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Preface

“You have taken on a large task,” warned one well-known author who had
known Gurdjieff. “Looking for G. historically must be like looking for the
historical Moses.” The analogy appeared increasingly apt as my work on this
book progressed. For who was Moses? And what was Moses? A historical
figure or a myth? And if the latter, with what motives did the mythmakers
start to weave their glittering fabric? In the case of Moses we even begin
with an enigma: the mysterious child abandoned in the bulrushes. In the
case of Gurdjieff, the situation is not much different.

A biographer in search of the authentic Gurdjieff begins by suspecting a
campaign of mystification—and to some extent he may continue to hold this
opinion. Part of the difficulty is that there has never been a book written
about Gurdjieff and his followers by someone not personally involved in
their activities; and the grinding of axes among the Master’s successors has
resulted in much of what has been written being—either deliberately or
unconsciously—distorted. Ten years ago J. B. Priestley appealed in his Man
and Time for an assessment by an independent writer. This is the first
attempt to provide such a book, and at the same time to tell a fascinating
story before the possibilities of telling it are obliterated forever. The book is
largely based on unpublished documents and interviews—some with
people now dead; it seeks also to place in historical context the extensive

and confusing body of literature concerning Gurdjieff, Ouspensky, Orage
and their leading followers.

11



12 THE HARMONIOUS CIRCLE

There are peculiar difficulties in the way of the would-be independent
critic of Gurdjieff. The geographical obstacles to far-flung research are
considerable; but as it was, I ranged from Austria to Tennessee. In Vienna
the Keyserlings demonstrated their extraordinary musical instrument, the
Chakraphone, until the hairs on the back of my neck rose like the hackles of
a dog; in Geneva I was kindly received by Mme. de Stoerneval in her
house, which had been the last home of the novelist Robert Musil; in Paris
Pierre Schaefler interrupted a busy life to spend two hours discussing the
decadence of modern music and the structure of the universe; whether in
London, New York, or Paris, I was helped on my way by a stimulating
variety of people.

However, in only a very few cases have I introduced the names of living
persons whose role in events has hitherto been unknown. This is largely
because the particular problems of gathering information about “the Work”
involved threading my way through a labyrinth of “political” complications,
some of which were probably real, others, almost certainly manufactured.
Some of my informants asked me not to use their names, others did not
mind being mentioned, and some actually forbade me to use any informa-
tion without stating from what source it came. Sometimes it seemed that
such requests were part of a particular game which was in progress—and
the reader will have to go some way into the book before he understands
what is meant. In order to eliminate such uncertainties and to avoid
deploying a large cast of peripheral characters, I have reduced most of my
informants to anonymity. The reader will have to accept my word that (to
take some examples), “a pupil of Ouspensky,” “a follower of Orage,” or “an
inmate of the Prieuré” actually exists, and my judgment of each as a reliable
source of information.

Both the subject matter and my sources have placed certain limitations
on the book, which it is the duty of a preface to indicate. Some limitations
are voluntarily imposed. The music written jointly by Gurdjieff and Thomas
de Hartmann and the body of dances and physical exercises known as
Gurdjieff’s “movements,” are not. discussed in detail. This is partly for
reasons of space, but chiefly because the book is primarily a historical and
biographical study concerned with certain aspects of psychology. But—to
take the movements as an instance—those limitations make a virtue of
necessity. I have read about the movements, talked about thcm, listened to
the music which accompanies them, and inspected notebooks in which the
sequence of positions is recorded. I think I have a shrewd idea of what the
movements are designed to achieve. But I have not practiced them myself,
nor have I seen a live performance or a showing of the films on which they
are recorded. This is not for want of trying.

Other limitations imposed on this book come neither from the economics
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of publishing nor the elusive quality of the subject. They result from a
deliberate policy of obstruction on the part of some of Gurdjieff’s followers.
There can be no real quarrel with this, because these followers are acting in
complete good faith, protecting what they see as the integrity of the ideas
with which they have been entrusted. There is no reason whatever for
someone to cooperate in an undertaking of which he or she may thoroughly
disapprove. I have been refused permission to quote from certain un-
published writings, and it is also probable that a large quantity of potentially
useful information has been withheld or suppressed.

Gurdjieff’s successors have provided a sort of limited cooperation—
which in some cases went far beyond the bounds of anything I had a right to
expect—but in others seemed like a hand proferred only to turn into a
clenched fist. In addition, it was always open to my informants to transform
what seemed a straightforward process of research into the kind of
ambiguous situation which Gurdjieff excelled in creating. In fact, it
eventually became clear that an attempt was being made to ensnare me
forcibly in the sort of activities about which I had hoped to write from a
detached point of view.

I must admit that this attempt was temporarily successful, and I am
certain that it greatly helped me to understand the nature of Gurdjieffs
curious discipline. Yet the ethics of the situation continue to puzzle me. At
one point I suspected that I had been manipulated into writing the sort of
book which the hierarchy wanted written; at another that the attempt to
engorge me in the Work was designed to ensure that no book would be
written at all. While very much in debt to certain people for the pains taken
on my behalf, I must remain skeptical of the good faith of others.

Why all this secrecy? Partly it can be explained by the nature of the
Work, which has little interest in coherent explanations, and partly as the
consequence of decades of unthinking ridicule. Some followers of Gurdjieff
and Ouspensky have uncomfortably thin skins and what must be a uniquely
developed ability to see criticism where none is intended. This characteris-
tic can militate against any view of the Work as a serious discipline and
makes it impossible to believe in the strict accuracy of assertions made from
within the movement. The resulting impression is of a morbid fear of
criticism and a tendency to play fast and loose with historical fact. But to
leave matters there would not be entirely fair either to Gurdjieff or to the
better natures of his followers.

On one level Gurdjieff was a fraud, a liar, a cheat, and a scoundrel. He
also possessed compensating qualities of sympathy, compassion, charity,
and an eccentric code of honor. He attempted to use the friction generated
by his negative qualities to strike fire from the hearts of his disciples; and
Gurdjieff’s successors have studied their Master’s technique. Are they
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really so insecure as to fear any criticism? Do they in fact wish to canonize
Gurdjieff, Ouspensky, Orage, and Nicoll? Or, are such attitudes designed
to reproduce the impression that Gurdjieff himself made on those who
encountered him?

The historian must separate hard historical fact from evidence of another
sort. Individuals “in the Work™ are often unreliable sources of historical
information. On the other hand, their very equivocation makes it possible
to recapture something of the uncertainty which they themselves experi-
enced when they approached the Old Magician. In the last analysis, this
may be more useful than any conventional assistance. I have therefore to
acknowledge help of an unusual nature, while at the same time, the
interests of future writers compel me to register doubts. The reader should
be warned that—despite constant vigilance—incidents may have crept into
these pages which were intended as fables illustrating particular points, or
even as moral allegories directed at the author.

Because of the circumstances that compelled me to choose anonymity for
many of my informants, I cannot acknowledge some of my greatest debts;
and it would be invidious to name some who helped me while other names
were absent. All I can do is offer a general expression of gratitude to at least
fifty people, named or unnamed, who corresponded with me, allowed me
to interview them, lent me rare or unpublished material, or undertook the
thankless task of criticizing my typescript.

Of those debts which can be acknowledged in conventional fashion, I
should like to thank the librarians and staffs of the University Library,
Cambridge, the British Museum, the London Library, the Warburg
Institute, University of London, the Public Record Office, the India Office
Library, the Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris, the town library at Fon-
tainebleau, the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich, the New York Public
Library, and the Special Collections Department of the Library, Fisk
University, Nashville, Tennessee. For academic (as distinct from Gurdjieff-
ian) assistance, I am grateful to Drs. Phillippe Berchtold and Edmond
Stadler (Geneva), Trevor Hall (Leeds), and Michael Weaver (Exeter). I am
particularly indebted to Stanley Baron and Frances McFadyen for their
patient advice on the reduction of a typescript of over one thousand pages
to more manageable proportions.

In the pages which follow, a scholarly reader might object to certain
inconsistencies. Transliterations from the Russian do not always follow the
same system: it seems unnecessary to complicate matters by transforming
P. D. Ouspensky into “P. D. Uspenskii” because this spelling conforms to a
system of transliteration in general use. If a person in the story is commonly
known by one particular spelling of his name, that should be sufficient
reason for using it: one could spell “Gurdjieff” “Gourdjieff,” or “Gurdjiev,”
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and a more fashionable transliteration might be “Gurdzhiev.” Nor are
Russian women’s names always accurately rendered: it is clearly unnecess-
ary to call Sophia Grigorievna Ouspensky “Ouspenskaya,” which was her
real name. The same sort of liberties have been taken with place-names in
Russia and the East; in all cases I have preferred spellings used by the
followers of Gurdjieff themselves.

London, November 1978






Introduction

The Invisible Man, the Impossible Task

One day in the late 1920s a ferociously driven automobile might have been
seen traveling along the Paris-Orléans road. If the driver were keeping to
his usual custom, the journey would have been nerve racking in the
extreme; and the psasengers would be jolted, bruised, and scared as they
read from a manuscript which appeared to recount the unflattering opinions
of Beelzebub on the human race. It is reported that one of the captives in
the car risked a glance out of the window. He saw that the road which his
determined chauffeur was so wantonly traversing was dominated by a
gigantic figure of Christ perched on a hilltop. He decided to risk distracting
the driver from the task in hand.

“Georgeivanitch, they have put your colleague up there on the hill!”

The driver—no doubt with a number of choice imprecations—loudly
demanded when he had ever said that Christ and he were colleagues. The
passenger, who was the artist Alexander de Salzmann, provided chapter
and verse: it had been in such and such a place—Tiflis, Constantinople,
Berlin—on such and such a day. From the driver’s seat came only the
sound, “Humph!”

Thirty years later the man who had been driving the car was dead, and
mingled with the praises of his followers was a countercurrent of violent
criticism. Certain rumors became common property: these concerned
Gurdjieff’s ways with women, his supposed hypnotic power, his alleged

17
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responsibility for several deaths in suspicious circumstances. A Catholic
writer published what he called a “Ceremony of Execration” instead of an
obituary. A writer in a philosophical journal declared that if Gurdjieff were
not an avatar he was a skandalon—the term the early Church had used for
emissaries of the devil. A more rationalist critic in Nouvelles Littéraires
fought to combat this alarmism.

“He was not the devil,” he wrote, “but a false prophet, a pretentious
ignoramus.”

If Gurdjieff seemed any of these things, it was only to certain people. For
Gurdjieff was an invisible man.

In 1922 this strange individual appeared in Western Europe with a band
of followers whom he had rescued from the chaos of the Russian
Revolution. He established himself in a chiteau in the Forest of Fon-
tainebleau, where he founded something he called “The Institute for
Harmonious Development of Man.” Writers and intellectuals were at-
tracted by Gurdjieff’s ideas and the lectures which his leading follower,
P. D. Ouspensky, was giving in London; and Katherine Mansfield died of
tuberculosis at Fontainebleau. In 1924 Gurdjieff and his pupils traveled to
New York, where they created a sensation, leaving the celebrated editor
A. R. Orage behind to preach the gospel. Then, in the middle of the 1930s,
Gurdjieff appeared to quarrel with all his oldest followers. He disappeared
from sight until after the Second World War, when, in the few years
remaining to him, he again became the enigmatic prophet who fascinated
the intellectuals of Europe and America. He died in 1949, leaving behind
an enormous work published under the title All and Everything: First
Series, but more usually known as Beelzebub’s Tales to his Grandson.

P. D. Ouspensky, who died two years earlier in England, left a record of
his time with Gurdjieff in his book In Search of the Miraculous. Since its
appearance in 1949, there has been a spate of literature reminiscing about
Gurdjieff, whose character and teaching are perhaps more controversial
today than during his lifetime. The body of activity deriving from Gurdjieff,
Ouspensky, and Orage has become known as “the Work,” and it has spread
to every continent and been extraordinarily influential. Neither a church
nor a sect nor a school of philosophy, it is extremely difficult to define.

It is also hard to be precise about its originator. However unwillingly, the
biographer must recognize that understanding Gurdjieff’s “invisibility” is
an essential part of understanding the man; worse yet, this invisibility can
only become apparent as the story unfolds. Gurdjieff does not present
himself as a man with a continuous life like other men. He seems more to
be a collection of incidents.

An old man, sitting in the sun on the terrace of a Paris café, or playing
host to a horde of strangers in his tiny flat, a flat packed with people and hot
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as an oven ... a man of early middle-age with a bristling mustache,
wearing an astrakhan hat and an overcoat, entertaining in a Moscow
restaurant frequented by prostitutes, or sitting Oriental fashion in a St.
Petersburg salon . . . the same man, this time simply clothed in Caucasian
dress, leading a party of terrified intellectuals through mountainous country
in a state of civil war, his trousers hitched up by a fireman’s belt . . . the
hollow-cheeked and hollow-eyed guru who enticed the famous to his
Institute at Fontainebleau . . . or the fox of the Levant, up to his eyes in
shady financial operations, his dress untidy, spattered with food, his
environs a gray snowstorm of cigarette ash, a glint of stratagem in his eye

. . a Man of Power, seducer of women and exploiter of men; monstrous,
monstrous Mr. Gurdjieff.

These are all snapshots. The fact that they are not arranged in the order
in which they were taken makes no difference.

They represent roles through which, occasionally, the man beneath the
role was glimpsed.

All the photographs were taken in a certain context, for a particular
purpose, directed at definite people. So the theory goes; and how far it is
valid will be for the reader to say. But it would be unfair to tell the story of a
man who believed that covering his tracks was an integral part of his work,
without trying to show how the very act of making him historical denies
what he set out to achieve. Unless the inquirer is aware of the concept of
“playing a role,” he risks misinterpreting the story of Gurdjieff and his
followers altogether. For—except in an unusual and specialized context—it
is virtually impossible to assess the motives of any particular person at any
particular time. The sense of events will be completely distorted if judged
by ordinary standards. What was really happening, for example, when
Gurdjieff invited a sweet young thing to his Paris flat at midnight? Perhaps
it was to gratify his natural appetites—and why not? Perhaps it was to shock
a starry-eyed girl out of her illusions. Perhaps it was simply to see what
answer he would receive; there were certainly cases when a girl actually
slept in Gurdjieff’s flat, after being invited to stay the night, and was
completely unmolested. And what was her reaction to being left to sleep
alone?

Gurdjieff himself described his apprenticeship in the discipline of role
playing in a passage quoted by his follower C. S. Nott from an unpublished
work called “A Letter to a Dervish”:

The sign of a perfected man and his particularity in ordinary life must
be that in regard to everything happening outside him, he is able to,
and can in every action, perform to perfection externally the part
corresponding to the given situation; but at the same time never blend
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or agree with it. In my youth, I too . . . worked on myself for the
purpose of attaining such a blessing . . . and . . . I finally reached a
state when nothing from outside could really touch me internally; and
so far as acting was concerned, I brought myself to such perfection as
was never dreamed of by the learned people of ancient Babylon for the
actors on the stage.

The theory of role playing holds that the technique is an aid to detachment.
Outwardly one plays the role in which one is cast, inwardly one becomes
free from this role: the object is to detach the sensation of “I” from the
experiences and reactions of the organism, while at the same time
extending one’s range by adopting unfamiliar parts. “‘I’ am not ‘it’” is the
motto which the role player must always remember—he must, as Gurdjieff
said, “self-remember”—even when unjustly accused by a ferocious Gurd-
jieff who snapped at, cursed, and generally hauled one over the coals.

In his book Meetings with Remarkable Men, Gurdjieff illustrates this
principle with the fable of “Yelov” and “Pogossian.” The two men are
extremely close, but conceal their affection under assumed roles. If Yelov is
offered a delicacy in a house where politeness demands that he accept it, he
resists the pressure to conform; and although he is very fond of the sweet
offered to him, he takes it home for his friend Pogossian. But he actually
gives the tidbit to his friend with a volley of insults—and Pogossian takes
the gift, no doubt aware of the difficulties Yelov had suffered in resisting
both convention and his own sweet tooth, and devours the offering while
insulting his benefactor in turn.

When writers talk about Gurdjieff, the man, they show only a series of
disconnected snapshots; when they talk about his ideas, their books
degenerate into a series of logoi, or sayings of Gurdjieff. To avoid distortion
the snapshots are mounted in albums and their captions are the briefest
possible. For to string the pictures together would be to commit the sin of
making history—and history, in Ouspensky’s favorite phrase, is “the history
of crime.” History attends only to unimportant things, and the process of
historical selection is arbitrary and misleading. However, some men can
avoid the history of crime; and because they are superior to the ordinary
run of humanity, they vanish from its ken. They have escaped from the
trap, and so far as history is concerned become invisible.

Margaret Anderson, the founder of The Little Review, has published an
entire book called The Unknowable Gurdjieff, partly with the object of
proving how a book can never be written about the Master. The American
novelist Jean Toomer recorded his uncertainties in some manuscript notes
made after more than fifteen years of contact with Gurdjieff. “I do not know
G.,” he wrote. “I have never known G. I never will.” Gurdjieff’s invisibility
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was most complete for those who knew him personally, and the historical
observer has a direct advantage over his immediate associates. But for the
historian too, Gurdjieff’s doctrine of role playing produces a peculiar result.
If there is a hidden meaning in every ordinary-seeming event, the story
itself soon appears to have a significance independent of its component
incidents. The Work assumes the aspect of a living organism, and the
various external events which form its history appear to be deliberately
created for the benefit of the chronicler. The pattern of discipleship and
schism, loyalties and hatreds, takes on the appearance of having been
arranged: the actors seem to weave a web of collusion even when they are
apparently at daggers drawn.

It is a vast symbol: a glyph etched in history. The glyph is composed not
of pen strokes on paper or chisel marks in stone, but of the lives of men and
women and their interaction. The long upstroke here indicates Gurdjieff’s
quest in Central Asia; that convergence of two lines—the last conversation
of Orage and Katherine Mansfield; the cross-hatching there stands for
countless hirsute Peters and Magdalenes pursuing the reality of that fons et
origo of the magic influences: Gurdjieff.

It is as if the biographer becomes a scribe occupying a small cell
somewhere in the library of Alexandria. It is several hundred years after the
birth of Christ, and before him the scribe has set out the interpretation of
Christ’s teaching made by Origen. This, too, finds a covert meaning in
events, records echoes from the harmonies of the universe. The scribe
kmows the dangers seen in this interpretation by members of Origen’s own
religion, and he is a skeptical scribe, trained in the schools of Greek
rationalism, aware that around him in this city of Alexandria—in this library
in particular—there are learned men discussing Buddhism, the Cabala, and
texts attributed to Thrice-Great Hermes. This accumulated pressure
surrounds the scribe in the corridors of the library, the streets of the great
city, and the lecture rooms of the philosophers. He resists it. It is there to
be resisted.

Yet, the legend which the wretched Origen has suggested to him is an
obsessively interesting one, and he returns to his room to study the codices.
He must concede that the aspiration shown by the prophet and his followers
is extraordinary. Their goals are, to say the least, uncommon in any
century. They want to awaken poor dozing Everyman from his stupor, blow
a trumpet in his ear and persuade him to share their struggles, with a view
to acquiring a permanent identity which he does not in fact possess, to
maintaining perfect control over his largely automatic actions, and by a
series of difficult exercises—physical, emotional, and intellectual—to ‘in-
herit eternal life.






PART

“And I beheld the Man . . .”

I saw the Man.

His figure reached from earth to heaven and was clad in a purple
mantle. He stood deep in foliage and flowers and his head, on
which was the head-band of an initiate, seemed to disappear
mysteriously in infinity.

Before him on a cube-shaped altar were four symbols of magic—
the sceptre, the cup, the sword and the pentacle.

His right hand pointed to heaven, his left to earth. Under his
mantle he wore a white tunic girded with a serpent swallowing its
tail.

His face was luminous and serene, and when his eyes met mine,
I felt that he saw the most intimate recesses of my soul. I saw
myself reflected in him as in a mirror and in his eyes I seemed to
look upon myself.

And I heard a voice saying:

—"“Look, this is the Great Magician!”

—P. D. OuspENskyY, The Symbolism of the Tarot
(St. Petersburg, 1913)






1

The Seeker for Truth

Georgei Ivanovitch Gurdjieff was born . .. and here all pretensions to
accuracy stop. He was born; we can insist on that, and it is even fairly
certain that he was born in the town of Alexandropol (now Leninakan) on
the frontier between Russia and Turkey. But the precise birth date and

even Gurdjieff's real name remain debatable, and they are only the first of
~ the difficulties which confront the biographer. Evidence about the career of
Gurdjieff is at all stages subject to special qualifications which the story
alone can make clear. The man himself delighted in giving countenance to
the most absurd tales about his past. This complicates in a peculiar fashion
any attempt to reconstruct the story of his life until he appeared in Moscow
about the year 1913.

Georgei Ivanovitch Gurdjieff is said to have been born either in 1872 or
1877. Both dates have their supporters, although some writers suggest that
he was born in 1886, and the American journalist William Seabrook favored
the year 1873. Gurdjieff himself was fond of claiming a life of Methuselahan
proportions. Once on a trip to the United States it was discovered that there
had been confusion over the details on his passport. Consternation reigned
among immigration officials and Gurdjieff’s aides. The passport gave his
date of birth as sometime in the far distant future. “No mistake,” said the
veteran of every conceivable traveling difficulty. “No mistake—you go
arrange.” And somehow things were disentangled. The biographer himself
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must “go arrange,” and opt for the year 1874, for reasons which will become
clear in the next chapter.

The day which Gurdjieff himself celebrated as his birthday and which his
followers still honor in his memory is January 13. By the Old Style calendar
used in Russia until the Revolution, this represents New Year’s Day; and as
Gurdjieff declared that he had been born precisely at midnight, this may be
taken as a purely symbolic birthday. Yet to state bluntly that this
extraordinary man was not born at midnight, on January 1 Old Style, may
well be an unjustified reaction from those who accept the date and derive
from it some supernatural significance. People are born at midnight: it is
even a likely hour for a child to arrive in the world. The double coincidence
of hour and date would not be the strangest thing about Georgei Ivanovitch
Gurdjieff.

There is also a problem with his name. Gurdjieff was the son of a Greek
father and an Armenian mother. Although he spoke both Greek and
Armenian, the latter was the language of the Gurdjieff household. Gurdjieff
is the Russian form of the name which in Armenian society would be
rendered Gurdjian. Such an alteration was the rule for Asiatic Russians who
had dealings with European Russia. William Seabrook states bluntly that
Gurdjieff was born “George S. Georgiades,” and it is probable that
“Georgiades” was the original Greek name of Gurdjieff's father, who altered
it to “Gurdjian” when he found himself moving in circles in which
Armenian was the lingua franca.

The country where Gurdjieff grew up was an almost unbelievable
patchwork of races and religions. In classical times over seventy languages
were spoken in Caucasia, and fifty are still in use. In Gurdjieff’s childhood,
Georgians, Armenians, and Azerbaijans rubbed shoulders with Greeks,
Turks, and Persians; further north the high mountains of the Caucasus
concealed pockets of puzzling tribes like the Khevsurs and Ossets who had
no known genetic affiliations. There were the Russian masters of the area,
Kurds wandering up from the south, Tartars, Cossacks from the north, and
in the extreme northeast, Kalmuck Mongols in the provinces of Astrakhan
and Stavropol on the coast of the Caspian Sea. The circumstances of
Gurdjieff's birth, writes the French critic Manuel Rainord, “make one
believe in a sort of geographical vocation.”

The southern Caucasus was a frontier area in perpetual dispute between
Turkey, Russia, and Persia. War and rapine had resulted in frequent
migrations of peoples between the aggressor nations. The smaller races—
Armenians and Kurds particularly—were always in danger of persecution
from one or another of their enemies. The Caucasus range itself had
traditionally formed a refuge for the disinherited; and the security of its
inaccessible valleys was a further reason why the lands between the Black
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Sea and the Caspian Sea gave the appearance almost of an experiment in
the confusion of humankind. Gurdjieff clearly derived immense pleasure
and stimulation from the diversity of people he encountered in his
childhood. The gusto of some of the tales in Meetings with Remarkable Men
and the stage directions for his “ballet” The Struggle of the Magicians bear
witness to his delight in the variety—yet sameness in that variety—of
human beings.

Gurdjieff’s family were themselves a product of this cosmopolitan
situation. His father came from a family of Greeks from Asia Minor which
had been slowly migrating eastward ever since the Turkish capture of
Byzantium. According to Gurdjieff, they had first settled in central Turkey,
then moved north to the east coast of the Black Sea, and next to Georgia.
Shortly before the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-78, Gurdjieff’s father left his
brothers in Georgia and moved to the’ Armenian town of Alexandropol,
where Gurdjieff was born. After this move, he suffered a financial disaster;
and from being a rich grazier, he was forced to turn to manual labor to
support his family. His efforts as a carpenter met with little success and his
prospects appeared better in Kars, a frontier town which the Russians had
taken from the Turks in 1877. The Gurdjieff family moved yet again.

It was in Kars that Georgei Ivanovitch Gurdjieff grew up. The family
remained very poor, and there were three sisters and Gurdjieff’s brother
Dmitri to be fed. The severity of their living conditions is shown by a story
Dmitri Gurdjieff used to tell of a time when the two boys were rivals in
love. It was not that they were rivals for the same girl, but if they both
wanted to go out on the same evening, there was only a single pair of shoes
between them. Gurdjieff’s experience of extreme poverty undoubtedly
affected him throughout his life and made him impatient with dreamers,
dropouts, and those who wanted to discard their worldly obligations. “Very
important have piece of paper in life,” he would say, advising a young man
to go away and pass his exams; or, “I also am business-man.”

Apart from a few stray rumors, our only sources for Gurdjieff’s early life
are his own writings, which present great problems when they are treated
as biographical material. Certain episodes are illuminated by the privately
published manuscripts known as the Third Series. Gurdjieff’s pamphlet,
Herald of Coming Good (1933), gives a rather confusing outline of his
development up to the time when he appeared in Russia. The gargantuan
Beelzebub’s Tales to his Grandson (1949) can be combed for biographical
details; but because of the deliberately obscure method of narration and the
quite unbelievable fantasies put in the mouth of Gurdjieff’s benevolent and
wise old Beelzebub, it is dangerous to take any statement as illustrating a
real event. It is obvious, however, that there are autobiographical passages
in Beelzebub’s Tales, and its huge, irritating, and delightful bulk provides
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many more general indications of where Gurdjieff traveled and what he
saw. The chief source for the events of Gurdjieff ’s early life is the so-called
autobiography, Meetings with Remarkable Men (1963).

Meetings with Remarkable Men is Gurdjieff 's account of his education
and his wanderings, first in his native Caucasus, and later in Central Asia
with a band of explorers he calls “the Seekers for Truth.” The book was
partly designed, he warned, to satisfy the merely inquisitive by providing
answers to the recurring questions which most frequently made inroads on
his time. In addition, it was meant to serve as material to prepare for an
understanding of his system. He claimed that it was also designed to give a
picture of his own life; but in what style this was painted he did not say.
And although the prose is clear, racy, and uncluttered by the Oriental
complexities of Beelzebub’s Tales to his Grandson, the book is similarly
laden with symbols and allegorical stories.

The narrative is in the time-honored form used by Marcus Aurelius.
“From so-and-so I learned such-and-such, from such-a-one I learned
something else.” Gurdjieff arranges his material in chapters which are
known by the names of the “remarkable men” they portray; but beside the
important personages are other characters, the subjects of tales-within-tales
or the mouthpieces of sermons designed to illustrate particular points. The
reader hears of Gurdjieff’s boyhood friend, “Sarkis Pogossian,” whose
mechanical abilities eventually won him a trading ship in the South Seas, or
“Abraham Yelov,” the Assyrian bookdealer of Tiflis, who accompanied
Gurdjieff in philosophical inquiries and eventually emigrated from Soviet
Russia to the United States. Lesser characters are “Mme. Vitvitskaya,”
whose interests in music and vibration enable Gurdjieff to suggest the
unusual way of considering sound which was so important to his system,
and “Father Giovanni,” an Italian missionary whom the narrator meets in
Kafiristan and who serves as his sponsor to the “World Brotherhood” and its
remarkable monastery.

Most of these characters probably had no historical existence. There may
never have been a Yelov or a Mme. Vitvitskaya. But throughout the
brightly colored adventure story and through the fumes of armagnac which
Gurdjieff proclaimed he had drunk in heroic quantities while writing the
book, comes an undeniable sense of authenticity. The characters may be
imaginary or composites, but a rich supply of autobiographical experience
from Gurdjieff’s undoubtedly adventurous past went into their making.

The reader soon becomes able to distinguish the different styles
employed by Gurdjieff for the most obvious levels of Meetings with
Remarkable Men. The account of his life and of his “remarkable” acquain-
tances is written in a straightforward fashion. Into the mouths of the
characters are inserted more oratorical declamations, rather in the manner
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of Beelzebub, which should be taken like the pronouncements of that
oracular personage. There are passages of deliberately “literary” composi-
tions such as the melodramatic introduction to Mme. Vitvitskaya as a victim
of the white slave trade; and sharp doses of the deliberately absurd to keep
the critical faculties alert. Also there are short fables or parables, which
lend themselves to interpretation—and like all parables, to endless dispute
about the meaning intended.

