which 
stands the palace Talai Pho Brang. 
Some ten years ago when the Dalai 
Lama of Tibet was forced to flee from 
his sacred Potala in the forbidden city 
of Lhassa, he dwelt in this palace. 
Here he sat in daily meditation, look
ing out over the ramparts which hid 
from his sight his beloved country. As 
the Tibetan lamas related to Roerich, 
he neither slept nor rested. For three 
years he was ever in the posture of 
prayer and sent his benevolence across 
the heights to his people, until the day 
when he could give up his exile and 
return to Lhassa.

Since that time—seven years ago— 
his palace has been empty. Into this 
palace as a dweller came Roerich, in 
1923. From this vantage point he 
desired to paint the awe-impelling 
sight which rises here to silence and 
enfold the onlooker. To the lamas of 
Tibet the occupation by the artist of 
this sacred dwelling was not accidental, 
and many of them came to pay homage 
to a priest of western beauty.

It is in Roerich’s series “His Coun
try” that one finds the first thunderous 
expression of the artist’s theme: the 
beginning of the passage into Asia. In 
the palace of the Dalai Lama, with all 
its enveloping suggestions, facing Mount 
Everest and the sacred mountain Kin- 
chinjunga, the White Lady crowned 
with the inevitable veil of snow, the

artist rested his easel and painted the 
lofty places of “His Country”.

In this series each work has an in
dividual message, but each relates to 
the other as do the chords in a great 
symphony. For instance, in the paint
ing He Who Hastens, one is stirred by 
the throbbing of the eastern pulse. It 
is sunset—the last gleams of sunset, 
when the entire archivault of heaven is 
reflected back from the Himalayan 
glaciers. The whole is like an undulat
ing red ocean. One is very close to the 
slopes of Everest, feels its majesty and 
is silenced by its heroic size. But it is 
not the mountain peaks which hold 
one rapt. In the foreground is a great 
cliff, standing like an outer wall before 
the world’s highest peak. Across its 
precipice—with eternity below him—a 
rider on horseback leaps, fleet as the

Along the mountain trails of Tibet, among glaciers and savage peaks, man seems a puny creature.

wind. Professor Roerich has marked 
the swift Tibetans often traverse the 
clefts in the mountain; it is not a rare 
sight there. But within this painting 
one feels more—the moving exhilara
tion of the Asiatic rider, the spirit of 
conquest; one hears the galloping of 
Tartars, of Mongols. There is a wind 
coming from this painting. It spells 
the new Asiatic messenger.

Leaving this palace, Professor Roe
rich took an extended trip through the 
Tibetan monasteries. His caravan of 
many horses and a retinue of natives 
made its way along the paths of Sikhim, 
Nepal, and along the mountain trails of 
Tibet. High up on the seemingly im
passible peaks stand these lamaseries, 
citadels of the Red and Yellow sects of 
Tibet.

[4] [5]
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These sects were founded respec

tively by Padma Sambhava and Tzong 
Kha Pa, the great Tibetan reformers. 
They differ not merely in the garbs of 
their lamas, but in the spirit of their 
rites, for the Red adheres to the magic 
and form of early ceremony while the 
Yellow remembers the austerity of the 
Gautama.

“Confucius, the; Just One” (Banners oe the East Series) by Nichoeas Roerich, Roerich Museum, 
New York.

Hailed by the trumpets of the lamas, 
who eagerly welcomed this messenger 
of beauty, Roerich visited the monas
teries Sanga Chelling, Tashi-ding, Rin- 
chenpong and others which lie like 
ramparts above the clouds, crowning 
each hill for miles around on the heights 
of Nepal and Sikhim and on all Tibetan 
paths.

It was during the season of the 
Tibetan New Year that Professor Roe
rich made his monastery trip. To 
each monastery, at that season, come 
the pilgrims desiring to view the New

Year’s rites of the lamas. The moun
tain roads are filled with holiday 
voyagers, festively garbed. On each 
peak, crowned by the mendangs, or 
shrines, with their benches for medita
tion overlooking vast distances, medi
tating travelers seat themselves. Be
side these shrines wave banners as 
prayers for dead or living.

