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SAINTLY GUESTS NICHOLAS ROE-RICH

THE ART OF NICOLAS ROERICH
By Alexander Kaun

Nicholas Roerich belongs to those art
ists whose growth never stops. For thirty 
years his work has shown a never abating 
energy and, despite a widening recogni
tion, no sign of acquiescence—of having 
arrived. His abundant activity has been 
a dynamic evolutionary process, with each 
period marking an advance over the pre
ceding one, and constituting a pledge for 
a never ending chain of surpassing stages 
in the future.

The evolution of Roerich has been both 
horizontal and vertical; his vision has both 
expanded and deepened. His tireless 
quest has been multiple and variegated, 
proving equally fruitful in his archaeolog
ical researches (Stone Age and Pagan 
Russia), in his legendary and historic lore 
of Russia, India, Scandinavia, in his broad 
decorative activity, from murals to scenery

for opera and ballet, in his land and sea
scapes of such divers places as northern 
Europe, Italy, New Mexico or the coast 
of Maine. As teacher, organizer, and 
writer, Roerich sought further expression 
for his simple and ever maturing faith in 
the need of beauty in life as a ubiquitous 
and all-pervading factor. In his effort at 
uniting the world under the banner of 
this faith, he has become a truly inter
national artist. In California alone there 
are about two score of his canvases, while 
New York has a Roerich Museum contain
ing nearly five hundred of his works on 
permanent exhibition.

Slav and Viking by his ancestry, Roe
rich is a “true Russian,” in the sense in 
which Dostoyevsky uses this phrase, name
ly in the universality of his mind. In our 
age of division and disunion, spiritual as

well as material, the harmonious realm of 
Roerich rises as a world apart, new yet 
hoary, strangely fantastic yet uncannily 
familiar, as though we knew it in some 
prenatal existence, or visualized it in a 
dream. In this world of Roerich, dif
ferences of time, country and race appear 
as variations of one theme, concordant in 
their divergence, permeated with a mutu
ality of purpose. A universal symphony 
is felt through the vast expanse of Roe
rich’s canvases. From times primordial to 
our day of submarines and radio, Roerich 
rings a note of cosmic unity and pan
theistic concord.

Roerich’s indefatigable pilgrimage in 
quest of harmony and beauty has lately 
brought him to the top of the world, 
literally. He has been scaling the Hima-
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WHO IS AN ART CRITIC?

Speaking at the first open house meet
ing of the Beaux Arts Galerie, San Fran
cisco, George Douglas, writer and lectu
rer, strongly declared himself against 
every form of art or music criticism, 
which he described as impertinent, dan
gerous, or, at best, useless.

These columns seem a most fitting 
tribune from which to answer our brillant 
and esteemed confrere who handled so 
unsparingly the men and women who at
tempt to translate in intelligible phrases 
the emotions and ideas of the artist.

What manner of individual is he who is 
classified as an “art critic?” He is, or 
should be, to our view, nothing more—and 
nothing less—than a layman with a fine 
spirit of discernment, able to detect beauty 
and human emotion wherever it lies, and 
to distinguish the genuine from the false, 
one who is also endowed with a writer’s 
talent and can express in words not only 
the moods of the artist, the qualities or 
shortcomings of his work, but, as well, 
what the layman at large thinks and feels 
when confronted with it. In other words, 
the art critic is the individual who is able 
to translate intelligently and humanely 
the language of lines, forms and colors of 
the artist to the public and also the reac
tions of the appreciative but inarticulate 
public to the public itself.

The function of the art critic is pri
marily that of an interpreter; but, when 
he is gifted with a clear vision and a 
genuine understanding of art, when he is 
as discriminating as he is sensitive, and 
dares to point out to the artist and the 
public the qualities of a work of art and 
also its weaknesses, he is acting as a guide, 
as a friend, and his criticisms are helpful 
and constructive.

It is such a part that “The Argus” 
hopes to play in the art life of the West.

—J. B. S.

THE ART OF NICHOLAS ROERICH
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laya peaks, absorbing as yet unseen vi
stas, communing with heretofore forbid
den mysteries.* With that effortless ease 
of his which has always enabled him to 
ignore material and spiritual obstacles, 
Roerich has entered the most exclusive 
and esoteric corners of Tibet, heartily 
welcomed by the common people, by the 
lamas, by native artists and monks. Roe
rich disarms intolerance, tear, and sus
picion; his personality and work are so 
innately all-human and universal that be
fore them all discrimination of color, race, 
or creed disperses like mist pierced by the 
sun.

As an artist, Roerich has been the de
spair of those who are wont to classify 
painters by schools and movements. 
Though alert and sensitive to new cur
rents in art, he has always remained out
side of definitive groups. Practically every 
movement, from Impressionism to Expres
sionism, has found an echo in Roerich, 
but this does not mean that he is eclectic. 
Rather may it be said that he is synthetic, 
for he combines in a subtle way the modes 
and methods of all ages and climes, from 
the cave-dweller’s bison to the geometrical 
abstractions of our own dav. The deep

*See the magnificent monograph “Roe
rich—Himalaya” (Brentano’s, 1926).

THE SAILORS OF ONDARROA RAMON DE ZUBIAURRE
A splendid example of the work of this Spanish artist. Presented recently

to the Fine Arts Gallery of San Diego by an anonymous donor.

religiosity which saturates all his work has 
naturally drawn him to those who re
garded their art with reverence, as a 
sacred performance—whether they were 
the Byzantines, or the early Chinese, or 
the Novgorod iconographers, or Gaugin.

The kinship with other great world artists 
which one' detects in Roerich’s canvases is 
a case of deep calling unto deep, without 
involving in the least the question of 
originality. But while he may suggest to 
one’s memory now the Chinese masters, 
now the great primitives, now the intricate 
Persians, now the archaic Greeks, and so 
forth, he stands unique and unmistakable 
as a wizard of color and composition. 
His achievements in volume, in silhouette, 
in color gamuts, in totality of effect, are 
astounding to the layman and bewilder
ing to the professional. “How does he 
do it?” is the somewhat vexed question 
you often hear from painters facing some 
Roerich tempera (his favorite medium). 
There is something defying words and 
analysis in those Himalaya canvases, with 
their monumental “sanctuaries and cit
adels,” their unheard-of lapis lazulis and 
liquid yellows, their infinite heights and 
unfathomable depths, . their exotic sym
bolism and withal bewitching simplicity. 
How does he do it? Ask Roerich, and he 
will refer you to his flaming faith.
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