It is dangerous to label any particular passage in the book as allegorical,
for what seems obvious allegory often has a basis in fact. An example of this
can be found in the chapter called “Prince Yuri Lubovedsky,” in which the
members of the Seekers for Truth call a conference in the Gobi Desert to
discuss the best method of crossing the sand with the resources at their
disposal. A plan of what seems transparent symbolism is unfolded. It is
discovered that because the sand is of “purely vegetable origin,” the sheep
belonging to the expedition can be kept going for longer by mixing a certain
proportion of sand with their food. The difficulty of extending their food
supply is thus overcome. But what about the sandstorms so common in the
desert? One of the Seekers for Truth discovers that with a ladder he can see
over the sandstorms and suggests that the party equip themselves with
stilts. A final expert ties the whole plan together. By fastening their stilts
between the sheep, they can form panniers to carry baggage and even
themselves, thus conserving their energy. “We were all so astounded,”
writes Gurdjieff, “that all of a sudden it seemed to us that the difficulties of
crossing the Gobi had been intentionally exaggerated, and even the
impossibility of it suggested expressly for the traveller.”

Of course, the obvious allegory is probably the point of the episode. It
demonstrates certain principles of the Gurdjieff Method. There must be
sheep in his work, because the travelers need food. They also need to see
above appearances. The poor sheep—who are only sheep anyway and can
never transcend the obvious like the stilt walkers—can carry the stilts, and
the men as well, who can use the time to “learn all the languages we shall
need in future expeditions.” If you like, it is an allegory about the uses to
which sheep can be put by an intending goat. Why set it in the Gobi
Desert, except to play mystery man? But what is really astonishing is the
essential realism of the allegory, which is apparent only if the inquirer has
experienced sandstorms which do in fact often stop at a short height above
the ground. Stilts would be a theoretical although impractical way of seeing
over the top. But sheep as baggage animals? That is surely carrying
implausibility too far. Not according to Captain H.H.P. Deasy whose In
Tibet and Chinese Turkestan was published in 1901. “The best beasts of
burden for Tibet,” he writes, “are undoubtedly the sheep of the country or
of Ladak. If in good condition at starting, and in charge of a man who knows
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his business, they will carry loads of about 22 lbs. for a long time. . . .”
Carrying a man is an obvious impossibility, but by this time the inquirer is
wondering about that sand . . . could it in fact be composed of vegetable
matter?

He would be wise to wonder no further. Gurdjieff’s statements are
neither one thing nor the other—indeed, that is precisely what they are:
neither-one-thing-nor-the-other—and confusion alone can result from fol-
lowing a too literal or a too skeptical approach. On one occasion Gurdjieff
was embarked on some traveler’s tale of Egypt when his follower P. D.
Ouspensky confronted him with a man who was able to denounce his
“recollections” as bogus. On the other hand, his knowledge of Central Asia
frequently proves extensive. Underneath the conceptual juggling one thing
is clear: It is generally more likely than not that Gurdjieff had been where
he said he had been, although no one can ever be certain exactly where his
inventiveness runs away with the facts.

Within this all but overwhelming jungle of allegory and symbolism lies
the central metaphor of Meetings with Remarkable Men: the metaphor of
the persons of the book.

For from whatever materials Gurdjieff constructed his characters—people
like his father or “Lubovedsky” whom he had actually met, personifications of
one aspect of his work like “Vitvitskaya,” composites of several influences
which had in truth operated in his life, or spokesmen for various schools of
thought he had met in the East—their place in the structure of the tale is
determined by their effect on the Gurdjieff who is telling the story, the
“Gurdjieff” whom the author wished to present to his readers. The characters
are introduced in some sense as his teachers, and perhaps certain of them
actually were. But the most instructive way of reading Meetings with
Remarkable Men from a historical point of view is to treat each character as if
he were an aspect of Gurdjieff himself. Gurdjieff taught that every man is
composed of countless little “I's,” hundreds of small and demanding egos
whose competing claims deny man any individuality. On the one hand the
characters represent the various “I's” of Gurdjieff which directed his pilgrim’s
progress. On the other hand they are expository, and symbolic. In Rainord’s
interpretation, “*My Father' is, if you like, the goal of existence, ‘Father Borah’
the destiny of the male and female together, ‘Bogachovsky’ objective morality,
‘Pogossian’ the necessity of work, ‘Abraham Yelov' the operation of thought,
‘Prince Yuri Lubovedsky,” the summons to leave our darkness.” The lessons
they teach and the indications they offer as to where Gurdjieff drew his
material are the things of most value.

Gurdjieff begins by acknowledging the debt he owed to his father. Ivan
Gurdjieff was a traditional poet and storyteller cf the type his son calls
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ashokh, who was in demand at the competitions where the peoples of the
Caucasus met to judge the quality of their bards. As an ashokh he was the
repository of much traditional lore. Gurdjieff remembers how one night he
heard his father repeat one verse of the legend of Gilgamesh so often that its
words were imprinted on his memory. Then just before the First World
War, Gurdjieff relates, he read in a magazine about the discovery in the
ruins of Babylon of ancient tablets engraved with the story of Gilgamesh.
The particular stanza which his father had repeated was printed in almost
the same form as Gurdjieff remembered it. As a boy he was thus under the
influence—all the more powerful for being unperceived—of traditions
which had survived virtually unchanged for millennia.

Gurdjieff’s father had a friend in “Dean Borsh” of the Kars Military
Cathedral. According to Meetings with Remarkable Men, it was the Dean
who superintended the young Gurdjieff’s education. The boy was at first
sent to the Greek school in Kars, and then to the Russian municipal school.
He attracted the attention of the Dean because he sang in the Cathedral
choir—and a fine voice as a child may have inspired his lifelong interest in
music. On Dean Borsh’s advice, Gurdjieff was taken away from the
municipal school and educated at home by a series of tutors. It was decided
that he was to be both a priest and a physician. “I myself, however, was
drawn towards quite another way of life,” records Gurdjieff. “Having from
my early childhood an inclination for making all sorts of things, I dreamed
of technical specialization.”

Im other words he became a convinced Westernizer, and developed the
interest in mechanical gadgets which lasted all his life. In Gurdjieff’s
childhood, the wonders of Western science were just beginning to
penetrate the Caucasus. By 1870 the main towns were linked by telegraph
and two years later, the railway was completed between Poti on the Black
Sea and Tiflis, the capital of Transcaucasia. The railway was an important
factor in Gurdjieff’s youth. In Meetings with Remarkable Men he tells of
how he once worked as a stoker in the Tiflis station yard, and in Beelzebub’s
Tales there is the story of the “extremely sympathetic Karapet of Tiflis” who
had the task of blowing the steam whistle which woke the Tiflis railway
workers and also most of the town. Gurdjieff also claims to have acted as
assistant to the engineer surveying the proposed railway route between
Tiflis and Kars: apparently a most profitable venture. He writes—in his
most gleeful impersonation of the Levantine shark—that he extracted a
great deal of money from villages along the route by promising to have the
railway track laid nearby.

His fascination with mechanics continued to provide Gurdjieff with a
source of income. In his essay, “The Material Question,” he describes how
for a bet he started a “Universal Travelling Workshop” which “makes, alters
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and repairs everything” in the country between the Caspian and the Aral
Sea. The traveling workshop probably has an allegorical significance, but
the description of the extraordinary objects which were handed in for repair
shows the relish of Gurdjieff the handyman: “an apparatus for plucking out
grey hairs, a machine for stoning cherries for jam, a grinder for grinding
copper sulphate to sprinkle on the sweat zones of the body, a special iron
for ironing wigs. . . .” Yet it seems that, despite his unconcealed joy in his
first automobile, and the perpetual enchantment which small gadgets gave
him, Gurdjieff’s early Westernizing ideas later became a source of regret.
His scathing comments on the aping of European civilization by the people
of the Transcaspian region would hardly reflect that his brother opened the
first cinema in Tiflis or that Ouspensky’s first view of his leader in his native
Caucasus was of Gurdjieff setting up a dynamo for his brother. “These
newly-rich people,” he writes, “according to the inherency of all upstarts,
imitated everything ‘cultured’ and ‘fashionable’—in the given case every-
thing European. But, drawing all their information about this culture and
fashion only from Russian papers and magazines compiled by persons
themselves ignorant in these matters, they presented to the impartial
observer a comical and at the same time sad caricature.”

In later life Gurdjieff denounced European civilization in the strongest
terms as causing the destruction of religious feeling and partriarchal society.
But he never renounced the machine. “Man is a machine” was the
beginning of his teaching, and although he may have chosen mechanical
analogies only for facility in introducing his ideas to the mechanized West,
he used the framework of Victorian science with a certain conviction.
Beelzebub tells his grandson: “Objective Science says that ‘everything
without exception in the Universe is material.”” When the Universal
Traveling Workshop became the Institute for the Harmonious Develop-
ment of Man, its director would tell his pupils: “You are spoiled
automobiles. You must be repaired.”

The tension between East and West which was felt by so many peoples as
the colonial powers reached the limits of their expansion was experienced
by Gurdjieff as an existential problem. Unusual circumstances of birth and
upbringing enabled him to sense the dilemma in an unusual fashion. His
solution was bound to be extraordinary.

In Meetings with Remarkable Men, he describes how his eyes were
gradually opened to the existence of happenings for which the impressive
knowledge of the West had no explanation. He was bewildered by a séance
during which the “spirits” rapped out messages, and further amazed when a
wandering ashokh made predictions about him which were fulfilled. Then
he witnessed the spectacle of a boy imprisoned by a circle drawn on the
ground. The boy was a Yezidje—a member of a heterodox religious sect
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inhabiting the Caucasus—and apparently he was powerless to leave the
circle unless released by a Yezidje priest. From what Ouspensky says, the
Yezidjes did exercise a fascination over Gurdjieff, who claimed to have
experimented on the phenomenon of the imprisoning circle during his later
investigations into hypnotism;* and it is possible that in all his tales of the
supernatural, only the incident of the Yezidje boy has any basis in fact.
What we are to understand is that, despite the captivating effect of Western
science, Gurdjieff found himself demanding explanations which the edu-
cated men around him could not supply. The boy Gurdjieff became
disillusioned with the accepted partial versions of the truth and, conceiving
that truth existed, set out to find it. The result was “what modern
psychologists might term an ‘irresistible Mania'”

This mania began to impose itself upon my being at the time of my
youth when I was on the point of attaining responsible age and
consisted in what I would now term an “irrepressible striving” to
understand clearly the precise significance in general, of the life
process on earth of all the outward forms of breathing creatures, and,
in particular, of the aim of human life in the light of this interpretation.

What does it all mean? What is humanity? Is there a purpose to life? Who
am I? Such questions occur to most people at certain times in their lives,
usually to be shrugged off as irrelevant to the business of living, But there
are always some individuals for whom life seems impossible without a clear
understanding of its significance; for whom meaning is the fuel without
which life itself flickers out. Sometimes—most often in late adolescence or
at a time of personal crisis—the lack of a definite rationale can induce an
anguished condition which impels the sufferer to seek explanations. The
search for meaning may eventually lead a person to a teacher of the sort
which Gurdjieff later became, and as an adolescent Gurdjieff too was at the
mercy of the sort of anxiety which drove those who became his pupils. In
fact, he seems to have experienced the meaninglessness of life with a
peculiar intensity, and his “irresistible mania” led him to dash hither and
thither, from one supposed authority to the next.

His search turned from the pundits of materialist science to the
recognized experts on spiritual matters:

Having become extremely interested in supernatural phenomena 1
had plunged into books and also applied to men of science for
*This phenomenon is not unknown in occult literature. The Irish poet and mystic A. E.

(George Russell) was immobilized in a similar way by his guru, the American Theosophist
James Morgan Pryse.
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explanations of these phenomena. But failing to: find answers that
satisfied me . . . I began to seek them in religion. I visited various
monasteries and went to see men about whose piety I had heard, read
the Holy Scriptures and the Lives of the Saints, and was even for three
months an acolyte of the famous Father Yevlampios in the monastery of
Sanaine; and I also made pilgrimages to most of the holy places of the
many different faiths in Transcaucasia.

The racial mixture of the Caucasus resulted in the jumbling together of
every conceivable form of religion. There were the relatively established
churches of Oriental Christianity: Greek, Russian, and Armenian. There
were Nestorian and Assyrian Christians, the Manichean Yezidjes, and
eclectic peoples like the Ossets, who were part Christian, part Moham-
medan, part pagan. Even in the north of the Caucasus, around Vladikavkaz,
Mohammedans could be found; and to the northeast, the Buddhist
Kalmucks wandered on the steppes of Stavropol and Astrakhan. Countless
sects from the bewildering variety of Russian dissenters inhabited secluded
valleys. There were colonies of Doukhobors, Molokans, and European
Protestants. In the south eould be found all the different shades of Islam.
According to one missionary, writing in 1896, some of the nominally
Christian tribes of the mountains were “really polytheists, and worship,
besides what they call the Christ-God, a god of war, and gods or ‘angels’ of
the earth, the oak, the mountain and so forth.”

Even the Christian churches with which Gurdjieff came in contact were
the result of an agelong mingling of doctrines, and derived ultimately from
traditions quite different from those which formed Western Christianity.
Heresy and dissent flourished in secret. For example, after the Russo-
Turkish War of 1828-29, a number of Turkish Armenians fled to the
territories which Russia had recently conquered. In 1837 their bishop
warned the Synod of the Orthodox Armenian Church in Echmiadzin that
some of these families were reallv Paulicians, and a great scandal
developed. The migration of peoples sometimes considerably altered their
religious practices. As late as 1920 Sir Harry Luke, the British Commis-
sioner in Tiflis, recorded in his diary that he had received a deputation of
Greeks who had emigrated eastward like GurdjiefF's ancestors. “They were
accompanied by their papas,” wrote Luke, “who told me that he celebrated
the liturgy in Greek but preached (when he had occasion to do so) in
Georgian.”

It is possible to analyze Gurdjieff’s teaching and to point to features
which might have come from the various religious traditions of the
Caucasus. Some indications of his sources will be given at the end of this
book. All that is important at this stage is that he had access to Greek,
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Russian, and Armenian churches by the simple facts of his birth and
upbringing. “Father Yevlampios™ has disappeared in the mists of time, but
the monastery of Sanaine or Sanahin is a celebrated foundation dating from
the tenth century and situated just south of Tiflis. If the idea of Gurdjieff’s
educators was to bring him up as a priest and a physician, it may be
wondered how far along the path of the seminarian he traveled. He told his
groups in Russia that his teaching might be called “esoteric Christianity,”
and several of the characters in the early pages of Meetings with
Remarkable Men are priests or novices. Gurdjieff’s admission that he had
been acolyte to Father Yevlampios permits speculation that he proceeded
some way along the road to the priesthood before becoming disillusioned.

In his account of the Gurdjieff family home in 1917, Ouspensky mentions
a photograph which was kept in the house. It showed Gurdjieff “when he
was quite young, dressed in a black frock coat with his curly hair brushed
straight back.” This “determined with undoubted accuracy,” Ouspensky
writes, “what his profession was at the time the portrait was made—though
Gurdjieff never spoke of it. This discovery gave me many interesting ideas.
But since it was my own personal discovery I shall keep it to myself.” There
are few occupations which are readily indentifiable from a photograph, and
Ouspensky later told his pupils that in this portrait Gurdjieff was wearing “a
high hat.” Just possibly this might mean the white conical hat worn by the
Mevlevi dervishes, but probably it refers to the familiar black headgear of
the Orthodox priesthood.

If Gurdjieff had been a “spoiled” priest this would explain his dislike of
the religious professionals who in his view had usurped the name of priest.
But the evidence is not conclusive, and all that can safely be said is that
Gurdjieff made a thorough investigation of the exotic territory of Trans-
caucasian religion. He tells of miraculous cures brought about by icons; of a
service to honor a particularly venerated icon which caused rain to fall in
the middle of a drought; of his own pilgrimage to the Armenian holy city,
Echmiadzin, southeast of Kars and Alexandropol, when he took his baggage
“in the wagon of the Molokan sect.” “But in my stay at Echmiadzin,” he
writes, “I did not find what I was looking for and, having spent enough time
to realize that I could not find it there, I went away with a feeling of deep
inner disillusionment.” This is Gurdjieff’s general comment on the
relationship between the organized religions of his youth and the knowl-
edge of which he was in search. His questioning mind turned in other
directions.

Gurdjieff was by no means the only seeker for hidden truth caught in the
friction between old and new. Throughout all Western Europe, the last
quarter of the nineteenth centiry witnessed an increasingly frantic search
for security. This resulted in the creation of a number of new religions and a
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burgeoning interest in the supernatural, magic, and the occult. Partly as a
reaction against the menacing changes in society and the destruction of
treasured beliefs, partly also as a protest against the extensive claims of
materialist science, the occult revival was a powerful intellectual force. It
penetrated Russia, where the half-Oriental religious conventions of
Orthodoxy easily absorbed it, and the gloriously diverse ideas of the
Orthodox priesthood found in the occult more grist to their mill. At the
same time, the conditions of disatisfaction and anxiety which attracted
Western Europeans to mysticism and magic, turned Russians to their own
luxuriant spirituality. From the point of view of Gurdjieff’s search two
occult groups are important. The first is the Theosophical Society, which
was founded in New York in 1875 by the redoubtable Russian Helena
Petrovna Blavatsky and the American Colonel H. S. Olcott. The Theosophi-
cal Society transferred its base to Adyar, near Madras in India, and became
extraordinarily influential among the seekers for truth of Europe and
America. Although H. P. Blavatsky’s books and her Society were banned in
Russia, small groups of Theosophists continued to meet. They were
supplied with literature by travelers abroad; and the earliest and most
dedicated of these Theosophical colporteurs was a Mme. Nina de Gernet,
one of whose ports of call was a circle of Theosophists in Vladikavkaz, the
capital of the central Caucasus. It is certain that Gurdjieff had read
Theosophical literature. He afterward said that it had cost him an immense
amount of labor to track down the erroneous statements in Mme.
Blavatsky’s The Secret Doctrine, and delighted to tell a completely mythical
story of how its author had fallen in love with him. It is not unlikely that
Gurdjieff, realising he would not find the answers he sought in orthodox
religion, came across Theosophical works which had traveled to Russia
through Vladikavkaz.

Another mystical group which may have had some connection with
Gurdjieff originated in Tiflis itself. This was centered around Pavel
Alexandrovitch Florensky (b. 1882), an eccentric genius whose mother, like
Gurdjieff’s, was Armenian. With his friends A. V. Elchaninov (b. 1881),
V. F. Em (b. 1881), and the child prodigy V. P. Sventitsky, Florensky
moved to Moscow and entered the priesthood. This group absorbed the
influences of the occult revival and incorporated what in the West would
have been called occultism with Orthodox theology. They began to
publish—most notably Florensky’s The Pillar and Foundation of Truth
(1914) and Sventitsky’s book on the hermits of the Caucasus (1913)—about
the time that Gurdjieff appeared in Moscow. The Florensky circle were all
younger than Gurdjieff and it may be reading too much into the situation to
see a direct connection in their Tiflis origins. But the ideas of contemporary
occultism which influenced them were also current in Gurdjieff’s milieu,
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and in Meetings with Remarkable Men, he indicates the increasingly occult
tone of his search for meaning in the chapters on “Captain Pogossian™ and
“Abram Yelov”’—both of whom the story places among his Tiflis friends.

“Abram Yelov” is introduced as a polyglot Assyrian bookdealer. Books
must have become increasingly important to Gurdjieff in the pursuit of his
“irresistible mania™ whether books on religious questions, books on the
supernatural—in Beelzebub’s Tales he mentions one called Dreams and
Witchcraft which “Karapet of Tiflis” acquired—or books on hypnotism, a
subject with whose literature he claimed a specialist’s familiarity. Science
and the more easily accessible forms of religion had failed him; but here was
the enormous and daily increasing library of occult texts, whose authors all
dropped tantalizing hints that they possessed the explanation of the
universe which the priests and the scientists had failed to grasp. Gurdjieff
succumbed to the same influences as many of his less remarkable
contemporaries and immersed himself in occult literature.

His reading made him familiar with the occultists’ most cherished idea:
that there had existed from time immemorial an esoteric Tradition of secret
knowledge, transmitted from initiate to initiate down through the cen-
turies. Gurdjieff later gave the unwieldy name of “legominism” to what he
considered a true or valid item of Traditional wisdom, but from his
incessant abuse of “occultists,” it is clear that he soon became disillusioned
with those who claimed to be the contemporary guardians of esoteric
wisdom. In Beelzebub’s Tales he calls them “criminal gangs” and refers to
the “great initiates” they venerate as men who pass through “fire-water-
copper-pipes-and-even-through-all-the-roulette-halls-of-Monte-Carlo.”

But disillusionment with the occult did not mean that Gurdjieff aban-
doned all hopes of finding a secretly proved explanation of the universe. He
decided that if truth were accessible, the esoteric Tradition must have
degenerated over the ages. In Meetings with Remarkable Men, he claims
that he and his friend “Sarkis Pogossian” decided to reconstruct what they
could of its original form:

Pogossian and I had come to the definite conclusion that there really
was “a certain something” which people formerly knew, but that now
this knowledge was quite forgotten. We had lost all hope of finding any
guiding clue to this knowledge in contemporary exact science, in
contemporary books or from people in general, and so we directed all
our attention to ancient literature.

The earliest writings of humanity might hold the key to knowledge which
had existed before the rot set in. Other seekers for wisdom had made
similar deductions, but Gurdjieff was uniquely placed to proceed from
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theory to practice. If the knowledge he sought was not to be found in books
which were readily available or even in the spiritual labyrinth of the
Caucasus, he would travel further afield in search of it.

Meetings with Remarkable Men gives examples of this search. One
episode begins when he and “Pogossian” settle down with a collection of
rare books in the ruins of the ancient Armenian town of Ani, near
Alexandropol. They vary their diet of study with amateur excavation in the
ruins. Here they find a collection of old letters from one monk to another,
in which a society known as the “Sarmoun Brotherhood” is mentioned.
Gurdjieff and Posgossian have already stumbled on references to this
society, “a famous esoteric school which, according to tradition, was
founded in Babylon as far back as 2500 B.c.” They decide that traditions
stemming from this school will be preserved among the Assyrian Chris-
tians, and set off on a journey in search of its surviving tradition. On their
way the pair stay at the house of an Armenian priest, who proves to have in
his possession “a map of pre-sand Egypt.” This discovery so excites
Gurdjieff that he burgles the priest’s locked chest and copies the map. With
this in his possession, he decides at once to embark on a journey to Egypt.

The story reads like a boy’s treasure-hunting adventure, and it gives only
general indications of what Gurdjieff wanted to convey. He sought for
traces of Traditional knowledge in ancient literature, in inaccessible
manuscripts, in recent archaeological discoveries. The association of secret
wisdom with the Assyrian Christians whom Gurdjieff calls “Aissors” is
probably to be taken more seriously. “Abram Yelov” was an “Aissor,” and
Gurdjieff mentions his contacts among members of this widely scattered
group on more than one occasion. There would have been logical reasons
for Gurdjieff to look for knowledge among the Aissors, and these will be
discussed in connection with his doctrine. What he meant by his tale of the
“map of pre-sand Egypt” is a matter for guesswork. Most probably it
signifies some guide to the state of human consciousness before it became
perverted; but the expression might simply have been chosen to conform to
the expectations of a mystery-loving audience.

In Herald of Coming Good, Gurdjieff writes that despite all his
searching, he was unable to throw light on the questions which interested
him until the year 1892. In the prospectus issued to mark the opening of his
Institute for the Harmonious Development of Man at Fontainebleau,. he
places the foundation of the society of the Seekers for Truth in 1895.
Between these dates it can be inferred that Gurdjieff's search took on a
more ambitious aspect; and perhaps his tale of dashing off toc Egypt with an
esoteric map in his pocket indicates that he extended his travels beyond the
relatively local expeditions he had previously made. That Gurdjieff sud-
denly vanished from his home and was lost to the sight of his family is
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confirmed by P. L Travers: “While he was still a very young man,
Gurdjieff, true to his role, ‘disappeared’ —as Odysseus must have seemed to
disappear from his local world of Ithaca—into that cauldron of history,
tradition and ideas that we know as the Middle East.”

Gurdjieff is usually thought to have first left home about the age of
sixteen; but recently his follower J. G. Bennett published a story which
suggests that his wanderings began even earlier. Gurdjieff told a Miss Anna
Durco (whom he met as a child in 1934) that he had run away with the
gypsies who passed through Kars each spring on their way to trade horses.
At the age of eleven his friendships with the gypsy boys developed into a
protracted period of truancy with a tribe of nomads from the Carpathians.
As he later told the story, Gurdjieff made it seem that he was more
intrigued by the legends of hidden wisdom attached to the gypsies than by
their romantic way of life. It would be too much to expect a child of eleven
to have any interest in philosophical matters; but there is nothing against
believing that the young Gurdjieff was enthralled by the more romantic
aspects of gypsy lore. His precocious appetite for adventure is confirmed by
William Seabrook’s impression that he “rain away to sea at an early age.”

He was ridden by a particularly merciless daemon. From childhgod, he
writes, he had “an ‘irresistible urge’ to do things not as others do them.” So
“if all the other children slid down the hill head first, I tried to do it, and
moreover, each time better and better, as the children then called it,
‘backside-first.”” The deliberate contrariness of the child was reflected in
the obstinacy of the youth and the matured philosophy of the man, whose
entire rationale ran cross-grained to his surroundings. To this natural
mulishness was added a sense of urgency which must have had some basis
in the facts of his early life. One story in Meetings with Remarkable Men
suggests an explanation. He and his schoolfellow “Peter Karpenko” fell in
love with the same girl. They decided to spend a day on the local artillery
range while firing was in progress, and let the gunners settle their
differences for them. Both survived their harrowing experience to become
fast friends. In early manhood Gurdjieff was no stranger to the chances of
sudden death, and a number of narrow escapes may have been partly
responsible for his later conviction that the only way of saving mankind
would be to implant in each human being the consciousness of his own
mortality.

We know further that this young man once commiserated with a group of
ladies from the literary world with the words: “I too was once sick for art.”
In Europe and the United States he was surrounded by Bohemians and
“artistic” people; and he was reported in 1919 to be on familiar terms with
the Georgian poets and artists of the day. If he associated with any
particular group of artists during his early life, we know nothing of it,
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although his chosen art would beyond all doubt have been the theater. Yet,
even if Gurdjieff were really “sick” for art, his sickness was subordinated to
the demanding irritation of his “itching-itch,” the pursuit of meaning. At
some time or another he concluded that the knowledge he sought existed
not only in the form of secrets handed down among “genuine initiates,” but
in works of art constructed according to a definite purpose by the ancient
guardians of the esoteric Tradition. The feeling that the wonders of the
ancient world meant something, were actually capable of revealing to man
secrets known to their makers, was common among nineteenth-century
occultists influenced by Blavatsky, and Gurdjieff was not immune to this
sort of speculation. But he went further, and his view of the role of art was
more extensive. In Beelzebub’s Tales he describes an imaginary club called
“The-Adherents-of-Legominism” dedicated to passing on wisdom by artistic
means. The members of this club are supposed to have decided that they
should construct their works of art—Dbe they paintings, statues, or dances—
on the basis of the universal “Law of Sevenfoldness,” one of the laws on
which Gurdjieff based his cosmology. Into works made according to this
system of relation and proportion, the artists would introduce “intentional
inexactitudes” or deliberate departures from the canon. These were
intended to point the message which the work of “objective art” was
designed to convey.

Perhaps we are to imagine Gurdjieff inspecting the wonders of the world
in the light of his own later teaching about art as a transmitter of
legominism. In this spirit he once described his discovery of a “strange
figure in the desert at the foot of the Hindu Kush—perhaps one of the
famous Buddhas of Bamian. “At first,” he told Ouspensky, “it produced
upon us simply the impression of being a curiosity. But after a while we
began to feel that this figure contained many things, a big, complete and
complex system of cosmology. And slowly, step by step, we began to
decipher this system. It was in the body of the figure, in its legs, in its arms,
in its head, in its eyes, in its ears: everywhere. In the whole statue there
was nothing accidental, nothing without meaning. And gradually we
understood the aim of the people who built this statue. We began to feel
their thoughts, their feelings. Some of us thought that we saw their faces,
heard their voices. . . .”

Where did Gurdjieff travel in his search for the knowledge which so
obsessed him? Three times he made unheralded appearances in the centers
of European civilization, and each time the tale was vague yet apparently
circumstantial. To Ouspensky in Moscow he spoke of “Tibetan monasteries,
the Chitral, Mount Athos; Sufi schools in Persia, in Bokhara, and eastern
Turkestan; he mentioned dervishes of various orders; but all of them in a
very indefinite way.” Cecil Sharp, the editor of the London New Statesman,
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located the area of Gurdjieff’s search in “that little-known region which lies
between Eastern Persia and Tibet.” William Seabrook, who knew Gurdjieff
in New York, wrote that he “spent many years in Outer Mongolia
and Tibet, where he is said to have been at one time a Tibetan monk,
and to have absorbed the mystical practices and teachings of the
Sufis, Yogis, Melewi, Rufiah, and Persian dervishes. I can testify of my own
knowledge,” concluded Seabrook, “that Gurdjieff knows more about
dervish mysticism and magic than any man I have ever met outside a
dervish monastery.”