In each monastery, as the artist 
visited it, the lamas pointed out some 
sacred relic, some worshipped wonder. 
In Sanga Chelling, founded by the 
great Padma Sambhava, of the Red 
sect, it is the stone of meditation look
ing out over the Himalayan eternities. 
This stone is said to creak whenever the 
monastery life is impure.

To Tashi-ding also Roerich bent his 
way. It lies upon the mountain of the 
White Stone, above the “Valley Open 
to Heaven”—on the highest summit. 
Recently trails to this abode of the

monks have been cut out of the rocks, 
but they nevertheless still offer the 
pilgrim a weary journey upwards. 
Midway up the giant slope, one has to 
cross a deep gorge, above a roaring 
mountain river. The bridge across is a 
swinging bamboo, which trembles be
neath one’s feet. Often the traveler

“Moses, the Leader” (Banners of the East Series) by Nicholas Roerich, Roerich Museum, New York.

takes a deep inward breath, and won
ders if he will ever touch the other side. 
But to pause is dangerous. Finally the 
slope is reached, and then comes the 
climb up to the monastery on the sum
mit. When half way up, the trumpets 
of welcome from the monasteries re
sound, and the lamas wait in a row, 
elegantly garbed, with smiles of wel
come for Roerich. This bringer of 
beauty, uniting Fast and West, is a 
welcome visitor.

It was in the Monastery Tashi-ding 
that Roerich witnessed the mystery of

the self-filling chalice, the ceremony 
observed each year at New Year. At 
that time, with all ceremony and in the 
presence of witnesses who include rep
resentatives of the Maharajah, occurs 
the sacred ceremony. An ancient 
chalice is filled with water from the 
stream which flows down from the

sacred mountain Kinchinjunga. Amidst 
prayer and ceremony the chalice is 
hermetically sealed and placed upon 
the altar. A year later, with the same 
ceremony, and during the same festival, 
it is opened, the water is measured and 
by it are predicted the coming year’s 
events. Sometimes the water has 
increased, sometimes decreased, and by 
this is foretold the events of the years. 
In the year of the World War, the 
chalice is said to have tripled its water 

■—this meant war. This season it has

[8] [9]
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lessened—which means war and famine, 
also social disorder.

On these occasions also there are 
presented the sacred dances, perform
ances of miracle plays akin in spirit to 
our own morality plays, but with the 
added color and glamor of Tibetan 
fantasy.

“Buddha the Conqueror’* (Banners of the East Series) by Nicholas Roerich, Roerich Museum, New 
York.

Like our own mysteries, the dances 
of the monasteries present the pere
grinations of the spirit, and draw a 
moral for the benefit of the spectator. 
Varying in the monasteries of each 
sect, the dances may perhaps show the 
judgment of the dead, when the lamas 
depict the contumely heaped upon the 
evil soul, while the good reaches a 
benign paradise. Or again, they show 
the good spirit vainly besieged by 
temptations in the disguise of yaks or 
lions. Numerous are the variations of

these themes, which are presented 
before the awed spectators, in brilliant 
garbs and masques.

Another sight in Tashi-ding is the 
ceremony, held in the monastery, of 
the thousand lights. Rows of lights 
flame along the panelled walls of the 
narrow structure and on lines of tables,

all enveloped in the fragrant haze of 
burning incense. The trumpets blow. 
Quivering, the resounding air sets this 
flaming veil of light vibrating in an 
unforgettably weird and moving spec
tacle, to which the voices of the lamas 
add the final note of mystery as their 
intonations of the sacred writings rise 
and fall in the reverberating chamber 
and the faces of celebrants and spec
tators alike move in the fiery glow. 
The spirit of this East is transmuted 
in these astonishing paintings of the

monasteries so that he who has never 
seen, can yet see and feel, moved out 
of himself by the intangible and per
ceiving the force of the doctrines of 
the Gautama and the ever-breathing 
visage of the yellow-robed lion-con
queror.

