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Abstract 

The growth of pacifist and pacificist sentiment between the two world wars was bound up with 

a sense that both institutional and cultural change were needed to prevent a repetition of the 

horrors of the Somme and Passchendaele. While debates about war and pace aroused strong 

passion, both sides typically articulated their views in a familiar religious or political 

vocabulary, focusing on the ethical challenges posed by war and the extent to which it was 

rooted in existing social and political structures. This article examines the ideas of three 

individuals who approached the subject in rather different ways. The British writer Aldous 

Huxley drew on his knowledge of Eastern religions to suggest that war was incompatible with 

the spiritual unity that underpinned human society. The Serbian émigré Dmitrije Mitrinović 

argued that international politics could only be understood in terms of deeper historical 

processes. The Russian artist Nikolai Berdiaev believed that his ideas about war and peace 

were shaped by spiritual guides who provided him with unique insights into international 

developments. While the ideas expressed by all three men sounded eccentric to many of those 

who heard them, they nevertheless commanded varying degrees of interest and support, 

reflecting a wider sense of disenchantment with the status quo.  
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Alternative Views of War and Peace between the World Wars 

 

The author James Hilton is seldom thought of as a writer of war novels, yet the subject regularly 

occurs in his best-known books, including Lost Horizon (1933), Goodbye Mr Chips (1934), 

and Random Harvest (1941). One of the most memorable passages in Goodbye Mr Chips 

describes how the eponymous school master doggedly persists in teaching his Latin class even 

as anti-aircraft guns fire at a Zeppelin dropping bombs, reassuring his pupils that they should 

not be scared simply because some ‘stink-merchant’ has developed a new form of explosive in 

their laboratory.1 The central character in Random Harvest, a book set against the growing 

international tensions that exploded into war in September 1939, was a First World War veteran 

who had been severely wounded more than twenty years earlier during a foray into No Man’s 

Land.2 While neither book was explicitly ‘about’ war, the storylines tacitly assumed that 

readers shared the horror of the carnage in the trenches that was a staple of public memory after 

1918, along with the pervasive fear that even worse destruction would result from another great 

European conflict. 

    The question of war and peace also ran through Lost Horizon, although in a very different 

way. The book describes how a small group of travellers are kidnapped and taken to Shangri-

La, a monastery hidden away in a remote Tibetan valley, where the monks follow a religious 

tradition shaped by both Christian and Buddhist traditions. The central character, Hugh 

Conway, ‘in whom a mystical strain ran in curious consort with scepticism’, is a member of 

the British Consular Service and a veteran of the 1914-18 war (a conflict that, in his own words, 

‘used up most of my passions and energies’).3 The aura of peace in Shangri-La appeals to him, 

and in a series of conversations with the Chief Lama he is warned that the outside world is 

destined to be destroyed in a conflict that ‘will rage till every flower of culture is trampled, and 

all human things are levelled in a vast chaos’.4 The secret valley alone will remain untouched, 

preserving ‘lost and legendary treasures’ that will in time provide the kernel of a new 

civilisation.5 Hilton did not intend Lost Horizon to serve as any kind of manifesto, even though 

he had from his youth been sympathetic towards the pacifist cause, refusing to join the Officer 

Training Corps when attending the Leys School in Cambridge (he did later respond to his call-

up papers although the war finished before he was posted abroad).6 The success of the novel – 

and the film that followed a few years later – was due above all to the beguiling strangeness of 

the story and (in the case of the film) the stunning cinematography.7 Yet many of the sentiments 



and attitudes that appeared in Lost Horizon echoed those found among a section of the pacifist 

movement of the 1930s.  

    A good deal has been written about what might loosely be called the religious element in the 

development of the pacifist movement across western Europe and North America in the years 

between the world wars. Much of this literature has focused on members of the better-known 

Christian churches: Nonconformist (including the Quakers), Anglican and Roman Catholic. 

Rather less has been written about what might loosely be called a ‘spiritual-mystical’ critique 

of war that rested not so much on Biblical scripture or Christian theology and more on an (often 

uncertain) metaphysical foundation which held that commitment to peace flowed naturally 

from a right understanding of the cosmos.8 Tolstoy’s pacifism proved less influential after 1918 

than it had been before the outbreak of war four years earlier.9 The ideas of Mahatma Gandhi 

on non-violence by contrast attracted growing interest on both sides of the Atlantic, although 

they were always quite marginal in mainstream pacifist discourse, appealing mostly to an 

intellectual audience sceptical of many elements of modern western life.10 The following pages 

examine the ideas of three individuals active in the inter-war years who similarly believed that 

international politics – including questions of peace and war – could not be fully understood 

through either the material or religious categories in which such questions were generally 

discussed. The first of these is Aldous Huxley, the celebrated author of Brave New World 

(1932), who in the mid-1930s played a significant role in the British peace movement. Huxley’s 

later book The Perennial Philosophy (1945) detailed his conviction, developed over the 

previous ten years or so, that there were features and values common to all the world’s major 

religions.11 His pacifism was grounded on a belief in a universal spiritual order that was 

violated by any nation that used force to advance its interests. The second case-study focuses 

on a less well-known figure, the Bosnian Serb émigré Dmitrije Mitrinović who, following his 

move to Britain during the First World War, wrote extensively about international questions, 

interpreting developments using a historical-cosmological language that beguiled some of his 

readers while infuriating others. The third case study explores the career of the celebrated 

Russian émigré artist Nikolai Roerich, who during his travels through India and Tibet in the 

1920s and 1930s became convinced that he and his wife Helena had developed the ability to 

channel the ideas of certain Himalayan ‘Mahatmas’ who possessed a wisdom lost to the wider 

world.12 The Roerichs’ ideas were frequently contradictory as well as obscure. During the 

1920s and 1930s, Roerich actively promoted efforts to build international cooperation to 

protect cultural heritage in times of war, while at the same time doggedly pursuing a ‘Great 



Plan’ to build a new Buddhist federation in Asia, a development that would inevitably cause 

conflict among the great powers. 

     While the ideas of all three men discussed here were shaped by a sense that human society 

could not be understood without an ‘esoteric’ cognizance of the spiritual principles that 

underpinned the world, each of them was also determined to identify ways in which their 

unorthodox insights could influence both public and political opinion.13 The result was often a 

bewildering fusion of abstractions and speculation combined with trenchant observations and 

analyses of the contemporary international crisis. Before his departure from Britain to 

California in 1937, Aldous Huxley worked hard to promote the pacifist cause both through his 

writings and his work on behalf of the Peace Pledge Union (PPU). He was nevertheless shrewd 

enough to realise that his fascination with eastern religion was unlikely to be shared by many 

of his readers, and while his ideas were shaped by his distinctive metaphysics, he was careful 

to avoid using a language that might alienate his audience. Dimitrije Mitrinović also sought to 

disseminate his ideas through his writing, though his work typically appeared in publications 

with a limited circulation, while his convoluted language meant that many of his readers 

struggled to understand him. He was indeed by the 1930s more focused on developing a group 

of devoted followers, in the manner of better-known ‘gurus’ of the period such as G. I. Gurdjieff 

and P. D. Ouspensky, hoping that his acolytes would in some way form a nucleus for change. 

Roerich similarly built up a devoted following, both in Europe and the USA, although he was 

far more ambitious (and successful) than Mitrinović in influencing policymakers and publics, 

attracting extensive press coverage on both sides of the Atlantic, and acquiring significant 

influence on leading figures in the Roosevelt administration. The unorthodox character of the 

views articulated by Huxley, Mitrinović and Roerich limited their popularity, sounding 

‘crankish’ to most of their contemporaries, yet they still commanded a degree of interest at a 

time when the social and political dislocations of the inter-war years were fuelling 

disenchantment with the status quo.14 While the ideas of all three men were unconventional, 

and often downright confusing, they echoed a wider interest in the 1920s and 1930s about the 

potential for developing radically new approaches to questions of war and peace.    

 

Aldous Huxley 

Aldous Huxley’s influential novel Brave New World was fuelled by its author’s dislike of 

‘Fordism’,15 which he treated not simply as a system of mass production, but rather as ‘a 



dreadful religion of the machine’ that would in time ‘end by destroying the human race’.16 He 

was nevertheless still comparatively uninterested at this point in his career in the kind of 

questions about spirituality and consciousness that would soon come to fascinate him. Huxley 

was, though, already in the early 1930s on close terms with the writer and broadcaster Gerald 

Heard, who had a long interest in psychic research, as well as being a yoga practitioner and 

leader of group meditation sessions (he had argued in his 1929 book The Ascent of Humanity 

that telepathy had been a feature of early human societies).17 Heard was without doubt 

influential in changing Huxley’s outlook in the mid-1930s, encouraging his friend’s mystical 

‘turn’, as well as encouraging him to become active in the burgeoning peace movement. The 

two things were closely connected in Huxley’s mind.18 He was by 1935 convinced that ‘nothing 

can possibly work or get us out of our present state except complete pacifism of the Quaker or 

Buddhist kind. The implications of this are, of course, fundamentally religious – Christian for 

those who believe in Christianity; for those who don’t (and Christianity has a very bad record 

on peace) some simple conception of an underlying spiritual unity, realized through the practice 

of meditation’.19 Pacifism was for Huxley not simply about opposing war but instead part of a 

search for new ways of living. He had in Brave New World outlined his fears about how 

contemporary technological developments threatened to subordinate human freedom and 

destroy any semblance of individuality. His interest in exploring the spiritual underpinnings of 

human society was fired by a more positive search for alternative patterns of development that 

emphasised organic unity over conflict and war. 