All the rumors concerning the source of his knowledge point to Central
Asia; and of course, to its most inaccessible parts. Sometimes it seems that
every mystical philosopher has claimed to have been in Tibet. The origin of
the Tibetan obsession lies in Mme. Blavatsky’s invention of the “Tibetan
Mahatmas” who watched over the Theosophical Society. But in Gurdjieff’s
case the legend is almost certainly based on fact. The stories of his travels
almost always contain circumstantial evidence—like the idea of using sheep
as baggage animals—which supports their accuracy. His teaching certainly
incorporated elements from Tibetan Buddhism, and many of his earliest
followers were convinced that he had been in Tibet. C. S. Nott even tells us
that Gurdjieff had himself been made collector of revenues for the Dalai
Lama; and other disciples remember that Gurdjieff’s establishment in
France was sometimes visited by inscrutable guests from Central Asia.

Gurdjieff first became known in the West as a “teacher of dancing”; and
the names of the places where his dances are said to have originated
provide further evidence that he had been where he claimed to have been.
There are several helpful indications in the program of dances and
movements which Gurdjieff presented at Christmas 1923 in Paris. On the
one hand places are mentioned which are easily identifiable, like the city of
Mazar-i-Sharif in northern Afghanistan, or Yangi Hissar, a sizeable town
south of Kashgar in Central Asia. Then there are more general references to
Chinese Turkestan and Kafiristan which cannot be checked. Lastly, there
are names difficult to find on any map, but which provide the best evidence
of all that Gurdjieff was in Central Asia. We learn of the “monks of
Matchna,” at the monastery of “Kisil-Djan” at the “Oasis of Keril” [ Chinese
Turkestan]; the monastery of “Souxari” near “Outchan-Su in Kashgaria,”
the medical temple of “Sari” in Tibet, and “the Sanctuary of Houdankr,
Lotko country in the Chitral.” It may be possible to find these locations on
unusually detailed maps, and it is certainly possible that Gurdjieff s dances
did not come from the sources he indicated—although, he also specifies
other out-of-the-way places like Sessi Madane in Transcaucasia which do
exist. But what is peculiarly interesting in the references to “Kisil-Djan,”
“Outchan-Su,” “Sari,” and “Houdankr,” js that although they resist
identification, in each case the etymology of the name is consistent with the
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language of the area in which they are supposed to be. The conclusion is
inevitable either that Gurdjieff had been there, as he said, or that he was
closely associated with men who had traveled in those regions.

Gurdjieff told Ouspensky that his journeys in the East had been
undertaken in the company of “all sorts of specialists.” Some were working,
he said, some had since died, others were “in seclusion.” After Ouspensky
arrived in London in 1921, Cecil Sharp published in the New Statesman
some further information on the Seekers for Truth which was probably
derived from Ouspensky himself, or from pupils at Fontainebleau like
Sharp’s wife.

The movement originated some thirty years ago in an expedition
organised by Mr. Gurdjieff—then very young—and two Russian
savants, with the object of discovering what, if possible, lay behind the
fabled “wisdom of the East.” Five years were spent in gathering and
training a band of about thirty investigators, mostly Russians, who
between them might claim to know all that Europe knew of science
and art. They then set out . . . and . . . separated, each to seek entry
into some “school” where esoteric knowledge might be
found. . . . After several years a few of them returned and organised a
second expedition. Some of the members of both expeditions are still
in Central Asia and will probably never return. Others including Mr.
Gurdjieff, after spending the best part of twenty years in various
Eastern schools, came back to Europe and are now engaged in working
upon the masses of material that they brought with them, while
maintaining communication with those who have remained behind.

The prospectus for Gurdjieff’s Institute at Fontainebleau—which con-
tains a quantity of false, not to say fraudulent information—talks of a
company of “doctors, archaeologists, priests, painters, etc., etc., with the
aim of mutual assistance in research into so-called supernatural phenomena
which interested each one from a particular point of view.” Gurdjieff
frequently told outrageous lies, even when it was clear that the listener had
no thought of believing him: Thus, to an American doctor and pupil whom
he knew to be familiar with his personal circumstances, he announced
blandly that in France he had “two hundred pupils—all docteurs.” The
picture of a sort of combined Society for Psychical Research and Royal
Central Asian Society is certainly exaggerated. But'on balance it is probable
that Gurdjieff did have some collaborators in his quest, even if they were
only traveling companions or chance acquaintances.

There is an outside possibility that a regular group did form for certain
expeditions; in Meetings with Remarkable Men Gurdjieff mentions an
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expedition of 1898 in the Gobi Desert and another of 1900 in the Pamirs.
The “savants” to whom Sharp refers may have been the characters
portrayed as “Prince Lubovedsky” and “Professor Skridlov.” In two
different places Gurdjieff talks of meeting two Russian savants beside the
Pyramids, and although such a meeting might represent only a continued
“quest for the inexplicable,” the repetition of this incident may indicate a
real experience. On each occasion one of the figures is said to have been
“Skridlov,” the Professor of Archaeology. In Beelzebub’s Tales the other is
unnamed; but in Meetings with Remarkable Men, the second Russian is
named as “Prince Lubovedsky,” “my elder comrade and closest friend.”
There is a strong tradition that Gurdjieff’s aristocratic patron was a real
person, and Ouspensky thought that he had met the archaeologist. But it is
safest to regard the Seekers for Truth as a body in which Gurdjieff’s friends
would be included but which comprehends all those in pursuit of eternal
things; just as the World Brotherhood which the group is said to have
contacted, is composed of all those practicing the right methods to spiritual
attainment:

Among the adepts of this monastery there were former Christians,
Jews, Mohammedans, Buddhists, Lamaists, and even one Shamanist.
All were united by God the Truth.

All the brethren of this monastery lived together in such amity that,
in spite of the specific traits and properties of the representatives of the
different religions, Professor Skridlov and I could never tell to which
religion this or that brother had formerly belonged.

Where then did Gurdjieff travel? He mentions Turkey, Athos, Crete,
Jerusalem, and Egypt, where he was a tourist guide at the Pyramids.
According to Meetings with Remarkable Men he went as far south as
Ethiopia, and at the end of his life he professed an undying affection for that
part of the world. He claimed to have penetrated Mecca and Medina, but
was disappointed in the holy places of Islam. He considered the center of
“real” knowledge preserved in Islamic form to be in Central Asia, near
Bokhara, Merv, and Samarkand, and above all, Meetings with Remarkable
Men is filled with the gusto of the Central Asian khanates approached up
the River Oxus.

The next chapter will show that Gurdjieff visited India, Tibet, and China;
he claimed also to have taken part in a journey through Siberia; and at a
later period of his life he spent much time in Turkestan and the lands
around Kashgar. It seems that he probably knew sufficient languages for his
purpose. Greek, Armenian, Tadjik, and Turkish he would have known from
early youth. He is supposed also to have spoken Arabic and Italian—the



4 THE HARMONIOUS CIRCLE

common languages of the Mediterranean at the turn of the century—and he
probably picked up some French and English. His claims to fluency in
eighteen different languages should be taken with a pinch of salt, but these
claims were probably more nearly true than false.

What Gurdjieff brought back from his journeys will be considered
separately. Apart from various Sufi orders and monasteries both Christian
and Buddhist, he mentions that he was a member of a society of Persians
which met at Baku to study magic, and also that he was at one time a
practitioner of yoga. However, some of his energies may well have been
absorbed by less esoteric studies.

In the Middle East, the years of Gurdjieff s search were those of the most
romantic period of archaeology. By 1890 archaeological exploration of
Assyria—Gurdjieff’s personal interest—had reached a peak. Gurdjieff
speaks of a journey to Thebes with “Professor Skridlov” which continued via
the Red Sea to Babylon, where he left his friend “to continue his
excavations.” The exciting discoveries of contemporary archaeologists,
among them Flinder Petrie, undoubtedly spurred on his search for the
knowledge which he believed had been buried by the generations.

In Central Asia the great age of Russian exploration had been inaugurated
by N. M. Prjevalsky’s expedition through Mongolia in 1870. In 1888, on his
fifth journey, Prjevalsky died; but in the early 1890s his successor, P. K.
Kozlov, mounted expeditions in Turkestan and in the later part of the 1890s
in Mongolia and the middle Gobi. Non-Russian explorers like Sven Hedin
and Aurel Stein entered the field, and Central Asia became the favorite area
for adventurous scholars. When Gurdjieff talks of an expedition into the
Gobi Desert to find a city rumored to be buried beneath the sands, he may
well be dealing in symbols; but such rumors did draw archaeologists te the
Gobi, and reports of sand-buried cities came from Sven Hedin himself. The
disinterring of ancient knowledge and the uncovering of the true nature of
man are undoubtedly intended, but the symbolism is prompted by the
conditions surrounding Gurdjieff’s personal quest.

Gurdjieff might have been able to satisfy his interest in ancient
civilizations and gain access to distant and inaccessible lands by joining
scientific expeditions in Central Asia; and a gift for languages would have
been highly prized. The idea helps to explain how a young man from a
penniless family was able to make ends meet in unfamiliar country. If we
discount the idea of financial backing from the Seekers for Truth,
Gurdjieff’s initial forays into Central Asia require-some plausible ground-
ing. A possibility which provides a more convincing explanation of his early
mobility is that from an early age he was an agent of the Russian secret
service.

This possibility has been responsible for certain portrayals of Gurdjieff as
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a Black Magician straight from the pages of Dennis Wheatley. Louis
Pauwels, editor of the anthology Monsieur Gurdjieff, mixes the occult and
politics into an impossible conspiracy involving both Hitler and Stalin.
Stalin and Gurdjieff, says Pauwels, “were at school together,” and J. G.
Bennett claims to have heard Gurdjieff endorse this tale himself. It is
certainly true that the young Joseph Dzhugashvili—who became Joseph
Stalin—was a lodger with the Gurdjieff family at some time during his
career at Tiflis Theological Seminary from 1894 to 1899; and that he left
owing them a substantial sum of money. It has been said by Stalin’s
enemies that he acted at one time as an agent for the Tsarist authorities, and
possibly some confused thinking led to the connection with Gurdjieff being
distorted. What is interesting is that the charges against Stalin originate in
the well-known habit of the Tsarist Intelligence Service of offering a suspect
the choice of serving with them as an alternative to punishment.

A story about Gurdjieff which used to circulate in London émigré circles
was that he had been imprisoned for evading military service. The source
was Prince Mikail Sumbatov, who in the early 1890s was Commissioner for
Special Duties attached to the Governor of Kars; and it is totally in keeping
with our knowledge of Gurdjieff that he should have tried to dodge the
draft. There is not a shred of evidence to support the speculation, but it is
tempting to wonder whether he was offered the sort of choice which the
authorities held out to others. Even if this possibility is discounted, some
sort of government backing best explains Gurdjieff’s confusing statement in
Herald of Coming Good about the great advantages his “peculiar condi-
tions” of life gave him over the ordinary man. The pronouncement
otherwise reads like a symptom of paranoia, and it does not have the same
ring as the deliberately boastful passage about its author’s endowment with
“the highest degrees of comprehension attainable by man,” which precedes
it.

I had, in accordance with the peculiar conditions of my life, the
possibility of gaining access to the so-called “holy-of-holies” of nearly
all hermetic organisations such as religious, philosophical, occult,
political and mystic societies, congregations, parties, unions, etc.,
which were inaccessible to the ordinary man . . .

There is only one sort of job which secures rapid entrance into all
organizations, whether political, religious, or intellectual, and that is the
task of the agent who can rely on the contacts built up by his organization to
establish his good faith.

In Meetings with Remarkable Men Gurdjieff describes how he and his
friend “Pogossian” had themselves appointed the agents of an “Armenian
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Committee” in order to finance their travels in search of knowledge. This
Armenian Committee was presumably connected with the Armenian Social
Revolutionary Party known as the Dashnaktsutiun, which was established
in Tiflis in 1890 and adopted a political program two years later. Gurdjieff
places his expedition with Pogossian in a year of militant Armenian
nationalism when the hero “Andronik” (alias Ozanian) first began to attract
attention. Although it is impossible to identify the year exactly, if there is
any historical basis for this episode, it probably occurred in the early 1890s.
It was not the last of Gurdjieff’s ventures into politics.

In the Third Series Gurdjieff relates that three times in his life he was
seriously wounded by stray bullets. The first time was in Crete in the year
1896, “the year before the Graeco-Turkish war.” It may have been the year
before war actually broke out between the two nations, but it was the year
of the Greek rebellion against the Turks which provoked the war. Gurdjieff
was evidently involved with the revolutionaries, as he was transported out
of the island by certain Greeks who were strangers to him and brought to
Jerusalem to recover from his wound. We may ascribe Gurdjieff’s
involvement in this political squabble solely to his Greek ancestry and the
exhortations of “true patriots” of the sort he describes elsewhere in
connection with the Cretan uprising; but this seems most unlikely. Russia
had an interest in the war, as for various reasons it opposed the union of
Crete with Greece. While Gurdjieff may simply have been using political
occasions for his private ends, a career associated with both Greek and
Armenian nationalism simply invites speculation.

Besides being the great age of archaeology and exploration, the last
quarter of the nineteenth century was the high point of the expansion of
Imperial Russia. The capture of Kars shortly before the Gurdjieff family
moved there was the culmination of the Russian drive south; but the empire
builders even had their eyes on Africa. Ideas of founding an Abyssinian
colony were combined with a suggestion that the Abyssinian Church be
brought into a union with Russian Orthodoxy. The head of the Abyssinian
Church decided that Russia ought to take not only the Abyssinian Church
under her protection, but also the related Coptic and Armenian Churches.
This resulted in a series of embassies exchanged between St. Petersburg
and the Emperor Menelik; and the Russian delegations usually comprised
both military and ecclesiastical personnel. At the Fashoda incident in July
1898, a Russian colonel commanded the Abyssinian army in support of the
French challenge to Britain. In the context of this peculiar military-
ecclesiastical situation, Gurdjieff’s supposed visit to Abyssinia takes on a
very different coloring.

The chief area of Russian expansion, however, was Central Asia. Russian
occupation of the khanates at the head of the Oxus had been followed by a
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steady push into the sparsely populated areas of Kashgar and Turkestan. In
this context, Gurdjieff makes one quite remarkable admission about his
travels in Central Asia. “Of course,” he writes, “for journeys taken on
behalf of some government or other for a certain political aim and for which
large sums are allocated, . . . one might hire as many porters as one wishes
to pack and unpack everything.” This is an almost explicit statement that he
did undertake political missions in Central Asia, and it fits very neatly with
the most persistent rumors about his work on behalf of Russian Intel-
ligence.

In 1892—the year which Gurdjieff himself selects as a watershed in his
activities—he would have turned eighteen. This coincides too closely with
the advent of military age to avoid reemphasis in the light of the rumor
about his evasion of military service. From this year onward, Gurdjieff’s
activities must all lie under suspicion of being associated with political
intrigue; and his involvement with the Cretan revolt at the age of twenty-
two may have been the exploit of an already seasoned campaigner. This
means that his own version of his early years is probably misleading in
countless nonphilosophical ways, and only when evidence is available from
other sources can anything be said for certain. The trail, which begins when
we take for granted Gurdjieff’s career in espionage, does lead to such
evidence; and this provides the date of birth which has been assumed in
this chapter, as well as other personal details. It was in Tibet—that most
obvious of places from which a bogus mystic might flaunt his credentials,
and therefore a fitting port of call for a man who later delighted to
impersonate the charlatan—that Gurdjieff broke cover. The invisible man
appears in the annals of the history of crime.



2

The Great Game

By 1900 the regions through which the Seekers for Truth are supposed to
have traveled had become areas of anxious concern to Imperial Russia and
the British Raj. The remoteness of those mountainous frontier lands which
spoke to Theosophists of divine wisdom meant sleepless nights for English
and Russian empire builders alike. In Afghanistan and Tibet, agents
recruited by either side collected intelligence or attempted to win over the
inhabitants to the cause of Delhi or St. Petersburg. As well as being the age
of the great explorers, the turn of the century was the high point in the
clandestine battle for India which became known to the British as the Great
Game. Exploration was easily used as a cover for activities of another sort.
For example, a geologist supposedly named “Bogdanovitch,” who was a
member of Prjevalsky’s last expedition, was widely rumored to be in reality
Colonel Alexei Nikolaievitch Orlov of the Russian General Staff.

Officials of the Government of India kept a watthful eye on the states of
the Himalaya and the Pamirs. The picture of undercover rivalry given by
Rudyard Kipling’s Kim is not far from the truth. In response to the Russian
overtures to Tibet, the British in India sent’ out agents known as
“pandits”—like Kipling’s “fearful man” Huree Babu—of whom the most
famous was Sarat Chandra Das who actually spent several weeks in Lhasa.
Kim was published in 1901 when the Game had been in progress for some
time. Two years later, the expedition of Colonel Younghusband set out from

48
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India for Tibet. The small British force entered Lhasa in 1904, after the
Dalai Lama had fled north into the Gobi Desert with a mysterious figure
lmown to British Intelligence as “the Lama Dordjieff.” This Dordjieff was
believed to be the main Russian agent in Tibet, and his great influence on
the Dalai Lama had been used by Lord Curzon to persuade a reluctant
government to agree to Younghusband’s expedition in the first place. One
of the most intriguing rumors to attach themselves to Gurdjieff is that he
and Dordjieff were the same man.

Stories that Gurdjieff had been vaguely connected with the Tsarist
Intelligence Service in Tibet began to circulate soon after his arrival in
Europe. J. G. Bennett, who met him while serving as an officer in British
Intelligence in Constantinople in 1920, has recorded that his first informa-
tion about Gurdjieff came in a file from the Government of India warning
him about Gurdjieff’s shady past. On one of the visits which Gurdjieff made
to London early in 1922, he was interviewed by a police or security
organization and accused of having been a Tsarist agent. Gurdjieff, of
course, denied the charge, but it is possible that this old score was behind
the failure of his eminent supporters to secure him a permit of residence in
Britain and their subsequent difficulties in persuading the French au-
thorities to let him stay in France. The legend that Gurdjieff was the Lama
Dordjieff was widely believed by his Western disciples.

The evidence which made the idea of Gurdjieff-Dordjieff widely known
was published by Rom Landau in 1935 in a book called God Is My
Adventure, a bestselling survey of contemporary spiritual leaders. Landau’s
source was the writer Achmed Abdullah, who met Gurdjieff at a New York
luncheon given by John O’Hara Cosgrave, a former editor of the New York
World and a follower of Gurdjieff’s disciple, Orage. Abdullah was as-
tounded to find that the famous guru had been one of his opposite numbers
in Tibet in 1903. “I was convinced that he was Lama Dordjieff,” he wrote to
Rom Landau. “I told him so—and he winked. We spoke in Tadjik.” Claude
Bragdon, another writer who witnessed this incident, recorded that
“Gurdjieff, through Orage, acknowledged that he had been in Lhasa, saying
that his political activities had been but a cloak to his religious interests: he
was there studying Buddhist theology, he explained.”

“Achmed Abdullah” was the pseudonym used by a writer and adventurer
who would never reveal his true name. His autobiography was published
the year before God Is My Adventure, and it is as colorful and romantic as
any of his novels. Abdullah (1881-1945) was the son of a Russian father and
an Afghan mother. His great-uncle was Abdur Rahman, and he had a
brother who was a Cossack colonel. He was in Tibet as a regular officer with
the Younghusband Expedition and implies that he had also operated in
Central Asia in other capacities. A man of many talents, he contrived to
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obtain a Turkish commission in the Balkan War of 1912--13 on the orders of
the Indian Army. His romances come out of the same stable as the more
novelistic passages in Meetings with Remarkable Men. To play the Great
Game evidently demanded imagination as well as courage.

It is possible that Gurdjieff had made some prior arrangement with
Achmed Abdullah. In some respects they were birds of a feather, used to
the subtleties of Oriental intrigue and exaggeration. But the story has many
marks of authenticity. Abdullah knew much more about the Lama Dordjieff
than was common property in the 1930s, and he had certainly been in the
right place at the right time. Although he was mistaken, his story is the first
real clue to finding Gurdjieff’s trail. In the Great Game, smoke rarely
occurred without fire, and Abdullah gave a circumstantial picture of
Gurdjieff-Dordjieff. “He spoke Russian, Tibetan, Tartar, Tadjik, Chinese,
Greek, strongly accented French and rather fantastic English. As to his
age—well—I would say ageless. A great man who, though he dabbled in
Russian imperialistic politics, did so—I have an idea—more or less in the
spirit of jest.” He concluded with a verdict on Gurdjieff which has become
famous. “I am a fairly wise man. But I wish I knew the things which
Gurdjieff had forgotten.”

What romantic could resist the vision of the master of both spiritual and
temporal things which Abdullah conjured up? Gurdjieff’s reputation as a
political maestro had reached epic proportions. Louis Pauwels even records
rumors that he was in Tibet “in 1903, and again in 1905, 1906, 1907 and
1908 together with Professor Karl Haushofer, the mentor of Rudolph
Hess. Pauwels and his collaborator Jacques Bergier devote a long section of
their bestselling The Dawn of Magic (1960) to arguing the existence of an
occult plot involving Gurdjieff, Haushofer, and certain eccentrics who
presided over the birth of the Nazi Party. Various aberrations taken from
nineteenth-century Theosophy are used to manufacture a sinister center of
diabolism located in Tibet and to create a new picture of Gurdjieff as the
agent of the “King of Fear,” in Shamballa, whose mystical mission was to
destroy the intellectuals of the West . . . .

Unfortunately, this theory will not do, although the idea even passed—in
a dignified, academic form—into a scholarly work by K. M. Pannikar, Asia
and Western Dominance (1953). The occult ravingsrapart, it was very soon
after the publication of Monsieur Gurdjieff that Alexandra David-Neel, who
had spent several years in Tibet and had adopted a Tibetan lama as her son,
published an article directly denying that Gurdjieff and Dordjieff had
anything in common. She attributed the confusion to the similarity of the
two names and published a photograph of Dordjieff to prove that by no
stretch of the imagination could one face develop into the other. Gurdjieff
himself told his pupils that he had once been given a Tibetan pass by an
official who mistook the initial syllable of his name and described him as
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“Dordjieff.” Somewhere among files long since vanished may lie a clue to a
mistake which resulted in British Intelligence organizations confusing—as
Achmed Abdullah himself may have confused—the master and the pupil.

A case based solely on the available documents of the Great Game could
leave the impression that there was no doubt about the matter; however,
the evidence also includes a collection of photographs which is particularly
perplexing. Some could well be pictures of the young Gurdjieff, others
apparently could not, and at least one photograph has obviously been
tampered with before publication. Although all are supposed to show the
same man, there must be considerable doubt whether they in fact do so.
This presents a peculiar problem. It is stretching coincidence too far to
argue that another adventurer, resembling Gurdjieff in many particulars,
was in the same area at the same time. On the other hand, a case which
accepted all the photographs at their face value could not stand. There seem
to be good reasons for suggesting that some of the photographs have been
confused or made to lie for subterranean purposes; but a reader might
plausibly retort that this belief was the result of an idée fixe on the author’s
part. The only solution seems to be to describe the inquiry step by step and
to leave the verdict open.

It is, first of all, certain that any traveler, however innocent, who
ventured into so sensitive an area would be investigated and his name pass
into the files of the Great Game at Delhi, Simla, and Whitehall. By his own
admission Gurdjieff was in Tibet while these files were open. Then, there
are significant resemblances between the sacred dances of Tibet and
Gurdjieff’s own. Next, halfway through the thicket of Beelzebub’s Tales to
his Grandson, the reader stumbles across an outburst directed specifically
at the Younghusband Expedition. The genial exasperation of Beelzebub
with human folly is directed at denouncing the way mankind infallibly
overturns the social organizations created by the great religious teachers.
Things were going quite well in Tibet, says Beelzebub, owing chiefly to its
isolation; and a part of the teaching of “Saint Lama” was actually applied in
daily life. The result was rejoicing among certain cosmic authorities that
some aims of the founder of Lamaism might actually be achieved.

But your favourites did not allow even this to happen, but by their
“military expedition” or Anglo-Tibetan war, without so much as a
thought, knocked this possibility soundly on the head.

About this “military expedition™ I will tell you a little later.

And I shall tell you about it chiefly because I myself happened by
chance to be an eyewitness of all those lamentable events.

This passage about Tibet also occurs in a typescript version of Beelzebub’s
Tales which dates from before Achmed Abdullah’s letter to Rom Landau.
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With these various indications it was almost certain that a thorough
search would reveal something. To anyone familiar with Meetings with
Remarkable Men and the identifiable style of Gurdjieffian cunning, it will
not come as a surprise that the first clue to a possible nom de guerre
adopted by Gurdjieff had to do with phonographs and led to the discovery
of a highly suspicious character coming from the general area of the
Caucasus, using an unnecessary number of false names and carrying to
Dordjieff and the Dalai Lama a strange assortment of baggage, which
included a phonograph and its blank wax rolls for recording. Two rumors
current among the followers of Gurdjieff and Ouspensky provide some
confirmation of the identification which follows. The first is that Gurdjieff’s
mistrust of the British resulted from their having interned him in India.
The second—for which the source is P. D. Ouspensky—is that Gurdjieff
had a wife and children “elsewhere.” (This latter piece of gossip accounts
for the fact that the woman later known as Gurdjieff’s “wife” never took the
name of “Gurdjieff” but always remained “Madame Ostrowsky.”) Both
conditions are fulfilled by the man who called himself Ovshe or Ushe
Narzunoff, although the existence of his family is bound up with the
perplexing question of the photographs. Even if Ushe Narzunoff were not
the same person as G. I. Gurdjieff, it is hard to believe that his activities
were not related to Gurdjieff’s own exploits in “those for me extremely
memorable places,” the mountains of Tibet.

The Government of India first took notice of Narzunoff in March 1900. It
is not clear whether this was as the result of definite information or simply
because of a security-conscious attitude toward Russian travelers.
Narzunoff’s suspicious contacts were later disclosed by the Reverend
Graham Sandberg, the Anglican chaplain at Darjeeling. Sandberg was the
author of a Tibetan grammar and an expert on Tibetan affairs; on behalf of
the Government of India and the Great Game, he kept his ear very close to
the ground. He connected Narzunoff with the Lama Dordjieff and with an
equally mysterious Tibetan called Badmaieff who was closely linked to the
Tsar of Russia. Before Narzunoff landed in India, the word had already been
passed that he should not be allowed to cross the frontier to Tibet.

On March 6, 1900, there arrived in Calcutta from Marseilles aboard the
S.S. Dupleix a man bearing a passport issued by General Nipi Khoraki, the
Governor of Stavropol, dated September 29, 1899. This described him as
“Ovshe Moutchkindoff Norzunoff ”—the name was at other times spelled
Narzunoff, Norzanaff and Norzanong—but when *Narzunoff registered at
the Continental Hotel, Calcutta, it was under the name of Myanoheid
Hopityant, who was described as belonging to “the Post and Telegraph
Department, Sangata, Stavropolsk Government.” He had a letter of
introduction to the French consul from a professor in Paris—this was
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probably a M. Joseph Deniker of whom there will be more to say. But as he
spoke only Mongolian and Russian, the French consul sent him to a Mr.
Branson, the Accountant-General for Bengal, who knew the latter language
and could be expected to help him on his way. Narzunoff told Branson that
he had once before been through Calcutta to Tibet via Darjeeling and that
he now intended proceeding again to Tibet with a case of presents for the
Dalai Lama. He explained that the presents were from himself in gratitude
for previous kind treatment and as an offering to the head of the Buddhist
Church. On March 10, Narzunoff left Calcutta for Darjeeling—in a
considerable panic, as it later appeared—and on the way, stayed at Ghoom
with a lama from Bhutan named Serap Gyatsho. On March 12, the traveler
was interviewed at Ghoom by the Darjeeling Police. Under questioning, he
proved undeniably shifty, although some trouble probably arose merely
because of language difficulties.

At his first interview in March Narzunoff—unaccountably dressed as a
Chinese—told the following story. In January of the previous year “he had
passed through the Darjeeling district on his way to Peking, where he
purchased some 9,000 rupees’ worth of goods for trading purposes, and
returned with them by a French steamer to Calcutta, left the goods in the
Calcutta Custom House, and proceeded to Ghoom enroute to Yatung,
where he intended remaining until he received remittances from his agents
in Tibet and Mongolia; he averred that he was a trader pure and simple,
and disowned the names of Norzunoff and Myanoheid Hopityant, stating
that he had never made use of them.” His real name, he said, was Obishak,
and he was evidently trying to give the impression that he was a merchant,
concerned chiefly with the trade between Tibet and China. But on March
27; he ehanged his tune and admitted that he had come from Paris and had
also visited St. Petersburg and Berlin. A week later he confused his story
yetagain by muddling the ships on which he had traveled. He was detained
at Ghoom until the end of August.

