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II

NICHOLAS ROERICH:

THE ARTIST AND HIS ART.

In our study of the ideas that have influenced the life 
and art of Nicholas Roerich, we saw that his central prin
ciple was unity in diversity, and noted how this principle 
governed his various activities in human service. Carried 
over into his attitude to art, the principle of unity in diver
sity shows itself in an appreciation of all that is excellent 
in art-expression in all forms and eras and places. Mere 
prejudice in favour of this or that method in any of the 
arts, or insistence on a common expression in the arts or in 
life, is to Roerich a logical impossibility. “Not only in 
workmanship,” he writes, “but even in beauty we show 
prejudice in extreme specialization.” He sees all forms 
of exclusiveness as concessions to the mechanical element 
in life. This has its place, but when it asserts predomi
nance, it leads to the subjection of the individual to the 
machine, be it as instrument or as organization, and leads 
to a descent from the pliability of life and the poise that 
makes for completeness and calm, into the rigidity of 
partiality.

This mechanical aspect of life Professor Roerich 
characterises as “the greatest danger to the evolution of 
culture.” The descent from free vital activity has gone 
a certain distance, and he would fain cry halt to it. “The 
spiritual level of the nations has sunk,” he says “Any
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farther sinking of the level will be fatal to civilization.” 
To prevent this sinking, which he foresaw fifteen years 
ago, even as he prophetically portrayed the coming of the 
war of 1914, two things are needed: first, the wisdom to see 
the folly of putting the whole under the domination of the 
part; second, the substitution of individual creative acti
vity for mere sectional unintelligent and imitative mass 
production. “There will be no peace until people learn 
how to discriminate between the mechanical civilization 
and the future culture of the the spirit.... Only through 
creative work is the balance of a country established.” 
How apposite to efforts to improve education in India to
day are these ideas of Roerich’s will be apparent to those 
who have thought over the matter. But we are not con
cerned with local applications of his principles; our object 
is to elucidate them as influences in his art. 

The opposition of Professor Roerich to mechanical 
civilization is not based only on the inartistic loss of poise 
and completeness which mechanical domination involves, 
but also on the fact that mechanical production in any 
department of life necessitates haste; and haste to him is 
not only vulgar but the negation of the calm in which alone 
true art-creation arises. All the great creative processes, 
he points out, fulfil themselves in silence. ‘ ‘ The true acti
vity, invisible from the eyes of the rushing crowds, mani
fests itself only in results.” Haste, on the contrary, is 
conscious of the process of life from step to step, from 
moment to moment. It runs in the atmosphere of fever
ish calculation, while creation belongs to the incalculable. 
Calculation is of the brain, but creation is, as he says, “by 
the heart and by the spirit, ’ ’ that is to say, by the interplay 
of the aesthetical and intuitional faculties of humanity. 
We must not, however, be it remarked, mistake the calm
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of Roerich for the inertia of others. That calm is the 
condition of super-activity. Francis Thompson knew of 
it when he sang:

“Prom stones and poets we may know 
Nothing so active is as that which least seems so.”

The creative interplay of heart and spirit is, in the 
unformulated but very real philosophy of Roerich, double 
natured. Where the aesthetical element predominates in 
expression, we have Art. Where the intuitional element 
predominates, we have illuminated Knowledge. But since 
these emanate from one Source behind the phenomena of 
expression, they can never be wholly separate. The high
est Art expresses, even without intention, the highest 
Knowledge. The expression of the highest Knowledge is 
only possible through the highest Art. The interaction of 
Art and Knowledge tends therefore to a constant ascension 
in both. Mutual decay is inevitable when Art and Know
ledge are separated. His prescription of Art and 
Knowledge as a cure for modern ills is not merely for the 
attainment of aesthetical or intellectual satisfaction. His 
vision goes to the foundations of life, and sees that if life 
erred from the balance of harmony, symmetry and fullness 
that are recognised by the emotions as Beauty and by the 
mind as Truth, it would topple into the chaos of ugliness 
and falsehood.

Happily there is no fear of that catastrophe on a 
universal scale; and it is comforting to have the word of 
an observant artist that, even in the midst of the apparent 
disorder and falsity of life today, there are clear signs of 
the future triumph of Beauty and Truth. “You are wit
nesses,” he declares, “of the cosmic process of the 
destruction of mechanical civilization, and of the creation
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of the foundations of the culture of the spirit. Among 
national movements, the first place will belong to the reva
luation of work, the crown of which is a widely understood 
creation and knowledge. Moreover, only these two motive 
powers make up that international language of which 
feverishly-seeking mankind stands in such need.”