     Huxley corresponded regularly with the Rev. ‘Dick’ Sheppard,20 the founder of the PPU, 

and devoted a good deal of time and energy to speaking and writing on behalf of the Union. In 

his 1936 pamphlet What are You Going to Do About It, he suggested that members of the PPU 

should meet regularly both to discuss affairs and conduct ‘spiritual exercises’ that would 

remind them of humanity’s ‘profound spiritual unity’.21 His friend Gerald Heard argued that 

such group sessions were capable of creating a collective force that could shape the actions of 

governments and influence the behaviour of the dictators (an idea that seems to have been 

based on a rather bowdlerised understanding of Gandhi’s concept of satyagraha).22 Robert de 

Ropp, who came to know both Huxley and Heard well, later recalled how he and a number of 

fellow-minded members of the PPU also committed themselves to vegetarianism and the 

pursuit of a simple life.23 One of the most influential figures for those who sought to ‘live out’ 

their pacifism in this way was the American Richard Gregg, author of The Power of 

Nonviolence (1934), which circulated widely in Britain from the moment of its first publication. 



Gregg also helped draft the 1936 PPU pamphlet ‘Training for Peace’ that, among other things, 

recommended meditation and communal folk-singing as part of a training in non-violence.24 

Such ideas and practices were, though, decidedly unattractive to many members of the PPU 

(including, eventually, Sheppard himself). One member from Bradford complained that a focus 

on fostering hatred of war was being distorted into searching for ‘the regeneration of the 

individual’ rather than shaping a coherent political response.25 A student at Oxford fretted that 

‘we have gossiped about vegetarianism and knitting and Indian ahimsa [non-violence], when 

we ought to have pondered economics and Parliament and Spain’.26 Other influential figures 

in the PPU like Kingsley Martin insisted it should act as a political organisation rather than a 

setting for quietist retreat.27   

     Huxley’s natural sympathies undoubtedly lay with the ‘Gregg cranks’. The story of his 1936 

novel Eyeless in Gaza focused on the story of how the suicide of a close friend led the central 

figure, Anthony Beavis, to abandon his habitual cynicism and embark on a spiritual journey 

that led him towards pacifism and mysticism (Beavis was in large part a self-portrait of 

Huxley). It ended with a resounding claim that achieving peace depended on a sense of ‘Unity 

with all being … Peace from pride and hatred and anger, peace from cravings and aversions, 

peace from all the separating frenzies. Peace through liberation … Peace beyond peace, 

focussed at first, brought together, then opening out in a kind of boundless space’.28 The book, 

described in the Times as less of a novel and more ‘a ballet of ideas’,29 was widely reviewed in 

newspapers and journals, although surprisingly few critics engaged with its central argument 

that pacifism should form part of a wider process of personal and social transformation.30 

Gilbert Armitage suggested in the English Review that the author of Eyeless in Gaza had turned 

into ‘a bit of a bore’.31 Other writers lamented the fading of the youthful Huxley whose 

cynicism had captured the mood of a post-war generation. His turn to mystical pacifism was 

generally seen by reviewers as a personal quirk rather than an interrogation of the fundamental 

causes of war. 

     While Huxley’s views on war and peace were shaped by his conviction that the most 

propitious metaphysical environment for pacifism was one that recognised a ‘belief in a 

spiritual reality to which all men have access’,32 he often crafted the language he used when 

talking and writing about the peace movement to avoid alienating those of his readers who did 

not share his interest in satyagraha and ahimsa. His principal focus was instead on showing 

that pacifism could be ‘strictly ethical and business-like’ [italics added].33 In his 1937 book 

Ends and Means, written after he had left Britain for America, Huxley argued that good 



objectives could not be achieved by unethical measures, a position that did not depend on a 

commitment to any particular religion or philosophy, and was indeed consistent with a 

traditional Kantian ethics. He emphasised that international change could only come about 

when individuals rejected the idea that war could serve as a legitimate means of securing 

national interest and instead embraced the principle of non-violence (‘The thing that makes for 

peace above all others is the systematic practice in all human relationships of non-violence’).34 

The entries in the Encyclopaedia of Pacifism which he edited (and largely wrote) were similarly 

neutral in character, providing information on subjects ranging from disarmament to Christian 

teaching on war, although Buddhism was described as ‘the only great world religion which has 

made its way without bloodshed or persecution’.35 Huxley’s pacifism nevertheless continued 

to be viewed with suspicion in many quarters. It was particularly unattractive to left-wing 

writers like C. Day Lewis, a member of the Communist Party, who attacked it as a ‘big beautiful 

idealist bubble’ that failed to engage with the political and material realities of the 

contemporary world.36 Huxley’s pacifism also continued to perplex many in the PPU who were 

more focused on supporting practical measures to prevent war. 

     Huxley’s pacifism and fascination with eastern religions were nevertheless shared by many 

prominent literary figures of the inter-war years, including E. M. Forster and Christopher 

Isherwood, although Isherwood’s interest in Hindu philosophy and meditation only developed 

fully after he moved to California.37 An interest in the ‘occult’ had for many years been a 

prominent feature of English literary modernism, typically taking the form of a fascination with 

unorthodox forms of knowledge, often supposedly derived from eastern religious and spiritual 

traditions.38 The growth of interest in Theosophy in North America and western Europe during 

the late nineteenth century, fostered by Mme. Blavatsky’s writings on the Secret Doctrine 

supposedly revealed to her by the ‘masters’ she encountered during her travels in the East,39 

resonated with an audience searching for new forms of understanding in an increasingly 

routinised world devoid of meaning and enchantment. The carnage of the First World War 

increased still further the appeal of esoteric forms of knowledge, along with spiritualism,40 

prompted by a sense that the conflict had shown the emptiness of materialism and the triumph 

of what D. H. Lawrence called ‘sordid, rampant, raging meanness’.41 A commitment to 

pacifism was for many in the 1920s and 1930s an integral part of a broader critique of a 

deracinated society that appeared to have lost any sense of its foundations. 

     This pervasive sense of crisis helps to explain the growing interest between the wars in 

figures like the Russian émigré P. D. Ouspensky, a sometime follower and collaborator of G. I. 



Gurdjieff, the Greek-Armenian ‘guru’ who developed a convoluted ‘philosophy’ which 

attracted numerous devotees to the Institute for the Harmonious Development of Man which 

he established at Fontainbleau in 1922.42 Ouspensky had by the 1930s established himself in 

England, where he attracted a group of followers who, in the words of one of them, were 

expected to act with great ‘secrecy. No one was allowed to talk about the teachings outside the 

group’ (something that reenforced the cult-like atmosphere).43 Ouspensky’s ideas seem almost 

impenetrable today, fusing together elements of eastern wisdom with a laboured pseudo-

scientific language, but his lectures in central London were attended by many prominent 

literary figures including J. B. Priestley. T. S. Eliot, Gerald Heard and Aldous Huxley himself.44 

Their presence reflected the widespread interest in esoteric forms of understanding among at 

least a section of the British intelligentsia. Ouspensky also attracted numerous followers from 

other walks of life, many of whom lived and worked as ‘students’ at Lyne House, the estate in 

Surrey overseen by ‘The Master’ and his wife. The students were expected to labour on the 

estate farm, as well as attending lectures, a course of action designed to ensure that ‘the 

neophyte who enters the school has to realise that he is asleep, that he has no will, no permanent 

I’.45 Such a life was not for everyone. When Huxley and Heard visited Lyne House they found 

little to attract them. Robert de Ropp, who had by now become one of Ouspensky’s students, 

later recalled in his memoirs that both men were too ‘unpractical’ and ‘fond of their own 

opinions’ to join Ouspensky’s band of devotees.46 He was almost certainly right. 

