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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

Transliteration follows the Library of Congress system except that the familiar
English spelling is used for well-known persons and terms such as:

Andrei Bely

Elena Blavatsky

Fedor Dostoevsky

Nikolai Gogol

Maxim Gorky

Gurdjieff, Gurdjieffian, Gurdjievist movement
Nicholas and Elena Roerich
Vladimir Soloviev

Peter Tchaikovsky

Lev Tolstoy

Leonid Vasiliev

Boris Yeltsin

Kabbalah
Shambhala

The Library of Congress transliteration is used in the footnotes.
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INTRODUCTION

BIRGIT MENZEL

This book is not about what the Orthodox Church and traditional religions
regard as sects. It is not about magicians, superstition and folk beliefs, although
pagan double-belief! (dvoeverie) and some traditional folk beliefs in Russia
lived well into the 20" century. It is not about traditional Asian religions, in-
cluding Buddhism and Shamanism, although much is borrowed from them,
and Russian mixtures sometimes come closer to their original spheres than in
Western countries. And it is not about popular entertainment or the spiritual
marketplace, although many formerly exclusive concepts and experiences have
entered main-stream commercialized culture since the 1990s in both East and
West. This book is about non-conformist spiritual seekers, about individual
quests beyond the dogmas of both the political and the religious powers that
ruled Russia throughout its history, especially in the 20" century. It is about
Russians, mostly intellectuals, who, with a problematic experience of moder-
nity in an atheist and post-atheist society, turned to non-conventional meta-
physical quests and practices. These generally unknown phenomena in Russian
society are relevant to an understanding of the post-Soviet present.

In early 20" century Russia, ambivalence about the new world and the un-
comfortable recognition of the ultimate uncertainty of all human knowledge,
which neither scientific nor legal experts nor the churches could resolve, inten-
sified the desire for wholeness, harmony and synthesis and led many people
unhappy with modernity to embrace the new occult doctrines.” Soviet rule,
especially in Stalin’s time, attempted to eliminate all metaphysical thought.

1 Double-belief is a term for a long-living mixture of Christian-orthodox and pagan belief
systems in Russia. See Iurii Lotman, Boris Uspenskii, “The Role of Dual Models in the Dy-
namics of Russian Culture (Up to the End of the Eighteenth Century),” In: Iu. Lotman, B. Us-
penskii, The Semiotics of Russian Culture, ed. Ann Shukman (Ann Arbor: University of Michi-
gan, 1984), 3-35 (Russ. in B. Uspenskii, Izbrannye stat’i v 2 tomakh, t. 1 (Moscow, 1994), 219-
253.

2 See Isabel Wiinsche, Harmonie und Synthese. Die russische Moderne zwischen universellem
Anspruch und nationalkultureller Identitdt (Munich: Fink, 2008). See also, Corinna Treitel, A
Science for the Soul. Occultism and the Genesis of the German Modern (Baltimore and London:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 246, 248.
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12 Birgit Menzel

People engaged in occult or esoteric thinking and practices had to go under-
ground or were sent to the GULag. Yet, we must not forget that there were uses
of the occult by the Soviet state. These ranged from trading the life of the theo-
sophical Buddhist mystic Nicholas Roerich in exchange for U.S. dollars and
Soviet propaganda abroad in the 1920s and 30s to experiments with mind
control and psychic warfare for political and military reasons, which was also
practiced in the U.S.? The end of the Soviet Union and the breakdown of a
bipolar world-order have affected concepts of history, as well as the sciences
and humanities. It has brought a reconsideration of boundaries and paradigms
of rationality. Coming to terms with the global experiment of communism has
revealed shadows of modernity and enlightenment. Post-colonial approaches
have re-evaluated perspectives beyond traditional hierarchies and the asymme-
tries of power and have helped develop holistic concepts that integrate Eastern
and Western philosophies, religions, artistic practices and life-styles. Quantum
physics and mechanics have expanded basic notions in the sciences and
opened up new dialogues with religion and the humanities. Seen from today’s
post-modernist perspective some phenomena from early 20" century recur.
For example, Theosophical and Anthroposophical associations were refounded
in the 1990s and reestablished their international networks.* Other phenomena
are altogether new, but all have become part of a new context that challenges
conventional paradigms.

Since the fall of communism, and even before, there has been a marked re-
turn of religion in both the East and in the West. It can be seen in the sense of a
reverence for the great established religions, but also in a wide range of quests
for new spiritual orientations. This yearning has been manifested on all levels
of society, in high culture as well as in popular culture and everyday life.

One of the fastest growing areas involved is an immersion in the ideals and
practices of the occult and esoteric. Many Western scholars of contemporary
Russia have encountered this prevalence of occult and esoteric ideas and topics

3 For Roerich see Robert C. Williams, “Mysticism and Money: Nicholas Roerich,” In: Russian
Art and American Money. 1900-1940 (Cambridge/Mass.: Harvard UP, 1980), 111-147. For
Russia see Henry Gris, William Dick, The New Soviet Psychic Discoveries (Englewood Cliffs,
N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1978), chapter 3. For the U.S. there are numerous studies. One of the first
was José M.R. Delgado, Physical Control of the Mind. Toward a Psychocivilized Society (New
York: Harper & Row, 1969); Alex Constantine, Virtual Government, CIA, Mind Control Op-
erations in America (Venice, CA.: Feral House, 1997); John Marks, The Search for the ‘Man-
churian Candidate’. The CIA and Mind Control (New York: Norton, 1991).

4 For the revival of theosophy see Bernice Rosenthal, “The Occult in Modern Russian and Soviet
Culture. An Historical Perspective,” In: Theosophical History 4 (1992-93), 252-259.
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Introduction 13

in post-Soviet culture either through the vast literature or simply by visiting
bookstores and street vendors in Moscow and St. Petersburg, as well as other
cities, such as Kazan’, Novosibirsk and Khabarovsk. It is almost impossible to
understand contemporary Russian literature without being equipped with an
encyclopedia of the occult.’ In the 1990s no less than 36 percent of all non-
fiction publications in the humanities dealt with occult-esoteric topics.® Some
former Soviet thick journals, such as Literaturnoe obozrenie and Nauka i re-
ligiia, have adopted a whole new profile with publications on aspects of the
occult.

This revival has been described by some Western scholars, for instance,
Eliot Borenstein, Valentina Brougher and Holly deNio Stephens, as a phe-
nomenon of popular culture, and one might be quick to assume that it repre-
sents a primarily one-way import of New Age ideas and publications flooding
into commercialized Russia from the West.” We will argue, that the occult
revival in Russia is by no means simply a question of popular culture. The
fascination with esoteric, supernatural and non-orthodox spirituality, with
popular utopian and pagan folk traditions in post-Soviet Russia can be found
on all levels of intellectual and artistic life, including the sciences and politics.
One can discern a considerable impact of esoteric ideas and ideologies not only
in the humanities, but also on the sciences: newly established organizations
based on “Russian cosmism,” a hybrid ideological concept of human self-

5  See Birgit Menzel, “The Occult Revival in Russia Today and Its Impact on Literature,” In: The
Harriman Review, vol. 16, no. 1 (Spring 2007).

6  For an empirical study on esoteric orientations of the population in Russia today see Demian
Belyaev’s chapter in this volume. In 1993—2001, 63% of the 76 % who declared themselves as
Orthodox, believe in supernatural powers present in life, 35% of them believe in magic and
30% in fortunetelling, although only 8% had once been active and only 3% are still actively in-
volved in magic. See Iurii Sinel'nikov, Izmenenie religioznosti naseleniia Rossii. Pravoslavnye,
musul’mane, suevernye povedenie Rossiian (Moscow: Nauka, 2006). Also see the rich body of
material on non-traditional religions and belief systems in M. Burdo [Bourdeaux], Sergei Fila-
tov, Sovremennaia religioznaia zhizn’ v Rossii. Opyt sistematicheskogo opisaniia, 4 vols. (Mos-
cow: Logos, 2005).

7 Valentina G. Brougher, “The Occult in Russian Literature of the 1990s,” Russian Review 56,
(1997), 1, 111—124; Holly deNio Stephens, “The Occult in Russia Today,” In: The Occult in
Russian and Soviet Culture, ed. Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal (Ithaca/London: Cornell UP, 1997),
357-76; Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal, “Russia’s Occult Revival,” In: East-West Church and Minis-
try Report, August 1,1999; Eliot Borenstein, “Suspending Disbelief: ‘Cults’ and Postmodernism
in Post-Soviet Russia,” In: Consuming Russia: Popular Culture, Sex, ad Society Since Gorba-
chev, ed. Adele Marie Barker (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999), 437—62; idem, “Survival
of the Catchiest. Memes and Post-Modern Russia,” Slavic and East European Journal, 48
(2004), 3, 462—83.
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14 Birgit Menzel

perfection and salvation, such as the Association for a Complex Survey of the
Russian Nation (Assotsiatsiia po kompleksnomu izucheniiu russkoi natsii,
AKIRN), which has ties with several Pan-Slavist circles, closely collaborates
with the Slavic International Union of Aviation and Aeronautics (Slaviakos-
mos), the Mir Station, and the Museum of the History of Aviation and Aeronau-
tics.® The sheer number of conferences and research projects, university course
offerings and college textbooks on supernatural powers, from bioenergy theo-
ries, the so-called “torsionic” fields, to UFO’s and cosmic consciousness, pro-
duced by scientists at the highest academic ranks has been so disturbing that in
2002 a commission within the Russian Academy of Sciences (RAN) was
founded to warn and propagate against the spread of “obscure pseudo-
science.” The occult is also connected to the healing sciences. Shamanism as
an alternative medicine has entered scientific discourses in Russia and in the
West."” In July 2005 and July 2010, the International Congress of Transper-
sonal Psychology was held in Moscow for the first time. Transpersonal psy-
chology, a branch of professional psychology, was founded in the 1960s by the
Czech-American psychiatrist Stanislav Grof and the American psychologist
Ken Wilber and is based on an esoteric approach and worldview, accepting
paranormal experience as a reality."! We will show that today’s occult revival
should be seen, first of all, as the result of seven decades of the forceful sup-
pression of metaphysical thought in Russia. The spiritual vacuum caused by

8  See, for instance, the 8" Pan-Slavist Convention in April 2001, held on the initiative of the
Pan-Slavist Council of N. I. Kikechev. The AKIRN was founded by Evgenii Troitskii. See Mar-
lene Laruelle, “Futuristic Religion and Air Space Conquest: The Conception of the Universe
(Kosmos) in the Russian Cosmism Ideology,” paper delivered at the ICCEES, July 28, 2005, Ber-
lin.

9 See “Obskurantizm v postsovetskuiu épokhu,” In: Rossiia: Tret’e tysiacheletie. Vestnik ak-
tual’nykh prognozov, no. 8, vol. 2 (Spetsvypusk ‘Nauka v Rossii’: Stsenarii razvitiia 46—161),
ed. Eduard Krugliakov (Ekspertnyi Sovet RAN pri administratsii Prezidenta po bor’be s lzhe-
naukoi) ( Moscow, 2004).

10 See Dagmar Eigner, Ritual, Drama, Imagination. Schamanistische Therapie in Zentralnepal,
Habilitationsschrift Medizin (Vienna: Universititsverlag, 2001); Bol’shaia éntsiklopediia na-
rodnoi meditsiny (Minsk, 1999).

11 See the Russian Transpersonal Psychology and Psychotherapy Association (www.atpp.ru),
which was founded in 2002. For a report on the conference “Human Consciousness, Human
Values in an Interconnected World; A Transpersonal Approach,” see
www.transpersonalcentre.co.uk/moscoweurotas.htm. See also Boris Falikov’s chapter in this
volume. For a basic study on this see Irreducible Mind. Toward a Psychology for the 21* Cen-
tury, ed. Edward Kelly, Emily Williams Kelly et al (Boulder/New York: Rowman&Littlefield,
2007, 2010).
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Introduction 15

the downfall of Communism together with a traditionally strong desire to
believe helps to explain the impact of belief systems outside the established
religions. As Mikhail Epstein writes, “many more people now exit atheism than
enter the churches. They exit atheism without arriving, they stay somewhere at
the crossroads.”"? The Russian people have a desire for wisdom, unity and a
holistic being, which reaches out beyond the dogmas and traditions of the
established religions:

Imagine a young man from a typical Soviet family who for three or four
generations has been completely cut off from any religious traditions.
And now that he hears a calling, the voice of God from above, this
young man is unable to determine into which church, under which roof
he should take cover. All historical religions are equally alien to him. He
seeks belief and finds only religious confessions [veroispovedaniial. [...]
And it is precisely in this gap between [the yearning for] belief and [tra-
ditional] confessions that the poor religion emerges, one without
dogma, books, or rituals. [...] This crossroads is in fact the crucial point,
where all paths merge. A point of common belief, equally accepting all
belief systems as leading to one unified belief. [...] Simply belief, belief
in the Good, [...]. Poor religion is a religion without further definition."

For Epstein, this particular search for spiritual reorientation which he calls
“poor religion” or “religious modernism”, is a uniquely post-atheist phenome-
non, and thus inseparably linked with the Soviet past. While all believers had
formerly been equal in relation to the monolithic atheist state, the negative sign
has now been turned into a positive one in the same totalizing undistinguished
way. This uniqueness, however, is open to question, if the religious renaissance
is seen in a broader international context. Wouter Hanegraaff, professor of the
History of Hermetic Philosophy and Related Currents at the University of
Amsterdam, argues that “the emergence of modernity itself is intertwined with
the history of esotericism.” However, “surviving examples [...] of western
esoteric currents are not recognized as an integral part of our collective cultural
heritage and are insufficiently documented, studied and preserved.”"*

12 Mikhail Epshtein, Na granitsakh kul’tur. Rossiiskoe-Amerikanskoe-Sovetskoe (New York:
Slovo-Word, 1995), 315.

13 Ibid.

14 Wouter Hanegraaff, Masonic & Esoteric Heritage. A NewPerspective for Art and Conservation
Policies, http://www.amsterdamhermetica.com; and quoted from Mark Sedgwick, Against the
Modern World. Traditionalism and the Secret Intellectual History of the Twentieth Century
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 13.
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16 Birgit Menzel

It is commonly maintained that during the Soviet period occult traditions
were cut off. This book offers material to revise such opinions. Soviet civiliza-
tion defined itself as a purely rational ideocratic society, based on work, on
science, and empirical knowledge, yet its cult of the rational was taken to such
an extreme that one could speak in terms of a “rationalistic religion.” In the
1920s and again in the late 1950s and early 1960s, when science merged with
utopian thinking, when during the proclaimed “cosmic era” borders shifted
between science and science fiction, certain disciplines, for example, telepathy,
hypnosis and parapsychology—three topics traditionally connected with spiri-
tual and occult thought—all experienced a boom. Commissions at the Academy
of Science explored the phenomena of alien intelligence, intergalactic UFOs,
the Tungus meteorite in Siberia and anthropoids (the Abominable Snow-
man/Yeti) in the Tibetan Himalayas."” Nuclear submarines were commissioned
to find the mythical “blue continent” Atlantis on the bottom of the sea, Khru-
shchev declared 1960 in New York, that human reason can nowadays create
miracles to be possible, and Iurii Gagarin was paralleled with Christ’s ascen-
sion to and return from heaven.'s All these projects evoked strong popular
interest and were accompanied by extended discussions in popular scientific
journals.'” Paradoxically, with its strictly defined borders of science—the hu-
manities seen as part of science—its borders were at the same time much less
strictly defined, so that phenomena excluded from the Western scientific para-
digm were studied or declared scientific within the Soviet academic system.

Since the 1960s and 1970s, there has been a marked reaction against this
‘cult of the rational” and countervailing concepts became popular in both artis-
tic practice and everyday life. Expressions of reaction against “Soviet-speak”
include the playful undermining of the official rituals or political self-
representation by mystical circles and sects in the two capitals and in other

15 On parapsychology and the Abominable Snowman see Informatsionnye materialy Komissii po
izucheniiu voprosa o ‘snezhnom cheloveke’, 4 vols. (Moscow, 1958-59). On the hypotheses
about the Tungus meteorite, see N. Vasil'ev, Tungusskii meteorit. Kosmicheskii fenomen leta
1908g. (Moscow, 2004), 256-266. See Matthias Schwartz’ chapter in this volume.

16  On Atlantis see for instance Ekaterina Khagemeister, “UdiviteI'noe skhostvo dat geologiche-
skoi istorii Atlantidy s noveishimi dannymi o lednikovom periode,” Tekhnika-molodezhi, No.
12 (1956), 17-18; Khrushchev quoted in Vladimir L'vov, “Na zare kosmicheskoi éry (Malaia
kosmicheskaia éntsiklopediia),” Vokrug sveta no. 10 (1961), 4; V. Mezentsev, “V gostiakh u
bogov,” Znanie-sila, no. 9 (1962), 2.

17 See Matthias Schwartz, Die Erfindung des Kosmos. Zur sowjetischen Science Fiction und popu-
larwissenschaftlichen Publizistik vom Sputnikflug bis zum Ende der Tauwetterzeit (Frankfurt:
Lang, 2003), 83—104.
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Introduction 17

cities; a rediscovery of eastern religious concepts and philosophy; and experi-
ments with drugs and transcendental practices that expand consciousness. The
occult opened up paths of metaphysical exploration, spiritual growth, and
individual self-empowerment.

All this raises questions, such as: What are the effects of the idiosyncratic
Russian expressions of reactions against Soviet order and reality (i.e. to be
found in such cults as an obsession with trash'®)? Where can one pinpoint
connections or divergences between the old (Soviet) cults and various new
ones? How have the borders between established religions, such as orthodox
Christianity, Islam, Buddhism/Hinduism, Judaism and unconventional reli-
gious practices to be found in Shamanism and other esoteric beliefs, shifted in
this recent turn to religion? How did occult ideas influence, shape or merge
with Soviet science, politics, culture and society which explicitly declared
themselves as atheist and anti-metaphysical? How did popular occult uses
change after the Revolution? And how did they change after Perestroika? How
and by whom were modern, 20" century scientific and technological tools
applied in the Soviet period? How were they used to deconstruct other belief
systems?

While the return of traditional religions has been studied extensively,' su-
perstition, sects and magic have been analyzed,”® and recent studies on 20
century Russia have reconsidered paradigms of rationality focusing on emo-

18 See Mikhail Epshtein, Cries in the Wilderness (Philadelphia: Paul Dry Books, 2002), russ.
Novoe sektantstvo. Tipy religiozno-filosofskogo umonastroeniia v Rossii (1970—1980), ed. Ro-
man Levin (Holyoke: New England, 1993; and Moscow, 2005).

19 See for instance Kimmo Kééridinen, Dmitri Furman, “Religiosity in Russia in the 1990s,” In:
Religious Transition in Russia, ed. Matti Kotiranta (Helsinki: Kikimora, 2000), 28-75; Kathrin
Behrens, Die russische orthodoxe Kirche: Segen fiir die ,neuen Zaren’? Religion und Politik im
postsowjetischen Russland (1991-2000) (Paderborn: Schéningh, 2002); John and Carol Gar-
rard, Russian Orthodoxy Resurgent. Faith and Power in the New Russia (Princeton/Oxford:
Princeton University Press, 2008).

20 See Sergei Filatov, Sovremennaia Rossiia i sekty, Inostrannaia literatura, no. 8, 1996
(http://magazines.russ.ru/inostran/1996/8/filatov.html). Faith Wigzell, Reading Russian For-
tunes (Cambridge, 1998); Aleksandr Panchenko, Khristovshchina i skopchestvo. Fol’klor i tra-
distionnaia kul’tura russkikh misticheskikh sekt (Moscow: OGI, 2002); Laura Engelstein, Cas-
tration and the Heavenly Kingdom. A Russian Folktale (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999);
Aleksandr Etkind, Khlyst (Sekty, literatura i revoliutsiia) (Moscow: NLO, 1998); William F.
Ryan, The Bathhouse at Midnight. Magic in Russia (University Park: Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity Press, 1999). See also the excellent study of Leonid Heller/Michel Niqueux, Geschichte
der Utopie in Russland (Bietigheim—Bissingen: ed. tertium, 2003); much shorter Histoire de
I'Utopie en Russie (Paris: PUF, 1995).

Michael Hagemeister and Birgit Menzel - 978-3-86688-198-3
Downloaded from PubFactory at 01/11/2019 02:22:40AM
via free access



18 Birgit Menzel

tions and the irrational, in conditioning individuals by State dogma as well as
shaping a specific type of Soviet civilization,” it is quite remarkable how little
scholarly attention has been given to spiritual and occult practices and thought
in Soviet and post-Soviet society. Reasons for this reluctance can be found both
in the specific historical conditions and in problems met by scholars.

In Russia, the borders between science and religion and the Occult have
differed from those in the West for several reasons: Russian Orthodox Christi-
anity, rooted in the Byzantine, i.e. Eastern tradition, has always been open to
mystic experience and esoteric knowledge. Mystical, utopian and pagan roots
in religious and intellectual belief systems and more generally in Russian folk
culture were stronger than in modern Western societies and had a pervasive
influence throughout the twentieth century. Asian philosophy and religions,
including indigenous Shamanism and Sufism, have been part of the Empire,
transferred by Siberian, Buriat, Caucasian and Central Asian traditions, and
survived into the 20™ century, offering alternatives to European Russians.

Research on this topic also faces methodological problems. There is a great
variety of material which at the same time is extremely scattered, with sources
hardly accessible, often unreliable, and the scholar is faced with mystifications
and mythologizing. Last, but not least, research faces terminological challenges,
especially when Russian and Western scholars try to cooperate. So explanation
of the terminology in this book is necessary.

Terms

All terms to describe the phenomena presented in this book have been contro-
versial. Most of them are not terms the practitioners would use to describe
themselves. Likewise, the academic field established in the West has offered
definitions which did not always find the approval of the authors of this vol-
ume and the Russian scholars involved in its production. The terms Occult and
New Age have been rejected by most Russian members of, what I will call here
the occult underground. Russian adherents of cosmism for instance strongly
reject any connection with the occult or the esoteric,”” although by Western

21 See Oleg Kharkhordin, The Collective and the Individual in Russia. A Study of Practices (Berke-
ley/Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1999); Caryl Emerson, “Soviet civilization. Its
Discontent, Disasters, Residual Fascinations”, The Hudson Review, 44 (Winter 1992), 4, 574—
84; Corliss Lamont, Soviet Civilization (Kessinger, 2007); Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain:
Stalinism as a Civilization (Berkeley/CA., 1995).

22 Information from Anastasiia Gacheva (Fedorov-museum in Moscow) by e-mail (12.1.2009).
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academic definition they certainly would be included. There are also newly
coined terms such as Russian Sannyasin, a Hindu term for wandering monks
who dedicate their entire life to spiritual pursuits. Since the 1990s the term
esotericism (ézoterizm) has been emphasized by academic scholars to distin-
guish it from mass cultural popular uses which are called ézoterika. The History
of Esotericism (istoriia ézoterizma) has even become an academic program for
universities as part of the new subject of Religious Studies.”

The disagreement on terms defined in the West, can in part be seen as a
consequence of historical conditions and confusion in the just emerging field
of academic research in Russia. For several reasons, terms defined in Western
scholarship need modification or further explanation when applied to Russian
material. Many terms, which were originally quite specific, have become catch-
alls dictated by the state, still argued about, and inaccurate. Thus, the term
commonly used in Russia for a wide range of phenomena related to the spiri-
tual realm is mysticism (mistitsizm). Although mysticism and occultism have
little in common, especially since the occult particularly in Russia has always
claimed to be rational, scientific and part of evolutionism, irreligious or even
antireligious, Soviet officials, however, confused this term by polemically de-
nouncing most diverse phenomena as mysticism: metaphysical religious phi-
losophers (such as Sergei Bulgakov, Vladimir Soloviev and Lev Losev), as well
as what they saw as occultism in the sciences, popular traditions of both Chris-
tian Orthodox religion, folk beliefs and Siberian Shamanism.

It is not the aim of this book to offer new theoretical approaches or advance
a single coherent theory of the occult, esoteric or New Age. What it offers is a
collection of material, information and exchange of ideas between scholars of
different countries and disciplines, in the aim of providing a documentary
foundation and, by bringing different discourses together, advancing this field
of knowledge. It is more descriptive than conceptualizing; for the latter much
more research is needed.”* In assembling this volume, the editors, mindful of
the problems of terminology, and for pragmatic reasons, asked all contributors

23 Curricula were developed already since 1994. As an independent course on the ‘History of
Esotericism’, it was taught since 2000 and became mandatory only since 2007. A basic curricu-
lum was developed at the Russian Humanitarian University in Moscow (RGGU). See Diskursy
ezoteriki. Filosofskii analiz, ed. Larissa Fesenkova (Moscow, 2001).

24 For a fascinating discussion of an array of paranormal phenomena, including mysticism, the
occult, and parapsychology, see Jeffrey Kripal, Authors of the Impossible. The Paranormal and
the Sacred (Chicago/London: University of Chicago Press, 2010). For the first time, it brings
the Sacred and the Occult into a serious dialogue which inspires an application to Russia.
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to follow the same basic assumptions in order to establish some common un-
derstanding of terms. These assumptions are:

The term New Age (OF Russia) is used first of all as a metaphor pointing to
the challenge of naming; but it also suggests application of George Chryssides’s
term (in Kemp and Lewis’ Handbook of New Age) to Russia: as a “theoretical
construct”, a “segmented polycentric integrated network” (Ferguson), lacking a
unified worldview, ideology and organization, which comprises various areas
as education, religion, ecology, health care and medicine. For the contributors,
despite many differences, there are several common features based on:

— the goal of self-improvement, or self-empowerment, by way of self-education to
get in touch with the divine essence in oneself and ultimately achieve self-
deliverance;

— the unity of physical, spiritual and mental, the emphasis being on first-hand spi-
ritual experience;

— the ecological worry of preserving nature threatened by destruction and of the
future fate of the earth and cosmos, which are perceived as a unity;

— the conviction of the effect of energetic and psychic powers and the belief in a
transformation of the earth and the cosmos into a new age (Aquarius), which
can be achieved by the collective effort of a fundamentally changed way of life;
the hypostasis of the feminine. The future age is seen as a female one.”

The term esotericism, which, from the Greek word esoterikdés (inward), i.e.
secret teaching, can be traced back to Greek philosophy of the 3™ century A.D.,
and can be applied to all cultures. Today, in a semantic context shaped since
the late 19" century, esoteric is used in two different senses: (1) as a general
term for occult practices, teachings and communities, and (2) as an “inner
path” to certain spiritual experiences that go beyond following dogmas in an
external or formal manner, and which is connected with tradition, secrecy and
initiation.

Nothing is naturally esoteric. Esotericism is a designation of the historical role
of certain ideas and methods within a culture rather than a description of their
intrinsic characteristics. As an adjective, esoterical describes a culture’s attitude
towards ideas rather than the ideas themselves.*

25 George Chryssides, “Defining the New Age,” In: The Handbook of New Age, ed. Daren
Kemp/James R. Lewis (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2007), 5—24.

26 Joseph Dan, Western Esotericism and the Science of Religion. Selected Papers presented at the
17" Congress of the International Association for the History of Religion (Mexico City, 1995);
Gnostica 2, ed. Antoine Faivre and Wouter Hanegraaff (Leuven: Peeters, 1998), 128.
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The term esotericism is used here according to Antoine Faivre’s definition,
as a “mode of thought” that can be recognized by four intrinsic and two non-
intrinsic characteristics:

1. abelief in invisible and non-causal ‘correspondences’ between all visible and in-
visible dimensions of the cosmos;

2. aperception of nature as permeated and animated by a divine presence or life-
force;

3. a concentration on the religious imagination as a power that provides access to
worlds and levels of reality intermediary between the material world and God;

4. the belief in a process of spiritual transmutation by which the inner man is re-
generated and re-connected with the divine; the non-intrinsic, frequent but not
always present characteristics are:

5. the belief in a fundamental concordance between several or all spiritual tradi-
tions and

6. theidea of a more or less secret transmission of spiritual knowledge.?”

The Occult has been the most controversial term. As “concealed wisdom”
(Latin: hidden, secret), it is here seen as linked to, though not identical with
mysticism as “secret experience,”” but also to the term esoteric.”® The occult is
generally considered “higher knowledge” in the East in the sense of Buddhism,
Shintoism, Hinduism etc., but “lower knowledge” in the West. As “hidden
teachings” it should be seen together with the inner circle of many religions
and religious belief systems. This means, it is usually connected to a holistic (in
terms of connecting body, mind and soul) world view, a spiritually oriented
belief system, and practices of harnessing and making use of basic forces in
many fields. The occult is about power.

Based on Maria Carlson’s definition, the occult “embraces the whole range
of psychological, physiological, cosmological and spiritual phenomena and
applies the study of all arcane sciences (astrology, alchemy, the mystic tradi-
tions of the main religions, Kabbalah, Sufi, Vedanta, Zen, etc.) to these phe-
nomena. Secondly: the occult always comprises both a certain theoretical or
philosophical concept and a number of practices which are supposed to lead

27 Antoine Faivre, Access to Western Esotericism (Albany: SUNY Press, 1994), 10-15; Dictionary
of Gnosis & Western Esotericism, ed. Wouter Hanegraaft (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2006), 336-
340.

28  See “mysticism,” Robert Galbreath, “A Glossary of Spiritual and Related Terms,” In: The
Spiritual in Art. Abstract Painting, 1890-1985, ed. Edward Weisberger (Los Angeles/New
York: Abbeville Press, 1986), 376-377.

29 All three terms, occult, mystic and esoteric, are often used synonymously, although referring to
different historical and ideological contexts.
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the person involved to an experience of higher, ultimately divine knowledge
and consciousness.” * This is considered a path to deliverance and divination
within the human life.

However, sometimes the occult is not used to achieve higher consciousness
or divine knowledge, but to deliberately make practical use of self-serving or
“dark”, evil forces. A special affinity between the occult, mysticism and litera-
ture has always stemmed from a similar belief in the magical power of the
Word. Language as a literary device may then be chosen for its magical effect
or its symbolism, rather than as an aesthetic value or for explaining ideas. In
this sense, the occult can be seen as a relative term applied to the uses of the
Soviet state and also as a term to denote an underground with exclusive access
to secret knowledge and power.

Just as the term esoteric, the occult can be seen as a certain perspective; a
culture’s attitude rather than certain phenomena and ideas themselves. Some
examples may illustrate the problem and considerations of the editors to in-
clude certain topics or perspectives and exclude other ones: The Tungus mete-
orite discussed in Matthias Schwartz’s chapter is certainly a topic of popular
mythmaking and legend and it can be a topic of cryptogeography, but it is not
necessarily a topic of the occult in the concept suggested above. The same ap-
plies to superstition, fin-de-siécle spiritualism or telepathy, which can also be
analyzed within conventional sciences such as psychology and sociology (fash-
ions of popular culture). But they can be related to the occult, if viewed and
discussed in the context of “magical thinking”, or harnessing power and con-
trol, which applies not only to popular culture, but to philosophy and orthodox
religion, or linguistics, as in phenomena such as “imiaslavie” (the belief in the
magic and mystic qualities of the name of God). Another example of applying
magical thinking and energy theories to language is the assumption of a de-
structive effect on speakers using “mat”-language (curse words).

Neither the religious aspects of Russian philosophy nor the relations be-
tween canonical Western and Russian philosophy will be part of this discus-
sion on the occult. However, Soviet science can be related to the occult, in that
in certain research beyond the mainstream scientific paradigm, particular sci-
entists and scientific communities perceived a world-view as a form of meta-
physics, reaching out for a hidden meaning, an ancient source of holistic
knowledge or teaching, perhaps a spiritual redemption or a new form of gno-
sis.

30 Maria Carlson, No Religion Higher Than Truth. A History of the Theosophical Movement in
Russia, 1875-1922 (Princeton University Press, 1993), 10, 15.
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Shamanism is foremost a topic of ethnography and anthropology. It has
also become, if only in the past few decades, a topic of both conventional and
non-conventional medical science and pharmacology. Shamanism can, how-
ever, be related to the occult, if it is seen and discussed, as in Natalia
Zhukovskaia’s chapter, with regard to the need for a holistic (in the eyes of the
shaman), spiritually based belief of people in arcane powers in the modern
world,* which is connected with either healing forces and practices or, less fre-
quently, with evil forces, “mysticism of violence” and demonizing practices.

Mind control is first of all a topic of political science. But it becomes a topic
of the occult, if viewed in the context of manipulating those with a belief in the
occult, hidden uses of technology and science, policing, and using hidden
forces and knowledge for exerting or combatting political power.

Literature, philosophy, bio-political utopias, research about cosmic influ-
ences and reference to cosmic powers-the line could be continued-can be
related to the occult, if they are connected with a belief in an integrated and
lively magic power to transform and redeem the world, and if this can be iden-
tified as the driving force of one or several Russian writers, scientists, philoso-
phers, artists or political leaders.

Contributions

This book is in part based on a conference on The Occult in 20" Century Russia
held in Berlin in March 2007 and brings together scholars from Germany,
Russia, France, England, America, and Canada, most of whom have explored
relational metaphysical aspects of Soviet and post-Soviet society from different
disciplines—anthropology, history, literary scholarship, psychology—for many
years.

Proceeding from the research that has been done, above all extending Ber-
nice Rosenthal’s book The Occult in Russian and Soviet Culture, the main issue
discussed in this book is whether today’s rejection of the rational and reference
to irrational and anti-rational sources represents a radical break with past So-
viet society or to what extent it represents a continuation of the anti-rational
reaction to it, and thus an intensification of elements in what has been called
Soviet civilization. Most contributors argue that the contemporary scene is a
continuation, however weak and distorted the connections may be. Cosmism
and Roerich were the main channels of influence connecting the early, late and

31 Both Eastern and Western or mostly Western — a question to be asked if discussing the Rus-
sian/Soviet/post-Soviet context.
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post-Soviet periods. However, some contributors, such as Burmistrov and
Aptekman, describe this new era as a break, while others, such as Falikov, de-
scribe altogether new developments. New occurances are, above all, organized
forms of the occult including international networks. Lines of conflict occurred
wherever traditions were maintained, such as Shamanism or secret societies. A
mixture of rational and mystical elements, which Julia Mannherz finds in the
publications of popular occult print media before the Revolution, has in fact
been a feature which many contributors have identified in their chapters.
While Stalin tried to suppress metaphysical and religious movements, the po-
litical occult has nevertheless been an important driving force from the 1920s
to the end of the Soviet period. Examples appear in Burmistrov’s, Shishkin’s,
Osterrieder’s, Hagemeister’s, McCannon’s and Sedgwick’s chapters. An indi-
rect consequence of the political dimension is the sacralization of forbidden
knowledge, which is addressed by Leonid Heller but can be traced throughout
the occult Soviet underground. Since different aspects reoccur in different
times or contexts, some overlappings are inevitable. They have been marked by
cross-references. Wherever possible, comparative perspectives help to avoid
specifying certain phenomena as typically Russian or Soviet and thus project-
ing exclusiveness where there is none, or ignoring specifics by overstressing
similarities.*

There are three parts, loosely structured chronologically: 1. Prerevolution-
ary roots and early Soviet manifestations; 2. Material related to spiritual prac-
tices from the 1930s to late Soviet society, and 3. Material on the Occult Revival
in Late and post-Soviet Russia (1985 to the Present). However, some chapters
give a general overview or treat specific aspects or earlier manifestations of the
occult and esoteric and their subsequent reception. Some chapters focus more
on the political aspects, others on the cultural and literary aspects in different
time periods.

