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Nicholas Roerich
By Norman S. Floor, F.R. C.
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Artist or peacemaker? 
Author or prophet? In
ternationalist of the hu
man spirit? Rosicrucian, 
certainly. How shall we 
summarize the lifework 
of Nicholas Roerich?

In his lifetime, Nich
olas Roerich, the artist,

made some 7,000 drawings and paint
ings. Hundreds of the originals have 
been acquired by leading museums 
and by art collectors all over the world. 
A folio of colored reproductions of his 
principal paintings will be found in 
many of our larger libraries and art 
museums.

Although he became an international 
figure, his event of birth, as that of all 
other men, needed a geographical set
ting. Nicholas Roerich was born in St. 
Petersburg in 1874. His father was of 
Scandinavian stock and his mother of 
the old Russian ancestry. As a youth, 
Nicholas developed an unusual range 
of intellectual activities. His early in
terest in ancient earthen mounds in 
the vicinity of his home led him later 
in life to collect over seventy-five thou
sand objects pertaining to the stone age 
of man. He studied both law and art. 
A decided leaning toward the latter 
was greatly encouraged by his first 
exhibit in 1896, when his painting The 
Messenger gained recognition. Four 
years later, he went abroad for travel 
and study, and after his return home, 
he was active in the highest artistic 
and cultural affairs of his nation.

Always interested in America, his 
first visit to this country was in 1920 
at the invitation of the Chicago In- 
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stitute of Art. At that time over 300 
of his paintings were exhibited in twen
ty-eight cities.

Asia, the Light

Nicholas Roerich spent two years in 
the United States before he determined 
to organize and lead an extensive tour 
of Central Asia, which lasted nearly five 
years. His expedition crossed the Hi
malayas, Karakorum, Kuenlun, and 
the Altai Mountains, the deserts of 
Kashgar and Gobi, and the countries 
of India, Sikkim, Tibet, Sinkiang, Mon
golia, and Altai, traversing a region 
scantily explored or described by any
one from outside, and therefore a region 
of great mystery. Accompanying Roe
rich was his wife, Helena Ivanovna 
Roerich, and their son George, who was 
familiar with many of the languages 
and dialects of the region, as well as 
being a skillful photographer.

In addition to painting over 500 pic
tures, Professor Roerich kept a diary, 
some of which had been actually writ
ten while he was in the saddle. The 
experiences of this journey, through a 
region where the predominating re
ligion consisted of various forms of 
Buddhism and where trails of Bud
dhism and Christianity crossed, greatly 
influenced the paintings and writings 
of Professor Roerich for the balance of 
his earthly career.

Professor Roerich’s return to the 
United States in 1929 marked the 
fortieth anniversary of his artistic and 
cultural activities. A group of friends 
and admirers had erected in his honor 
the Roerich Museum, on Riverside 
Drive, New York, which housed a col



lection of some 1000 or more of his 
paintings and provided a center for 
distinctive artistic and cultural en
deavors.

literary Fire
In addition to his thousands of paint

ings Professor Roerich produced many 
books and miscellaneous articles, writ
ing in several languages. His most im
portant works were translated into all 
the principal tongues.

Among Roerich’s well-known hooks 
are Realm of Light, Heart of Asia, 
Flame in Chalice, and Himalayas— 
Abode of Light. These may be found 
in the metaphysical libraries and oc
casionally in secondhand bookstores, 
most of his books—if not all—being out 
of print.

From time to time, Roerich sent ar
ticles to the Rosicrucian Digest from his 
sanctum in the Himalayas. During 
1933 three of them were published, 
besides a personal letter. In addition 
there was a biographical sketch of 
Roerich written by Dr. H. Spencer 
Lewis, then Imperator of AMORC. 
The July issue of that year has for a 
frontispiece a picture of Professor Roe
rich, from a painting by his son 
Svetoslav. He stands dressed in an 
Oriental robe, contemplating a small, 
veiled casket in his hands. In the same 
issue a letter from him described eight 
sacred Tibetan objects which he was 
sending to the AMORC museum. (The 
collection has been expanded by ad
ditional articles brought back from that 
same region by our present Imperator, 
Ralph M. Lewis, and Mrs. Lewis on 
their recent trip around the world.)

Among the items in the original 
group are (1) “a hand-engraved image 
on Tibetan paper of the Supreme 
Ruler of Shambhala, the Blessed Rigden- 
Japo. The rare paper contains at the 
bottom of the engraving a special salu
tation and greeting from the Supreme 
Ruler”; (2) “a turquoise silver ring 
from the hand of one of the masters 
whose name and personality will be 
indicated on the ring:” and (3) “a 
Tibetan ring with sacred scarlet stone, 
sent as a blessing from one of the 
great masters for the personal use of 
the Imperator of North and South 
America.”

Roerich the prophet spoke through
out the articles published in the Rosi-

crucian Digest in May and November, 
1933.