     Huxley and Heard were already set on leaving Europe when they visited Lyne House. The 

two men moved to America shortly afterwards, in part to escape what they believed was an 

inevitable war, although Huxley also planned a lecture tour there on pacifism.47 They 

encouraged Ouspensky to consider emigrating as well. Ouspensky himself had a lively 

awareness of the dangerous international situation, along with an abiding hatred of Bolshevism, 

but he seldom addressed questions of war and peace directly in his writing and lecturing. He 

subsequently described in his book In Search of the Miraculous how Gurdjieff had, while still 

living in Russia, argued that war was ‘the result of planetary influences’, and could only be 

ended when men and women awoke to understand their true nature and break free from the 

constraints under which they laboured.48 Such bizarre and perhaps allegorical words seemed 

to indicate that a change in the international order could only come about through a 

transformation of human beings themselves. Ouspensky was himself equally gnomic on the 

whole subject. When De Ropp told Ouspensky that he was perturbed to find that many of his 

followers did not ‘work for peace’, but were instead only concerned with ‘the salvation of their 



own souls’, the Master pointed to a young man shovelling manure into a wheelbarrow and 

chuckled that such action was itself ‘work for peace’.49 Ouspensky’s claim – which echoed 

Gurdjieff’s – was presumably that real peace could not be brought about by disarmament talks 

and treaties but only through a fundamental transformation of both individuals and society. De 

Ropp appeared for a time to accept the argument, becoming an habitué of Lyne House, where 

he joined with others in the search ‘to extract meaning from a world that seemed to be 

meaningless’.50 The question of how a process of personal transformation could impact in a 

practical way on the wider world nevertheless remained (to say the least) unclear. Huxley by 

contrast always recognised that while his own commitment to pacifism was rooted in a 

distinctive understanding of the fundamental unity of the world, he could best influence public 

opinion by using a language that chimed with widespread popular anxiety about the 

destructiveness and inhumanity of war. It was both a shrewd practical strategy and a recognition 

that pacifism could easily descend into a sectarianism that would reduce its influence and 

appeal. Huxley acknowledged that pacifists could only ‘persuade the majority of their fellows 

that the policy of pacifism is preferable to that of militarism’ if they made at least some effort 

to engage with their concerns.51 

 

Dimitrije Mitronović 

The growing interest during the inter-war years in what might loosely be termed an esoteric 

understanding of human society – and its impact on broader questions of peace and war – can 

also be seen in the career of Dimtrije Mitrinović. Huxley was a well-known figure in Britain. 

Mitrinović was not (though he has in recent years been much studied by scholars in Serbia 

where he has been widely acclaimed as a central figure in creating the idea of a common 

European identity).52 Yet his career, too, shows how the ‘occult’ currents that flourished 

between the wars could shape ideas about the nature of international politics. Mitrinović was a 

central figure in the Young Bosnian movement that flourished in the years before 1914, writing 

pieces in journals including Zora and Bosanska Vila in which he argued that European 

civilisation was in a state of terminal crisis, a motif that was hardly unusual during this period 

(in part a reflection of the influence of Nietzsche on fin de siècle culture).53 He was as a young 

student in Munich deeply interested in the work of the Russian philosopher Vladimir Solov’ev, 

who argued that the world should be viewed as an organism moving towards a final 

reconciliation of God and humanity,54 and subsequently gave close attention to the ideas of the 



German Erich Gutkind, whose Siderische Geburt (Sideral Birth) deployed an elusive mystical 

language to argue that humanity was at the dawn of a new age.55 Mitrinović was also closely 

involved with efforts to build a small group of initiates – a Blut-bund – capable of 

understanding ‘the entire horizon of truths’ that could alone lead to the creation of a new sense 

of pan-humanity cutting across lines of ethnicity and religion (he established particularly close 

relations with the Russian émigré artist Wassily Kandinsky).56 

    The outbreak of war in July 1914 effectively destroyed these outlandish hopes, and 

Mitrinović escaped to London, where he sought to keep alive the ideal of the Blut-bund, 

approaching influential figures including H. G. Wells and Petr Kropotkin in an effort to 

persuade them ‘to join our undertaking’.57 Like many others at the time, Mitrinović was 

convinced that the war was not simply a conflict between nations, but rather an apocalyptic 

event that would, despite the slaughter, eventually allow the ‘noble and lofty elements within 

the European race’ to ‘build a more God-like mankind than the present one’.58 By 1916 he was 

working with the Serbian Orthodox bishop Nikolai Velimirović and the writer Stephen Graham 

to build ‘a secret society’ that would ‘operate from the invisible towards the visible, from an 

initiated few to the many who were as yet unaware of the movement’.59 The initiative came to 

nothing, in part because attempts to recruit influential individuals failed, but the emphasis on 

personal contacts and secrecy were to become defining features of much of Mitrinović’s work 

in the years that followed. 

      In the years following the end of the war, Mitrinović was successful in attracting the support 

of the influential writer and editor Alfred Orage, who had over the previous decade turned his 

journal The New Age into one of the most influential literary publications in Britain. Orage had 

himself been interested in theosophy when a young man, and while he later broke with the 

Theosophical Society, his long-standing concern with questions of religion and spirituality was 

enhanced by the horrors of war.60 One of those who knew him well recalled that the conflict 

had ‘led to an exodus of occult philosophers from Eastern and Central Europe’, many of whom 

like Mitrinović made their way to the offices of the New Age, while another of Orage’s 

collaborators subsequently wrote that the Serb appeared ‘out of the centre of what one feared 

was now the flaming wreck of European civilization, proclaiming a gospel of world salvation 

inspired by the perennial philosophy and the Christian revelation’.61 Orage was impressed by 

his young visitor, subsequently publishing numerous pieces by Mitrinović, including a series 

of articles on ‘World Affairs’ that appeared in the New Age in 1920-21 under the telling 

pseudonym ‘Cosmoi’. 



     Mitrinović eagerly seized the opportunity to promote the kind of ideas he had been 

developing over the previous fifteen years or so, using his ‘World Affairs’ column to analyse 

through the language of ‘towering abstractions’ and ‘metaphysical allusions’ both historical 

and contemporary developments.62 Readers who expected ‘World Affairs’ to reflect on 

diplomatic and military affairs in an immediate way were likely to be disappointed. They were 

instead treated to such passages as 

We conceive the world as one great mind in process of becoming self-conscious; and 
from this point of view the various races may be regarded as rudimentary organs in 
course of development within the great world-embryo … Where there is war there is, 
therefore, something wrong – a misunderstanding or ignorance on the part of one or 
all of the parties of their respective world obligations.63 

 

Many readers were confused and frustrated. Some of those familiar with the New Age later 

claimed that ‘Cosmoi’s’ columns so alienated readers that some of them stopped buying the 

journal. Yet others, like the writer Philip Mairet, believed that ‘for all [the] vast array of 

transcendental concepts and eternal values, [the articles] had a bearing upon some concrete and 

temporal issues’.64 Mitrinović certainly believed that a full understanding of the contemporary 

world was impossible without grasping the fundamental factors that underpinned its 

development. His use of quasi-mythological language reflected his sense that the complexity 

of humanity’s evolution in the universe could only be captured in these terms. Such esoteric 

bon mots as ‘the idea of Universal History is contained within normal Man, since the very unity 

of man is only a meta-type of the pleromic unity that is and is to be’ might not have meant 

much to many readers.65 It was, though, a language that came easily to a man well-versed in 

the history of European philosophy in general and the language of the Silver Age of Russian 

culture in particular. Mitrinović was sufficiently rooted in the language of fin-de-siécle 

symbolism to interpret the world as something more than its immediate material presence.  

     The ‘World Affairs’ columns defy easy summary, but at the heart of Mitrinović’s credo was 

a powerful sense of the organic character of human society, in which nations and races 

represented aspects of a single whole. While his words about the distinct mission of different 

races grate on a modern consciousness, Mitrinović claimed that no single nation was more 

advanced than any other, despite his suggestion that ‘The inward and temperamental cult of the 

East … whether ancient or modern, is essentially the cult of the Past, of the Race, of the 

Universal [while] that of the West, speaking in a general way, is the cult of the Future, of the 



Individual, of the Particular’.66 He argued that ‘the White race’, although ‘the appointed natural 

and historic organ and instrument of world-organization, is without any centre and direction’, 

with the result that it could only fulfil ‘its duty’ to provide an impetus towards new forms of 

world union by building on the Universal instinct of the East. Britain in particular, was destined 

by ‘Providence and Destiny’ to play a pivotal role in fostering a ‘Universal Organic Order 

[which] transcends all such limiting ideas as Peace of the World, League of Nations, Reunion 

of Christian Churches, Social Revolution [and] United States of Europe’.67 Mitrinović’s 

complex language was designed to persuade his audience of the need for new and creative ways 

to build an international order that would not like ‘The League of Nations [be] a typical piece 

of bourgeois machinery designed, first and foremost, to keep the world as it is … a negative 

concept of progress, of harmony without movement’.68 The ideas expressed in the ‘World 

Affairs’ columns may have alienated many New Age readers, but they fascinated Orage, who 

helped to draft some of the early pieces. Mitrinović’s ideas and persona also intrigued many of 

those he met, including the poet Edwin Muir (who praised the Serb’s ‘erratic soaring mind’) 

and the critic Paul Selver (‘Hardly had I shaken hands with him than I found myself so affected 

by his mere presence that I nearly lost consciousness’).69 Mitrinović was throughout his time 

in Britain more adept at winning the loyalty of individuals ‘face-to-face’ rather than through 

the printed word. His complex ideas seemed, at least to some, intimately bound up with his 

personality and presence. 