Meanwhile the Calcutta Customs had investigated the baggage which
Narzunoff had left behind in bond. His personal effects included a
telescope, two phonographs, a camera, and “one rifle”—this last officially
italicized. The weapon, a .45 caliber sporting rifle sighted up to 450 yards,
was confiscated, and Narzunoff was allowed to take away his personal
luggage. But he was also in charge of thirty-one cases which he had
imported as cargo and which evidently caused the customs officials a certain
amount of perplexity. A single case contained some spirit lamps, a quantity
of coral, photographic film, and silk. The remaining thirty held 590 metal
bowls together with apparatus for suspending them, and their use was a
matter for guesswork. At some time during Narzunoffs detention, his
agents, Thomas Cook amd Son, took these cases in charge and apparently



54 THE HARMONIOUS CIRCLE

delivered them to several lamas, including “a Tsanite Khamba (who is
believed to be no other than Dordjieff)” whom Narzunoff had summoned
from Lhasa. The friendly lamas failed to persuade the Darjeeling Police to
allow Narzunoff into Tibet, and for five months he had to await the pleasure
of the Queen-Empress. He applied to the Deputy Commissioner of Police
at Darjeeling for the subsistence allowance which the Bengal Government
had ordered be provided for him, but refused to accept the meager stipend
of one rupee a day which he was offered.

While Narzunoff was cooling his heels at Ghoom, the Darjeeling Police
took detailed notes about him. The description circulated was of a man,
“height about 5 feet 10 inches, broad and well built, head now shaved,
Mongolian features, slight moustache twisted down Chinese fashion,
medium complexion.” He gave his age as twenty-six. This appears to have
been correct, as the wily Police Commissioner discovered a photograph
given by Narzunoff to a Mongolian lama during the period of his detention,
on the back of which was written: “In kind remembrance to the Mongolian
Lama Yarphel from Ovisha Muchknoff Norsunoff, 26th July 1900, on the
26th year of his age.” Not much' reliance can be placed on a single
preposition, “on,” which has had to survive translation from Narzunoff’s
inscription and probable mauling by Anglo-Indian English, otherwise we
might think that this revealed Gurdjieff’s exact birth date. The photograph
was reproduced and circulated by the Darjeeling Deputy Commissioner,
who was later able to identify Narzunoff—looking most un-Mongolian—
from this print.

For Narzunoff was officially declared persona non grata. On August 2,
1900, the Government of India decided to deport him to Russia “on the
ground that it was undesirable that a Mongolian or quasi-Russian .adven-
turer with several aliases should trade with Tibet through British India, and
that though Norzanoff’s goods seemed to be harmless, his intentions might
be the reverse.” He left India for Odessa on August 31, in the very ship
which had brought him. In a final examination before his departure,
Narzunoff disclosed three of the four names which enable a reconstruction
of his affiliations in the Great Game. Besides his passport and a letter of
introduction from the General Secretary of the Paris Geographical Society,
he carried a letter from Prince Ukhtomsky, the editor of the newspaper,
Riga Viedomosti. Ukhtomsky described Narzunoff as a zaissan or noble of
the Kalmuck Buddhists, and declared that he was a member of the Imperial
Russian Geographical Society who was “undertaking a journey to Tibet both
on a religious pilgrimage and in the interests of science and commerce.”
Narzunoff seems to have decided to make a clean breast of his concerns to
the Calcutta Police; he was, he said, “travelling at the expense of a very rich
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Lama of Chinese Mongolia who lives in Urga, about 350 miles south of
Irkutsk.” The name of this lama was “Akchwan Darjilicoff '—whom the
British authorities at once identified with Dordjieff. Dordjieff had visited
London and Paris and wished to make presents to the lamas in Tibet of
“special utensils”—the mysterious bowls—which he had failed to obtain in
St. Petersburg and so ordered from “J. Denmiker and Cie., 8 Rue Buffon,
Paris.” Narzunoff was acting as courier on Dordjieff’s behalf.

A fourth name must be added to the names “Ukhtomsky,” “Dordjieff”
and “Deniker” before the full tally of Narzunoff’s sponsors is complete.
This name is that of the strange character Shamzaran Badmaieff, who
appears frequently in the archives of the Great Game and whom the
suspicious British considered to be Narzunoff’s spymaster. The concerns of
Gurdjieff paralleled those of Badmaieff in many respects, and this similarity
of interests is another good argument for assuming Gurdjieff and Narzunoff
to be the same person. To make the relationship of these unfamilar
characters intelligible, their history must be reconstructed.

The common interest of the group was in Russian expansion in Central Asia.
Both Badmaieff and Dordjieff were Buryat Mongols from Russian territory
around Lake Baikal. The Buryats assumed great importance in the Russian
plans to penetrate Tibet, because their Buddhist faith allowed them access
to the Forbidden City of Lhasa, whereas Europeans were turned back at
the Tibetan border. As the political importance of Russian Buddhists
increased, the Buryats themselves developed a degree of self-con-
sciousness. Their intellectuals came to St. Petersburg and Moscow for
education and a printed literature sprang up. Such happenings were
~-associated with the activities of Dordjieff and Badmaieff, both of whom
were concerned with developments that were political as well as cultural.

The long arm of the Russian Government stretched across Central Asia
with the building of the Trans-Siberian Railway. The first stone of the sector
inland from Vladivostok was laid in 1891 by Nicholas II when as Tsarevitch
he traveled round the world. By 1898 the line was open with the exception
of the section around Lake Baikal—about which Badmaieff had strong
views—and a stretch along the Amur river. Eighteen ninety-eight is the
year in which Ushe Narzunoff steps into recorded history.

Shamzaran Badmaieff (1851-1919) was educated at Irkutsk and St.
Petersburg University, where he studied Chinese-Mongolian languages.
He became converted from Buddhism to Orthodox Christianity and
changed his name to Peter Alexandrovitch, at a ceremony where the Tsar
Alexander III acted as godfather. From this time on, Badmaieff enjoyed a
relationship of extraordinary favor with Alexander and his son Nicholas II,
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both of whom leaned heavily on his advice on Eastern questions. In 1875
Badmaieff left his lecturing job at the University and held a post in the Civil
Service until 1893.

His value to Nicholas II was not simply that of a political advisor. He
practised “Tibetan medicine” in an apothecary’s shop which became a
resort of fashionable St. Petersburg. On the birth of the hemophiliac
Tsarevitch, Nicholas and his wife Alexandra found a new use for the
mysterious Badmaieff and his medicines. Even the advent of Rasputin—
with whom Badmaieff was on excellent terms—never weakened his position
at court, although outside the circle of the Tsar and the Tsaritsa, he made
many enemies. It was rumored that the patients at his clinic had political
information recorded on their files, and his name was often coupled with
those of Rasputin and the other gurus who attempted to establish a hold
over the credulous Imperial couple. But Badmaieff stood head and
shoulders above the crowd of magi and holy fools who clamored round the
steps to the throne. This was simply because of his very obvious abilities. In
1917 he was arrested by the Bolsheviks on his way to join monarchist
sympathizers in Finland; and in jail he made a deep impression even on his
sceptical captors.

Agwan Dordjieff (d. 1938) was another remarkable Buryat, very close in
age to Badmaieff. He was born about 1850 at Cherniskaia in the Russian
province of Verknie-Udinsk, and educated successively at Gandan (the
lamaic college at Urga in Mongolia) and at the huge monastery of Drepung,
a few miles northwest of Lhasa. Here he acquired the degree of Tsanit
Khanpo, which is roughly translated as Professor (or Abbot) of Metaphysical
Theology. His career blossomed when he became tutor to the thirteenth
Dalai Lama. It seems likely that it was Dordjieff's care which prevented the
early death by poison or unexplained accident which had been the fate of so
many of his pupil’s predecessors, and when the Dalai Lama attained his
majority, Dordjieff’s vigilance was rewarded. He was given the title of
“Work-Washing Abbot,” a post which carried the duty of censing the Dalai
Lama’s chambers with perfumed water. Thus he was still closely attached to
the person of the Dalai Lama after his period of tutorship was over. The
British Secret Service, who saw him as a rich and powerful gray eminence,
were not inaccurate in their assumptions. Acetording to the German
explorer Wilhelm Filchner, Dordjieff became a Russian agent in 1885, two
years after the fourth expedition of Prjevalsky in which he took part.

Dordjieff’s influence extended outside the borders of Tibet and over the
hundreds of thousands of Russian Buddhists—the Buryats of Central Asia
and the Kalmucks of the region round Astrakhan at the head of the Caspian
Sea. The Dalai Lama appointed him as the agent who traveled through
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these areas preaching, distributing “life pills” and collecting tribute for the
exchequer. Dordjieff’s particular concern was to establish institutes of
higher education in the various Kalmuck districts where these were lacking,
and in 1906, a declaration supporting this plan was issued by the Russian
Department of Foreign Creeds. Not content with establishing schools for
his own faith, Dordjieff executed an audacious coup by building a Buddhist
temple in St. Petersburg itself. When this project became public about
1911, a scandal of ferocious proportions broke out as the clergy of Holy
Russia fulminated against the incursion of heathendom, and the plan was
completed only with the support of powerful sympathizers. One of these
was Prince Ukhtomsky of the Department of Foreign Creeds.

Dordjieff was a man of exceptional abilities. Apart from his political and
religious activity, he found time to adapt the Tibetan alphabet to Buryat
needs. He was a member of the Imperial Russian Geographical Society and
contributed notes to its publications. He spoke French as well as Asian
languages and traveled through Western Europe where he held Buddhist
services in Paris, Vienna, and Rome and visited the Vatican. After the
Russian Revolution, he was exiled to Leningrad where he spent most of his
time in the temple he had built, until his arrest and imprisonment a year
before his death in 1938. The picture of the Master of Heaven and Earth
has—it must be admitted—a basis in reality.

The Government of India was perfectly correct in assuming that Dordjieff
intended them no good. Although it is not clear whether he and Badmaieff
agreed completely on the destiny of Central Asia, it was certainly in the
interests of both to cooperate in attaching Tibet securely to the Russian
sphere of influence. The Tibetans—or at least those of Dordjieff's party,
‘which included the Dalai Lama himself—were apprehensive of the vast
British power which had already established itself in Kashmir and was
tangling with the Russians in Afghanistan. Dordjieff began diplomatic
moves to encourage the Russians to act as a counterforce, while Badmaieff
made propaganda on the Tsar’s behalf. Their campaign is best approached
through the figure of Prince Esper Esperovitch Ukhtomsky, who was a
good friend to both of them.

Ukhtomsky was an Orientalist and came of a family with interests in
Central Asia. He made an extensive collection of objects and manuscripts
relating to the Buddhism of Mongolia and Tibet, most of which he housed
in Irkutsk, and this deep interest in Buddhism led him to enter the
Department of Foreign Creeds (which controlled non-Christian religions
within the Empire). Besides being editor of the Riga Viedomosti, he was a
director of the Russo-Chinese Bank. Most significantly, Ukhtomsky was of
the extremely mystical temperament common to the Russian intelligentsia
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of the turn of the century, and claimed—in a catalogue of his Tibetan and
Mongolian collection published outside Russia—that he had been a
practicing Buddhist since the age of fifteen.

In 1890 and 1891 Nicholas II, while still Tsarevitch, undertook the
journey around the world during which he opened construction on the
Trans-Siberian Railway. Ukhtomsky was seconded from the Department of
Foreign Creeds to act as recorder to the expedition. In his huge and lavish
account of the journey, the chronicler betrays his expansionist sentiments at
every opportunity. Russia was more Oriental than Western, he insisted,
and emphasized the “inner” kinship of Indian and Russian peasants. The
reason for all this fellow feeling was crystal clear. “We are, and must be,”
declared Ukhtomsky, “supported by the idea of an ever-possible advance of
the irresistible North over the Hindu Kush.”

It may have been because of the personal sympathies of this mystical
imperialist or because of the natural inclination of Nicholas that the party
visited the headquarters of the Theosophical Society at Adyar on February
7, 1891. Ukhtomsky knew all about Mme. Blavatsky, “our talented
countrywoman,” and translated her colleague Colonel Olcott’s Buddhist
catechism into Mongolian. His description of the Theosophical Society is
significant. “At the insistence of H. P. Blavatsky, a Russian lady who knew
and had seen much, the idea sprang up of the possibility, and even the
necessity, of founding a society of theosophists, of searchers for the truth*
in the broadest sense of the word, for the purpose of enlisting adepts of all
creeds and races, of penetrating deeper into the most secret doctrines of
oriental religions, of drawing Asiatics into true spiritual communion with
educated foreigners in the West, of keeping up secret relations with
different high priests, ascetics, magicians, and so on.”

Ukhtomsky saw support for his ideas of Russian expansion in the
“readiness of the Indians to group themselves under the banner of this
strange northern woman.” He argued that Mme. Blavatsky had been forced
to leave India by “the suspiciousness of the English.” Although this may
simply represent a protest by the Theosophical Prince against unkind
rejection of Mme. Blavatsky’s very dubious “miracles,” it raises the specter
of the notorious accusations that the foundress of Theosophy was in India as
a Russian spy. These accusations came not only from paranoid colonial
officials, but also from one of the lady’s own countrymen, and there is some
evidence that Badmaieff himself was in contact with Mme. Blavatsky. The
combination of an occult quest and intelligence work was not as improbable
as it may sound, and if Mme. Blavatsky or Gurdjieff became mixed up in

* My italics.
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such activities, they would by no means have been the only seekers for
truth who were also spies.

The campaign of Russian expansion in which Badmaieff, Dordjieff, and
Ukhtomsky played a part was the same as that in which Ushe Narzunoff
became swept up. Some documents from Badmaieff's own archives enable
us partially to reconstruct its progress.

In April 1894, Badmaieff began what he referred to as his “real
activities,” building up Russian influence in Central Asia. He kept in touch
with Dordjieff and Ukhtomsky, and all three shared a brand of mystical
imperialism. Dordjieff had visions of a pan-Mongol state under Russian
protection. In his efforts to bring this about, he made use of the Mongolian
belief in the coming of the Kingdom of Shamballa (“source-of-all-luck”),
traditionally said to be situated in the north and therefore, to be equated
with Russia. In 1896 Ukhtomsky was writing that the Mongols saw the Tsar
as an incarnate Buddha. “The Tibetans,” he hinted, “who keep up very near
relations with our Buryats, are gradually but deeply imbibing identical
ideas.” As the campaign among the Mongols gathered momentum, Bad-
maieff began to trumpet success. “My arrival on the frontier,” he
announced to Nicholas II on January 15, 1897, “has shaken the whole of the
Buddhist world . .. Buryats, Mongols and especially lamas . .. were
always repeating that the time had come to extend the frontiers of the
White Tsar in the east . . . .”

Not long afterward Prince Ukhtomsky turned up in Ceylon. On April 23,
he met the President of the Theosophical Society, Colonel Olcott, at
Colombo, and the pair went joyriding in an outrigger canoe. The Prince
~ told Olcott that he was on his way to China with presents for the Emperor
and a message from the Tsar, and invited him to join him on the return trip
which he intended to make via the lamasaries of Mongolia.

Dordjieff's role at this stage of the Great Game is equivocal. It seems
most likely that he was not the direct agent of Russia like Ukhtomsky or
Badmaieff, but that he found it convenient to cooperate with their schemes
to ensure the continued independence of Tibet. But as time wore on,
Badmaieff increased his pressure on the Tsar to support a policy of direct
annexation. “Am L” he inquired, “merely to organise trade, in order to
widen our commercial-political influence in the East for further needs, or
am I to prepare the ground for a final annexation ... systematically
occupying important points with the help of Buryats and Mongols?” His
recommendation was quite open. “Tibet, being the highest plateau in Asia,
dominating the Asian continent, should obviously be in Russian hands.
With Tibet in her power, Russja will certainly be able to force England to
be more compliant.” '
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From London, Lord Curzon was pursuing a similar policy with regard to
the Government of India. He too argued that Tibet was a key point
dominating Central Asia and that his own government must beware of the
machinations of the rival empire. It has been the fashion to write off such
suspicions as proceeding from the imagination of an ambitious imperialist,
but evidence shows that his intelligence service was correct in pointing the
finger at Dordjieff and Badmaieff. In fact, the vigilance of the British simply
resulted in driving Tibet further into the embrace of the White Tsar; and
Dordjieff’s anxious search for a protector provided the final lever which
Curzon was able to use to persuade his own government to intervene.

Dordjieff made his first visit to St. Petersburg in 1898. Younghusband
later heard a rumor that he had made contact with the Tsar and Tsaritsa
through Rasputin, but Badmaieff is the more obvious channel. In 1900
Dordjieff was presented to the Tsar, and in the following year, he returned
to Russia at the head of a mission from Tibet. The Mission of 1901 became a
red rag to the British. Russia had obviously stolen a march on Britain and a
military expedition was the only answer.

The Younghusband Expedition crossed the Tibetan frontier in July 1903.
Two years had elapsed since the Dordjieff Mission to St. Petersburg.
During this time reports kept reaching the Government of India of renewed
Russian activity in Central Asia, and when the British expedition finally
reached Lhasa, rumors came back that Dordjieff had established an arsenal
there and was manufacturing rifles. But before the arrival of the British, he
and the Dalai Lama had vanished into the Gobi Desert. They are supposed
to have arrived at the monastery of Gandan in November 1904. After this
point the attention of the Russian agents in Central Asia was diverted by the
Russo-Japanese War; and Badmaieff and Ukhtomsky redirected their
energies to ensuring that the Buddhist tribes remained loyal to the Tsarist
régime.

“Ushe Narzunoff” was in the thick of the plotting and counterplotting
which surrounded Dordjieff’s mission to St. Petersburg in 1901. His
exploits should be seen against the general background of Russian es-
pionage in Central Asia and the specific efforts of Badmaieff to recruit likely
candidates for his intelligence network. “I am training young men in two
capitals—Peking and Petersburg—for further activities,” Badmaieff in-
formed the Tsar; and if Gurdjieff had wanted to penetrate Tibet, the context
in which he could most easily have done so was in that of this operation. In
1924 Wilhelm Filchner published the memoirs of one of Badmaieff’s
“young men,” the Buryat Tserempil, who claimed to have been recruited
by Dordjieff at an early age. Tserempil was trained in the Indian Section of
the Russian General Staff for “exploration and intelligence work” and sent
on missions to Calcutta and Peshawar. It is significant that at the exact time
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when Narzunoff fell foul of the British authorities, Tserempil was also
engaged in a mission through India, and like Narzunoff, he went disguised
as a Chinese. Tserempil’s identity was created for him by the Russian
Colonel Orlov, who had given him his orders in St. Petersburg where he
maintained a suite in the Hotel Europe under his cover name of
Bogdanovitch. His more immediate controller was known as “Professor
Stungevitch,” and worked from a base in the Pamirs. According to
Tserempil, the Professor was the head of the Indian Section of Russian
Intelligence; and it is worth recalling here Gurdjieff’s friendship with
another professor, the archaeologist “Skridlov.”

We possess the reports on Ushe Narzunoff which reached the Foreign
Office in London; and also his own side of the story, which was edited by
the French scholar Joseph Deniker. By the time this version of events was
made public, Narzunoff had been exposed by the Government of India. He
had been detained for a long period, and his physical appearance had been
noted in minute detail by the Police Commissioner at Darjeeling.
Narzunoff knew that his description had been taken down, and he mentions
this fact in his diaries. For undercover work, he had become a decided risk,
and it is quite possible that the reminiscences which he allowed Joseph
Deniker to publish were designed to repair his damaged cover story and
distract attention from the nonreligious activities of his master, Dordjieff.

Joseph Deniker (1852-1918) was of French origin but born in Astrakhan.
He studied chemistry in Moscow and St. Petersburg, became interested in
anthropology, and moved to Paris where he obtained his doctorate and was
appointed librarian of the Museum of Natural History. Apart from his work
on scientific bibliography, he published a series of books on racial
characteristics, most notably Races and Peoples of the World (1900).
Because of his upbringing, he spoke Russian, and made a speciality of
Buddhism and Oriental languages. This resulted in his becoming the chief
means of communication between the Russian experts on Central Asia and
the Western world: Deniker would translate articles appearing in the
Russian scientific press into French and was in constant correspondence

with V. V. Grigoriev, the Secretary-General of the Imperial Russian
- Geographical Society. He knew Prince Ukhtomsky, and his interest in
Buddhism led to his introduction to Agwan Dordjieff through the dis-
tinguished Orientalist, Sylvain Lévi. Deniker remained in touch with
Dordjieff and did him many favors. When the Times correspondent with
the Younghusband Expedition published his account of the sinister role
attributed to Dordjieff, Deniker criticized this as “much exaggerated.”

In 1898 Dordjieff made his first visit to St. Petersburg and passed on to
Paris where he met Joseph Deniker. On June 27, the Tsanit Khanpo
celebrated a Tibetan ceremony in the Musée Guimet with Dr. Deniker
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acting as interpreter. On this visit Dordjieff was asked in the interests of
science to record some prayers on a phonograph—the old-fashioned kind
with wax cylinders. He became enthusiastic and bought a machine with
many cylinders, saying that for purposes unspecified this magnificent
invention could be of great use. On a second visit to Paris, Dordjieff
entrusted Deniker with a most unusual commission. The Tibetan priest was
in search of steel, begging bowls for his monks, but these had by custom to
be made from a single piece of metal. An experiment with a German
company had failed, as welding had been used on the bowls, and it was
Deniker’s task to find a firm which would cast large numbers of vessels in
accordance with lamaistic precepts. Ushe Narzunoff arrived in Paris in 1900
to fetch these bowls, which formed the mysterious cargo that so puzzled the
Indian Customs.

This was the beginning of his acquaintance with Deniker, which
culminated when Deniker published the narrative of his expeditions to
Lhasa, based partly on Narzunoff’s diaries and partly on conversations
which took place in Paris in 1902, in the magazine Le Tour du Monde for
1904. Narzunoff may then have been collecting the special lightweight tse-
boum—a ritual object—which Dr. Deniker was having made by French
craftsmen for the Dalai Lama. His presence in Paris in 1902 shows without
any doubt that his journeys in central Asia did not end with the last journey
he described to Joseph Deniker, that of 1901. It may well have been that he
wished to establish his bona fides by releasing an explanation of his ill-fated
journey with the begging bowls. While a brief account might indeed have
allayed some suspicions, the quantity of detail. published by Deniker
provides countless reasons for considering that Narzunoff was not what he
seemed. His story simply will not stand up. By the time it appeared in the
press, the Government of India had more information connecting Narzunoff
with Dordjieff and the operations of Russian Intelligence. And the
reminiscences published by Joseph Deniker are packed with details which
point to the conclusion that this suspicious customer—half pilgrim, half
adventurer—was Gurdjieff himself.

The question of the photographs which Deniker published—and of others
which he did not publish—will be considered separately. For the inoment
we shall concentrate on the diary and conversations which Deniker edited,
and which he introduced with the remark that Agwan Dordjieff was “to
some extent the sponsor of Narzunoff ’s journeys.” Deniker’s conversations
with Narzunoff had been conducted in Russian—in which language
Narzunoff’s diaries were written—with a few Kalmuck expressions thrown
in which Deniker recognized from his childhood acquaintance with the
language.

Ushe Narzunoff began with the story of his upbringing as a Kalmuck
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squire in the province of Stavropol, his education in a Cossack school and
his nomadic life with his family on the steppes. He claimed to have met
Dordjieff on one of his preaching trips among the Kalmucks. By his own
account Narzunoff was a pious young man who was disgusted by the
drunkenness of his fellows; and Dordjieff had “advised him to make a
pilgrimage to Lhasa.” In the light of his later activities it is quite clear that
Dordjieff’s interest in Narzunoff was much more than that of a general
religious duty, and that the education Narzunoff possessed was more
extensive than that of a Cossack school. However they came together,
Narzunoff and his protector left Russia in August 1898, and traveled on the
Trans-Siberian Railway as far as Verknie-Udinsk on Lake Baikal. From
there they continued to Urga, and on October 5, Narzunoff was dispatched
to Lhasa with a letter and gifts for the Dalai Lama from Dordjieff.

Narzunoff’s journey toward the Gobi Desert was not always by the
obvious route. He called at several secluded monasteries, including the
convent of Youndoun-beissin-kure—which, he emphasized to Deniker, was
not to be found on any maps of Mongolia—apparently in order to watch the
ceremony known as “tsam.” This service was accompanied by mime and
dancing, for which the lamas don masks representing terrifying deities who
appear to them in the state of dream or ecstasy called “xan-tohi” in Tibetan.
Narzunoff, therefore, displayed an interest in sacred dances very shortly
after beginning his expedition. He proceeded by camel across the Gobi and
on the south side of the desert fell in with a party of Mongols who offered to
guide him into Tibet. Narzunoff’s account of his adventure with these
guides makes it quite certain that he was not what he seemed, and was
European to boot:

On the way I told my guides that I was a Mongol, a Chinese subject,
and that I was going to Lhasa on a pilgrimage. Nonetheless, towards
the end of the journey, my guides discovered my secret, and for two
reasons: 1. In order to conceal the fact that I was a Russian subject,
knowing how to read Russian, I also took notes in the diary of my
journey in Kalmuck. But, because Kalmuck writing is slightly different
to Eastern Mongol script, my companions noticed it . . . 2. To keep
warm I was wearing under my furs a jacket of European cut, [and] as I
undressed during a halt the Mongols noticed my jacket. No doubt
because of all this when we arrived in their native country, the
Mongols began to say that I was a Russian subject, that I was wearing
Russian clothes and was keeping a travel-diary. In consequence, they
refused to lead me to the agreed place . . .

Why was a devout Kalmuck traveling under the protection of a Buryat
dignitary wearing Western clothes? The inquirer might be forgiven for
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doubting whether the differences between Kalmuck and Buryat script were
as great as those between any form of script and the Russian in which
Narzunoff was undoubtedly keeping his diary—only this can explain the
obtrusive “also” in the extract quoted above. The “also” is directed either at
Deniker, the recorder of the conversation, or by Deniker at his audience.
Besides the Russian—“which you see here, my dear Dr. Deniker,” or
“which I have before me, my dear readers"—Narzunoff was “also” keeping
his diary in Kalmuck. He must have let his tongue run away with him in the
memory of his narrow escape. According to Narzunoff he managed to bribe
his companions, and their goodwill was secured when he burned his jacket
before their eyes.

Without further mishap he crossed into Tibet and reached Lhasa, where
he stayed a little over a month. He had an audience with the Dalai Lama, to
whom he presented the gifts and letters he was carrying. The splendid
ceremonial of the reception—Narzunoff claims that he passed through an
escort of a hundred men—seems a little lavish for the private emissary of
the Dalai Lama’s old tutor, and it is possible that Narzunoff’s embassy was
on behalf of others. He was entertained and rewarded with money. In his
account of the episode, Narzunoff twice refers to Dordjieff as “my
master’—no doubt in the sense of “spiritual master”—and this expression
does seem to indicate the nature of the relationship between them.

Narzunoff’s description of Lhasa is packed with observations on Tibet
and its customs. He left the holy city in April 1899, and in May arrived at
Darjeeling where he hired a Chinese-speaking Mongol to act as his guide to
Peking. Narzunoff was made extremely nervous by his guide’s calm
announcement that most others would have poisoned him for the money he
carried, and had to submit to being grossly overcharged for all the services
his companion performed. In Peking he escaped from his guide’s clutches
and made his way through Mongolia to Urga, which he reached at the end
of July.

According to Narzunoff, he arrived back in his native steppes in August.
Let us say that he traveled to the general area of the Caucasus. The passport
which the Governor of Stavropol issued to him was dated September 29, so
it is possible that further journeys were contemplated immediately. We
know nothing of Narzunoff until his departure for Paris in January 1900, in
the capacity of Dordjieff’s messenger boy. He also had a commission from
the Russian Geographical Society to take photographs of Lhasa. On his
arrival on January 25, Joseph Deniker took him to a meeting of the Paris
Geographical Society and introduced him to the secretary. Deniker’s son,
M. Georges Deniker, who as a boy of fifteen, met Ushe Narzunoff on this
occasion, remembers that he was gadget-crazy; he bought electric lamps, a
camera, a tie pin which lit up, and, of course, a phonograph and its
cylinders.
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The love of mechanical marvels was something which Gurdjieff never
lost; even the touch of the illuminating tie pin seems characteristic. But it is
the phonographs which seem to say most clearly, “Here is Gurdjieff!” The
phonograph pervades his writings. For example, in Meetings with Re-
markable Men, he recalls how he was forced to leave in Moscow “a few
hundred” of the songs his father sang, “recorded on phonograph rolls.”
Almost certainly he intended to use this new invention for collecting
traditional music in Asia. In Beelzebub’s Tales, Gurdjieff gives a fatuous
account of his birth in which an Edison phonograph is one of the actors; in
Meetings with Remarkable Men, he describes how he once achieved a
striking commercial success by recording popular songs and bawdy stories
on the blank rolls of “an Edison phonograph” and renting out ear-phones in
the bazaars. Whether this story is true is neither here nor there—there is a
possible moral attached—but it shows the impact the phonograph made on
Gurdjieff’s mind. It even found its way into his teaching as one of his
mechanical analogies. By the time Beelzebub’s Tales was written, phono-
graphs with rolls had given place to those with disks, and Gurdjieff used the
comparison—at least as early as 1919—to describe the registration of sense
impressions on the three apparatuses which he said were responsible for
preserving past experiences. “They consist in adaptations recalling clean
wax phonograph disks; on these ‘disks’ or, as they might otherwise be
called, ‘reels,” all the impressions received begin to be recorded from the
first days after the appearance of a man in the world, and even before,
during the period of his formation in his mother’s womb.”