The revaluation in the national movements which 
are so evident today will not, in the philosophy of Roerich, 
come from a stiffening of national prejudices in art or life, 
but from an interchange that will only become possible 
when the various national movements set less store on the 
accidents of expression in the arts and social organization, 
and more on organic and spiritual essentials. This may 
seem a paradox from the pen of a Russian artist who has 
earned world fame by virtue of his own unique expression 
of individual and racial temperament in painting. But it 
must be realized that what Roerich emphasises is not an 
objection to individual or group  "prejudices” as such. 
Looking at his paintings, one would hardly suspect him of 
being an admirer and patron of the Bengal school of paint
ing which appears to be as far his own manner as it well 
could be. Claude Monet, the famous French impressionist 
painter, was, as I found on a visit to him in his home out
side Paris in 1925, an enthusiast on Japanese colour-prints, 
which were the antithesis of his own art. Prejudices, that 
is, particular ways of feeling and thinking and doing, are 
inevitable, and life would be very drab and monotonous 
without them. But attachment to prejudices as ends in 
themselves is an offence against the movement of the spirit 
of the individual or nation. In order to find relief from 
this attachment, and to achieve the true artistic attitude 
of nobility and dignity, Nicholas Roerich declares that we 
must contemplate the past. He himself did so and has
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paid tribute to the Art of the Stone Age. He has also 
sought for extended spiritual illumination in the scrip
tures of Hinduim, Buddhism and Islam, as well as in the 
scriptures of Christianity. “If the blunted modern 
nationalism of Art is to be turned into a bewitching neo- 
nationalism, the foundation-stone of the latter will be the 
ancient world in its genuine conceptions of Truth and 
Beauty.” In confirmation of this the leader of an ex
ploration party in Asia some time ago reported to his 
American headquarters that they had ceased using the 
term “primitive” in the process of their work, as the fur
ther down they went, into the more ancient archaeological 
stratifications, the finer were the objects of art that they 
recovered. Items from the third millennium before Christ 
have been found in Mohenjodaro that we cannot excel to
day. Our ideas of chronology have to renounce their  
straight-line rigidity and think in terms of cycles and 
spirals.

Keeping to the matter of Art and Beauty in the idea 
of Roerich, we may ask the question, How are we to judge 
that protean element in creation that we identify as 
Beauty? Roerich’s answer is: “Through intuition, up
on the basis of many personal experiences, without any 
conventionalities or prejudices.” In other words, while 
the creative impulse of Art radiates from the intuition 
level of human nature, accompanied by beauty and joy, 
our values of the external expressions of that radiation 
must not be wholly intuitional; they must be tested and 
approved by the free exercise of the highest intelligence 
and the fullest knowledge. Craftsmanship must therefore 
go hand in hand with culture in the artist. This is a princi
ple that is fundamental in any attempt to link up art and 
education, and without which both will forever fail to their
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highest possibilities. The intelligence referred to by 
Roerich is threefold. “Three gifts of perception are sent 
to humanity. The perception of One Spirit brings into 
being the unity of love of the Religions. The perception 
of the miracle of Art creates the realm of Beauty. The 
perception of Cosmic force brings to us the idea of univer
sal Power. And in the name of the enlightened New Era 
we have to accept these blissful gifts with prayer and in 
constant readiness for action.” Students of English 
poetry will recognise the affinity between the minds of 
Shelley and Roerich in their mutual recognition of the 
association of Beauty and Power. Separately these have 
moved towards beautiful sentimentality and sensuality 
on the one hand, and on the other towards powerful ugli
ness and destructiveness. Beauty needs the impartation 
of Power to deliver it from the futilities of mere prettiness 
or the lures of the flesh. Power needs Beauty to deliver 
it from the anti-climax of its own self-ruination. A power
ful Beauty and a beautiful Power would transform the 
world. We seen this blend in the paintings of Nicholas 
Roerich, and realize the interaction of idea and express- 
sion.

Devotion, Beauty, Power—the inner movement of 
emotion towards the Personality of the Universe, and the 
outer movement of emotion towards the expression of per
sonality in the Arts, these allied with the Will—this is 
Roerich’s trinity-in-unity of endowment for true life, the 
triple crown that he would have humanity place upon its 
own head. It is notable that he puts religious Love before 
Beauty; but this is, in fact, inherent in his view of the 
spiritual Source of creative Art. Art and Beauty are 
only justified when they are essentially religious; and a 
study of any group of Roerich’s paintings will show that



they are varieties of expression of a central impulse of 
spiritual vision and love.