     Orage’s departure for Gurdjieff’s Fontainbleu Institute in 1922 removed from the scene 

Mitrinović’s most influential supporter. In the years that followed, he became increasingly 

interested in the study of psychology (his reading of Jung confirmed his belief that ‘at the back 

of our individual organs and functions lie collective, racial and perhaps even deeper levels of 

consciousness in which each of us lives and moves and has his being’).70 He was instrumental 

in establishing the International Society for Individual Psychology, more commonly known as 

the Adler Society, which was inspired by the ideas of the Austrian psychiatrist Alfred Adler. 

The membership overlapped closely with the Chandos Group, whose affiliates were broadly 

committed to guild socialism and the social credit scheme associated with C. H. Douglas, which 

claimed contra conventional economics that the main economic problem was not one of 

scarcity but distribution.71 Mitrinović himself believed that the development of the informal 

networks associated with the Adler Society and the Chandos Group were evidence of his ability 

to bring together individuals and groups to work for the cause of Universal Humanity (his 

involvement with both organisations reflected his characteristic sense that contemporary issues 



could not be understood without reference to more fundamental questions about the nature of 

humanity and human destiny). The creation of both the Adler Society and the Chandos Group 

also shows how there was in 1920s Britain a significant public appetite for new ways of 

thinking that went beyond conventional economic and political debate, instead focusing on 

deeper questions about the nature of human society, and the way in which it was shaped by 

deep-seated patterns of historical development. 

     The critical developments of the late 1920s and early 1930s, ranging from the Wall Street 

Crash and the Great Depression through to the Japanese invasion of Manchuria and Hitler’s 

rise to power in Germany, signalled a new phase in ‘the Twenty Years’ Crisis’. The rise in 

support for the extreme left and right across much of Europe reflected a pervasive sense that 

existing economic and political institutions needed to be transformed. Mitrinović responded to 

these changes with a blizzard of activities, establishing new journals and discussion groups, as 

well as giving large numbers of lectures at the central London house that served as headquarters 

for the Adler Society. There was, though, always something of a contradiction in the strategy 

he used to win support for his ideas about the nature of the global crisis and its possible 

solutions. While he was extremely active in establishing new fora designed to encourage fresh 

thinking about economic and political issues, including questions of international relations, he 

typically preferred to remain outside the public gaze, instead working closely with a small 

number of close followers. And, while the articles that appeared in the journals Mitrinović 

helped establish echoed his belief that greater harmony in both international and domestic 

affairs rested on understanding the deeper unity that bound humanity together, they typically 

sought to focus on more immediate questions such as the potential of the British Empire or an 

Anglo-American Federation to serve as the foundation for a new international order. There was 

not necessarily a tension between the two, given Mitrinović’s core belief that contemporary 

developments were shaped by more fundamental processes of historical change, but they did 

reflect his ambivalence about whether he should seek to influence developments through public 

engagement or by cultivating followers who could become catalysts in bringing about change. 

There was indeed always something of a tension between the publicist and the guru in the 

Serb’s approach to advancing his ideas.  

     Mitrinović’s ideas about both domestic politics and world order remained as elusive as ever 

throughout the 1930s.72 In his lectures he continued to use a language that confused or alienated 

many of his listeners (‘There is a new realm to conquer, the realm of Spirit and Deed, where 

Personal Initiative unites in Personal Alliance to create a New Social Order’).73 In 1933 he 



once again used the pseudonym ‘Cosmoi’ for a series of articles that appeared in the journal 

New Britain, a publication he had established some months earlier, which commanded a 

significant readership drawn from those who believed that the world was in crisis but were 

unconvinced by the shibboleths offered by the extreme left and right. Mitrinović told his 

readers that he sought to analyse global developments through ‘the vast processes of time’ 

(‘Our crisis of today is a planetary spasm of birth and ascension into greater and new 

existence’). The same piece continued by arguing that the time had come to ‘become aware of 

the glorious truth of the immanence of Divinity in our human essence…For the human world 

is freezing in its institutions and in its giant blocks of mass movements’.74 Mitrinović tried on 

occasion to analyse contemporary developments in terms of his grand vision, arguing that 

closer Anglo-American union could help create greater global stability, and support ‘Albion’ 

in its appointed task of leading the move towards European federation. In an editorial in The 

New Atlantis, another journal he helped to establish, he warned that in the absence of 

fundamental change, both domestic and international, the triumph of materialism would lead 

to a global conflict and sweep away ‘our human and universal Europe, the world’s heart of 

culture and of the sense of personality’.75 He also suggested that Britain should lead the 

transformation of the League of Nations so that it could become ‘the organization of Man’.76 

     Some of those who contributed to the bewildering succession of journals that Mitrinović 

established – New Britain Quarterly, New Britain, New Atlantis, New Europe and so on – were 

convinced by the esoteric pronouncements of their eminence gris. Winifred Fraser, one of 

Mitrinović’s most loyal acolytes, suggested in 1932 in New Britain Quarterly that ‘we old 

Europeans … need a creative catastrophe and a change of consciousness’ in order to solve ‘the 

problem of community’ (like Mitrinović she believed that the search for a sense of community 

capable of overcoming a prevailing sense of anomie and fragmentation was the most important 

challenge facing the contemporary world).77 Two years later, Maj-General J. F. C. Fuller argued 

in New Europe that efforts to secure international peace were doomed without an 

acknowledgement that ‘the world order is insane’ and that ‘individuals and peoples must rise 

from the grave’ if the current crisis was to be overcome.78 The opening editorial of the first 

edition of New Europe, in which Fuller’s article appeared, sought to present ‘Albion’ as ‘the 

material-foundation … for the Western and for the World-Renaissance’, calling for ‘the 

humanity of England’ to ‘burst into higher consciousness’. The transformed continent sought 

by Mitrinović and his closest adherents was not simply a federation designed to overcome war 

and conflict caused by clashes of national sovereignty, but rather a place informed by ‘that truth 



of humanity which is more than historic and material, more worthy than this world of matter 

and power’.79 

     Mitrinović’s distinctive persona was as noted earlier pivotal in attracting many of his more 

devoted followers. It was in many ways like the impact Ouspensky had on his acolytes. While 

neither man were charismatic figures in either the popular or Weberian sense of the term, at 

least some of the attendees at Mitrinović’s lectures found the atmosphere ‘hypnotic’,80 while 

one of his followers later recalled how the Serb ‘held me firmly by a strong leash’ (Alan Watts, 

subsequently to become one of the best-known popularisers of Eastern spirituality in the West, 

noted more acerbically that Mitrinović’s closest followers ‘loved and feared him’ as a ‘great 

magician and rascal-guru’).81 Yet Mitrinović’s influence on the wider network of groups and 

publications that he helped establish in the first half of the 1930s was in practice often limited. 

Publications like New Britain and New Atlantis attracted many prominent contributors, ranging 

from socialists like G. D. H. Cole and Raymond Postgate through to the former Times editor 

Wickham Steed and the Nobel prize-winning scientist Frederick Soddy. Bertrand Russell also 

contributed. Most of these writers were blithely unaware of the outlandish views of Mitrinović 

and unaware of his connection to the various journals. They certainly made no effort to engage 

with the Serb’s more esoteric ideas. 

    The editor of New Britain – the most widely-circulated of the journals associated with 

Mitrinović in the early 1930s – was the journalist Charles Purdom, who wrote numerous pieces 

calling for the creation of a new economic and political system that would allow individuals to 

flourish as members of a transformed British polity committed to changing the pattern of 

international politics. The distinct if somewhat incoherent fusion of internationalism and guild 

socialism that ran through many articles in New Britain undoubtedly appealed to a section of 

‘disaffected youth, disillusioned with the state of Britain, but unwilling to embrace fascism or 

communism’.82 Many readers were, though, less than patient when confronted with 

Mitrinović’s ‘hysterical outbursts of pseudo-religious “explosion” which astonish all normal 

readers’.83 Purdom urged readers to be patient and persevere in trying to understand such 

pieces, and his own articles represented an attempt to embed abstractions in a more familiar 

language, although in time he too came to disagree sharply with Mitrinović. Purdom believed 

that to have any real impact, the advocates of the kinds of ideas outlined in New Britain needed 

to engage fully with the political system, perhaps even trying to establish some kind of political 

party.84 Such an idea was anathema to Mitrinović, who preferred to analyse both domestic and 

international politics in terms of a language that sought to identify how historical change was 



shaped by deep-seated if elusive metaphysical principles, while remaining distinctly vague 

about how such knowledge could influence the real world. 

