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      The Russian Transcaspian Oblast circa 1900, showing (lower) the Transcaspian Railway running east from Krasnawodsk on the Caspian Sea through Aschabad, Merw (Merv), Czardzu (on the Amu-Darja River), Buchara, Samarkand,Czernjajewo, and on to Margelan: all places critical to Gurdjieff’s accounts in Meetings with Remarkable Men.
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      Biographers of Gurdjieff are faced with a serious problem: the extreme scarcity of authentic independent documentation concerning Gurdjieff’s life both up to his appearance in Moscow in 1912–13 and, to a slightly lesser extent, between that time and the Russian Revolution in 1917. Gurdjieff was at least forty years old in 1917, his mind, self-appointed destiny, and fundamental attitudes already fully shaped by previous experience. As regards factual support for that experience, Gurdjieff’s name finds its way into barely a handful of official documents, themselves not wholly reliable. Seismic tumults from the collapse of the old Russian Empire, aggravated by the twentieth century’s immense conflicts and totalitarian vandalism, have sundered and fragmented the historic continuity that might otherwise have yielded collaborative resources from the Caucasus and Transcaucasia regions in which Gurdjieff grew up. Gurdjieff 
destroyed his own papers during a protracted personal crisis in 1930. We have no volume of Gurdjieff’s letters or diaries, however slim, to consult. Personal reminiscences of followers, often highly subjective, are frequently at variance with one another and with verifiable facts.

      Self-perceived as a man apart, a kind of spy on a confused, damned world, Gurdjieff persistently objectified the human beings around him; if his relations with people appeared to be natural we have no way of knowing when that was, or was not, a manipulative pretense on his part. Alfred Richard Orage, Gurdjieff’s first representative in New York, maintained his master’s conduct could not be judged like that of other men; followers tolerated diktats and verbal abuse, or quit. The first thing Gurdjieff’s most influential follower P. D. (Pyotr Demianovich) Ouspensky noticed about his teacher in Moscow in 1915 was that Gurdjieff was always acting; Gurdjieff was many men, appeared in many disguises. Was he hiding something, or was he hiding from something?

      With the fall of the Soviet Union a quarter century ago, Gurdjieff biographer Paul Beekman Taylor has been able to acquaint followers not only with corrections to many misapprehensions and long-standing errors of fact and detail adhering to Gurdjieff, but also with a small number of brief ecclesiastical and provincial administrative entries from Georgia (Caucasus) and Russian Armenia (Transcaucasus), former provinces of the Russian Empire, now constituted as independent outwardlooking countries with new borders. Records offer conflicting references to Gurdjieff’s immediate and extended family. They can be, and have been, used as support for Gurdjieff’s own accounts of his background and adventures, especially that in his peculiar book Meetings with Remarkable Men, written after 1924 and published after his death. On the other hand, official records also highlight problems in relating those accounts to historic facts. Here lieth the problem and the caveat.

      If independent sources are used to support Gurdjieff’s own testimony, it means that we are trusting that testimony and employing documentary sources to prove its veracity. However, both the peculiar manner in which Gurdjieff chose to relate events of his life, and the purposes he intended, apparently, to fulfill by doing so, simply do not allow us to make any such automatic connection with the confidence biographers and historians customarily expect. In simple, legalistic terms we are forced to ask, is Gurdjieff a reliable witness to his own life? One would like to give a straight answer to the question, but we are straightaway faced with a conundrum of the magician’s own making.

      In the Introduction to Meetings with Remarkable Men,1 Gurdjieff 
explains that part of his purpose in writing the book is to save himself future 
trouble in having to answer questions from interlocutors concerning his life 
and, especially, beliefs. He complains that such questions have been vexatious 
to concentration on other more pressing matters and regards these questions 
merely as ones put by “idle curiosity.” Those interested in his personal life 
are described as “shameless idlers.” To satisfy their curiosity he has nonetheless, “in revising the material destined for this series [he means this book]” decided to present it “in the form of separate independent tales, and to insert in them various ideas which can serve as answers to all the questions often put to me.” The questions put to him are, he says, to do with the “remarkable men” he has encountered; “marvels” seen in the East; questions of the immortality of the soul; whether or not man has free will; the cause of suffering; the credibility of “occult and spiritualistic sciences”; the nature of hypnotism, magnetism, and telepathy; how he first became concerned with such questions; and what then led him to the system practiced in the institute bearing his name.

      Gurdjieff had another intention in putting together what at first sight appears to be an autobiography with its curious title.

      Meetings with Remarkable Men is in no wise an autobiography. It is interesting that director Peter Brook has turned its tales into a feature film (1979) because, in a sense, Gurdjieff’s book could represent the result of a Hollywood treatment of a genuine (though unwritten) Gurdjieffian autobiography: “never let the facts get in the way of a good story”—except that whereas Hollywood would manipulate and invent material for entertainment and profit, Gurdjieff, conscious of writing a “new kind” of book, deliberately shaped and reshaped elements of his life and imagination as illustrations or parables of his system. He dramatized ideas. Characters may represent those ideas or embody psychic functions (such as instinctive action); they play parts. The ideas might be real but individual characters may not be, though their behavior may be truthful regarding human nature or Gurdjieff’s ideas of ideal or misguided action, observed from experience.

      The cooked-up book is what the dramatist Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956) would call a Lehrstück, a “learning-play” or experimental teaching piece wherein actors adopt roles, postures, and attitudes that exceed conventional distinctions between stage and audience, between idea, image, event, and reality, fact and fiction. Brecht 
famously declared, “Realism does not consist in reproducing reality, but in showing how things really are.” The same remark may be used to describe the parables of Jesus. The story of the Good Samaritan tells us a great deal more about reality and ideal conduct than would a journalistic account of a mugging on the Jericho road.

      In the case of Gurdjieff’s book, Gurdjieff is principal actor as well as narrator, and elements of his experiences, fantasies, prior reading, and thoughts—and what he considers the fantasies and expectations of his readers—play the parts; Gurdjieff “sings their tune.” As we shall discover, such a method was consistent with his upbringing. Gurdjieff’s father entertained folk across Transcaucasia as an ashokh or traditional bard, a singer-storyteller; enactor of an audio theater of ancient legend, folk history, and accumulated insight, bound by rhythm and melody. Ivan Ivanovich (as his father seems to have been called) could always, like his now-famous son, gather an audience; he could captivate. The aim, and means, was enchantment: the reaching into the soul of the auditor, whose own imagination, individual and collective, formerly dormant, provided set and setting for the bardic word from an archetypal store of millennia of human experiences. We can see why Gurdjieff has most appealed to actors, dancers, musicians, painters, impresarios, and storytellers, those especially conscious of the role of symbol and its encoding in artificial forms of address. Artists get or “cotton on” to congenial aspects of Gurdjieff, whereas more prosaic, sometimes troubled minds—perhaps his principal following—struggle with it all, often for years, perennially taking the “black devil” too literally, perhaps too respectfully.

      Gurdjieff’s idea of science was that of the ancient Magi, not the modern classroom. He barely ever disguised his loathing for what today is called, without irony, higher education. I personally suspect he had a chip on his shoulder about never having graduated from university, so vehement were his repeated digs at “wiseacreing,” an ungainly word (in translation) that occurs with tiresome, arguably obsessive repetitiveness throughout all his writings and talks; followers have picked the word up and scatter it like buckshot from self-elevated heights at critics. By wiseacreing Gurdjieff means “clever-clever” smart-alecs who can talk the hind legs off a donkey but remain devoid both of common sense and practical know-how, who employ sophistical verbal displays to impress the impressionable or acquire spurious authority, while obscuring lack of deeper acquaintance with truths underlying mere data. In short, such persons are alien to spiritual perception, like those who adhere to a form of religion while denying the substance thereof (cf. II Timothy 3:5–7). Many a barroom philosopher is more palatable than the smart-ass, media-tuned “professional” whose unoriginal thoughts are up for sale and meat for broadcast. Gurdjieff 
was a “university of life” type of graduate, cynical about cynics. Perhaps to lend authority to conviction, he even invented from the store of reality and myth the archetypal sacred university of wisdom—the Sarmoung 
Brotherhood—a body of such exalted spiritual purity and genuine universality of 
insight that its denizens would never soil their elegant hands with the muck of modern education reliant on paper qualifications and bookish memory learning.