Roerich’s attitude to Religion is clear. He speaks in 
various articles with sympathy of the intellectual and 
aesthetical forms through which humanity has striven to 
approach the Divine Personality and express its concep
tion thereof. But his attitude to the Religions is that of 
no place for unintelligent acceptance or sentimentality; 
a creative artist whose almost stern loftiness of ideal has 
and he has no illusions as to the historical relations of the 
Church in Europe with the development of Art. “The 
Church,” he says, “did not bring Art with it: it only 
rested its foundations upon it; and although it created 
some new forms, is crushed other equally beautiful ones. ’ ’

But the impulse to devotion remains through the fluc
tuations of religious history: it is the inward-moving 
response of the human spirit to the touch of the Spirit 
within, and Art and its accompaniment of Beauty is the 
outward moving response of the creative Spirit. His 
canon for the judgement of Beauty we have seen. But 
there is something more to be said. Beauty to Roerich is 
not simply a matter of aesthetical pleasure. It has its 
intellectual aspect as well as its emotional aspect. His 
association of Beauty and Knowledge as the real guides to 
the home-hungry feet of humanity is not a mere external 
^elating of two complementary but separate entities. It is 
the integration of two aspects of one function. Normally, 
and falsely, Beauty and Knowledge are kept apart. 
Roerich would bring them together, and would establish 
between them and Life a vital association. It is by no mere 
verbal accident that his method for the attainment of this 
association is indicated in two words that express the in-

23



24

ward and outward movement of one psychological process: 
on the intellectual side, inner assimilation-; on the aesthe
tical side, outer harmonization. “An ardous task 
awaits the world,” he says: “ . .after mediaeval trials by 
fire, water and iron, now comes the trial of assimilation of 
truth.” This is Roerich’s call to the world-intelligence 
to assert itself; to sit no more in the seat of echo; to de
nounce convention and renounce prejudice. ‘1 The time, ’ ’ 
he says, “has now come for harmonizing the centres,” and 
this harmonization he defines as “the correspondence of 
all parts and all materials.... the manifestation of acti
vity in all its might, in all its clarity and convincingness. ”

In this definition we glimpse the interplay between 
ideas that is the sign of the spiritual attitude at work; for 
the three qualities which he attributes to harmonizing 
activity are only his individual recognition of the three 
aspects of the inner life—the power that is the sign and the 
instrument of the clarity of the mind and the conviction of 
the heart. But of this power we must think truly. It 
carries with it no wave of noise, no braggart air, no asser
tive eye, no acquisitive hand. Power, in Roerich’s con
ception, is the highest expression of the stillness of self- 
control. Here Roerich speaks as the artist-yogi; and we 
may here place together certain phrases from his writings 
that indicate his nearness to the immemorial teaching of 
India as to the development of spiritual power and its ap
plication in art. ‘ ‘ The more complete the calm the mightier 
the power in action.... The superficial activity of the 
mind must cease.... then in that calm.... illumination 
comes upon the mind. And a right knowledge becomes 
the infallible source of right action.. Silence acts; speech 
gives the right impulse to action.. The immense and in
scrutable processes of the world all perfect themselves
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within, in a deep and august silence, masked in a noisy and 
misleading surface of sound.. The day of rush is the night 
of activity. For nothing is created in rush.”

Calm, power, illumination, knowledge, action: it is a 
modern Russian, a creative artist of tremendous output, 
a world-traveller, who sets spiritual power thus four
square against what he regards as his age’s futile “apo
theosis of rush” and “useless prodigality of forces and 
possibilities.” The solution of this paradox of personality 
is found in the fact that Roerich takes his stand “on the 
side of the angels, ” looks from the synthetical point of 
view towards the analysis of the outer life, and sees things 
in a perspective and relationship that is hidden from the 
merely objective eye. He asserts the right of free indivi
dual and national expression, and bows in reverent joy 
equally before the signs of man’s aspiration towards the 
great life in the Stone Age and in America today. “But,” 
he warns us, “forget not that behind the nations stands 
humanity; ’ ’ that is, that the ground of all human organi
zation, however different the organizations may be, is 
human nature. And this humanity is no eclectic abstrac
tion of friendships that resonate and reflect the pleasant 
things that we enjoy in the comradeship of affinity. It is 
humanity pure and simple and whole. In its distortion 
and stultification through a mechanical civilization, this 
humanity may, as it is doing in various places, disfigure the 
beautiful and make mockery of the wise. Yet Beauty may 
not be denied to “the people;” for “the travelling crowds 
are nourished through the martyrdom of Art and Know
ledge”.