     Mitrinović’s occasional efforts to engage more directly with contemporary international 

challenges showed the problems he faced when seeking to apply his abstract ideas to concrete 

problems. In autumn 1933, he published ‘An Urgent Appeal to His Excellency the Chancellor 

of the Reich’, claiming somewhat curiously that ‘my own [i.e. Serbian] culture is essentially 

German’, adding that his youthful work to build the Blut-Bund was intended to lay the 

foundations for a wider European federation. Despite his emollient opening words, he went on 

to chide the Führer and other Nazi leaders for behaving like ‘evil supermen’, who would in 

time be judged ‘by the Christ-Spirit and the Spirit of Adam’, unless they abandoned their 

narrow nationalism in favour of a recognition that only a European federation rooted in spiritual 

unity could prevent American and Soviet domination of the world. Mitrinović urged Hitler to 

approach Britain to take the lead in building such a federation, within which Germany could 

‘realise the Organic, the Threefold, the truly Socialist State of Manu, of Plato, or of Rudolf 

Steiner’s meaning and essence’.85 He also argued that Europe’s salvation could only be 

achieved by abandoning materialism (an argument that he developed using a series of distinctly 

antisemitic tropes). It can safely be assumed that Hitler never read Mitrinović’s Open Letter! 

Mitrinović himself within a few months acknowledged that rearmament was likely to be critical 

in restraining the expansion of Nazi Germany. It was a concession to the world of material 

force that was in some ways at odds with his general philosophy and reflected the challenge of 

relating practical policy recommendations to more abstract ideas about the role of pan-

humanism in transcending national divisions.  

     Mitrinović’s British biographer has made a valiant if not altogether successful effort to 

identify a degree of coherence in his subject’s views on issues ranging from the nature of history 

to international politics.86 And there were certainly a number of core ideas that ran through 

Mitrinović’s writings: that achieving international peace depended on fundamental changes in 

the nature of individuals and societies; that a growing sense of international community 

depended less on organisations like the League of Nations and more on the development of a 

pan-human instinct that transcended nationalist loyalties; and that Britain had a pivotal role to 

play in leading this fundamental transformation of the international order. Mitrinović, like the 

better-known Petr Ouspensky, always insisted that his ideas were ‘scientific’, although they are 

perhaps best understood as poetic and visionary, appealing as much to the heart as the mind (it 

is worth noting that the notion of ‘science’ in many European languages encompasses more 



forms of inquiry than is customary in English). The distinguish Slavist Elizabeth Hill rightly 

noted that the Serb’s ideas were shaped above all by ‘intuition’.87 Nor is it chance that 

Mitrinović was always most at ease when dealing with a small group of devoted followers, 

whose sense of the Serb’s genius was bound up with his compelling personality as much as the 

ideas he promulgated.  Perhaps above all, though, Mitrinović’s career showed the extent of 

disillusion in inter-war Britain with conventional thinking about economics and politics (both 

domestic and international). The idea that there might be order beyond the chaos, accessible to 

those ready to seek it, provided a sense of direction and comfort to some of those experiencing 

the bewildering challenges of the times. There were indeed elements in Mitrinović’s thought 

that exhibited a distinctly ‘gnostic’ character, even though he never really addressed the vexed 

question of how the passing contingencies of human affairs related to his sweeping discussion 

of historical change.88 It is perhaps a feature of all those who seek to understand the world sub 

speciae aeternitatis. Ideas about hidden meanings beneath the flux of events often flourish at 

times of disorder, providing initiates with a sense of reassurance, or at least a way of 

understanding the world around them.   

 

Nikolai Roerich 

Mitrinović was more adept at winning support among a small group of loyal followers than he 

was at influencing a broader public. The same was true in part – but only in part – of Nikolai 

Roerich, the celebrated Russian artist, whose life and work has over the last century become 

the subject of a cottage industry of research too voluminous to summarise here.89 Roerich 

attracted numerous acolytes across Europe and North America, who were attracted not only by 

his distinctive artistic vision, rooted in a mystic sense of the deeper realities that underpinned 

the phenomenal world, but also by a belief that the artist himself embodied a new form of 

spiritual wisdom that could transform humanity. Many supporters uncritically accepted the 

claims of Roerich and his wife Helena that they received messages from a mysterious group of 

‘mahatmas’ living in the depths of the Himalayas. Much of Roerich’s decidedly orientalist 

philosophy echoed the theosophical motifs articulated a few decades earlier by Madame 

Blavatsky, ascribing a special significance to a mythologised East, home of a wisdom unknown 

to the more ‘advanced’ societies of the west (such orientalism was of course a standard trope 

in the ideas of Huxley and Mitrinović as well as inter-war ‘gurus’ like Ouspensky and 

Gurdjieff). His ideas were, like those of Mitrinović, profoundly shaped by the occult cultural 



motifs that flourished in the Silver Age of Russian culture (Roerich lived in Russia until moving 

abroad after the 1917 Revolution, and was closely involved in artistic developments, including 

the celebrated mir iskusstva movement, among other things designing costumes and stage sets 

for Diaghilev’s Ballets Russe).90 

     Roerich was, though, more than simply an artist of genius and proponent of a belief system 

that treated the familiar material world as a carapace for something more enduring. He also 

made strenuous efforts to use his insights into the ineffable to shape historical events (he 

tellingly referred to himself on many occasions as a ‘practical idealist’).91 During the 1920s 

and 1930s, Roerich developed a distinct geopolitical vision founded on a belief in the existence 

of ‘Shambhala’, a hidden mythical realm located in the depths of Asia, which he believed could 

become a force inspiring Buddhists and other indigenous peoples to free themselves from 

subservience to outside imperial powers (a vision to which he gave the name ‘The Great Plan’). 

While the artist recognised that pursuing his goals would benefit from the support of important 

governmental figures around the world, he was also shrewd enough to realise that his ambitions 

would need to be framed in a language that avoided reference to his more outlandish beliefs, 

instead presenting them in ways that made sense to those who thought of international politics 

in more pedestrian terms. In the years between 1925 and 1935, Roerich sought support for his 

vision in meetings with influential figures including Soviet politicians and Japanese officials 

along with two US Presidents. He also succeeded in persuading a future US Vice-President to 

support some of his most important initiatives. And, for good measure, he also attracted the 

enduring hostility of the British and Indian governments, who feared that his activities could 

pose a potential threat to social and political order in south Asia. Roerich’s otherworldliness 

and esoteric beliefs found a degree of purchase even in the humdrum terrain of diplomacy and 

politics, a reminder that unorthodox ideas could command a surprising degree of support in the 

troubled years between the two world wars, at a time when the established social and political 

order appeared increasingly fragile.  

     Roerich’s attempt to shape international politics was not limited to his Great Plan. Among 

the developments most closely associated with his name during the 1930s was the so-called 

Roerich Pact – more formally ‘The Treaty on the Protection of Artistic and Scientific 

Institutions and Historic Monuments’ – which was designed to preserve cultural heritage in 

times of war (the Treaty’s key provisions subsequently shaped the UN’s “International 

Convention for Protection of Cultural Values in the Event of Armed Conflict”).92 A study of 

events leading up to the signing of the Pact in 1935 by the twenty or so states belonging to the 



Pan-American Union not only casts light on Roerich’s idiosyncratic views on international 

politics; it also illuminates wider attitudes towards humanitarian internationalism at a time of 

growing global tension. Roerich’s support for the Pact reflected his deep-seated concern about 

the potential impact of war on museums and art galleries as well as historic buildings and sites 

of archaeological importance (he had been preoccupied with the question since the early years 

of the twentieth century when still living in Russia). He was, though, also hopeful that pursuing 

the Pact would build contacts with politicians and other public figures in Europe and North 

America who could help further his ambitions to advance the ‘Great Plan’. Geopolitics, 

pacifism and spirituality were tangled together in Roerich’s mind and work in ways that 

complicate efforts to make sense of his strenuous efforts to shape international developments.  