Julia Mannherz analyzes the prominent role of the occult in popular enter-
tainment of the late tsarist empire. Whereas previous scholars have asserted
that modern media such as newspapers and forms of entertainment such as
fun fairs, the theatre and the cinema propagated rational views that debunked
“superstitions”, she argues that the messages of these institutions were mixed.
Reports about gullible spiritualists were usually printed in the same issue as
articles that stressed the power of mysterious forces to influence the lives of
ordinary Russians. Similarly, some allegedly occult journals taught secret tech-

32 This refers, for instance, to certain marginalized parts of both Western and Soviet sciences,
main-stream historiography, astro- and space physics.
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niques, while simultaneously satirizing them. Mannherz concludes that a
widely shared uncertainty about the forces that governed individual fates ex-
isted among contemporaries, an uncertainty that was by no means resolved in
the wake of the Bolshevik revolution of 1917.

Konstantin Burmistrov discusses occultism in the drastically changed con-
ditions of the 1920s. He focuses on the members of four underground esoteric
societies—-The Order Emesh Redivivus, the Order of the Moscow Rosicrucians
and Manichaeists (Orion-Khermorion), who called themselves neo-Rosicru-
cians, the Order Lux Astralis, and the Moscow Templar Order. Especially in-
terested in Hermeticism, Magic, and Kabbalah, they believed that their occult
studies would be accepted by the society and would benefit all humanity. Most
of them perished in the GULag.

Oleg Shishkin shows some early Soviet uses of the political occult. Based on
archival materials, it reveals the attempts of Aleksandr Barchenko (1881-1937),
a doctor and a mystic, to study “brain rays” or what today would be called
mental telepathy. He was a writer and a member of a Rosicrucian Order, then
broke with it in order to organize a secret society of the Kremlin and the
OGPU-NKVD elite. This was done by his disciples, Ivan Moskvin and Gleb
Bokii (formerly Lenin’s personal secretary). Barchenko himself continued his
research at the Neuro-Energetic Laboratory, until 1937, when he was accused of
belonging to a Masonic society, arrested and executed. Although he was not a
member, the society did exist and was connected with the mystical quests of
some high-ranking Bolsheviks.

Markus Osterrieder introduces Nikolai Roerich (1874-1947) and his wife
Elena who developed an esoteric system called Agni Yoga. Their ultimate ob-
jective was to establish a vast “new country” in Central Asia, as the earthly
expression of the invisible kingdom of Shambhala (the “holy place” where the
earthly world is linked to the highest states of consciousness), thereby prepar-
ing humanity for a New Age of peace and beauty. He led two missions in
search of Shambhala, but after Stalin declined to support his project, Roerich
turned his attention to prominent Americans.

Michael Hagemeister’s chapter illustrates the fusion of Soviet science and
the occult by presenting a new perspective on Konstantin Tsiolkovskii (1857-
1935), who is considered the “father of Soviet space travel.” His thought was
rooted in a “cosmic philosophy,” a unique syncretism of vitalism, panpsy-
chism, and monadology, with aspects of Gnosticism, Theosophy and Spiritual-
ism. Tsiolkovskii’s goal was to open the cosmic way to the transfiguration and
perfection of humanity, and finally to immortality and eternal salvation. Space
travel was only a means to achieve this goal.
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Birgit Menzel traces the seeds of the post-Soviet occult revival back to the
1960s. She explores occult ideas in official publications on literature, culture,
and science; esoteric groups and teachings in the artistic milieu of Moscow and
Leningrad; occultism in scholarly study of Eastern religious mysticism and
mythology; and uses of the occult in secret political and scientific institutions.
Unlike Theosophy in the early 20" century and unlike the contemporary West-
ern New Age movement, the Russian occult underground of the 1960s and
1980s did not imagine the future as a hypostasis of the feminine and did not
emphasize sexual liberation.

Leonid Heller describes a parallel universe, mostly underground, of esoteric
literature. This was a complex entity composed of three elements: esoteric
literature per se, science fiction (which he calls “cosmic opera”), and “mytho-
logical prose” (stories about the flowering and decline of ancient and exotic
civilizations). Throughout, he finds echoes of the occult and esoteric literature
of the Silver Age and the 1920s, and of the Fedorovian theme of immortality.

Matthias Schwartz focuses on “alien encounters” in Soviet science fiction
the most popular literary genre and the key literary channel for occult topics.
Works about alien encounters appealed to readers on all levels of Soviet soci-
ety, including the so-called scientific intelligentsia, because it encrypted taboo
spiritual and religious practices. By reflecting alien encounters, science fiction
explored the unknown, concealed, and mysterious aspects of human existence.
In a society emerging from feudalism and geared to the future, this was a main-
spring of the ideology.

Marléne Laruelle discusses cosmism, a doctrine constructed in the 1920s
and reinforced by the recent conquest of space. She limns cosmism’s roots in
Western and Russian thought and argues that cosmism reflects a unique ex-
perience of modernity, because of its emphasis on technology, not so much for
its own sake, but as a means to totally transform humanity.

Demian Belyaev focuses on the resurgence of traditional religions since the
1990s which up to now is accompanied by interest in occult and esoteric doc-
trines and alternative religions. Works by Blavatsky, Roerich, Gurdjieff, and
Daniil Andreev were published legally and more and more people consulted
healers, sorcerers, and astrologers. Based on a wide-spread representational
survey, this chapter presents esoteric theories and teachings, originating in a
post-Soviet Russian subculture, which are based on experience and result in
practices that had a major impact on a number of individuals.

In the 1980s, Aleksandr Dugin (b. 1962) belonged to an occultist dissident
group that studied the teachings of Georgii Gurdjieff. Mark Sedgwick shows
how he became primarily a Traditionalist (a school that originated in early
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20th century France that totally rejects the modern world). Dugin’s version of
Traditionalism was especially appealing to persons who had experienced and
reacted against Soviet reality, the cults of science and progress. At the end of
the Soviet period, Dugin modified his views and incorporated aspects of Eura-
sianism.

Marléne Laruelle connects a new religion, Rodnoverie (a form of neo-
paganism) to the post-Soviet search for identity. She describes Rodnoverie as an
alternate spirituality, rooted in Asian religions, esotericism, occultism, astrol-
ogy, and UFO research. Here, too, a marked difference to Western paganism
and the New Age movement is the absence of a female element and a marked
emphasis on national uniqueness.

Marina Aptekman reveals the occult element in post-Soviet counterhistory
by examining three novels: Ilia Masodov’s The Devils, Vladimir Sorokin’s Be
Like Children, and Polina Dashkova’s The Source of Happiness. All three novels
treat the Russian Revolution not as a political but an occult process, an al-
chemical Great Work aimed at reworking mortal material into an immortal
synthesis of the soul, matter, and consciousness. Although these authors have
different perspectives, they all use the motif of eternal life and its significance
in the occult tradition and in Soviet mythology to link Russia's past and present
and to recreate and mythologize 20th century Russian history.

Natalia Zhukovskaia treats Russian intelligenty’s perceptions of Shaman-
ism. They regard it as a world view and as a practice that offers physical and
spiritual healing, reveals the future, explains the present by way of the past,
makes it possible to connect with dead ancestors, reach other worlds, stave off
misfortune, and even remove the threat of death. It is this practical aspect that
links Shamanism and the Occult, that particularly interests the urban intelli-
gentsia.

John McCannon shows that the “amazing elasticity” of Agni Yoga has en-
abled it to influence contemporary Russian cultural and political life in various
ways. The Moscow based International Center of the Roerichs espouses a
hagiographic and messianic view. Other centers have a more academic and
slightly more universalist stance. His chapter also touches on the ways that the
ideals of Agni Yoga have been co-opted by political thinkers, environmental-
ists, other modern esotericists, artists, and the general public.

Boris Falikov recounts attempts by Russians interested in Transpersonal
Psychology (which originated in the United States at the end of the 1960s and
reached Russia in the early 1970s) to “russify” the discipline by connecting it to
the early 20th century occult and religious revival. Their attempt failed, partly
because the Orthodox Church criticized Transpersonal Psychology’s supposed
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occult underpinnings. As a reaction to these recent campaigns adherents of
Transpersonal Psychology chose the ambivalent strategy to promote their
teachings through popular culture as the least ideologically controlled sphere
of post-Soviet society.

Two concluding chapters comment on comparative aspects.

Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal points out that occultism surges during periods
of spiritual crisis, i.e. periods when the dominant ideal of a society loses its
luster, leading people to search for “something else.” Examples of such periods
include prerevolutionary and early Soviet Russia; Russia after Khrushchev’s de-
Stalinization; late Soviet and post-Soviet Russia; and the United States since the
1960s. The dominant ideals were very different, and they faded for different
reasons, but the response-a turn to the occult-was the same. The occultism of
each period, addressed contemporary concerns and reflected the cultural leg-
acy.

Jeffrey J. Kripal, an expert in American esotericism, views the Russian ma-
terials in the mirror of the American materials and vice versa. He emphasizes
the boundary erasing aspect of mysticism and the global networks of mystics
that developed, while also noting nationalistic and messianic aspects in Russia
mysticism. He then turns to and suggests to adress the "gap" that existed, in
both countries, between persons who have had a mystical experience and those
who have not, to the "silences" on these personal experiences, which result in
“secrets” that have existed in both countries, on different levels, for different
reasons.

There are several topics missing in this volume: Rasputin’s role in the im-
pact of esoteric and mysticism in connection with sexuality in Russia; Anthro-
posophy and its influence on literature, the healing sciences, and theater, the
work of Leonid Vasiliev on extra-sensory perception (ESP), the interrelations
of Russia with occult and esoteric dimensions in other countries of Central and
Eastern Europe. This research would have to be based on material in archives
hitherto inaccessible, that Russian scholars have collected, and on research
presented on countries, such as Bulgaria, Poland, Hungary, Romania and
Ukraine.
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THE OCCULT AND POPULAR ENTERTAINMENT
IN LATE IMPERIAL RUSSIA

JULIA MANNHERZ

The occult featured prominently in Russian popular entertainment in the last
decades of the nineteenth and at the beginning of the twentieth century. Main-
stream newspapers entertained their readers with reports about mysterious
events, cheap pamphlets advertized the recreational qualities of magical prac-
tice, while theatres and in particular film made use of the newest technological
developments to show the supernatural in action. Jeffrey Brooks has argued
that authors of popular texts “felt a duty to enlighten their less well-educated
readers and free them from superstitions that limited their understanding of
their modern world.”" This article revisits the seemingly incongruous affinity
between stories about supernatural forces and the quintessentially modern
media of mass consumption. It argues that the relationship between the occult
and the public sphere was much more complex than previously suggested and
characterized by ambiguity.

Leisure-time pursuits in fin-de-siecle Russia were exemplary modern phe-
nomena. The rise of commercial literature as well as the increasing popular
success of theatre productions and of film screenings owed much to the rapid
process of urbanization and to the relaxation of censorship regulation in the
Russian empire of the post-reform period. While five daily newspapers were
printed in St. Petersburg in 1860, this number rose to 22 in 1880.2

One of the most successful newspapers, which also frequently reported su-
pernatural events, was The Petersburg Flyer (Peterburgskii listok). The sheet was
aimed at a poorly educated audience of ordinary workers and employees.
Founded at the height of the reform period in 1864, The Petersburg Flyer in-
creased its numbers of weekly issues from the original four to five in 1871 and
to seven in 1882. It attained a circulation of 9,000 in 1870, a number that rose

I wish to thank Ian Forrest for commenting on this article.

1 Jeffrey Brooks, When Russia Learned to Read: Literacy and Popular Literature, 1861-1917
(Princeton, 1985), 247.

2 The comparative numbers for Moscow are 2 (1860) and 7 (1880). Louise McReynolds, The
News under Russia’s Old Regime: The Development of a Mass-Circulation Press (Princeton,
1991), 293.
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to 24,000 in 1895 and to 30,000 in 1900.* This expansion was quite typical for
periodicals generally, which benefited from innovations such as the telegraph,
improved print technology and railways. Newspapers disseminated their in-
formation to provincial towns and historians have estimated that by 1914 every
second or third adult in Russia had regular contact with a newspaper.*

Similar developments took place in other areas too. The imperial monopoly
on theatres ended in 1882 and as a consequence, popular theatres mush-
roomed all over the country. By the turn of the century, the theatrical land-
scape had dramatically diversified as had the composition of the audience:
ordinary Russians including factory workers now rubbed shoulders with the
urban elites at playhouses.® At the turn of the century, popular entertainment
was revolutionized by the invention of moving images. By 1900, cinemas had
become an important aspect of Russian cultural life. Indeed, cinemas were
established at such a fast rate that in 1908 the authorities felt compelled to
introduce an upper limit to the number of cinemas allowed to operate in some
cities.® In 1912, there were 134 cinemas in St. Petersburg, 76 in Moscow and
1,412 in the empire as a whole.” Films reached huge audiences and, like news-
papers such as The Petersburg Flyer, they shocked many educated observers
with the simple entertainment they provided.?

Leisure-time pursuits as mass activities shaped by commercial mechanisms,
then, were features of modern life and intrinsically linked to urbanization,
political liberalization and technological advances. But the changing concept of
entertainment itself was also a novelty. As Louise McReynolds has noted,
“free’ time, or hours not spent at work or doing domestic chores, was not
intrinsically new, ‘leisure’ time however—time spent in activities intended for

3 Russkaia periodicheskaia pechat’, 1703-1895: Spravochnik (Moscow, 1957); McReynolds, The
News, 297.

4 Manfred Hagen, Die Entfaltung politischer Offentlichkeit in Russland, 1906-1914 (Wiesbaden,
1982), 144-1409.

5 1. Petrovskaia, Teatr i zritel' provintsial'noi Rossii vtoraia polovina XIX veka (Leningrad, 1979),
144-145.

6 Jay Leyda, Kino: A History of the Russian and Soviet Film (Princeton, 1983), 28.

7 Richard Stites, Russian Popular Culture: Entertainment and Society since 1900 (Cambridge,
1992), 30.

8  On early Russian cinema see B. S. Likhachev, Kino v Rossii (1896-1926) (Leningrad, 1927);
Leyda, Kino; Paolo Cherchi Usai, Yurii Tsivian, et al., eds., Silent Witnesses: Russian films,
1908-1919 (London, 1989); Stites, Russian Popular Culture; Yurii Tsivian, Early Russian Cin-
ema and its Cultural Reception (London and New York, 1994); Louise McReynolds, Russia at
Play: Leisure Activities at the End of the Tsarist Era (Ithaca and London, 2003).
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‘self-actualization through the arts’—was.” These modern trends were deeply
bound up with the supernatural in ways that transcended mere diversion. The
new developments also pointed towards new understanding of the individual
self and the creation of a shared culture that accepted diversity.

The Occult and Popular Literature

Numerous stories published by Russian newspapers or as slim and inexpensive
pamphlets asserted, as Brooks claims, a rational worldview and entertained
their readers by ridiculing those who believed in supernatural forces. One such
case was the article entitled The witch’s trial (Sud nad ved’moi) published by
The Petersburg Flyer in 1909. As the newspaper informed its readers, a rumour
spread among the inhabitants of the town of Bolkhov that a witch was living in
their midst who took on animal form at night. One evening, three drunken
townspeople encountered a pig in the dark and concluded that the swine must
be the transformed witch in question. They caught the witch/the pig, passed a
“formal” judgment over her and punished her by cutting off her ears and tail.
After daybreak, the tradesman Kalmykov “found his sow in a horribly disfig-
ured state, barely alive. [He] instituted legal proceedings against the culprits for
pig mutilation and attempted murder.”*® The ironic tone of The Petersburg
Flyer suggests that the newspaper expected to entertain its readers by debunk-
ing the superstitions of provincials.

Similar accounts could be found frequently in the pages of this popular
daily. A rather typical story was published 1893. It told the story of a supersti-
tious estate owner who, of course, held a subscription to the well-known and
expensive spiritualist journal Rebus. In a state of complete drunkenness, so the
story goes, the old man saw a large number of threatening devils. The supersti-
tious peasants who were with him also claimed to see them. Only the young
and educated Vervitskii did not believe in the demons and is portrayed as the
only modern and rational character in the tale. The account introduced a
theme that was a frequent ingredient in diverting stories about the supernatu-
ral: the juxtaposition of the gullible and wealthy nobleman which is opposed to
the young and educated rationalist. In 1895, the same newspaper published a
story by D. K. Lamanchskii that praised the rational worldview of a certain
engineer Kozlov. Kozlov and his family had just moved into a new apartment
in St. Petersburg when inexplicable events began to take place. Objects moved

9 Ibid, 9.
10 “Sud nad ved'moi,” Peterburgskii listok, March 3, 1909, no. 60, 6.
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around and fell from chests and wardrobes, and strange noises were heard.
These events echoed reports about haunted houses that featured prominently
in late imperial publishing and which interpreted such events in the context of
folkloric and spiritualist notions."" The narrator of the article in The Petersburg
Flyer did not forget to mention famous Russian spiritualists such as Nikolai
Petrovich Vagner and Aleksandr Nikolaevich Aksakov; two men who were
known for their investigations into haunted houses and reports about troubled
dwellings in Rebus. Kozlov, however, who was not a spiritualist but an engineer
and hence a practical man, soon discovers the cause of the troubles: after he
smoked out the hollow space below the floorboards, hundreds of rats flee.
Everything is quiet from that time on.*?

The topic of the allegedly haunted, but in reality entirely ordinary, house,
was long-lived, as is illustrated by “The Enigmatic House”, published again by
The Petersburg Flyer in 1913. It told the story of a poor tenant who successfully
stages supernatural phenomena in his living quarters in order to get a reduc-
tion in rent from a spiritualist landlord.”® These stories, then, poked fun at
spiritualists’ enthusiasm for haunted houses and their inclination to interpret
moving objects as items touched by invisible spirit hands.

Stories debunking the supernatural “would not have appeared in such
numbers and for so long had they not found a ready readership.”'* These nar-
ratives also contained an aspect of social criticism as they contrasted their ra-
tional, urban heroes with gullible, privileged spiritualists or backward provin-
cials. This theme was also expressed in other newspapers. An allegedly factual
account published in The Moscow Kopeck Gazette (Moskovskaia gazeta ko-
peika), reported on a poor gypsy fortune-teller Smirnova, who predicted and
influenced the future of her clients by inspecting and casting spells on their
jewellery. Her magical technique, so Smirnova told her customers, requires her
to wrap the precious objects in cloth bundles that ought not to be touched for
three days for the spell to work. In actual fact, Smirnova robbed gullible ladies
of valuable items worth hundreds of rubles.” We can only assume that the
urban lower-class readers of The Petersburg Flyer and The Moscow Kopeck
Gazette enjoyed identifying with clever engineers such as Kozlov or rascals

11 Julia Mannherz, “Slukhi o ‘nepokoinom’ dome v Rossii v épokhu moderna,” In: Igor’ Narskii,
ed., Slukhi v Rossii XX veka: neformal'naia kommunikatsiia i “krutye povoroty” rossiiskoi istorii
(Cheliabinsk, 2011) 218-230.

12 D. K. Lamanchskii, “Spiritizm,” Peterburgskii listok, November 26, 1895, no. 325, 2-3.

13 Provintsial, “Tainstvennyi dom (rasskaz),” Peterburgskii listok, June 2, 1913, no. 149, 3.

14 Brooks, When Russia Learned to Read, 249.

15 “Proisshestviia: Gadalka,” Gazeta kopeika (Moskva), 1909, no. 58, 3.
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such as Smirnova, and they probably relished the schadenfreude generated by
reading stories about gullible affluent spiritualists.

The portrayal of belief in the supernatural as naive superstition by the
popular press was, however, not universal. Some pamphlets dealing with appa-
ritions of the dead tried to convince readers that the phenomena described
were beyond doubt. In the story The Dead Husband Appears to his Wife Forty
Days after His Death (Iavlenie umershego muzha zhene na sorokovoi den' kon-
chiny), the religious and superstitious wife is vindicated in her belief about life
after death, while the more sceptical husband has to experience the beyond
before he can be convinced.' Books like On Life in the Beyond: Apparitions
from the Other World (O zagrobnoi zhizni. (Iavleniia s togo sveta)) and The
Dead Appear to the Living from the Beyond (lavienie umershikh zhivym iz mira
zagrobnogo) collected stories of this kind and presented them in a way that
underscored their alleged factuality."” Their claim to veracity was supported by
Christian beliefs about life after death, on which such publications based their
claims.

Not only pamphlets with a Christian mission described the supernatural as
a real force to be reckoned with. The same popular newspapers that debunked
spiritualist belief also published seemingly trustworthy depictions of the su-
pernatural. Articles reporting From the Mysterious World (Iz mira tainstven-
nogo) were regular features in popular newspapers such as The Petersburg
Flyer, The Moscow Kopeck Gazette and The Russian Flyer (Russkii listok). The
Petersburg Flyer started its successful series Iz mira tainstvennogo in 1899 and
articles under this title appeared—with some interruption—until 1907. These
reports on the unknown covered about half of one newspaper page and were
often comprised of more than one account. The prominence and the relatively
long period of the series” publication suggest that it had a considerable appeal
among readers.' Iz mira tainstvennogo included accounts of prophetic dreams,
apparitions, haunted houses, supernatural curses, mysterious marks appearing
on the bodies of the living, ghost photography and inexplicable, sudden deaths.
These stories entertained because they portrayed events which contradicted a
rational worldview and which, because of their inexplicability, created a sense

16  Geine iz Tiflisa, Iavlenie umershego muzha zhene na sorokovoi den' (konchiny) (Moscow,
1910).

17 O zagrobnoi zhizni. (lavleniia s togo sveta) (St. Petersburg, 1903); ed., Iavlenie umershikh
zhivym iz mira zagrobnogo (Moscow, 1915).

18 One of many examples is “Iz mira tainstvennogo: Fotografiia dukha,” Moskovskaia gazeta
kopeika, August 2, 1910, no. 62 (417), 4.
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of insecurity and dread. Often, the scariness and the alleged reality of such
stories was heightened by referring to localities known to readers. In 1903, one
of these accounts told the story of Mr. Z., who lived on Pushkin Street in Pe-
tersburg. One morning, relatives fond him sitting on his bed, staring with
frightened eyes into empty space. Z., it turned out, was paralyzed and unable to
speak. A mysterious mass and the remains of a completely demolished arm-
chair are discovered next to him. Moreover, the icon in Z.’s room is removed
from its original place and a mysterious note with illegible scribbling in Latin
letters (Latin usually being associated with the devil) lies on his bedside table.
The family doctor, a representative of the urban educated professional intelli-
gentsia—commonly portrayed as deeply sceptical of everything mysterious—,
suggests that some supernatural power must be implicated in the events. A few
days later, Z. was found dead and his bereaved family are impatient to move
into another dwelling."” The setting of this tale in the centre of St. Petersburg
near Moscow station, a sight representing technological progress and rational
prowess, added to the thrill it provided for readers.

Another, similar account told a story of a traveler relishing a conversation
with two students in his hotel room on Nevskii Prospekt, St. Petersburg’s cen-
tral avenue, when they suddenly grow transparent and eventually disappear. It
is later established, so the author claimed, that they were visitors from the be-
yond.” Stories of that kind seem to have been highly popular, for publishers
had difficulties meeting demand. Numerous stories appeared more than once
or were reprinted in slightly different version, an indication that editors rushed
such accounts into print. In some cases, publishers took a mysterious tale,
changed the location and the names of the characters and had a new story
ready.”

None of these allegedly factual accounts provided rational explanations for
the mysterious events they reported. Instead, they meticulously refuted physi-
cal explanations and insinuated that supernatural forces lay at the source of
such occurrences. These powers, however, were never clearly named and thus
remained suggestive and elusive. Nonetheless, such newspaper accounts im-
plied that supernatural powers had a bearing on the lives of Petersburgers. This
form of reasoning questioned the hold of the rational mind over reality and
linked the accounts of the Iz mira tainstvennogo series to the many gothic novels

19 -v, “Iz mira tainstvennogo,” Peterburgskii listok, December 7, 1903, no. 336, 5.

20 Volkhv, “Iz mira tainstvennogo,” Peterburgskii listok, December 4, 1905, no. 309, 2.

21 P. M., “Iz mira tainstvennogo,” Peterburgskii listok, January 15, 1906, no. 14, 5; P.M., “Iz mira
tainstvennogo,” Peterburgskii listok, March 15, 1907, no. 72, 5.
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which newspapers also published. The Petersburg Flyer, for example, serialized
two of Vera Kryzhanovskaia’s occult novels: The Wizard’s Daughter: An Occult
Novel (Doch’ kolduna (Okkul’'tnyi roman)) and In the Kingdom of Darkness (V
tsarstve t'my).> Popular newspapers aimed at a mass audience, then, sent
mixed messages about the forces that influenced contemporaries’ lives. On the
first page of a newspaper, reports about political, foreign and local events com-
monly occupied the top two-thirds. They expressed a rational view of the
world but frequently sat above serialized occult novels to which the lower third
was devoted. On page two, a satirical account might ridicule supernatural be-
lief, while a story under the heading Iz mira tainstvennogo, usually printed on
page 5, might again suggest that scientific explanations failed to grasp impor-
tant events.

Belief and disbelief were most ambiguously combined in occult instruction
manuals. On the one hand, such publications operated on the assumption that
contact with another, supernatural world was possible. On the other hand,
numerous of these “how-to” manuals, while advertising the experiences of the
beyond, simultaneously subverted belief in another world by poking fun at it.
Instruction manuals enticed potential buyers by stressing the entertainment
value of traditional fortune-telling practices and of spiritualist séances in their
titles. The first part of the lengthy title of Moldavanin’s publication is typical:
Extraordinarily Interesting and Exceptionally Intriguing Domestic Magic Book-
let for Familial Spiritualist Séances in the Evenings (Chrezvychaino-interesnaia i
neobyknovenno-zabavnaia dlia semeinykh vechernykh spiriticheskikh seansov
Domashnaia Volshebnaia Knizhka).”® Another similar publication was Yule-
tide: The Wonders of Striped Magic or the Fate of every Man and Wo-Man
(Sviatki: Chudesa polosatoi magii ili sud'ba kazhdogo cheloveka i chelovechitsy),
which evoked the fun and humour to be discovered within its covers through

22 The last installment of V tsarstve t'my informed readers that the publication had to be discon-
tinued “due to reasons beyond the editors” control, another hint at dark forces. V. Kryz-
hanovskaia, “V tsarstve t'my,” Peterburgskii listok, February 20, 1913, no. 50; Muireann
Maguire, “Ghostwritten: Reading Spiritualism and Feminism in the Works of Rachilde and
Vera Kryzhanovskaia-Rochester,” Modern Language Review; forthcoming 2011.

23 Anti-spirit Alkhazar-Tovii Moldavanin, Chrezvychaino-interesnaia i neobyknovenno-
zabavnaia dlia semeinykh vechernykh spiriticheskikh seansov Domashnaia volshebnaia kniz-
hka: Knizhka volshebnitsa, po kotoroi mozhno pokazyvat' teni (prividenii) zhelaemykh lits,
khotia by oni vo vremia seansa byli v otsutstvii za neskol'ko tysiach verst ili uzhe umerzhie,
uznat' imena i leta sovershenno neznakomykh lits. Krome togo po etoi knizhke mozhno uznat’,
skol'ko kto imeet pri sebe v karmane deneg ili u sebia v dome, nesmotria uzhe i na to, chto esli-by
takoe litso bylo ot svoego doma na rasstoianii za neskol'ko sot ili tysiach verst. (Moscow, 1883).
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the un-grammatical neologism, wo-man (chelovechitsy). The pamphlet delves
into Petersburg gossip, advising readers to “go to Filippov’s bakery (or to any
other baker versed in the art of flying out of the chimney)” to buy a French roll
and throw crumbs onto a diagram in to book which “will reveal your future.”
The book’s prophetic revelations, too, expressed an air of playfulness and hu-
mour, telling diviners that “The Catholic Pope worries about you” or “the
savings-bank misses you”.** Other booklets were exclusively geared towards
play and games. One divinatory device allowed fortunetellers to “foresee” the
grotesque face of one’s future spouse by rubbing a piece of paper with heat-
sensitive colour near one’s heart.”” Another included the optical illusions A
Spiritualist Apparition (Spiriticheskoe iavlenie), advertized with the headline:
“No medium required: Everybody can summon ghosts!” (fig.1)*

CNUPHTHYECKOE AB/EHIE.
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SPIRITISTISCHE ERSCHEINUNG.

“—
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Rawmxuii MoeTs mpu3uBaTh Jyxoss Geat
meiyma.
Kein Medium mehr nothig, da Jedermann
Geister citiren kann,

Fig. 1: “The Spiritualist Appearance” as an optical illusion (1883)

24 Sviatki: Chudesa polosatoi magii ili sud'ba kazhdogo cheloveka i chelovechitsy (St. Petersburg,
1905). Other booklets that radiated a similar air of fun, humour and playfulness include Novei-
shii Peterburgskii orakul: chut' ne 1.000 interesneishikh voprosov i otvetov na Peterburgskie
zloby dnia (St. Petersburg, 1893).

25 "Vzgliad v budushchee,” 1890.

26 Spiriticheskoe iavlenie (St. Petersburg, 1883). The instruction reads as follows: “Fix your gaze
on the starlet in the middle of the image for 30-40 seconds. Then look quickly at the wall or
the ceiling, after 10-20 seconds the apparition will appear. [...] If it does not work immediately,
repeat the procedure and you will certainly be successful.”
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Uncertainty about occult events, then, was expressed both in secular newspa-
pers and in instruction manuals allegedly teaching occult practices. The occult
periodical The Cinematographer: Weekly Illustrated Magazine of Secrets and
Horrors (Kinematograf: ezhenedel’nyi illiustrirovannyi zhurnal tain i uzhasov)
was equally ambiguous. This is startling in light of the journal’s program,
which was after all to teach readers black magic, white magic, occult sciences,
the interpretation of dreams, astrology, Indian ‘fakirizm’, spiritualism and
chiromancy.” Yet despite this clear occult mission, the journal published cari-
catures in 1910 which suggested that reference to the supernatural was a mere
rhetorical device employed by women eager to cheat on their husbands or get
hold of their spouse’s money. As figures 2 and 3 suggests, “spirit” was a
euphemism for lovers, while fortune-telling was a way of obtaining money.?

COUPUTKA k2

SOpS——" e s e m e mmmmssssen 1 a0
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- ['loPTpen, ayxa, naunoumrocx |\o \ud‘» Kasayio. Houb:

Fig. 2: The Woman-Spiritualist: “~What are you going to paint? —A portrait of the spirit
who appears to me every night”.

27 Kinematograf: Ezhenedel'nyi illiustrirovannyi zhurnal tain i uzhasov (St. Petersburg, 1910).
28  “Opasnoe predskazanie,” Kinematograf: ezhenedel'nyi illiustrirovannyi zhurnal tain i uzhasov
(11), 1910, 8-9.
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Fig. 3: “Psychographology. It seems you don’t have a single piece of writing by me. How
did you show the psychographologue my handwriting? -1 showed him a bill you signed.”

Accounts making fun of superstitions, then, appeared alongside stories that
were more sympathetically inclined towards the supernatural. Indeed, without
serious treatments of the occult, satirical articles would not have had such a
wide audience and reception. Even instructions manuals and occult journals
mirrored the same ambivalent attitudes towards supernatural past-time activi-
ties. While articles debunking belief in the occult and those suggesting the
reality of occult phenomena existed in the same media outlets, the borders
between natural and supernatural were even more blurred in the circus arena,
on stage or on the silver screen. In the performing arts, the rational and the
mysterious merged within single productions.

Fun Fairs, Circuses and Theatres

Fun fairs and circuses transported the occult from pleasure gained during
individual reading into the domain of shared recreation. The supernatural had
been present in popular leisure-time pursuits for a long time, especially at fun
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fairs. Narodnye gulianiia, folk fairs or folk festivals were seasonal events with
provenance in folk games, pagan and Christian rites and the traditions of min-
strel companies. Fun fairs offered fairbooth burlesques, sleigh rides and ice hill
sledding, carrousels, dancing bears, food stalls, and general drinking and mer-
rymaking.”” The fairbooth, or balagan, staged the supernatural in one of its
most popular plays: Petrushka, which told the story of the rogue Petr Ivanovich
Uksusov who was ultimately dragged to hell by the devil himself.*® In the late
nineteenth century, the supernatural was promoted from minor element to
featured attraction. Whereas the supernatural was only a subsidiary plot device
in Petrushka, showmen now attracted audiences with entertainments devoted
solely to showcasing the mysterious. Séances were performed on fun-fair plat-
forms and in puppet shows, and hypnotists displayed their powers.*!

Allusions to the supernatural were also widespread in the circus ring. Soviet
commentators later ascribed this to the “bourgeois” intelligentsia’s fascination
with the occult. Considering that circus shows were attended by members of all
social strata, it seems more likely that allusions to the mysterious appealed to
ordinary Russians as well. “Many illusionists took on an air of mysteriousness,
mentioned their relationships with ‘supernatural’ powers and claimed that they
had gained their powers from Indian fakirs or Egyptian sages.”** Others com-
pared their feats to the notorious eighteenth-century magician and adventurer
Cagliostro.”® Allusions to life after death were common in circuses, as one
routine, known as “the living dead”, illustrates. In this act, the nose and mouth
of the “deceased” was stopped up with cotton wool and taped over before his
head was wrapped in a scarf and he was laid in a glass coffin. The coffin was
then lowered into a tomb. After 15 minutes, the dead was resurrected with
ether.*

29  Stites, Russian Popular Culture.

30 On Petrushka see Catriona Kelly, Petrushka: The Russian Carnival Puppet Theatre (Cam-
bridge, 1990); A.F. Nekrylova, Russkii narodnyi kukol'nyi teatr "Petrushka” v zapisakh XIX-XX
vekov: Avtoreferat dissertatsii uchenoi stepeni kandidata iskusstvovedeniia (Leningrad, 1973);
eadem, Russkie narodnye gorodskie prazdniki, uveseleniia i zrelishcha (Leningrad, 1984);
eadem, N.I. Savushkina, ed., Folklornyi teatr (Moscow: Sovremennik, 1988); eadem, N. I. Sa-
vushkina, ed., Narodnyi Teatr (Moscow: Sovetskaia Rossiia, 1991). In some versions of this
play, the devil was replaced by a huge dog.

31 "Razoblachennyi ‘volshebnik’,” Peterburgskii listok, July 6, 1911, no. 184, 2; “Kratkie zametki,”
Rebus 5(2), 1886, 24. Much to the disdain of serious spiritualists, staged séances were common
European folk festival attractions. S. E-1, “Zhurnalistika,” Rebus 2(34), 1883, 302-304.

32 Emil’ Fedorovich Renard-Kio, Fokusy i fokusniki (Moscow, 1958).

33 "Novosti v tsirke Modern,” Peterburgskii listok, December 1, 1911, no. 330, 16.

