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      Svetoslav Roerich




      Portrait of Nicholas Roerich, 1937. Oil on canvas, 137 x 150 cm. Nicholas Roerich Museum, New York


    




    ‘The idea of east and west – the idea of the twain which shall never meet – is to our mind already a fossilized idea. We are already ashamed to believe that superficial walls can exist and can divide the best impulses of humanity, this impulse of creative evolution. And now before our eyes is the so-called west and the so-called east. Piercingly they look at each other. They can be the closest friends and co-workers.’




    Nicholas Roerich, New York, 1929


  




  

    
Preface




    This monograph on the art of Nicholas Roerich is based on information gathered over three decades. The main thrust of the research took place, however, during a two-year period when I travelled to the Soviet Union, United States and India to see key collections of his art and interview those who knew most about it.




    In 1981 I benefitted from a three-week residency at the Nicholas Roerich Museum, New York, by invitation of its executive vice-president, Sina Fosdick, who had corresponded with me for ten years. I saw the museum’s collection of one-hundred-and-fifty paintings and discussed them with Mrs. Fosdick, a close friend and collaborator of the artist. During our talks I verified information acquired in the early 1970’s from Roerich’s former secretary, Vladimir Shibayev, based at Cardiff University, and from Roerich’s younger son, Svetoslav, when he came to London.




    During a second visit to the museum in 1982, I prepared a catalogue of the collection. In addition to further talks with Sina Fosdick, I interviewed Daniel Entin, the museum’s archivist (now its director) and Edgar Lansbury, its curator. While in New York I traced many Roerich paintings once owned by the former Roerich Museum-a collection which had numbered over one thousand works. I also interviewed Frances Grant, who, like Mrs Fosdick, had headed Roerich institutions.




    Funded by the International Research and Exchanges Board in summer 1983, I documented the largest Roerich collections in the USSR. In Moscow I conducted interviews with Olga Rumyansova, director of the Roerich Study at the State Oriental Museum, and with curators at the Tretyakov Gallery and the Bakhrushin Theatre Museum. In Leningrad I viewed Roerich materials at the Academy of Art and had a week of meetings with Valentina Knyaseva, twentieth century curator at the State Russian Museum and Roerich’s leading biographer. Her collaborator, Pavel Belikov, had for years shared information with me through the post.




    In autumn 1983 I toured India with a travel grant from the Indian Council for Cultural Relations. I spent three weeks in Bangalore interviewing Svetoslav Roerich, studied Roerich collections at Indian institutions and stayed for two weeks researching at Roerich’s former residence, now a gallery of his art, at Naggar in the Himalayas.
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      Overseas Guests: a folk painting, 1902. Oil on board, 79 x 100 cm. Russian Museum, Saint Petersburg
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      Old Russia, Yaroslav. Church of the Nativity of Our Lady, 1903. Oil on panel, 31.7 x 40 cm. Museum of Oriental Art, Moscow


    


  




  

    
Introduction




    Nicholas Roerich (1874-1947) began his life in imperial Russia, on the eastern edge of western civilisation. He ended his days in the British Himalayas at an outpost of western society in the east. As a burgeoning artist and scholar, he had grown up among the intelligentsia of St Petersburg, known since its founding as Russia’s ‘window on the west.’ Like generations of European painters, he furthered his artistic training in France and Italy. But he was always intrigued by the oriental aspects of Russia. In the World of Art circle of Sergei Diaghilev, Roerich as a young professional was identified with the Slavophile rather than the Francophile faction.[1] Designing for Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, Roerich saw Europe in the last years of the Belle Epoque, and the international exhibition of his paintings was part of the creative outburst so abruptly interrupted by World War I.




    Around the time of the Russian Revolution, Roerich left his homeland- virtually for life. From 1917 until 1919 he lived in Finland and exhibited his paintings in Scandinavia. He then moved to London where he designed at Covent Garden and presented his Spells of Russia exhibition, which toured to other English cities.[2] In 1920 he took his wife and sons to the United States, becoming one of the many European artists displaced in the twentieth century by wars and revolutions. But Roerich arrived in America with considerable advantages. He had come through the prestigious invitation of the Chicago Art Institute and commissions from the Chicago Opera. New York, however, became his base, and for several years he flourished not only as a painter but as a founder of various cultural institutions.[3] At the age of forty-nine he was a successful man and a model of the western artist as the role had evolved since the Renaissance. By the time he was fifty, however, his life had undergone a total reorientation. In 1923 he sailed with his family to India and toured the subcontinent before embarking on a five-year expedition through Central Asia.