At the beginning of March 1900, Narzunoff disembarked in Calcutta with
his cargo of begging bowls. His story goes that he learned from a Russian-
-speaking contact that he would be prevented from reaching Tibet. “Moved
by the emotion of fear,” as he puts it, he donned his Chinese disguise and
left for Darjeeling with the object of sending word to Tibet. He was
detained by the authorities in Darjeeling, near which place he stayed with a
Mongolian lama. In May three Tibetans arrived with a certificate that he
was an innocent Buddhist pilgrim, and he felt free to take photographs
without being clapped in prison. In August he was sent under armed escort
to Calcutta where he was imprisoned for a week and then informed that he
was to be deported. Meanwhile his efforts to dispatch the begging bowls to
Tibet were frustrated at every turn. He had managed to send three cases in
charge of a trusted emissary, but the man died en route and his wife refused
to surrender the goods. In Calcutta he suffered agonies because the
remaining twenty-eight cases had been reclaimed from the Customs by a
“powerful and unknown” man during his detention in Darjeeling. The
difficulty arose from the translation through several languages of the name
of the powerful man—"Koukanssen,” who proved to be Narzunoff’s agent,
Thomas Cook and Son, whose capable services not only whisked the
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begging bowls off to Lhasa, but forced the recalcitrant widow to disgorge
her cache of loot.

At his own request, the “quasi-Russian adventurer” was shipped off to
Odessa rather than Paris or Peking. He arrived in Russia on October 3,
1900. The Government of India received information through Graham
Sandberg that Dordjieff himself had passed through India and traveled
separately to Odessa, where he and Narzunoff met Badmaieff and all three
proceeded to Livadia in the Crimea. On October 15, the Journal de St.
Petersbourg announced the Tsar’s reception of Dordjieff at Livadia.
Somewhat naturally, the diaries of Ushe Narzunoff make no mention of this
association with royalty and instead offer a version which reeks of
implausibility. “As soon as I arrived back in my encampments,” he writes—
one wonders who was looking after the stock all this time—"I had no further
thought than to return again to Tibet. By a happy combination of
circumstances, the Tsanit Khanpo Agwan Dordjieff was in Siberia, in the
Transbaikalia, his native land, and on the point of leaving for Lhasa. All that
was necessary to make my master decide to wait for me in Urga were
several exchanges of telegrams.” Such a coincidence and Narzunoff’s
hearing about it are manifestly impossible, and the gallant teller of tales was
unlucky in the informants of the Government of India. To rephrase the
narrative in what was most probably its real sequence: Narzunoff accom-
panied Dordjieff from Livadia to Urga, which they left with six companions
on January 5, 1901.

This was a remarkable journey by any standards. If Narzunoff is to be
believed, they arrived in Lhasa on February 28, having crossed the Gobi in
a record time of two months, twenty-four days. If we allow for some
exaggeration, it was still a vastly quick time (“not for forest am I specialist,
but for sand,” said Gurdjieff later) and there must have been some urgency.
The reception of Dordjieffby the Tsar and his contact with Badmaieff could
have provided the immediate causes. The necessity for speed was almost
certainly because the plans of Dordjieff and Badmaieff now called for the
open reception by the Tsar of a Tibetan mission. Having decided on this
irrevocable course, no doubt it was best to consult the Dalai Lama and send
the mission on its way before the English somehow circumvented the plan.
Dordjieff and Narzunoff spent only a month in Lhasa before setting off again
on their travels.

During this time Narzunoff was once more presented to the Dalai Lama
who inquired how the British had treated him in captivity. He was
rewarded for his privations by the gift of a ceremonial tiger skin. Once a
man had been allowed to sit on such a seat of honor in the presence of the
Dalai Lama, his name was inscribed in a register and from then on the
privilege was his by right. During his stay, Narzunoff could at last make use
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of the camera which Grigoriev of the Imperial Russian Geographical Society
had given him, although he was forced to be circumspect because of the
Tibetan ban on photography. He managed to photograph some of the
principal buildings in Lhasa and on excursions outside the town he took
several more pictures. One of these trips took him to the Drepung, with its
two thousand monks; another to the monastery of Sera with its surrounding
hermitages and a third to Galdan which preserved the largest collection of
relics of Tsong Kapa, the founder of the Yellow Hat sect of Buddhist lamas.

On his way back from this last expedition, Narzunoff saw and pho-
tographed a remarkable local custom—of which, as Gurdjieff, he makes
particular note. This was the spectacle of pilgrims measuring their length
round the perimeter of Lhasa. “They let themselves fall full-length, get up
and prostrate themselves again,” writes Narzunoff, “having placed their feet
on the spot which they had earlier touched with their head. In this manner
they go round the town in two or three days.” A more extreme form of
devotion was practiced by those who followed the same procedure—but
measured the distance they could advance by the length of their faces. In
Beelzebub’s Tales Gurdjieff inserts a completely isolated paragraph com-
menting on the practice, and one of the dances which he taught his pupils
was based on this uncomfortable maneuver—only it was said to be a
Christian custom, native to the Caucasus.

On March 28, Narzunoff left Lhasa for Tashi-Lumpo where he was
presented to the Panchen Lama. At first his account is given in the first
person, as if he was the sole or principal traveler, but it soon appears that
Dordjieff was one of the party. Because of the mountainous terrain, horses
were out of the question and Narzunoff was forced to walk. In contrast,
Dordjieffbehaved as a true Mongol, and hired a sherpa to carry him on his
back into Nepal. It was an incongruous start to the famous Dordjieff Mission
which so annoyed the British. In Nepal they spent five days, Narzunoff told
Deniker, “disguised as pilgrims.” From the King of Nepal they obtained
permits to visit the holy places of Buddhism in the south and, armed with
these documents, they succeeded in entering India. Between the Nepalese
frontier and the Indian border they survived three customs inspections.
Narzunoff had hidden half his photographic film in a box taped to his thigh,
and the other halfin a jar of flour. His Russian passport was in the sole of his
‘boot. On May 10, the party reached the railhead where they had to submit
to an interrogation about their purpose in visiting India. This inquisition,
they were told, was because of the efforts of a certain Russian agent to
penetrate Tibet the previous year. “My life,” records a nervous Narzunoff,
“was hanging by very thin threads.”

The mission was allowed their tickets to Bombay and proceeded from
Bombay to Colombo where they embarked on the Russian steamer Tambof,
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which reached Odessa on June 12. The St. Petersburg Gazette announced
the arrival of Dordjieff with an official embassy and carried an article by
Badmaieff describing “Owshe Norsinof” as Dordjieff’s “secretary and
translator.” According to Narzunoff’s journal, Dordjieff and he parted
company at Odessa—presumably to allow the homesick Narzunoff to return
to his encampments. Unfortunately for this story, the Deputy Commis-
sioner at Darjeeling had obtained the photograph Narzunoff had given to
his Mongolian friend during his detention. From this he identified him in a
picture of a landau containing members of the Dordjieff Mission in St.
Petersburg, published in The Graphic. Ushe Narzunoff is bare headed, and
in formal dress with a medal on his chest.

Wise after the event, the Deputy Commissioner plodded on his
investigations. He suborned a Tibetan guide called Pat-ma-wang-cha, who
had acted as courier to the mission from Katmandu to Bombay, and
discovered evidence which proved to his satisfaction that the four allegedly
Mongolian members of the Dordjieff party had in fact been Russians. The
reasons which he gave for these suspicions were as follows:

1. They were not able to understand Tibetan, or to make themselves
understood to Tibetans, which they would have been if they had
been Mongolians.

2. One of them had a curious watch, which he showed to the Lama of
the Buddhist Chorten at Katmandu, and which he informed him
had been bought in Russia, and was worth Rs 300. The lama also
told him that they were really “u-ru-su” Russians.

3. They ate meat largely whenever they could get it.

4. One of them (the youngest) knew English, as he was always able to
read the railway tickets and detect when they were overcharged.
The youngest of these “Mongolian lamas,” when they got to
Bombay, procured a suit of European clothes from somewhere, and
shaved himself, and went on board the ship as a European.

There is something about that youngest lama—undoubtedly Narzunoff—
which rings warning bells. A Gurdjieffian cunning, the Sly Man himself, the
adept—how would one learn better except on the professional stage—of
acting in life, of playing arole . . . ?

After July 1901, when Dordjieff was officially presented to the Tsar, he
and his associates were fixed in the official mind as the opposition. Francis
Younghusband was convinced by rumors which reached him that the
outcome of the mission was a proposal to send Badmaieff to Tibet, and in
February 1902, reports from the pandit Sarat Chandra Das told him of a
“so-called Mongolian Mission,” with a Russian at its head, which had been
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received in Lhasa. Suspicion continued to mount until the British military
expedition of July 1903.

Like Dordjieff, Narzunoff came into the open after the reception of the
mission from Tibet. In October 1901, Joseph Deniker published his
photograph of the Potala at Lhasa. It was the first photograph of Lhasa to be
published and narrowly missed being the first taken. In 1902 Narzunoff
visited Deniker in Paris, where he volunteered the information which the
scholar published in two articles, one in the American magazine the
Century in August 1903, and another the following year, in Le Tour du
Monde. In the autumn of 1903, the Imperial Russian Geographical Society
published a selection of Narzunoff ’s photographs together with descriptions
of those by the Buryat professor Tsybikov, another of Badmaieff’s agents.

None of the photographs of Narzunoff himself was published until after
the British had reached Lhasa, by which time the news value of the story
was immense. And although Deniker had the notes of his conversations
with Narzunoff since 1902, he published nothing based on them until after
the Younghusband Expedition. The evidence seems overwhelming that
Narzunoff was, among other things, a Russian agent; and the appearance of
his self-portrait as an innocent pilgrim and traveler was astutely timed to
coincide with anti-British feeling after the flight of the Dalai Lama.

There is one further point which is relevant to Ushe Narzunoff and G. 1.
Gurdjieff. In November 1904, a large collection of Orientalia was sold in a
Paris auction room. One part of this sale was devoted entirely to Tibetan
items: over one thousand lots of statues, pictures, and manuscripts. For this
Tibetan sale, Joseph Deniker and a colleague of his at the Musée Guimet
wrote the catalogue. Deniker hinted that the collection might have been
formed in Peking. But it was sold under the name of “Collection G. . . .”

“The business I preferred above all others,” writes Gurdjieff in his essay,
“The Material Question,” “which never required my specially devoting to it
any definite time or needed any fixed place of residence, and which
moreover was very profitable was the trade in carpets and antiques of all
*kinds.” Badmaieff’s agent Tsybikov returned from Lhasa in 1901 with a
‘huge collection of manuscripts, and if Gurdjieff was in Tibet at the time of
the Younghusband Expedition in 1903-04, it would have been quite
feasible for him to withdraw from the country after the disruption caused by
the British invasion and to realize his assets. It is also possible—if Gurdjieff
was Narzunoff—that he may have acted as an intermediary for the sale of
the “Collection G . . . ,” and that his principal was the antique collector,
Ukhtomsky.

On this evidence alone, it would be hard to believe that Ushe Narzunoff
was not Gurdjieff. If Gurdjieff had wanted to penetrate Tibet, he would
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have had to go as a Buddhist, and to disguise himself as a Kalmuck was the
obvious choice. Stavropol, where Narzunoff ’s passport was issued, is a town
in the north of the Caucasus, and it is as near Gurdjieff’s home in the
Caucasus proper as a Kalmuck might have been expected to come—
Astrakhan would have been a more likely province to issue a passport to a
Kalmuck. Narzunoff was exactly the right age, and his birthday in 1874 even
falls directly between the two dates most favored for Gurdjieff—1872 and
1877. He was the right build and height; and if it is thought that the Indian
police’s description of his “Mongolian” features puts him out of court, it
should be emphasized that they later changed their minds about his
Mongolian nationality, and that both Ouspensky in 1915 and Carl Bech-
hofer Roberts in 1919 remarked on Gurdjieff’s “oriental” appearance.

These considerations are important, because the latest photograph of
Ushe Narzunoff was taken in 1908, and almost a decade separates it from
the first known photograph of Gurdjieff in his role as teacher. In ten years a
man can change greatly, irrespective of any considerations of fraud. Some
features—in particular the size of the feet and the long, sensitive fingers—
are very Gurdjieffian; others, including the more fleshy appearance of the
whole head in some of the photographs, seem to rule out the identification
altogether. The photographs, however, are so disparate as to suggest either
that their subject was a master of disguise or that some very funny business
was going on.

The first photograph of Narzunoff published by Joseph Deniker was
supposedly taken in 1898. This is a formal portrait, showing a young man
with arosary or chaplet in one hand and the other holding a book on a table.
Even in the badly defined face Gurdjieff’s most prominent characteristics
can be seen: the protruding chin, the distinctively shaped—and undisguisa-
ble—ears, the small flat triangular patch at the bridge of the nose. It is fairly
clear that this picture has been doctored. The real depth of the eye
sockets—note the shadow above the right eye—may have been disguised
by highlighting the eyelids to produce a more “Mongolian” effect. The hair
is quite obviously painted in. No human being of whatever nationality ever
had hair which could lie in the way Narzunoff’s hair is supposed to lie in the
photograph. Two strokes of a paint brush would produce a similar effect.
The reason for this tampering? Perhaps a shaven head, indicating that
Narzunoff had already impersonated a Mongolian lama, or Gurdjieff’s own
naturally curly hair which was totally un-Mongolian.

Further photographs were published by Joseph Deniker in Le Tour du
Monde. A small portrait with a shaven head shows ears and brow ridge
approximating Gurdjieff’s, but it is quite unlike another portrait of
Narzunoff in Chinese dress, said to have been taken in Peking. Either
Narzunoff was trying to look “Chinese” or this is a picture of a different
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person. It may be that this is further evidence of shiftiness on Narzunoff’s
part, as Deniker preserved, but did not publish, another photograph of his
friend in the same Chinese costume which he identified specifically as
having been taken in St. Petersburg. Neither in these “Chinese” pictures
nor in another published in the Century Magazine (and supposed to show
Narzunoff and his guides in the Himalayas) is there any possibility of
making out Gurdjieff’s face in that of the man said to be Narzunoff. On the
other hand, it cannot be said for certain that these Oriental pictures show
the same man as appears in the full-length portrait or the small portrait with
the shaven head. The suspicion begins to germinate that perhaps this
embarrassment of portrait studies was designed purposely in order to
confuse.

This impression is not dispelled by a collection of portraits of himself, his
wife, and his children sent by Narzunoff to Deniker and never published.
There is one of his eldest son, Daidan or Datsun, dressed in a sailor suit and
holding a chaplet, said to have been taken in Moscow in 1904. Another
shows Daidan, aged twelve, his younger brother Dordje, aged eight, and
their lama “educator” in Verknie-Udinsk by Lake Baikal. It is undated, but
might be a year or so earlier than the photograph of the elder son taken in
1904. On the back of the Verknie-Udinsk photograph, Narzunoff scribbled a
petition to Deniker to be “as good a friend” to his children as he had been
to himself. In view of Deniker’s earlier role as the editor of Narzunoff’s
misleading memoirs, it might not be over cynical to read a double meaning
into this request. On the other hand, it might be the polite gesture of
thanks which it appears to be.

Additional difficulties are presented by a photograph of Narzunoff and his
wife taken in Verknie-Udinsk on November 6, 1908. Narzunoff has larger
and more cosmopolitan mustache than in his earlier photographs, and a
physiognomy considerably different from the Asiatic type of the lady beside
him. At first sight there is little in the face to suggest Gurdjieff, although it
is possible to point to a number of resemblances to Gurdjieff’s face in later
life. There are the strong lines etched from the corners of the nose to the
mouth, the beginnings of the dimple which was to mark Gurdjieff’s chin,
and—most telling of all—the eyes. First, they are not Mongolian eyes
which conceal the tear-duct under the skin at the corner; and second, they

-show the squint in the left eye which becomes increasingly obvious in
Gurdjieff’s later photographs. The direct studio lighting might have been
arranged to flatten out Narzunoff’s face, and a bone structure similar to
Gurdjieff’s can be detected by a study of the shadow contours along the
nose and around the top of the eyes. On the other hand, the general
appearance of the face is not that of Gurdjieff—nor of the “Narzunoff” of
the shaven-headed portrait or the figure with the rosary. This Narzunoff
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does seem to resemble the pictures of the “Narzunoff” in Chinese dress. Is
this evidence of a similarly effective disguise, or were two or more men
photographed in the Narzunoff identity?

We do not possess the photograph which would settle the matter. This is
the portrait which Narzunoff gave the lama Yarphel at Ghoom in 1900, and
which presumably showed him as he was, with no possibility of deception.
However, the Graphic photograph of the Dordjieff mission is almost as
good, because the Deputy Commissioner of Police at Darjeeling was able to
identify Narzunoff as one of the party by comparison with the Yarphel
photograph in his possession. This is the only photograph of Narzunoff
taken without the benefit of studio conditions and the cosmetic accessories
of the photographer’s art. It is the only photograph which does not emanate
from Narzunoff himself, through Deniker. It is the only photograph which
can be said with reasonable certainty to show the historical Narzunoff who
was in trouble in British India in 1900. And of all the photographs it is the
one which most resembles Gurdjieff.

In Meetings with Remarkable Men Gurdjieff describes how he and
“Pogossian” disguised themselves as “Caucasian Tartars,” and in another
place how he and “Skridlov” spent an extensive period of preparation for an
attempt to impersonate a Persian dervish and a Sayyid. These explicit
admissions that Gurdjieff had adopted exotic disguises must be coupled
with his enthusiasm for the trick of the actor’s trade. Disguises are to be
expected from Gurdjieff; but some of the photographs of Narzunoff do seem
to exceed all acceptable limits of the idea of disguise. The theory that some
of the photographs were planted and others doctored to cover the tracks of a
leading Tsarist agent is more likely. But such an argument is open to the
powerful criticism that it can be used to explain away as concoeted any
inconvenient item of evidence. It must be admitted that if this theory were
held dogmatically, it would be extremely dangerous. However, the same
reasons which made it necessary to examine the possibility that Gurdjieff
was Narzunoff also mean that the idea of deliberate falsification must be
kept seriously in mind. We need not accept it, but we are compelled not to
dismiss it out of hand.

Although further comparison between Gurdjieff and Narzunoff must be
categorized as suggestive speculation only, a number of other points of
contact should not be ignored. For example, there are the apparently
troublesome photographs from Verknie-Udinsk, showing the wife, the lama
“educator,” and the boys Daidan and Dordje. Gurdjieff’s Beelzebub has
two sons called Tooilan and Tooloof, whose “educator” is mentioned with
special affection. According to J. G. Bennett, Gurdjieff later claimed that
his eldest son became the abbot of a Buddhist monastery at a precociously
early age, so that it is quite natural to find the twelve-year-old Daidan
already wearing the robes of a novice monk.
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It is significant that the younger child is called Dordje. In Tibetan
Buddhism, the dordje is the symbol of the lightning, of power flowing from
heaven to earth, and thus of the fully realized man, the agent of heaven.
The expression also has a ritual significance, and the dordje itself is often
referred to as the “lamaic sceptre”: a metal object gripped in the fist, with
the projecting ends becoming first bulbous, then tapering to a point. This is
the concrete symbol of power descending from heaven, and is also said to
be the symbol of method. A story told by Maurice Nicoll, one of Gurdjieff’s
leading followers, relates that once, in a New York hotel, when Gurdjieff
thought he was quite alone, he was overheard repeating to himself: “I am
dordje . . . 1 am dordje . . .” Presumably he meant to affirm his function as
the lightning flash between heaven and earth, and the incident is one small
piece of evidence among many which demonstrate Gurdjieff’s debt to
Tibetan Buddhism.

This indebtedness is clear from Beelzebub’s Tales; and it may well be the
greatest single debt Gurdjieff owed to any existing system. If the young
seeker for truth had become interested in Buddhism in his native Caucasus,
the nearest large communities of Buddhists would have been the Russian
Kalmucks. It is not beyond the bounds of belief that his investigations led
him across the path of Agwan Dordjieff and Prince Ukhtomsky. If Gurdjieff
had wanted to study Tibetan Buddhism at the source, he could have had no
better tutor than Dordjieff, a Tsanit Khanpo at the right hand of the Dalai
Lama. Prince Esper Ukhtomsky, with a personal and long-standing
commitment to Buddhist practice, and his belief in the “necessity” of a
brotherhood of seekers for the truth, would also have been able to further
the young man’s quest. Ukhtomsky is the most likely original of the

“character “Prince Lubovedsky” in Meetings with Remarkable Men. Like
that prince, Ukhtomsky had occult and Oriental interests; and when “Ushe
Narzunoff” was searched in India, he had a letter of introduction from
Ukhtomsky in his pocket.

It was never really possible to consider Gurdjieff an adventurer pure and
simple, and as “Ushe Narzunoff,” he is even more difficult to discount as a
fraud. Clearly he was engaged in work on behalf of Russian Intelligence,
and even received a medal for it if the Graphic’s picture of the Dordjieff
Mission is any guide. But this in no way excludes a more earnest side to his
‘career. The imperialism of Ukhtomsky and Badmaieff was of a distinctly
mystical nature, and who is to say where Gurdjieff’s intelligence activities
stopped and his spiritual quest began? Stories which he told during the
1930s hint that for a time he became the Buddhist monk which his shaven
head perpetually suggested. The evidence implies that with Dordjieff as his
spiritual director, Gurdjieff combined politics with his personal search. To
see him as a Russian Kim might not be far from the truth—and Kim also had
his lama.
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The Professional Hypnotist

As “Ushe Narzunoff,” Gurdjieff would have been intimately concerned with
Tibet, at least until 1904. According to extracts from the Third Series
quoted by J. G. Bennett, it was in Tibet that he was accidentally wounded
for the second time. This happened in 1902, and Gurdjieff was taken by
friends to convalesce at the edge of the Gobi Desert near Yangi Hissar. We

“know little about his movements for the next two years. Like the Buryat
agent Tserempil, he might have joined the party of Dordjieff and the Dalai
Lama as they withdrew northward into the Gobi. Certainly, by the end of
1904—about the time when the “Collection G . . .” went on sale in Paris—
Gurdjieff was back in the Caucasus, where he had his contretemps with the
third stray bullet. On this occasion the disaster took place at Chiatur, on the
southern slopes of the Caucasus between Tiflis and the Black Sea. When he
had recovered, Gurdjieff wandered back through the Transcaspian toward
Central Asia and returned to the place near Yangi Hissar to which he had
been brought two years before.

Apparently it was here, on the southeastern fringes of the desert, that he
reached his conclusions about the important role played by hypnotism in
human affairs. This train of thought was directly associated with the
turbulent nature of his career to date. Bennett suggests that the skirmish in
which Gurdjieff was hit for the third time was connected with the social
unrest which culminated in the abortive Russian revolution of 1905. He

7
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argues that Gurdjieff had penetrated the revolutionary:movement on behalf
of the authorities, and was possibly even acting as a double agent. Although
he may have spied for the Tsarist Government, Gurdjieff’s political
sympathies were later known to be at the opposite end of the spectrum to
those of his more aristocratic Russian pupils, and the boy from the deprived
background could have played the part of a social revolutionary with some
conviction. But by Gurdjieff’s own account, the chief result of his close
acquaintance with political intrigue was to surfeit him with rhetoric and fill
him with horror at the ease with which ordinary people allowed themselves
to be led by the nose. Partly in reaction against the violence he had seen
and partly as a result of conversations with “various revolutionists” he had
met in Italy, Switzerland, and the Caucasus, Gurdjieff decided that he
“must discover, at all costs, some manner or means for destroying in people
the predilection for suggestibility which causes them to fall easily under the
influence of ‘mass-hypnosis.””

Hypnotism had come increasingly to occupy the forefront of his thoughts.
His quest for meaning had halted before the blank conclusion that no
existing knowledge could help him. The sole remaining possibility was the
discovery of something new, not in the sense of “lost wisdom,” but new
facts about the nature of man, resulting from a pioneering analysis of the
psyche. He decided that “the answers for which I was looking . . . can only
be found, if they are at all accessible to man, in the sphere of ‘man’s
subconscious-mentation.’” In search of a key to the subconscious mind, he
began to collect all the data he could on Asiatic theories of hypnotism.

In Bennett’s view, this reorientation was the result of an important
change in Gurdjieff’s psychological attitude. No longer was he seeking
knowledge or power for himself, but he was proposing to liberate humanity
from the illusions under which it labored. This is true so far as it goes, and
perhaps Gurdjieff’s decision does represent a newfound altruism. But his
conclusions bore the same relation to his search for wisdom as the chicken
to the egg. They also—-given Gurdjieff’s unusual tenacity—represented the
only possible outcome.

In Herald of Coming Good there is a skeleton chronology which covers
the half-dozen years following 1904; but the wording is so ambiguous that
little can be made of it, and the whole sequence of events may well be
spurious. Gurdjieff claims that for two years he stayed in a Central Asian
monastery, occupied in a theoretical study of hypnotism. He then decided
to carry his investigations into the sphere of practical experiment. “I began
to give myself out to be a ‘healer’ of all kinds of vices and to apply the
results of my theoretical studies to them, affording them at the same time
real relief.” For the next few years he was experimenting with actual
purpose in order to explain the psychological questions which interested
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him personally, and to discover a satisfactory way of freeing people from
their liability to suggestion. The experimental nature of his activities
created certain moral problems, and in Herald of Coming Good Gurdjieff
was concerned to justify himself:

To make use of people, who display a special interest in an Institute
founded by me, for purely personal ends would surely strike those
around me as a manifestation of “egotism,” but at the same time the
people, who had anything to do with such an Institute . . . could in this
way alone, profit by the result of knowledge amassed by me due to
exceptional circumstances of my life and which had regard to nearly all
the aspects of reality and objective truth, and thus use them for their
own benefit.

If the idea of establishing an Institute had crossed Gurdjieff’s mind by
the late 1900s, that prospect must have been distant. For the moment he
confined himself to observation and experiment. The passage in Beelzebub’'s
Tales which describes his activities as a “healer” is one of those in which the
character Beelzebub represents Gurdjieff himself. He became, says Gurd-
jieff, a “professional hypnotist” in the towns of Chinese Turkestan.

Turkestan is the area which extends roughly from the Aral Sea eastward
into China. East or Chinese Turkestan corresponds to the present-day
Chinese province of Sinkiang, which separates Mongolia from Tibet. At the
westernmost end lies the city of Kashgar, and the central area is occupied
entirely by the desert of the Takla-Makan. To the south are the Himalayas
and north of the desert, the Mongolian Altai. It is even now a very isolated
~ part of the world, with the few communities pinned to river valleys and
oases. It was even more isolated when Gurdjieff lived there. In 1905 the
American traveler, Oscar Terry Crosby, found only “half a dozen Russian
telegraph engineers, two small garrisons in Russian Turkestan, one small
garrison in Chinese Turkestan,” in the 200 miles between Osh and Kashgar.

In fact, Gurdjieff simply used the area as a base. In Beelzebub’s words,
he “also travelled a good deal, visiting almost all the continents, and during
these travels I encountered beings of most, as they say, ‘peoples.” During
these travels of mine I remained nowhere for long excepting in certain
independent countries on the Continent Asia called ‘China,” ‘India,” “Tibet’
and, of course, also that lately largest half-Asiatic, half-European com-
munity called ‘Russia.”” ]. G. Bennett’s friend, the Turkish Prince
Sabaheddin, told him that he had met Gurdjieff in 1908 when he was
returning from Europe to Asia. It is quite possible that Gurdjieff visited
America as well as Europe, and no doubt he kept up his contacts with
Agwan Dordjieff, Shamzaran Badmaieff, and Esper Ukhtomsky. The
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photograph of “Ushe Narzunoff” and his Chinese wife was taken by a
photographer named Kosarev in Verknie-Udinsk—Dordjieff’s Mongolian
headquarters and the chief Russian garrison town for the area—on
November 6, 1908.

If Gurdjieff’s travels were as Beelzebub describes them—in India, Tibet,
and China—it is possible that he continued to work for the Tsarist
Intelligence Service. In “The Material Question” he represents himself as a
businessman specializing in the antique trade, but able to turn his hand to a
multitude of other projects.