      Unlike the professional talkers and establishment-acceptable pundits, the self-taught, apparently polymathic, autodidact Gurdjieff could turn his hand to anything and persuade people to do things they never dreamed of doing. He was the man you’d think you’d want in a real crisis. He talked the talk because, as far as he was concerned, he had walked the walk. Unfortunately for historians and biographers he mostly fictionalized the walk. He didn’t want people to follow his footsteps but to find their own. Inevitably, Gurdjieff’s followers may be found in any year hunting about places mentioned in Meetings with Remarkable Men, without encountering the remarkable men Gurdjieff allegedly met, or perhaps meeting such and never realizing it. Mind you, nobody traipsing around Central Asia today is going to have anything less than an interesting time! His book could do wonders for Central Asian tourism; someone somewhere is probably on the case right now. Turkey would doubtless have gone for it had Gurdjieff been a Turkish Muslim rather than an unorthodox Christian. Armenia is a sure candidate for a Gurdjieff Trail vacation; it’s a matter of time.

      Conversely, Gurdjieff’s “Men” are remarkable insofar as they have recognized 
that the true value of life comes only when that life consciously acquires mythic dimensions, when one, with feet on ground, has yet traversed the stars and touched the beyond. Remarkable men have seen something unremarkable men have not. Such men should engage our attention. Was Gurdjieff himself one of them?

      Gurdjieff’s Meetings (and as such Meetings with Remarkable Men will be abbreviated throughout this book) is, he plainly tells us, a series of independent tales for us shameless idlers who want answers. Gurdjieff’s idea of an answer is as much a tale as the Good Samaritan is the answer to the question put to Jesus: “Who is my neighbor?” It is well to know that Meetings followed on directly from what Gurdjieff called his first series (or book), Beelzebub’s Tales to His Grandson. In this even more peculiar, often perhaps intentionally ludicrous and unnecessarily elongated work, Gurdjieff adopted the role of Beelzebub, a voyager through time and space who has crossed “the final frontier” as Star Trek 
fans know it. Beelzebub tells his tales; sometimes, it would appear, adopting the role of Gurdjieff! Role-playing and storytelling—such constitute Gurdjieff’s “answers” to the questions of the world.

      Unfortunately, biographers have with greater or lesser frequency all too easily slipped into the evident trap of confusing fact with Gurdjieff’s idea of reality, something that is simply inevitable when in the territory of magic. Authentic magic is concerned with the transformative power of the imagination and Gurdjieff, we might say, was not a self-confessed hypnotist for nothing. Sometimes, Gurdjieff finds that the best way to show how things really are is simply by reproducing reality: telling the factual story “straight,” as he remembers it. You can, with intuition, experience, and common sense, often discern when the author is giving us a more or less accurate, though selective, presentation of facts, and discriminate such narrative elements from where Gurdjieff feels instinctively or otherwise that his abstract teaching priorities and storytelling structures, or whims of the moment, require ascending degrees of invention. We can never be absolutely sure, however; one man’s tale is another man’s lie. A born performer, Gurdjieff knew a trick or two. If Gurdjieff felt his conscience was untroubled by something he did, that was for him sufficient warrant for acting regardless of others’ expectations or feelings. Like Saint Paul’s idea of the Christian, Gurdjieff was a law unto himself, guided by “love.” Arguably a born archimandrite manqué, Gurdjieff identified conscience with faith.

      He regarded the details of his life as personal matters and was only inclined to disburse details when conscious of an impersonal need-to-know; that is, as a service to humanity whose earthy representatives he knew from experience were largely unready for unadorned “truth.” Other, less obviously noble motives might also entwine themselves. Gurdjieff’s revelations of his protracted life of hustling for a buck as a self-made man heading for a self-earned fortune in what he called “The Material Question” later appended to Meetings were made in order to persuade potential American donors to the cause that he had always self-funded his operations by sheer hard work and intended to repay any gifts with like energies.

      Curiously, and most tellingly, Gurdjieff is almost certainly most reliable as a historian of his own life when dealing with the powerful emotions relating to his childhood: childhood is, after all, already a magical and even sacrosanct world. Arguably, our childhood constitutes the greatest tale of our lives. Even so, there is an underlying message in Gurdjieff’s reminiscences of childhood. It can be expressed in the simple commandment given to and by Moses: “Honor thy father and thy mother.” Parents are the gods of childhood. Gurdjieff’s paternal god died from a Turkish army bullet in 1918.

      As stated above, and as reiterated by their most assiduous critic, Paul Beekman Taylor, past biographers have tended to try to meld Gurdjieff’s curious accounts in Meetings and elsewhere to some known history to produce results that look like conventional biography of an unconventional man. Taylor’s G. I. Gurdjieff: A New Life 
has painstakingly debated the veracity of individual details of the received 
narratives. I do not believe the sources furnish us with material for a 
conventional modern biography at all, and even less for a hagiography. Until the end of the First World War, we only have fragments of material fit for an investigation of the man Gurdjieff. However, even where Gurdjieff’s narrative of his perennial search for perennial truth is told independently of historical actuality, we may still learn about the man, his ideas, and his motives. Sometimes, we can do better than that.

      Perhaps the most annoying factor for the would-be biographer is that it is precisely Gurdjieff’s life up to the establishment of his Institute for the Harmonious Development of Man that is, surely to most observers, by far the most stimulating, significant, and attractive part of his life as a whole—if indeed that part of his life is based on fact, a supposition whose factual basis remains unknown. So while there is a wealth of material available for the last thirty years or so of his life, Gurdjieff’s activities in Paris and the United States after 1922 utterly lack the color, adventure, freewheeling character, variety, revelation, and audacious magic Gurdjieff attributes to his life up to forty, even if we feel disposed to dispense most of his narrative as didactic fiction. The man his institute’s students wanted to meet was the imagined man who had made archetypal journeys in search of absolute truth in mythical lands among truly remarkable beings. They projected this ideal expectation onto the man they met and interpreted all that was strange about him or his demands as the result of this prior, and apparently completed, quest. What he might have learned of absolute reality remained and remains a personal holy grail to followers.

      What is to be believed? What we can believe is that Gurdjieff was a man who told his story in a particular way for particular reasons. Through understanding his way of telling that story, it is possible that we may arrive at an even better picture, a truer understanding of the man than a narrative of events alone might provide. Furthermore, on close examination of Gurdjieff’s often confusing accounts apparently based on his life, we find ourselves rather in the position of an interpreter of Christian gospels. We know that the gospels contain history, but they are not primarily historical or biographical documents. They have a more exalted purpose than that. They were composed to demonstrate their authors’ conviction that Jesus was the Son of God, savior: truth evident to the composers as being of far greater import than mere “facts” of history, which without inside understanding are deemed devoid of meaning, though for the gospel composers the essential “truth” had undoubtedly happened, witnessed by men, women, and children on Earth, “the Word was made flesh.” Mere factual journalism perhaps would have left factual narrative with Jesus hanging on the cross, typecast: a failure and testimony to the fate of all who oppose authority too well.

      That is to say, there is history behind Gurdjieff’s narrative and sometimes, in brief, at the forefront of the narrative as well. Gurdjieff’s tales of his adventures are rather like palimpsests, with another story vaguely visible behind the dominant ink of the imposed narrative. In searching for the underlying history, we will not so much “prove as true” elements of Gurdjieff’s narratives but will gain vital understanding into some of the historic 
forces and events that shaped his thinking, feelings, and actions, and which, on 
close inspection, reveal something of his true character, complexities, and 
intentions, and account for the man’s persistent fascination. We shall not have 
a complete picture, but we shall I think have a more realistic picture than has been attained hitherto.