But it is not alone the colorful bril
liance of Asia that speaks its arresting 
message from the paintings of the

“The Chalice of Christ” (Banners of the East Series) by Nicholas Roerich, Roerich Museum, New 
York.

master artist. There is the other side 
of Asia, which has so deeply touched 
Professor Roerich as he traversed the 
passes of Asia’s life—that of her spirit, 
the deeply meditative side of Asia which 
has gestated for centuries like a lotus 
bud. The dreams of Asia live again in 
the panorama of his work. In The 
Fire-Blossom has been reborn the story 
of the sacred blossom. According to 
Tibetan legend, whosoever finds the 
blossom shall win benevolence for 
mankind. This has its foundation, as

have all legends, in fact. Bor on the 
road to Phalut are many flowers of the 
black aconite which has such great 
medicinal value and which, because of 
its phosphorescence, glows at night. 
Roerich has also painted the legends 
of the Treasure of the World and the 
Burning of Darkness—the legends of 
the flaming sacred treasure with which 
is linked the destiny of the world, and

which is carried to earth on a white 
steed, unguided.

But it is in the deepest aspect of the 
East—in the definition of her gift to 
the West—that Professor Roerich has 
reached the summit of his work. In his 
series of paintings Banners of the East 
he has shown the great teachers of the 
world at their moments of highest 
illumination. On his way through the 
East, he found the threads of all the 
great teachers of the world. In Kash
mir he discovered the beauty and light

[10] [11]
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of the succeeding waves of civilization 
as they intertwined and united, inspir
ing him to paint the supreme moments 
of each great spiritual leader.

So he painted Christ, Moses, Bud
dha, Mohammed, Confucius and others 
of those great spirits who walked the 
ways of Asia. His Mohammed on 
Mount Hira shows the Moslem prophet 
upon the mountain at that moment 
when, we are told, the Archangel 
Gabriel appeared and related to him 
his mission. It is roseate dawn and 
through a white vapor is seen the 
exalted figure of the angel with a 
flaming chalice. Moses the Leader is 
seen on Mount Sinai, where the tablets

“She Who Leads” (His Country Series) by Nicholas Roerich, Roerich Museum, New York.

of the law are transmitted to him. 
Roerich has not visualized the brawny 
Moses of a Michael Angelo; his Moses 
is a cosmic figure. The prophet is upon 
the mountain; above him the heavens 
in swirling folds of light and color seem 
to be performing a great ritual, cosmic 
in its import.

For his painting of Confucius, Pro
fessor Roerich took the Chinese Sage in 
his cart upon a mountain trail—the 
Confucius of exile, the prophet who had 
to have his cart ever at hand to escape 
the persecutions of his contemporaries.

Buddha the Conqueror is also seen in 
a new light—not at Boddha-Gaya un
der the Bo tree, but in the caves of the

Himalayas where he attained supreme 
initiation as the conqueror of self.

Of the two paintings of Christ in this 
series, one shows Him during His vigil 
in the garden of Gethsemane—the 
Chalice of Christ. Many have painted 
this moment of renunciation, but the 
writer does not recall another con
ception where the loneliness of Christ is 
transmitted with such poignancy. It 
is the hour before dawn—beyond are 
the dim outlines of Jerusalem. The 
painting is bathed in the green of the 
twilight hour—and the stars alone are 
the witnesses of that supreme vigil.

It is not only the leaders of its past 
but its hopes for a coming leader which 
Roerich reveals in this series. The Fast 
is now filled with its age-old hope, never 
more ardent than at the present hour, 
that the coming of the Buddha Mai- 
treya, he who for centuries has been

looked to as the promised deliverer, is 
close at hand.

For today two great emotions stir 
the spiritual Fast—this hope of the 
coming of the Buddha Maitreya and 
the other, the revival of the cult of the 
Mother of the World. In the events in 
the Fast—beginning with the flight of 
the Tashi Lama from his sacred monas
tery in Shigatse two years ago—Asia 
sees the impetus for the fulfillment of 
its prophecies. The consummation of 
the many events will culminate in the 
advent of the new leader bringing 
beneficence for all the world. And in 
this moment is also seen the great era of 
the Mother of the World. The ancient 
cults which reverenced womanhood in 
the figures of Astarte and Isis, are once 
again invested with a new life and it is 
in womanhood—in a Kwan-Yuen or 
White Tara—that the Fast sees the 
instrument of this new spiritual wave.