Moreover, the responsibility for the “popular” 
attitude of apathy or resentment to Art is not all on one
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side. The aloofness of artists from the life of the people, 
save as patronized subject-matter, shares the responsibi
lity for the lesion between Art and life, because of the air 
or superiority to the commonly shared life, an air which 
is translated by the popular mind as insincerity. Life 
treated as mere copy is apt to resent the process. But 
life participated in, sympathized with, truly interpreted, 
will give back the glow of joy. “The people,” says 
Roerich, “as people, are not stupid.. the essential feeling 
of the crowd is deep. But you must convince the crowd 
that you are sincere, and then the most simple hearts are 
open.”

In these expressions of the master-artist we find the 
true humanist spirit, the high spiritual impulse which 
would take Art to the people, not as an amusement or a 
dainty, but as the universal means of calling out the buried 
spirit of humanity. This is the new Gospel of Art, of 
which Roerich is one of the supreme apostles, the achieve- 
ment of the highest in life through the mediumship of Art 
and Knowledge. “The achievement of the life of the 
Spirit is not the privilege of hermits and anchorites alone. 
It may be achieved here, in our midst, in the name of that 
which is most sacred and nearest to the Great Spirit”— 
Beauty and Wisdom. It is no use complaining of things,” 
he says: “act beautifully and wisely and all will be well”. 
“Will constant denunciation,” he asks, “repel the dark
ness? Only bring light in—and darkness never was.” 
The mission of Art is no stern, sour’ or hard propaganda of 
interference and painful reformation: its accompaniment 
and aim is joy. “If the whole world were to rejoice.... 
only for a moment, all the dark walls of Jericho would fall 
instantly.” And Art, as Roerich reiterates, is one of the
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most potent ways of making humanity rejoice without the 
fear of subsequent ill or penitence.

So much for certain of Nicholas Roerich’s ideas on 
Art and Beauty. Much more could be said, indeed much 
more has been said both by myself and others. But the 
foregoing has to suffice for a limited opportunity; for we 
must turn, however briefly, and however superfluously in 
front of the eloquence of his works, to some observation of 
the artist’s own creations, which embody his vision, inner 
experience, individual characteristics and technical un
iqueness.

When an eminent Indian of wide and cultivated taste 
stood for the first time in the presence of a similar exhibi
tion of Roerich’s paintings as that in which we are assem
bled, he stood absorbed for several minutes, and then 
exclaimed, “This is a revelation!” The remark went 
deeper than a mere expression of surprise at something 
unexpected and impressive. It stated what appears to me 
to be the essence of the art of Nicholas Roerich—revela
tion. I might, perhaps, in other circumstances, have said 
that the essence of the art of Roerich is interpretation. 
But the word savours in this connection too much of the 
mind, and Roerich’s paintings are not in the nature of 
mental formulae. They are instantaneous syntheses of 
life as it presents itself to the outer and inner eye. Other 
artists have splendidly performed the magic of getting 
nature to sit still, dressed up to be painted. But Roerich’s 
art is not portrayal. He has the miraculous gift of cutting 
instantaneously into the flux of life, and revealing not only 
the immediate instant of sight, but the vision of eternity 
out of which it has come and to which it is going.
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Some act of what we might term aesthetical medium- 
ship is involved in this process. It is as if somewhere in 
the depths or heights of existence there is a level on which 
all phenomena rest, or from which they hang; or, (to state 
it otherwise, and both statings are figurative) a degree of 
life at which all variety is unified; and when this level or 
degree is touched by the human consciousness, a fusion of 
spirit takes place that somehow transforms both subject 
and object into the likeness of one another, so that, as in 
the case of Roerich and his art, the Himalayas show them
selves with special reality through that item of nature 
which is identified as Nicholas Roerich, and at the same 
time Roerich becomes Himalayan in imagination and ex
pression, and in our exhibition stands with special appro
priateness, in the splendid portrait of the father by the 
son, as a peak of human individuality looking at his own 
Himalayan paintings which are at once his creation and his 
recognition.