      While a biography of factual certainties concerning Gurdjieff’s life prior to his meeting P. D. Ouspensky in Moscow in 1915 is currently impossible, a sound investigation, a search into the mystery of Gurdjieff may, however, be justly attempted, with the caveat that many parts or even the whole may be regarded as propaganda by those who interpret the currently available evidence differently.

      For this biographer, or, better, investigator of the evidence, the task is hardly an altogether comfortable one; far from it, but many an uncomfortable journey takes one to places less intrepid adventurers will never see. This traveler is not free simply to enjoy telling a story but must decompose the inherited narrative and interpret it as part of the means of discovering something like a real man. If we understand the man better after the journey, then the effort in making it requires no further caveat.

    

  
    
      ONE

      The Enigma Arrives

      Pier 88, Manhattan, had seen many thousands of refugees, but few had sailed up the Hudson River first class. Not that George Ivanovich Gurdjieff was in any ordinary sense a refugee. He had certainly lost his familial home and was always seeking refuge, but Gurdjieff had come not as an exile, but to invest his spiritual stock in the land of enterprise.

      Before passengers from SS Paris could descend from the French Line’s most celebrated liner into freedom’s icy embrace—or as New Yorkers call the area around 12th Avenue and West 54th Street, Hell’s Kitchen—U.S. Immigration officers inspected ship’s records. Anyone diseased, criminal, or with less than fifty dollars could expect to be ferried across New York Bay with third-class immigrants for processing and possible rejection and heartbreak on Ellis Island. Fashioned in red brick in grand Muscovite style and opened in 1900, the Federal Immigration Inspection Station’s four towering cupolas stood sentry opposite that great Tantalus named Liberty across the bay. Liberty’s famous statue—France’s gift to America—still dominates Liberty Island with her fist clenched tight about freedom’s torch and her back to the American continent.

      As the sun’s harsh red orb glared off chilled ranks of the mighty Woolworth Building’s skyscraping windows, early morning mission bells echoed across Manhattan’s naked skyline, stirring iced souls from Harlem to Greenwich Village, announcing the day as Sunday, January 13, 1924. For Greek Orthodox–raised George Gurdjieff, it was New Year’s Eve.

      A Department of Labor official scurried through the liner’s luxurious Art Nouveau and Art Deco interiors in search of the “Aliens” manifest. Receiving it from a ship’s officer, the official scrutinized the typed contents, observing that the Compagnie Générale Transatlantique’s three-funneled, steam-powered ship had departed Le Havre on January 5, 1924, for an eight-day winter’s crossing. So far, so good: all present; but was all correct?

      The passenger list revealed forty-seven-year-old George Gurdjieff, a married man and self-declared professor, resided at 9 Rue du Commandant Marchand, Paris. Mr. Gurdjieff could write. He could read Russian, English, and Greek. While his race was stated as Greek, the birthplace entry, Alexandrople, indicated Russian nationality. As far as Immigration was concerned, Gurdjieff was a citizen of that distant country whose leader, Vladimir Lenin, had but a week to live and much to answer for.

      Who paid Gurdjieff’s passage? He had paid it himself. Did he have at least fifty dollars? Yes. Was he an anarchist? No. Polygamist? No. Health and physical condition? Good. Appearance? Five feet, five inches tall, fair complexion, hair—what was visible of it—black; eyes blue.1Where was he staying? c/o Mr. Léon Schoumatoff, Napanoch, Ulster County, New York.

      Léon Schoumatoff’s house in Napanoch was not in fact Gurdjieff’s destination, but he had to put something down. Labor Department officials expected travelers not to burden the public purse; a resident family member or friend was the preferred guarantor of an alien’s welcome. Top-flight mechanical engineer Schoumatoff was Olga de Hartmann’s brother. Twenty-eight-year-old opera singer, composer’s wife, and “sacred dancer” Olga de Hartmann was a dominant member of the twenty-three-strong troupe from the Institute for the Harmonious Development of Man whose athletic, shaven-headed, heavily moustachioed “professor” of sacred dances was standing on deck, wrapped in a heavy overcoat, his big luminous eyes scouring the freezing New York pier below for signs of welcome.

      Immigration records may not be welcoming, but they can be illuminating.*3 Since there currently exists a more than ten-year spectrum for Gurdjieff’s birth date—from 1866 to 1877—we may note that records subsequent to this, Gurdjieff’s first visit to the United States, differed in only minor respects. His French residence address changed, not unexpectedly, as did his stated destination in the United States, but Gurdjieff’s given age was consistent with the passing years: fifty-two in 1929; fifty-three in 1930; sixty-two in 1939. Curiously, his height was given as five feet, eight inches in 1929—apparently gaining three inches!—while in 1930 his birthplace moved strangely from Alexandrople (Alexandropol, now Gyumri) in Russian-controlled Armenia, to Essentonki—a scribal error for Essentuki, a spa town in Russia’s North Caucasus Krai (the krai or district was established in 1924).2

      Doubt nonetheless persists over his birth date, as it does over other issues of Gurdjieff’s true identity. A Fremdenpass issued by New York’s German Consulate at Gurdjieff’s request in the mid-1930s, for example, indicates a birth date of 1877. Then again, while persistently giving officialdom his date of birth as December 28, Gurdjieff celebrated his birthday either on the Old Orthodox Julian calendar date of January 1 or according to the Gregorian calendar date for New Year of January 13 (up to 1899; January 14 after 1900), which, if immigration records are followed, means Gurdjieff could have been born in either 1876 or 1877. While the bulk of extant records weigh heavily toward 1877, Gurdjieff 
himself, in sundry reported conversations with students, added a further eleven years to his “official” age. Was he trying to preserve pride in the face of time’s ravages? At the time of his death in 1949, he appeared to at least one familiar interlocutor, nineteen-year-old Paul Beekman Taylor, like a man in his eighties, not his seventies,*4 as later birth dates would otherwise suggest.3 †5

      We do not know why Gurdjieff offered one time-set to officialdom and another to some students in old age; speculation seems vain, though we cannot avoid the fact that Gurdjieff mythologized, manipulated, and fictionalized many aspects of his life story, ever determined to be thoroughly different. For him, as for Martinists, “truth” transcends fact; that which governs the ordinary world imposes fact but is blind to truth. So long as Gurdjieff could move when he wished, he was indifferent to the record. He wrote his life as he lived it—that is to say, as he willed. We shall find further clues to what remains a vexed question as we delve deeper into the mystery of Gurdjieff’s life.

      So without having taken a single step from his aliens’ vessel into his first attempt at challenging the mind—or mindlessness, as he saw it—of the new Western world, we already have a question mark over this Greek’s—or was it Russian’s?—identity.

      Who really was George Gurdjieff?

      Gurdjieff’s New York–based follower, English theosophist Alfred Richard Orage (1873–1934) was in little doubt as to who Gurdjieff was and what he represented. Boarding the ship to assist the troupe through customs, social activist and former magazine editor Orage believed Gurdjieff was the teacher the Western world needed. On January 9, while Gurdjieff’s party was suffering a rough crossing with many seasick, Orage had arranged a public talk at the Sunwise 
Turn Bookshop, situated at the Yale Club Building on 44th Street and Vanderbilt Avenue, across from Grand Central Station. Warm and urbane, Orage inspired eager listeners with the idea of Gurdjieff as a practical mystic who could turn an automatic, inauthentic, and insincere life upside down and inside out. To follow Gurdjieff’s teaching involved a new life where one would be tuned in to reality, where nothing could hinder the enlightened will.