“Lao Tze” (Banners of the East Series) by Nicholas Roerich, Roerich Museum, New York.
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Several of the paintings envisage for 

us this new reverence for Womanhood. 
In She Who Leads, The Mother of the 
World and Star of
the Mother of the 
World is reflected 
this Eastern hope.
Thus in the first the 
woman—White 
Tara—is shown 
guiding the pilgrim 
over dangerous 
mountain glaciers.
In Star of the Mother 
of the World, it is 
night in the desert, 
another night of 
the Magi, in which 
the caravan silent
ly follows this new 
guiding star of the 
East.

Professor Roe
rich has remem
bered not merely 
Asia’s mystery— 
he has remembered 
her superb destiny, 
which allowed her 
to be the source 
of each religion
in turn. He has transmitted her 
color, her antiquity, her fantasy, her

Professor Nicholas Roerich

[14]

PORTRAIT IMPRESSION: MUMTAZ-I-MAHAL
My lord, the crystal shows a bubble blown 
Of marble, girt with slabs of -polished jet.
Thrice and again a flying minaret 
Soars into space. I see the peacock throne 
Draped in a pall of sable. Tears that flow 
Into the quiet Jumna lap the base 
Of mighty arches frosted into lace 
By patient hands. Cypress and myrtle grow 
So close no light can penetrate the dark 
Of humid tunnels. Here and there are strewn 
Marmoreal petals of a shattered moon.
One other thing I see: a figure stark 
In sleep of death upon a narrow shelf 
Crusted with precious stones; myself. Myself!

—Margaret Tod Ritter.

mystery. But his final word is that 
of the beauty of her ancient spirit. In 
the words of Claude Bragdon:

“One has the feel
ing that in every
thing Roerich does 
he is seeking the 
hidden truth, the 
unrevealed beauty; 
the Lost Word, in 
point of fact. Like 
some mighty, in
defatigable hunter, 
armed not with a 
gun, but with his 
brushes and paints, 
he stalks his quarry 
from country to 
country, across 
oceans, mountains, 
though knowing all 
the while that the 
thing he is seeking 
is in himself. To 
look at the six hun
dred or more paint
ings of his in the 
Roerich Museum 
is to participate in 
this adventure and 
to draw nearer to

that truth which is beauty and that 
beauty which is truth.”

Philadelphia Museum of Art. Architects’ Perspective Drawing by J. P. AbelE. Horace Trumbauer, 
С. C. Zantzinger and C. L. Boris, Jr., Associate Architects.

ARCHITECTURAL POLYCHROMY
THE GREEK REVIVAL IN THE PHILADELPHIA 

MUSEUM OF ART
By Edward H. Putnam

FOR many years the Greek temples 
of the IVth and Vth centuries, 
В. C., have stood for everything 

that was chaste and dignified in archi
tecture. The realization that these 
temples were originally examples of 
brilliant polychromy has been reached 
only in the past few years.

As a consequence the great majority 
of reproductions and adaptations in ac
cordance with Greek tradition, exe
cuted in marble, granite, limestone or 
terra cotta in monochrome, have missed 
the most important architectural ele
ment, color. It remained for the Park 
Commission of Philadelphia to break 
the mistaken tradition of monochrome 
and to erect the Philadelphia Museum 
of Art, closely reproducing the lines of a 
Greek temple, in the same colors, and 
applied in the same way, as they were 
used and applied by early Greek archi
tects.

Determination of the colors was a 
task that required the most painstaking 
research. Temples that have remained 
standing in broad sunlight for cen
turies have lost every trace of color, for 
ceramic colors—produced by the in
tense temperatures of kiln-burning— 
are the only enduring colors, and the 
art of terra cotta glazing was unknown 
to the Greeks.

Faint colors remain on fragments 
that have lain buried for many cen
turies—such, for example, as have re
cently been discovered at Sardis and 
Corinth—and from these fragments it 
has been possible to reconstruct the 
Greek palette, just as the palaeon
tologist is able to reconstruct an entire 
prehistoric skeleton from a small frag
ment of bone.

Mr. Leon V. Solon, one of the fore
most authorities on ancient poly
chrome, collaborated with the archi-

[15]