I engaged in the most varied enterprises, sometimes very big ones.
For instance: I carried out private and government contracts for the
supply and construction of railways and roads; I opened a number of
stores, restaurants and cinemas and sold them when I got them going
well. I organised various rural enterprises and the driving of cattle into
Russia from several countries, chiefly from Kashgar; I participated in
oil-wells and fisheries; and sometimes I carried on several of these
enterprises simultaneously.

Gurdjieff always refers with the greatest affection to Turkestan, “con-
cerning which place there are and will be preserved in my common
presence the data then fixed for pleasant memories.” Perhaps his pleasant
memories were of family life with the lady of the photograph. Whether or
not he still acted as a secret agent, his government connections cannot have
hindered his business activities—which would have harmonized nicely with
Badmaieff’s economic war—although those to which he refers in “The
Material Question” are said to have taken place as a concentrated effort to
raise a large sum of money before he left for Moscow. For once, he was
probably in easy circumstances, and able to devote time to his occupation as
a “physician-hypnotist.”

Like some of his European contemporaries—Freud and Jung among
them—he was trying to use hypnosis to break through man’s “normal
waking consciousness” to the subconscious mind, “which ought in my
opinion,” Gurdjieff wrote, “to be the real human consciousness.” He saw
the appalling situation of humanity as caused by the division of human
consciousness into waking consciousness and subconsciousness. Human
beings, thought Gurdjieff, had largely lost the capacity for faith, hope, and
love, but buried in their subconscious was what he called “Objective-
Conscience.” This was for Gurdjieff the characteristic which alone dis-
tinguished man from lower creatures. To Ouspensky he explained that the
idea of “conscience” was equivalent in the realm of the emotions to the idea
of consciousness in that of thought. “Conscience is a state in which a man
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feels dll at once everything that he in general feels or can feel.” It became
the basic aim of Gurdjieff’s Method to prod this conscience into operation.

If a man whose entire inner world is composed of contradictions were
suddenly to feel all these contradictions simultaneously within himself,
ifhe were to feel all at once that he loves everything he hates and hates
everything he loves; that he lies when he tells the truth and that he
tells the truth when he lies; and if he could feel the horror of it all, this
would be the state which is called “conscience.”

Man, Gurdjieff taught, has developed mechanisms called “buffers” to
prevent his ever entering such an intolerable state of contradictions. They
keep him in the state of “normal waking consciousness” and suppress
conscience altogether.

In Gurdjieff’s view, the normal waking consciousness operates under
continuous hypnotic influence, noticeable only in particularly intensified
cases. Man is almost always asleep. This is because in adolescence, when his
consciousness divides into two—and the “real” part of this consciousness
becomes the subconscious—the human being is subject to great pressure
from his parents and teachers to adopt the state of consciousness “normal”
for man; that is, to fall asleep. At the same time, so Gurdjieff declared, an
alteration in the blood circulation results in a new tempo of circulation
developing for the normal waking consciousness as well as that which
corresponds to the functioning of the subconscious or real consciousness.
He claimed to have invented a new method of hypnosis—an advance on the
method by which the subject is hypnotized by staring at a bright object—
which consisted in altering the tempo of the blood circulation “by means of
a certain hindering of the movement of the blood in certain blood vessels.”
The result was that although the circulation continued at the normal
mechanical tempo, he could evoke the properties of the buried sub-
conscious as well.

Only the story of Gurdjieff’s relations with his pupils can explain what his
new form of hypnosis in fact was, or how he went about breaking down
man’s normal waking consciousness and encouraging the growth of con-
science instead. As for the circulation of the blood, his uncompromising
materialism naturally extended to explanations of hypnosis. He approved
wholeheartedly of Mesmer and the early theorists of animal magnetism,
and poured scorn on James Braid. Charcot, and other specialists who
denied the material basis of hypnotic phenomena. Medically speaking, this
may be ridiculous, but Gurdjieff never claimed to be an orthodox doctor.

According to Beelzebub, he chose to adopt the disguise of a “healer” in
order to further his psychological researches. He had observed that people



80 THE HARMONIOUS CIRCLE

speak frankly only to doctors and priests, and he had no desire to restrict his
liberty by impersonating a holy man. Although he joined the medical
profession in a spirit of experiment, he acquired considerable skill at his
new calling. In Chinese Turkestan the chief disabilities which came within
his province were opium addiction and the chewing of hashish. When, in
about 1910-11, he transferred his activities to Russian Turkestan, he
concentrated on the equivalent Russian vice: addiction to vodka. “This
maleficent means,” explains the sagacious Beelzebub to his grandson, “is
obtained there chiefly from the surplanetary formation they call the
‘potato.’”

Gurdjieff’s skill as a hypnotist was to stand him in good stead when he
was forced to earn money in the West; and it was probably in Turkestan that
he acquired his knowledge of the effect of drugs on human beings. His later
use of alcohol is well known, and the nature and composition of opium
remained one of his interests up to the time when he was writing
Beelzebub’s Tales. Western medicine was for Gurdjieff an object of
contempt. He afterward identified only three useful drugs from the whole
pharmacopoeia—opium, castor oil, and a substance obtained from a certain
tree.

There are several reasons for linking Badmaieff with Gurdjieff’s activities
as a “physician-hypnotist.” For someone interested in non-European
medicine, the Badmaieff dispensary would have been a natural port of call
in St. Petersburg, particularly if that someone were associated with
Dordjieff. In Meetings with Remarkable Men, Gurdjieff introduces his
friend “Soloviev” as a patient whom he cures of alcoholism in Central Asia.
Soloviev was “an authority on what is called eastern medicine in general,
and on Tibetan medicine in particular, and he was also the world’s greatest
specialist in the knowledge of the action of opium and hashish on the psyche
and organism of man.” He probably never existed, but the list of his
specialities is significant: “Eastern and Tibetan medicine, opium and
hashish.” As far as is known, Shamzaran Badmaieff was the greatest expert
on such subjects in the Western world.

Badmaieff had consolidated his position at the Russian court with a
prescription which cured the Tsar’s stomach complaint—this was said to be
a mixture of henbane and hashish. The ill will stimulated by his privileged
position gave rise to an absurd legend that he, Rasputin, and the Tsaritsa’s
confidante, Anna Virubova, were trying to poison the Tsarevitch with “a
yellow powder.” A memorandum of Badmaieff’s survives, dated October 9,
1912, which recommends treatment for the sick child. “Europe has no
treatment against internal or external blows,” he wrote, “except ice, iodine,
and massage. . . . If you succeed in persuading them to try my medicine,
please ask them to give no other medicine, either internally or externally,
this includes ice. As food, only oatmeal, bouillon and milk.” The remedies
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themselves were enclosed in small envelopes. There were “boiled Dabsen-
Tan, against knocks,” a stomach medicine for constipation, and a prepara-
tion called “Gabir-Nirnga,” a specific against high fever.

Badmaieff was therefore still closely in touch with the court about the
time that Gurdjieff returned to Russia, and it is likely that Gurdjieff was in
contact with him throughout his career as a hypnotizing doctor. Gurdjieff
describes a visit which Beelzebub pays to Russia in his capacity as a
“physician-hypnotist,” which is supposed to have taken place well before
the First World War. The incentive is given by an elderly Russian, who
invites him to St. Petersburg to help in the unending war against
alcoholism. The Russian explains that he is the head of a foundation to
combat the problem, and hopes that the specialist Beelzebub will join, to
help consolidate the organization. Beelzebub accepts the invitation.

One of his motives is that he has already decided “to set up in one or
another of their great inhabited spots a ‘something’ of the kind they call
there a ‘chemical laboratory’”—with Gurdjieff, “chemistry” always meant
his special brand of alchemistry—"in which I intended, by means pre-
viously decided beforehand to proceed with special experiments on several
deeply concealed aspects of their ever the same strange psyche.” This is
very much what he said in plainer language in Herald of Coming Good.
Making allowances for the fact that Gurdjieff may here be fusing two or
more visits to.the Russian capital to provide background for Beelzebub’s
caustic remarks about the folly of Russians and of humanity in general, his
story is not unbelievable. Beelzebub travels to St. Petersburg with the
elderly Russian but finds himself left much to his own devices. He decides
to use his free time to try to secure a permit for his projected “laboratory,”
but becomes lost in the impenetrable jungle of Russian bureaucracy.
Eventually, Beelzebub balks at undergoing an examination by a doctor—
which would, of course, reveal his tail. This is a stock metaphor in Gurdjieff
for a tricky situation in which he would be forced to reveal his real purposes
unwillingly. Beelzebub accordingly abandons his “foolish hustlings
around.”

During his stay in St. Petersburg he has also been giving his elderly
acquaintance various suggestions on running the foundation. At first these
are accepted and put into practice, but when the news leaks that Beelzebub
is the source of such proposals—“some foreign doctor or other, not even a
European”—a serious dispute arises. Without a laboratory of his own, and
unable to use the foundation for his experiments “on the psyche of the
terrestrial beings en masse,” Beelzebub decides to go elsewhere. However,
news of his work on alcoholism reaches the Tsar, and Beelzebub is first
subjected to a long ceremonial presentation which leaves him quite blank as
to what the Tsar even looked like.

Gurdjieff had probably been presented to the Tsar as a member of the
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Dordjieff Mission of 1901, but it is quite possible that the idea of a
foundation to combat alcoholism had Imperial approval. Pavlov’s colleague,
V. M. Bekhterev (1857-1927) had long been interested in using hypnotic
techniques for this very purpose, and in 1912-13 he published a number of
pamphlets on the problems of alcoholism. According to Bennett, Gurdjieff
later told his pupils that he had met Nicholas II several times and had been
“in direct contact with Rasputin.” Neither of these claims is improbable, if
he had had the patronage of Badmaieff; and their likelihood is reinforced by
the fact that Gurdjieff had now decided to extend his activities into the
world of the occult.

In Herald of Coming Good he explains the reasoning behind this change
of direction. He had convinced himself that the solution to the problems
which interested him must be sought in the conditions of man’s waking
consciousness as well as in the subconscious mind. In other words, he
wanted to study the mechanisms which kept humanity in a state of sleep.
The result was a decision to appoint himself a “professor-instructor” of the
so-called occult sciences.

Gurdjieff had without doubt become familiar with most aspects—
including the trickery-—of supposedly supernatural phenomena. In
Beelzebub’s Tales he refers to a time when he had been a “professional
Indian Fakir,” and in Meetings with Remarkable Men, the character “Ekim
Bey,” whose life “was arranged down to the smallest detail like my own,”
stands partly as a personification of Gurdjieff as the “great maestro of the
supernatural.” According to Herald of Coming Good, Gurdjieff worked for
over two years in his role as occultist—and again he was experimenting.
During the “so-called ‘manipulations’ in the realm of the beyond” which he
demonstrated to members of one occult society, he writes, “I began to
observe and study various manifestations in the waking state of the psyche
of these trained and freely moving Guinea-Pigs, allotted to me by Destiny
for my experiments. . . .”

He realized that Europe was suffering from an epidemic of occultism. As
he put it: “At that time there was among men a widely prevalent and
specific psychosis which, as has been long established, attains periodically a
high degree and is manifested by people giving themselves up to various
‘woeful’ ideas in those spheres of quasi-human knowledge . . . which today
are called ‘occultism,’” ‘theosophism,” ‘spiritualism,” etc.” Gurdjieff had read
widely in the literature of such cults, and he knew the language of
contemporary occultism like the back of his hand. When he discovered that
his ideas were particularly attractive to “such people as were already in the
highest degree ‘possessed’ of the before-mentioned ‘specific-psychosis,”” he
altered his tactics accordingly.

When Gurdjieff returned to Russia, the occult fever had reached heights
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unknown in the West. Popular churchmen, like Father John of Kronstadt,
attracted the huge followings associated with Indian gurus. Saintly hermits
like Ambrose of the Optina monastery played confessor to an endless chain
of pilgrims. At court the influence of Orthodox holy men had been
replaced, first by that of the French occultists “Papus” (Dr. Gérard
Encausse) and his spiritual master “Monsieur Philippe,” then by the
predominance of Rasputin. In polite society spiritualism and legend were
interminable topics of conversation. The intelligentsia pounced eagerly on
Theosophical and occult literature imported from the West, confounded it
with philosophy and a dash of aesthetics, and created an intoxicating
potpourri of intellectual superstitions. The hysterical atmosphere was
intensified by anxiety generated by social discontent. On the outbreak of
the 1917 Revolution, the skoptsy, a bizarre cult of self-castrators, are
thought to have numbered one hundred thousand. There is little more
telling evidence of the way the wind blew.

Gurdjieff appeared as a man of mystery in an atmosphere of mystery.
Although he inevitably came into contact with occultists of many descrip-
tions, he remained invisible. His origins, his ideas, and his motives were
hidden in the deepest doubt.

In Herald of Coming Good Gurdjieff describes how he at first contented
himself with establishing an ascendency over several existing occult
societies. However, he explains, he was unable to find a large enough
selection of human types for his psychological observations, and so
established occult groups of his own “in three different cities.” Still he
failed to attract a sufficiently broad cross section of humanity. He therefore
realized all his assets with a view to founding an organization of his own,
and moved to Russia. In Herald of Coming Good he dates his arrival in
1911, and in various prospectuses issued to advertise his Institute for the
Harmonious Development of Man, states that his first Russian headquarters
was Tashkent. In the strange document known as Glimpses of Truth,
written at his instigation in the winter of 1914, Gurdjieff is said to have
come to Russia “two or three years ago” and at first to have lived in St.
Petersburg (in an alternative unpublished translation, the time span is
extended to three or four years).

The approximate date of his move was therefore 1910-11, and this is
suggestive, both because it coincides with Dordjieff’s plan for a St.
Petersburg temple, and because these years were a time of great crisis in
the affairs of Tibet.

In 1910 the Chinese invaded the country and the Dalai Lama fled to the
protection of the British in India. This choice of protection was forced on
him—he was cut off from Russian territory by the invading army—but it
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was still a defeat for the pro-Russian party. In India he issued a statement
declaring that Dordjieff was “a purely spiritual advisor.” When a Russian
professor who had been on the committee of the St. Petersburg Buddhist
temple approached the Dalai Lama with a letter of introduction from
Dordjieff, his request for help in reaching Tibet was refused on the grounds
of his obligation to the British. In June 1912, Dordjieff himself applied to
the British agent in Tibet for permission to travel to Russia through India,
and when this was denied, had to make his way circumspectly through
Mongolia. This journey was probably to announce the formal secession of
Tibet from China which Dordjieff reported next year to St. Petersburg and
Paris. *

It is difficult not to link Gurdjieff’s abrupt transition to Muscovy with the
Tibetan policy of Dordjieff and Badmaieff. His withdrawal to Tashkent—
from Chinese territory to Russian Turkestan—coincides with the invasion of
Tibet. In Glimpses of Truth his initial stay in St. Petersburg is said to have
lasted from 1910-11 to 1914, during which period he devoted “his efforts
and his knowledge to some work of his own.” This “work of his own” may
have been connected less with Gurdjieff’s unfathomable “work on himself”
than with Tibetan diplomacy. It is possibly significant that according to
Glimpses of Truth, Gurdjieff moved to Moscow in 1914, by which time
events in Western Europe had begun to outweigh in diplomatic importance
those in Central Asia.

One account, which seems to describe Gurdjiefl—on a mysterious
errand, accompanied by a “slant-eyed” friend—in St. Petersburg during the
winter and early spring of 1913-14, is contained in the autobiography of Sir
Paul Dukes (1889-1967). Dukes received his knighthood for intelligence
work in Russia after the Revolution, and later became a regular dining
companion of Ouspensky. Before the outbreak of the First World War,
Dukes was a music student at the St. Petersburg Conservatoire, where the
pianist Anna Essipova introduced him to the works of H. P. Blavatsky. He
continued his education in occult matters through Spiritualist séances
organized by Sidney Gibbes, the English tutor to the Imperial family.
Then, through his occult contacts, he met a professional hypnotist and
healer known as “Lev Levovitch” or “the Lion,” a man who was said to have
served many years in the army in Central Asia, and to have once been

*Some time in 1913 Joseph Deniker had to organize an interview with Philippe Berthelot at
the Quai d’Orsay. For this Dordjieff insisted on wearing Europedn clothes. The only garments
which could be found in time included a tweed sport jacket, violently patterned in red and
brown checks. M. Georges Deniker was astounded to see his friend wearing this eye-catching
creation on the railway platform at Verknie-Udinsk in the first week of August 1914. They
traveled together as far as St. Petersburg, where the train arrived on August 15—thus locating
Dordjieff fairly accurately at the outbreak of war.
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pronounced medically dead. He was supposed to have been brought back
to life by a Siberian shaman who sent him into the world with a healing
mission. Through Lev Levovitch, Dukes met the man who he called
“Prince Ozay.” The resemblance between Gurdjieff and Ozay is marked,
and that between the picture of Gurdjieff given by Glimpses of Truth and
Dukes’s own account of his meeting even more so.

Paul Dukes spent the summer of 1913 on an estate in Tula, where he
decided to practice hypnotism on the villagers. On his return to St.
Petersburg, he got in touch with Lev Levovitch, with whom he discussed
his experiments. Levovitch approved and took him to see the man he called
Prince Ozay in a house at the bottom of a small street “not far from the
Nicolas station.” The manner of their arrival was unusual. They first
entered “a very plain apartment” but passed through this to another
adjoining apartment, which was “larger and more sumptuous. There was a
marked Oriental touch in its decorations. The walls of the hall were adorned
with carpets, wrought-iron lamps with coloured glass hung from the
ceiling. . . . The room, fairly large, was draped with curtains and other
hangings, with lamps to match.” The “Oriental” room matches the
description given by Ouspensky of Gurdjieff’s room in Moscow; it also
matches the description of the dacha near Moscow given by the authors of
Glimpses of Truth. The lamps, when compared with the glittering
decorations made by Gurdjieff for his flat in Paris, are suggestive. And the
circumspect entrance through a virtually empty apartment hints at a
possible connection with the melodramatic trappings of the Great Game.

Ozay's appearance is similar to that of Gurdjieff as he is described in
Glimpses of Truth. In both cases, the stranger discovers a man sitting cross-
legged on a low divan with coffee beside him on a table. The Gurdjieff of
Glimpses of Truth is alone and smoking a nargileh, while the Ozay of Paul
Dukes is playing chess with a man with slanting eyes. Ozay is “wearing a
patterned silk dressing-gown and a turban” and is “dark, thickset, with a
short, bushy black beard.” Later Dukes sees that he is “about medium
height, sturdily built.” Gurdjieff wore a beard for some time in the 1930s.

Dukes’s first encounter with Ozay has the tone of Gurdjieff’s jocularity.
He is invited to sit down and play chess with his host.

“Take off your shoes if you would be more comfortable,” said my host.
I did so, and was ashamed to find I had a hole in my sock. I tried to
hide it when I doubled my feet under me, but to my embarrassment he
pointed at it, smiled, and said: “You believe in ventilation! Good
thing—nothing like fresh air! . . . Black or white?” and he held out his
closed hands with two pawns in them. When I had picked white I
noticed that the other hand had held a white pawn too.
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There are other aspects of Ozay which remind the reader of Gurdjieff. He
drinks his own powerful brew, and on “a kind of guitar’ plays Dukes’s
“plaintive oriental tunes, sometimes humming, sometimes singing softly in
a rich baritone.” Dukes used to visit him at night—always accompanied by
Lev Levovitch—and stay until three in the morning. Ozay had a stock of
ribald stories and could rarely be induced to tell Dukes anything in a
straightforward manner—he was “provokingly evasive.” His visitor had to
probe and endure before Ozay could be induced to answer his questions.

The two topics on which Dukes records Ozay’s pronouncements were
closely linked. The first concerned the nature of prayer and the meaning of
the Christian Scriptures. For Ozay prayer—with which he coupled
fasting—was a physiological exercise. Dukes had made use of the English
Lord’s Prayer as a “magical” charm to impress the simple Russian peasants.
“Very int-er-esting,” remarked Ozay, and demonstrated how the English
Lord’s Prayer had been designed as a breathing exercise to be said
uninterruptedly on a single bass note. You had to pay attention to the
regulation of the breath, to the words of the prayer, and to the sound, to
derive the full benefit from the exercise. The function of prayer was to
attune “the body—or the soul, if you prefer that metaphor.” “You are a
musical instrument, as a piano is,” said Ozay, “and you need to be kept in
tune. That’s where fasting and other exercises come in; you can’t possibly
reflect finer vibrations when your body—or soul if you prefer—is loaded
with a lot of food gurgling in the stomach, or while the blood makes a din
chasing about veins and arteries.” To Dukes this opened up new horizons,
new visions of meaning to be found in the Christian Scriptures. The Bible
became a book of personal instruction, to be decoded, “beginning first of all
with the training of the physical body to become a fit temple of the spirit.”
Fasting and breath control were part of this “esoteric Christianity”—Dukes
uses the same phrase as Gurdjieff—as was compulsory celibacy at certain
stages of the training. “But,” Ozay warned, “the fanatic who becomes a
permanent celibate is like a musician who spends his life doing one
exercise.”

God, is achieved not through activity but through cessation of activity.
Cessation to the utmost limit of diet, breath and sex. These are the
three pillars on which prayer is built. Each has to be trained and
disciplined by restraint—there is no other way because they are all
runaway horses. Only when the ground is cleared can true building
commence. Only from that point can you begin to act consciously.

During the chaos of the Revolution, Paul Dukes lost touch with the
mysterious Prince Ozay and never saw him again. Was he Gurdjieff? It
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seems difficult to believe that there were two such teachers in the same
area at the same time. Ozay spoke English better than he spoke Russian,
which in his mouth was markedly accented. To his slant-eyed friend, the
Prince spoke a language Dukes could not identify. He claimed to have been
“in many churches in England and America.” Dukes “had reason to think
that my strange host was, nominally at least, a Moslem or a Parsee,” but he
acquired very little definite information. Ozay was “very learned and much
travelled” and Dukes knew nothing of his formal profession, although he “at
one time suspected” that the Prince was “visiting the Russian capital on
some religious errand.” If we choose to regard Gurdjieff as resident in St.
Petersburg at Easter 1913, this is confirmed by Glimpses of Truth. It is also
significant that Ozay was associated with the professional hypnotist and
healer Lev Levovitch, whose argument about charging high fees for his
cures by suggestion was exactly that used by Gurdjieff to justify a high
admission charge to his groups. People do not value something, he
explained, unless they are made to pay for it.

It is tempting to construct a chain of events linking Badmaieff, Paul
Dukes, Lev Levovitch, Gurdjieff, and any other practitioners of unorthodox
medicine in St. Petersburg. Gurdjieff probably did move in the occult
society of the capital, and through Badmaieff he may well have met
Rasputin and the Tsar. But it is doubtful whether he had anything to do
with the complex web of plot and counterplot which surrounded the
Russian throne. Such intrigues were not foreign to his nature, but the vision
of Gurdjieff as a Rasputin manqué—the description was already in use when
Carl Bechofer Roberts met him in Tiflis in 1919—Dbelongs to the sort of
~mythologizing which delights in seeing him as the occult advisor to the
Tsar, the Dalai Lama, and Adolf Hitler. The name-calling might have
nothing more behind it than the mere fact of Gurdjieff’s presence in St.
Petersburg during the Indian summer of the autocracy, with whose
mystical interests he was associated.

~ According to Glimpses of Truth Gurdjieff moved to Moscow in 1914 and
took a country house nearby where he could work undisturbed. The very
existence of this house is said to have remained unknown to most of his
associates. “Maintaining in his work a certain rhythm understood only by
himself, he sometimes leaves it and comes to town, and again returns to his
work after a certain time.” This house is the setting for the conversation
recorded in Glimpses of Truth, a document which in its printed form is
some forty pages long. It purports to tell the story of its author’s meeting
with Gurdjieff; but according to Ouspensky, the idea of the story belonged
to Gurdjieff himself, and it was actually written by two members of
Gurdjieff’s Moscow group. Ouspensky remarks that the original version
was “evidently written by a man with no literary experience.” He himself
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edited and rewrote a copy which Gurdjieff gave him, and it seems probable
that the published version of Glimpses of Truth is also the work of several
hands. Ouspensky’s translation is dated “Moscow, December 1914.” On the
last page are the words “end of first chapter,” but we should beware of
assuming that it was actually intended to carry the story further. When
Ouspensky first heard it read, he criticized it for lack of clarity—he had
found it interesting, but exactly what was this doctrine which the story
expounded? He was immediately told by Gurdjieff’s pupils that he had
“missed the most important part of it.”

The story begins with the imaginary narrator’s search for wisdom, which
he sees as having been guided by an external providence whose workings
appear coherent only to himself. The narrator discovers occultism and
becomes immersed in it, until suddenly he loses his occult contacts. He
embarks on a course of personal investigation, and makes friends among
people with similar interests. Eventually, his particularly close companion
in this search seems to be growing away from him, and the narrator
becomes angry at his apparent lack of friendliness. A point of crisis comes
when the seeker finds in the paper a notice of a ballet called, “The Struggle
of the Magicians,” written by one G. I. Gurdjieff, “an orientalist well known
in Moscow.” He determines to run Gurdjieff to ground, but his faithless
friend attempts to dissuade him. Eventually this friend, A., admits that he
knows Gurdjieff and departs without promising anything, leaving the
author of the story in a state of nervous expectation.

Next day he is telephoned by A. and told curtly to be at a certain railway
station at a certain time. He arrives early—A. arrives late, bearing two huge
and mysterious trunks—and they entrain for the country house which
Gurdjieff has taken for the winter. On the way the narrator learns that A.
had discussed bringing him to Gurdjieff earlier, but was told that it was not
yet time. The pair drive by sledge to the large two-story house where the
Master awaits them; and they have to carry the heavy trunks. The actual
introduction to Gurdjieff takes place in circumstances which suggest
Freemasonic ritual: the two visitors enter a room in complete darkness, and
only when A. sweeps aside a heavy tapestry does the figure of Gurdjieff
appear, smoking his nargileh, seated cross-legged on a divan in a brightly lit
room. Gurdjieff’s “oriental origin” is at once obvious, and his eyes
immediately impress the new arrival—"not so much the eyes themselves
as the look with which he met me. It was a look given to one whom one has
known long and well.” The impact made by the man was intensified by that
of the room in which he sat.

“There was no area not covered, either by carpets or hangings of some
sort,” writes the fictitious author. Carpets and tapestries cover the walls so
as to obscure the windows and doors. The ceiling is hung with a mosaic of
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colored shawls and from its center is suspended a brass lamp. A piano is
piled with old embroidered silks so as to be scarcely recognizable; and the
Dutch stove is similarly draped. A single carpet covers the floor and the
seating is low and Oriental. Three collections of objects decorate the walls:
one of strange musical instruments, another of Oriental weaponry, a third of
carved pipes. In one corner is a particularly splendid combination of
colored silks, in the middle of which hangs an icon of St. George; below the
icon on a series of shelves stand several ivory stautettes. Those named are
Christ, Buddha, Moses, and Mohammed. In this exotic setting a night-long
conversation takes place between Gurdjieff and his visitor, with A.
occasionally acting as an intermediary. “He served,” says the narrator, “as a
sort of transmitter between G. and myself.” At the beginning of their talk,
Gurdjieff speaks haltingly, in poor Russian, often turning to A. for the
completion of a sentence or a thought. But as the conversation becomes
increasingly rarefied, Gurdjieff is represented as relying on A. less and less.
“His speech flowed more freely and naturally, the necessary words seemed
to come of themselves, and I could have sworn that by the end of the
conversation, he was speaking the clearest, unaccented Russian. . . .”

In this contrived description of an imaginary meeting, much of Gurd-
jieff’s technique is already obvious. The difficulties created by A., the
abruptness of the appointment, the heavy trunks—which may have
contained priceless antiques, scientific instruments or lumps of stone—are
all of a piece with Gurdjieff’s later tactics. The deliberate theatricality of the
room in which the guest is received corresponds to that of Gurdjieff’s
Moscow apartment, where the unusual decoration helped to create the
“special atmosphere” described by Ouspensky. Gurdjieff used often to
éfnploy a third party-——sometimes as a straightforward interpreter—in his
teaching conversations. This device served to familiarize his listeners with
his ideas, as well as being a valuable exercise for the intermediary and a
means of gauging the pitch of his discourse by watching how his
“transmitting station” conveyed his meaning to an audience which he knew
better than Gurdjieff himself. The gradual perfection of Gurdjieff’s Russian
could mean one of several things, but it was a phenomenon also noticed by
pupils who spoke French or English.

The conversation which forms the body of the chapter contains little
which does not appear in a more expanded form in Ouspensky’s In Search
of the Miraculous. Gurdjieff talks of the unity of all things descending into
plurality; he describes the Law of Seven and the Law of Three on which his
cosmology is based—and which will shortly be outlined; he analyzes the
Ray of Creation which Ouspensky describes. But the fragmentary character
of the description bears out Ouspenky’s criticism: it is difficult to discover
the real nature of the doctrine which the protagonists are discussing, and it
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is certain that the story would not make sense if the reader were unfamiliar
with the outline given in In Search of the Miraculous. From the clamor of
Gurdjieff s pupils it seems that this must have been deliberate. Glimpses of
Truth was written for a particular purpose: to give glimpses only of the
majestic building whose outlines the conversation had allowed the narrator
to grasp. This may have been in order to encourage a reader to find out
more for himself, or simply to tantalize him. Gurdjieff asked Ouspensky
whether the story could be published in a newspaper, and in the tale itself,
the narrator asks if the ideas he has heard cannot be made more widely
known. Gurdjieff answers that the previous summer he and his friends
decided to try to disseminate their ideas through the press, but that the
outbreak of war prevented the attempt from being properly made.