“For, after ignorance, we reach civi
lization, then gradually we acquire edu
cation, then comes intelligence, then 
follows refinement and the synthesis 
opens the gates to high Culture ... no 
evolution is possible without the ac
cumulations of Culture. . . . There, 
where is Culture, there is Peace.”

More specifically, he referred to “. . . 
the newest, most terrific explosives 
which would split the planet by an un
precedented explosion . . . humanity,” 
he warned, “is not ready to accept the 
latest discoveries. On one side, almost 
the revelation of the almighty atomic 
energy,—on the other side, the black 
mass, the cult of Satan . . .”

According to Roerich the world is 
once more returning to those spiritual 
realms which are “the home of fight 
and color. . . . Everything black, grey, 
and misty has already sufficiently sub
merged the consciousness of humanity. 
One must again ponder about the gor
geous flower colors which always her
alded the epochs of renaissance.”

Peace Streams

As peacemaker, Roerich had been 
nominated for the Nobel Peace Award. 
The New York Times of March 3, 1929, 
reported the official presentation of Pro
fessor Roerich’s name through the De
partment of Law of the University of 
Paris, the committee of presentation 
being composed of officials and mem
bers of the universities of various coun
tries. His name was presented with 
those of four prominent statesmen from 
other countries, and the article stated 
that, “As far as is known, this is the 
first time that an artist and scientist 
has been nominated as a candidate for 
the peace award, on the basis that ef
forts for international peace through 
art and culture have brought about 
better understanding of international 
relations.”

The Roerich Pact and Banner of 
Peace Committee was created and pro
mulgated by Professor Roerich for the 
protection of the treasures of human 
genius. It provides that educational, 
artistic, and scientific institutions, as 
well as all sites of cultural significance, 
shall be deemed inviolable, and re
spected by all nations in times of war
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and peace. As early as 1904, steps were 
taken to start this activity in Europe, 
but it was not until 1929, after many 
irreplaceable historic monuments and 
works of art had been destroyed in 
World War I, that the movement really 
got under way. International confer
ences were held in Bruges, Belgium, in 
1931 and 1932, and further committees 
were established in Europe and Asia. 
On April 15, 1935, this Pact was signed 
in the White House, in the presence 
of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, by 
the representatives of twenty-one gov
ernments of North, Central, and South 
America.

The design of the Banner of Peace 
shows three spheres surrounded by a 
circle, in magenta color on a white 
background. The first such banner to 
be displayed in the western part of 
the United States was at Rosicrucian 
Park in San Jose as early as 1935 or 
before. This banner, still in possession 
of the Order, was prominent among 
the many flags displayed in Francis 
Bacon Auditorium during the last an
nual convention. The triad which 
forms the central figure in the design 
is found in ancient works of art all 
over the world.

The New York headquarters of the 
Roerich Pact and Banner of Peace 
Committee, whose flag is sometimes 
called the Red Cross of Culture, issued 
a new Call to World Unity in 1947 in 
the form of a 63-page booklet. Since 
then the Government of India has rati
fied the Pact thus becoming the first 
country of the Eastern hemisphere to 
follow the example of the Americas in 
adopting this practical instrument for 
the achievement of world-wide peace 
through culture.

Roerich the Rosicrucian appealed to 
the Enlightened Ones to “unite in all 
countries ... in the name of Light, 
Life, and Love.”

Responding in the interest of peace, 
Tagore once wrote to him: “The ugly 
manifestations of naked militarism on 
all sides forebode an evil future and I 
almost lose faith in civilization itself. 
And yet we cannot give up our efforts, 
for that would only hasten the end.”

Just when Roerich made his first 
contact with the Rosicrucian Brother
hood is not revealed, as all the valuable 
records of Rosicrucianism in Russia

were transferred in wartime to secret 
archives in China and elsewhere.

“Like the great Count Saint Ger
main,” states Dr. H. Spencer Lewis’s 
biographical sketch of Professor Roerich 
(Rosicrucian Digest, December, 1933), 
“. . . Frater Roerich was highly respect
ed by all the potentates of the world 
and was an emissary of good will and 
a messenger of confidence and hope in 
the times of trials and tribulations, 
bringing to the troubled minds of the 
great leaders prophecies of the future 
and predictions of events to come, with 
advice and recommendations always 
found to be reliable and dependable 
because they came from a sublime 
source.”