     Roerich had moved to London in 1919, appalled by the ruthlessness of the new Bolshevik 

government in Russia, before moving on to America the following year. Both the artist and his 

wife had for many years been fascinated by Buddhism, and on arriving in the USA they began 

to develop the doctrine of Agni Yoga, an elusive ‘system of living ethics’ which echoed many 

well-established theosophical tropes (though the Roerichs characteristically emphasised the 

originality of their ideas).93 Helena Roerich in her trances channelled the ideas of one Master 

Morya, who as well as inspiring the system of Agni Yoga seems to have been influential in 

shaping the Roerichs’ growing belief that they had an important role to play in using the myth 

of Shambhala to foster the creation of a new state in Asia inspired by Buddhist teachings. The 

elusive Mahatmas in the Himalayas sent messages to the artist and his wife telling them that 

Russia was destined to play an important role in shaping the future of large swathes of Asia, 

including Mongolia and Tibet, as well as large swathes of China and Siberia, an area which 

Roerich believed could become the heart of a new Buddhist realm. He and his wife travelled 

to northern India in 1923, where he spent his time painting, as well as convincing himself 

through discussions with local Buddhist monks that the times were propitious for promoting 

the Age of Shambhala. Roerich interpreted the burgeoning conflict between the Panchem Lama 

and the Dalai Lama in quasi-eschatological terms as evidence that massive changes were about 

to sweep across the heart of Asia.94 The artist himself subsequently claimed to be the 

reincarnated fifth Dalai Lama, displaying a penchant for wearing elaborate robes hinting at his 

exalted status, something designed both to increase his prestige in Asia and advance his exotic 

image in the west. 

     The artist returned to America via Europe in 1924, meeting with officials at a number of 

Soviet embassies, including Nikolai Krestinskii in Berlin, sharply criticizing British policy 



towards the region (the meetings appear to have been facilitated by the mercurial émigré 

Russian agronomist Dmitrii Borodin who was probably an agent of the Soviet secret police).95 

Roerich assured his interlocutors that the Buddha’s teaching was revolutionary and that an 

alliance between Buddhism and Communism could fundamentally change the international 

balance of power.96 He also noted that such an alliance had the support of the Mahatmas. Such 

words were calculated to strike a chord with a Soviet government keen to extend its influence 

in the region, not least because Roerich also told his interlocutors that he planned to return to 

there, promising that his efforts to mobilise the local population in favour of a new Buddhist 

state would weaken British influence (the government in Moscow was convinced that the 

British were about to make a systematic effort to seize Tibet in part to counter Soviet influence 

in Mongolia).97  

     While Soviet officials were understandably bemused by Roerich, the government in 

Moscow was ready to offer its support to the artist’s plans for a further ‘Central Asian Art 

Expedition’ to the lands north of the Himalayas. The artist and his party first arrived in the 

region in the spring of 1925, before Roerich travelled to Moscow, where he met with senior 

figures in the Soviet government including the Foreign Secretary Boris Chicherin (the two men 

had been loosely acquainted before the Revolution).98 The two men discussed Roerich’s pan-

Buddhist schemes along with potential agricultural concessions in the lands north of the 

Himalayas. The artist presented letters purportedly dictated by Master Morya praising the 

Soviet government for its efforts to raise the material and spiritual condition of its Asian 

population. He also told his hosts that Buddhism was revolutionary and that an alliance between 

Buddhism and communism would sweep away the established order in Europe. Chicherin 

promised support for Roerich’s plans, though he was like other senior figures in the Soviet 

government deeply suspicious of his intentions, suspecting (not unreasonably) that Roerich 

was trying to engineer Soviet support to advance his own objectives.   

     There was always something fantastic about the whole ‘Red Shambhala’ episode, but while 

leading Soviet officials distrusted Roerich, a surprising number of more junior figures shared 

his esoteric interests and obsession with the East (a fascination that was a hallmark of many 

Russians of all political views in the wake of the Revolution).99 Roerich’s machinations do not 

seem to have reflected any fundamental rapprochement with Bolshevism, but were instead a 

calculated attempt to use Soviet support to promote his Great Plan, in part through countering 

British influence in Tibet and its environs. The artist’s subsequent travels through Tibet and 

Mongolia in 1926-27 predictably led to very little of substance, not least because of the skilful 



efforts of British officials to counter his activities. Colonel Frederick Bailey, a legendary figure 

in the Great Game and now Political Officer for Sikkim and Tibet, used a mixture of charm and 

bureaucratic obstruction to prevent Roerich’s party from reaching Lhasa as originally planned 

(Bailey had in the wake of the Russian Revolution spent considerable time underground in 

Bolshevik controlled central Asia monitoring the activities of the new regime there).100 Roerich 

had by 1928 abandoned plans for building some kind of Socialist-Buddhist alliance in the East. 

He did not, though, abandon his hopes of building a new Buddhist state in Asia. The project 

continued to dominate his imagination and was once again to become the main focus of his 

activities in the mid-1930s. In the meantime, Roerich devoted increasing attention to the 

challenge of securing a treaty to protect culture in times of war, a project that was on the face 

of it less controversial than his Great Plan, although in the event it too raised significant 

concerns among those who believed such an objective was both impossible and potentially 

dangerous. Roerich’s sense of urgency to promote the Pact may also have reflected his belief 

that a great war in Asia over the future of Shambhala could lead to the wholesale destruction 

of cultural heritage unless there were in place definite means to preserve it.101 

     A text of the proposed ‘Treaty on the Protection of Artistic and Scientific Institutions and 

Historic Monuments’ was first drafted in 1928 by the Russian émigré jurist Georges Chklaver, 

a long-time associate of Roerich who taught law at the University of Paris (the two men 

privately discussed how to encourage governments around the world to respond positively to 

the proposal).102 The draft was formally requested by the Roerich Museum in New York, which 

had been established a few years earlier both to house the artist’s paintings and provide a 

meeting place and educational forum to advance his ideas. Roerich had long built up a devoted 

following on both sides of the Atlantic, including influential figures like Louis Horch, the New 

York philanthropist and foreign exchange speculator, who funded many of the artist’s activities 

and played a pivotal role in planning the new Museum premises that opened in 1929. Roerich’s 

travels in Asia over the previous few years had been widely discussed in the New York Times 

and other publications,103 with the result that he had become something of a celebrity, testimony 

to the interest in all things eastern and exotic among a section of the American public. When 

he returned to New York in the summer of 1929, following a short trip abroad, Roerich was 

welcomed by the mayor and whisked through the New York streets in a motorcade.104 A few 

days later he travelled to Washington, where he met President Hoover at the White House, 

hoping to convince the President to support the draft treaty on the protection of sites of culture 

in times of war. The meeting led to little of substance (in a near-farcical moment Roerich found 



that the frame of the picture he planned to give the President was too large to take with him on 

the train meaning that he arrived in Washington without a gift for Hoover).105 Not all the press 

coverage of Roerich was positive, though, not least because of his earlier dealings with the 

Soviet government.106 While he carefully edited the English-language account of his travels, 

excluding descriptions of his meetings with Soviet officials,107 he continued to be viewed in 

some quarters as a ‘Bolshevik’.108 Many members of the State Department looked with 

scepticism at Roerich, and while they did not share the intense suspicion of their British 

colleagues, American diplomats struggled to make sense of his bewildering range of activities 

and contacts.109 Opinion in the Department varied as to whether the artist was a crank or 

something more dangerous.  

     Many – perhaps most – of those who supported the initiatives that resulted in the ‘Roerich 

Pact’ did not share (and were almost certainly ignorant of) the more colourful views of Roerich 

himself. Among those was the émigré Russian jurist Baron Mikhail Taube, who had before 

1917 held senior positions in the tsarist foreign ministry, where he established a reputation as 

one of his country’s leading experts on international law (by the early 1930s he taught the 

subject at the University of Paris). Taube had written numerous scholarly works reflecting his 

interest in the challenge of ensuring peace in the absence of a universally accepted organisation 

with the capacity to ensure international order. While he ascribed an important role to religion 

in shaping the fabric of global politics,110 his ideas had little in common with Roerich’s esoteric 

views, though he was deeply committed to practical humanitarian initiatives designed to 

prevent or limit the destructiveness of war.111 Both Taube and Chklaver played an important 

role in building support for the Roerich Pact throughout the early 1930s, particularly in Europe, 

where the most important centres of Roerich’s followers were found in Paris and Riga.112 

Chklaver, unlike Taube, was well-aware of the artist’s distinctive views, with which he was in 

broad sympathy, although he was adept at using a more conventional vocabulary when seeking 

to win support for the Pact. Roerich, too, was ready to adapt his language to appeal to a wider 

audience. In March 1930, he published an article in the New York Times proposing that a special 

flag should be created (‘three spheres within a circle on a white background’) to be flown above 

sites of cultural importance signifying that they should not be targets in case of war.113 While 

Roerich’s words were at times extravagant (‘Humanity is striving in diverse ways for peace, 

and everyone, in his own heart, realizes that this constructive work is a true prophecy of a new 

era’), his rhetoric for the most part echoed the more familiar tropes of humanitarian 

internationalism. He suggested that the League of Nations would be well-disposed to the idea 



given that the ‘Banner of Peace’ was a symbol of ‘world unity’ which he argued – incorrectly 

– was an objective of the League. Roerich recognised that esoteric language was more likely 

to alienate than attract supporters, and while he wrote enthusiastically about ‘beauty and 

knowledge’ as universal values that provided the foundation of ‘civilization’, any reference to 

all-knowing Mahatmas or eastern spirituality was missing. 