Glimpses o f Truth, with its rubric “end of first chapter,” may therefore
have been an abortive attempt to gain publicity for Gurdjieff’s ideas.
Alternatively, it may simply have been a sketch which was intended for a
particular use at a particular time. For it is quite clear that Gurdjieff—ever
experimenting, perhaps balked in his attempts to establish his work under a
“scientific” umbrella in St. Petersburg—was fishing. Glimpses of Truth is
bait, and with the realization of this fact, many of Gurdjieff’s later activities
take on a new aspect; as of brightly colored floats dotting the surface of a
murky river.

Gurdjieff was trailing his coat. If he were “Ozay,” he discussed music
with the young musician, Paul Dukes. He talked of “the miraculous” to
Ouspensky. With others, he discussed dancing—or love. Many a hard-
headed “dollar-holder” heard from him the smirking remark of the greasy
Levantine: “I, too, am businessman.” Some of his later attacks on particular
professions—doctors, writers, artists—can be pinned down to the fact that
he was surrounded by such people, and in order to lead them into the maze
of his ideas, he had first to engage their interest by showing where the
particular questions in which they were interested impinged on the view of
the world which he designed that they approach for themselves. Once well
in and engaged in the cosmic machine, their props were knocked from
under them. They must then learn to swim in good earnest.

In Glimpses of Truth Gurdjieff emphasizes that occultism is not necessary
as a jumping-off point. It was a warning he repeated later to his papils in
Europe. But faced by his imaginary visitor, embarked on an occult quest,
he began their talk with the formula from the Emerald Tablet of Hermes:
“As above, so below.” “At the same time I must say that there is no need to
use occultism as the base from which to approach the understanding of
truth,” Gurdjieff is made to say. “Truth speaks for itself in whatever form it
is manifested. . . . Well, I repeat, I begin with the occult formula because I
am speaking to you.” During the discussion Gurdjieff applies his compli-
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cated cosmic laws to the principles of modern science. The narrator asks
him whether an uneducated man could understand his ideas. Gurdjieff
replies that an uneducated shepherd might acquire, in the course of one
day’s profound meditation, what it would take a scientist many years to
discover. “The material you refer to was quoted only because I spoke to
you. . . . Forms may be very different.”

So they proved to be. Gurdjieff advises his questioner, when he asks
about the occult idea of initiation, to forget it altogether. “All your
researches in this area were good exercises for your mind, therein lies their
great value, but only there.”

Glimpses of Truth is surprisingly frank about Gurdjieff’s reasons for
acting in what was often an incomprehensible way. It would have been
open to any reader to put two and two together from the description of his
remarkable room, with its “delicate scent that mingled agreeably with an
aroma of tobacco,” the riot of colored silk, and the hangings which so shut
out the everyday world that the character A. can remark, when he opens
the curtains on broad daylight, “As you can see, time does not exist here.”
All the cards are on the table, but not face up. Itis the task of the reader or
the listener to discover their denominations.

One critic thinks that Glimpses of Truth gives a “melodramatic picture of
a sort of stage superman,” and there is undoubtedly something over-
produced about the Gurdjieff whom the story presents. If he really does
possess such fundamental knowledge, the reader is inclined to ask, why all
the obvious stage management, why the cat and mouse tactics with the
pathetically eager narrator? An important problem is raised by the rather
dubious first impression which Gurdjieff made on many people who
afterward became his devoted disciples.

In Herald of Coming Good, Gurdjieff says that twenty-one years
earlier—that is, in 1912—he took an oath to live for that period “in some
ways an artificial life, modelled upon a programme which had been
previously planned in accordance with certain definite principles.” The
- “artificial life” had to do with a renunciation of the skill he had developed as
a hypnotist. In 1933 he spoke to the American author Jean Toomer of the
oath he had taken. “I tell you something secret,” he said, “only for yourself.
Twenty-one years ago I vowed never to use hypnotism to effect my aims.
Recent circumstances have made me struggle with myself to keep my vow
. .. I do not want to break it.” The reasons he gives for embarking on this
program in Herald of Coming Good are, first, that he recognized that he
was what would now be called a charismatic figure; and second, that he
wanted his pupils, at all costs, to display their personal initiative, which
might be stifled if he employed his full personal magnetism and strength of
character. J. G. Bennett connects this decision with the Sufi doctrine of
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“the path of Malamat” or “blame-taking,” in which the aspirant to spiritual
development acts in such a way as to attract to himself calumny and the ill
opinion of his fellowmen. There is evidence that Gurdjieff’s artificial life
was indeed governed by some such plan; although the idea can clearly be
used to excuse every slip he made.

The vaguely fraudulent impression induced by Glimpses of Truth may
therefore be one result of the tactics which Gurdjieff deliberately adopted
in 1912. But to what end was such deviousness directed? Gurdjieff had
been a seeker for esoteric knowledge, a student of the unconscious mind, a
“physician-hypnotist,” a professional occultist—intermittently, a secret
agent and dealer in Orientalia—and apparently by 1912, at the start of his
“teaching” proper, he was something else again. We may disbelieve in the
story of his oath—it is always wise to be chary of accepting Gurdjieff’'s every
statement—Dbut at first sight it is difficult to see what, if anything, he
intended by his teaching. The narrator of Glimpses of Truth is given hints
about the “Great Knowledge” which Gurdjieff possesses and is told that in a
year’s time he will understand more than is at present possible for him to
know. Meanwhile, although he has the sensation of having lifted the outer
veil of the mysteries, he has no idea at all of what the inner tabernacles
hold.

What was the aim of Gurdjieff’s teaching? asked one of his Russian
pupils. Ouspensky recorded the answer:

“I certainly have an aim of my own,” said G., “but you must permit me
to keep silent about it. At the present moment my aim cannot have any
meaning for you, because it is important that you should define your
own aim. The teaching by itself cannot pursue any definite aim. It can
only show the best way for men to attain whatever aims they may
have.”

The men and women who came to Gurdjieff in Russia were desperately
uncertain, scared of the future, plagued by myths and expectations of the
miraculous. That is, they were as men and women have always been in
every land and every generation—although the place and the time
generated particular problems. Gurdjieff entered a historical situation in
which the normal hopes and fears of mankind were given an unnatural
intensity, and his teaching was therefore experienced by his Russian
followers with particular vividness. When everything seemed lost, Gurd-
jieff appeared as the guide and mentor: the Man Who Knows.

They beheld the Great Magician.

Each pupil experienced Gurdjieff in a different way, and differing reasons
brought people to him. He appears to have begun his first Moscow circle
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through a series of personal contacts. One of his childhood friends was a
cousin named Dmitri Merkouroff, who by 1914 was a successful sculptor in
Moscow. Through Merkouroff, Gurdjieff met Vladimir Pohl, a musician
who was close to him during the pre-Revolutionary period. Pohl in his turn
introduced him to P. D. Ouspensky. Ouspensky is the most significant
figure after Gurdjieff in the history of the Work, and the meeting of the two
men proved to be the beginning of many developments. In itself, the
occasion was just one more encounter between a man who was anxious to
learn and another who had something to teach. But in a historical—even
scriptural—perspective, the event was momentous.

Ouspensky recorded the progress of his relationship with Gurdjieff in his
book In Search of the Miraculous, and from the date of their meeting in the
spring of 1915, Gurdjieff appears to become a fact of history. But,
paradoxically, it is just when the uncertainties seem on the point of
resolution that all becomes most uncertain. The invisible man gives
hostages to fortune in every one of his roles, and it must be remembered
that he is playing a role. Any of his actions—from the amazingly benevolent
to the unutterably obscene—may be “acting.” The multicolored cloak of the
Master, iridescent in the sun’s rays, takes on the whole procession of the
spectrum, and vanishing through infrared becomes—invisible again.



4

Life Against Life

“One life ends and another begins. One time ends and another begins.
Death is really a return to the beginning.”

Pyétr Demianovitch Ouspensky was born in Moscow on March 5, 1878,
Old Style. His father was an officer in the Survey Service, and a talented
spare-time mathematician whose particular hobby was the fashionable topic
of the fourth dimension. Although Demian Ouspensky died when his son
was quite young and all his writings were lost, he passed on his
mathematical enthusiasms. The manner in which Pyétr Ouspensky was to
apply such ideas had little to do with academic mathematics; and a mistake
made by the translators of his first book to appear in English has meant that
he is still represented as a severe figure who escaped by accident from the
established academies to found his own Stoa. Ouspensky was an artist
rather than a scholar—potentially a good one, as is shown by his novel,
Strange Life of Ivan Osokin—and he became instead a romantic philoso-
pher. He was very much a child of his time and place.

His parents had shared artistic interests: Ouspensky’s mother was herself
a painter and an amateur of French and Russian literature. Quspensky grew
up in the atmosphere of the Russian intelligentsia, and his earliest
memories were of his mother’s parents” house, which was a center of artistic
society. His maternal grandfather was an artist whe had turned from
specializing in portraiture to painting for churches, a branch of art which in

94
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Holy Russia had a peculiar importance and its own mystique. His
grandfather died in 1882, and his grandmother became the chief influence
on the young Ouspensky. She was clearly a remarkable and intelligent
woman: Ouspensky would later recall the pleasure she had given him and
his younger sister with her stories of old Moscow days. Her house on
Pimenovskaya Street was frequented by all sorts and classes of people.
Ouspensky remarks that it was “in many ways a very old-fashioned house,
and in other ways very much ahead of its time”; it may not be reading too
much into this to see the house as connected with the movement in Russian
art which was resurrecting traditional styles and folk motifs so as to make
them the essence of the contemporary. The art of the icon played a leading
part in this revival, and as a church painter Ouspensky’s grandfather may
have been associated with the fashion.

Ouspensky’s brief accounts of his early life are vivid and evocative. When
his A New Model of the Universe was published in 1931, reviewers were
quick to note the excellence of the passages which described his own
adventures. But because of the nature of his work, Ouspensky must always
seem to suffer at the hands of a biographer; for much of what he wrote or
said on any topic was based on a rigorous analysis of his own failings. To
criticize Ouspensky is often merely to echo his own self-criticism and to
honor a sometimes enviable degree of self-knowledge.

There is a particular difficulty in treating the stray personal references in
his writings as evidence of a documentary sort. Ouspensky revised his early
publications several times, and the screen of his later psychological ideas—
whether those he learned from Gurdjieff or those of his own later
development—interposes between the recorded experience and the
-yeader. For example, his account of dreaming was begun in 1905, revised
several times in accordance with his changing ideas and published in 1931
as an adjunct to a body of thought to which Ouspensky then referred as a
“system.” In some cases it is possible to trace the development of his
thinking, but in others the dividing line between reportage and hindsight is
~not so clearly marked. Although this need not affect an assessment of his
ideas, it limits the scope of a biographer.

At about the age of five, Ouspensky learned to read. A year or so later he
discovered Lermontov’s A Hero of Our Time and Turgenev’s Notes from a
Sportsman’s Album. In a household of Russian “intelligents” there was
nothing odd in such books being available to a six-year-old, and
Ouspensky’s precociousness in taking to the classics at such an early age was
the beginning of a largely self-conducted education. The “enormous
impression” produced by these two books was a lasting influence on the
boy. A Hero of Our Time, with its protagonist the very type of the
disillusioned romantic, its exotic Caucasian background, and its occasional
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hints of the numinous, had made the book a cult among youth. Turgenev’s
gentle tales of country life directed the attention of the literary world
toward the realities of peasant existence. Both books would have formed
part of the required reading of the generation to which Ouspensky’s parents
belonged; and they stood in the naturalistic tradition which was then
fashionable. Ouspensky was to make a name for himself on the crest of the
Symbolist wave which overwhelmed such standards; but, as his only novel
shows, he never lost the gifts of precise observation and a romantic attitude
to nature which characterized his early masters in literature. Soon after his
literary explorations had begun, he discovered poetry and painting, started
to draw, and developed a lasting enthusiasm for engravings and old prints
like those which hung on the walls of the house at Pimenovskaya Street.

Two peculiar features about Ouspensky’s earlier years were directly
connected with his later interests. The first was his extraordinarily vivid
memory of childhood. He later maintained that he could remember several
incidents which had happened before he was two years old. “From the age
of three,” he wrote, “I remember myself quite clearly.” Among such
memories was Moscow of the early 1880s, and an old town called
Zvenigorod, thirty miles west of Moscow on the Moscow River. “I
remember the river there, boats with a smell of tar, hills covered with
forests, the old monastery, etc. I remember the exhibition of 1882 in
Moscow, and the coronation of Alexander III, chiefly the illuminations.”
The unusual clarity of his early memories later became connected in
Ouspensky’s mind with the frequent sense of déja vu which he had
experienced as a child. “With me,” he wrote, “these sensations . . . began
when I was about six years old. After eleven they became much rarer. One
of them, extraordinary for its vividness and persistence, occurred when I
was nineteen. The same sensations, but without a clearly pronounced
feeling of repetition, began still earlier, from very early childhood, and
were particularly vivid during the years when the sensations of repetition
appeared, that is, from six to eleven; and they also came later from time to
time in various conditions.”

During childhood Ouspensky shared these experiences with his younger
sister, to whom he was very close. Later he described to his pupils how
they used to sit at their nursery window and make accurate predictions of
events which took place in the street below. The children concealed their
ability from the grown-up members of the family, because—as Ouspensky’s
sister contemptuously remarked—“They don’t understand anything.”

The sensation of “I have been here before” was to prove the greatest
single impulse in Ouspensky’s life, and it is one of the pervading themes of
the novel, Strange Life of Ivan Osokin, which he drafted in 1905. The novel
deals with the schooldays and Wanderjahre of Ivan Osokin, and the
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impression that it is strictly “autobiographical” should be qualified. Ivan
Osokin was written to illustrate the theme of eternal recurrence, and the
incidents are shaded according to the author’s didactic purpose. Ouspensky
later said that he was “never such a fool as Osokin” and that many of the
events of the novel were borrowed from the lives of his acquaintances.
Despite these qualifications and despite the fact that the English edition of
Ivan Osokin was considerably rewritten before publication, there is much
of purely biographical value in the novel. Ouspensky admitted that the
heroine, Zinaida, was a real person, and, like Ivan Osokin, Ouspensky was
expelled from school. This last fact dominated his early life.

The Second Moscow Gymnasium at which Ouspensky (and his alter ego
Osokin) studied was a school arranged on the standard Russian government
pattern based on the classical curriculum. Quspensky loathed the school
routine, and Ivan Osokin is redolent of the atmosphere of petty regulations,
boredom and ink-stained squalor which the boarders at the Gymnasium had
to endure. He hated Latin and Greek and found the work as irksome as the
discipline. In the novel the only classes in which Osokin avoids disgrace are
the French lessons, because his French is already far beyond the abilities of
his contemporaries. He finds solace in a series of “fantastic dreams which,
in the past, were responsible for many unprepared lessons and for many
bad marks. The dreams are called ‘Travels in Oceanis.” They are his best
method of running away from reality.” These daydreams take Osokin on
adventurous Pacific voyages inspired by Captain Marryat, and they are
evidently based on Ouspensky’s own boyhood dreams of travel and the sea.

Ouspensky’s main purpose in his account of Osokin’s daydreams was to
show the delusory effects of the imagination. But his description of the
“Travels in Oceanis” demonstrates another aspect of his fantasy-life which
he noticed in his studies of dreaming some years later. “There was in me an
artist, sometimes very naive, sometimes very subtle, who worked at these
dreams and created them out of the material which I possessed but could
never use in full measure while awake.”

But he was “never such a fool as Osokin,” and as the pupils were left very
much to themselves, he continued surreptitiously to educate himself along
his own lines. At the age of twelve, he became interested in scientific
subjects: first it was natural history and biology, then physics. In the
Introduction to A New Model of the Universe, he evokes the memory of a
preparation class in 1890 or 1891. Instead of the prescribed Latin grammar
he is reading a physics textbook, overwhelmed with wonder at the
magnificence of the idea of levers—the phenomena which the principle
explains, and the very class of lever strike him as a revelation of the unity of
things. He falls foul of the German proctor, who confiscates his book. “I
hear round me ironical whispers and comments that Ouspensky reads
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physics. But I don’t care. I shall have the ‘Physics’ again tomorrow; and the
tall German is all made up of large and small levers!”

Private studies did not compensate for public disgrace. His character,
Ivan Osokin retreats from reality and—almost deliberately, Ouspensky
hints—breaks a succession of rules. The authorities are more and more
annoyed at his conduct, and eventually, a harmless practical joke during the
visit of an inspector of schools results in Osokin’s expulsion. Like Osokin’s,
Ouspensky’s career in formal education ended about the age of fourteen or
fifteen. Osokin’s greatest emotion in the novel is remorse for the pain which
his expulsion has inflicted on his mother. He immediately promises to work
hard under a tutor in order to pass into university even more quickly than
he would have done from school, and the university is the great goal which
Osokin promises himself. Ouspensky never obtained a university degree,
and it is possible to see in some of his work—in the length of his published
books, in the ambitious nature of his ideas, and in the later structure of his
own activities—a pressure for some compensating achievement.

An important consequence of Ouspensky’s expulsion from the Gym-
nasium found its way into his later teaching. This was his insistence on the
necessity of submitting to the discipline of a school. The word “school,”
shorn of its article in the Russian manner, is still part of the jargon of his
followers, and Ouspensky’s search for an “esoteric school” became one of
his greatest drives. The discipline which he imposed on his pupils he
learned from Gurdjieff, but the insistence on rules was his own. “A man is
unable to keep watch on the whole of himself, that is, on all his different
sides,” Gurdjieff told him. “Only school can do this, school methods, school
discipline—a man is much too lazy, he will do a great deal without the
proper intensity, or he will do nothing at all while thinking that he is doing
something; he will work with intensity on something that does not need
intensity and will let those moments pass by when intensity is imperative.
Then he spares himself; he is afraid of doing anything unpleasant. He will
never attain the necessary intensity by himself. If you have observed
yourselves in a proper way you will agree with this.” Gurdjieff certainly
meant the statement to be taken generally, but the emphasis given to the
idea by Ouspensky was entirely personal.

Another result of his expulsion from school was that Ouspensky’s
education continued along its eclectic and self-willed course. From this fact
came aspects of his character both attractive and forbidding. His occasional
arrogance and dictatorial manner—although no doubt sometimes as-
sumed—are very much part of the self-educated philosopher. On the other
hand, from his lack of orthodox schooling came a breadth of interests and a
wide culture which belong to the polymath and not to the academic
specialist. Ouspensky enrolled as a “free listener” at Moscow University, a
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status which allowed him to attend what lectures he pleased without
working for a formal degree. He may also have studied with a tutor for a
time after leaving school; but it is impossible to distinguish any set course of
instruction. In 1894, at the age of sixteen, he discovered Nietzsche. Two
years later he started to write. He studied biology, mathematics and
psychology “very intensely.” In mathematics he became “enormously
excited” by theories of the fourth dimension, and in psychology his chief
interest was a topic which had intrigued him from the age of thirteen—the
study of dreams.

In all these avenues of inquiry, Ouspensky’s attitude was that of the
rebel. “I was very anarchistically inclined at that time,” he wrote. “I
particularly distrusted all forms of academic science and took a firm decision
never to pass any examinations and never to take any degrees.” This has the
savor of sour grapes, and it is a common attitude to find among adepts of the
occult arts. But it is also-the sort of attitude which can lead a man to see
beneath appearances—always assuming that there is something to see. At
the end of the nineteenth century, scientific materialism had begun to
appear as constricting a series of dogmas as the religions it had displaced.
The epidemic of occultism arose as a form of overreaction to this fact. A less
hysterical attitude was displayed by many farsighted men; for indeed if
science had remained crudely mechanistic, had failed to develop concepts
like relativity and the uncertainty principle, there were, by definition,
limits to the expansion of knowledge. Ouspensky was dissatisfied with the
stagnant state of affairs. “I felt that there was a dead wall everywhere, even
in mathematics, and I used to say at that time that professors were killing
science in the same way as priests were killing religion.” He saw his
treasured idea of the fourth dimension trampled beneath scientific feet.
Instead of the liberating possibilities he sensed in the concept, it was turned
into an academic game. At the same time, he did not yet dare to abandon
the materialist standpoint and remained for the time being an orthodox
rationalist.

In 1896 Ouspensky undertook what he calls “my first independent
travels.” He had already visited Paris with his family for the Exposition of
1888, and his newfound independence probably related to his mother’s
death. Between 1896 and 1905 there is little known with certainty about his
movements. The early part of this period was taken up with studies and
traveling. He later told Rom Landau that he attended lectures at various
Russian and European universities, but it is impossible to find out which.
He knew Paris well, and his fluent French would have made it easy for him
to form—like a character in Ivan Osokin—part of Georges Sorel’s audience
at the Sorbonne. He also explored the wilder parts of Russia, visiting the
remote monasteries of the far north, and once described to Maurice Nicoll
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how he had managed to repay the Circassian villages through which he
traveled for their ruinously generous hospitality. The technique was to
admire a small object of no value, whereupon the host would be bound
under his code of honor to give it to you. The guest then insisted that his
host accept a gift in exchange; and Ouspensky carried a number of cheap
revolvers with which to reimburse his benefactors.

About 1900, soon after he was twenty-one, Ouspensky’s long-standing
interest in dreams led him to make a series of observations. He had already
devoured most of the psychological literature on the subject, so he began by
attempting to write down his dreams on waking. “I said to myself that if I
could know in sleep that I was asleep 1 should find the possibility of
continuing the dreams, or of going behind them and perhaps finding their
cause.” He very soon found that his attempts to record dreams produced
distortion and alteration of the dream experience itself. This led to the
discovery of a method of observing dreams in what Ouspensky called a
“half-dream state,” which was brought about by deliberate effort either just
before falling asleep or after awakening. His observations convinced
Ouspensky that in the majority of cases—what he called “simple dreams”—
a dream was the product of associations—either physical associations
resulting from the position of the dreamer’s body, or psychical associations
resulting from unconscious preoccupations.

He found occasional examples of dreams which seemed to have almost
boundless significance for the dreamer; but the most interesting conclusion
he reached—and which was to be of great importance in preparing him for
the ideas of Gurdjieff—was the conviction that dreams continue in waking
life. Therefore, he could afterward say, there was little justification for
making a sharp difference between being asleep and being awake. To the
state of sleep was added what was called “the waking state” but which
should really be known as “sleep plus waking state.”

How long this scholar-gypsy life lasted is uncertain. Ouspensky was
attracted by journalism and by 1905 it had become his profession. His job
gave him the chance to travel to Europe and the East Coast of the United
States, journeys which may have taken place at any time up to 1912.
America provides the setting for an unsuccessful story called “The
Inventor,” which tells the reader little about tts author apart érom his
distaste for the cruder forms of capitalism.

During the political troubles which culminated in the revolution of 1905,
Ouspensky wrote the original version of Ivan Osokin, entitled The Wheel of
Fortune, which was published ten years later under the title Kinema-
drama. Only general ideas can be gleaned from the novel about what he
had been doing, but Ivan Osokin does provide flesh to cover the bare bones
of ten years of studies and journalism. It reveals the man Ouspensky—the
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charming, romantic, convivial artist—who became hidden by the teacher’s
severity and the facade of serious intellectualism built up by his inner
compulsions.

The charming Tanechka idyll and the military episode in Ivan Osokin have
little to associate them with what we know of Ouspensky from other
sources, but like all Osokin’s disasters, these involve a woman. Suscep-
tibility is part of his Achilles heel—as Gurdjieff would have said, his Chief
Feature—Dbut it is an attractive susceptibility stemming from an incorrigibly
romantic attitude to life. He feels the experience of his night with Tanechka
as magic, as a poetic truth naturally apprehended. It has nothing to do with
the physical explanation of the act of love. By the time Ouspensky came to
write Tertium Organum (1912), his early lyricism had abated not at all. If
anything, it had increased, and the chapter on “Occultism and Love”
occupies a key place in that book.
Ouspensky had great trouble with this chapter, and the concern he

showed for it demonstrates the importance he attached to the subject.

Between the first Russian edition of 1912 and the second of 1916, the
section was considerably revised and expanded; and it was the only chapter
to be significantly altered in the second English edition of 1922. Even in his

final version, Ouspensky retained the same poetic association between love
and the world of nature as he had implied in the Tanechka passages of Ivan
Osokin. “In the springtime with the first awakening of love’s emotions the
birds begin to sing and build nests,” he writes. Perhaps, he suggests, bird
song is not just the means of attracting a- mate—as scientists would have us
_believe—but “the principal function” of a species, necessary for some
unrecognized natural harmony. In the 1916 version of Tertium Organum,

revised with no reference to Gurdjieff’s ideas, Ouspensky declares ex-
plicitly that the hidden purposes of love provide the key to the mysteries:

It is difficult to understand all this and to make it seem rational. But by
seeking to understand these mysterious purposes and by departing
from mundane interpretations, man, without even being conscious of it
at first unites himself with the higher purposes and finds that thread
which in the end of all ends will lead him out of the labyrinth of earthly
contradictions.

The Ouspensky of 1905 found his consolations in the mysteries of love.
He had not completely broken from the materialism of the age when he
completed the first draft of Ivan Osokin, but the romantic vision of love had
evidently come to replace his schoolboy fantasy life as the “magical”
element in his world. The chivalrous attitude to women which this evoked



102 THE HARMONIOUS CIRCLE

persisted till the end of Ouspensky’s life, and became part of his basic
outlook. Ivan Osokin sees women as “more interesting” than men. The later
Ouspensky was to see them as belonging to a higher caste altogether, and
the courtesy which he showed his women followers is at one with this
attitude. In the days when the word “normal” meant superhuman in the
language of his groups, love remained an example of glorious normality; and
when two of his pupils announced their engagement, he wrote to them of
his pleasure at hearing of something really normal in a perverted age.

Connected with the hints of something more which the young Ouspensky
found in sex were the promptings of other things felt by the artist in him.
Toward the end of Ivan Osokin, the hero and Zinaida discuss literature.
Osokin writes poems, about which he is very sensitive. He prefers those of
one line only, for then the reader must experience the rest of the poem in
himself. Zinaida’s friends cannot understand this, and are scathing about
Osokin’s “impressions from beyond.” Between such conventional attitudes
and those of Osokin’s creator, there was an ever-widening gulf; for the
notion of the complete autonomy of the poem itself and the idea of poetry
coming from “beyond” betray the influence of Symbolist theories to which
Ouspensky was exposed at the time he wrote Ivan Osokin.

The various occult and religious groups which sprang up in turn of the
century Russia were closely linked with the Symbolist movement in
literature. Just as mystics and magicians traveled from Paris to hawk their
wares in the incense-filled gloom of Slavic piety, artistic fashions were
imported from the cultural capital of the world. Paris of the 1880s and 1890s
had reacted against naturalism in art and materialism in philosophy; and the
occult doctrines of the magi directly influenced artistic practice. In
particular, the idea of the symbol as a link between the dimly apprehended
magical universe and the world of everyday found a place in the new
antinaturalist literature. The Russian intelligentsia eagerly adopted such
concepts. Their flight into mysticism was encouraged by an exclusion from
their natural part in the social agitation which culminated in the revolution
of 1905—during which Ouspensky wrote his novel—and it forms part of a
luxuriant crop of near-mystical literature, much of which simply obeyed the
fashionable forms, but some of which indicated a real religious striving.

The high priest of the Russian intelligentsia was Vladimir Sergeivitch
Soloviev (1853-1900) who contrived to fuse Symbolist occultism with
Russian piety and make the resulting mixture intellectually palatable. He
predicted the coming of the “God-man”—man perfected by his own efforts
toward divinity. After his death there was a mushroom growth of societies
with names like “The Circle of Seekers of Christian Enlightenment” and
“The Religious-Philosophic Society in Memory of Vladimir Soloviev.” It
became difficult to distinguish the poets from philosophers, and philoso-
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phers from priests. The most famous literary names include: Andrei Bely,
Konstantin Balmont, Valery Bryusov, Vyacheslav Ivanov, and Alexander
Blok. Halfway between the writers and the occultists proper came
unconventional philosophers like Dmitri Merezhkovsky, Nicholas Ber-
dyaev, and V. V. Rozanov. They represent a tradition of thought which is
almost completely forgotten in the West, and a closer acquaintance with
their work makes Ouspensky’s ideas a little less extraordinary than they
seemed when he first became known outside Russia.