      Gurdjieff posed a singular question:

      
        How many of you are really alive?
      

      Gurdjieff worked to awaken people from the sleep of the automaton. The automaton was an identity through which the will of others, not of the real “I Am,” the authentic being, was expressed. Human beings were unconscious of their unconsciousness. They did not know. The cure:

      Wake up!

      When remembrance of self had been achieved, one’s experiences would chime with reality, for one had encountered essence over illusion, wakefulness over sleep, self-awareness over mechanical imitation and conformity. One would walk with the hidden powers of the universe. All one had to do was to work, work willingly, and to work on oneself, step by painful step. It all looked like science; that is, an emerging psychological science, not superstitious magic or religion. But Orage’s presentation nevertheless rang the right mystical bells mothballed in the wardrobe of the American mind. Gurdjieff, the man coming to New York, whom listeners could soon meet in the flesh, was a revealer of obscured truth: a master who had intimate knowledge of the lore of obscure, romantic lands. The bait was the “True I,” the elusive Self, for which some were, and are, ready to pay.

      Besotted with Gurdjieff’s Asiatic promise, Orage gave several more talks before the master’s arrival, telling as many culturally influential New Yorkers as possible about the transformative potential of this spiritual revolutionary from far away. Gurdjieff’s ideas about not being properly alive—merely the unconscious agent of external forces—about observing oneself, self-remembering, and coming into the here and now fully conscious suggested listeners could actually stimulate a real change in themselves: nothing need appear the same again. What a relief this might appear to those adjusting uncomfortably to the new physical and temporal regimes of industrial, commercial, urban, and office-constrained conformity, encroaching on the Western soul with another kind of new life in their unnatural wake.

      Orage’s exposition of Gurdjieff resonated to some extent with the long-standing New Thought movement established as a component of America’s extravagant religious potpourri during the previous century. New Thought involved self-help, positive thinking, and oceanic “God within and everywhere” realizations that can soon descend into banalities of speech devoid of substance. The Gurdjieffian twist, however, appeared to carry very little of the religious superstructure of New Thought. It seemed to speak to a more sceptical, postwar, science- and cosmos-aware generation: people who wanted the mechanics-of-being explained to them in a manner that could be applied not just in pious thoughts but in practice, operative in the new, real worlds of ambition, art, education, psychological therapy, and commerce.

      A study-vacation in exotic Paris, where Gurdjieff’s institute was based, 
might be convenient—preferable anyway to an ashram, or begging at a dusty roadside in Benares. With Gurdjieff’s ancient-new program you could combine the effective virtues of the fakir, the yogi, and the monk (body, mind, and devoted heart) while sporting a clean white shirt and Oxford bags with spats, or twinset and pearls. Orage had the knack of making his obscure master seem modern, even futuristic.

      New York was used to gurus, theosophical yogis, and assorted saviors, but here was a guru with a difference: this mystic’s territory combined psychology, science, and sci-fi speculation with the hint of primordial Eastern promise. Readers will note that all of this, on analysis, is very general and undoubtedly vague. Did follower Orage, respected editor of the New Age, a London journal friendly to socialism and theosophy, really know who Gurdjieff was? Perhaps not, but they got on remarkably well, and genial, articulate Orage, restless, sometimes patient, well-intentioned, and ever-willing, could make Gurdjieff, or his ideas, as interesting to others as he was himself devoted to the master.

      Orage’s welcoming committee of colleagues and well-wishers guided Mr. Gurdjieff due east from Hell’s Kitchen through midtown Manhattan’s bitterly cold streets to Broadway, which begins its northwesterly arc at Central Park’s southwest corner. There was a sense of occasion, a hermetic joy known to a few, but the street atmosphere would scarcely have reflected this.

      The United States had submitted to a period of enforced national righteousness. Only a month before Gurdjieff’s arrival, Andrew Volstead, framer of U.S. prohibition legislation that from January 1920 forbade the production, sale, and transport of alcoholic liquors, told a Minnesota law-and-order conference that Americans were adjusting comfortably to prohibition. With opposition in decline, Volstead’s Act need suffer neither amendment nor repeal: surely music to the big ears of twenty-four-year-old boxing promoter Al Capone, currently serving as right-hand man to bootlegger’s enforcer Johnny Torrio in Chicago. Prohibition made criminals, and criminals who survived bitter gangland competition grew very rich from much of the adult nation’s desire for a drink with a kick.

      At his first State of the Union address to Congress on December 6, 1923, President Calvin Coolidge announced he would beef up the United States Coast Guard to frustrate prohibition-induced crime but was otherwise confident America’s problems were chiefly domestic. Its robust economy would reduce the economic impact of crises that beset the outside world. Coolidge insisted every American regard the country’s condition “with encouragement and satisfaction.” There would be growth in the spring. The Twenties, after all, were “roaring,” weren’t they? Such confidence was undoubtedly melodious to Mr. Gurdjieff’s ears, come to “shear the sheep” of the “dollar-fat” American rich, for their own good and his. Nevertheless, he was annoyed at getting so few dollars for his French francs. Still, the exchange rate would work wonders on the return.

      Music was scarce the day Gurdjieff hit Broadway. Sundays were dark, as theatricals understood the term, as well as dry; it was said that “satire died in New York on Saturday nights” when the theaters closed. Gurdjieff could only gaze from outside at the latest hit shows, shows such as Florenz Ziegfeld’s musical Kid Boots with Eddie Cantor and Mary Eaton at Broadway’s Earl Carroll Theatre, or Mary Jane McKane, the new Oscar Hammerstein–Vincent Youmans musical comedy at Broadway’s recently opened Imperial Theatre, while intellectual satisfaction could be found, at least starting Monday, at George Bernard Shaw’s Saint Joan, produced at Manhattan’s Garrick Theatre. That undoubtedly appealed to Orage, a great admirer of Shaw’s idea of socialism, and one who had enjoyed Shaw’s financial beneficence when Orage established his journal, The New Age, in 1907. By 1924 Orage had, out of dedication to Gurdjieff and in accordance with the master’s will, sold the journal for £100. It is odd to think of a time when the expression New Age betokened middle-class socialism with a dash of the “Jesus was a communist, really” brand of theosophy, and stranger is it still to observe that Orage believed it was Gurdjieff who had trumped all that.

      
        MEETING THE PRESS

        Orage ushered the Gurdjieff party into the grandeur of the massive Ansonia Hotel at 2109 Broadway, the city’s first hotel to boast air conditioning, though it made scant difference in January; there was plenty of “air conditioning” outside. A residential hotel, the Ansonia provided luxury accommodation for New York’s movers and shakers. Thanks to Orage’s personal connections, Gurdjieff arrived at the top, excited to crown Orage’s evangelism with the verbal establishment of New York’s own Institute for the Harmonious Development of Man: a bridgehead, he hoped, into the powerhouse of the Western psyche—a rich well for pumping cash back to the country that had given New York her Liberty.

        New York can be generous to newcomers. Two days later, twenty-six-year-old journalist Nunnally Johnson entered Gurdjieff’s suite at the Ansonia to interview the curious arrival from Paris. Frustrated with the trade, Johnson would quit journalism permanently in 1932 for Hollywood, where he produced and wrote John Ford’s classic The Grapes of Wrath (Oscar winner for 1940’s best screenplay) and a career’s worth of fine adaptations, such as The Keys of the Kingdom starring Gregory Peck (1944), in a career extending into the 1960s with his powerful screenplay for Robert Aldrich’s 1967 hit, The Dirty Dozen.

        Witty, informed, and literate, Johnson’s skillful handle on social satire could easily have rebuked the vulnerable mystic Gurdjieff. He didn’t. Exhibited in the well-read pages of the Brooklyn Eagle, Johnson’s article was good-humored, his stance respectful; he merely opined that the no less humorous “Greek” desired to put man in tune with his nature. Well, who didn’t? Such ambition had always dominated Greek philosophical discourse; any educated American could click with that. If only, that is, we could establish what Man’s nature actually was. Our current nostrum is that “it’s all in the genes.” Quite. What is? Johnson’s article’s tacit conclusion was that America could afford to indulge the amusing Greek with his unthreatening, and possibly intriguing, notions.