     The cause of the Pact was greatly advanced by a meeting of 400 delegates that took place 

in Bruges in the autumn of 1931 (a second meeting convened in the Belgian city the following 

year). Roerich himself had by now returned to Asia, but he fully endorsed the aims of the 

conference, organised by the artist Camille Tulpinck,114 sending an address to the attendees 

telling them that ‘only the values of culture will solve the most complex problems of life’.115 

He repeated a point he had regularly made in his previous writings, arguing that the Banner of 

Peace should be regarded as a counterpart to the Red Cross, protecting the buildings where it 

was flown in the same way that the Red Cross flag denoted medical facilities that should be 

spared from attack. After Tulpinck formally opened the conference, Chklaver made a lengthy 

speech introducing the Pact,116 while Taube along with several other academics spoke on the 

legal challenges involved in implementing the proposal. A good deal of attention was given to 

such questions as building up an inventory of critical heritage sites and objects.117 Roerich was 

warmly praised by delegates – Taube called him ‘one of the greatest personalities of our time’ 

– but the praise was for the artist’s commitment to protecting art and architecture rather than 

as any kind of spiritual guru. The proceedings of the Bruges Conference were above all 

testimony to the spirit of inter-war internationalism, shaped by a commitment to building 

cooperation designed to prevent a repeat of the nationalist tensions that exploded in 1914.  

     While the delegates who assembled at Bruges were enthusiastic supporters of a Pact to 

protect heritage assets in times of war, the initiative still faced criticism from elsewhere, not 

least among those who pointed out that many buildings of historic value contained important 

government offices and would inevitably be targets in time of war.118 The British and Indian 

governments – along with a significant number of officials at the US State Department – 

remained suspicious of any activities inspired by Roerich given his former dealings with the 

Soviet government. And, while Chklaver assured the Bruges Conference that the League of 

Nations was supportive of the Roerich Pact, the reality was rather different. Officials in Geneva 

were already by the end of 1930 angry at claims made in the press that the ‘International 

Institute of Intellectual Co-operation’ (IIIC), an advisory body to the League headquartered in 

Paris, had unconditionally endorsed the idea of the Pact.119 The League also politely but firmly 



declined to send a senior representative to the first Bruges Conference.120 The suspicion with 

which the Pact was viewed in League circles continued over the next few years, not least when 

a further conference met at Washington in 1933 to discuss how best to advance the initiative, a 

move condemned by senior figures in the IIIC as both ‘impracticable’ and ‘dangerous’. The 

Secretary General of the IIIC’s ‘International Office of Museums’ argued that any attempt to 

humanise war or reduce its destructive consequences would make conflict more likely. He also 

suggested, as many had before, that it was impossible to identify a comprehensive list of 

heritage sites of particular importance.121 Such views were widely shared in Geneva. Many 

League officials believed that the artist had some unknown and potentially concerning motives 

of his own, which might if achieved undermine peace rather than preserve it.122  

     There was as noted earlier a marked tension between the language of humanitarian 

internationalism which characterised most public discussion of the Pact and the private 

language Roerich used when talking to his closest confidantes about international politics. Yet 

there were times when the boundary between these two worlds evaporated (or at least became 

more porous). The most celebrated example concerns Henry Wallace, who was appointed as 

Secretary of Agriculture in 1933 by Roosevelt before later serving as Vice President during the 

President’s third term in office.123 Wallace, who first met Roerich in 1929, had for many years 

been interested in theosophy and freemasonry, and was inclined in the words of one scholar to 

see the New Deal as ‘a harbinger of impending spiritual revolution’.124 On a visit to New York 

he visited the Roerich Museum, apparently at the suggestion of Dmitrii Borodin, and was 

immediately transfixed by the spiritual vison he saw in the art displayed there. Although 

Roerich at first paid little attention to his would-be acolyte, once Wallace was appointed to 

Roosevelt’s Cabinet the artist quickly recognised that he might serve as a conduit to power, 

inducting him into his inner circle with the name ‘Galahad’ (the Roerichs gave exotic names to 

all their close collaborators). Wallace for his part wrote at length to Roerich at his residence in 

India throughout 1933-34, often addressing the letters to ‘Dear Guru’, a correspondence that 

many years later threatened to derail his political career when his opponents acquired copies of 

the letters by ‘Bubblehead’.125 Wallace’s language echoed the kind of occult language that 

Roerich himself often used: ‘Long have I been aware of the occasional fragrance from the other 

world which is the real world. But now I must live in the outer world and at the same time 

make over my mind and body to serve as fit instruments for the Lord of Justice.’126 The 

Agricultural Secretary referred in his letters to ‘the Great Ones’ (the mysterious Himalayans 

who communicated telepathically with Roerich and his wife). The Secretary of State Cordell 



Hull, who often crossed swords with Wallace, was by contrast ‘the Sour One’. Helena Roerich 

in her diaries, which characteristically combined a tone of esoteric obscurantism with 

references to contemporary developments, repeatedly noted that Master Morya believed 

Wallace could play a critical role in furthering the Shambhala project (not least through exerting 

direct influence on Roosevelt who, despite his failings, had ‘some successful traits’ that could 

in time lead him to a fuller understanding of contemporary realities).127 While the artist initially 

concealed from ‘Galahad’ the full scale of his ambitions, Wallace was well-aware in broad 

terms of Roerich’s Shambhala ambitions, although he carefully concealed them from the 

President and other senior figures in the White House. The Agriculture Secretary was on more 

secure ground when taking the lead to win support for the Roerich Pact, given that Roosevelt 

was broadly sympathetic to the language of international cooperation, although Cordell Hull 

was like most of his officials sceptical of the whole project.128 

     The State Department’s suspicion of the principles enshrined in the Roerich Pact were 

rooted both in the familiar scepticism about Roerich as well as doubts about whether it would 

be practical to protect cultural heritage in the maelstrom of war. Wallace himself sent numerous 

letters to Hull asking him to support the Pact, although Hull was careful not to commit himself, 

and warned Wallace against taking any action that might commit the U.S. government. Wallace 

nevertheless continued to work closely with other supporters of Roerich to attract statements 

of support from prominent individuals including H. G. Wells and George Bernard Shaw as well 

as educational institutions including Duke University and M.I.T. He also spent a good deal of 

time trying to persuade leading politicians in the House and Senate to voice their approval. 

And, above all, Wallace worked hard to win over the President. His efforts met with 

considerable success when, in the summer of 1933, Roosevelt instructed the State Department 

to appoint Wallace as a delegate to a forthcoming international Conference to be held in 

Washington to discuss ways of furthering the Banner of Peace initiative. The decision 

effectively represented a political victory for Wallace over Hull.  

     The proceedings of the ‘Third International Convention for the Promotion of the World 

Wide Adoption of the Roerich Pact and the Banner of Peace’, that met in Washington in 

November 1933, were, like the earlier meetings in Bruges, free from the language of ‘Great 

Ones’ and service to ‘the Lord of Justice’ (the same was less true of publications aimed at 

Roerich’s more devoted followers which dismissed his opponents as the ‘servants of 

darkness’).129 Roerich’s address to delegates – once again sent from his Indian residence – 

certainly included colourful language (‘The violations against creative life seduced generations 



into the abyss of savagery’). It was nevertheless focused on the prosaic task of preserving 

important artefacts of human civilisation from destruction. Roerich firmly aligned the proposed 

Pact with other international organisations already in existence (‘As with the case of the 

International Court of Justice at The Hague, the International Postal Union, the Red Cross—

our Pact and Banner does not represent in its essence any international difficulties’). The 

language used by speakers at the Washington Conference was typically restrained. Wallace 

read out Cordell Hull’s notably uneffusive message of support (‘While there are in existence 

certain agencies for the protection of such works [of art], I am in entire sympathy with the 

objects for which the meeting you are now attending was called, and I would be gratified if 

these aims could be accomplished’). Wallace himself emphasised in his address how ideas of 

‘common humanity’ required a response not just to the horrors of military conflict but also ‘the 

deadly economic weapons of tariffs, quotas, and speculative currencies.’ He called for a 

rallying around an ‘International Flag of Cultural Unity’ to help ameliorate the tensions caused 

by nationalism. The Agriculture Secretary praised Roerich as ‘a manifold genius’ who had 

devoted his life to ‘the cause of world cultural unity’. He said nothing about Roerich’s 

idiosyncratic geopolitical vision nor his belief in the incorporeal Mahatmas who inspired 

him.130   

     Wallace visited the White House a few days before the Conference formally opened, 

handing Roosevelt a copy of the proposed Pact along with a Banner of Peace flag, following 

which the President ‘gave assurance of his interest in the furtherance of the movement’. Nor 

was this necessarily untrue. Eleanor Roosevelt had publicly supported the idea of the Pact the 

previous year – she had also spoken at the Roerich Museum131 – while Roosevelt’s mother was 

a longstanding admirer of Roerich. Roosevelt himself was in any case more inclined than his 

predecessors to support initiatives that flowed outside the normal bureaucratic channels (a 

theme that quickly became a hallmark of the New Deal). A few weeks after the Washington 

Conference, the Seventh International Conference of American States at Montevideo approved 

the draft Pact and urged all members of the Pan-American Union to sign it. The State 

Department, while not directly opposing such a move, instructed its delegates to limit 

discussion of the issue so far as was possible.132 Wallace himself spent much of 1934 trying to 

persuade Roosevelt that the US government should commit itself to the Pact, although his task 

was made more difficult by Hull’s on-going scepticism. The position of the Agriculture 

Secretary was complicated still further by the fact that his private support for Roerich’s Great 

Plan meant that he was acting at odds with the central tenets of Roosevelt’s foreign policy. 