    Roerich’s art manifested the same polarity as his life. What first inspired his painting was the history hidden in the Russian earth, findings from his own archaeological excavations. The bones, urns, knives and other ritual objects of burial sites led the artist, even as an adolescent, to study the customs of the ancient Slavs.




    From this source came the master works of his early career, scenes of archaic life reimagined through myth. His fascination with subterranean clues to human development evolved over time into pure contemplation of the Himalayan peaks. There his quest culminated. In spectacular panoramas on the roof of the world he found the painterly image that linked outer reality and inner revelation. Mountains became for him the means to explore pure colour, the synthesis of visual perception and spiritual awareness. From his debut as a turn of the century Symbolist rendering archetypal visions of Russia, he eventually found his own method of abstraction- liberating the mountainscape from detail and reifying it as a medium for meditation.




    Between these points of origin and destination, Roerich was always a landscape painter, who located people within the culture they helped to build, whether that entailed ceremonial systems or architectural structures. In the course of his life the artist worked his way through figuration, shifting focus from groups to solitary human figures, which get smaller and smaller in a vast setting. Finally the figure disappears. This evolution in his art, according to Frances Grant, a New York journalist in the 1920’s and an executive of his American institutions, was a process of which he was acutely aware. The change was ‘not so much in subject,’ she said:




    His interest was in man as part of the whole cosmic process. And so youbegin with man. As far as Russia [is concerned], it began [for him] with the Stone Age- he sees the whole adventure. He once said it was wonderful to hold the end of a thread in Russia and find its beginning in Central Asia… He saw this thread of mankind; always the thread; always unbroken.[4]




    The geographical scope of Roerich’s destiny made the wide dispersion of his paintings almost inevitable. They can be found in many countries, but the majority are located in Russia, India and the United States. Until a decade or so after Roerich died, those in Russia dated almost entirely from the years he worked there. Likewise, the Roerich paintings in India derive from the period of his residency in Asia. However, the works that are preserved in the United States cover the full span of his life- paintings from both east and west. After Roerich’s death, his sons, George and Svetoslav, arranged for substantial numbers of his canvases, some early and some late, to be given to what were then Soviet museums. The paintings at the Nicholas Roerich Museum, New York, comprise the only collection on permanent view in the United States.




    About two hundred works are housed there. Although the collection represents more than forty years of the artist’s creativity, it is particularly strong in his Asian paintings from the 1930’s.




    In this monograph thirty-two works from the Nicholas Roerich Museum have been selected for interpretation. They range chronologically from 1903 to 1944. The selection starts with Roerich’s years of aspiration, when as a young painter, recently married, he earned his living as the secretary of a cultural society, and it extends all the way through to his reflective last period when he was writing his memoirs.[5] Each of the selected paintings captures a specific moment, revealing the artist’s present concerns, past influences and immediate sense of time and place in an unusually itinerant life. Events in the world around him make themselves felt in his painting through oblique images. This approach has roots in his early Symbolism, but it also issues quite naturally from his personality. Roerich was a contempl ative whose disposition was to communicate indirectly. His paintings invite interpretation, particularly in the context of biographical facts and current affairs. The monograph provides such information about each work, together with details of subject, theme and genre, media, palette and technique, some sources, patrons and provenance.




    In Russia Roerich undertook large scale works- monumental paintings, church mosaics, frescoes, murals and friezes for public buildings and private mansions. These projects were possible, Svetoslav Roerich said, because of the ateliers where his father directed ‘a whole group of very talented artists, like in…the Renaissance period.’[6] Such formats were not feasible for Roerich in India, where he had no assistants and where he and his son, Svetoslav- by then an accomplished painter- worked alone in studios at their home in the Himalayas. But, in Europe and America, Roerich’s designs for ballet, opera and lyric theatre had been realized by scene shops for the huge proportions of the proscenium stage. Also in America he had created tall tryptics in stained glass for the multistorey Roerich Museum built in New York in 1929. The collection at the later Nicholas Roerich Museum, set up in a town house in 1958, is typical of the artist’s characteristic scale- small and medium sized easel paintings and theatrical designs, providing a singular introduction to his life and work.
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      The Messenger: Tribe has risen Against Tribe, 1897. Oil on canvas, 125 x 184 cm. Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow
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      The Dragon’s Daughter, 1906. Tempera on board, 50 x 48.2 cm. Russian Museum, Saint Petersburg
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      Battle in Heaven, 1912. Tempera on carboard, 66 x 95 cm. Russian Museum, Saint Petersburg
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      Prince Vladimir Galitsky’s Courtyard, 1914. Set design for 1914 Production of Borodin’s opera Prince Igor. Gouache on board, 50 x 69.2 cm. Russian Museum, Saint Petersburg
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