        While Gurdjieff plus troupe launched themselves, quite literally, into a series of sometimes startling demonstrations to paying audiences of sacred dances at the Neighborhood Playhouse and Carnegie Hall, accompanied by a five-piece micro-orchestra, organized by Olga’s husband, Thomas de 
Hartmann, Orage worked hard to bring Gurdjieff to public attention. Gurdjieff persistently galvanized his closest associates into shearing the sheep of their money, for the cause of the survival of the institute he had formed and of which he described himself, without burden of academic honors, professor.

        New Yorkers’ perception of Gurdjieff was further enlarged on February 10. An article appeared on page 12 of the New York Times Arts section under the headline, “Taking the Life Cure in Gurdjieff’s School.” The account offered an “Intimate Description of the Russian’s Institute in France, Whose Aim is the All-Round, Harmonious Development of Man.” That the article’s author did not follow Nunnally Johnson’s assessment of Gurdjieff as a Greek is not surprising, for the piece came from the pen of Maud Hoffman, well-informed American Shakespearean actress, theosophist, and owner of the famous Mahatma Letters, by inheritance from A. P. (Alfred Percy) Sinnett. These forgeries—consisting of alleged communications from Himalayan Masters, or spirit-beings, Koot Hoomi and Morya, supposedly liberated from all earthly bonds save the desire for human enlightenment—were addressed with Theosophical Society founder Madame Blavatsky’s blessing to followers Sinnett and Hume. Maud Hoffman had also coauthored with theosophist and bisexual novelist Mabel Collins Sensa: A Mystery Play, a “tragedy of the Soul.” Mabel Collins’s novel The Blossom and the Fruit was recommended reading for Aleister Crowley’s Magical Order, the A...A.... Maud Collins’s belief in what the Sensa’s introduction calls “the redeeming Spirit within,” which “in the final sacrifice achieves apotheosis and sheds a blessing on mankind,” made her highly inclined to sympathy with the ideals that attracted people to Gurdjieff’s struggling institute in Fontainebleau, despite the fact that Gurdjieff would himself come to express hostility to theosophy and modern occultism. Nevertheless, without the Theosophical Society’s near fifty-year career, it is unlikely Gurdjieff would ever have enjoyed an audience able or willing to grasp the first elements of what he was promoting, as it is equally true that a younger Gurdjieff had himself come under the spell of theosophical concepts, though in his late work The Herald of Coming Good (1932), he implies his interest was essentially subversive. According to Paul Beekman Taylor, Gurdjieff told Orage in 1923 that he spent nine years following in Madame Blavatsky’s alleged footsteps, finally arriving in India, where Blavatsky placed the ideological centrum of her movement, and Gurdjieff realized the fruitlessness of his efforts; Blavatsky’s theosophy did not have the answers he sought and her accounts, he maintained, were untrustworthy.4

        What light did Maud Hoffman’s article shed on the “Russian” Gurdjieff?

        As usual in treatments of Gurdjieff, the man is primarily addressed through his recommendations to students; when he appears in the picture, it is as the sedentary and usually benign conductor of ceremonies, spotlit by adoration. The “light” is not intelligible and revelatory but celestial and reverential.

        Gurdjieff challenged minds, but we are still in the dark about him.

        Maud Hoffman related how summer 1923 had seen residents of Avon and Fontainebleau join hotel visitors to witness Saturday evening demonstrations at the old Prieuré des Basses Loges. Saturday night was Open Night at the Institute, and in a converted aircraft hangar big enough to accommodate more than sixty pupils and several hundred observers, gymnastic and sacred dance exercises, sometimes referred to as movements, were performed by troupes of forty students on a stage surrounded by oriental carpets on floor and walls, interspersed with members’ warmly colored paintings and stencils. Below the gaily painted canvas ceiling, goatskins were provided for reclining in Asiatic fashion.

        The movements composed a synthesis of esoteric gestures, believed to encode ancient ideas that related the soul to the musical harmony of the cosmos, religious ceremonial movements, Asian folk dances, and ritual dances of Christian contemplatives and Sufi dervishes. Arresting and hypnotic, the effect could be geometrically mechanical yet aesthetically poetic by virtue of disciplined efforts to respect cosmic movement, striving for a totality of motors serving a single dynamic will, while all parts worked as an organic clockwork, endowed with specific purpose related to the whole: microcosms in macrocosm. Collision too could have its purpose, if only to demonstrate the destructiveness of the rogue, ungoverned will. The pinions of global harmony came not from the lateral world, but from above: as above, so below, goes the ancient Hermetic principle, or in the Christian paraphrase, “Thy will be done on Earth as it is in heaven.”

        As a kind of representative or agent of that will, stood the man himself at the side of the stage, or wherever else the deus ex machina wished to be. Visitors to the New York demonstrations were particularly stunned by two tricks Gurdjieff designed to stagger audiences. The first was the stop command when Gurdjieff 
would make a simple gesture at a moment of choice whereupon the entire troupe 
would stop stock-still in perfect unison, whatever they were doing, regardless 
of pain of posture. The complementary trick occurred when the troupe would gather at the rear of the stage, then rush forward toward the stage’s edge. The audience would naturally expect an impressive stop signal just in time, but on occasion, showman Gurdjieff would turn away, casually lighting a cigarette while the troupe, defying time and space, leapt unrestrained into the abyss before them, being deposited pell-mell yet frozen into the precise positions in which they fell about one another in the seeming chaos of descent. No injuries were reported.

        All this rhythmic magic was accompanied by “mystical and inspiring music”: the work of Gurdjieff’s devoted Russian composer and cocomposer, Thomas de Hartmann. Much of the music bore a flavor distinctly reminiscent of Erik Satie’s Gnossiennes, with oriental scales, pronounced incantatory tones, and stately rhythms of self-conscious, mystico-mathematical 
construction. This was symbolic music, and its natural homeland was the heyday 
of symbolist art that began to flourish in France in the 1880s and whose blooming in Russia in the early twentieth century would be asphyxiated as the Bolshevik Revolution’s concrete social realism banished the ambiguities of genius.

        During her stay at Fontainebleau, Maud Hoffman was surprised to find philosophical exposition of Gurdjieff’s “ideas” in short supply; there were apparently no lectures or classes of philosophical instruction.*6 Everything proceeded on an individual learning-by-doing basis, designed to break accustomed patterns of behavior and familiar comforts. Nevertheless, American papers referred to the Fontainebleau community as the “Forest philosophers,” which had a nice, homely ring about it, redolent of fashionable campfire uniformed movements and the widespread youth subculture of dressing up and living, but not being persecuted, as “red Indians”—a spot of collective savagery to alleviate, or nudge, the uptightness of the bourgeois; hippies in their turn would also don Geronimo bandanas in the 1960s. Gurdjieff’s dancers wore loose unisex clothing of the Bohemian Cossack type: workers indeed, but a very different conception of the worker to the allegedly victorious proletariat of the Bolshevik state.

        Hoffman found that practically everyone at the institute was English or American. The remnant of Russian followers whom Gurdjieff had led from Moscow to Georgia in 1917, thence like the children of Israel fleeing the Bolshevik pharaoh, through the Caucasus to Turkey and eventually to Germany and France, had their own dining room on the other side of the kitchen, past the dairy. Hoffman failed to notice the absence of French students; the French, whose mystical genii had pioneered the occult revival and the Symbolist movement, had their own gnostic 
scene seasoned with Gallic unconcern for foreign novelties. Besides, popular 
French interest in occultism and neo-gnostic spirituality had declined steeply since the late 1890s; the war had practically finished the movement off, its leading lights deceased before the armistice. In a sense, Gurdjieff was bringing coals to Newcastle, after the industry had all but shut down. The latest artistic movements in Paris were Dada and surrealism in abstraction-fueled jazz settings with Lenin a hero; Gurdjieff had no time for any of them. He hated the foxtrot, preferring to summon the West’s chaotic civilization to the timeless steppes of Central Asia.