34 “Novosti sezona,” Khronika, no. 2965, 1914, cited in Renard-Kio, Fokusy, 10.
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Indian fakirs were particularly popular figures when it came to entertaining
audiences with allusions to mysterious powers. The exoticism of the enigmatic
East added to their appeal. Circus programmes included numerous stunts by
alleged Indian sages and these were so popular that instructions on how to
become a fakir could be purchased.”® Not surprisingly, some of these fakirs
were not at all of very exotic background: the fakir Nen Saib, for example,
turned out to be a peasant named Karlinskii.** Notwithstanding such profane
disguises, “Indians” toured the empire and performed breathtaking acts of
“positive horror” (polozhitel'nyi uzhas), as one critic called it.” They were
joined by Persians and Tatars, and their routines were greeted with resounding
cheers. Fakirs also merged alleged Eastern mysticism with Western spiritual-
ism. In 1912, the Moscow Art Theatre allocated one part of its foyer to Indian
fakirs, who advertized their show with a banner extolling: “The visiting per-
formance of two spiritualists! There have been cases of death.”*®

Magicians in the circus arena and in fun fair booths used spiritualist vo-
cabulary and settings to make their shows more appealing to audiences,
thereby fusing Eastern mysticism with spiritualists’ claims about the existence
of supernatural beings and rationally Thus the programme of one illusionist
included a “spiritualist materialization”, a “spiritualist candle” and a trick to
illustrate “the power of magnetism [i.e. hypnotism].”*

This fusion of the rational and the supernatural was furthermore under-
scored by the endorsement of modern technology during performances of

35 S. M. Makarov, “Iskusstvo fakirov v Evrope XIX-nachala XX veka,” In: E. V. Dukov, ed.,
Razvlekatel'naia kul'tura Rossii XVIII-XIX vv. Ocherki istorii i teorii (St. Petersburg: Dmitri
Bulanin, 2000), 464-480; Otzyvy Russkoi pressy po povodu zagadochno-porazitel'nogo seansa
Indiiskikh fakirov g-zhi Saadi-Dzhebbari i g-zha Solimana Ben-Saida imeiushchego byt' u nas v
gorode (Kharkov, 1904); “Novosti v tsirke Modern”; Paul Sedir, Indiiskii fakirizm ili prak-
ticheskaia shkola dlia razvitiia psikhicheskikh sposobnostei. S prilozheniem slovaria terminov
indusskogo fakirizma (St. Petersburg, 1909). On the appeal of exoticism generally see Stites,
Russian Popular Culture, 21.

36 Renard-Kio, Fokusy, 9.

37 Otzyvy (1904); Otzyvy Russkoi pressy po povodu zagadochno-porazitel'nogo seansa Indiiskikh
fakirov (Vil'na, 1905); Otzyvy Russkoi Pressy po povodu zagadochno-porazitel'nogo seansa In-
diiskikh fakirov (Kazan', 1907).

38 Liudmila Il'inichna Tikhvinskaia, Kabare i teatry miniatiur v Rossii, 1908-1917 (Moscow,
1995), 16.

39 Starshii Prof. magii Pevzer, Noveishii katalog chernoi i beloi magii (St. Petersburg, 1891). In
one instance, a magician allegedly became a medium after discovering the reality of his tricks.
Critics of spiritualism claimed that all mediums were tricksters and that illusionists therefore
found the “career change” not very difficult. See Mikhail Petukhov, “Prevrashchenie fokusnika
v mediuma,” Rebus 2(15), 1883, 139.
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magic at fun fairs and circuses. Illusionists used electricity and played with
such new inventions as telegraphs and cameras. The fusion of magic with
technology ultimately made inroads not only into public but also into private
entertainment. The Melamed company produced apparatus for illusionists that
reworked technological innovations and could be used both for public per-
formances and for private entertainment.*” Technology and the occult were
thus intertwined, suggesting that an uncertainty lingered about both techno-
logical inventions and occultists’ claims to factuality. Indeed, some spectators
expected “real” supernatural events at fun fairs, not just illusions. In 1911, one
wizard hypnotist found himself in court on a charge of deception. He had
illustrated the force of hypnosis on his assistant, whose body—so the illusionist
claimed—acquired such a strong state of catalepsy that she was able to sit in
thin air after he had pulled the chair from underneath her. When spectators
discovered that the assistant was in reality simply wearing a metal harness, they
angrily brought the magician before a justice of the peace.*!

Theatres, though more elitist than fun fairs and circuses, were also touched
by the fascination with the supernatural. Like newspapers, the attitude towards
the occult that stage productions expressed was equivocal. One anti-spiritualist
play was Lev Tolstoy’s The Fruits of Enlightenment (Plody prosveshcheniia).**
Tolstoy’s piece, written in 1890, echoed the rational stories debunking supersti-
tions in popular newspapers. Plody prosveshcheniia tells the story of the servant
Tania who stages spiritualist phenomena in the house of her superstitious
employer, the wealthy Leonid Fedorovich Zvezdintsev. The “spirits” success-
fully talk Zvezdintsev into selling land to peasants from Tania’s home village,
property which they desperately need for their livelihoods. Like some accounts
in The Petersburg Flyer, Tolstoy ridiculed the wealthy as irresponsible fools
who, blindly following foreign fashions, were impervious to rational arguments
and easily duped. His depiction of peasants, however, was more positive than

40 Kazhdyi mozhet byt fokuznikom. Mgnovennyi fotograf ili magicheskaia plastinka (St. Peters-
burg, 1885); Fokusy (St. Petersburg, 1887); Potainyi sunduchok Kartusha. Magicheskii apparat
sobiraiushchii, dlia razvlecheniia publiki, grivenniki i publiki (St. Petersburg, 1893); Telegraf-
Gerkules ili elektricheskaia lenta. Porazitel'noe usovershenstvovanie (St. Petersburg, 1893);
Shutka kassira ili kak nazhit' million (St. Petersburg, 1893); Zhivaia plastinka ili sredstvo ud-
voit' svoe nasledstvo; Alkhimiia XX-go veka (St. Petersburg, 1893); Pechatnyi stanok charodeia
Fausta (St. Petersburg, 1893); Dve plity Kheopsa: Egipetskii volshebnyi apparat, naidennyi v
tainike drevnei piramidy (St. Petersburg, 1893). Something similar was advertized by Didag-
tomat: Elektricheskii pribor, daiushchii otvety na voprosy (Moscow, 1889).

41 "Razoblachennyi 'volshebnik”.

42 L.N. Tolstoi, Sobranie sochinenii v dvadtsati tomakh (Moscow, 1963), vol. 11, 119, vol. 11, 228.
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the images of rural dwellers that popular newspapers painted. Faithful to his
romantic views about Russia’s former serfs, Tolstoy juxtaposed gullible nobles
and their silly scientist friends with ordinary peasants. The latter were serious,
hard-working and grappling with real economical—not imagined supernatu-
ral—problems. The play was premiered in April 1890 in Tula; a year later, the
eminent director Konstantin Stanislavskii staged it in Moscow and himself
played Zvezdintsev. 1891 saw further popular productions in Moscow and at
St. Petersburg’s Aleksandrinskii theatre. The painter II'ia Repin, who attended
a performance in the capital, remembered that “after the first act, the audience
was so fervently demanding [to see] ‘the author!” that a gentleman in tails had
to come out and inform everyone from the stage that the author was not in the
theatre building.” The play was staged 238 times in Moscow and St. Peters-
burg before 1917 and remained prominent on the programmes of Russian
theatres after the revolution.*

Despite the success of anti-spiritualist plays such as Plody prosveshcheniia,
productions suggesting that the supernatural was real dominated the imperial
stage. As one historian of Russian theatre noted, “theatres were not drawn
towards depictions of social and everyday realities, but they were attracted by
the fantastical.”* Especially popular were the special effects which the theatre
could stage and this again linked the mysterious in entertainment to techno-
logical progress. As early as the late 1850s, a provincial theatre advertized its
mise-en-scéne of Ioann Faust, or the Sorcerer (Ioann Faust, ili Chernoknizhnik)
with the promise to provide breathtaking effects. Their staging, the advertise-
ment claimed, was “A great tragedy in 5 acts, in verse, including the necessary
magical phenomena, will-o’-the-wisps, flying flames, metamorphoses, traps,
shadows, monsters from hell, flying dragons, skeletons and other scares. [...]
The scenery in the fifth act includes jaws from hell lit by red Bengal fires.”*
Although productions with such effects became less common in the years that
followed, the fascination with supernatural phenomena on stage was to return
with fin-de-siécle culture.

Many of the titles of plays staged around 1900 suggest supernatural in-
volvement. One such play was The Sorceress (Charodeika), by Shpazhinskii,

43 LE. Repin and L.N. Tolstoi, Perepiska, vol. 1, Moscow and Leningrad, 1949, 39. Cited in L.N.
Tolstoi, Sobranie sochinenii v 22 tomakh (Moscow, 1982), 496.

44 E. R. Kholodov, ed., Istoriia russkogo dramaticheskogo teatra, 1862-1881 (Moscow, 1980), vol.
6, 484, vol. 7, 483; Tolstoi, Sobranie sochinenii v 22 tomakh, 407.

45 Kholodov, ed., Istoriia russkogo dramaticheskogo teatra, vol. 6, 145.

46 Petrovskaia, Teatr i zritel', 62.
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“one of the most frequent plays in the repertoire” although artistically unen-
ticing.*” Others included The Domovoi Jokes (Domovoi shalit), Into the Beyond
(Na tot svet), the comedy The Spiritualists (Spirity), The Secret Power (Tain-
stvennaia sila), and The Vii (Vii), based on a story by Gogol'.*® The latter was
staged in 1900 at the Russian Dramatic Theatre in St. Petersburg. It left a last-
ing impression on audiences, especially because of its moving scenery (still a
novelty at the time), apparitions of the dead, a flying coffin and because of its
portrayal of Vii, a vampire, who came on stage in the last act. The production
was so popular that it was repeated over forty times.*

Because depictions of the supernatural on stage evoked impressions of fear,
the otherworldly was soon associated with horror. On 4 January 1909, the
impresario V. A. Kazanskii opened the Liteinyi, his third theatre in St. Peters-
burg. While his other two theatres treated audiences to comedies and displays
of electrical apparatus, the Liteinyi aimed at “scaring people” with the help of
the supernatural and portrayed itself as a “theatre of strong impressions” (teatr
sil'nykh oshchushchenii).®® Before the premiere, organizers asked people with
weak nerves to stay at home because of “the extraordinary terror” exhibited in
the show. And indeed, the theatre staged “murders, guillotining, stabbing of
knifes into breasts and pouring of hydrochloric acid over faces.” The acts on
the Liteinyi’s first bill are a perfect example of how the supernatural was em-
ployed to scare audiences: “they included a psychiatrist raping his hypnotized
patient,” who retaliated with hydrochloric acid. The theatre became an imme-
diate sensation, causing one critic to deplore that “shrouds have become the
most fashionable dress, and corpses the stars of the season.”** The popularity
was not to last very long, however. “Despite a wild first two months, enthusi-
asm for the horrors wore off with the novelty, and by 1909 the same critic
could write that ‘corpses can now return to their graveyards.”* Still, spectres
were to remain on the stage of the Liteinyi and on that of other houses.

Ghosts however retained a satirical quality alongside the horror they pro-
voked. In 1912, the Liteinyi staged The Stock-Brokeress (Birzhevka), which told
the story of a rich student who dabbled in spiritualism. This sober-minded

47 Kholodov, ed., Istoriia russkogo dramaticheskogo teatra, vol. 6, 75.

48 Ibid. vol. 6, 452-501; vol. 7, 453-496

49 1. Petrovskaia, V. Somina, Teatral'nyi Peterburg: Nachalo XVII veka — Oktiabr' 1917 goda (St.
Peterburg, 1994), 231.

50 Tikhvinskaia, Kabare, 137-149; Petrovskaia, Somina, Teatral'nyi Peterburg, 323-325.

51 Tikhvinskaia, Kabare, 137.

52 McReynolds, Russia at Play, 220.

53 Ibid., 220.
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youth is so eager to experience the realm between life and death that he enacts
the following agreement with his secretary: he will shoot himself and inform
her about everything he sees while dying. But however hard the secretary tries,
she is unable to make any sense of his groans and moans.>

The Silver Screen

The medium that captured the supernatural most convincingly in late imperial
entertainment was film. Initially, the Russian market was influenced by for-
eign, mainly French companies, but from 1908 Russian filmmakers produced
melodramas, films on bandits, historical films from Russia’s past, comedies
and enigmatic films delving into the supernatural.

Film was indeed an appropriate medium for the portrayal of the supernatu-
ral, since the novelty of the medium “itself was already something mysteri-
ous.” Film showings evoked the “uncanny feeling that films somehow be-
longed to the world of the dead [...] the presence of movement made the
image look strikingly life-like, while the absence of sound and colour turned it
into a haunted frame.” It is indicative, that Kinematograph was the title of the
above mentioned occult journal. Symbolist writers described films as “phan-
tasmagorical moonlit visions which conveyed the [...] sense of a veiled and
occult reality of which the visible world was merely a shadow.” For the poet
Alexander Blok, cinema was part of the “city mystery”.”” But films were associ-
ated with magic in other ways as well. “Familiar faces on the screen would
evoke the motive of doubles and duality with the traditional accessories of
magic mirrors and haunted portraits.”*®

For audiences, the darkened film theatre added to the obscure atmosphere
and evoked the darkened rooms of spiritualist séances, which were further
mirrored in the white apparitions on screen that echoed spirit manifestation.
Technological accidents or interferences, too, were interpreted as supernatural
events. “Flickering movies” or the “vibration” of the picture could be explained
in a theosophical vein as the “penetrating oscillations” with which the Cosmic
Will communicated to earthly souls. Similarly, the frozen image evoked a mys-

54 Tikhvinskaia, Kabare, 140.

55 Ibid., 219.

56 Tsivian, Early Russian Cinema, 6.

57 Tim Gunning. “Foreword,” in ibid., xix.
58 Ibid., 4.
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tical chill of death that emanated from the screen.” Films were seen as literally
spellbinding, as exerting a “hypnotic and trance like fascination over view-
ers.”®

The very medium of film, then, conjured up supernatural notions. This was
further heightened in the case of films that featured supernatural content.
Pushkin’s novella The Queen of Spades (Pikovaia dama), for instance, was
made into a film in 1910 and again in 1916; both versions elaborated on super-
natural aspects of the plot. The first screen adaptation by Petr Chardynin,
which was accompanied by Tschaikowsky’s music, thrilled viewers by employ-
ing a trick that caused characters to appear and disappear. In this film, the
story’s anti-hero German has multiple visions of the murdered countess and of
the fatal cards, which the audience sees appearing mysteriously. When the
countess’s ghost appears during a game of cards, none of German’s fellow
officers sees her, but cinema-goers do. Her sudden appearance and disappear-
ance creates a thrilling chill—even for today’s viewer.®’ Chardynin’s Pikovaia
dama was the first Russian film to win critical acclaim on artistic grounds.®” Six
years later, the outstanding film director Iakov Protazanov offered a second
version of Pikovaia dama. This remake has an eerie scene in which a French
magician, count Saint Germain, is shown in his alchemy laboratory disclosing
the secret of the three cards to the then-young countess. Later, we also see the
dead countess appear to German in a white dress, and a special effect projects
her moving face onto the queen of spades, which German is holding in his
hand. Through these technological effects, the film creates gripping thrills and
suspense.

Russian films also incorporated folkloric sprites. 1910 saw the production
of The Mermaid (Rusalka), which made use of several supernatural notions
and incorporated traditional notions of water nymphs into the modern me-
dium of film. It told the story of a girl who, having been rejected by her lover,
commiits suicide by drowning herself in the mill pond, a traditional dwelling
place for sprites. Her ghost appears twice at the banquet celebrating the young
man’s marriage to another woman and again in the young couple’s bed cham-
ber. As in Chardynin’s Pikovaia dama, the ghost appears as suddenly as it
vanishes and is seen only by the young man and the audience. The spectral
appearances spoil the man’s marriage, and viewers are told that even after eight

59 Tsivian, Early Russian Cinema, 109-111.
60  Gunning. “Foreword,” xxi.

61  Usai et al,, eds., Silent Witnesses, 108-111.
62 Leyda, Kino, 40.
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years, no intimacy has developed between the spouses. Instead, “an unknown
force” (nevedomaia sila), a common euphemism for a supernatural power,
draws the husband to “the sad shore” where his former love ended her life.
According to folklore, young women who committed suicide turned into water
nymphs, and in this case we see the girl dancing with other rusalki at the
pond’s shore. The last scene shows the underwater palace in which the rusalki
live: in this magical scene, which highly impressed audiences, the dead lover
lies in state, surrounded by mermaids.*

In an ironical turn of fate, the staunch anti-occultist Tolstoy posthumously
became the hero of a film with a supernatural quality. The Departure of a
Grand Old Man (Ukhod velikogo startsa) featured the apparition of a living
person, a supernatural phenomenon that greatly occupied spiritualists at the
time.** In the movie, Tolstoy, despondent about his life in Iasnaia Poliana, is
attempting suicide when the apparition of a nun, whom we later see him visit,
prevents the novelist from putting the rope around his neck. At the end of the
film, Tolstoy, having eventually died a natural death, is received in heaven by
Jesus. They are shown in this last frame as radiant white figures conspicuously
resembling spiritualist materialization photographs.®

Spectres, and the technological possibilities to depict them, remained
prominent features of prerevolutionary cinema. In 1915, one of Russia’s great
prerevolutionary directors, Evgenii Bauer, shot After Death (Posle smerti). In
this film, a young scientist rejects the love of an actress, who soon afterwards
commits suicide. The young man sees her spirit several times and is driven to
the brink of madness.®® The supernatural and madness were also linked in
Midnight at the Cemetery, or A Fatal Bet (V polnoch’ na kladbishche, ili rokovoe
pari). This film told the story of a young man who loses a bet and thus has to
spend a night at a cemetery. As proof of his presence, the hero must drive his

63 Usai et al., eds., Silent Witnesses, 112-115.

64  On spirits of the living see Alexander Aksakow, Animismus und Spiritismus: Versuch einer
kritischen Priifung der mediumistischen Phidnomene mit besonderer Beriicksichtigung der Hypo-
thesen der Halluzination und des Unbewussten. Als Entgegnung auf Dr. E. v. Hartmanns Werk
"Der Spiritismus". Zweite verbesserte Auflage (Leipzig, 1894); Edmund Gurney, Frederic W. H.
Myers, Frank Podmore, Phantasms of the Living (London, 1883).

65 There is, however, some confusion as to whether this film was actually shown in imperial
Russia. Notes accompanying the collection of prerevolutionary films by the British Film Insti-
tute claim that only the ending, which the censors regarded as blasphemous, had to be cut for
Russian audiences, while Leyda asserts that the film was only shown abroad. Leyda, Kino, 51.

66 M. V. Lodyzhenskii, Vragi Khristianstva: Doklad, chitannyi v Petrograde na religioznom so-
branii v dome E.G. Shvarts 28 Dekabria 1915 g. (Petrograd, 1916); Usai et al., eds., Silent Wit-
nesses, 286-290.
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dagger into a grave. Everything goes well until his coat accidentally gets stuck
to a cross. “When he wants to leave, he feels that someone is keeping him back.
The horror makes him go mad.”®”

The popularity of supernatural characters continued until the revolution
and beyond. 1917 saw the premiere of Satan Triumphant (Satana likuiushchii),
a horror picture, as well as the first screening of the even more thrilling Mar-
ried by Satan (Venchal ikh Satana) (fig. 4).°®

Fig. 4: Married by Satan (1917).

67 Likhachev, Kino v Rossii, 67-68.
68 Ibid., 133-134. Poster by Georgii Alekseev. Taken from N.I. Baburina, Plakat nemogo kino
(Moscow, 2001), no. 37.
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The plot of Venchal ikh Satana was taken from the novel Hell’s Delights
(Adskie chary), by the theosophist writer and medium Vera Kryzhanovskaia
whose occult novels had appeared in the pages of The Petersburg Flyer. The
film told the story of beautiful young Elena, who

is in love with Prince Basargin, but he prefers another. On the advice of
her maid, Elena goes to see Sibilla the fortune teller, who “by the power
of Great Source”, unites her soul with the prince. They are wed by Satan
(we actually see this!), the prince then asks for Elena’s hand in the con-
ventional way and marries her. True, it seems to her that he smells like a
corpse and that there is a skeleton beside her. [...] Next Elena falls in
love with her childhood friend Ivnev, and is unfaithful to her husband.
But the fortune-teller helps out here too: she whispers something to Sa-
tan [...] and some time later disaster befalls the prince. Six months pass
and Elena marries Ivnev [...]. But the ghost of the late Prince Basargin
begins to torment her. Once again, the fortune-teller wants to help
Elena, but alas!—Elena’s heart gives out, unable to cope with the night-
mares of reproach. And this is where the picture ends.*

Although educated critics were adamant about the low artistic quality of films
such as Married by Satan, film scripts that treated the occult were very popular
with the audiences. Some of these films left the public with the impression that
ghosts and devils really existed, while others—much like in popular litera-
ture—had a rational denouement. In 1914, The Mysterious Someone
(Tainstvennyi nekto) and The Unknown World (Nevedomyi mir) were shot in
the style of a horror story. The latter’s plot was “taken from the mysterious
world and [made use of] the notion of life in ‘the beyond’. On the background
of mystical yearning, the heroes’ drama evolves but is ended by the triumph of
science.”” The triumph of rational reasoning was also celebrated in 1915 in
The Adventures of I1.D. Putilin, the Renowned head of the Petrograd CID (Prik-
liucheniia znamenitogo nachal’nika petrogradskoi sysknoi politsii I. D. Putilina),
which was a great success at the box office. In this detective story, the clever
policeman appears to a murderer as the ghost of his victim and thereby ex-
tracts the much needed confession.”

69  Kino gazeta, 1918, No. 15, 7. Cited in Usai et al,, eds., Silent Witnesses, 382.

70 “Nevedomyi mir,* Vestnik ,,Ekler: Organ kinematografii 6, 1914, 21.

71 Alternative titles of this film were Phantoms of the Past (Prizraki proshlogo), On Murderer’s
Trails (Po sledam ubiits) and The Russian Sherlock Holmes (Russkii Sherlok Kholms). Usai et
al., eds., Silent Witnesses, 290-292.

Michael Hagemeister and Birgit Menzel - 978-3-86688-198-3
Downloaded from PubFactory at 01/11/2019 02:22:40AM
via free access



The Occult and Popular Entertainment in Late Imperial Russia 49

Post-revolutionary Continuities

The appeal of the supernatural in light entertainment was so prevalent that it
did not stop immediately after the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917. Indeed, Jay
Leyda has argued that there was little change to film production in the first
months after the Bolshevik revolution; sensational and macabre subjects con-
tinued to thrill audiences.”” The Face of Fate (Litso sud’by, 1918), for example,
turned on the curse of an Indian Brahmin and thus also continued the pre-
revolutionary fascination with Asian mystical exoticism. It told the story of
Leonid, who inherits a talisman mask that his father had received from an
Indian sage. Before long, the mask turns into a threatening object, the ghost of
the Brahmin appears and Leonid eventually finds refuge only in madness.”
Only in the early twenties did the mysterious slowly fade from Soviet cinema.
The supernatural, especially in the form of hypnosis remained a common
feature in Soviet circuses until the 1930s. Special renown has been attributed to
Ornal’do, also known as Nikokai Aleksandrovich Smirnov, who quite literally
hypnotized his audiences, a routine which gained him much fame (fig. 5).”

Fig. 5: Ornal’do hypnotizing audiences in the ring and front rows (1930s).

72 Leyda, Kino, 12.

73 Usai et al., eds., Silent Witnesses, 214, 408. Other films dealing with the supernatural included
Kaliostro, Belye goloby (1918), Masony, Legenda ob Antikhriste (1919), Faust (1919). Ibid., 214,
408, 450-452, 470-472, 512, 506-508.

74  Muzei tsirkogo iskusstva.
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One of Ornal’do’s stunts included the catalepsia of his female assistant,
whereby the lady’s body would become so stiff that she could be laid on the
backs of two chairs, one supporting her heels, the other supporting her head.
This feat echoed the trick of the hapless prerevolutionary fairground magician
and his assistant in a mental harness and thus continued another older tradi-
tion. Even much later, when anything alluding to the occult was officially
banned from Soviet mass entertainment, an aura of mystery seems to have
lingered in Russian circuses. The Soviet illusionist Kio remembered that hyp-
nosis was especially popular with female circus goers, who frequently asked to
be put to sleep in this manner. Kio’s reminiscences are also full of encounters
from the 1950s in which respectable Soviet women begged him to read their
fortunes.”

Conclusion

The hidden forces of the supernatural featured prominently in late nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century entertainment. Newspapers reported supernatural
events, instruction manuals advertised the diverting qualities of spiritualist
séances and of fortune-telling, fun fairs and circuses staged hypnotic sessions
while theatres and film used the latest technological innovations to make vam-
pires fly through the air and ghosts appear on the silver screen. Consumer
culture called for entertainment that involved supernatural forces and, as court
cases and newspapers suggest, some illusionists were able to earn a living by
displaying their “mediumistic abilities” or “hypnotic forces.” The occult was
thus not only a means of inexpensive self-entertainment; it became highly
marketable. Serious money could be earned by publishers, at book-stalls, box
offices and in shops that sold technical devices for magicians. The mysterious
in entertainment fascinated contemporaries in the late imperial era and re-
mained an undercurrent to official culture for much longer.

The message of newspapers, pamphlets, fairbooths, circuses, theatres and
films regarding the occult was mixed. Parodies of gullible spiritualists were
printed or staged alongside factual reports about supernatural engagement in
human affairs. Popular entertainment blurred the borders between light-
hearted satire and rational demystification on the one hand, and the acknowl-
edgment of the existence of higher powers on the other. In popular entertain-
ment, the explicable and predictable laws of physics coalesced with hypnosis,
horror, madness, ghosts and death. The late nineteenth- and early twentieth-

75 Renard-Kio, Fokusy.
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century Russian press along with other vehicles of public communication, such
as the stage and the cinema, then, was far from embracing the rationalizing,
enlightening mission which historians have commonly attributed to these
intelligentsia organs. Instead, their pronouncements suggested a widely shared
uncertainty on the part of contemporaries about the forces that governed indi-
vidual fates. This uneasiness cannot be captured with labels such as “seculariza-
tion” or “religious revival”, the two terms commonly employed in regard to
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century worldviews. Instead, Russian
popular culture suggests that a mood of uncertainty was prevalent, which was
open to numerous possible denouements.

Of course, we do not know how individual consumers reacted to the op-
posing messages they encountered in print, on stage and on the silver screen. It
is possible, that contemporaries—depending on personal opinions and precon-
ceptions—choose to follow and believe in either rational or supernatural ac-
counts. Even if this should have been the case, it does not change the fact that
single news outlets, such as The Petersburg Flyer, The Cinematographer, thea-
tres and cinemas expressed contradictory messages, in the case of newspapers
at times even in one single page. The close association of pronouncements
supporting and debunking supernatural forces suggest that neither traditional
institutions such as religious institutions, nor the new, nineteenth-century
authority of the scientific and technological community was in a position to
assert a dominant worldview. Instead, supernatural notions coexisted with
scientific teaching and also incorporated other, folkloric notions. The symbio-
sis of these different strands was not free of conflict. It was this conflict, which
informed the character of the supernatural. Without serious spiritual search,
parody would not have been possible; and technological imports allowed the
supernatural to retain its contemporary relevance. In incorporating these di-
verse notions newspapers, theatres and cinemas truly became organs of mass
culture.

One is tempted to surmise that this polyphony, which can be seen as the
basis for ideological tolerance, was overcome after the revolution through
staunch Soviet materialism. But as the magician Kio’s reminiscences indicate—
as do the subsequent articles in this book—this presumption is misleading.
Russian culture of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries remained open to
various worldviews and interpretations, even if the spheres in which this open-
ness was expressed changed.
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THE HISTORY OF ESOTERICISM IN SOVIET RUSSIA
IN THE 19205-1930S

KONSTANTIN BURMISTROV

1. Esoteric movements in post-revolutionary Russia:
main characteristics

Esotericism in early Soviet Russia (1920s-1930s) constitutes an interesting
chapter in the history of Russian thought that remains underappreciated and
very little researched. The exuberant surge of interest in esoteric doctrines and
practices of the first two decades of the 20™ century did not abate during the
years of the Revolution and the bloody Civil War (1917-1922), although these
events triggered profound changes in all areas of life. During these few years
the centuries-old traditional order of Russian life was almost completely de-
stroyed and the social structure of society underwent fundamental changes. It
is not surprising that these changes should have affected the esoteric organiza-
tions that were now forced to organize their activities under new and wholly
different socio-political and ideological conditions. Particularly significant is
the fact that in pre-revolutionary Russia, the majority of esoteric organizations
(Masons, pseudo-masons, Martinists, spiritualists etc) had been either branches
of respective Western European organizations or maintained close ties with
them. However, the Revolution rendered these contacts impossible, and any
attempts to establish ties with foreign organizations incurred suspicions of
espionage. As a result, esoteric groups in Soviet Russia faced increasing isola-
tion from Western European schools of esotericism, and their doctrines and
rituals inevitably became more and more “self-sufficient”.

Another important factor that had a significant impact on Russian esoteri-
cism after the Revolution was the fact that a large proportion of Russian edu-
cated society (nobility, university professors, civil servants, army officers et al.)
fled the country during these years. As a result, many members of esoteric
groups found themselves in emigration and resumed their activity in their new
countries (Turkey, Bulgaria, Serbia, Czechoslovakia, the Baltic States, France,
China et al.) as early as the 1920s. Those esotericists who remained in Soviet
Russia now recruited members for their new or rehabilitated groups (groups
that had lost members in huge numbers since the Revolution) mainly from the
intelligentsia of non-noble background and the working classes, a fact that
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inevitably found reflection in the respective organization’s ideology. And while
previously it had been the Orthodox Church that had exerted pressure on the
Russian esoteric schools (although the Church’s ability to exert pressure was
sharply curtailed by the abolition of ecclesiastical censorship in 1905), now,
after the Revolution, any interest in mystical or occult questions attracted the
suspicion of the new authorities, who were preaching a militant atheism.

On the other hand, the renewed interest in certain aspects of esoteric knowl-
edge was often related to the new scientific or pseudo-scientific theories that
were rapidly gaining popularity after the Revolution and were used by the com-
munists in their attempts to create a surrogate for religion. The newly formed
worldview was based on the concepts of technocracy, cosmism and a boundless
faith in man and his ability to change and subdue nature.! These concepts in-
cluded telepathy, telekinesis, the perfection of human nature, the prolongation
of life and even the resurrection of the dead.” Consequently, the Soviet occult-
ists concentrated on experimental methods, including magic, in their quest to
learn, first and foremost, how to exert influence on nature and man, while the
esotericists in tsarist Russia had been mostly preoccupied with personal spiritual
growth, the study of the most subtle manifestations of the human psyche etc.

Esoteric groups in Soviet Russia differed in their attitude towards the Soviet
regime, state politics and communist ideology. Some of them, especially at the
beginning of the 1920s, tried to legalize their activities and convince the com-
munists that their teachings were fully commensurate with communist doc-
trine and that they could be of great use to the new regime. However, the most
serious occult groups were operating underground and avoided attracting
attention, partly because they distrusted the Soviet regime, or harbored an
openly negative attitude towards it, and partly because of their strongly hierar-
chical and traditional “initiatory” character, which did not foresee any prosely-
tizng or even the disclosure of doctrines and practices.

1 See Anthony J. Vanchu, “Technology as Esoteric Cosmology in Early Soviet Literature,” In:
Bernice G. Rosenthal, ed., The Occult in Russian and Soviet Culture (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1997), 203-222.

2 See Michael Hagemeister, ,Die Eroberung des Raums und die Beherrschung der Zeit. Utopi-
sche, apokalyptische und magisch-okkulte Elemente in den Zukunftsentwiirfen der Sowjet-
zeit,“ In: Jurij Mura$ov, Georg Witte, eds., Die Musen der Macht. Medien in der sowjetischen
Kultur der 20er und 30er Jahre (Munich: Fink, 2003), 257-284; idem, ,,'Unser Kérper muf3 un-
ser Werk sein.” Beherrschung der Natur und Uberwindung des Todes in russischen Projekten
des frithen 20. Jahrhunderts,“ In: Boris Groys, Michael Hagemeister, eds., Die Neue Mensch-
heit. Biopolitische Utopien in Ruflland zu Beginn des zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts (Frankfurt am
Main: Suhrkamp, 2005), 19-67.
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Be that as it may, the majority of mystic and occult groups that operated in
the 1920s and 1930s did not constitute successor institutions or branches of
earlier esoteric groups, either Russian or foreign. Instead, they were created by
the will of their founders and under the influence of literature. Their founders
were often charismatic leaders and autodidacts who had independently (often
following a paranormal experience) taken upon themselves the burden of “ini-
tiation”. Subsequently, their first preoccupation was the acquisition of an eso-
teric genealogy, legends and traditions for the organizations they had founded.
Often they referred to this activity as reconstruction or revival of ancient tradi-
tions (e.g. Gnostic, Templar, Rosicrucian). While there certainly was some
continuity of pre-revolutionary schools, these connections were artfully con-
cealed, and we have little to no trustworthy information about them.

Noticeable materialist tendencies and attempts to classify esoteric theory
and practice as a specific stage in the development of a scientific worldview
that was wholly unrelated to religious issues notwithstanding, it would be er-
roneous to consider the participants in esoteric movement atheists. Some of
them were sympathetic to Christian mysticism, others were hostile to Christi-
anity as a whole, yet all of them were heavily influenced by Gnostic ideas.
Gnostic texts, which were available in translation into European languages,
were carefully studied in esoteric circles and sometimes became important
sources for a given group’s legends, traditions and liturgical texts. One can
even say that Gnosticism was regarded as the primary religion that had been
destroyed by Christianity and needed to be restored as an original alternative
to Christianity.

We must briefly comment on the sources providing information about the
activities of esoteric groups in early Soviet Russia. Practically all surviving in-
formation can be found in the investigation files and documents compiled by
the repressive organs, first and foremost in the archival investigation files of
the OGPU-NKVD-MGB-KGB.? Unfortunately, most of the archives pertaining

3 The principle material was deposited in the Central Archive of the Federal Security Service
(FSB) of the Russian Federation, as well as in the archives of regional FSB sections. Some
documents are in personal files held in the Russian State Archive of Literature and Art
(RGALI) and the State Literature Museum in Moscow. To the present moment the researcher
who has made the biggest contribution to the collection and publication of documents relating
to secret esoteric societies in Soviet Russia during the 1920s-1930s is Andrei Leonidovich
Nikitin (1935-2005), a well-known historian, archaeologist, literary scholar, publicist and the
author of numerous works of the archaeology, history, palaeography and historical ecology of
Eastern Europe. Owing to the fact that his father, the artist Leonid Nikitin (1896-1942) was an
active member of the Templar Order (as a result of which he suffered repressions twice and
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to this organization remain closed to researchers to the present day. Moreover,
while some documents relating to investigations, as well as information about
sentences passed, were accessible in the 1990s, when the denunciation of politi-
cal repression was at its height, and were subsequently published, the theoreti-
cal papers and literature of esoteric groups, which were confiscated by the
intelligence services but had no relation to politics whatsoever, failed to attract
attention and remain unstudied. As a result we know quite a lot about the
history of certain groups (their membership profile, structure and practical
activities), while knowing next to nothing about their doctrine. Self-censorship
features prominently on the list of factors that complicate the reconstruction of
the worldview of the Russian esotericists of this period: for obvious reasons
there were many things they did not entrust to paper, and we must assume that
the most significant aspects of their doctrines and practices (in particular every-
thing to do with the use of ceremonial magic) did not find entry into the sur-
viving documents.

It is significant that, as a rule, even those esotericists who survived the re-
pressions told nothing about the organizations of which they had been mem-
bers. Yet another problem is the question to which degree we can trust the
statements of people who were under investigation by Stalin’s repressive or-
gans—after all it is from confessions of this kind that we glean most of the
information about our subject. It is glaringly obvious that those arrested under
suspicion of having committed grave crimes against the communist authorities
would adopt all kinds of strategies, ranging from attempts to express their
views as fully as possible in order to convince the investigators of their inno-
cence or pass on these views to posterity, to complete mystification, defama-
tion etc.*

died in prison), his son received permission to access the closed collections of the Central Ar-
chive of the FSB. The result of his many years of painstaking work are five volumes in the series
“Mystical Societies and Orders in Soviet Russia” (Misticheskie obshchestva i ordena v sovetskoi
Rossii) (Moscow: Minuvshee, 2003, 2004, 2005) and numerous books and articles.