So busy, indeed, has Nicholas Roerich been for fifteen 
years in creating his Himalayas, and so inevitably have 
their majesty and vastness and splendour re-created him, 
that one can hardly think of his lifting a brush in cold 
blood or handling the tools of his craft as other than imple
ments of worship.

There are implications historical and legendary in 
Roerich’s long list of achievements. Within himself he 
lives in eternity; but simultaneously he inhabits a section 
of time. Like the great mystics, of whom he is one, he 
makes his transient habitat a perpetual symbol of his 
eternal abiding place. He does not depress the heavens 
or “draw an angel down;” rather does he elevate the earth 
and “raise a mortal to the skies,”
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We can see this ascensive tendency in the paintings 
in whose presence we are met. Occasionally we become 
aware of the sun shining on great peaks. But almost al
ways we are drawn into sympathetic communion with the 
sometimes grave, sometimes magnificent response of earth 
to the coming of light, and we can turn this response to 
light into an event of the individual soul. The mighty 
Hills do not stand to receive the light: they rise towards 
it as by an anticipation conceived in the darkness. Roe
rich’s peaks do not merely “rise” in the geographical 
sense; they take the logic posture of uprightness.

There is one picture by Nicholas Roerich in our exhi
bition, “The Snow-maiden,” that seems to me to be a 
symbol of the artist’s synthetical response to life in his art. 
In the background are hills of aspiration. In the middle- 
ground are the drifts of accumulation, which would 
smother themselves if they had no outlet. But in the 
foreground they thaw into the stream of activity that has 
its origin in the high places of the soul. And in the figure 
of the maiden, consciousness comprehends the whole. I 
know that these remarks might be called fantastic. But 
all high art is fantastic, and only truly itself when its 
outer expression is a phantasy or myth of the inner reali
ties of being. And because of this element of phantasy 
in the art of Nicholas Roerich, it never fails to carry expo
sition beyond his obvious unique genius in colour and com
position into enthusiasms that may seem somewhat 
irrelevant in dilettante circles but are inevitable with those 
who see art not as a reaction only to the outer world, but as 
an expression of the inner world.

Something would be obviously lacking if, with a long 
wall hung with paintings by Svefoslav Roerich that have
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evoked various superlatives from some of those present, 
some reference were not made to them.

This highly gifted son of the master was born in St. 
Petersburg in 1904. After preliminary education in 
Russia, he studied art and other subjects in Eng
land and America. He came to India in 1923 with 
his father, and has worked with him in various 
cultural and scientific activities, such as plant bio
logy and medicine. Like his father, Svetoslav has 
not slackened in his work as a painter. Pictures from 
his hand are honoured in a number of galleries. As a 
portraitist he stands in the front rank in his capacity to 
express the essential characteristics of the sitter and fitly 
to suggest their interests. There is obvious in the exam
ples before us some reference to his father’s style. Both 
paint with extraordinary clarity and apparent solidity. 
Both work in the tempera method that has kept Ajanta 
frescoes and the murals of Fra Angelico as fresh as when 
they were executed while masterpieces in oils are threa
tened with oblivion,though Svetoslav occasionally diverges 
into oils. Perhaps the most noticeable difference between 
the work of father and son is that the latter has more of 
the classical manner. It is objective, more directly natu
ral and human. The vast conceptions of the father hardly 
permit of psychological detail in the human figures, though 
the double possibility in the mind of the figure in “Alarm” 
is quite clear. But the son is plainly interested in human 
psychology, and his painting of “The Flute-player” gives 
us four charming phases of child-reaction to music in the 
postures and expressions of the four little girl listeners, 
while the player plays on in blissful unconsciousness of 
anything but his playing. One could go on from painting



to painting thus, but I shall not rob others of the joy of 
discovery. I shall only say in concluding this lecture 
that I earnestly hope that some of these masterpieces of 
the painter’s art in such technical and subject affinity with 
the art and nature and life of one part of India, may find 
a permanent home in this great State (with its long tradi
tion of art and its world fame as protector of the immorta
lities of Ajanta and Ellora) not merely as foreign works 
of art, but as inspirers or even provokers to local artists 
to aim at similar sincerity, vision, perfection, in their own 
work, and thus to raise the level of art-appreciation and 
creation in times to come when art will be counted, as it 
should be, an essential of education for the development 
and control of the feelings, and a purifying and ennobling 
accompaniment of the life of all the people.