        Maud Hoffman divined the institute’s kinship to the outer court of an ancient mystery school, lacking only the sign of Delphi above its gates: Gnōthi seauton (Know thyself). There was plenty of work, but the Work’s purpose was essentially for what difference the protracted and often painful effort “worked” inside the being of the worker. Self-observation was very important. Breaking bounds of accustomed behavior or self-perception was crucial to the Work: in a sense to open up to unknown potential through wearing out the familiar self and shape of being. Someone might be asked to dig a ditch for new pipes, only to be instructed by Gurdjieff to fill it up again. The “new pipes” he had in mind perhaps were conduits of the psyche. Surprise and shock were administered for therapeutic value. We are now used to the Gurdjieffian concept of “no pain, no gain.”

        Hoffman understood Gurdjieff’s basic challenge to be his assertion that modern man languished in disharmonious unconsciousness—the individual a puppet whose vaunted freedom was illusory. There could be no true refuge in extreme individualism or in collectivism, for the collective was governed by the ignorant pumping dreams into the masses and calling them real.

        Speaking from the point of view of the middle and upper classes, Hoffman maintained that “most of the energy in modern life flows into mental activity,” so to compensate, there was a need for physical activity. Everyone should be a worker and Gurdjieff spoke of the Work, doubtless purloining and transmuting the traditional activity of the alchemist: the Great Work of psychic and substantial transformation of low into exalted golden or spiritual states. Gurdjieff gave the Work a modernist twist in line with mystiques of fashionable socialism.

        The physical labor ran alongside an idea that everyone had emotions and 
thoughts to express in art; every person was some kind of artist; everyone could participate in a dance, with a bit of training, and the dance would free the body as an expressive, artistic tool. The material employed by the harmoniously developing artist was the combination of one’s own mental, emotional, and instinctive energies.

        Here is the familiar tripartite Gurdjieffian wisdom—fallen man is three, with three brains: feelings, mentation or ways of thinking, and instinctive physical life. To get all this energy to flow equally into the proper channels, internal conflicts had to be overcome. The self must challenge the self: Where are you; who are you, and why? Why am I here? Who am I? What am I really doing? What do I know? Do I understand this, or am I swayed by feeling? Have I thought too much and felt too little? Have I felt another’s needs while thinking about my own? Am I physically cowardly? Am I a being capable of love? Am I afraid to assert my body? Am I lazy in body, while busy in mind? While running around being busy, do I ever stop to think? Do I respond to instinct? Am I incapable of common sense? Is my life real? Am I really free? Am I a real “I”? And so on. Gurdjieff wanted his students to learn how to flow with the genius and will of unconscious movement, of which the “movements” were symbols. The movements were just as significant when performed alone for purposes of self-remembering, as when danced with and before others.

        Gurdjieff was here not completely out of kilter with other kinds of movements in postwar European philosophy. Nietzsche, inspired by Eduard von Hartmann’s Philosophy of the Unconscious (1869) had prepared some minds for the philosophical value of the unconscious being that could emerge as “superman” from civilization’s Götterdämmerung. Nietzsche believed the solar Apollo of Western rationalism had stifled the instinctive, wild, irrational Dionysus of the chthonic id. The concrete formulae of logical prose had choked the air pipe of poetry, wherein lay prophetic truth, not fact. What passed for “intelligence” disparaged inspiration; mere cleverness suppressed genius: the daimon 
who came from the other side of time. There was among some thinkers a suspicion that the Western world had been “thought to death,” that it made more useful sense to fly an airplane or climb a mountain than read another book—the future was for movement. Into this vortex, bright young things could throw themselves. Along with the “more life at all costs” tendency existed a corresponding thrust toward mechanical movement, being part of something bigger, imitation of fashion, skating on ice for thrills, superficiality of feeling: lack of depth, meaning, understanding, sympathy.

        Gurdjieff’s institute impressed on Hoffman its claim that harmonious movements could establish a reactionary effect to mechanical civilization’s unnatural cramping of humanity’s latent style. Work was good. There was to this dictum, however, a most vital caveat that fascists and communists utterly missed: the work must be voluntary and intentional. It was primarily for the individual’s welfare, and only for other individuals as a parergon or side effect. The individual’s essential will ought to be revealed and enacted, not suppressed, kept on the right, harmonious track by openness to religious feeling and the life of conscience.

        The Work called for mental sweating too. Gurdjieff filled the vacant hours with learning languages or physical and mental tricks: codes that could be incorporated into performances, with numbers representing words and parts of words, or notes for the piano, or movements. Mental agility of yogilike dexterity was cultivated and prized. This work was tough, painful, and only rewarding in the end, when movements could be performed with an immediacy combining instinct, thought, and feeling, almost unconsciously.

        Gurdjieff had grasped that a complex philosophy could be transformed into thoughtful actions, just as the Christian saint could express the entirety of God’s mystery in acts of selfless love, senseless to the rationalist.

        After giving a fairly bucolic description of the French château—formerly a priory for Carmelite monks as well as a property of the famous Dreyfus family—its Empire rooms, its tasteful grounds where the piano was played for the dancing outside amid sun’s glare and dappled shades, the basic food, self-help, and communal kitchen routines, Maud Hoffman finally arrived at the man behind it all. Welcoming new students, in hat and overcoat despite the heat, Gurdjieff greets them in the kitchen “with a smile that has both sweetness and spirit-quality.” The first impression was a nature “of great kindness and sensitiveness,” impressions augmented later on by the sense of “combined strength and delicacy, simplicity and subtlety.” According to Hoffman, “he is more awake than any one you have ever known.” By awake 
I presume Hoffman meant a combination of spiritual awareness and vivid, hyperalert presence of being.

        The article concludes with a blunt statement that perfect being cannot be experienced by intellect alone, or by devotional feelings alone, or by physical strength alone. Basically, you needed Gurdjieff’s institute “to fill in deficiencies, correct heredity and habit, and to balance knowledge and being.” All this effort brings the by-product of renewal of energies and youth and the making of oneself to be “more efficient for life.”

        
          Sold!
        

        Gymnastics and worship of youthfulness were popular pastimes in the 1920s and 30s. “Keep young and beautiful” went Dubin 
and Warren’s hit song—a favorite of Churchill’s, incidentally. This was clever 
marketing. That last line about efficiency was quite pointed for a modern American audience. According to the dicta of capitalist “philosophy,” efficiency pursued scientifically was the path to economy and profit. In terms of salesmanship, Maud Hoffman delivered the goods. And it was clear what interested parties could do. They could, if fortunate enough to be admitted at the irregularly attended Prieuré gate, enter a new world in fashionable France, just an ocean liner’s voyage away.

        And what do we learn from Hoffman about the real George Gurdjieff? Bar trying to please and delight paying guests on arrival with a little tenderness, very little. He remains enigmatic, a source of fascination.

        Whichever date he was born, Maud Hoffman and the American public were encountering Gurdjieff in middle age. What kind of life had already shaped the professor of sacred dancing? What lay behind the tender smile of welcome?

        Who really was George Gurdjieff?