4 Until December 1934 (i.e. until the assassination of Sergei Kirov) investigators usually fol-
lowed correct procedure (with the exception of the provincial borderlands) and the case mate-
rials contain valuable data on both the history and the teachings of esoteric groups. Between
1935 and 1940 the task of the repressive organs was to force those under investigation to de-
nounce themselves, which then entailed the sentence of death by firing squad. The case files of
this period contain very little information about esoteric movements, as the investigators were
focussing on indictments on political grounds (terror, sabotage, anti-Soviet agitation and
propaganda). No more information is to be found in the archival investigation files compiled
during the third wave of repression, which followed in 1948-1951, when those who had a
previous sentence according to article 58 of the Penal Code were hunted down all over the
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It is also important to bear in mind that from the early 1920s on the publi-
cation of texts on esoteric issues became impossible, even in periodicals. Of
course the rich literature on different aspects of occultism that had been pub-
lished in Russia from the late 19" century onwards remained accessible. More-
over, the esoteric circles self-published large amounts of foreign articles and
books in translation, original new texts and different kinds of technical litera-
ture (statutes, by-laws etc) that they circulated anonymously in manuscript or
typescript (print run between 10 and 100 copies).’

2. Esotericism in Russia in the 1910s

There were some links, ideological as well as organizational, between esoteric
groups in Soviet Russia and pre-revolutionary esoteric circles and those eso-
teric leaders who remained in Russia after the Revolution. The best-known and
most influential among them was Grigorii Ottonovich Mebes [Miobes, Mbes]
(1868-1934), a lecturer in mathematics, physics and French, as well as one of
the most outstanding Russian theorists of occultism and a prominent figure in
the esoteric movement.® At the end of the 1910s he became Inspector General

country and once again sent to concentration camps or “eternal exile”. These were purely for-
mal trials and the case files contain no new information.

5 A good impression of the breadth of the topic of “occult samizdat” can be gleaned from Mik-
hail Artem’ev’s (real name Mikhail Brendsted) article, published in the 1930s in several issues
of the newspaper Rassvet (Dawn) which appeared in Chicago; see Mikhail Artem’ev, “Pod-
pol’'naia literature v sovetskoi Rossii,” Rassvet (Chicago), 1930, nos. 233-235. For example:
“...they all vie with each other, searching for the innermost, secret, internal, original, eternal,
absolute, divine, true... in one word, a thicket of ‘philosophy’, ‘ontology’, ‘metaphysics’, ‘mysti-
cism’ and other areas, which had previously triggered in the young political propagandists and
agitators condescending disdain and arrogant pity for the ‘reactionary way of thought’.” One
can also find an extremely important information on the underground occultists movements
in the early Soviet Russia and their libraries in two papers by Aleksandr Aseev (1902-1993),
editor-in-chief of the esoteric journal Okkultizm i Ioga (Occultism and Yoga, Belgrade, Sofia,
Asuncion, 1933-1977), published by Nikolai Bogomolov: Aleksandr Aseev, “Initiatory orders:
Freemasonry, Martinism, and Rosicrucianism” (Posviatitel’nie ordena: masonstvo, martinizm i
rozenkreitserstvo), “Occult movement in Soviet Russia” (Okkul’tnoe dvizhenie v sovetskoii Ros-
sif), In: Nikolai Bogomolov, Russkaia literatura nachala XX veka i okkul’tizm (Moscow: NLO,
1990, 429-443.

6 On him, see Andrei Serkov, Istoriia russkogo masonstva v XX veke, t. 1 (St. Petersburg: izd-vo
im. N.I. Novikova, 2009), 117-122; Viktor Brachev, Okkul’tisty sovetskoi épokhi. Russkie ma-
sony XX veka (Moscow: Bystrov, 2007), 11-14. Cf. also the recently published edition of
Mebes’s lectures on the arcana of the Tarot that he gave in 1912 and 1921 (G.O.M[ebes], Kurs
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of the St Petersburg branch of the French Martinist Order (Ordre Martiniste).
At the same time he was giving his famous lecture course on the Arcana of the
Tarot in which he, in many aspects following Papus, interpreted Martinist
doctrine by combining concepts pertaining to the Martinist Kabbalah with the
Tarot. Soon afterwards these lectures were published in mimeograph under the
name A Course in the Encyclopaedia of Occultism given by G.O.M. in the aca-
demic year 1911-1912 in St Petersburg (Kurs éntsiklopedii okkul’tizma chi-
tannyi G.O.M. v 1911-1912 akademicheskom godu v gorode Sankt-Peterburge,
St. Petersburg, 1912). In the same year Mebes declared the independence of the
Russian Martinists’ after founding, in Petersburg, the “Autonomous Detach-
ment of Martinism of the Russian Rite” (Avtonomnyi razriad martinizma
russkogo poslushania), after 1916 called “Martinist Order of Eastern Rite” (Or-
den martinistov Vostochnogo poslushania),® which maintained close ties to the
most important Russian periodical on occultism, “Izida” (1909-1913) and the
eponymous publishing house. The Martinist groups in pre-revolutionary Rus-
sian had in many respects the most defining influence on the esoteric groups of
the 1920s, the majority of whose leaders and activists were linked to Mebes and
his system in one way or another. The Order continued to be active throughout
the Civil War and the first years of the Soviet regime.

Potentially the most interesting of these groups were the “Society for the
Revival of Pure Knowledge” (Obshchestvo vozrozhdeniia chistogo znaniia,
1916) and the Martinezist Order (a branch of the Martinist Order), both
founded by Mariia Nesterova (Erlanger, 1878-after 1932), Mebes’s wife and

éntsiklopedii okkul’tizma (Moscow: Aenigma, 2003); G.O.M|[ebes], Meditatsii na Arkany Taro.
Dopolneniia k Entsiklopedii okkul'tizma: lektsii 1921 goda (Moscow: Aenigma, 2007).

7 The Russian Martinist lodge was founded in 1899 by Count Valerian Valerianovich Murav’ev-
Amurskii (1861-1922), a prominent diplomat and Russian military agent in France. In 1910
the Polish count Czestaw Czynski (1858-1932) took over his place, a member of the Supreme
Council of the Martinist Order and General Delegate to Russia (he was also initiated to a high
stage in the Ordo Templi Orientis [0.T.O.] and the Eglise catholique Gnostique). After the
schism of 1912 the Moscow group of the Martinist Order under the leadership of P.M. and
D.P. Kaznacheev remained faithful to the Paris center and continued their activities until 1923.
See Serkov, Istoriia russkogo masonstva v XX veke, t. 1, 109-126.

8  The leadership of the Order was a Chapter consisting of seven people. Its General Inspector
was the historian, journalist and bibliographer Ivan Kazimirovich Antoshevskii (1873-1917),
the director of the publishing house and journal Izida; for more information on him, see Ivan
Antoshevskii, Derzhavnyi orden sviatogo Ioanna Ierusalimskogo... Orden Martinistov (Mos-
cow: GPIB, 2001), 3-26. After his death the position was taken over by Vasilii Bogdanov (1877
- after 1926), a disciple of Mebes who studied at the Theological Institute and served as a clerk
in the State Bank in the 1920s. Mebes himself was the “invisible master” of the Order.
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close associate. A special group for intensive theoretical and practical training,
“The Promethean Group” (Gruppa Prometeia), which was closed to the unini-
tiated, was set up within the latter Order. During the Civil War years (1918-
1922), Mebes and his colleagues gave a lecture course for their closest followers
in the context of this group. The lectures concerned the doctrine of the Kab-
balah (Mebes), the history of religion (Nesterova) and the history of Freema-
sonry (Boris Astromov); the leaders also held practical training sessions in
telepathy and psychometrics, as well as collective meditations.

The lawyer Boris Astromov (Kirichenko, 1883-1941?), a disciple of Cesare
Lombroso, who had joined a Masonic lodge in Italy in 1909, played an impor-
tant and rather deplorable role in the history of occult circles in the 1920s.° In
1919 Mebes appointed him Inspector General of the Martinist Order, but,
Astromov left the Order after a conflict in 1921 to found the “Autonomous
Russian Freemasons” (Russkoe avtonomnoe masonstvo), and then the “Grand
Lodge Astreia” (Velikaia lozha Astreia). In 1925 he contacted the OGPU, of-
fered his services as an informer and provided the officials with substantial
information on various esoteric groups in Soviet Russia, including the Martin-
ist Order. Thus he prepared the ground for the wave of repression that swept
the scene in 1926 and led to the arrest of dozens of Russian esotericists, led by
Mebes, in what became known as the Case of the Leningrad Freemasons (Delo
Leningradskikh masonov)."°

There were several other esoteric organizations that had been active in the
Russian capital in the years preceding the Revolution and remained operative
for some time after the Revolution. Among them was Georgii Loboda’s society
“Sphinx™"!, the “Order of the Knights of the Holy Grail” (Orden rytsarei svia-

9  See Andrei Nikitin, Ezotericheskoe masonstvo v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1923-1941 gg.
(Moscow: Minuvshee, 2005), 16-30, Brachev, Okkul'tisty sovetskoi épokhi, 10-72.

10 The materials of the case are published in: Nikitin, Ezotericheskoe masonstvo v Sovetskoi Rossii,
7-245. See also Viktor Brachev, ed., “Leningradskie masony i OGPU (protokoly doprosov,
veshchestvennye dokazatel’stva),” Russkoe proshloe. Istoriko-dokumental’nyi al’'manakh, book
1 (Leningrad, 1991), 252-279.

11 The chairman of the society, Georgii Osipovich Loboda (1876-?), subsequently participated in
the work of a commission for the study of psychological phenomena at the Brain Institute
(1923-1924). In 1926 he was arrested and exiled. The society “Sphinx”, created for the study of
occultism, existed from 1916-1918. Among its active members were Semiganovskii and Bar-
chenko, who will be mentioned below. In 1917 Loboda published a collection which consti-
tutes a faithful representation of the interests entertained by the members of the society:
Sphinx. A collection of articles on spiritism, occultism, theosophy, hypnosis et al. compiled by the
chairman of the “Sphinx” society G. Loboda (Sfinks. Sbornik statei po spiritizmu, okkultizmu,
teosofii, gipnotizmu i proch. Sost. pred. o-va “Sfinks” G.L., Petrograd, 1917).
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togo Graalia), founded by Aleksei Gaucheron de la Fosse (1888 - after 1930)",
Antonin Semiganovskii’s circle “Inner Esoteric Church” (Vnutrenniaia
ézotericheskaia tserkov)’, the circle “United Labor Brotherhood” (Edinoe tru-
dovoe bratstvo), headed by the doctor, science-fiction writer and occultist Alek-
sandr Barchenko (1881-1938)', the Russian branch of the French occult order
of the “Philalethes™" et al.

The abovementioned groups exerted a significant amount of influence on
those esoteric organizations that emerged in the 1920s and were forced to oper-
ate in radically different conditions. The impossibility of pursuing their activi-
ties openly and publishing the results of their work, combined with political
and ideological pressure, forced them deep underground. Below we will de-
scribe some of the groups that we consider to be the most distinctive and rep-
resentative of this stage in the history of Russian esotericism.

3. The Order “Emesh Redivivus”

The order “Emesh Redivivus” was founded in 1926 in Moscow by the econo-
mist and “professional” occultist Evgenii Karlovich Teger (1890 - after 1940)
and Vadim Karlovich Chekhovskii (1902-1929), a meteorologist and physicist
who was especially interested in telepathy and parapsychology.!® According to

12 The Order was founded in 1916 and destroyed by the OGPU in 1927. See Brachev, Okkul’tisty
sovetskoi épokhi, 72-79.

13 Antonin (Antonii) Nikolaevich Semiganovskii-Dienti (1888-7?), a graduate of Moscow Univer-
sity and the Moscow Archaeological Institute; member of the Martinist Order, since 1916
leader of the lodge “Zodiak”. In 1919 excluded from the Order by Mebes. Subsequently
founded the “Christian Esoteric Order” (Khristianskii ézotericheskii orden) (1920-1923). Since
1922 member of the Renovated (“Living”) Church, since 1923 a bishop in the Renovated
Church in the Baikal region. Was a professor at the Moscow Theological Academy of the “Liv-
ing” Church and there gave a lecture series on “The History of Religions”.

14 On Barchenko and his cooperation with the OGPU, see Brachev, Okkul’tisty sovetskoi épokhi,
199-226.

15 See Viktor Brachev, ed. “Peterburgskie martinisty 1910-1925 godov. Dokumenty Arkhiva
Ministerstva bezopasnosti Rossiiskoi Federatsii,” Otechestvennaia istoriia, 1993, no. 3, 192.

16  The main information about the structure, history and teachings of the Order can be found in
the witness statements of Chekhovskii, who consciously tried to give a detailed explanation of
his views to the OGPU and tried to convince his investigators that he was in the right and
harmless, as well as in the statements of Vasilii Preobrazhenskii (1883 - after 1931), who gave
very detailed information about the internal work of the Order, its magic practices and the
hostile attitudes of its leaders towards the Soviet government. Teger gave practically no state-
ments. See Andrei Nikitin, ed., Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg.
(Moscow: Minuvshee, 2004), 30-99.
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one of the Order’s members, its name—“wnX Redivivus”—denoted the reborn
(renewed) unity of the three planes of being—mental, astral and physical,—
symbolized by the three “letter-mothers” of the Jewish mystic treatise “Sefer
Yetzirah” (the letters aleph, mem and shin, together making up the acronym
Emesh)."”

By origin, the organization was directly linked to the pre-revolutionary
Martinist Order led by Czestaw Czynski and Mebes. According to certain data,
a secret group called “Emesh” had existed in Petersburg in the 1900s-1910s ,
and it was from this group that the Moscow Order received its initiation and
the necessary literature in the 1920s. The members of the Order referred to
themselves as Rosicrucians and to their organization as a “branch of the Rus-
sian branch of the Kabbalistic Order of the Rose and Cross with its center in
France”, in Russia led by Mebes.’* The Order sought to “surpass all existing
occult organizations, including Masonic ones, that is, apart from theory it set
itself the aim ‘to realise theory in practice by attaining power that enables im-
plementation’. This expression must be considered as the ‘endeavour to estab-
lish initiation to magic on a worldwide scale’.’ According to Teger, the magi-
cians leading the Order “must be higher than the spiritual and secular
authorities” in the entire world.*

The Order’s ambitious goals aptly reflect the utopian mindset and atmos-
phere of intellectual recovery typical of post-revolutionary Russia: its members
hoped to be able to combine the new achievements of contemporary science
with the esoteric knowledge of the ancients, to create—or re-create—real and
efficient magic that would allow them to exert influence not only on the mate-
rial world, but also on all the planes of being in the entire universe. The “brain
center” of the Order was the scholar and experimenter Chekhovskii, a special-
ist in the field of physics and chemistry, who spent years carrying out experi-
ments establishing the influence of colored light on the human psyche and
telepathy (he worked with the State Brain Institute, headed by Vladimir Bekh-
terev, and the Society for the Study of Psychology, Neurology and Hypnology

17 See Sefer Yetzirah, mishna III: “Three primary letters: Alef, Mem, Shin—a great secret, hidden
and ineffable, and sealed with six seals. And from it goes out fire, and water and air, and it is
divided into male and female”, Allison P. Hayman, Sefer Yesira. Edition, Translation and Text-
Critical Commentary (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004), 111; on the ‘three mothers’ see ibid.,
110-127; cf. also Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 93.

18 Le. Ordre Kabbalistique de la Rose Croix, founded by Stanislas de Guaita (1861-1897) in 1888.
Cf. Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 87.

19 Ibid., 91.

20 Ibid.
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in Leningrad). Teger also played an important role; he was one of the most
outstanding Russian specialists in the field of occultism and familiar with vir-
tually all the existing esoteric schools and traditions. It is significant that the
majority of the organization’s members were Germans or Poles by birth,
graduates of the well-known Evangelical Reformed school of the Holy Apostles
Peter and Paul* in Moscow, and that nationalist and anti-Semitic views were
rife among them. Moreover, the leaders of the Order had a wide contact net-
work in both the occult and the academic scenes.*

This is not the place for a detailed history of the Order, but let us note that
the organization was exposed in February 1928, entirely by chance, as the re-
sult of a misunderstanding, although the flat that served as headquarters was
situated right next to the NKVD building on the Lubyanka. Be that as it may,
the Order’s members were sentenced to prison terms and internal exile. Chek-
hovskii, who was sent to the labor camp on the Solovetskii islands, was exe-
cuted soon afterwards for his active involvement in the preparation of a pris-
oner breakout, while Teger spent the remaining years of his life in exile and
imprisonment (nothing is known of his fate after 1942).

There were different levels of initiation to the Order, as in any esoteric or-
ganization, so as a consequence the majority of its members were ignorant of
the organization’s ultimate goals. As occult organizations were forbidden in the
USSR, the leaders of the Order concealed their activities. The Order had been
granted the legal status of a scientific laboratory for research into the subject of
telepathy, closely collaborating with the Brain Institute of the Soviet Academy

21 Ibid, 25.

22 Teger was a disciple of Mebes, while his wife was a sister of Mikhail Sizov (1883-1956), a well-
known biologist, chemist, anthroposophist, Rosicrucian and Templar. Chekhovskii collabo-
rated with the famous Russian psychiatrist Vladimir Bekhterev and the biophysicist Aleksandr
Chizhevskii. In 1922 Chekhovskii spent most part of the year in Germany, where he was in
contact with anthroposophists, including Nikolai Belotsvetov (1892-1950). In Russia, Belots-
vetov, a Russian officer, poet and mystic had been a member of an underground occult circle
and lodge; in 1920 he had fled abroad and written the seven-volume documentary novel “Mi-
chael”, in which he talked about the complex relations between occultists and the Cheka after
the revolution, the flirtation of the “magi” with the regime, and the Bolsheviks’ attempts to use
occult forces to strengthen their power. The author destroyed his sensational and profoundly
autobiographical novel at the request of his former “colleagues” (it is possible that one of the
reasons was the fact that the authors made a link between the Bolsheviks” occult interests and a
Jewish group within the party and the Cheka). Only a few fragments were published in the
book “The Proletarian Missionaries’ Commune” (Kommuna proletarskikh missionerov, Berlin,
1921), but even these fragments contain many facts not mentioned in any other source.
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of Sciences.” Some of the participating scholars knew nothing about the occult
and magical motifs underlying the group’s activity. The goal of the Order’s
secret activity, on the other hand, was the mastery of occult methods for con-
trolling the elemental spirits, the so-called “elementalia”. In the underground
laboratory that was situated in the basement of a house on the Malaia Lubi-
anka, 16, they studied ways of calling upon and “coagulating” elementalia with
the help of narcotics and strong hallucinogenic substances. In order to carry
out these experiments the Order’s members searched for wild magical and
medicinal herbs in the outskirts of Moscow and made plans for growing them
in dedicated plantations. The place for the laboratory had been chosen deliber-
ately: its close proximity of the cellars of the OGPU, in which people were
being tortured and shot, was supposed to make it easier to trap the “elemen-
talia” and “liarvy” (larvae)* that had been attracted by the suffering and the
blood of the victims.”” We know also that Chekhovskii used the laboratory to
carry out experiments in envoltation, that is, a mental attack accomplishing by
a ceremonial magic ritual, the result of which “could be... either death or com-
plete mental depression, or illness.”*

The theoretical sessions that were held on the same premises comprised
lectures on practical magic, arcanology, cabbalistics, graphology, astrology and
other occult disciplines, as well as organic and inorganic chemistry, botany and
medicine. The main sources of instructions were handwritten brochures re-
ceived from the Order’s leader Lev Martiushev (1880-1937) in Leningrad, a
military chemical engineer and member of the pre-revolutionary occult Order
“Emesh” (Order name “Aleph”)?. Mebes’s Course in the Encyclopaedia of Oc-

23 See Chekhovskii’s statement “My meta-psychological activities in the Brain Institute” (Moia
metapsikhicheskaia deiatel’'nost’), In: Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty
1922-1937 gg., 60-62, 66.

24 Lijarva (lat. larva—mask, guise)—harmful substances; the spirit of an evil person who has not
found rest after death and is wandering about on earth. In occultism: an evil wish that has not
been accomplished but has taken on astral form.

25 According to the former Orthodox priest V.V. Preobrazhenskii, Chekhovskii’s closest associ-
ate in the field of practical magic, the site of the laboratory had been chosen specifically for its
situation next to “the cellars of the OGPU, where the blood of the executed is shed. As we
know, the blood of the deceased is necessary for the feeding of liarvas, who are forming a reign
of shadows and darkness, which must be destroyed by the currents of light from the magical
operations carried out in the generator of the cellar...”, Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Ros-
sii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 92.

26  Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 17.

27 Ibid., 12, 93-94. Martiushev was also a lecturer at the Leningrad Institute of Civil Air
Transport; he was shot in 1937. According to Chekhovskii, Martiushev only slowly and reluc-
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cultism was also actively used, alongside various other handbooks on occultism
(for example the lithographic edition of Sar Dinoil®, Karl Brandler-Pracht’s
Occultism [St. Petersburg, 1910], the books of Swami Vivekananda et al.).

According to Chehovskii,

...there were four different levels in our organization. The first was...
for individuals who did not know about the existence of the organiza-
tion. The second was for... people who, while following the course, had
begun to suspect the existence of an unknown occult organization with
a magical bias. The third was for... people who knew about the exis-
tence of the organization and had formed some understanding about its
aims, but did not know its name, structure or main positions. The
fourth level comprised people (only men) who were familiar with the
name and aims of the organization and had the right to acquaint them-
selves with all materials at the organization’s disposal. At the same time,
members at this level did not have the right to have in their personal
possession material and information relating to other similar organiza-
tions, if they had dealt with them beforehand.”

Moreover, Chekhovskii identified nine levels or stages of promotion for the
Order’s members:

1. the scientific study of metapsychical phenomena that find expression
mostly in works on telepathy and clairvoyance; 2. a course on arcanol-
ogy and the beginning of occult training; 3. occult magical practice; 4.
the center “Emesh Redivivus”, which does not pretend to have attained
the fullness of occult possibilities; 5. the same, after the creation of an
appropriate base for serious occult and magical practice over a number
of years; 6. the same, after the attainment of certain results and after the

28

29 Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 79.
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tantly passed on the magic and occult manuscripts from the archive of the earlier order (ibid.,

Sar Dinoil, the pseudonym of Leonid von Folkersam (Leonid Leonidovich fon Fel’kersam), an
occultist and astrologist and member of the French “Société magnétique”, the “Centre ésotéri-
que de France” and other similar organizations. He was the author of several books on the
practice of occultism and astrology, including The Building of the Human Being. Our Hidden
Abilities and how to Develop Them (Stroenie chelovecheskogo sushchestva. Nashi skrytye spo-
sobnosti i ikh razvitie, St. Petersburg, 1912), What is Astrology. The Stars and the Human Life
(Chto takoe astrologiia. Svetila i zhizn’ cheloveka, Petrograd, 1916). In the early 1910s he gave a
course on “how to develop hidden mental forces” in St. Petersburg and held consultations,
during which he combined the methods of astrology with graphology, physiognomy, palm-
istry and magnetic, as well as preparing items for use in practical occultism (crystals, magnets,
biometers, screens). He published his works in the journal Izida.
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beginning of the creation of a world centre for occult magic, either on
the territory of the USSR or abroad; 7. a world center for occult magic
that has full control of the astral plane; 8. the same, with full control of
the mental plane; 9. the same with full control of the divine plane. The
nine levels were divided into three groups, each consisting of three con-
secutive stages according to criteria: the first was concerned with the
periphery, the second with the centre (Emesh Redivivus) as a tool for
the creation of a world center for the occult that would have complete
mastery of all occult knowledge and the opportunity to put this knowl-
edge into practice; finally, the third group was concerned with the world
centre for occult magic that would command these opportunities and
use them to serve the cultural process and all humanity... 3

Thus the Order’s goals were hugely ambitious and extended to the attainment
of world supremacy. In the USSR it was not possible to attain anything beyond
the fourth stage, the creation of “Emesh Redivivus”. Later, the Order’s leaders
entertained serious plans to flee abroad and implement their activities in more
favorable conditions; however, their plans were foiled by the state security
organs at an early preparatory stage.’!

Our knowledge of the Order’s doctrine is limited, mainly to the informa-
tion Chekhovskii himself gave the investigators, trying to convince them of the
usefulness of Rosicrucian ideas for the Soviet authorities. As we can easily see,
the Order’s cosmology and anthropology are re-workings and adaptations of
the ideas of Stanislas de Guaita, Papus and Mebes. The universe consists of five
layers or planes, which Chekhovskii characterized with the help of concepts
pertaining to different religious and esoteric traditions:

1. The divine plane is the finest, most immaterial, perfect plane of being;
the Olam ha-Aziluth of the Kabbalah (the World of Radiance), Ein sof
(the upper abyss)—God, the real pole of being. The Salamander—fire—
the radiant state. 2. The mental plane, the letter Aleph (=1), Olam
ha-Briah (The World of God’s Creation), the world of transcendental
reason, the world of primary causality. The ten sephiroth of the Kab-
balah, the ten names of God; the Spirit of the Christian hermits. 3. The
astral plane. Mem (=40), Olam ha-Yetzirah (The World of Spiritual
Hierarchies), the world of transcendental emotional origins. The world
of secondary causalities, the Seven “planets” and 12 “signs of the zodiac”.

30 Ibid., 78-79; cf. also 68-69.
31 Only the leaders of the Order (Teger, Chekhovskii and Preobrazhenskii) reached the fourth
stage out of nine.
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The “Soul” of the Christian hermits. Undines—water—the liquid state.
4. The physical or material plane, Shin (=300), Olam ha-Asiah (“The
World of the Elements”), the material or physical world; the illusory
world. The “Maya” of the Indians, the “body” of the Christian hermits.
Gnomes—earth—the solid state. 5. the lower abyss.*

The eclecticism of this scheme is no accident. Pretending to universality and
convinced that the Order would revive the ancient knowledge of the dwellers
of Atlantis, Chekhovskii “categorically declared” that “this scheme encom-
passes all religions... and found entry into a number of philosophical currents
and scientific classifications.”

The aim of the experiments carried out within the Order was not just the
perfection, but rather the radical transformation of the entire human being. By
his nature and in his present state “man consists of three planes and carries
within himself the individual eternal spark of the higher plane”, although he is
not aware of this. “All occult-mystical currents are striving after the awareness
and mastery of these planes”, however, the Order’s task was more radical yet—
namely, the restoration of the state in which the dwellers of Atlantis existed. In
Atlantis “man had a united four-plane consciousness and exercised divine
power in the four worlds” and because of that, the Order teaches, “the task of
contemporary man is reintegration,* the restoration of unity, the mastery of
lost perfection. This can be achieved by different paths. For example the mysti-
cal-passive one or the occult-[active] one, such as the path of the Templars,
‘who took heaven by storm’.”** According to Chekhovskii, freedom, equality,
joyful delight in life, boundless creativity and individual immortality would
reign supreme in the occult-cabbalistic world of the future . This is what he
tirelessly tried to explain to his jailers.

4. The Order of Orion-Khermorion (Order of the Moscow
Rosicrucians and Manichaeists).

The occult “Order of Orion” was founded before the Revolution, in 1916. It
received its new name, “The Order of Orion-Khermorion” in 1926, after a re-
structuring. In 1933 the Order was exposed, rooted out, and destroyed by the

32 Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 45-46.

33 Ibid., 46.

34 A clear parallel with the eponymous Martinist conception dating back to the Traité sur la
réintégration des étres of Martines de Pasqually.

35 Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 46-47.
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NKVD; however (and this was very uncharacteristic of that time), the NKVD
failed to confiscate its large archive, which was preserved as part of a private
collection.” Some members of the Order continued their activities until the
1970s.%”

As a result, we possess a sizable amount of information on the doctrine and
internal practices of this organization, unlike in the case of the majority of
occult groups from this time, where all we know is taken from the investigation
file. The members of this strictly clandestine Order (“Knights”) studied the
theory of occultism and magic, as well as actively practicing ceremonial magic.
In particular, they developed special methods for collective magical operations,
work with the elements (using aromatic substances, herbs, stones, metals etc),
and ways of achieving lasting contact with the astral plane (the so-called “twin-
consciousness”).

The head of the order was the probably most charismatic and talented oc-
cultist of his time, the ‘Russian Saint Germain’, Vsevolod Viacheslavovich
Beliustin (1899-1943?). The doctrine he developed was based not on the
Martinist tradition in the version propagated by Mebes, but instead on an
original occult doctrine created by Vladimir Alekseevich Shmakov (died 1929),
one of the most enigmatic figures in the history of Russian occultism. Shma-
kov, the generally accepted spiritual leader of various Rosicrucian organiza-
tions in the early 1920s, was the son of Aleksei Semenovich Shmakov (1852-
1916), a well-known lawyer, monarchist, member of the Black Hundreds and
anti-Semite. A railway engineer by profession, Vladimir Shmakov gained fame
as a theorist of occultism and expert in arcanology and kabbalistics even before
the Revolution. He was also the author of the fundamental study The Sacred
Book of Thoth. The Major Arcana of the Tarot. The Absolute Principles of the

36 Among other things it contains notebooks with magic texts, prayers, incantations, descriptions
of rituals, magic alphabets, esoteric astronomy etc.

37 Thus Mariia Vadimovna Dorogova (von Mengden; 1889-1981/82) held a prominent place
both in the Order of Orion and in the Templar Order, held session in the knights’ study
groups, translated large amounts of foreign literature and distributed “mystical Samizdat”.
About her, see Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 313-315.

38 A philologist and teacher of foreign languages. In the 1920s he worked in the People’s Com-
missariat of Foreign Affairs as a translator. He was arrested several times and died in a prison
in Central Asia. Cf. Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 220
222; Andrei Nikitin, Tainye ordeny v Sovetskoi Rossii. Tampliery i rozenkreitsery (Moscow:
Veche, 2006), 198-217; Brachev, Okkul’tisty sovetskoi épokhi, 355-374. See also Beliustin’s last
investigation file from 1940-1941 in: Nikitin, Ezotericheskoe masonstvo v Sovetskoi Rossii,
297-392.
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Synthetic Philosophy of Esotericism. (Sviashchennaia kniga Tota. Velikie arkany
Taro. Absoliutnye nachala sinteticheskoi filosofii ézoterizma, Moscow, 1916). In
1922 he managed to publish, at his own expense, a work that was even more
significant for the Russian esoteric movement: The Foundations of Pneumatol-
ogy. The Theoretical Mechanics of the Formation of the Spirit (The System of
Esoteric Philosophy) (Osnovy pnevmatologii. Teoreticheskaia mekhanika stano-
vleniia dukha [Sistema ézotericheskoi filosofii], Moscow [Sergiev Posad], 1922).
This was probably the last book on esoteric issues to appear in Soviet Russia.*

Although Shmakov is mentioned in the witness statements and memoirs of
many contemporary occultists, we know about his fate during the post-
revolutionary years mainly from the statements made by Beliustin during his
final arrest in 1940-1941. Beliustin and Shmakov met in May 1923. In the early
1920s, a circle for the study of the occult sciences regularly met in Shmakov’s
flat. Its members included Father Pavel Florenskii (1882-1937), the well-
known art historian A.A. Sidorov (1891-1978), the already mentioned Bishop
AN. Semiganovskii, the anthroposophist M.I. Sizov, and others who were
known in Russian esoteric circles.* Some of those attending the study group
were experienced occultists already and had been members of various esoteric
organizations even before the Revolution, others were intellectuals and artists,
groups in which the interest in the topic ran particularly high. In the last
months of the circle’s existence it was Beliustin, considered Shmakov’s succes-
sor by the latter, who gave the lectures on the theory of the occult sciences.
According to Beliustin, Shmakov left the USSR in summer 1924 (with the help
of his friend Tomd$ Masaryk, the President of Czechoslovakia), spent some
time in Prague and then left for Buenos Aires, where he spent the last years of
his life.*! Although the study group stopped meeting after he left, the Rosicru-
cian “Order of Orion-Khermorion”, founded by Beliustin in 1926, continued
the group’s work in an original way.

This Order, relatively small in terms of membership (not more than 20
people), counted a few of those who had attended Shmakov’s study group
among its members. All of them were “professional occultists” and belonged to
various secret organizations: among them were Templars (Mariia Dorogova,

39 Already after the collapse of the Soviet Union yet another, probably more important work of
Shmakov that had survived in Samizdat was published: The Law of Synarchy and the Teaching
about the Dual Hierarchy of Monads and Multitudes (Zakon sinarkhii i uchenie o dvoistvennoi
iearkhii monad i mnozhestv, Kiev: Sofiia, 1994).

40 See Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 218.

41 Ibid., 216-219.
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Fedor Verevin), Freemasons (A.A. Sidorov), Anthroposophists (N.B. Vurgaft,
M.L Sizov) et al. This allowed Beliustin to receive all information about the
esoteric underground and probably even to orchestrate this activity without
giving himself away. The Order offered different stages of initiation. During
the first stage, apprenticeship, the neophyte studied literature under the super-
vision of a mentor and wrote his own essays on occult topics. After that the
new member of the Order was initiated to become a Squire (oruzhenosets),
followed by two “Knight” stages—“Knight of the Outer Castle” and “Knight of
the Inner Castle”. At the top of the hierarchy were the different stages of spiri-
tual initiation held by the members of the Order’s Supreme Chapter. The Or-
der’s ultimate goal was to prepare its members for the attainment of the magi-
cal abilities of the ancient Rosicrucians with the help of long training sessions,
the re-structuring of consciousness in a certain direction, and the use of occult
knowledge in conjunction with alchemy and astrology.

The idea of resurrecting a Rosicrucian order had occurred to Beliustin al-
ready at the time when he was in contact with Shmakov, i.e. in 1923-1924. At
that time he discussed his idea with Teger and Fedor Verevin (1899 - after
1967), two experienced occultists mentioned above. However, when it came to
practical questions, their opinions differed. Teger, an atheist who regarded
magic as a variation of scientific knowledge, considered the goal behind the
restoration of the ancient occult tradition to be the mastery of its practical
aspects. Beliustin, on the other hand, was convinced that without the serious
study of the theory of occult knowledge, learning to use its practical aspects
would prove impossible. At the same time they evidently continued to appreci-
ate each other. The annihilation of the Order “Emesh Redivivus”, the arrest of
Teger and the multiple interrogations of Verevin in 1926 entailed no serious
consequences for Beliustin: although he spent three months in custody, he was
released in the end because the arrested never mentioned him.

As a result, Beliustin’s Order was able to operate underground for another
seven years, until the spring of 1933. The Order’s members created a huge
number of manuscripts that make up an entire archive, the remains of which
were preserved by the youngest Rosicrucian, the artist Valentin Monin (1904-
1972), who managed to avoid arrest.* The documents detail the Order’s doc-

42 This archive, consisting of dozens of manuscript and typescript books, was handed over to
Monin for safekeeping by Beliustin himself; Monin and his wife carefully preserved it. In the
1970s-1980s it was studied by the members of the occult underground, however its traces
were lost in the 1990s. A few documents that were copied from this archive are published in:
Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 241-307.
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trine and history, describe the history of occultism in Russia, and record the
Order’s legends. Some are dedicated to arcanology, symbolism and the special
alphabets (the orionic, cabbalistic, magical) that were used for magical rituals;*
also preserved were the formulae for incantations and prayers written in these
languages. As the basis of the Order’s arcanology, the “alphabet of esotericism”,
the Kabbalah had a particularly high status in the Order’s teachings. The Kab-
balah constituted the “United Knowledge of the Cosmos”, “Higher Mathemat-
ics of the Cosmos—the Science of Live Numbers in the endless combinations
of current Stages and Paths of the Creativity of God, Man and the Universe”.**
Thus the widespread use of Hebrew in the Order’s literature and ritual texts, as
well as the frequent references in these texts to various cabbalistic and occult-
kabbalistic concepts, is no accident. As an example of the magic practiced by
the Order’s member we cite below the surviving text of a collective rite called
“The Great Mystery of the Elements”, that was intended to summon elemental
ghosts and capture their powers. * As we will see, it resembles in many ways
the rituals that were practiced in the “Order of the Eastern Templars” (Ordo
Templi Orientis, O.T.0.) and in other European initiatory organizations of the
late 19" - early 20" century The document gives a detailed description of the
preparatory conditions needed for the ritual (magic objects, substances etc).
The hymn cited below was written and pronounced in this special “orionic”
language. The ceremony began with a general blessing for all those present by
the High Priest (i.e. Beliustin), and also the “Great Incantation of the Most
Reverend Thelema.” It was followed by the “collective singing of the sacred
hymn, inherent to the Pentagram of the Great Elements™:

O Great Thelema, Spirit-Matter of the manifest Universe!*® Your ele-
ment encompasses the boundless abysses of the Cosmos and dwells
within me, for the Universe and I are one. Oh Great Fire, Principle of
Life! You are burning in each atom of being and consciousness of the

43 See: Evgenii Lazarev, “O sviashchennykh iazykakh rossiiskikh arkanologov,” In: Nikitin,
Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 421-429.