Roerich had by now embarked on a new trip to east Asia, ostensibly to study agricultural 

methods, but once there he quickly sought to build links with both White Russians and Japanese 

officials in the hope they would provide support for his grand ambitions in central Asia. The 

President had by contrast recognised the Soviet government and was committed to opposing 

Japanese expansion. Roosevelt almost certainly knew nothing of Wallace’s closeness to 

Roerich. And, while he knew a little about the ideas of the artist and his wife, the President was 

certainly unaware of the Great Plan in any of its uncertain iterations. 

    Roosevelt had decided by the late summer of 1934 that the USA should endorse the Roerich 

Pact as part of the initiative set in motion by the Pan-American Union. In August he gave 

Wallace the plenipotentiary authority needed to sign the agreement (a decision that was a 

further rebuff to Hull and the State Department). Nor was he put off his plans by letters 

subsequently sent to him by Helena Roerich telling the President that that ‘the fate of many 

countries is being weighed on the Cosmic Scales’ but that with her help he would be able to ‘to 

occupy the worthiest place in the New Epoch’.133 It must nevertheless be a moot point whether 

Roosevelt would have put so much trust in Wallace if he had known of Galahad’s place in the 

calculations of Roerich and his wife. The treaty itself was signed on 15 April 1935 at a 

conference in Washington attended by representatives from twenty-one countries. At its heart 

was the principle that ‘historic monuments, museums, scientific, artistic, educational and 

cultural institutions shall be considered as neutral and as such respected and protected by 

belligerents’. Roosevelt was present at the signing and made a short speech praising efforts to 

preserve ‘the cultural achievements of the nations of this hemisphere’. Roerich was once again 

absent – he was travelling in Asia – but sent an address read out by Wallace suggesting that 

‘the sacred manifestations of Beauty and Science [can] merge us into one powerful union’. 

There was as ever nothing to hint at his occult preoccupations.134  

    There is no question that Roerich was genuinely committed to preserving important items of 

heritage from the ravages of war. Nor is there reason to doubt that he believed the treaty which 

came to be indelibly associated with his name could increase international cooperation. 

Roerich’s oriental mystique, along with his importance as an artist of real talent, undoubtedly 

increased his appeal to sections of European and American society at a time of widespread 

despair about the global political and economic situation. His suggestion that cultural artefacts 

in all their different forms possessed universal value seemed to provide a potential focus for 

agreement in a world threatened by conflict and war. The artist was by contrast always far more 

reticent about his ambitions to promote some form of Pan-Buddhist Federation in Asia, not 



least because he knew that any such development would run directly contrary to the diplomatic 

priorities of both Britain and the USA, creating tensions that could make international conflict 

more likely. His activities in Asia consistently perplexed and concerned officials in London and 

Washington, as well as Moscow and Tokio, who fretted that Roerich might be the agent of a 

hostile power rather than a grandiloquent eccentric convinced that his elusive spiritual guides 

were instructing him to transform the politics of a large swathe of Asia. Yet there is little doubt 

that the artist did believe his own claims. Roerich’s efforts to influence international politics 

were rooted in an unshakeable belief that he possessed insights rooted in a higher consciousness 

denied to most of his fellow mortals.  

 

Both theologians and historians of utopias have long recognised the challenges of disentangling 

what might loosely be called the visionary and the mundane.135 The destruction caused by the 

First World War led to numerous efforts to identify how a new international system could be 

built that would prevent a recurrence of the slaughter. Some of these initiatives, such as the 

search for new forms of collective security focused on the League of Nations, fell under the 

umbrella of what Martin Ceadel (building on A. J. P. Taylor) called pacificism: that is a rejection 

of war as irrational and inhumane combined with a recognition that in extremis a resort to force 

may sometimes be necessary to prevent something even worse.136 Unconditional pacifists by 

contrast believed that the use of force was invariably wrong. Their motivations were varied. 

Some members of organisations like the PPU rejected war as incompatible with Christian 

ideals. Others believed that war was a product of the fundamental failure of an international 

economic system based on the principles of capitalism. Still more believed that preparing for 

conflict by a programme of rearmament made war more likely. Such beliefs were, for all their 

differences, firmly located within what might be called the mainstream discourse about 

questions of war and peace. The three figures discussed in this article by contrast articulated 

their ideas using a very different language. Each of them also recognised, though, that if their 

ideas were to be anything more than intellectual curiosities then they needed to find ways of 

engaging with wider public debates. 

     Aldous Huxley’s pacifism was rooted in his sense of the unity of all being, and while his 

ideas were founded as much on instinct as intellectual reflection, he firmly believed that a resort 

to war was always irrational and contrary to the deeper rhythms of the world. He was 

nevertheless determined to influence developments in a more practical way. Both Huxley’s 



PPU lectures and his writings show that he was in the 1930s shrewd enough to articulate his 

pacifism in a language designed to resonate with an audience that had little interest in his 

metaphysics. The same was far less true of Mitrinović, who positively relished articulating his 

ideas in a language calculated to mystify his readers and listeners. Yet it is hard to avoid the 

impression that such mystification was a deliberate strategy, which probably helped to cement 

his role as a ‘guru’ to a small group of devoted followers, even as it failed to make an impression 

in the wider public sphere. Mitrinović’s attempts to reach beyond his immediate supporters to 

promote his ideas, through the establishment of a network of organisations and publications, 

ultimately proved a failure, in large part because he was always more comfortable in a private 

setting where he could exercise his force of personality. Mitrinović’s ideas about the nature of 

international politics were for all their complexity rooted in a powerful sense that contemporary 

developments could only be understood against a vast historical canvas. His ambivalence about 

translating his insights into the everyday vernacular of political analysis meant, though, that 

his ideas never penetrated the public consciousness. 

     The career of Nikolai Roerich is fascinating precisely because he acquired a public persona 

and influence that eluded Mitrinović. Roerich was like Mitrinović a product of the European 

‘east’ who presented himself as having access to an oriental wisdom that offered knowledge 

inaccessible to the occidental mind. Both men cultivated a semiotics of the self that relied on 

their dress and personal presentation to embody the ideas they offered to the world. While this 

persona seems to have led to Mitrinović’s general marginalisation in his adopted home, even 

as it helped to cement his appeal with a small group of followers, Roerich’s ‘mystique’ 

reinforced his reputation as an artistic genius who could offer profound insights that eluded 

more ordinary mortals. He was well-aware that his hopes of building a new pan-Buddhist realm 

in Asia would be anathema to many governments, anxious to defend their interests in the 

region, which helps to explain why he was far more inclined to proclaim publicly the virtues 

of the Roerich Pact rather than the Great Plan. The ‘Treaty on the Protection of Artistic and 

Scientific Institutions and Historic Monuments’ faced a good deal of criticism from diplomats 

and officials around the world, but its objectives and language were consonant with the broader 

language of an international humanitarian movement that sought to prevent war and ameliorate 

its worst impacts. Yet even allowing for this, it is still remarkable that Roerich was able both 

to meet with senior political leaders in several countries and attract sustained financial support 

from benefactors and well-wishers. Although his influence on international political 

developments was limited, and his motives often the object of suspicion, the mere fact that a 



man who claimed to be the reincarnation of the fifth Dalai Lama could obtain access to people 

of wealth and influence reveals something about the international climate of the 1920s and 

1930s. 

    The ideas promulgated by Huxley, Mitrinović and Roerich struck many of their 

contemporaries as eccentric or downright bizarre. They typically feature in international 

histories of the inter-war years only in passing (to the extent that they feature at all). Yet the 

fact that their ideas commanded a degree of interest serves as a useful reminder that the 

international history of the years between the two world wars cannot be told simply in terms 

of diplomatic history and economic relations. The rational-analytical vocabulary that typically 

dominates such approaches sometimes struggles to fully comprehend a world constructed out 

of what Immanuel Kant famously called ‘the crooked timber of humanity’.  
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