      

    

  
    
      TWO

      Reviewing the Situation

      
        A Birth
      

      It is not surprising that questions persist regarding Gurdjieff’s back-ground and identity. Many of Gurdjieff’s early problems stem from the fact that his father, Ivan Ivanovich, was Greek. He was Greek, but he was born in Turkey, whose capital Constantinople languished astride the Bosphorus 
as hub of the great, but long-declining and endemically vicious Ottoman Empire. 
As Christians in Turkey, Greeks suffered persecution despite, or perhaps because of, the fact that Asia Minor (afterward Turkey) had been Greek speaking and anciently Christian until the Seljuq Turk invasion in the eleventh century. Conditions worsened for Greeks with every attempt of the Ottoman Empire’s subject peoples, including Greeks, Cretans, Armenians, Bosnians, Albanians, Macedonians, Bulgarians, Romanians, and Montenegrins, to throw off or alleviate the Ottoman yoke. Under Turkish rule, conquered Greeks were subjected to “dhimmi” status, tolerated to live by and large, but not to be treated as equal under Islamic law. Since Christian testimony could not gainsay Muslim testimony in a Turkish court, theft, perjury, fraud, and murder of Greeks could and did pass unheeded as crimes. Persecution had the support of Islamic religious justice.

      
        ARCHIVAL RECORDS

        Hearst columnist and old friend of Aleister Crowley William Seabrook, in reporting Gurdjieff’s arrival in New York in 1924, gave the family name as Georgiades, a familiar name to Greek immigrants in the United States. Whence Seabrook got what he took to be the original Greek form of the Anglicized Russian Gurdjieff is unknown. Georgos means “farmer” in Greek and is the origin of Gurdjieff’s Christian name, Georgii. Georgeades means “son of George” but as far as we know, Gurdjieff’s father’s name was Ivan Ivanovich (or son of Ivan). Ivanovich was a common surname in Macedonia and in Montenegro. Nevertheless, the name Ivan Ivanovich Gurdjiff does appear in Alexandropol, Russian Armenia, close to the Turkish border in 1907. A gazette of local families lists this person as married to Eva with two sons: Georgii born in 1880, and Dmitri born in 1883, and a daughter, Sophia.1 Even though Gurdjieff’s mother’s name was the Greek Evdokia—meaning “good thought”—which should not strictly be shortened to Eva (Eve), it is probably Gurdjieff’s family that is being referred to, despite the doubtful birth dates; Gurdjieff did indeed have a brother Dmitri and sister Sophia, born in 1895 or 1896.

        Earlier records complicate the issue of Gurdjieff’s father’s name still further. While Alexandropol sources from 1883–1918 spell the name in Russian Cyrillic as Giordzhev and Gyrdzhev,2 Georgian records, according to Paul Beekman Taylor, state that it was as Vasilii Kurdjogli that Ivan’s brother Vasilii married Politima Oprikov in September 1867; Vasilii was Gurdjieff’s uncle. This apparently Turkish or possibly Georgian form of the surname is also to be found, with a slight variant, in Armenia’s Central Archives.3 There, we find Ivan Ivanovich Kurchogli, husband of Evdokia Elephtherovna (born 1852; Russian form of “daughter of Elephther”), 
whom Ivan is recorded as having married in 1871, aged twenty-three. In Turkish, oglu is the common suffix meaning “son of” and ogli could be a transliteration of it.

        Given the quantity of variants, we cannot be certain what Gurdjieff’s name derives from or when it was adopted as a family name. Gurdjieff himself offers no assistance in the matter, but he always pronounced his surname “Gyor-jeff” in the Russian mode. There was, however, a village called Gurdji, part of Armutlu on the Turkish Armutlu peninsula by the Sea of Marmara just south of Constantinople (Istanbul), no longer listed, the scene of Greek army atrocities against Turks during the 1920–1921 Greco-Turkish war waged in western Turkey.4 Gurdjieff maintained in Meetings his family had been Byzantines before the Turks conquered Constantinople (capital of the Byzantine Empire) in 1453, migrating to central Anatolia due to Turkish persecution around Constantinople. The Marmara peninsula had certainly been part of what was left of Byzantium before the capital’s overthrow in 1453. To add to the mystery, Gurji is also both an Arabic and a Persian word for “Georgian,” though if that were the name’s origin one might not expect Georgian records to express it as “Kurdjogli” since in Georgia Gurji was a familiar patriotic nickname for a Georgian.

        Incidentally, toward the end of his chapter on his father in Meetings, Gurdjieff states that the last time he saw his father was in 1916, when his father was eighty-two. This date conflicts with the Armenian archive entry above, where, if twenty-three in 1871, Ivan Ivanovich was born in 1847 or 1848; whereas if Gurdjieff was accurate, his father was born in 1833 or 1834. Whom can we believe?

        One thing we can be reasonably certain of is that both Gurdjieff’s parents were Greek. His mother’s maiden name comes from the Greek Elephtheros, referring perhaps to the Greek Orthodox saint and martyr of this name as well as the ancient Greek word for freedom: a dangerous surname to have in Turkey in the wake of the bloody 1866–69 Cretan revolt against Turkish rule. Gurdjieff’s mother’s father Elepheriadis (Greek again) was married to Sophia, whose name was obviously Greek but who was nicknamed in her capacity as midwife padji, Turkish for “sister,” a clue as to her birthplace. It is worth noting that the Greek eleutheria (freedom) is linked to the Greek goddess of childbirth, Eileithyia, helper of women and patron of pregnant women. In some Greek myths, this daughter of Zeus and Hera was herself born out of wedlock. It is possible that Evdokia’s mother Sophia (Wisdom) was a very understanding “sister,” even to her own daughter. Eileithya was the mother of Eros, after all. There is a cave of the goddess at Koprana, 9 kilometers from Herakleion in Crete.

        Georgia’s Central State Historical Archives reveal that Gurdjieff’s uncle Vasilii lived in Ekepad, one of a number of Georgian villages settled by Greek-speaking Greeks from Turkey.5 Ekepad’s records were included in those of an adjacent village now called Velispiri near the Pshani River, a fairly dreary flat landscape between Tbilisi and Lake Paravani to the southwest. It is also from Georgian records that we learn that Vasilii married Politima Oprikov in November 1867. The date is interesting for several reasons. First, Gurdjieff states in Meetings that his father and his brothers (we only know the name of one of them),6 while hailing from Gumush Khanei—now Gümüshane—60 kilometers south of Trebizond on the Black Sea coast in northeast Turkey, had escaped Turkish persecution by heading east across the border into Georgia. Gurdjieff states this was “not long before the last big Russo-Turkish war.” The war referred to can only be the Russian-Turkish war of 1877–78, a gargantuan armed conflict by any measure. If Vasilii 
was in Georgia by 1867 when he married, that is really quite a long time before 
the cataclysmic war of 1877–78, but such levity of Gurdjieff regarding dates seems to be on a par with his statement in the same chapter of Meetings 
that when his father parted from his brothers in Georgia to journey some 100 kilometers south to Alexandropol in Russian Armenia, Alexandropol’s name had “just changed” from the “Turkish name of Gumri.” In fact, Tsar Nicholas I had renamed this extremely ancient city after his wife Alexandra Fyodorovna as long ago as 1837—and Gumri was not Turkish. Restored today to Gyumri in an independent Armenia, after a Soviet-era name change to honor Lenin, its nineteenth-century christening to Alexandropol was a settled matter by the time Gurdjieff’s father entered this fascinating city of churches and bells.

        Given the dates, it is likely that Ivan and Vasilii’s departure from Turkey to join their ethnic countrymen in Georgia was occasioned by the 1866–69 Cretan Revolt when Greeks in Turkey, especially the Pontus Greeks from the Vilayet of Trebizond where Gurdjieff’s 
father was probably raised, suffered at the hands of angry Turks, conscious that 
Greeks had come from outside Crete to help their brethren fight Turkish 
oppression, after the Turks had failed to deliver on legally binding promises of fair treatment for Greeks. The Cretan revolt shocked Europe, a shock compounded after the “Holocaust of Arkadi” when the majority of the 259 Greek defenders along with some 700 women and children taking refuge in the Arkadi 
monastery died in a deadly conflagration when Ottoman troops stormed the monastery and the abbot ignited gunpowder in the makeshift magazine in a desperate effort to forestall Turkish slaughter.