44 Ibid., 272

45 It forms part of the manuscript “The Rituals of the Order of Khermorion. The Cycle of Great
Operations-Mysteries Within the Terner wnX” (Ritualy ordena Khermoriona. Tsikl velikikh
operatsii misterii po terneru WwnK). Terner (ternary) is a principle of triplicity or triality
representing the unity and mutual correspondence of the three principles—active, passive, and
equilibratory.

46 In the original: “Ea Zarol Orseléth Haatha-Maatrd Joralét Orim. Har Broa iosirg Athiors
Abideks Oribadm tizarsd me eme utir Orim tie m sieth Orbaé...”
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Existing and are ablaze within me as the inextinguishable spark of
Life... Oh Great Air, Principle of Creation! You lock the Worlds into a
circle of light-ideas and preserve them as an inmost Secret.... Oh Great
Water, principle of Origin! You enter into the interior of all things and
flow within me as a scarlet current... Oh Great Earth, principle of Death
and Rebirth! You devour Matter in order to open to the Spirit the Gates
of Freedom... We bless and glorify you, Unuttered Pentagram of Ele-
ments, dwelling within the Great Pentagram of Man and awakening its
rays to the eternal Creation in God, Man and Universel..

After the reciting of the hymn in the sacred language the “Great Call of the
Lords of the pentagram of the Elements” was carried out. The manuscript
reads further:

The room plunged into darkness. Those present bow their knees and
sink into meditative contemplation of a silver disc. Fixation of possible
visual perceptions. The room is lit. Those present rise, approach the
throne and seal a magic circle around it. Presentation of the cult objects
(cross, staff, sword, chalice, pentacle, magic mirrors—square, black
frosted ones, censer). Great Incantation of the Lords of the pentagram
of the Elements. Those present break the magic circle and, after bowing
to the High Priest, return to their place. The room is once again plunged
into darkness (personal ecstasy of those present, who bow). Possible
mental images. The room is lit. The High Priest blesses those present
with the cult objects. Those present rise and, beginning with the young-
est and finishing with the eldest, bow, and, after bowing to the High
Priest, return to their place. Sacred Prayer, inherent to the Pentagram of
the Great Elements. Those present, beginning with the youngest and
finishing with the eldest, approach the throne, holding the sword in
their right, lowered hand. They fall on their knees before it, rise and,
headed by the High Priest, one after the other walk around it and
around the small thrones and then, after bowing to the High Priest, re-
turn to their place. This symbolises the mystical ritual of the betrothal of
the present adepts to the Elements...*”

As will become evident from the manuscript tract on metahistory, “The First
Transitional Circle of Reason of Hermes” (Pervyi perekhodnyi krug razuma
Germesa), the Rosicrucian-Orionists considered the history of the Earth, the
history of mankind and the history of Russia as a field of battle between the

47  Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 300-301.
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forces of Light and Darkness. In particular, they used this standpoint for the
interpretation of the history of Ancient Rus’ and Tsarist Russia, identifying an
irreconcilable struggle between the infernal, Satanist forces of the Union of the
Great Dark Fraternities and the forces of light, embodied in certain Russian
saints and tsars. Thus the Rosicrucians shared the Gnostic and Manichean idea
of the world as a field of battle between two principles, Good and Evil. At the
same time they were aware that the higher forces with whom they tried to
establish contact through magic (the Lords of the Astral Element and Lucifer
himself, as the principle which is “eternally balanced and balancing... indiffer-
ent both to Good and Evil™*), were in their essence neither good nor evil and
that it was the decision of the adept whether he wanted to use these forces for
evil purposes or in order to do good. For this reason the Order maintained that
every Rosicrucian had to undergo two initiations—one “light” and one “dark”
(the so-called White and Black initiations) in order to be able to direct the
forces of the dark without falling under their spell. “In the astral realm the
eternal, never-ending battle between light and dark forces is taking place, with
each side gaining the upper hand from time to time. The present moment
belongs to the reign of the dark forces, i.e. forces that interrupt our evolution-
ary progress by enslaving consciousness to matter. The liberation from the
bonds of matter is achieved when we acknowledge the illusory nature of the
physical plane and direct our conscience towards the world of ideas.”® As was
mentioned above, the profoundly clandestine nature of the Order meant that
some of its members were able to avoid being arrested and thus preserve the
Order’s archives, while other members were subject to some degree of repres-
sion yet persisted in their esoteric activities for a long time to come, albeit un-
der radically new conditions. Thus the well-known occultist Fedor Verevin,
Beliustin’s closest assistant and a “Knight of the Outer Castle”, who was ar-
rested in April 1933, spent only two months under arrest before being released.
We know that he preserved his entire archive and pursued occult activities
until the second half of the 1960s. The fate of Mariia Dorogova is even more
successful. She was simultaneously among the leading members of both the
Orionist and the Templar Orders. Arrested in April 1933, she was released

48  Tbid., 280.

49 From the witness statement of Sergei Polisadov (1933) (Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi
Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 228). Cf. also: “We distinguish between the ‘current of the
Light’ and the ‘current of the Darkness’. The white Initiation, based on the ‘current of Light’,
furthers the evolutionary ascent into the area of the opening of consciousness and the
achievement of perfection. The black Initiation, based on the ‘current of the Darkness’, pulls
one into the area of matter and clouds consciousness, thus hindering evolution.” (ibid).
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after two months; after a second arrest in 1935 and a sentence of three years of
internal exile for “anti-Soviet activities” she was also released immediately and
never subject to repression again. Dorogova continued her occult activities
right up to her death (in 1981 or 1982); in the 1950s-1970s she hosted groups
for the study of Theosophy.

5. The Order Lux Astralis

This neo-Rosicrucian organization was fundamentally different from the two
groups described above. Its history depends entirely on one man, Boris Zuba-
kin (1894-1938),” a poet, sculptor, archaeologist and ethnographer who spent
all his life trying to organize groups for the study of secret knowledge in order
to attract like-minded people. Although Zubakin himself claimed that he had
founded the Order “Lux Astralis” in 1911 and named Aleksandr Kordig as his
teacher, one should treat his stories about the organization’s history before
1916 with a degree of suspicion. Throughout his life Zubakin proved that he
was a skilled mystifier: he made up entire mystical brotherhoods, awarded
himself the most astonishing titles and ranks and forged documents in his
attempts to find spiritual allies and recruit comrades-in-arms for what he con-
sidered the chief purpose of his life—the resurrection of the spirit of ancient
Rosicrucianism. Steeped in the humanities, Zubakin was a religious mystic but
not a magician, and he had no interest in contemporary science. This radically
distinguished him from the leaders of the Orders discussed above. It is no
accident that most of Zubakin’s followers were representatives of the creative
professions.

Zubakin himself confessed, after being arrested in 1922, that when he dis-
covered as a child that among his ancestors “there were ‘spiritual knights’,
‘princes of the Kabbalah’ and ‘mystics and freemasons’™ ,*! he decided to dedi-
cate his life to the study of the secret sciences. According to his own words, as
early as 1911 he founded, together with some of his peers, the occult circle
“Lux Astralis”. A decisive role in its development was played by the already
mentioned Aleksandr Kordig (died 1916), a Rosicrucian and Martinist, who
taught Zubakin the Kabbalah, hermetism and “mystical philosophy” in 1915-
1916. Upon returning from the front, Zubakin began his indefatigable activity

50  On him, see ibid., 368-420; Aleksandr Nemirovskii, Viktoriia Ukolova, Svet zvezd, ili poslednii
russkii rozenkreitser (Moscow: Progress-kul’tura, 1994); Brachev, Okkul’tisty sovetskoi épokhi,
149-198.

51  Nikitin, Rozenkreitsery v Sovetskoi Rossii. Dokumenty 1922-1937 gg., 376.
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towards the creation of “a community of like-minded people to share com-
munal life, rituals, mysteries etc”. He would preach his ideas about brother-
hood wherever he happened to be and created cells of his Order in Nevel,
Minsk, Smolensk, Rzhev, Moscow and Petrograd. Zubakin established contact
with the most diverse people (suffice it to mention the film director Sergei
Eisenstein (1898-1948), whom he accepted into the Order, and Maxim Gorky
(1868-1936), with whom he corresponded), however, the composition of his
groups kept changing, and by the end of the 1920s he was surrounded by only
a few of his most devoted followers, including his closest associate, the writer
Anastasiia Tsvetaeva (1894-1993), sister of the famous Russian poet Marina
Tsvetaeva (1892-1941). In 1929, Zubakin was exiled to Arkhangelsk, and
throughout the 1930s his group operated exclusively underground, but none-
theless all its members were arrested in 1937 and Zubakin himself was shot.

Zubakin’s teachings are known from his own witness statements and the
statements of members of his Order who were arrested at different times, as
well as from memoirs that mention him. He himself composed prayers, hymns,
rituals, legends, as well as creating sacred objects for ritual practice, thinking
that he could thus resurrect the spirit of the Order of the ancient Rosicrucians.
It is evident (and this constitutes the difference between him and other Russian
esoteric leaders of his time), that he did not consider himself the historical
successor of a more ancient organization—his initiation was “spiritual” rather
than related to real historical time. This is precisely why he so often had re-
course to mystifications and even provocations, which he concealed from his
closest disciples. Because of this, his teachings were not “occult” or “esoteric”
in the proper sense of the word—he preached his ideas openly, gave lectures
and papers and prepared the ground for the foundation of his own occult
brotherhood. With this brotherhood he envisioned retreating to a life of isola-
tion somewhere deep in the provinces in order to fully devote himself to the
practical aspects of restoring the Rosicrucian path. Unfavourable historical
circumstances prevented him from doing so.

6. The Moscow Templar Order

The Templar movement, which in 1920 formed the Eastern Detachment of the
Templar Order, had a much larger scope, and its activities were more strictly
goal-oriented. Its founder was Apollon Karelin (1863-1926), an economist,
lawyer and prominent theorist of anarchism, who returned to Russia in 1917
after more than ten years in emigration. Unlike the previous orders and socie-
ties with their propensity for occultism and magic, the Templar movement was
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clearly oriented towards Gnosticism,*® which is evident from the surviving

body of the Order’s legends and the memoirs of the participants in its many
study groups.”

The Templars had set themselves two main tasks, namely to work towards
the perfection of the self as a way of serving man and society, and to pursue the
combined mystic and scientific knowledge of the world, something they con-
sidered a constituent part of the universal struggle of the light of knowledge
against the darkness of ignorance. The first task, they held, could be solved with
the help of Christian ethics, the second by uniting the principles of ancient
gnosis with the contemporary scientific cognition of the world. These tasks
also defined the composition of the movement itself, whose members had to
possess not only certain moral and ethical qualities, but also a rather wide gen-
eral education and culture. The Templar doctrine was practically devoid of the
occult and magical component that was so important to the Rosicrucians and
Martinists. Moreover, they did not share in the exaggerated worship of experi-
mental science and medicine, since the tasks that the Order set before its mem-
bers were above all ethical and socio-political in nature and required work on
one’s inner self, as well as spiritual self-perfection. According to one member of
the Order, the mathematician Evgenii Smirnov (1891-1937), the Order’s aims
were

...of purely ethical order: the moral self-perfection of the individual
through the perception of the Christian basics and the fostering of
knightly Christian virtues within the self. A Knight is an ethical concept
that denotes a person who is carrying out moral deeds. Separating the
Christian basics from dogmas that have accumulated over centuries and
are clouding the face of Christ the knight, and in some cases also from
the deception committed by the Church—these are the Order’s aspira-
tions. The legends lift up the spirit and heart of the student and nourish
him morally... In my case, the combination of the ethical and aesthetic
moment has always ennobled my soul. The ritual aspect of the Order
accompanied us on the way to self-perfection, although it was of secon-
dary importance.*

52 Cf. Evgenii Lazarev, “Gnosticheskaia obraznost’ v nasledii russkikh tamplierov XX veka,” In:
Rossiia i gnozis. Materialy konferentsii (Moscow: VGBIL, 1996), 69-75.

53 The history and teachings of the Templar Order are fully documented. See the three-volume
edition of the investigation file, documents and works of the Templars, published by Andrei
Nikitin, Orden rossiiskikh tamplierov. Vols. 1-3 (Moscow: Minuvshee, 2003). See also: idem,
Tainye ordeny v Sovetskoi Rossii, 38—188; Brachev, Okkul’tisty sovetskoi épokhi, 283-314.

54 Andrei Nikitin, ed., Orden rossiiskikh tamplierov, t. 2: Dokumenty 1930-1944 gg. (Moscow:
Minuvshee, 2003), 131-132.
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Compared to the Rosicrucian groups, the Templar Order pursued a much
larger range of activities. The Templars founded a large number of study
groups scattered over the entire country that actively recruited young people, a
wide spectrum of intellectuals; they even used propaganda methods in the
print media.”® The membership represented the cream of the contemporary
intelligentsia working in the humanities. Suffice it to list the theatre actors and
directors Iurii Zavadskii, Ruben Simonov, Valentin Smyshliaev, Arkadii
Blagonravov, Mikhail Astangov (Ruzhnikov), the cinema actresses Vera Za-
vadskaia and Iuliia Bystritskaia, the writers Georgii Shtorm, Ivan Novikov,
Pavel Arenskii, the literary scholars Vladimir Nilender and Nikolaii Kiselev,
the art historians Dmitrii Nedovich and Aleksei Sidorov, the philosopher Dio-
dor Debol’skii, the Orientalists Iurii Shchutskii and Fedor Rostopchin, the
composer Sergei Kondrat’ev, the singer Viktor Sadovnikov and many others.

Karelin’s main associate and successor was Aleksei Aleksandrovich Solono-
vich (1887-1937), a poet, mathematician, philosopher and theorist of mystical
anarchism.® He had been studying the occult sciences since his youth, and
written his first book, the mystical-symbolist tract “The Wanderings of the
Spirit” (Skitaniia dukha),” in 1914. In form and content it resembled the works
of Saint-Yves d’Alveydre and was clearly composed under the influence of
Andrei Belyi’s “Symphonies”. Subsequently Solonovich taught mathematics
and mechanics at different grammar schools throughout Moscow, later at the
Bauman Technical High School. After Karelin’s death he organized a number
of anarcho-mystical circles and gave public lectures in the Kropotkin Museum,
which became the center of the movement of Moscow anarchists in the 1920s.
Solonovich was arrested in 1930, given a camp sentence and died in a labor
camp in 1937.

Solonovich became the main theorist of mystical anarchism and the creator
of a Gnostic meta-historical doctrine, which he expressed in his main work, the
three-volume “Bakunin and the Cult of Yaldabaoth” (Bakunin i kul’t Ial’do-
baofa) (unpublished; the manuscript was confiscated and has never been
found) and a large number of lectures. The proto-archon (first ruler) and

55 Naturally these were Russian editions published abroad. First and foremost we are talking
about the newspaper Dawn (Rassvet) and the journal Awakening (Probuzhdenie), which was
founded in the USA by Eugeny Dolinin (Moravsky, alias Robert Ermand, 1898-1938), the sec-
retary of the All-Russian Federation of the Anarchist Communists, and published the writings
of a number of Moscow Templars (A.A. Solonovich, A.S. Pastukhov, E. Moravskii, L.A.
Nikitin et al.)

56 About him, see Nikitin, Orden rossiiskikh tamplierov, t. 2, 140-143.

57  Moscow: Sfinks, 1914.
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demiurge Yaldabaoth, well known from Gnostic texts®, is presented by
Solonovich as a rebel angel, the embodiment of Satan, one of the faces of the
devil. In his view, the Bolsheviks who seized power were possessed by “the
demons of power” and “the principle of power is ingrained in humanity like a
disease such as syphilis.” “...larvae crawl in Yaldabaoth’s tracks and demonic
filth soils the souls of people and their lives... Among the most strongest fanat-
ics of power, for whom the end justifies the means, we find Ivan IV, Philipp II,
Loyola, Torquemada, Lenin, Marx and others. All of them were directly led by
the angels of Yaldabaoth in some form and to some degree”, Solonovich wrote.
“Having suppressed the revolution ... and trampled underfoot all elements of
public initiative ... they thus identified and isolated themselves to form a new
brigade of foreign conquerors, merciless without precedent and profoundly
reactionary.”

Solonovich provided a ruthless analysis of the processes defining his time
and perceptively predicted the direction in which things were going. It is not
surprising that this metaphysical rejection of the new powers (members of the
communist party were not allowed to join the Order) entailed cruel repres-
sions, not only against the author himself, but also against his audience and
readers.

We can identify three main periods in the history of the Templar move-
ment in Soviet Russia. The first is associated with the activities of Apollon
Karelin, the commander of the Eastern Detachment of the Order. A man of
commanding influence and authority who was a member of the All-Russian
Central Executive Committee, i.e. the government of the country at the time,
he regularly gave lectures and headed public initiatives, and thus had the op-
portunity to recruit new members for the Order. He attracted many prominent
figures from the fields of theater, literature and science, who became the first
“knights” and accepted initiation with the goal of subsequently heading their
own groups (Aleksei Solonovich was one of them).

In his public speeches Karelin often told legends and parables about
knights, the spirit world, boundless universes and the spiritual origin of man,
whose physical body, according to the Templars’ teaching, is merely a means of
existence enabling the development of the spiritual essence locked within it, an
essence that actively participates in the evolution and the process of introduc-
ing order into the chaos of the Universe. Among these legends were the leg-
ends of Atlantis, of Ancient Egypt, the Gnostics and first Christians, whose

58 E.g.in Ophites. Cf. Birger A. Pearson, “Opbhites,” In: Wouter J. Hanegraaff, ed., Dictionary of
Gnosis and Western Esotericism (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 895-898.
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traditions preserved the ancient wisdom of the Orient... Many of these legends
are known to us now thanks to the fact that they were written down and circu-
lated in Templar circles. The surviving members of the movement began to
collect and classify them as early as in the 1950s-1960s. To the present day
more than one hundred legends have been published.” Some of them are evi-
dently translations of the French texts Karelin brought back from emigration,
others were composed on the basis of various occult and Gnostic works by
himself and his closest disciples.’

These legends were widely used in the Order’s rituals, which resembled
both Masonic rituals and medieval knighting ceremonies known from histori-
cal sources. Overall there were eight levels of initiation to the Order. A new
member would listen to the three first fundamental legends about the Golden
Ladder of the Cosmos, Atlantis and Ancient Egypt. The subsequent cycles of
10-12 legends each prepared him for the next level of initiation, which was
accompanied by a special ritual. The legends are of crucial importance as a
source of information about the teachings of the Templar Order. According to
Andrei Nikitin,* it is possible to divide the overall body of legends into three
cycles. Firstly, there are the cosmological legends, evidently based on certain
Gnostic legends (more specifically, on the interpretation of these legends in
19%-century European esotericism). The second cycle comprises historical (or
quasi-historical) tales about the Order’s origins (beginning with Atlantis and
leading through Ancient Egypt, the events of the New Testament, and from the
Crusades to the 20" century). The third cycle, the properly mystical one, tells
about the worlds of high spirits that correspond to the hierarchies of the Chris-
tian heavenly powers and hosts. The latter group of legends, which was in all
likelihood composed after the Revolution, displays the influence of the new
natural-scientific and technocratic ideas, as well as the social ideals of anar-
chism. The Templar legends of the “mystical” type constituted a very impor-
tant tool for educating students in the spirit of the Order’s commandments,
especially with regard to questions of both spiritual and everyday life. In many
respects they resembled similar didactic writings of medieval European Chris-

59 See Andrei Nikitin, ed., Orden rossiiskikh tamplierov, t. 3: Literatura tamplierov. Literatura
Ordena (Moscow: Minuvshee, 2003).

60 Some of the possible sources could have been Theodor Merzdorf's monograph on the
Templars (Theodor Merzdorf, Die Geheimstatuten des Ordens der Tempelherren nach der Ab-
schrift eines vorgeblich im Vatikanischen Archive befindlichen Manuscriptes [Halle: Schwetsch-
ke, 1877]) and Carl Schmidt’s translations into German of gnostic texts (Carl Schmidt, Kop-
tisch-gnostische Schriften [Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1905]).

61  Andrei Nikitin, Tainye ordeny v Sovetskoi Rossii, 133-134.
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tianity, while the historical and cosmological legends had the function of form-
ing the Templar’s worldview. Thus the study of legends was supposed to foster
the overall development of the adept’s personality.

The second period in the development of the Templar movement began in
late 1923—the period of expansion: groups and “daughter organizations”
sprang up all over the country, in particular the “Order of Light” (Orden sveta)
and the “Temple of Art” (Khram iskusstv) in Moscow, the “Order of the Spirit”
(Orden dukha) in Nizhnii Novgorod, student circles and divisions of the Order
in Leningrad, Sverdlovsk, the Northern Caucasus, Tashkent and Batum.

Precisely at this time the Order began to actively distribute its “Samizdat™
collections of the lectures given in individual study groups as well as the Or-
der’s legends and numerous translations and original articles, published in
foreign anarchist periodicals. The Templars were especially active in the State
Institute of the Word (Gosudarstvennyi institut slova), the Oriental Institute,
the Institute of Living Oriental Languages, the Bauman Technical High School
in Moscow, the Moscow Conservatory, the State Academy of Artistic Science,
the 2" Belorussian State Theater, the Evgenii Vakhtangov 2™ Moscow Art
Theater, the P.A. Kropotkin Museum, the Tolstoy Society.

The Order had a clearly defined hierarchical structure. It consisted of sepa-
rate study groups and “sub-Orders” at different levels (“Order of Light”, “Or-
der of Spirit”, “Temple of the Arts” etc), which were governed by the four final
stages of the Templar Order proper. Strict secrecy reigned in the higher eche-
lons: as a rule, the group members knew only their immediate leaders, and met
the other higher-ranking knights only during the next initiation, when passing
from one study group to another or when changing their spiritual director.
Alongside the training sessions that took place once or twice a week, the mem-
bers of Templar study groups gathered in groups of eight to ten people for
meetings to greet neophytes, initiations to the next stage or the Order’s feast
days (Christmas, Resurrection [Easter], the Memorial Day for St. John the
Baptist and the Feast of the Archangel Michael).

The central organization of the Templars in Soviet Russia was the “Order of
Light”, founded in Moscow at the very end of 1923. The commander of the
Order was Aleksei Solonovich. About this group we have detailed information
at our disposal from the investigation file compiled in 1930.%* Its members
were for the most part representatives of the creative intelligentsia—writers,
actors, musicians, artists (artists and art historians made up a special sub-
section within the Order, the “Temple of the Arts”, whose members were called

62 Published in: Nikitin, Orden rossiiskikh tamplierov, t. 2, 6-190.
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“priests” [zhretsy]). They were active as teachers and educators in higher edu-
cation institutions, studios, science institutes, and simultaneously in secret
study groups within the Order. The Order was in contact with intellectuals
from the arts and sciences in Moscow, Leningrad, Nizhnii Novgorod, the
Northern Caucasus, Batum and Tashkent. The Order’s ideas also widely circu-
lated among other esoteric organizations and mystical brotherhoods, in par-
ticular among Tolstoyans, Theosophists and Anthroposophists. The repressions
against individual branches of the Order (the anarcho-mystical organization
“Order of the Spirit” in Nizhnii Novgorod, the group “Order of the Templars
and Rosicrucians” in the town of Sochi et al.) began at the end of 1929. In the
autumn of 1930s the Moscow center was rooted out and destroyed.

The 1930s constitute the third and last period in the history of the Tem-
plars in Soviet Russia, of which we know comparatively little.* During these
years the ideas of the Templars circulated in closed study groups that were
frequented almost exclusively by academics—orientalists, mathematicians,
meteorologists, biologists. Almost all of them were physically annihilated dur-
ing the Great Terror in 1937-1938. In the 1950s the surviving members of the
“Order of the Light” (Georgii Gorinevskii, Boris Vlasenko, Viktor Pikunov)
tried to restore the Order’s activities, however, in the new historical circum-
stances this proved impossible.

7. Conclusion

As we have seen, the history of esotericism during the first two decades after
the 1917 Revolution and the seizure of power by the Bolsheviks represents a
special stage that is distinct from both the preceding 150-year period, during
which the esoteric movement in tsarist Russia evolved, and the subsequent
revival of interest in the occult sciences during the 1960s-1980s. The heteroge-
neous character of the different esoteric schools and currents notwithstanding
(and this article fails to mention a number of Russian esoteric groups of the
time, such as the Masonic lodge “Garmonia” and the Masonic section of the
Russian National Union,* Georgii Tiufiaev and Vladimir Labazin’s “Brother-
hood of True Service” (Bratstvo istinnogo sluzheniia),” as well as the Anthropo-

63 Cf. the investigation files of Iurii Shchutskii, Aleksei Siniagin and Dmitrii Nedovich (1937-
1944) in: Nikitin, Orden rossiiskikh tamplierov, t. 2.

64  See Nikitin, Ezotericheskoe masonstvo v Sovetskoi Rossii, 246-291.

65 See Brachev, Okkul’tisty sovetskoi épokhi, 79-85.
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sophist and Theosophist groups operating underground®), we must note that
most of them displayed a faith in science as a transformative (magical) force
that was in many respects similar to the perception of science in Europe during
the 16™ and 17" centuries. Moreover, only in that period were all occult or-
ganizations in Russia preoccupied with the solution of socio-political tasks—
from combating the Soviet regime with the help of magic to cooperating with it
in the subjection of nature. Neither before nor afterwards has anything similar
been seen. At the same time these groups remained faithful to the principles of
esotericism even when engaging in public propaganda, preserving the strict
hierarchy and, what was especially important in the conditions of the day, the
secret character of their internal institutions. Moreover, this period saw radical
changes in the attitude of the occultists towards religion: while previously they
had been persecuted as heretics, now they were turning, in the eyes of the re-
gime and society, into obscurantists and reactionaries (the name of the last
investigation against the occultists in 1940-1941, which brought the history of
esoteric movements in Stalin’s Russia to an end, was “The Case of the Obscur-
antists” [Delo mrakobesov]®”). All this turns Russian esotericism of that time
into an original and highly interesting phenomenon, which is doubtlessly in
need of further, more detailed investigation that considers archival materials
that are still inaccessible to researchers today.

66 See Mariia Zhemchuzhnikova, “Vospominaniia 0 Moskovskom antroposofskom obshchestve
(1917-1923),” Minuvshee. Istoricheskii al’manakh, vol. 6 (Moscow: Phoenix, 1992), 7-53;
Brachev, Okkul’tisty sovetskoi épokhi, 273-283.

67 The case materials are published in: Nikitin, Ezotericheskoe masonstvo v Sovetskoi Rossii, 292~
503.
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THE OCCULTIST ALEKSANDR BARCHENKO
AND THE SOVIET SECRET POLICE (1923-1938)

OLEG SHISHKIN

In the 1990s and 2000s a number of works and monographs appeared in Russia
on a seemingly impossible and exotic subject—the existence of esoteric and
occult groups in the USSR and their impact on society. The most outstanding
among these studies and materials are the publications prepared by Andrei
Leonidovich Nikitin.! Just as remarkable are the publications of the Peters-
burg-based scholar Aleksandr Andreev,? the director of the Kozlov Museum.
Other important publications include Aleksandr Nemirovskii’s and Viktoria
Ukolova’s Starlight or the Last Russian Rosicrucians (Svet svezd ili poslednii
russkii rozenkreitser), devoted to Boris Zubakin.® Very interesting is also Sergei
Valianskii and Irina Nedosekina’s Diviner of Secrets, Poet and Astrologer (Ot-
gadchik tain, poét i zvezdochet), on the revolutionary and mystic Nikolai
Morozov.* I will pay particular attention to the fifth part of this book.

The year 1924 marked the death of Lenin. It was also the year of the boldest
dream ever entertained by the leaders of the Communist International—the
dream of a universal federation. At this time, one of the strategic counsels of
the late Kremlin leader, published the year before in the main Soviet news-
paper was still fresh in their mind:

In the last analysis, the outcome of the struggle depends on the fact that
Russia, India, China et al. represent the vast majority of the population.
And, in recent years, this majority has become involved with unusual

1 Andrei Leonidovich Nikitin (1935-2005) was a Soviet Russian historian, archeologist, writer,
literary scholar, journalist and archivist. See Konstantin Burmistrov’s chapter in this volume.

2 Aleksandr Andreev, Okkul’tist Strany Sovetov: Taina doktora Barchenko (Moscow: Eksmo-
Jauza, 2004); idem, Ot Baikala do sviashchennoi Lkhasy. Novye materialy o russkikh ékspeditsi-
iakh v Tsentral’nuiu Aziiu v 1-oi polovine 20-go veka (Buriatiia, Mongoliia, Tibet) (St. Peters-
burg, Samara, Prague, 1997); idem, Vremia Shambaly. Okkultizm, nauka i politika v sovetskoi
Rossii (St. Petersburg, Moscow, 2002; 2nd edition 2004); idem, Soviet Russia and Tibet: The
Debacle of Secret Diplomacy, 1918-1930s (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2003).

3 Aleksandr Nemirovskii and Viktoriia Ukolova, Svet svezd ili poslednii russkii rozenkreitser
(Moscow, 1994).

4 Sergei Valianskii and Irina Nedosekina, Otgadchik tain, poét i zvezdochet (Moscow, 2004).
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speed in the struggle for its own liberation. Thus in this respect there
can be not the slightest doubt about the final outcome of the world
struggle.’

All the Kremlin notables thought exactly the same and did not hide their
dreams from the world. Nikolai Bukharin expressed these ideas with particular
clarity:

In these conditions, when the masses are revolting against foreign impe-
rialists and foreign oppressors who pursue their goals with an iron
hand, we must bear in mind that China has 430 million inhabitants,
plus our Soviet Union with more than 130 million and, if the events in
India develop further, that country has more than 200 million.®

Of course, the revolutionaries had their secret addresses hidden passages, an
intelligence network and fighters who were prepared to take to the streets in
Europe. However, the arithmetic of the political geography noted by both
Lenin and Bukharin pointed in the opposite direction—eastwards. And the
East was a “sphinx”, a continent of ancient civilizations and possibly elements
of class struggle that were completely different from the ones on which the
Comintern relied in Europe. This is why the Soviet leaders were so interested
in certain exotic projects that will be examined below.

The man who was destined, by fate or maybe by nature, to become the
founder of a large Soviet project concerned with finding Shambhala,” was not a

5  Pravda, 4 March 1923. From Lenin’s article “Luchshe men’she, da luchshe”.

6 “Revolutsionnyi vostok,” 1927, 1, 9.

7 In Mahayana-Buddhism, the term Shambhala has several meanings: it is a secret territory
somewhere in Tibet or the Himalayas from where allegedly the 25th Emperor is expected to
come and cleanse the world of non-believers. The Shambhala-myth can be traced back to the
10th century when it was first mentioned in the mystical Kalachakra-tantra-text. According to
the prophecy, the decisive battle between the powers of good and evil, Buddhist believers and
their enemies will come under the 25th tsar. After the good has unconditionally won, the fu-
ture Buddha Majtreya will appear. The legends of Shambhala became so popular that guide-
books began to appear in Buddhist monasteries which promised to lead to this enigmatic,
promised land. According to other Buddhist teachings, Shambhala is a particular territory, a
mystical realm which cannot be entered physically. Being an inner reality, it is accessible only
to the most illuminated and ascetic. In a political sense, Shambhala is the source of liberation
from the Chinese occupation for groups and peoples from Mongolia living on the territory of
the former Empire of Chinghiz Khan. Historically, three countries have officially been de-
clared to be Shambhala. Before the October revolution legends about a white Shambhala in the
North were popular. In the myth of its arrival, the Buddhists of the Asian north took this as
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member of the Bolshevik party, but a mystic seeker and a scholar: Aleksandr
Vasil’evich Barchenko (1881-1938), a doctor, writer and psychic (fig.1).

Fig. 1: Aleksandr Barchenko (1881-1938)

Even before the October Revolution, he had been a visible figure among the
mystics, freemasons and Rosicrucians of Petrograd. A graduate of the medical
faculties of Kazan’ and Dorpat (today Tartu) Universities, he was just as seri-
ously interested in astrology, palm-reading and magic as in medicine and sci-
ence. He subsumed all occult knowledge under the term “ancient science” and
regarded it as a legacy left to us by extinct civilizations of the past, which per-
ished as a result of global cataclysms, but managed to preserve their knowledge
in hidden caves at the top of the highest mountain ranges, out of the reach of
the worldwide flood. In his extensive written instructions to the members of
the “United Workers’ Brotherhood”, an occult secret society, Barchenko sum-
marized his views as follows:

the Russian Empire. After 1917, powerful rumors spread in Tibet and Western China about
Soviet Russia as a Bolshevik Shambhala. And when finally Japan annexed parts of China creat-
ing the state of Manchukuo, Shambhala began to designate the land of the rising sun, and be-
came a symbol of pan-Mongolism. However, at the end of the 19th century, Shambhala be-
came important in Theosophical doctrines. The founder Elena Blavatsky maintained that in
this cave-land hidden in the Himalayas lived the wise teachers, powerful telepathic leaders of
mankind who direct the development of civilization and preserved ancient science in their
catacombs. See Markus Osterrieder’s chapter in this volume.
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a) The next flood will destroy the last traces of black civilization in its
decadent form, that is, Africa will probably be hit hardest.

b) The white race will apply the sociological ideal of Universal Knowl-
edge in its highest, ‘sunny’ form, that is, in the form of a World Federa-
tion of Peoples, on the basis of a pure communism that is in harmony
with nature, rather than in the form of the highly refined theocracy of
Ramidom, where the heights of knowledge are concealed and severe
class limitations reign, allowing rule by tsars and emperors.

c) After the flood, one should think, the white race will complete the
eight millennia of the Golden Age of the great Golden Age, and under
its knowledge culture will fluctuate in its development within the limits
of the period between-the-floods, because by the next flood (after 1,200
years) the white race will have settled everywhere in the world, and after
the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean will have been raised, all the lowlands
of Europe, America and Asia, where so-called ‘culture’ is concentrated
today, will perish, alongside the steppes of China and Mongolia. But the
mountain ridges and plateaus of Eurasia, which are completely settled
by the white race (Afghans, Kaffirs, Mountain Tadzhiks, Kurds, the
peoples of Baluchistan, Persia, Azerbaidjan, Transcaucasia and the Hi-
malayas with Shambhala and Sadzha) will probably survive. Thus the
white race will be in the majority after the next flood. And since the na-
tionalities mentioned above are organized and practically control the as-
sociations that know ‘sunny’ science and that the Europeans regard as
‘pitiful sects of savages’ (the Akhl-i-Khakk sect, the ‘People of Truth’,
Zer-deshti, Yezidi, Sufi, Jains, Jacobites et al.), it will not be particularly
difficult to implement the sociological ideal of this science and devise
new ones that are entirely based on this science.®

Even a superficial analysis of Barchenko’s views reveals the rootedness of his
ideas in the works of Elena Blavatsky (The Secret Doctrine, 1884-1891) and
Marquis Saint-Yves d'Alveydre, the author of several books in the same spirit
(Mission de I'Inde en Europe. Mission de I'Europe en Asie, 1886, L’Archéométre,
1910). At the centre of the world order suggested by Barchenko lies the cave
region Shambhala-Agartha, populated by all-powerful telepaths, from which
important information enters the world via messages given to travellers, as well
as by telepathic means.