“People have become desirous of 
reading biographies,” Roerich had ob
served in “Legends and Dreams” (Rosi
crucian Digest, July, 1931). “Shrugging 
their shoulders they [the skeptics] will 
say, ‘How can we be sure about the 
true impulses of the actions of the 
portrayed personalities?’ ”

His last article, a partially allegorical 
composition entitled “Rishis” (Sacred 
Hindu sages), tells of long lines of pil
grims on their way to Triloknath, an 
ancient sanctuary in India where the 
Vyasa Rishi compiled the Mahabharata, 
or old Hindu allegory of the struggle 
between two families of ancient Aryan 
descent for control of the region. (The 
Bhagavad-Gita is a portion of this 
story.) Among the pilgrims are holy 
men who are able to perform such 
feats as walking on fire, sitting on 
water, being buried alive for many 
days, flying through the air, developing 
bodily heat by the mystical method of 
“to-mo” as a protection against freezing.

“Not in some far-off fictitious age,” 
is Roerich’s reminder as to man’s evo
lution, “but now, right here, where 
there are also being investigated Milli
kan’s Cosmic rays!”

International Rebirth

In this article reference is made to 
an old map published in the 17th cen
tury which mentions “Shambhala,” 
from which comes the more familiar 
“Shangri-La,” made famous by James 
Hilton in his popular book Lost Hori
zon. A great many references are made 
to this mysterious place in Professor 
Roerich’s writings—in fact, one of his
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books is named Shambhala. In a no
tice at the time of publication about 
1930 it was stated, “SHAMBHALA is 
the most sacred word in Asia. It means 
the Great Advent or New Era, and rep
resents the hope, which pulsates 
throughout all Asia, in a new Renais
sance of the Spirit.”

In Banners of the East, another of 
Professor Roerich’s books, we find, “The 
legendary mountain Meru . . . and the 
equally legendary height Chambhalla 
(note variation in spelling) in Buddhist 
teaching, both he in the North and 
served as the summit for initiation, 
and not everywhere until the appointed 
date, can the details of these places of 
sacred light be revealed.”

Professor Roerich’s last book, Hi
malayas—Abode of Light, published 
in Bombay, India in 1947, contains 
many references to Shambhala and its 
ruler, Rigden Japo, also called Maitreya, 
the coming Buddha and ruler of the 
world. “The Hindu people knew the 
great Agni, ancient teaching though it 
be, it shall be the teaching of the New 
Era.” (From Shambhala) Kalachakra 
or high yoga powers linked with 
Shambhala is described as the utiliza
tion of the Primary Energy which has 
been called the Teaching of Fire.

The teaching of the New Era, the 
renaissance of the spirit, was constant
ly urged by Roerich. “Positive creative
ness is the fundamental quality of the 
human spirit. In our life everything 
that uplifts and ennobles our spirit 
must hold the dominant place.” But 
he warned, “Much is given to man: 
vaster therefore is the breadth of his 
wavering.” The prophet speaks, 
“. . . nowhere in creativeness is self- 
destruction demanded.” And since “no 
calculations shall provide the truth” it 
is fitting that the renaissance begin 
with this “great capacity: to know how 
to dream, filling one’s heart with the 
best fires.”

It seems peculiarly appropriate to an 
internationalist of both the body and 
the mind that the last residence of the 
Roerichs was near the Hunza Valley, 
India, long famous for the remarkable 
health and vitality of its people. Re
cent studies have reported the entirely 
organic method of farming without the 
use of modem chemicals for fertilizers 
and insecticides, thus preserving the

life of the soil. This is regarded as the 
key to the vigor, stamina and freedom 
from disease of the people. (The 
Healthy Hunzas, Pay Dirt, by J. I. 
Rodale, Emmaus, Pa.)

The Sacred Kulu Valley, not far 
from the Hunza territory, is hidden 
on the border of Lahoul and Tibet. This 
area, the site of Urusvati Himalayan 
Research Institute, was Professor Roe
rich’s last home. The valley is well up 
in the mountains. In its climate apples, 
pears, apricots, cherries, and various 
kinds of nut trees thrive. Ancient trails 
along the River Reas, which flows into 
the Sutlej River, a branch of the Indus, 
are far from the railroad.

From this valley in December 1947 
came word of the transition of Nicholas 
Roerich.

As the password for the new order 
of living, he left us Culture. This 
means “a life of intensive creativeness 
on the spiritual front for the purpose of 
bringing forth a more luminous and 
fruitful way of life.”

“One of the greatest intuitive minds 
of the age,” Gorky called him. “Roe
rich’s paintings are full of a strange 
enchantment,” was Andreyev’s obser
vation. “Roerich is not a servant of 
the earth—he is the creator and the 
sovereign of a whole enormous world.” 
“We cannot help feeling a great sense 
of indebtedness to Nicholas Roerich,” 
commented Pandit Nehru.

In further appreciation of Roerich’s 
creative genius we add that by his life- 
work as artist, author, prophet, peace
maker, he has shown us the boundaries 
of ignorance which we must transcend 
so that we too may unite with the 
Enlightened Ones of all countries. And 
as a parting reminder in his own words 
we reconsider, “In Beauty we are unit
ed, through beauty we pray, with 
beauty we conquer. . . . Art will unify 
all humanity.”
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