        Pontus Greeks had inhabited the Trebizond region since Homer’s day. Their continued presence irritated Turkish nationalists. It has been said that one always hates what one has wronged. Gurdjieff’s ancestors may not themselves originally have been ethnic Pontus Greeks with their characteristically antique form of Greek, for he says in Meetings 
that after leaving Byzantium, his forebears had moved to central Turkey, where 
their substantial cattle herds and flocks of sheep prospered until changed conditions forced them to move northward to the Pontus, where they found long-settled people of their own race and traditions.7 Gurdjieff’s account of his father’s eventual, and perhaps traumatic, move from Gumush Khanei to Georgia chimes in perfectly with events of the period.

        In the early 1870s, members of Xenophon, a Greek association founded in Trebizond 
in 1872, were alarmed at the numbers of Pontus Greeks migrating from around a 
hundred Hellenic settlements in the Pontus to Russian territory or to Greece. 
Census returns indicate numbers of Greek settlers in Georgia rose from approximately 12,000 in 1865 to nearly 29,000 in 1886. Gumush Khanei was a well-known Turkish source of Greek settlers in Georgia. While migration fever had ebbed somewhat after a high following the Crimean War in the late 1850s, the Cretan conflict provided a fresh, bayonet-sharp stimulus to get away from Turkish harassment and countless unpunished crimes committed against Greeks and Armenians. When Gurdjieff’s father left Georgia for Armenia he would have found fellow feeling there with Armenians, as well as Greeks, who also fled persecution in Turkey, though this was still some four decades and more before Turkish military persecution of Armenians and Greeks reached genocidal proportions in the second and third decades of the twentieth century at the time Gurdjieff quit Constantinople, like his ancestors, and tried to reestablish himself in western Europe.

        Vasilii’s marriage of 1867 to a woman with a Russian surname would fit well with an exit from Turkey sometime around the inception of the Cretan revolt. Can the same be said of Ivan? It is possible, but according to Gurdjieff’s account, his father Ivan inherited wealth, by the standards of the region, founded on cattle and sheep, and we do not know what part his brother or brothers played in Ivan’s business. It might be that Vasilii went to Georgia to help arrange pasturage for what was, to say the least, a major and conceivably perilous move. We do not know. Nor do we know whether Ivan met his wife Evdokia in the Pontus in Turkey, or later in Georgia, or later again in Alexandropol, for Gurdjieff tells us, as do Alexandropol records, that his father parted from his brothers in Georgia for Alexandropol, without telling us whether Ivan was alone or not, or whether he brought his wealth with him. As for Ivan’s marriage, Michael Benham has passed on evidence from Georgian scholar Manana Khomeriki’s research indicating Ivan and Evdokia married at Alexandropol 
in 1871, the information coming from the metric (family) book of the church in Alexandropol held in Armenia’s Central Archives, which book also refers to the birth of Vasilii’s son. Vasilii’s marriage appears in Georgian records in the metric book for the village of Keivan-Bulgason. It is quite possible that Ivan met the Greek Evdokia in Alexandropol’s substantial Greek quarter, known as Urmonts, which is recorded as having 363 households during the period when Gurdjieff’s cousin, the sculptor Sergei Merkurov’s grandfather built a house in Alexandropol (sometime between 1858 and 1869; accounts differ). Merkurov’s family was among a hundred other Greek families who migrated from western Armenia (far-east Turkey), specifically the Vilayet of Trebizond in the period before the Russo-Turkish war of 1877–78. Grandfather Merkurov, an architect, would build Alexandropol’s Greek Orthodox church, dedicated to Saint George (destroyed by earthquake in 1926). The metric book of the Church of Alexandropol also records the birth of a son Kiriakoz to Vasilii and Politima after the couple, presumably, followed Ivan to Russian Armenia some time after their marriage in November 1867.

        If Gurdjieff was born to Ivan and Evdokia in 1877, as many official records maintain, then he was almost certainly a Greek native of Alexandropol, Russian Armenia. There is the possibility that it was the onset of hostilities between Turkey and Russia in 1877, coupled with Gurdjieff’s imminent birth or immediate infancy that occasioned a final departure from Turkey to safety with the new baby. In which case, it is possible that Gurdjieff was in fact born in Turkey and that was something he either did not know or did not wish anyone else to know. And if Gurdjieff was telling the truth about his age in his last years, and his parents were not married until 1871 as one record attests, then it would mean that he was born out of wedlock, something he may not have known, or something he did not want others to know. Besides, if the received birth date for his mother is accurate (1852), she would only have been thirteen or fourteen if, against the bulk of evidence, Gurdjieff was born illegitimately in or around 1866. Of course, had Evdokia indeed become a mother at that tender age, it would account for the later marriage when eighteen, and the confusion over birth dates. Could there have been a cloud over Gurdjieff’s birth? Benham considers this speculation highly unlikely, not only because a birth date of 1866 goes against the majority of documentary evidence, but because Evdokia had already lost two children before Georgii came along.

        While it might be convenient or even sensational to solve the mystery of Gurdjieff’s birth date thus, there is a significant story that the timedefying Gurdjieff himself tells, and though we might now feel accustomed to treat his testimony with some scepticism, it does enable us to get a more reasonable fix on just when little Georgii entered the world.

      

      
        CATTLE PLAGUE

        In Meetings, Gurdjieff describes the greatest disaster that ever befell his father,8 whom he does not name, such being his awestruck respect for the man. Having successfully settled his family—father, mother, grandmother, younger brother, sister, and himself—in Armenia, much of whose cattle-friendly land is over 3,300 feet, Ivan augmented his mighty stock with several thousand more cattle belonging to local peasants. Repaying them in butter and cheese, Ivan effectively insured their cattle, even against predations by wolves. But catastrophe struck. Within months, Ivan went from a pampered life as the district’s biggest cattle owner to penury when a fatal cattle plague (rinderpest*7) reached Armenia from Asia. Since Ivan had to repay the peasants for their losses from his personal funds, he was reduced to opening a lumberyard and carpenter’s shop with members of his former household; it was a massive comedown and profoundly affected the family and its self-image.

        Gurdjieff says he was about seven at the time of the calamity and could still recall the family’s shepherds. He recalled also how the lumberyard period lasted for four years, during which time the Russians steadily rebuilt the city of Kars and established the Kars Oblast (region), a strategically significant fist of territory punching right into imperial Ottoman homeland.

        Kars was an ancient, formerly Armenian fortress city about 70 kilometers west of Alexandropol across what had been and is now again the Turkish border. While the bulk of casualties endured by protagonists of the 1877–78 Russo-Turkish war had been in Turkey’s northwest, the Russians having invaded through a Bulgaria that had risen furiously against Turkish cruelties, a major wing of the campaign was fought from Georgia in the east. The Russian army was 50,000 strong with 202 guns against a Turkish strength of 100,000. Kars was besieged by the Russians in May 1877, finally falling to the victorious Russian general Ivan Lazarev on November 18 of that year, whereafter five formerly Turkish regions were joined to the Kars Oblast. Russia intended the territory’s annexation and with the war’s conclusion in 1878 began rebuilding Kars as the Christian city it had been centuries before. It was now joined to the Russian Empire with its environs, including the northerly province of Batumi near the Georgian border on the Black Sea’s east coast. By 1881, eleven thousand Muslims had left the Kars region, and economic migrants from Armenia and Georgia, as well as Pontus Greeks from Turkey, were encouraged to settle in their place under Russian military protection. One of these migrants was Gurdjieff’s Uncle Vasilii, later followed, alone initially, by Vasilii’s brother Ivan, who established his workshop there, leaving his family temporarily in Alexandropol until, presumably, conditions and facilities made moving to Kars sensible.
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