8  “Pamiatka dlia chlenov ETB” (Instructions to the Members of the United Workers’ Brother-
hood), (place 1924). Archive of the Tron’ion-Barchenko family. The complete document is
published in the appendix to Oleg Shishkin, Bitva za Gimalai. NKVD: magiia i shpionazh
(Moscow, 1999).
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He first came into contact with them through his acquaintance with Alek-
sandr Sergeevich Krivtsov,” who told him that during a trip to Paris

he became acquainted with some Indians through the well-known mys-
tic and occultist Saint-Yves d'Alveydre; these Indians claimed that in
pre-historic times there existed a very great culture in North-Western
Tibet, and that this culture knew of some astonishing synthetic method
that represented the highest level of universal knowledge, and that the
propositions of European mysticism and occultism, including freema-
sonry, constituted a distorted rehash and echo of ancient science.'

Barchenko remembered:

What Krivtsov told me was the first stimulus directing my thinking to-
wards a search that was to determine my entire life. Assuming the pos-
sibility that remains of this pre-historic science had survived in some
form or other, I began to research ancient history and the culture of
mystical teachings and gradually entered mysticism. My fascination
with mysticism went so far that in 1909-1911, having studied the hand-
books, I started to practice chiromancy—I read people’s hands."

Later, in his message to the Buriat orientalist Gombozhab Tsybikov,'? Bar-

chenko refers to the “synthetic method” or “ancient science” as Diunkhor,

designated it with the enigmatic signs and linked it to the secret orgiastic prac-

tices of the Tantrists. “The strongest, most irrefutable and convincing tool in
e this effort is the evidence that the East still knows, in

fﬁf (i A 5 /) virtually untouched form, not only the accidentally pre-
- = served practical formulae of tantric science, but also its
: entire rationally based theory.” (fig.2)"

9 Aleksandr Krivtsov (1868-1910) was a Russian Jurist and a professor of Roman Law at Dorpat
university with a degree from Moscow and Berlin University.

10 TsA FSB (FSB Central Archive). Transcript of the interrogation of A.V. Barchenko, 10 June
1937.

11 Tbid.

12 Gombozhab Tsybikov (1873-1930) was a well-travelled ethnographer, orientalist, professor
and translator who worked for the Russian and Soviet government and the Peoples’ Commis-
sariat for Education. He was also the first known photographer of Lhasa and Central Tibet, au-
thor of guide-books to Tibet (1899-1902). See Buddhist-pilgrim of Sacred Places in Tibet
(Petrograd, 1919).

13 NARB [National Archive of the Republic Buriatiia], f. 1 (p), op. 1, d. 966, 125.
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Fig. 2: Symbol of Diunkhor

In 1911, convinced of the practical value of ancient science, Barchenko carried
out experiments to determine the nature of telepathy or, as it was then called,
“brain rays”. In his article The Transmission of Thought over a Distance (Pere-
dacha mysli na rasstoianie), Barchenko describes the original contraption he
used for his paranormal experiments:

With the help of a cheap air pump one can build variations of an appa-
ratus that replace Joire’s “sthenometer”. Inside a thin glass cap with a
drop of dammar varnish, Canadian balsam or glass fluidized with borax,
we suspend a dry thin silk thread, to the end of which we tie and then
balance a thin dry straw that serves as a pointer. On the end of the straw
we fluff out a tiny wisp of hydroscopic cotton wool. The disc of the
pump is covered with a thin layer of salt. The opening of the pump is
protected by a piece of dry cardboard with holes in it and a small edge
so that the salt is not blown off. Then, the air is evacuated and the device
is ready to be used. Concentrate your gaze on the wisp of cotton wool
and you can turn the pointer with your gaze."*

14 Aleksandr Barchenko, “Peredacha mysli na rasstoianie,” Priroda i liudi, part IL, vol. 32 (1911).
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Saint-Yves d'Alveydre, the French mystic author, whom Barchenko had chosen
as his occult mentor, was also known for his work Archéomeétre in which he
tells of the invention of a special magic device that enables people to predict
history and fatal events in the future. The same author was also the founder of
the occult political concept of Synarchy. ° The essence of his theory was the
idea that in the depths of Asia there exists an inaccessible underground coun-
try called Agartha, populated by political telepaths and magic leaders, who are
able to influence life on earth using incantations and the power of thought.
These powerful creatures allegedly live in caves in the Himalayas and from
time to time send out emissaries to the powerful of this world. Saint-Yves
d'Alveydre claimed that the existence of this brotherhood in the heart of Asia
had been known to the mystical sects of ancient times and to the Templars. It
was this claim of the French occultist, in Barchenko’s re-telling, which would
later become the starting point of the research carried out under the auspices of
the OGPU. Long before Lenin’s speech What is Soviet Power? and the first
workers’ soviets in Ivanovo, Saint-Yves d'Alveydre had introduced the concept
of the council as the ruling political organ, central to the Synarchic Supreme
Board, that is, an organ exercizing total, unlimited power. For d'Alveydre, the
words “council” and “dictatorship” were practically synonymous. In his many
books, entitled Missions, we encounter the Council of Prophets, the Council of
Priests and the Council of Emperors. At the same time, the idea of the new or-
der itself that is expressed in the concept of Synarchy is addressed to the hege-
mon of the Revolution, i.e. the workers, to whom d’Alveydre turns in his book
The Mission of the Proletariat (Mission des Ouvriers, 1882).

The Bolshevik Revolution put a temporary stop to Barchenko’s research in
the field of telepathic connections and a direct link to the Synarchic brother-
hoods of Asia. During the Civil War, like many other scientists, he gave educa-
tional lectures on the ships of the Baltic Fleet in the hope of getting a ration
card. In these lectures he permitted himself to mention the powerful country of
Shambhala.

In his mystical presumption he reckoned that the key to the solution of
social problems was to be found in Shambhala-Agartha, this conspira-
torial Eastern site, where elements survived of the knowledge and ex-
perience of a society that had reached a higher stage of social, material
and technical development than contemporary society. And because of
that it was very important to find ways to reach Shambhala and
establish ties with it. The people best suited to this task were probably

15 See Markus Osterrieder’s chapter in this volume.

Michael Hagemeister and Birgit Menzel - 978-3-86688-198-3
Downloaded from PubFactory at 01/11/2019 02:22:40AM
via free access



88 Oleg Shishkin

those who were free from any attachment to material things, property,
personal enrichment, free from egoism, that is, people who had reached
the heights of moral perfection.'s

His public appearances were so inspirational that a group of sailors expressed
the desire to join the scientist in forcing a way into Tibet and, once they had
reached Shambhala, establishing ties with the great leaders of the world. The
sailors wrote several letters to various officials, including to the People’s Com-
missariat for Foreign Affairs, but received no answer."”

In 1920, Barchenko was invited by the Petrograd Institute for Brain-
Research and Psychic Activity to give a series of conference papers. His paper
The Spirit of Ancient Teachings from the Point of View of Contemporary Natu-
ral Science (Dukh drevnikh uchenii v pole zreniia sovremennogo estestvoznania)
was considered worthy of publication in the Institute’s Newsletter. At that time
Barchenko was working on the creation of a universal doctrine of rhythm
(gamma) that could be applied in cosmology, cosmogony, geology, mineralogy
and crystallography, as well to social life and the bio-psychological manifesta-
tions of the individual. Later he would call his discovery a “synthetic method
based on ancient science”. The doctrine would be expounded, in compressed
fashion, in the author’s treatise Diunkhor.

The Institute for Brain-Research hosted a special Learned Commission,
which invited not only scientists as speakers, but also mystics and members of
secret societies. Barchenko was not the only such mystic. There was also
Leonid Vasil’ev,'® a psychologist and psychiatrist and corresponding member
of the Academy of Medical Sciences of the USSR, who would later publish two
books in the USSR on paranormal phenomena.”” This is what Leonid Vasil'ev
remembers about the “commission for psychic research” at the Institute for
Brain-Research:

The most significant feature of this commission was the fact that it was
composed of representatives of science as well as of adepts of occultism—

16 TsA FSB From the transcript of the interrogation of A.V. Barchenko, 10 June 1937.

17 AVP RF [Foreign Policy Archive of the Russian Federation] f. 100, op. 1, d. 1, 1. 8 ff.

18 Leonid Leonidovich Vasil'ev (1891-1966), Russian psychophysiologist. Graduate of the Fac-
ulty of Natural Sciences of St. Petersburg University. Head of the physiology laboratory at the
Institute for Brain-Research. Professor of physiology and zooreflexology. In 1932 he began to
research the possibilities of telepathy.

19 Leonid Vasil’ev, Tainstvennye iavleniia chelovecheskoi piskhiki, (Moscow: Gospolitizdat, 1959);
idem, Zametki fiziologa (Moscow: Gospolitizdat, 1962).

Michael Hagemeister and Birgit Menzel - 978-3-86688-198-3
Downloaded from PubFactory at 01/11/2019 02:22:40AM
via free access



Aleksandr Barchenko and the Soviet Secret Police 89

spiritists Nilov, G. O. Loboda, the medical doctor Aleksandr I. Iablon-
skii), theosophists (Likhov, who was also in charge of the Institute’s
premises and hosted the commission’s sessions); other occultists also
sometimes attended Pogorel’skii, also a medical doctor, the biologist
Antonovskii and the journalist (Barchenko).”?

In late 1923, Barchenko attracted the attention of the OGPU in Petrograd, at
first because the secret police habitually observed various occult associations
whose sessions Barchenko sometimes attended. The secret police was worried
by the existence in Petrograd of organizations such as the “Order of the Holy
Grail” (Orden’ sviatogo graalia), “Russian Autonomous Masons” (Russkoe avto-
nomnoe masonstvo), “Resurrection” (Voskresen’e), “Brotherhood of True Ser-
vice” (Bratstvo istinnogo sluzheniia), “Order of the Light” (Orden’ sveta), “Order
of the Spirit” (Orden’ dukha), “Order of Templars and Rosicrucians” (Orden’
tamplierov i rozenkreitserov), and “Order of Martinists” (Orden’ martinistov).
The OGPU aimed to be informed about everything that was going on at these
sessions, especially since participants summoned spirits from the netherworld
who predicted political dramas to come: the impending death of Trotskii at the
hand of a woman and the impending reign of Nicholas III. Consequently,
Barchenko received a confidential visit by secret police officers.

They were rather sympathetic to Barchenko’s tales about his research in the
field of paranormal phenomena and the possibility of applying his discovery to
enhance the Soviet Union’s defence capability, and even more so about his
plans to organize an expedition to Tibet to visit the keepers of the secrets of
ancient science. Barchenko remembers: “The comrades told me that my work
was so significant that I had to write a report to the government and to the
chairman of the Supreme Council for the National Economy, comrade [Feliks]
Dzerzhinskii. On their advice I wrote to Dzerzhinskii and told him about my
work.” 2!

The path to Dzerzhinskii’s office was not an easy one. The OGPU workers
spent a long time discussing different possibilities and decided that the shortest
way was through the Special Section (Spetsotdel)—an institute headed by Gleb
Ivanovich Bokii,? and that Bokii himself was the person who had the power to
realize their secret project. (fig.3)

20  Cited after Andreev, Okkul'tist strany Sovetov, 123.

21 TsA FSB, transcript of the interrogation of A. Barchenko, 23 May 1937.

22 Gleb Ivanovich Bokii (1879-1937), Communist Party activist and prominent apparatchik of
the Cheka/OGPU/NKVD, Commissar of State Security third class (1935). One of the founders
of the GULag system of labor camps. Shot on 15 November 1937. Rehabilitated in1956.
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Fig. 3: Gleb Ivanovich Bokii (1879-1937)

The secret police who visited Barchenko knew Bokii very well. In the autumn
of 1918, when Bokii had been the head of the Petrograd Cheka, they had all
worked in counterintelligence and were the harshest investigators of the era of
the Red Terror. It did not take the well-wishers long to deliver Barchenko’s
letter to the head of the OGPU, Dzerzhinskii himself, while a copy of the
document ended up on the desk of Iakov Agranov, the deputy director of the
Secret Section and Lenin’s former secretary. He was responsible for a particu-
larly important set of operations concerned with secret societies.

Only a few days after he sent the letter, Barchenko was invited to a secret
location of the OGPU on Krasnykh zor’ Street where Agranov awaited him.
The fact that Agranov had travelled from Moscow for this confidential conver-
sation indicates how excited he was by the news. He took in every word Bar-
chenko uttered. Barchenko remembers that “in the conversation with Agranov
I explained to him in detail my theory of the existence of a closed scientific
collective in Central Asia and my project for establishing contact with the
owners of this knowledge. Agranov reacted positively to my report.”*

23 TsA FSB, transcript of the interrogation of A. Barchenko, 23 December 1937.
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The meeting made a striking impression on the high-ranking OGPU offi-
cial, although he didn’t tell Barchenko anything concrete. However, the Petro-
grad OGPU asked Barchenko to write an official letter directly to the board of
the Central Apparatus of the OGPU, the weekly meeting of the leaders of the
Soviet Union’s repressive apparatus. The man who was to deliver the letter was
the graphologist Konstantin Vladimirov,** a member of the Special Section of
the OGPU. Barchenko remembered:

When he returned to Leningrad a few days later, Vladimirov told me
that our affairs were going well, that I should travel to Moscow in order
to explain our project to the leading OGPU members there. In Moscow,
Vladimirov put me in touch with Agranov once again, whom we visited
in his flat that was near the OGPU building. I did not make a note of the
exact address.”
tended to present my report about the closed scientific collective to the
meeting of the Board of the OGPU. My proposal to establish contact
with the keepers of the secrets of Shambhala in the East stood a chance
of being approved and from now on I would need to maintain a busi-
ness connection with the OGPU board member Bokii in this matter.?

During this meeting Agranov told me that it was in-

Takov Agranov’s invitation to visit him at home was a great honor for Bar-
chenko and a sign of trust. The detached house on Miliutinsk Street was under
close surveillance, constantly being watched by the secret police. The surveil-
lance was carried out from the surrounding houses, in a neighbourhood that
was home to many secret police workers.

Barchenko’s message to Bokii contained a resumé of the mystical teachings
of Diunkhor-Kalachakra, the central theme of which was Shambhala. In addi-
tion, Barchenko also presented his plan for expeditions to the enigmatic
Shambhala. Fedor Leismer-Shvarts, another OGPU worker from Petrograd
who had helped Barchenko, remembered: Barchenko handed me a parcel to
bring to Bokii, which I did. Then I went to Moscow on my own. Vladimirov
had left for Moscow the day before. I met him the next day and then we went
to see Bokii together, where Vladimirov supplemented my information on
Barchenko.””

24 Konstantin Vladimirov (1883-1929) was an occultist and graphologist working for the VChK.
In 1927, he was put under trial and executed in 1929. He has never been rehabilitated.

25 It was the house for high-ranking staff members on 9 Miliutinskii Street.

26 TsA FSB, transcript of the interrogation of A. Barchenko, 23 December 1937.

27 UFSB po SPB i Lenoblasti. [FSB Administration for St Petersburg and the Leningrad Region].
Protocol of the interrogation of K.F. Shvarts, 3 July, 1. 79.
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As we can see, Barchenko’s acquaintance with Bokii was preceded by the
Petrograd secret police painstakingly working with the Special Section itself,
which was subordinated to the Party Central Committee. The Special Section’s
main area of activity was cryptography, but it also oversaw wide-ranging re-
search carried out by the USSR’s repressive organs. The scientific expedition
proposed to them was not just a revolutionary measure for destabilizing Cen-
tral Asia. This caravan also had exotic goals. And it was possible that the Cen-
tral Committee and the OGPU Board would not understand these goals. But
nevertheless Bokii made a decision. He was willing to support Barchenko’s
idea.

On the same day or the next day Vladimirov took me to Bokii, who sub-
sequently put my paper on the agenda of the OGPU Board. The Board
meeting was taking place late at night. Everyone was very tired so they
did not pay attention to what I said. They were in a hurry to finish with
the questions as soon as possible. As a result I managed to achieve, with
the support of Bokii and Agranov, a positive resolution to the effect that
Bokii would be instructed to study my project in detail and extract any
value that might be in it.?

The Board meeting and the approval of the decision were chaired by Dzerzhin-
skii. From this moment on, Barchenko no longer worked exclusively on expe-
dition projects, but also in the OGPU’s secret science centers. In the spring of
1925, the preparations for the expeditions to Shambhala were in full swing.
Barchenko remembers: “With the help of Bokii I was able to win approval for
an expedition to Afghanistan. The expedition was also due to travel to India,
Sintszian and Tibet, and Bokii managed to receive around 100,000 roubles in
funding (USD 600,000; O. Sh.).”*

The money was allocated by the All-Union Council for National Economy
on the orders of Feliks Dzerzhinskii himself, who displayed great enthusiasm
for the enterprise. The money came from the illegal foundation of the Special
Section, as mentioned subsequently by Bokii. Later, he also said:

As I was myself working on the knowledge of absolute truth (the abso-
lute understanding of good and evil) when I met Barchenko, I took an
interest in his tales about the existence of the synthesis of absolute scien-
tific knowledge. In the same year, in 1925, I tried to organize a trip to

28 TsA FSB, transcript of the interrogation of A. Barchenko, 23 December 1937.
29 TsA FSB, transcript of the interrogation of A. Barchenko, 10 June 1937.
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Afghanistan for Barchenko so that he could establish contact with the
keepers of this ancient science from there. *

The political commissar on the expedition was supposed to be Iakov Bliumkin,
a subversive agent and organizer of terrorist acts, notorious for the murder of
the German envoy, Baron Mirbach, in 1918, and for the preparation of terror-
ist acts in British Palestine in 1923. The central base for the preparation of the
expedition was a secret sanatorium for the families of OGPU leaders who
formed part of the large household controlled by the Liubianka. It was here
that some of the future travellers learned English and Urdu, attended indispen-
sable lectures and received practical instructions. Every day, all participants in
the march to Shambhala practiced their horse riding skills in the shady alleys of
the old park.

All preparations were basically finished by the end of July 1925. Now came
the most important moment—it was necessary to have the paperwork ap-
proved by several bureaucratic agencies. In order to prevent an unwanted reac-
tion by Georgii Chicherin, the People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs, Bokii
instructed Barchenko to approach the latter through a recommendation from
Vladimir Zabrezhnev, a former member of the Comintern section for interna-
tional relations, who was an illegal OGPU activist, hypnotiser, member of the
lodge “Grand Orient de France” and went by the title “maitre vénérable”.”!
The People’s Commissar had once been a freemason himself, and Bokii knew
how much authority the society had over him. Barchenko remembered: “To
begin with, Chicherin’s reaction to my plans was positive...”*

In order to cement their success, Bokii, Barchenko and Evgenii Gopius, the
head of the Special Section’s laboratory, went to see Chicherin at his office.
After a short conversation the People’s Commissar authorised the planned
expedition. Bokii reported to the head of the Soviet diplomatic service that the
expedition members’ documents had been submitted to the visa service of the
Afghan embassy a while ago and that the date of departure had already been
fixed. However, this expedition was not meant to happen. It fell victim to an
intrigue within the OGPU, hatched by Dzerzhinskii’s deputies against Bokii

30 Arkhiv UFSB po SPB i Lenoblasti. [Archive FSB Administration for St Petersburg and the
Leningrad Region]. Protocol of the interrogation of Bokii from 17-18 May 1937.

31 TsA FSB, transcript of the interrogation of A.Barchenko, 23 December 1937. In the personal
file of Zabrezhnev, held in the documents of the Society of Political Prisoners [Obshchestvo
politkatorzhan], he personally confirms that he belongs to the French freemasons: GARF
[State Archive of the Russian Federation], f. 533, op. 3, d. 1051, L. 34.

32 TsA FSB, transcript of the interrogation of A. Barchenko, 10 June 1937.
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himself. Under their pressure, only a day after authorizing it, Chicherin, com-
pletely changed his view on the expedition. As a result of his protest, it was
cancelled at the last moment. In his new resolution for the Politburo of 1 Au-
gust Chicherin wrote:

There can be no talk of an expedition to Afghanistan. Not only will the
Afghan authorities not allow our Chekists to look for any secret brother-
hoods, but their very appearance could cause serious trouble and lead to
a press campaign in England that would inevitably present this expedi-
tion in a totally different light. We will create trouble for ourselves with-
out the slightest practical advantage because, naturally, our Chekists will
not be allowed to search for any secret brotherhoods.”*

However, despite this unfortunate result, Barchenko continued to work at the
OGPU’s secret laboratory, which was situated at the Energy Institute in Mos-
cow. Apart from his research, Barchenko was working towards the foundation
of the occult “United Workers’ Brotherhood” and involved Bokii in this task,
for whom he became over time an indisputable guru. This is how Bokii, head
of the Special Section, described Barchenko: “Barchenko called himself a dis-
ciple of the ancient society, claiming that he had been initiated into all of this
by a secret envoy of that society’s religious and political centre, with whom he
had managed to establish contact.”* Gleb Bokii’s subsequent description of the
events, most likely given under torture, seems almost incredible, but here it is:

I remember the following two events: In 1925, I organized Barchenko’s
trip to the Altai Mountains, where Barchenko was supposed to establish
contact with the sects of “White Water” (Belovod’e*), religio-mystical
circles in Central Asia who are very close to our centre “Shambhala in
their mystical teachings. As a result of Barchenko’s trip a number of
persons from among the local sectarians were designated to undertake
regular pilgrimages to this mystical centre abroad. In 1926-27, Bar-
chenko visited Bakhchisarai in the Crimea, where he established contact
with the members of the Muslim order “Sandi-Eddini-Dzhibabi”. Sub-
sequently he invited the son of the sheikh (the head) of this order to
Moscow and brought him to me. At approximately the same time he
travelled to Ufa and Kazan, where the established contact with the der-
vishes of the “Haksh-Bendi” and “Khalidi” orders. In addition, Barchenko

33 APREF [Archive of the President of the Russian Federation] f. 3, op. 65, d. 739, L. 57.

34 Arkhiv UFSB po SPB i Lenoblasti [Archive FSB Administration for St Petersburg and the
Leningrad Region]. Protocol of the interrogation of Bokii, 17-18 May, 1937.

35 See Markus Osterrieder’s chapter in this volume.

Michael Hagemeister and Birgit Menzel - 978-3-86688-198-3
Downloaded from PubFactory at 01/11/2019 02:22:40AM
via free access



Aleksandr Barchenko and the Soviet Secret Police 95

undertook various trips to contact sects in Samara region and Kostroma.

In 1926, Barchenko travelled to Kostroma in order to meet representa-

tives of our “Shambhala” order, who were due to arrive from abroad.”3¢

With the transfer of the Brotherhood’s activities to Moscow, and also because
of Barchenko’s move to a new workplace, the structure of the Brotherhood’s
Supreme Council changed. Its members were Gleb Bokii, the head of the Spe-
cial Section of the OGPU, Ivan Moskvin, first candidate for, then member of
the Bolshevik Party’s Central Committee, who worked in the apparatus of the
Central Committee and was a member of the Commission for Soviet Control
Mironov, an engineer and friend of Bokii’s from their time at the Mountain
Institute, working at the People’s Commissariat for Agriculture, Kostrinkin, an
engineer and also a friend of Bokii’s from the Institute, B. Stomoniakov, the
deputy People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs and Gopius. And the Brother-
hood itself was now called the “United Workers’ Brotherhood” (Edinoe Trudo-
voe Bratstvo). In spring 1927, Bokii approved a scientific expedition. The direc-
tor of this enterprise was, once again, Barchenko. All applications by those
wishing to work with Barchenko were approved by Bokii and Gopius, the labo-
ratory director. But their resolutions were a pure formality—in the eyes of the
leaders of the Special Section, the indisputable authority was Barchenko.

The base of the expedition was Bakhchisarai. Barchenko and his co-
workers were staying in 4 Aziz Street. Having collected the necessary informa-
tion, they left for the cave towns of the Crimea to search for the remains of
civilizations such as the one that had at some point flourished on the Kol’skii
peninsula. The legendary Goths had lived in these mountains only two hun-
dred years ago. They had disappeared and now—so Barchenko believed—only
a few stone pillars and the labyrinths of the caves reminded of the ancient ar-
chitects who had possibly been sheltered here from a great flood.

On 24 March, Vladimir Korolev, the Soviet Consul to Mongolia and also a
member of the “United Workers’ Brotherhood”, arrived in Bakhchisarai. He
was due to set off to work in the Soviet-Mongol border town of Altan-Bulak
and at the same time take a trip to Urga. Barchenko handed Korolev drawings
depicting sacred symbols, including the Rosicrucians” Rosy Cross. These were
distinctive passwords, meant to be shown to Khaian Khirve, the head of the
State Armed Guard and to Nikolai Roerich, who may have been in Mongolia at
the time. The signs were a token of belonging to the “United Workers’ Brother-
hood”. And Korolev was entrusted with yet another secret mission: he had to

36 Ibid.
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pass a confidential message to the Buriat scholar Tsybikov in Ulan-Ude. The
letter contained several pieces of secret information that must not fall into the
hands of outsiders, lest there be an inevitable scandal.

The information was sensational and concerned the highest Kremlin
bureaucrats privy to the secret of Shambhala.”” In 1928, Bokii had asked Bar-
chenko to sketch a project for the Soviet government to call upon the occult
and mystic organizations of the East.”® This proposal had come from some-
where within the Central Committee. And although Bokii did not disclose
exactly who issued the order, suspicion fell on Avel” Enukidze, the secretary of
the Presidium of the Central Executive Committee and a special minister of the
Kremlin. The appeal was intended to convene a conference of occult and mys-
tical organizations in Moscow, around 1929. Many of these groups lived in the
territory of the British Colonies; evidently the Kremlin thought that in the case
a revolutionary movement emerged in these territories, the assistance of the
mystic leaders would be indispensable.

Right up until the time of repression the members of the “United Workers’
Brotherhood”, headed by Barchenko, continued to meet and hold séances at
which they summoned the spirits of the dead or tried to establish contact with
the netherworld. The content of these responses from the world beyond were
shocking—almost all of them pointed to the mystic years 1937-1938, and every
one of them told of death.

In the 1930s Barchenko and his work were still a state secret. In 1935 he
transferred from the laboratory of the Energy Institute to another institution
created by Stalin and Gorky, which was just as mysterious—the All-Union
Institute for Experimental Medicine. Here, many different and, as a rule, secret
experiments were carried out. In the chart detailing the structure and staff of
the Institute’s scientific departments, Aleksandr Barchenko was listed as a
“research associate first class” and simultaneously as a “research and technical
associate” working under Doctor Grigorii Kaminskii, the head of the neuro-
energetic laboratory.” The Institute executed highly important commissions
by the Party, the government and the NKVD. The infamous Doctor Grigorii
Maironovskii, who carried out experiments with poisons and narcotics on
political prisoners who had been sentenced to death, was listed at the same
agency, but on a different page.*

37 NARB [National Archive of the Republic Buriatiia], f. 1 (p), op. 1, d. 966, 1. 20.
38 TsA FSB, transcript of the interrogation of A.V. Barchenko, 23 December 1937.
39 GARF, f.1-6742, 0p. 1,d. 56, 1. 2.

40 Ibid., 1. 11 (ob.).
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But on 16 May 1937 a fatal event took place. On this day, Bokii, the director
of the consolidated department of the fourth administration of the NKVD
(which until 1934 had been the OGPU Special Section), was summoned by
Nikolai Ezhov, the People’s Commissar of Internal Affairs. Ezhov demanded
from Bokii compromising material on several members of the Central Com-
mittee and high-ranking communists. It was no accident that he addressed this
request to Bokii.

As a result of reforms within the OGPU-NKVD, the Special Section was
gradually losing its previous resources and even entire departments. Bokii, the
USSR’s main informer and secret agent, was losing more and more of his pow-
ers and turn ing into the ordinary director of a cryptographic department that
was fulfilling essentially technical functions. Sooner or later he would cede the
remaining levers of his former power and simply be a powerless veteran of the
communist party. And now the day had come when the head of the NKVD,
Ezhov, asked Bokii to hand over all the compromising materials he had accu-
mulated. At the very beginning of the conversation Ezhov, anticipating Bokii’s
reaction, warned: “This is an order by Comrade Stalin.” At this point Bokii
exploded and replied: “I don’t care about Stalin, Lenin himself has assigned me
to this position!” These words put an end to both his career and his life. The
“black book”—the black dossier on Bokii was to become the reason for the
liquidation of all those who knew of its existence.

For a long time, the materials relating to Barchenko’s research were kept in
Bokii’s office. However, shortly before the arrest of the members of the Special
Section in the spring of 1937, Bokii’s deputy, Evgenii Gopius, had taken the
boxes with the files from Barchenko’s laboratory home with him. But Gopius,
too, was arrested soon after, and when his flat was searched, the documents
vanished into the abyss of the NKVD.

Almost all members of the secret society, “United Workers” Brotherhood”,
were captured and shot. Bokii was the first to perish. He was to receive a bullet
in the back of the head on 15 November 1937. Twelve days later the former
Central Committee member Ivan Moskvin fell from grace. After that it would
have been Barchenko’s turn. However, unlike the others, he spent a whole year
in prison, which gave him the opportunity to write a petition to Ezhov, in
which he explained the essence of his discoveries.
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To Nikolai Ivanovich Ezhov, People’s Commissar for Internal Affairs.
Confidential.

Prisoner of Lefortovo prison. Cell No. 76.

Aleksandr Vasil’evich Barchenko

24 December 1937

I have been told that the investigation of my case is over. I have dis-
armed completely and, leaving myself no loophole for digression, told
the investigators all the details, events and names from my past that I
could remember. I am aware that I am responsible for my past. I do not
consider myself competent to look for attenuating circumstances in my
past, even if there are any.

May I draw your attention to what follows below: in my time I was able
to discover a physical phenomenon that is not described by contempo-
rary science. Since the revolution I have devoted the majority of my life
interests and time to the elaboration of this discovery.

At the time of my arrest I had almost finished setting up a laboratory at
the All-Union Institute of Experimental Medicine for expanding the
practical verification of my scientific constructions, which have already
successfully been tested in an experiment in my former laboratory at the
Energy Institute in 1935 and in domestic experiments. From the materi-
als that were confiscated during my arrest it is known that I was forced
to destroy part of the scientific materials, including the sketches that il-
lustrate the practical application of my discovery, about two years prior
to my arrest.

It is also known that before my arrest I had recourse to the assistance of
certain people, including Professor Timiriazev, in order to promptly in-
volve well-known specialists in the evaluation of the practical applicabil-
ity of the concrete results of my scientific work, which were illustrated
in the very materials that were destroyed. This process was interrupted
by my arrest. Thus, I and the most reliable persons among my co-
workers are at the moment deprived of the opportunity to completely
explain the genuine social value of my discovery and the concrete per-
spectives for applying it for defence purposes. May I draw your atten-
tion to the fact that at the time of my arrest, the following propositions
among those illustrated by the abovementioned discovery had been fully
explored theoretically, and to a significant degree experimentally, so
that they could be immediately verified in collective experiments:

1) As a result of studying the energetic factors of the structure of live
matter, I discovered the means by which protozoa, including bacteria,
regulate the energy of their vital functions. The further elaboration of
these means can provide contemporary science with a very powerful
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tool for the therapy, prophylaxis and disinfection of a number of dis-
eases, including epidemics, as well as for defence against biological war-
fare.

2) As a result of studying the energetic factors of the structures of the
vital functions of matter, I discovered the energy regulation of hyperpla-
sia (cell growth), which has not been considered by contemporary sci-
ence in the fight against malignant tumours. As a result of the parallel
study of the factors of heightened resistance (mechanical) of live matter
I discovered a concrete mathematic projective-geometrical (mecha-
nism), which enables us to select the most advantageous architectural
and building constructions, including those that allow us to finally build
earthquake proof buildings.

3) This is not because of mystical miracles, but because the vibrational
—vortical (a quantum wave process) and unrecorded features that my
discovery revealed are the universal root of absolutely every instance of
energy modification. The practical application of this discovery is in
principle universal. I have studied, to a significant level, the mechanism
of dialectical degrees of outwardly differentiate practical applications of
the discovery to various areas of science and technology not just in the-
ory, but also in practice.*!

Aleksandr Barchenko was shot on 25 April 1938 and buried in the Sovkhoz
Kommunarka, a special purpose object. However, we must also mention that
one of the members of the “United Workers’” Brotherhood”, Shishelov, man-
aged to avoid the NKVD clampdown. He fled from Moscow to the town of
Borovichi in the Novgorod region, where he lived until the 1970s. In the 1950s
he began a correspondence with Barchenko’s widow. The letters, which reveal
many details of Barchenko’s scientific and spiritual search, as well as the reason
behind the “United Workers’ Brotherhood”, are in his family’s archive.

On the basis of this information Barchenko’s son Sviatozar requested his
father’s scientific papers from the KGB archive, but his request was rejected.
However, by unofficial channels the leadership of the KGB informed him,
through Fedor Nikolaevich Petrov,** a former superior and friend of Bar-
chenko, that these papers are still significant.*

41 TsA FSB. File of A. Barchenko.

42 Fedor Nikolaevich Petrov (1876-1997), Soviet scientist and Party activist, twice awarded the
title Hero of Soviet Labor (1961, 1971), professor. Graduated from Kiev University, Faculty of
Medicine (1902). Active in the revolutionary movement since 1894. Head of Glavnauka (state
agency coordinating scientific research, translator) from 1923-1927. From 1929-1933 chair-
man of the All-Union Society for Cultural Links Abroad (VOKS). Deputy editor-in-chief of

Michael Hagemeister and Birgit Menzel - 978-3-86688-198-3
Downloaded from PubFactory at 01/11/2019 02:22:40AM
via free access



100 Oleg Shishkin

It is possible that these were the papers that Leonid Vasil’ev, the above-
mentioned professor, had in mind when he talked to the American researchers
Sheila Ostrander and Lynn Schroeder, the authors of the book Psychic Discov-
eries behind the Iron Curtain. Iurii Aleksandrovich Voronov, an Academician
in medical science, told me how once, in the late 1950s, Leonid Vasil’ev, at the
time a professor at the Bekhterev Institute, had convened his closest allies, who
included Voronov, and told them about a conversation he had had at his home
in Moscow with Marshal Rodion Malinovskii, the Soviet Union’s Minister of
Defence. The Minister had suggested financing a programme of research into
telepathy and parapsychology, earmarking one billion roubles from his minis-
try’s budget for that purpose. The sum in itself was so impressive that the sci-
entist was taken aback and decided to consult with his co-workers, having
promised to think it over. Barchenko’s work remains enigmatic to the present
day.

the first edition of the Great Soviet Encyclopaedia (1927-1941), from 1959-1973 member of
the editorial board for science at the “Bol’shaia sovetskaia éntsiklopediia” publishing house,
editor-in-chief and member of the editorial board for many encyclopaedias and dictionaries.

43 Barchenko’s son, Sviatozar Aleksandrovich Barchenko, told me about this conversation.
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FROM SYNARCHY TO SHAMBHALA: THE ROLE OF
POLITICAL OCCULTISM AND SOCIAL MESSIANISM
IN THE ACTIVITIES OF NICHOLAS ROERICH

MARKUS OSTERRIEDER

Since the mid-1920s, the Russian painter and occultist Nicholas Roerich (Niko-
lai Konstantinovich Rerikh, 1874-1947) and his wife Elena Ivanovna, née
Shaposhnikova (1879-1955), created a spiritual system called “Agni Yoga”, or
the “Teaching of Living Ethics” (Zhivaia étika), incorporating Theosophical
doctrines as its basis. A decade later, there were important Agni Yoga groups
in New York, London, Paris and Riga (Latvia), as well as in the exile home of
the Roerichs in Naggar near Kulu, India. During the 1980s, Perestroika and
Glasnost’ allowed the Roerich movement, which had existed underground in
the Soviet Union, to surface. Agni Yoga has since become an influential and
exceedingly popular element in the esoteric scene of post-communist Russia.
Today, there are several Roerich museums (in New York City, Moscow and
Naggar) and various competing Roerich centers.

The opening of archives as well as the recent publication of various diaries
and personal papers of the Roerichs and several of their closest collaborators
eventually revealed the amazing scope and messianistic ambition of the ‘spiri-
tual geopolitics’ (John McCannon') which was the driving force behind the
activities of the couple. Their ultimate objective—usually referred to as the
‘Grand Plan’ (Velikii Plan)—was to establish a pan-Buddhist, transnational
‘New Country’ (Novaia Strana) stretching from Tibet to southern Siberia,
including territory that was governed by China, Mongolia, Tibet, and the So-
viet Union. This ‘New Country’ was conceived as the manifest, earthly expres-
sion of the invisible Kingdom of Shambhala, “the Holy Place, where the earthly
world links with the highest states of consciousness”.> Roerich’s ambition was
nothing less than to prepare the coming of a New Age of peace and beauty,
which would be ushered in by the earthly manifestation of Maitreya, the Bud-
dha of the Future. Only a small inner circle of confidents and supporters in

1 See John McCannon, “By the Shores of White Waters: The Altai and its Place in the Spiritual
Geopolitics of Nicholas Roerich,” Sibirica 2 (2002), 166-189.
2 Nikolai Rerikh, Serdtse Azii (Southbury, Cn.: Alatas 1929), part 2, Shambala, list 10.
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New York was initiated in the full extent of the beliefs and aspirations of the
Roerichs.

While Roerich always argued for the supreme importance of Culture and
its manifestation in “Beauty” in the evolution of mankind, his initiative “Ban-
ner of Peace”, addressed to the leaders of states, and the underlying ideology of
Obshchina (“Community“)—with its odd fusion of Buddhist spirituality, a
quasi-communist social order and American capitalist money under the guid-
ance of a enlightened Leader—was reminiscent of the French occultist Alexan-
dre Saint-Yves d’Alveydre and his concept of a reform of social life called Syn-
archy. Saint-Yves wrote in 1886 about a spiritually and technologically far
advanced society hidden in the mountains of Asia where Synarchy had been
realized long ago.

Recent research has increasingly focused on the political aspects of N.K.
Roerich’s expeditions to Central Asia from 1925-1928 and from 1934-1935.
This new interpretation of Roerich’s background and motives has sparked off
an ongoing polemical debate in Russia and has led to bitter divisions within the
Roerich movement and its followers. Especially the Moscow-based Mezhdu-
narodnyi Tsentr Rerikhov under vice-president Liudmila Shaposhnikova has
vowed to defend the legacy against any “traitors” from within the movement
and “liars” and “slanderers” from outside. First the MTsR staged a witchhunt
against the view that Nicholas Roerich might have been an active spy for the
Soviet intelligence in Central Asia;* then the MTSsR tried to prove that Vladimir
Rosov’s ground-breaking Ph.D. thesis, in which much new material covering

3 Oleg Shishkin, Bitva za Gimalai: NKVD - magiia i shpionazh (Moscow: Olma-Press, 1999, 2nd
printing 2000; Vladimir Rosov, Nikolai Rerikh: Vestnik Zvenigoroda. Ekspeditsii N.K. Rerikha po
okrainam pustyni Gobi. Kniga 1: Velikii plan (St. Petersburg: Aleteiia, 2002), Kniga 2: Novaia
strana (St. Petersburg, Moscow: Aleteiia, Ariavarta, 2004). For a bigger geopolitical, diplomatic
and spiritual context see: Aleksandr Andreev, Soviet Russia and Tibet: The Debacle of Secret Di-
plomacy, 1918-1930s (Leiden: Brill, 2003); idem, Okkultist Strany Sovetov: Taina doktora Bar-
chenko (Moscow: Eksmo-Iauza, 2004); idem, Gimalaiskoe bratstvo: Teosofskii mif i ego tvortsy.
St. Petersburg: Izd. S.-Peterburgskogo Universiteta, 2008; Anita Stasulane, Theosophy and Cul-
ture: Nicholas Roerich (Rome: Pontificia Universita Gregoriana, 2005); Andrei Znamenski, Red
Shambhala. Magic, Prophecy, and Geopolitics in the Heart of Asia (Wheaton, Ill., Quest Books,
2011).

4 Roerich was always under suspicion by the British SIS. This has been taken up by Shishkin,
Bitva za Gimalai and his articles in Segodnia (October 29, 1994; November 19, 1994; and De-
cember 10, 1994); and Anton Pervushin, Okkul'tnye tainy NKVD i SS (Moscow: Olma-Press,
1999). See for example the refutal by A.V. Stetsenko, “Byl li Nikolai Rerikh sotrudnikom
specsluzhb?,” Pravda, June 6, 2003, www.pravda.ru/print/science/planet/human-being/31713-
shambala-0 (accessed February 26, 2010).
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Roerich’s political activities was published, had supposedly compromising
scientific flaws.> For this purpose, a whole series of apologetic volumes have
been published.®

2

The publication of Elena Roerich’s diaries,” which contain the supposedly tran-
scribed messages received between 1920 and 1944 from the “astral plane” and
transmitted by spiritual Masters of the so-called “Great White Brotherhood”,
to whom the Roerichs devoted themselves and their work, confirm that the
Roerichs did not consciously act as imposters who used the common vocabu-
lary and ideals of the Theosophical Movement as a means to conceal very
mundane purposes. It cannot be denied that they seriously interpreted and
understood themselves and their “mission” as part of some larger spiritual Plan
that ultimately should serve the advance of human evolution, especially since
“Master Allal Ming” warmed them up by revealing their illustrious previous
incarnations, thereby tempting personal vanity and a rather lofty arrogance—
character traits which certainly do not occur exclusively in esoteric circles, but
find an especially fertile ground among “chosen adepts”—and politicians.®

>

5 “Staroe pod maskoi novogo. Gruppa vidnykh uchenykh o dissertatsii V.A. Rosova,” Novaia
gazeta, no. 89, November 23, 2006; “Kul'tura, ne politika... K voprosu o neudachnoi dissertatsii
o Nikolae Rerikhe] Literaturnaia gazeta, no. 20, September 26, 2006; “Etika lzhenauki,’
Special'nyi vypusk Novaia gazeta, no. 89, November 23, 2006.

6  Rerikhovskoe dvizhenie, Aktualnye problemy sohraneniia i zashchity naslediia Rerikhov v
istoricheskom kontekste. Materialy Mezhdunarodnogo obshchestvenno-nauchnogo simpoziuma
2002 goda (Moscow 2002); Zashchitim imia i nasledie Rerikhov. Tom 3: Dokumenty Publikatsii v
presse ocherki mezhdunarodnyi Tsentr Rerikhov (Moscow 2005).

7 The diaries are preserved at the Amherst Centre for Russian Culture (Amherst, Ma.), Roerich
Collection. Digital facsimiles (djvu-files) can be accessed at urusvati.agni-age.net.

8  On May 9, 1921 Elena Roerich was told that she had been as a former empress of Mexico
married to Allal Ming; other incarnations included—apparently eternally female—Nofretete,
king Solomon’s wife, an Indian empress and a priestress in Carthago. Nikolai’s credentials were
quite impressive, too: He—eternally male—figures as a Chinese and ancient Slavonic priest, as
the 5th Dalai Lama Lozang Gyatso (1617-1682), and, last but not least, as Chinese emperor
under the name of Fu-Yama-Tsin-Tao. This corresponded to the spiritual name received by
Roerich: Fuyama. (“Soobshcheniia, poluchennye v Londone s III po VIII m[esiats] 1920. New-
York, Nov. 1920-21 g, po 31-e maia,” Elena Rerikh, Dnevnik, tetrad’ 1, 24.03.1920-31.05.1921,
79-81. See also Zinaida Fosdik’s diary entries for July 29, 1922 and August 14, 1928, in: Z.G.
Fosdik, Moi uchitelia: Vstrechi s Rerikhami. Po stranitsam dnevnika, 1922-1934 [Moscow: Sfera
1998], 77, 289.) As A. Andreev pointed out, the “revelation” of an alleged Lozang Gyatso incar-
nation was of paramount importance for all further dealings of N. K. Roerich, as Lozang
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Then again, as one enters the sphere of occultism, one has to be aware that
there are, like in politics, many diverging and conflicting views, interests and
objectives. One discovers very soon, how easily the spheres of occultism and
politics interpenetrate. In the context of the Anglo-Russian contest for hegem-
ony over Central and Inner Asia, the Russian and later Soviet intelligence
could indeed rely on the help of agents, who in some cases were at the same
time spiritual or even religious dignitaries and whose interests coincided to
some extent with those of Russian imperial policy. Thus, the German traveller
Wilhelm Filchner claimed in 1924 (in agreement with the British) that the
Buriat lama Agvan Dorzhiev (1854-1938)—famous propagator of Tibetan
Buddhism, assistant tutor and diplomat in the services of the 13th Dalai Lama
Thubden Gyatso (1876-1933)—held close contact with the Tsarist foreign
office and intelligence as early as 1885, when Britain and Russia faced each
other on the brink of war in Afghanistan, and that he trained other Buriat and
Kalmyk lama-agents.” While this has been disputed by others," there is enough
evidence to suggest that Dorzhiev was indeed entrusted with political missions
not only by Lhasa, but also by the Tsarist Government, even if he wasn’t a
“spy” in conventional terms." If Dorzhiev was ready to work in the service of
the Tsarist government, he did it for the sake of the spiritual and political in-
terests of Tibet, when her spiritual leaders believed it necessary to engage Rus-
sia as protective power.'

Gyatso was the first Dalai Lama to wield effective political power over central Tibet. He initi-
ated the construction of the Potala Palace in Lhasa and was known for unifying the country
under the leadership of the Gelugpa (aka the “Yellow Hat” sect) school of Tibetan Buddhism,
after defeating the rival Kagyupa sect (belonging to the “Red Hat” sects) and a secular ruler, the
prince of Tsang. Gyatso also established warm relations with Gushi Khan, a powerful Mongol
military leader, and with the Shunzhi Emperor of China, the second emperor of the Qing Dy-
nasty. Since there was a doubt about the legitimacy of the Dalai Lama’s sixth incarnation, Ro-
erich could claim that he was the continuation of the true lineage disrupted in the 17th century.
Andreev, Soviet Russia and Tibet, 295.

9 Wilhelm Filchner, Sturm iiber Asien: Erlebnisse eines diplomatischen Geheimagenten (Berlin:
Neufeld & Henius, 1924), 5.

10 John Snelling, Buddhism in Russia: The Story of Agvan Dorjiev Lhasa’s Emissary to the Tsar
(Shaftsbury, Dorset; Rockport, Ma.: Element Books, 1993), 39.

11 Aleksandr Andreev, “Indian Pundits and the Russian Exploration of Tibet: An Unknown Story
of the Great Game Era,” Central Asiatic Journal 45/2 (2001): 163-80; idem, Soviet Russia and
Tibet, 21; Tatiana Shaumian, Tibet: The Great Game and Tsarist Russia (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2000), 38-40.

12 Tatjana Shaumian: “Agvan Dorzhiev: les missions tibétaines auprés du tsar (1900-1901)
Slavica Occitania 21 (2005), 135--152.

»
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3

According to Theosophical tradition, the “Masters” were beings of ineffable
spiritual development and wisdom; the most famous ones were Koot Hoomi
and Morya, supposedly residents of Shigatse in Tibet. At the same time, already
Elena Petrovna Blavatsky (hereafter referred to as HPB) claimed that they
were incarnated, mortal men in flesh and blood. In this, the Roerichs, who
joined the Theosophical Society in London in 1920, made no exception. They
claimed to have met the Master Morya for the first time on March 24, 1920, in
London’s Hyde Park, the same spot where HPB also met her Asian teacher.
Since this initial encounter, the Roerichs claimed to have received regular mes-
sages from “Morya”; indeed, on the same day, Elena Ivanovna began to note
down the content of the spiritual messages transmitted to her.”” They came to
believe that their Guide (they used the English word), who preferred to call
himself Allal Ming or “A-Lal-Ming“', was “the spiritual teacher of Tibet”'* and
the “spiritual leader of the Pamir [region]”.!¢

As in the case of HPB and other leaders of the Theosophical Society, the re-
searcher is confronted with methodological choices: The first is to dismiss such
“communications” as pure bluster and to range them altogether in the realm of
fantasy or as an expression of some mental illness like “a special form of epilep-
tic mania”."” Nevertheless, the source material does suggest that throughout the
1920s and 1930s the main inspiration for the Grand Plan remained the steady
flow of the alleged “astral communications” transmitted by Elena Roerich, who
acted as a medium. Even if there is reason to question the origin of these com-
munications, one has to admit, as John McCannon has remarked, that “it is
incredible just how much of his plan Roerich was able to accomplish”,!® includ-
ing the securing of fundings and diplomatic permissions for two expeditions
into a highly sensitive area—the core region of the Great Game, as well as the
building of a vast network of followers and financers ranging from Paris to
New York and Harbin.

13 V.L. Krymov, in whose London flat the first séances took place, later wrote that Elena Ivanovna
originally introduced her husband to spiritism to brighten up his deeply melancholic mood.
Vladimir Krymov, Liudi v pautine (Berlin: Petropolis, [1929]), 209.

14 Dnevnik, t. 23: 13.08.1926-12.04.1927, March 13, 1927.

15 Listy sada Morii, kn. 1, September 23, 1922, in: Uchenie Zhivoi Etiki, vol. 1 (St. Petersburg:
Prosveshchenie, 1993), 83.

16 Dnevnik, t. 2: 01.06.1921-05.09.1921, August 10, 1921.

17 Such is the opinion of Andreev: Gimalaiskoe bratstvo, 393-395.

18 McCannon, “By the Shores of White Waters,” 179.
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On the other hand, if one assumes that “communication” actually took
place—which the Roerichs perceived as their reality and as the motivating
source of their actions—, did the medium (i.e. Elena Roerich) then distort the
“messages” through personal defaults or ambition? Or did the “communicator”
have a concealed identity and a quite different agenda from what was transmit-
ted to the Roerichs? These are the key questions on which the further investi-
gation in this paper is based. A similar approach has been attempted by schol-
ars such as K. Paul Johnson and Joscelyn Godwin who in their respective
research tried to shed a light on the mystery of the true “real life” identity of the
Theosophical Masters and their “communications” with Elena Blavatsky."

4

The rising influence of Eastern spirituality among Europeans and Americans
was closely related to burning political questions such as the condemnation of
imperialism, social and economic reform in the colonies and in contested areas
like Central and East Asia, national and religious autonomy. For instance, both
HPB and Annie Besant, like many Theosophists, were politically rather on the
left and very strongly engaged in emancipatory causes.”’ Besides, it has been
recognized by a growing number of scholars that the phenomenon of occult-
ism must be rescued from its status as an “irrational indulgence” as well as
from rather partial concepts of “rationality” and “consciousness”, and that on
the contrary an involvement with the occult was an important driving force of
the intellectual avant-garde.?! The attraction exerted by Buddhist, Hindu or

19 K. Paul Johnson, The Masters Revealed: Madam Blavatsky and the Myth of the Great White
Lodge (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1994); idem, Initiates of the Theosophi-
cal Masters (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1995); Joscelyn Godwin, The The-
osophical Enlightenment (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1994).

20 The theosophical doctrines about “root races” are too often in a rather superficial way inter-
preted as a proof for racist, right-wing leanings by many researchers. Godwin suggested how-
ever that HPB’s “Theosophy owed as much to the skeptical Enlightenment of the 18th century
as it did to the concept of spiritual enlightenment with which it is more readily associated”
(Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment, xi). John Zavos described how various religious re-
form movements including the Theosophical Society sought to mobilize Hindus by presenting
particular ideas of what it meant to be a Hindu. It was in these movements that the ideology of
Hindu nationalism began to be articulated. John Zavos: The Emergence of Hindu Nationalism
in India (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002).

21 See for instance the affirming studies of Alex Owen, The Place of Enchantment: British Occult-
ism and the Culture of the Modern (Chicago, IL.: University of Chicago Press, 2004); Godwin,
The Theosophical Enlightenment; Antoine Faivre: Accés de I'ésotérisme occidental, 2 vols. (re-
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Muslim spirituality cannot be exhaustively explained in the context of 19th
century racial theories and the notion of racist “Aryan superiority”.2

In the case of Russia, the importance of the social factor, the idea that Asia
was destined to be a potential ally in the fight against the oppression of the
fossilized European imperialist powers, grew ever stronger in the course of the
19th century. In the culture and religion of the Eastern Slavs there existed al-
ready in the pre-Christian period a strong Iranian (and this also includes a
Zoroastrian and later Manichaean) subtext, demonstrated by linguistic influ-
ences,” which continually surfaced especially in numerous chiliastic folk be-
liefs, legends and sectarian cosmogonies.?* However, a similar influence can be
discerned in several schools of Mahayana Buddhism, Shi’ite and Ismaili Is-
lam.” One can add that it was a common topic among occult and esoteric
groups in East and West that the 19th century had come to an end by closing

vised ed. Paris: Gallimard, 1996); Corinna Treitel, A Science for the Soul: Occultism and the
Genesis of the German Modern (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004); Arthur
Versluis, The Esoteric Origins of the American Renaissance (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2001); Hanegraaff et al., Dictionary of Gnosis & Western Esotericism.

22 For an exploration of this latter aspect see Marléne Laruelle, Mythe aryen et réve impérial dans
la Russie du XIX® siécle (Paris: CNRS Editions, 2005).

23 Aleksander Gieysztor, Mitologia Stowian (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Artystyczne i Filmowe,
1982); Evel Gasparini, Il matriarcato slavo. Antropologia culturale dei protoslavi (Firenze:
Sansoni, 1973); André Meillet, “Le Vocabulaire slave et le vocabulaire indo-iranien,” Revue des
études slaves 6 (1926), 165-174; Karl H. Menges, “Early Slavo-Iranian Contacts and Iranian
Influences in Slavic Mythology;” in Symbolae in honorem Z.V. Togan (Istanbul: Maarif Basimevi,
1955), 468-479; Max Vasmer, Russisches etymologisches Worterbuch, 3 vols. (Heidelberg: Winter,
1953); Leszek Moszynski, Die vorchristliche Religion der Slaven im Lichte der slavischen Sprach-
wissenschaft (Cologne: B6hlau, 1992).

24 Mircea Eliade, Von Zalmoxis zu Dschingis-Khan. Religion und Volkskultur in Siidosteuropa
(Cologne-Lévenich: Hohenheim, 1982), 85-138; Mykhailo Dragomanov, Notes on the Slavic Re-
ligio-Ethical Legends: The Dualistic Creation of the World. Bloomington, In.: Indiana University
Press, 1961); Ugo Bianchi, Il dualismo religioso. Saggio storico ed etnologico (Roma: UErma di
Bretschneider, 1958), 42-43; Mikhail Seriakov: “Golubinaia kniga”: Sviashchennoe skazanie rus-
skogo naroda (Moscow: Aleteiia, 2001); Georgii Fedotov: Stikhi dukhovnye: Russkaia narodnaia
vera po dukhovnym stikham (Moscow: Progress 1991).

25 The ancient Zoroastrian eschatology influenced not only millenarist concepts in the muslim
Shia (Henry Corbin, Corps spirituel et terre céleste: de I'Tran mazdéen a lIran shi’ite [Paris: Bu-
chet-Chastel, 1979]), but also had a lasting impact on Buddhism in Tibet (Boris Kuznetsov,
Drevnii Iran i Tibet: Istoriia religii Bon [St. Petersburg: Evraziia, 1998]; idem, Tibetika. Sbornik
statei [St. Petersburg : Evraziia, 2003]) and the millenarist movements among Western and Ea-
stern christians (Alain Besangon, Les Origines intellectuelles du Léninisme [Paris: Calmann-
Lévy, 1977]; Mikhail Agursky, “Caspect millénariste dans la révolution bolchevique,” Cahiers du
monde russe et soviétique 29 (1988), 487-513).
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the Dark Age or Kali Yuga, that a New Age of spiritual Enlightenment and
social reform would dawn, although some details and especially the interpreta-
tion of the spiritual consequences varied drastically. In the same period, reli-
gious millenarism had reached a peak, most of all in regions of the world where
political conflict, ethnic or social oppression and injustice created the necessary
climate for revolt.

When, after the European rediscovery of the Zend-Avesta in the later part
of the 18th century,” the Zoroastrian legends about the eternal struggle of the
agricultural peoples of Iran against the nomadic peoples of Turan® spread
across Europe, they were embraced by the Russian intelligentsia as a fitting
description of the social situation in the Tsarist Empire. They could be inter-
preted in terms of a historic dualism between the agricultural soil and the
steppe, especially following the conquest of the Central Asian territories in the
mid-19th century. But whereas Dostoevsky still spoke in terms of a White
Man’s Burden, the mission of the Russian khristianin - krest’ianin (“Christian-
peasant”—in Russian the words sound almost identical) to carry agriculture
into the nomadic regions of Asia,”® outlooks began to shift in the 1860s, when
among the radical Left, the first hopes appeared for a renovation of Russia on
the basis of her association with the Asian East. For such thinkers in their nas-
cent Eurasianist mood, “Europe-Iran” turned into a synonym of stagnation
and the old world. “Asia-Turan”, on the other hand, became the symbol for
the chaotic ferment that was necessary to overthrow the rigid tyranny, the
krivda (injustice and lie) of the Tsar and to create a new, just world built upon
pravda (justice and truth). Even Aleksandr Herzen (1812-1870), after his dis-
appointment in the revolutionary Europe of 1848 and his resultant ideological

26 Michael Stausberg, Faszination Zarathushtra. Zoroaster und die Europdische Religionsgeschichte
der Friihen Neuzeit, 2 vols. (Berlin: Kohlhammer, 1998); idem, “Zoroaster im 18. Jahrhundert:
Zwischen Aufklirung und Esoterik,” Aufkldrung und Esoterik, ed. Monika Neugebauer-Wolk
(Hamburg: Meiner, 1999), 117-139.

27  Concerning Iran-Turan see: Carsten Colpe et al.: “Altiranische und zoroastrische Mythologie,”
Worterbuch der Mythologie, ed. H.-W. Haussig, vol. I/4 (Stuttgart: Klett, 1986), 448-450; Markus
Osterrieder, Durchlichtung der Welt: Altiranische Geschichte (Kassel: Padagogische Forschungs-
stelle, 2008), 67-94; Marléne Laruelle, “La question du « touranisme » des Russes. Contribution
a une histoire des échanges intellectuels Allemagne-France-Russie au XIX® siecle,” Cahiers du
monde russe, 45/1-2 (2004), 244-266.

28 “In Europe we are but parasites and slaves, but to Asia we shall come as masters” Fedor
Dostoevskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 11 (St. Petersburg: Panteleev, 1891), 515. See as well
Markus Osterrieder, “Zarathushtra bei den Slaven: Die iranische Grundlage des slavischen
Geisteslebens. Die Kultur des slavischen Ostens und der Schatten von Turan,” Das Goetheanum
79 (2000), 577-581, 608-610, 633-636.
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approach to Russia’s Slavophiles, pointed out that the focus of the world revo-
lution would lie not in Europe but in the Turanian East, whose peoples, wrote
Herzen, had received from Western civilization nothing but unhappiness, and
who therefore would rise against the entire Teutonic-Latin world. Eventually
Herzen came to bless in his paper Kolokol in 1860 the influence of the poten-
tially revolutionary Turanian ethnic elements on Russia, even stating (from his
London exile) that the Mongol yoke had protected Russia against Roman Ca-
tholicism and had saved the village community (mir) from destruction.”
Similar views could be found among narodniki such as Sergei Iuzhakov
(1849-1910) who in 1885 spoke of the impending collision of Russia and Brit-
ain in a struggle for Asia in terms of a struggle of peasant Russia against shop-
keepers’ England. The colonial exploitation by the British would result in noth-
ing less than the death of Asia’® Another vostochnik (“Easterner”) and
champion for the Asian cause, prince Esper Ukhtomskii (1861-1921),* be-

29 Kolokol, April 1, 1860, quoted by Emanuel Sarkisyanz, Ruflland und der Messianismus des
Orients (Tiibingen: Mohr, 1955), 207-208. See also Nicola Fumagalli: Cultura politica e cultura
esoterica nella sinistra russa (1880-1917) (Milano: Barbarossa, 1996).

30 Quoted by Sarkisyanz, RufSland und der Messianismus des Orients, 208-209.

31 See David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye, Toward the Rising Sun: Russian Ideologies of Empire
and the Path to War With Japan (DeKalb, IL.: Northern Illinois University Press, 2001), 42-60;
Laruelle, Mythe aryen et réve impérial, 156-168; Johnson, The Masters Revealed, 125-137. One
of the most important cradles of the concept of modern Pan-Turanism was the Kingdom of
Hungary, where it was popularized by literates like Sandor Székely de Aranyosrékos und Mi-
haly Vorosmarty. One should not overlook at roughly at the same time, the idea of a Turanian
empire was propagated amongst the Ottoman Turks by Armin Vambéry (Hermann Wamber-
ger, 1832-1913), a Hungarian Professor, philologist and traveller who worked as an advisor to
the Ottoman Sultan between 1857-1863, who was also doing intelligence work for Lord Palm-
erston of the British Foreign office. Vambéry’s thesis was based on the observation that as
much of Central Asia used Turkic languages as their main vernacular (except Persian speaking
Tajikistan), this then necessitated the formation of “Turan,” which he saw as a political entity
stretching from the Altai Mountains in Eastern Asia to the Bosphorus. It has been speculated
that Vambéry’s mission was to create an anti-Slavic racialist movement among the Turks that
would divert the Russians from the “Great Game” which they were involved in against Britain
in Persia and Central Asia. Cf. M. Kemal Oke, “Prof. Arminius Vambery and Anglo-Ottoman
Relations 1889-1907” Bulletin of the Turkish Studies Association 9/2 (1985), 15-28; H.B. Paksoy,
“Basmachi’: Turkestan National Liberation Movement 1916-1930s,” Modern Encyclopedia of
Religions in Russia and the Soviet Union, vol. 4 (Gulf Breeze, Fl: Academic International Press,
1991), 5-20; Geoffrey Miller, British Policy towards the Ottoman Empire and the Origins of the
Dardanelles Campaign (Hull: University of Hull Press, 1997); Serge Zenkovsky, Pan-Turkism
and Islam in Russia (Cambridge, Ma.: Harvard University Press, 1960); Michael de Fernandy,
“Die Mythologie der Ungarn,” Worterbuch der Mythologie, ed. H.-W. Haussig, vol. I/2 (Stuttgart:
Klett, 1973),209-260, here 231-232.
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lieved at the time of the Boxer Rebellion (1900) that “in the community of
Russia and Asia is contained the future solution of the Oriental question”. He
also thought that “the bonds that unite our part of Europe with Iran and
Turan, and through them with India and the Celestial Empire, are so ancient
and lasting that, as yet, we ourselves, as a nation and a state, do not fully com-
prehend their full meaning and the duties they entail on us, both in our home
and foreign policy.”** Ukhtomskii was acquainted with Theosophy and a prac-
ticing Buddhist from the age of 15. His links with Buriats and Tibetans were
surrounded with secrecy. While he was in no way disloyal to Tsar Nicholas II,
to whom he introduced Agvan Dorzhiev in 1898, he saw the Tsar as a potential
liberator of the Asian peoples because of the way Russia was treated and re-
jected by the Western powers.

And there will come a day, when the Orient shall arise from its slumber,
awakened and irritated by the stormy elements of the oppressing white
race. Like our mythical Ilya Muromets, the Orient shall then feel a
mighty power in itself and shall demand to say its word. [...] And
Europe shall tremble. But neither threats nor violence nor accidental
victories shall be able to accomplish anything [...]. In the eternal con-
flict between Europe and Asia, Russia shall decide in favor of Asia. An-
other judgment is not possible where the judge is the brother of the
complainant.*®

Like other Buddhists who were inspired by the teachings of Tibetan lamas
and were familiar with the legends associated with the Kalachakra Tantra
(“Wheel of Time Tantra”) ritual, Ukhtomskii referred to the messianic advent
of the so-called “Last King of Northern Shambhala. "This “Shambhala of the
North” was considered to be a mythical land, thought to be situated some-
where far to the north of Tibet,* a “Land of Quietness.” On his travels through
Central Asia in 1845-1846, the French Catholic Abbé Huc (Evariste Régis Huc,
1813-1860) came across an occult brotherhood under the command of the

32 Esper Ukhtomskii: Travels in the East of Nicholas II Emperor of Russia when Cesarewitch 1890~
1891, vol. 2 (London: Archibald Constable, 1896), 35.

33 Esper Ukhtomskii, K sobytiiam v Kitae: Ob otnosheniiakh Rossii k Vostoku (St. Petersburg:
Vostok, 1900), 44-45 and 48 and 79.

34 G.A. Combe, A Tibetan on Tibet. Being the Travels and Observations of Mr. Paul Sherap (Dorje
Zodbo) of Tachienlu (London: Unwin, 1926), 41-42. As an introduction to the Shambhala
myths see Edwin Bernbaum: The Way to Shambhala (Garden City, NY.: Anchor, 1980). As seen
from an Agni Yoga perspective: Natal'ya Kovaleva, Shambala - éto ne mif (Moscow: Ripol,
2002).
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Panchen Lama called the Kelan. Their members believed that their leader
would be reborn in the future in a country north of Tibet between the Tien-
Shan and the Altai range, and that this country was connected to the prophecies
of Shambhala. After the future Chinese conquest of Tibet, so it was told, the
New Country in the North would be the cradle of the renewal of Buddhism,
the dead would be resurrected, and the Panchen Lama as the Universal Ruler
would then crush the forces of evil and spread Buddhism over the entire
earth.” Many elements of this tale would later resurface in the spiritual instruc-
tions of the Buriat Lama Agvan Dorzhiev and of “Allal Ming” and the Roerichs.
Another tale from Tibet foretold that the King would be reborn as the
Tashi (Panchen)-Lama at a time when Lamaism has declined and become
impotent. In this future incarnation, the ruler of Northern Shambhala was
expected to lead the Lamaistic peoples into the last and decisive combat against
the enemies of righteousness. In a special prayer the faithful asked to be reborn
as fighters of Shambhala’s armies against the opponents of truth, to prepare the
advent of the realm of Maitreya, the Future Buddha, whose coming Lamaism
was also expected from the far north.”® Then, a new Golden Age would dawn:
“Grain shall then flourish on the fields without the necessity of ploughing.”’
The political implications of this hope that the White Tsar from the Aryan
North?® as the potential liberator of Buddhist Asia could satisfy “yearnings for

35 M. Huc, Souvenirs dun voyage dans la Tartarie, le Thibet, et la Chine pendant les années 1844
1846, vol. 2 (2nd ed. Paris: Adrien LeCleére, 1853), 278-280.

36 As early as 1848, the first Russian educated Buriat Dordji Banzarov formulated—under the
immediate impression of the revolutions in France, Germany, and Austria—a Mongol if not
Lamaist view of the revolutionary crisis into the following words: “The inhabitants of the Occi-
dent now have a period of turmoil. They have expelled their lords and khans and have become
hostile to one another. It seems such also were the times in which Kesar was born into this
world. Judging by the character of the present epoch, will not Kesar appear again? Then we will
have the possibility to be among his thirty-three companions.” D. Banzarov’s letter to Bobrov-
nikov, dated April 12, 1848. D. Banzarov, Chernaia Vera ili shamanstvo u mongolov i drugiia
stat’i (St. Petersburg: Imp. Akad. Nauk, 1891), 111. Although distinct from the Shambhala idea
in literary origin, the expectations about the rebirth of Kesar (Gesar), the famous hero of Ti-
betan and Mongolian epics, do seem to converge with those about the Last King of Shambhala
in the messianic and millennial expectations common to both of them. Thus, the hero king Ke-
sar is expected to be reborn in Northern Shambhala. See Emanuel Sarkisyanz, “Communism
and Lamaist Utopianism in Central Asia,” The Review of Politics, 20/4 (1958), 623-33, here 626—
627.

37 Sarkisyanz, “Communism and Lamaist Utopianism’, 623-625.

38 Marléne Laruelle, “The White Tsar’: Romantic Imperialism in Russia’s Legitimizing of Con-
quering the Far East,” Acta Slavica Iaponica 25 (2008), 113-134.
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truth and justice on Earth™® were promoted at the court in St. Petersburg by
Asia oriented intellectuals (vostochniki) like Ukhtomskii or the Buriat practi-
tioner of Tibetan medicine Petr (Zhamsaran) Badmaev (1851?2-1920) who sug-
gested to his godfather Alexander III the annexation of Mongolia, China and
Tibet. He later was suspected of having been a secret envoy of the Teshu Maru
brotherhood.* But they did not really depend on a specific type of government
in Russia;* the “White Tsar” as a mythical leader could also have a proletarian
background. For this reason, there was no contradiction, if Buriat Lama Agvan
Dorzhiev first put his hopes in the Russian Tsar, but after 1917 would court the
Bolshevik leadership by stressing the compatibility of Buddhism and Commu-
nism. The same strategy was taken up by the Roerichs to whom the Himalayan
Masters explained the evolutionary necessity of Communism.

5

It was the French occultist Joseph-Alexandre Saint-Yves d’Alveydre (1842-
1909) who in the 1870s and 1880s joined the tales circulating in the occultist
underground of Europe about a Master Lodge in the East, a superior under-
ground society and social messianism by advocating a reform of social life that
he called Synarchy. He was able to promote it thanks to his excellent social
connections among the ruling dynasties of Western Europe, Scandinavia and

39 In the words of the offical Ivan Balashev in 1902; Schimmelpenninck van der Oye, Toward the
Rising Sun, 198. See as well Dany Savelli, “Penser le bouddhisme et la Russie,” Slavica Occitania
21 (2005), 9-88; Marléne Laruelle, “La place du bouddhisme dans les discours nationalistes rus-
ses du XIX¢ siecle,” Slavica Occitania 21 (2005), 225-242.

40 Boris Gusev, Petr Badmaev: Krestnik imperatora, tselitel, diplomat (Moscow: Olma-Press, 2000).
Petr Badmaev, Za kulisami tsarizma. Vospominaniia. Memuary (Moscow, Minsk; AST, 2001);
Tat'iana Grekova, Tibetskaia meditsina v Rossii. Istoriia v sud’bakh u litsakh (St. Petersburg:
Aton, 1998), 22-167; eadem, “Pétr Badmaev (1851-1920), «médecin tibétain» converti a
lorthodoxie. (Réflexions d’'un biographe),” Slavica Occitania 21 (2005), 187-200. Concerning
the occult allegations see Alexandre de Dénann, Les secrets de la Tara Blanche: Lettres dun La-
ma occidental a Jean Reyor (Milano: Arche, 2003), 14-20; Louis de Maistre, Lénigme René Gué-
non et les « Supérieurs Inconnus »: Contribution a létude de Phistoire mondiale « souterraine »
(Milano: Arche, 2004), 568-569. See also Birgit Menzel's chapter in this volume.

41 The idea of a Pan-Buddhist state even inspired Baron von Ungern-Sternberg’s secret offers to
the Dalai Lama in 1921-1922. Leonid Iuzefovich, Samoderzhets pustyni: Fenomen sud’by bar-
ona R.E. Ungern-Shternberga (Moscow: Ellis Lak, 1993), 193; Andreev, Soviet Russia and Tibet,
153. Ungern-Sternberg was declared to be a Mahakala incarnation by the 13th Dalai Lama;
Mahakala (Sanskrit maha “great” and kala “time”) is a Dharmapala (“protector of dharma”
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Russia (Alexander III).* In 1877 he revealed the synarchical system for the first
time in his book Clefs de I’Orient and he developed it during the following
years in a series of “Mission”-pamphlets, Mission actuelle des souverains, Mis-
sion actuelle des ouvriers (1882) und Mission des juifs (1884). Saint-Yves ex-
plained how at the present stage of human evolution it had become necessary
to adopt a threefold differentiation of human society along the three main
spheres of social activity: Thus he suggested that there should be a European
Council of National Communities as a central institution for finance, banking
and trade representatives; a European Council of National Estates taking care
of legal and political questions; and finally a European Council of National
Churches for the representatives of religions, higher education and the arts.*
In 1885 (the year of the Anglo-Russian crisis), when Saint-Yves met a certain
oriental initiate by the name of Hardjji Scharipf (or Haji Sharif), he began to
refer to an Asian origin of Synarchy. Sharif claimed to be the “Guru Pandit of
the Great Agarthian School”, from the hidden “Holy Land of Agartha” below
the surface of the earth in the mountains of Asia, the residence of the “Master
of the Universe”. On June 8, 1885, Haji Sharif started to teach Saint-Yves the
mysterious language and alphabet of Vattan.* The result of this encounter was
Saint-Yves’ book Mission de I'Inde, written not before 1886 but published only

42 In 1877, in England he married Marie de Riznitch, Comtesse de Keller (1827-1895), a Polish
noble woman with mediumistic capacities from Odessa and a good friend of the Danish queen
Louise. The couple was always well received at the Copenhagen court. A daughter of Louise
was married to the Prince of Wales and later King Edward VII, another daughter to Tsar Alex-
ander III. These high-placed connections should prove very efficient for Saint-Yves to promote
the concepts of Synarchy. They also contributed to the forging of the Franco-Russian entente in
1894 which gave Russia “the power to unleash a major European war whenever this might suit
Russian purposes.” George E. Kennan, The Fateful Alliance: France, Russia, and the Coming of
the First World War (New York: Pantheon, 1984), 252. Kennan contributed another thorough
study: The Decline of Bismarck’s European Order: Franco-Russians Relations, 1875-1890 (2nd
ed. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980.

43 Jean Saunier, Saint-Yves d’Alveydre ou une synarchie sans énigme (Paris: Dervy, 1981); idem, La
Synarchie (Paris: Culture-Art-Loisir, 1971); Jacques Weiss, La Synarchie: lautorité face au pou-
voir depuis la préhistoire jusqua la prochaine paix selon Saint-Yves d’Alveydre (Paris: Dervy,
1967); Geoffroy de Charnay, Synarchie (Paris: Editions Médicis, 1946); Yves-Fred Boisset, A la
rencontre de Saint-Yves d’Alveydre et de son ceuvre, vol. 1: La synarchie (Paris: Editions SEPP,
1996); Olivier Dard, La Synarchie, ou, Le mythe du complot permanent (Paris: Perrin, 1999).

44 Joscelyn Godwin, “Saint-Yves d’Alveydre and the Agarthian Connection,” The Hermetic Jour-
nal, no. 32 (1986), 24-34; no. 33 (1986), 31-38; idem, “La genése de ' Archéometre. Documents
inédits de Saint-Yves d’Alveydre,” L'Initiation, no. 2-3 (1988), 61-71.
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in 1910, in which he used Agartha* as an model illustration for a potential
synarchical order.*

The synarchic ideas of Saint-Yves were carried on especially by founding

members of the Ordre Martiniste (established in 1888) like Papus (Gérard
d’Encausse),” Fran¢ois-Charles Barlet aka Albert Faucheux (1838-1921)* and
Pierre-Augustin Chaboseau (1868-1946).* The Martinists and their associates
became ardent advocates of a Franco-Russian rapproachment, not only be-
cause of their deep dislike of Bismarckian Germany, but also because according
to their views, Russia was a key country in the present cycle of social revolu-
tion, the avant-garde of a new world order® and in any case ripe for synarchy.

45

46

47

48

49

50

Once more it was Aleksandr Dugin with his close contacts to the French Nouvelle Droite and to
the followers of occult traditionalism as taught by Guénon or the Martinists, who began to
spread in 1993 the rumour that among the military intelligence GRU (Glavnoe Razvedy-
vatel'noe Upravlenie) existed a secret Order under the name of “Agartha” Cf. Dugin, Konspiro-
logiia.

A. Saint-Yves d’Alveydre, Mission de IInde en Europe. Mission de 'Europe en Asie (Paris 1886
[edition withdrawn], Paris 1910, Reprint Nice: Belisane, 1995).

Marie-Sophie André and Christophe Beaufils, Papus: Biographie: la Belle Epoque de loccultisme
(Paris: Berg International, 1995); Philippe Encausse, Sciences occultes, ou, 25 années doccultisme
occidental: Papus, sa vie, son oeuvre (Paris: Ocia, 1949).

Barlet, also a member of the Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor and “cornerstone of all the [occult]
groups” (Emmanuel Lalande) showed a particularily strong interest in sociological questions.
“The revolutions which have so deeply modified Europe over the last century and those which
seem to threaten her even more give a special importance to the art of governing people” E-
Ch. Barlet, Sociologies et synarchie. La société de lavénir (Paris: LEcho de I'’Au-déla, 1900), 5. “It
was understood, at first, that Martinism’s sole purpose was to prepare its members for entry
into an Order that could confer an authentic initiation [...] this was none other than the H.B.
of L., of which Barlet had become the official representative for France” René Guénon, “E.-Ch.
Barlet et les sociétés initiatiques,” Le Voile d’Isis 30/64 (April 1925), 217-221, here 220. See as
well Jean-Pierre Laurant, LEsotérisme chrétien en France au XIX® siécle (Lausanne: LAge
d’Homme, 1992), 135.

Chaboseau was conservateur adjoint at the library of the Musée Guimet in Paris where he
promoted Buddhist studies; with Chaboseau’s support, Agvan Dorzhiev could celebrate on 27
June 1898 a ritual in the Museum. Later, during World War I, Chaboseau became special secre-
tary to Aristide Briand and was sent on diplomatic missions to the Balkans, because “most of
the Balkan princes [...] were in 1914 Martinists” (Victor-Emile Michelet, Les Compagnons de
Phiérophanie. Souvenir du mouvement hermétiste a la fin du XIX® siécle. [Paris 1937, Reprint Ni-
ce: Dorbon-Ainé, 1977], 102).

Papus said in an esoteric lecture in 1908: “I shall remind you that in 1848, we have entered the
period of English domination. This will end at the moment when the cannon shot has been
given - so they say in the Western esoteric circles — which means that Papistry will be de-
stroyed by England, and she herself will be defeated by Germany allied to Russia and perhaps
even to France. Then there will be the Prussian domination, but later, Russia will rule over the
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Some insiders even thought that Papus not only helped to forge the Franco-
Russian entente, but also contributed to heighten the expectations for a coming
social revolution in Russia.”*

6

According to some researchers, Roerich became a member of the Ordre Mar-
tiniste already in his days in St. Petersburg at the eve of World War 1.2 Some of
his social contacts make this seem likely. He certainly shared the conviction
held by many occult orders and societies that Russia (a reborn Russia-
Zvenigorod) was destined to have a great future, that it would become a Sav-
iour of the nations. Roerich first met Agvan Dorzhiev and heard his instruc-
tions about Shambhala in 1909, when he was a member of the construction

world. In this last period, France will enter another very brilliant cycle as harbinger of civiliza-
tion of other nations, thanks to her alliance with the other countries of Latin tongue.” Encausse,
Sciences occultes, 200.

51 The occultist Gary de Lacroze, a former classmate of Papus at the Collége Rollin, remarked
how quickly Martinism spread among the Russian aristocracy and the intelligentsiia and how it
showed the same effects as the earlier Martinism at the eve of the French Revolution. He
thought therefore that among the circles of Russian Martinists “the doctrine and the plan of the
Russian Revolution will be defined” During his last meeting with Papus shortly before the lat-
ter’s death in 1916, Papus said to Lacroze: Martinism “develops and enters the level of political
realizations. I entrusted the Lodges with a social program that knows a lot of success: the
obligatory civil service” Lacroze added: “This is the germ of Sovietism.” Encausse, Sciences oc-
cultes, 96-97.

52 According to this version, which is vehemently denied by the followers of the MTsR (see S.V.
Skorodumov, I.M. Sebeleva: “Nazad v budushchee (Vosvrashchenie v 1937 goda?): Otkrytoe
pismo,” Gazeta Sodruzhestvo, no. 11, July-October 2003, www.roerichs.com/Sodr/N11/6-1.htm
(accessed February 26, 2010), N.K. Roerich - in the footsteps of his father Konstantin — joined
the Martinist lodge of Grigorii O. Mébus under the mystical name Fuyama a few years before
the war and received his intitiation from the “Sovereign Delegate” of the Russian Martinist Or-
der Czestaw Czynski (mystical name “Punar Bhava”), who was appointed in 1913 by Papus as
“Legat de I'Eglise Gnostique Universelle en Russie” (in 1910, he became also X° O.T.O. [Ordo
Templi Orientis] member for the Slavonic territories). Zapiska po 1-mu otdeleniiu Osobogo
otdela Departamenta politsii “ob Ordene martinistov” ot 01. 1911 g, quoted by O.A. Platonov,
“Ternovyi venets Rossii”. Tainaia istoriia masonstva, 1731-2000 (Moscow: Russkii vestnik,
2000), 707-708). See also Shishkin, Bitva za Gimalai, 18-23; “Jubilee edition” of the Oriflamme,
Bad Schmiedeberg (June 1, 1912): 14. For a survey of the Russian Martinist Order see Andrei
Serkov, Istoriia russkogo masonstva 1845-1945 (St. Petersburg: Izd. imeni N.I. Novikova, 1997),
67-90; Viktor Brachev, Chekisty protiv okkultistov (Okkul'tno-misticheskoe podpole v SSSR)
(Moscow: Tauza, 2004), 41-61, 89-126.

Michael Hagemeister and Birgit Menzel - 978-3-86688-198-3
Downloaded from PubFactory at 01/11/2019 02:22:40AM
via free access



116 Markus Osterrieder

committee of the new Buddhist Kalachakra Tantra sanctuary in St. Peters-
burg.”

Likewise, Roerich’s affinities to Martinism and Synarchy were avisible in
his link with Harvey Spencer Lewis’s order Antiquus Mysticusque Ordo Rosae
Crucis (AMORC). He was introduced to the Lewises possibly by an American
AMORC member from Chicago spending some time in Shanghai in the early
1920s and who organized AMORC’s participation in the Roerich Peace Pact.
AMORC was affiliated with both the Ordre Martiniste et Synarchique®* and the
Ordre Martiniste Traditionnel.> When Roerich set off for his Central Asian
expedition, Lewis was keen on making him a legate of AMORC for Tibet,
which apparently Roerich never was, in spite of his rather close relationship
with Spencer Lewis.*® Nevertheless, AMORC claims until the present day that

53 Aleksandr Andreev, “Iz istorii Peterburgskogo buddiiskogo khrama,” Minuvshee. Istoricheskii
almanakh 9 (1992), 380-408, here 387; idem, “La Maison du Bouddha dans le Nord de la
Russie (Histoire du temple bouddhique de Saint-Pétersbourg),” Slavica Occitania 21 (2005),
153-178; idem, Khram Buddy v Severnoi stolitse (St. Petersburg: Nartang 2004).

54 One of the oldest surviving regular Martinist Orders which has had a continual existence since
its founding in 1918 by Victor Blanchard (Sar Yesir).

55 Conceived to be a rival order to Blanchard’s OMS, the Traditional Martinist Order was estab-
lished in 1931, with Victor-Emile Michelet as Grand Master and Chaboseau as deputy Grand
Master. Though he had received his martinist initiations in the OMS, AMORC Imperator
Ralph Maxwell Lewis was asked by the OMT in 1939 to import martinism to the U.S.A. and he
was given the necessary charters and other documents.

56 There is a membership certificate inducting Nicholas Roerich into AMORC’s OMCE (Order
Militia Crucifera Evangelica, originally created by AMORC and the British Martinist Order)
dated November 18, 1929. It is signed by H. Spencer Lewis and counter-signed by Ralph Lewis,
but it was left unsigned by Roerich. Gary Stewart—the former Imperator and President of the
Board of AMORC from 1987 to 1990, founder of the Confraternity of the Rose Cross (CR+C)
in 1996, Knight Commander of the OMCE and the Sovereign Grand Master of the British
Martinist Order—stated: “Roerich was never a member of AMORC. However, he was closely
associated with both H. Spencer Lewis and Ralph Lewis over a span of about 25 years in that
there was considerable correspondance between them. The earliest correspondance I can find
from Roerich to HSL is dated May 10, 1922 and refers to the sending of an article entitled
‘Rigor Mortis’ meant for publication in the AMORC magazine of that time. Over the years he
sent a number of articles, some of which, quite sadly, were highly edited by AMORC to make it
appear he was a member as well as to change some of the content. About half of the articles
submitted by Roerich were published. Roerich also sent a number of items to the AMORC mu-
seum most of which were of a Tibetan nature. One was a coral ring. In turn, AMORC was, if
not the first, one of the first, organizations in the United States to fly Roerich’s Banner of Peace”
Gary Stewart, posting on the Google Groups Rosicrucian list, August 25, 2006,
groups.google.com/group/rosicrucian/msg/47f68b5ef4727246?hl=de& (accessed February 26,
2010).
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Roerich communicated certain occult techniques from Tibet, which were since
integrated in the AMORC teachings.”” Lewis proudly mentioned the corre-
spondence he received from Roerich’s second expedition.*®

The Altai mountains—and, more widely, Siberia—were at the very core of
the Great Plan, an indispensable component of the “New Country”, because
Roerich believed the Altai would become a double for Shambhala—as the fa-
bled land of Belovod’e, or the Land of White Waters, celebrated in numerous
Russian folk legends, especially among sectarians such as the Beguny.” Roerich
was also intrigued by all the stories about the tunnels and caverns that existed
below the earth. Therefore, one of the Altai legends that most excited Roerich
was the tale of a vast tangle of tunnels purported to honeycomb the under-
ground realms deep beneath the mountains. Drawing upon the tales of the
underground Agartha (or Agarthi), Roerich envisioned an intricate network of
tunnels and chambers linking the Altai with the Himalayas. Even the Dalai
Lama was drawn into Roerich’s speculations, for, as he thought, the tunnels in
the Altai led all the way to Lhasa and the Potala Palace.

Another occultist in early Soviet Russia who tried to synthesize Saint-Yves’s
social utopia with natural science, Bolshevism, the fascination for Tibet and
Buddhist spirituality, and the search for Shambhala was Aleksandr Barchenko

57 Christian Rebisse, “Histoire du rosicrucianisme des origines jusqu'a nos jours,” www.rose-
croix.org/histoire/histoire_rc_19.html (accessed February 26, 2010). See also idem, “Rosicru-
cian History from Its Origins to the Present, part XVIII;” Rosicrucian Digest 84/1 (2006), 25-26.
The US citizen Joseph ]. Weed, who affiliated with AMORC in 1932 and eventually was ap-
pointed as Grand Councilor with responsibility for the North Atlantic States, continued his
study in the teachings of Agni Yoga and the Arcane School, was a Trustee of the Nicholas Ro-
erich Museum, and became a Director of the Agni Yoga Society. He was not the only AMORC
member in NYC who was at one time also active in Agni Yoga.

58 “I am happy to say that on Monday, March 20th, the day of our New Year anniversary, I re-
ceived a personal registered letter from our great Brother who is the international representa-
tive of the Great White Brotherhood. I refer to Nicholas Roerich. His letter came from the
monastery in the Himalayas where he spends a part of each year in personal contact with the
highest representatives of the Great White Brotherhood. From this sacred place came his mes-
sage to us for the New Year, and with it a special article of inspiration and helpfulness to be
published in the next issue of our Rosicrucian Digest. In his personal letter he states that he
would warn all of us to be watchful at this very critical period of transition from the old cycle
to the new, and from the old race of thinking men and women to the newer race of evolving
beings, and to watch out for the last and most desperate forces of evil to try to destroy or pre-
vent the activities of goodness and truth.” The Rosicrucian Forum, vol. 3, no. 5 (April 1933), 130.

59  Kirill Chistov, Russkaia narodnaia utopiia (genezis i funktsiia sotsialno-utopicheskikh legend), 2.
ed. (St. Petersburg: RAN, 2003), 279-384.

60  McCannon, “By the Shores of White Waters,” 172-176.
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(1881-1938).5* After his arrest in 1937 by the GPU, Barchenko “confessed”
during the interrogations how he had been approached in 1923 by two mem-
bers of what he called the “Great Brotherhood of Asia”, supposedly an occult
umbrella organization for the whole of Inner Asia, uniting diverse Mongolian
and Tibetan brotherhoods, Muslim and Dervish orders and even Jewish Hasi-
dic and Christian sectarian groups.®® The first of the two men was the Lama
Naga Naven, “the representative of the centre Shambhala” who lived at that
time in the house of the Tibetan mission in Leningrad and who explained to
Barchenko that he came to Moscow for negotiations with the Bolshevik leaders
in order to “advance a rapproachment between West Tibet and the USSR”. The
lamas of Western Tibet under the leadership of the Panchen Lama disagreed
with the policy of the Dalai Lama who after 1904 got on more friendly terms
with the British. The second was Khayan Khirva, member of the TsK of the
Mongolian People’s Party. Both were pressing the Soviet government for close
political and cultural relationships between the USSR and West-Tibet via
South Mongolia.**

7

The wooing of the Soviet leadership by representatives of Tibetan Buddhism,
in the rival services of both the Dalai Lama and the Panchen Lama, had
reached a peak in the mid-1920s. Dorzhiev, still loyal to the Dalai Lama, called

61  See Oleg Shishkin’s chapter in this volume. Andreev, Soviet Russia and Tibet, 108-109; Andreev,
Okkul'tist Strany Sovetov.

62 Protocol of Barchenko interrogation, 10 June 1937; Shishkin, Bitva za Gimalai, 368-369; An-
dreev, Okkul'tist Strany Sovetov, 166-167. That such a “working community” was actually possi-
ble, in spite of the deep aversion within the Kalacakra Tantra tradition against Muslims, is for
example confirmed by the existence of the Sufi Tariqah Yasawiya in the Ferghana Valley and
Kafiristan. Its members were always looked upon in a suspicious way by other more orthodox
Sufi communities because of their close ties with Tibet and China. According to John G. Ben-
nett, the Yasawis taught Gurdjieff a lot about sacral music and dance. John G. Bennett, Gurd-
jieff: Making a New World (London: Turnstone Books, 1973), chapter 4; see also De Dénann,
Les secrets de la Tara Blanche, 174-177; Thierry Zarcone, Secrets et sociétés secrétes en Islam:
Turquie, Iran et Asie centrale, XIX°*-XX° siécles. Franc-Magonnerie, Carboneria et confréries sou-
fies (Milano: Arche, 2002); Musulmans et Soufis du Tibet, ed. Thierry Zarcone (Milano: Arche,
2005).

63  Statement by A.A. Kondiain, June 1937, Arkhiv UFSB SPb. and Lenoblast, D P-26492, 1.18;
quoted by Andreev, Okkul'tist Strany Sovetov, 168.

64 Protocol of Barchenko interrogation, 10 June 1937, Arkhiv FSB, delo A.V. Barchenko; Shishkin,
Bitva za Gimalai, 368-369; Andreev, Okkul'tist Strany Sovetov, 166-167.
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for the abolition of the khubilgan or tulku worship cult and the prohibition of
divination by both Buriat and alien lamas. This caused a dramatic split of the
clergy in Buriatia and Kalmykia.®® On their side, the Roerichs would, on their
first expedition in 1928, blame the 13th Dalai Lama for the ultimate degrada-
tion of Buddhism and the schism into separate Western and Eastern traditions,
and would correspondingly praise the 9th Panchen Lama Thubten Choekyi
Nyima (1883-1937) as the true and unique Ruler of Tibet.®® The Panchen
Lama, following his escape to Inner Mongolia in 1924 after a dispute with the
Dalai Lama, sensed that he might face threat after his own monastery’s monks
were being prohibited from holding any office in the Central Tibetan govern-
ment and his officials were locked up in Lhasa. He sought Chinese protection,
spoke in favour of the Chinese revolutionary leader Sun Yat-sen (1866-1925)
and advocated the union of Tibet with China in the context of a larger Five-
Nationalities-Confederation.®”

Still, even Dorzhiev clearly favored Soviet influence over the British, and he
implied in his autobiography that the Buddhist teachings were generally in
harmony with the recently introduced system of Communism in Russia. Un-
der the benign patronage of the Bolshevik regime, Russia would become a land
worthy of the noble title “Supreme Place”: one, in which the Buddhist religion
thrives.®® Some of his followers went even further and declared that Buddhism
had prefigured the ideals of Bolshevism, that Shakyamuni Buddha had been
some sort of proto-Bolshevik and that his spirit lived on in Lenin.®

The Buddhists were not the only religious group who sought to reconcile
spiritual messianism and new political order. Upon the establishment of Soviet
power over Russia rumors also followed about the coming of Antichrist, the
Second Advent of Christ and the End of the World,”” Even the Bolsheviks

65 Andreev, Soviet Russia and Tibet, 159-160.

66 Idem, 315. See Dnevnik, t. 22, 21.05.1925-12.08.1926, April 13, 1926: “The ray showed how the
Tashi Lama becomes the chief of the buddhists without the Dalai Lama.”

67 Fabienne Jagou, Le 9° Panchen Lama (1883-1937). Enjeu des relations sino-tibétaines (Paris:
Ecole Frangaise d'Extréme Orient, 2004), 137-210; Parshotam Mehra, Tibetan Polity 1904~
1937: The Conflict Between the 13th Dalai Lama and the 9th Panchen. A Case Study (Wies-
baden: O. Harrassowitz, 1976); Melvyn C. Goldstein, A History of Modern Tibet, 1913-1951:
The Demise of the Lamaist State. Berkeley, CA.: University of California Press, 1989), 252-264.

68  Snelling, Buddhism in Russia, 205-206; Andreev, Soviet Russia and Tibet, 160-161.

69  Snelling, Buddhism in Russia, 205.

70 “Sostoianie antireligioznoi raboty na dannom étape,” Pod znamenem Marksizma (nov./dec.
1931): 193-195; cited by Manuel Sarkisyanz: “Milleniarism in the Soviet Revolution,” Filosofskii
vek. Almanakh. Vyp. 13: Rossiiskaia utopiia épokhi Prosveshcheniia i traditsii mirovogo utopizma
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themselves proclaimed the old revolutionary phrase: My Staryi mir razrushim
do osnovan’iia, a zatem my nash, my Novyi mir postroim! (“We shall destroy
the Old World to the foundations, then we shall build our New World!”).

By now it is time to ask once more how to evaluate the possible meanings
of the “communications” transmitted by Elena Roerich since 19207 Is there a
possible connection to the recurrent claim in Russian, Polish and French oc-
cultist circles that there existed a hidden “great Asian brotherhood” with a
spiritual-political agenda of its own?”* Who or what was behind the so-called
“Tibetan Master” “Djwahl Khul”, who was known to be one of the Theoso-
phist’s “Ascended Masters” and who at the same time, since the 1920s, alleg-
edly spoke “through the astral light” to another medium, the founder of the
Lucis Trust and the Arcane School of Alice Bailey?”

Roerich was not only lured by the “Masters” with obvious and rather lavish
flattery, for example, making him believe that his paintings contained a deeper
meaning for the future and contained a spiritual power,” or that his Karma
was to glorify Russia (“Karma vasha - Rossiiu proslavliat”™).”* It was also stated
that the rebirth of Russia meant the rebirth of the whole world,” since she was
“the mother of the small nations” and would “defeat the nations attacking

ed. T. V. Artemeva and M.I. Mikeshin, (St. Petersburg: Sankt-Peterburgskii Tsentr istorii idei,
2000), 307-319, here 315.

71 The French engineer and occultist Jean Calmels (d. 1961), former Martinist Supérieur Inconnu,
who got initiated into esoteric lamaism by the Buriat physician Wtodzimierz N. Badmaieff
(Vladimir N. Badmaev 1884-1961, a nephew of Petr Badmaev) in Warsaw between the wars,
thought that the region between Ferghana, Kashmir and Nepal served, simlilar to the People’s
Republic of Tannu Tuva with its capital Kyzyl, as a corridor of interaction between Muslim and
Lamaist spirituality, even if there were violent confrontations in the outer world, which had no
great importance for the deeper occult exchange. Letter from Jean Calmels to Jean Reyor (Mar-
cel Clavelle), June 25, 1943, De Dénann, Les secrets de la Tara Blanche, 116-117. See also Louis
de Maistre, Dans les Coulisses de I'Agartha. L'Extraordinaire Mission de Ferdinand Anton Os-
sendowski en Mongolie (Milan, Arche, 2010).

72 See Alice Bailey and Djwhal Khul, The Externalization of the Hierarchy. Section II: The General
World Picture ([1938-1939] New York: Lucis, 2001), 133. It seems that Alice Bailey initially
tried to win the Roerichs for a possible cooperation (Fosdik, Moi uchitelia, November 25, 1929,
537), but Elena Roerich would always warn her followers not to get involved with Bailey and
her Arcane School, established in 1923. See Phillip Lindsay, “Alice A. Bailey, H.P. Blavatsky and
Helena Roerich. Cleavages Between the Followers of Three Traditions: The Theosophical Soci-
ety, The Arcane School, The Agni Yoga Society,” (2004), www.esotericastrologer.org/EAauthor
Essays/ AABHPBHR .htm (accessed February 26,2010).
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her”.’® In early 1921, the Master still uttered the opinion that the Bolsheviks
would be overthrown within the next two and a half years, that there would be
a coalition government in a constitutional monarchy and that the Caucasus,
Ukraine, Finland and even Poland would be reunited with within the next
seven years.”” All these predictions turned out to be more or less wrong, but it
didn’t seem to shake the Master’s authority when he started to encourage the
Roerichs after 1922 to embrace Communism and Lenin as the necessary prepa-
ration for the impending rising of Shambhala: “Lenin is with Us””® and the
Roerichs should “work for Communism”, so that the hidden name of the high-
est Planet might be revealed. “Communism is necessary for the evolution,
therefore glory is to Russia for her first step”.”” However, before he could fully
serve the cause of the Masters, so it was said, Lenin had to undergo in his post-
mortem existence some sort of transformation in a Kama-Loka sphere: “Lenin
will be transformed for cooperation. There is so much blood on him! Like on
Saul. On Christ is more blood. Lenin did not look for blood and was delighted
about every newcomer. - [Question:] Where is he now? - [Answer:] He is now
reposing in a purging sphere. - [Q.:] When will he be transformed? - [A.:] I
think, by 1931.”%° It was the duty of the Roerichs “to help Russia”, because
Lenin was misunderstood.® For only to them was given the Silver Key, the
secret word “MJaitreya] is Communism [...] Maitreya is Community”.** As a
consequence, in the 1927 version® of the Agni Yoga volume Obshchina, Lenin
was presented as a messenger of the Masters and a servant of the Evolution.®

76  Dnevnik, tedrad’ A - Knigi i ustavi, 04-05.1921.
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78  Dnevnik, t. 22: 21.05.1925-12.08.1926, May 29, 1925.
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81  Dnevnik, t. 22: 21.05.1925-12.08.1926, December 12, 1925.
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during the same period rhetorical elements from the epistles of St. Paul by declaring: “Lenin is
alive in the soul of each individual Party member.” Also: “Every member of our Party is a parti-
cle of Lenin. Our entire Communist community is a collective embodiment of Lenin” Benno
Ennker, Die Anfiinge des Leninkults in der Sowjetunion (Cologne: B6hlau, 1997), 90.

83 In the 1936 edition published in Riga, which is the one commonly in print today, all references
to Lenin are deleted or missing altogether.

84 T already said that our representatives [of the “Masters”] visited Marx in London and Lenin in
Switzerland. Evidently the word Shambhala was uttered” Obshchina, part III, II-26. See the
apologetic essays of the Roerich followers Iurii Kliuchnikov, Put’ k obshchine: Agni Ioga o
Lenine, revoliutsii, sud’bakh Rossii i Mirovoi Obshchine (Novosibirsk, 1991); Valentin Sidorov,
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He had become a Mahatama; a great soul.® The East would venerate Lenin “for
the clarity of the construction and the dislike of convention and for the faith in
the children as symbols of evolving mankind”.®

In early 1924, when the Roerichs had settled in Darjeeling, Nikolai Kon-
stantinovich was recognized by some Tibetan lamas from the Moru monastery
as the incarnation of the Great Fifth Dalai Lama, and he also learnt about the
Panchen Lama’s secret flight from Tibet. Then, apparently, another meeting
with a flesh and blood version (or at least an “avatar” [vessel-manifestation]) of
Master M. aka Allal Ming took place. This initiated the preparation of the first
expedition to Inner Asia and Siberia. In late 1924, Roerich was at the Soviet
embassy in Berlin where he told the polpred (plenipotentiary) Nikolai Krestin-
skii about the anti-Soviet activities of the British in the Himalayan borderlands.
He left such an impression that Krestinskii reported to People’s Commissar of
Foreign Affairs Georgii Chicherin (incidentally Roerich’s university classmate)
in Moscow, Roerich had “absolutely pro-Soviet leanings, which looked some-
what Buddho-Communistic”.*’

In early 1925 Roerich travelled to Paris to meet the Bolshevik “Minister of
Finance”, the newly appointed political representative Leonid Krasin.®® Origi-
nally an engineer,” Krasin was in the early days before the War intimately
involved with the campaign of bank robberies and other illicit means used to
finance the revolutionaries, while at the same time (at least from 1896 to 1902)
acting as a Secret Police informant.”*® He also had connections through his
Masonic affiliation to the Grand Orient de France.”* One purpose of Roerich’s
visit was to obtain from the Soviets the mining and agricultural concessions in
the Altai area as a first condition for the founding of the utopian “New Coun-
try”.2 But Krasin was not only a trade spokesman of the Soviets, he also was,

85 Obshchina (Urga, 1927), part II, XII-2.

86  Obshchina, part I1I, I-12.

87 Krestinskii to Chicherin, March 31, 1925, Arkhiv Vneshnei Politiki Rossiiskoi Federatsii, f. 04,
op. 13,87,d.50117,1. 14; Andreev, Soviet Russia and Tibet, 296.

88 He arrived at about the same time as the Tibetan delegation, from which the future Polaires-
member Jean-Claude Riviére allegedly received his initiation.

89  Timothy O’Connor, The Engineer of Revolution: L.B. Krasin and the Bolsheviks, 1870-1926
(Boulder, Co.: Westview Press, 1992); Michael Glenny, “Leonid Krasin: The Years before 1917.
An Outline,” Soviet Studies 22/2 (1970): 192-221

90  Spence, Trust No One, 84.

91  Osobyi Arkhiv (OA), f. 92, op. 5, d. 15, L. 38; Oleg Platonov, Istoricheskii slovar’ rossiiskikh ma-
sonov XXVII-XX vekov (Moscow: Arina, 1996), 65.
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together with Lunacharskii, in charge of the commission that had planned and
built the Lenin mausoleum.” It was Krasin who made the proposal to turn the
mausoleum into a people’s tribune, a place from which Lenin was to speak to
future generations through the mouths of his successors.”* Already in 1921,
Krasin, a great admirer of Nikolai Fedorov’s speculations about a future sci-
ence that can reveal the means to overcome death, was convinced that through
the future advances of Science “one will be able with the help of the elements of
Life of a human being to reconstruct the physical human being itself”.®

Under the guidance of the Master, the Roerichs were thus ready to add to
the nascent Lenin cult a crucial mystical and chiliastic aspect ‘borrowed’ from
Buddhist spirituality, which should help, like the spiritual recommendations by
lamas like Agvan Dorzhiev, to win the Buddhist world for the Soviet cause (or
was it the other way around?). Thus, when the expedition reached Urumchi in
April 1926, the Soviet Consul General A.E. Bystrov reported from his meeting
with Roerich to Moscow that there were “letters from the Mahatmas for Com-
rades Chicherin and Stalin. The task of the Mahatmas supposedly is to unite
Buddhism and Communism and to create a great Eastern Union of Republics.”
They wanted to join the Tashi (Panchen) Lama, he added, in Mongolia “to set
out in a spiritual procession for the liberation of Tibet from the British yoke.”*
When the Roerichs eventually arrived in Moscow on 9 June 1926, they brought
a little casket with earth from Buddha’s birthplace for Lenin’s Tomb as well as
several paintings depicting the coming Buddha Maitreya and a Mahatma,
whose face resembled Lenin’s. On April 21, 1926, Allal Ming had communi-
cated that he shared the Roerichs’ joy about Lenin, who represented their
bridge and a source of light: “You still could help in building the Lenin memo-

93 Nina Tumarkin, Lenin Lives! The Lenin Cult in Soviet Russia (Cambridge, Ma: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 2nd ed. 1997).

94 Ennker, Die Anfinge des Leninkults, 234; Michael Hagemeister, Nikolaj Fedorov. Studien zu
Leben, Werk und Wirkung (Munich: Otto Sagner, 1989), 285; Olga Velikanova, Making of an
Idol: On Uses of Lenin (Géttingen: Muster-Schmidt, 1996). According to Konstantin Mel'nikov,
the architect who designed Lenin’s sarcophagus, “the general idea” of permanently preserving
and displaying Lenins body originated with L.B. Krasin. (Tumarkin, Lenin Lives, 181.) Krasin
wrote in Izvestiia one week after the funerals that the world significance of Lenin’s grave would
surpass Mecca and Jerusalem. He suggested that as an inscription on the mausoleum there
should be simply LENIN. It was Krasin’s idea as well to use the mausoleum as a speaker’s tribu-
nal. (Tumarkin, Lenin Lives, 191, 193.)
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rial. To find the red stone, a square in the foundation and, of course, the signs
of the Soviets and the happy Tibetan signs. I recommend the inscription:
‘Lenin—great Teacher’ in seven languages.”’

On 18 March 1926, Allal Ming had dictated the letters that were presented
to the “Moscow Communists” in June. Therein the Masters asserted that
“measures should be urgently taken to introduce Communism worldwide as a
step towards the necessary evolution.”® Maitreya was nothing else than the
symbol of Communism, the negation of God was seen as a natural phenome-
non in Buddhism. Eventually “Europe will be shattered by the union of Bud-
dhism and Communism.”

8

Yet it seems unlikely that the Roerichs acted consciously as Soviet agents. It
was rather the other way around: as “agents” of “Allal Ming” and his “occult
politics”,'® they tried to make use of the Soviet leadership for the higher cause
of the “coming of Maitreya”. But after the withdrawal of Soviet engagement in
Inner Asian affairs around 1930, Allal Ming and the Roerichs seemed less con-
vinced of the efficiency of the Bolsheviks and began to turn towards the United
States to gain support for the realization of the “Grand Plan” in the course of a
second expedition, officially with the purpose of setting up an agricultural
cooperative in Inner Mongolia, a cooperative bank and cultural establish-
ments.!” American financial support had been assured through the Roerich
Museum in New York and rich patrons like Charles Crane and Louis Horch
ever since 1921."2 From 1933, they had an enthusiastic supporter in the Secre-
tary for Agriculture, Henry A. Wallace (1888-1965), who was himself deeply
immersed in all kinds of spiritual and occult matters: séances, symbols, secret

97 Dnevnik, t. 22: 