The idea of eternal recurrence on which the book is based is taken chiefly
from Nietzsche; and all over Europe at the turn of the century Nietzsche
had become inextricably entangled with the occult and Symbolist literature.
[ndeed, the Russian Decadence began with Nietzsche, when in 1890
Nikolai Minsky published a Zarathustra-like thesis on the liberty of the
individual. But it was characteristic of Ouspensky’s approach to intellectual
fashions that, whereas other intellectuals hailed Nietzsche as a liberator
from the prison of bourgeois morality, he was fascinated by the theory of
eternal recurrence, which even some ardent Nietzscheans preferred to
regard as an aberration. The thought that time repeats itself in identical
cycles is to be found in antiquity. Nietzsche probably took it from
Pythagoras and Heraclitus, and Ouspensky himself unearthed it in the
Alexandrian Fathers. Ouspensky’s description of its implications is found in
A New Model of the Universe.

This means that if a man was born in 1877 and died in 1912, then,
having died, he finds himself again in 1877 and must live the same life
all over again. In dying, in completing the circle of life, he enters the
same life from the other end. He is born again in the same town, in the
same street, of the same parents, in the same year and on the same
day. He will have the same brothers and sisters, the same uncles and
aunts, the same toys, the same kittens, the same friends, the same
women. He will make the same mistakes, laugh and cry in the same
way, rejoice and suffer in the same way. And when the time comes he
will die in exactly the same way as he did before, and again at the
moment of his death it will be as though all the clocks were put back to

- 7.35 A.M. on the 2nd September 1877, and from this moment started
again with their usual movement.

To Nietzsche the problem posed by recurrence was simple. He accepted
it in his capacity as Superman. “Who can desire the recurrence of life?” he
asked, and answered: “The great, strong, happy man, whose life is so
valuable in his estimation that a repetition and continually a repetition will
be a pleasant thought to him. To everyone else, to everything miserable,
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misbegotten, which only looks upon its own life with dissatisfaction and
repugnance, the thought must be frightful.”

Ouspensky’s use of the idea was anything but a slavish copying of
Nietzsche. Later he was to transform the Nietzschean idea of the Superman
in a similar fashion. For Nietzsche, “the great, strong, happy man” with the
successful will to power might reconcile himself to eternity repeating and
repeating in endless cycles, “the worm Ourobouros who eateth his own
tail.” But Ivan Osokin lives his life again in an atmosphere of regret for
missed opportunities. His final crushing disappointment in the love affair
with Zinaida ends with him contemplating suicide. His life lived over again
has the same results: and the more hopeful ending of the later English
version did not form part of The Wheel of Fortune. Ouspensky later used to
tell his pupils that Robert Louis Stevenson had taught him as much as
Nietzsche about recurrence, and Stevenson’s view of the coils of time is
pessimistic. The haunting “Song of the Morrow”—published posthumously
in Stevenson’s Fables of 1896—is a recurring theme in Ivan Osokin. It
would have been natural reading for a young romantic—and Stevenson’s
tale of the King of Duntrine’s daughter, who had “hair like the spun gold
and . . . eyes like pools in a river,” ends with the princess as an ancient
crone warning her younger self that she has “no thought for the morrow and
no power upon the hour, after the manner of simple men.” Writing, as he
did, at a time of civil and personal chaos, Ouspensky’s life seemed not at all
worth repeating, and eternal recurrence can only have presented itselfas an
assurance of eternal damnation.

For in 1905 he was evidently in a very depressed state. His affair with the
original of Zinaida had ended unhappily, and if his financial circumstances
were anything like Osokin’s, he was very pressed for money. Poverty and
refusal to take a secure job are two of the reasons which Osokin gives for the
collapse of his affair. “I'm a stranger and an outsider,” he complains, “and
it's the same everywhere.” In the middle of great political upheavals, which
ended in armed revolution in Moscow and led the Tsar at last to grant a
constitution, Ouspensky’s disillusionment with politics was complete.
Strange Life of Ivan Osokin is full of denunciations of the futility of the
“comrades,” whose cabals confront Osokin in Switzerland, Paris, and
Moscow. He does not believe in revolution, although he shares the “almost
obligatory” antigovernment attitude of the intelligentsia. He sees other
possibilities “if only those in official positions would not be so childishly
selfish and stupid.” Ouspensky later described his dilemma in propria
persona: “I mistrusted and disliked all kinds of socialism even more than
industrialism or militarism. . . . But when I became interested in journal-
ism I could work only on ‘left’ papers because ‘right” papers did not smell
good. It was one of the complexities of Russian life.”
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The 1905 revolution led to a personal tragedy. His beloved younger sister
had joined an extreme left-wing organization and was imprisoned for
revolutionary activities in the Boutirsky prison in Moscow, where in 1908,
she died.

Disillusioned with orthodox science, with politics, both established and
revolutionary, recovering from an unhappy love affair, Ouspensky may have
had little to sustain him: but the innate romantic is not easily cast down. His
real search began in the autumn of 1907; and before following him on this
new chapter of his existence, we must try to see more of the man behind
the questing spirit.

Physically, the young man of 1905 was a more fragile version of his later
short and thickset self. A heavy jaw emphasized the dogmatic or domineer-
ing side of his nature, a facet which was to alienate several people who met
him. A severe mouth, largish nose, and receding hair made up the rest of a
not extraordinary face which, apart from the high Slav cheekbones, might
have been Teutonic. The most noticeable aspect of his appearance was the
pince-nez which his very short sight invariably demanded, and in later
years he usually carried about with him a whole armory of glasses and
binoculars. Thie fascination with precision instruments—in the case of
optical glasses, of necessity—extended to weapons. The story of his carrying
cheap revolvers with him through the Caucasus may show that the interest
in guns which he demonstrated in England took root early, and in India he
carried both camera and revolver.

Ouspensky’s romanticism expressed itself in a love of nature. His
description of Ivan Osokin’s ride in the country is the detailed observation
of a keen horseman, and Ouspensky in the saddle was a common sight in
later life. But cats were his chief love, and he noticed them wherever he
went. In Tertium Organum he made several points about the difference in
consciousness between man and animals which were based on his observa-
tion of cats. In his letters from the Caucasus in the midst of revolution, he
had time to observe a dead cat. The ending of Ivan Osokin refers to two
obscurely significant cats. Ouspensky brought a cat with him to England or
acquired one very soon after his arrival, and toward the end of his life, he
could scarcely be separated from his pets, which came to his meetings. He
said that they had astral bodies, and might benefit¥rom instruction.. On his
last strange journeys his cats accompanied him.

J. G. Bennett records a tradition that in the Ouspensky family the names
Peter and Damian had passed alternately from father to son. The Damians
were supposed to be world-rejecting ascetics and the Peters to enter with
zest into the joys of life. Ouspensky thought that both Peter and Damian
had influenced his character. The conflict between the ascetic side of his
nature and the part which made him a heavy drinker and a connoisseur of
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food was a battle he never resolved. A powerful ascetic drive lay behind his
spiritual quest and his intellectual rejection of the material world; but it was
the bon viveur who told Maurice Nicoll that he thought he had been born
with the noise of a tavern in his blood. For all his feelings of “not
belonging,” the young Ouspensky most certainly tried to enjoy himself.
Several scenes in Ivan Osokin are set at parties, and when Carl Bechhofer
Roberts ran across Ouspensky in the wreck of the White Armies in 1919, he
made a record of an evening they spent together during which his
companion reminisced about his early Moscow days. The circumstances
were something out of the ordinary—all those concerned were probably
tired and very hungry, and had been celebrating their acquisition of coal
with “vodka” made from raw spirit. Ouspensky remembered another
occasion on which the miraculous effects of improvised spirits had been
noticeable.

“It was when I was a young man in Moscow,” he was saying, “and my
cousin once gave a party. We brewed the vodka together. It was a
marvellous brew. There was one man there, the sort of type one sees
only in Russia; a young man with long hair, a long beard, long
moustaches, and a sad, far-away look in his eyes. Well, after he had one
glass of our vodka, he got straight up from his chair and walked out of
the house and into the nearest hairdressers. There he made them run
the clippers over his head, and shave him, and he came out as bare of
hair as an egg, and went straight home to bed. That shows you what
good vodka can do!”

The conversation changed tack, by way of a story of Ouspensky’s and the
intervention of another member of the party. Then Quspensky returned to
his theme of the gay life of Moscow:

“Don’t interrupt me,” said Ouspensky. “I was remarking that every
policeman in Moscow in the old days knew me by my Christian name,
because, unlike most people, when I was drunk, I always tried to
compose quarrels and not to start them. Besides, I used to give them
big tips. And all the porters at the restaurants used to know me, and
when there was a row on, they used to telephone me to come round
and stop it. One night I remember I got home with the left sleeve of
my overcoat missing. How I lost it, and where, I have never
discovered, although I have given the matter very careful thought.
Indeed, I once thought of writing a book about it.”

This subject would have suited his quirkish turn of mind, and the literary
world in which he moved might have received it well. The combination of
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roistering and spiritual search was a pattern familiar in Symbolist Russia,
and indeed, the conflict between the Peter and the Damian was a typically
Russian struggle. Like many romantics, Ouspensky retained an inner
puritanism as part of his romanticattitude. This showed itself in a refusal to
be taken in by the cheap and shoddy, and developed into an inability to
compromise. It was a temperament not uncommon among the Russian
intellectuals. The mystical bent of the intelligentsia has already been noted,
but there was another consequence of their alienation which is relevant to
Ouspensky. Harold Williams, who was for a long period The Times’s
correspondent in Russia and married an “intelligent,” put his finger on the
spot: “The life of the intelligents was simple, but not ascetic. Many
members drank to excess, and there were some who drank themselves to
death in search of a refuge from the terrible depression that hung constantly
over the Russian educated man, and made the life of the intelligentsia
essentially a sad one.”

Ouspensky’s personal situation increased the sense of hopelessness
induced by his milieu. His friend Boris Mouravieff once summed up
Ouspensky’s state of inner weakness. “Charming—although subject to fits
of temper, kind, very skilful in argument, he was not a strong man . . . Full
of ideas, tender-hearted, a talented writer, he was not protected internally
by the valuable armouring of the scientific method. Everything in him was
unanchored, and so open to outside influences. And he was very isolated in
life, which did not spare him disappointments.” Criticism of his own
vulnerability is a strong theme in Ivan Osokin, and it agrees with
Gurdjieff’s estimate of Ouspensky’s character: “Very nice man to drink
vodka with, but weak man.”

But this weakness accounts for the nature of much of his work, and in his
work it becomes a source of strength. Ouspensky was more of an original
thinker than most of Gurdjieff’s followers, but he always needed material
on which to operate, whether it was eternal recurrence, the Superman,
occultism, or the fourth dimension. All these ideas received twists at his
hands which made them seem completely original, but they did not
proceed from him in the first place. They were “outside influences” like
those to which Mouravieff refers, and Ouspensky’s treatment of his material
always had more the flavor of art than of philosophy. His most striking ideas
are flashes of inspiration, which he emphasizes by italics in his text; his
completed structures have the autonomy. of works of art rather than the
balance of reasoned argument. In this lies both his value and the secret of
his success. As the subjective artist, he responded to preoccupations or
waves of feeling which were in the air and drew out of the ideas he used
implications which their originators did not know they possessed.

The Ouspensky of 1905 was the typical outsider figure of his time and
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place. At the beginning of this novel, Osokin bewails his lack of prospects
and his social isolation, and toward the end of Ivan Osokin, Zinaida and her
lover discuss the responsibilities of women. Osokin argues the Ouspenskian
theory that woman must be extremely fastidious in her choice of a mate,
because she bears the responsibility for natural selection. “Woman,” he
says, “does not demand enough from man for his own sake.” Can she not
“demand a great deal for herself?” asks Zinaida. “That is quite another
question,” says Osokin. “That is life. I was never interested in this.”

What Ouspensky means by life is explained in a much later work, A New
Model of the Universe. For this gray existence—“deeply-rooted petrified
routine life”—he uses the Russian word byt. Byt refers to life in external
forms, or to firmly established circumstances. Ouspensky tells us that one
may speak of “peasants’ byt, merchants’ byt, country landowners’ byt”; also
of a “byt actor” in a play. For people of byt “there can be in their lives
nothing unexpected, nothing accidental, no adventures.” Such monotony
seemed unbearable to the young Ouspensky. The horror of a featureless
existence would have been redoubled in the mind of a man who had just
discovered eternal recurrence by the prospect of that life repeating . . . and
repeating and repeating. . . . The trap was closing in.

He continued to feel that sexual experience held the key to a better
world, and preserved a dogged faith in a life other than this life which
appalled him and from which he was separated by such a distance. He was
confronted with the irritating fatalism of the people of byt, “in some cases
passing into a kind of ironical contempt for people who are restless, seeking
for something, striving after something.” So Ouspensky rejected life and set
out to discover a larger and fuller life. Vague hints of a magical universe
beyond resolved themselves into a specific quest. An undirected striving
became a search for the miraculous.

In the autumn of 1907, Ouspensky discovered the Theosophists and their
literature. Life in the newspaper office where he worked began to resemble
his days at the Second Moscow Gymnasium.

The editorial office of the Moscow daily paper The Morning. I have just
received the foreign papers, and I have to write an article on the
forthcoming Hague Conference. French, German, English, Italian
papers. . . . I have to make a survey of all these words and opinions,
pretending to take them seriously, and then, just as seriously to write
something on my own account. But what can I say? It is all so
tedious. . . .

Pushing aside the papers I open a drawer in my desk. The whole
desk is crammed with books with strange titles, The Occult World, Life
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After Death, Atlantis and Lemuria, Dogme et Rituel de la Haute
Magie, Le Temple de Satan, The Sincere Narrations of a Pilgrim and
the like. These books and I have been inseparable for a whole
month. . . .

I open one of the books at random, feeling that my article will not be
written today. Well, it can go to the devil! Humanity will lose nothing
if there is one article the less on the Hague Conference.

His clandestine library consisted of recognized ocult classics: works by
A. P. Sinnett (the journalist who first published H. P. Blavatsky), Rudolph
Steiner (originally a member of the Theosophical Society), Eliphas Lévi (the
French reviver of magic), Stanislas de Gauita (the doyen of the Paris
Rosicrucians), as well as a Spiritualist text, and the inevitable work of
Orthodox piety. The autumn of 1907 was a time of great Theosophical
activity in Russia. Although the Society itself was still officially banned, two
regular groups with their own publishing house had been founded in 1905,
and in November 1908, Theosophy at last became tolerated officially. At the
same time, the revolution of 1905 had sent numbers of the intelligentsia
scuttling across the frontier to Paris where, in the following year, they
attended lectures by the rapidly rising star, Rudolph Steiner. Steiner’s
mistress, Marie von Sivers, was a Baltic Russian and through her Steiner’s
influence was transmitted to the Russian intelligentsia. A number of
conversions resulted, among them, the poet Andrei Bely. Ouspensky’s
Theosophical contacts came about as the intelligentsia swung even more
directly to occultism in the aftermath of the abortive revolution.

Suddenly the shades of the prison house lightened. Ouspensky began to
see more clearly that there was a way out of the trap, a way, what was more,
that asserted the real value of the poetic and mysterious world of which he
had only preserved the hope. In a rush, he abandoned the materialist view
of life. “For so long I have held myself in,” he wrote, “have denied myself
all dreams about things that could not be held within these bounds.”

Meaning poured itself out upon him from so many unnoticed portions of
the universe. Fairy tales and superstitions began to disclose their proper
significance. The natural world became animate to his perception. The
traditions of Russian Orthodoxy again acquired the aspect of comprehensi-
ble truth. “And the greatest mystery and the greatest miracle was that the
thought became possible that death may not exist . . .” It is clear from Ivan
Osokin that Ouspensky was deeply affected by the-death of his mother, and
who knows of what other friends he may not have been thinking? There
might be a life beyond, within, or through the life of byt—it was the
impulse toward this realization which made his occult books important to
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him and not the “very naive” speculations which they advanced. He must at
some time have investigated various spiritualistic and occult groups in
Moscow and St. Petersburg and rejected what he found; for his writings are
littered with denunciations of the “subjective” nature of spiritualistic
phenomena. Later he claimed that he had “at once” seen that the weak side
of Theosophical literature was that “it had no continuation.” Presumably
this means that it had taken on dogmatic form, and could therefore not
continue to provide the life-giving impulse which it had originally deliv-
ered.

Although at first he did swallow some of the more fantastic flights of
fancy, Ouspensky sucked out the yolk from his Theosophical reading. He
learned that there was a way to study religion as a body of knowledge which
meant something. Like Gurdjieff, he discovered the idea of the esoteric
Tradition of secret wisdom. This all pointed onward to the life beyond life of
which Ouspensky had intimations. He decided that if consciousness could
be proved to exist apart from the body, this would open the way to proving
many other things. In default of such a demonstration, he returned to his
early studies of the fourth dimension. If—he suddenly saw—the fourth
dimension was considered from a psychological point of view rather than
from the standpoint of mathematics, it could provide a justification for the
universe beyond the material universe, a door into the life beyond life.
Before, he had shied away from the idea; now he plunged into fresh
researches which linked the fourth dimension with esotericism.

He resolved to write a book which would tell the world of the
connections he had discovered, but this was hardly begun when he gave up
in despair. “I cannot make myself write about the limitless possibilities of
‘knowledge when for myself I already see the limit. The old methods are no
good; some other methods are necessary.” The question had become: “how
to go beyond?” The answer lay in the going—a journey into the self, and a
search for present-day custodians of the esoteric Tradition in lands where
the occultists thought they might be found.

+ In 1908 he made an expedition through the Middle East with a friend
called Sherbakov. In Constantinople he visited the Mevlevi dervishes in
Pera and was mystified by their whirling. What was the secret of the dance,
and what was the nature of the intense mental effort which seemed to
accompany it? He visited other dervish tekkes, including that of the Rifa’i or
“howling” dervishes in Scutari, and passed on through Smyrna and Greece
to Egypt. He sat before the Sphinx and experienced his own transitoriness
in the face of its impassive endurance of the centuries. “I felt that it
represented ‘Humanity,” or the human race’ or ‘Man’ in general—that
being with the body of a nightingale and the face of a superman.” By the
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Sphinx and the dervishes he was intrigued but not enlightened, and he
returned to Russia feeling that there were secrets which had eluded all but
the probing edges of his consciousness.

Some time during this trip in the winter of 1908, he had an intimation of
the expanded consciousness which his later experiments were to induce. It
happened on a steamer in the sea of Marmora:

A wave would run at the ship, raised as if desiring to hurl its crest upon
it, rushing up with a howl. The steamer heeled, shuddered, and slowly
straightened back; then from afar a new wave came running. I watched
this play of the waves with the ship, and felt them draw me to
themselves. It was not that desire to jump down which one feels in
mountains but something infinitely more subtle. The waves were
drawing my soul to themselves. And suddenly I felt it went to them. It
lasted an instant, perhaps less than an instant, but I entered into the
waves and with them rushed with a howl at the ship. And in that
instant I became all. The waves—they were myself: the far violet
mountains, the wind, the clouds hurrying from the north, the great
steamship, heeling and rushing irresistibly forward—all were my-
self. . . .

It was an instant of unusual freedom, joy and expansion. A second—
and the spell of charm disappeared.

In early 1909 Ouspensky left Moscow for St. Petersburg. He was now
reading intensively in occult and mystical literature, and by 1911, when he
began to write The Symbolism of the Tarot and Tertium Organum, he had a
thorough knowledge of Theosophy and the French magical revival. He had
investigated seventeenth-century mysticism in the shape of Jacob Boehme
and his pupil Gichtel, had delved into the mysteries of Neo-Platonism and
Alexandrian Christianity, and rediscovered the mystical traditions of
Russian Orthodoxy and the monks of Athos. This reading must have
influenced the results of the experiments which he carried out in 1910 and
1911, but Ouspensky himself found nothing for which he was prepared in
the beyond he was so earnestly seeking. Instead, he was “carried far beyond
the limits of the known and possible.” His experiments consisted of an
attempt to alter the state of normal consciousness by means of yogic and
magical methods. He does not say so explicitly, but it is obvious from the
nature of his experiences and from his interest in narcotics that a chief agent
was some sort of drug. This was almost certainly hashish, although he may
also have used nitrous oxide.

Ouspensky’s mystical experiments remain extremely valuable for anyone
interested in the borderlands of psychology. It is possible to disagree with
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the classification he made at the outset and still discover suggestive
material. He divided the phenomena in which he was interested into
“objective magic,” “subjective magic,” and “mysticism.” By objective magic
he meant the class of directly magical phenomena which science broadly
speaking denied: the ability to influence things or people at a distance,
through time, or beyond the grave; and the “mental phenomena” of the
psychic researcher: clairvoyance, telepathy and the whole apparatus of
Theosophical seership which included seeing the aura and thought forms.
Subjective magic comprised the matter of self-hypnosis, hallucinations, and
dreams taken as reality. Mysticism, he thought, was always subjective, and
associated with the intensified emotional states provoked by religious
practices. The main object which he set himself was to see whether
objective magic had any real existence apart from the phenomena of
subjective magic or mysticism.

He achieved results much more quickly than he expected. But in his first
contact with the unknown, he encountered an unexpected difficulty. The
unknown—was unknown. No familiar categories could be applied to it, no
everyday language could describe it. In the beyond, all phenomena were
linked with other phenomena, every aspect of the unfamiliar explained and
was explained by some other facet of the great whole. The experimenter
began to see why accounts of mystical experience had seemed to him so flat
and contrived; the beyond was no place for words, and if words were used
to try to convey something of the experience, they would be in the jargon to
which the writer was accustomed: Theosophist, philosopher, or man of
religion, each would use the language of his inheritance. In this observa-
tion, as in his accounts of alterations in the time sense and the difficulty in
cominunicating with others, Ouspensky’s reports tally with those of much
later investigators. He was years ahead of his time, and the clarity of mind
which he subsequently brought to bear on his experiences might profitably
have been taken as an example by later experimenters.

The first result of his experiments was to give Ouspensky a sense of the
duality of himself: he found he was able to observe his own reactions.
Under favorable circumstances, this state heralded his entrance into a world
“entirely new and entirely unknown to me, which had nothing in common
with the world in which we live.” This universe might be described as “a
world of mathematical relations” in which there was no division between
subject and object, observer, and observed.

Passage to this ultimate apprehension was not immediate or assured.
Ouspensky distinguished between several states of drug-induced con-
sciousness. There was a transitional state, of which he became very wary,
especially after the voices which spoke to him during this stage started to
haunt his ordinary life. He found he could ask the voices questions like
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those asked of spirit mediums at séances, and occasionally discovered
clairvoyant effects. Often his experiments stopped here; but sometimes he
passed to a “second threshold” which led to the universe of mathematical
relations. This contained the answer to all questions and was in a perpetual
state of flux. In this world, concepts could only be expressed by hiero-
glyphs, what Jacob Boehme had called “the signatures of things,” and
Ouspensky came to regard it as the source of all real phenomena. A great
part was played beyond the second threshold by the activity of the number
3, which appeared as the creative agitation of the universe. The universe
itself was “like some great trefoil.” No merely verbal expression, wrote
Ouspensky (once more exasperated at the deficiencies of language), could
give any accurate idea of what he saw.

Another result of his experiments was to wean him from Theosophical
literature. Later he decided that at the time he had probably been more
under Theosophical influence than he imagined. He was astonished to find
that the astral world described by occultists did not exist at all. Neither
could he induce any effects of “objective magic.” The states which his drugs
created were beyond his control, and thought was a poor instrument with
which to grasp the profound realities he sensed beyond the second
threshold. Deep insights recorded in another state of consciousness
vanished in the ambiguities of memoranda like “Think in other categories”
which merely tantalized his normal self. One new concept did emerge from
the period of experiment: the vision of Linga Sharira, the Long Body of
man. Ouspensky came upon this insight while thinking of a relative who
had died. Suddenly he saw that human life must be considered as a whole,
and that a human being was his life extended in time: that it was a wrong
definition of man which saw him as a creature bounded by the three
dimensions which confined his physical body. To describe the phenomenon
“man,” the whole extent of his life must be taken into account, which meant
adding a fourth dimension . . . of Time.

He was illuminated. His everyday experience was partial and mistaken;
he had been failing to make the right connections. Walking down the
Nevsky Prospekt, he was suddenly transfixed by “an ordinary cab-horse.”
“Looking at the horse’s face I understood all that could be known about a
horse. All the traits of horse nature, all of which a herse is capable, all that it
can do, all that it cannot do, all this was expressed in the lines and features
of the horse’s face.” Next, a dog revealed itself to him in the same manner.
Animals began to seem fragments of larger beings—the “great horse,” the
“great dog”—and in amazement, Ouspensky applied his revelation to
humanity: “I understood then that we also are atoms of a great being, the
great man.’”

However, barriers still raised themselves before hiin. His vague belief in
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a life better than that of ordinary men had led him to occultism: now he
passed through occultism to a direct apprehension of the world beyond. He
had experienced things for himself. But although he now knew of the
existence of what he was coming to call “the miraculous”—"“the real world
that lies behind the wavering mirage of the visible world”—he lacked exact
conclusions. How was he to link the world of human affairs with that other
level which created and subsumed it?

During the period 1909-12, he continued his journalistic work, probably
as a freelance. He gave public lectures on occult and mystical subjects, and
successfully published the results of his investigations. He was evidently
much in contact with the mystically inclined intelligentsia. From 1909
began his intimacy with A. L. Volinsky, and it is possible that one of the
reasons for Quspensky’s leaving the more orthodox atmosphere of Moscow
for the exotic air of St. Petersburg was that in the capital, the new occultism
associated with the Symbolists was more accessible. In Tertium Organum
he mentions meeting M. V. Lodizhensky, the editor of an anthology called
Superconsciousness of which Ouspensky made much use. Lodizhensky had
visited Leo Tolstoy at Yasnaya Polyana and discovered coincidences
between Tolstoy’s thought and the religious experience of Orthodox
mystics. Ouspensky tried to interest Tolstoy in his own experiments and
may have made use of this connection. Another investigator of unorthodox
religion whom he met was V. A. Daniloff, whose influence may have led
him to include some doubtful passages about the perception of animals in
Tertium Organum. And about the same time he exchanged the more
conventional atmosphere of “holy Moscow” for what Madame Blavatsky
liked to call “mystic Petersburg.” Soon he was a member of the St.
Petersburg Theosophical Society and had begun to move in the literary and
artistic circles which made their headquarters in the famous St. Petersburg
cabaret, The Stray Dog.

The Stray Dog had become an institution in St. Petersburg’s Bohemia. It
was the scene of impassioned dialogue, impromptu poetry readings, and
what would now be called “happenings” of all sorts. Here Andrei Bely,
Alexander Blok, or Anna Akhmatova might be heard reading their poems,
and here the femmes fatales of the Progressive world held court among
their admirers. Here after the theaters had closed, the actors, singers, and
musicians would join the literati. Here, as Ouspensky fondly remembered,
“nothing wrong could happen,” and he looked back on his period of
sociability, carousing, and impassioned exchange of ideas as a golden age.
The Stray Dog was his university, where he talked all night, drank
champagne, and met some of the writers who had already made their
names. Among these were Valery Bryussov and A. L. Volynsky, the latter
of whom had a claim to be considered the founder of the Symbolist



116 THE HARMONIOUS CIRCLE

movement in Russia. After 1909 Ouspensky became a regular partner in
discussions with Volynsky (“whose opinions,” he writes, “I valued very
much”) and his decisive turn toward mysticism undoubtedly took place
under the influence of the occult fashions so much in vogue among the
coteries who inhabited The Stray Dog.

His new contacts may have provided the stimulus to a period of intense
literary activity. Apart from some unpublished writings of dreams and his
early work on the Fourth Dimension, all the more solid writings which
Ouspensky afterward republished in A New Model of the Universe were
begun during the years 1911 and 1912. These include The Symbolism of the
Tarot, Superman, What is Yoga? and a work called The Inner Circle, the
ideas of which are incorporated in the chapters of A New Model of the
Universe called “Esotericism and Modern Thought” and “Christianity and
the New Testament.” This burst of activity strove to communicate
Ouspensky’s breakthrough into the world of the beyond. All the accumu-
lated reading of a life spent in hard and unorthodox study was pressed into
the service of the new revelation. The topics were very much those to
which he had tried to give literary form before his expedition of 1908, and
they compose a body of ideas which he almost took for granted while
writing the book Tertium Organum which made his name.

Ouspensky took over the idea of esotericism from Theosophical and
occult literature. That is to say, he believed in a Tradition of hidden
knowledge preserved by an “inner circle” of humanity, which concealed
itself from the main body of mankind, either, as the Theosophists said, by
living in remote areas like Tibet, or by adopting obscure ways of life.
Ouspensky expanded this idea of the inner circle until the esoteric
succession became responsible for the major achievements of mankind. It
was “the brain, or rather the immortal soul, of humanity, where all the
attainments, all the results, all the achievements, of all cultures and all
civilisations are preserved.” Behind the outward show of established
religions there was always the esoteric religion: for example, the teaching of
Christ was esoteric and exclusive, intended for those who were seeking
salvation—the road to which was known by the inner circle.

So much was purely occult thinking; but Ouspensky allied Nietzsche’s
concept of the Superman to the esoteric point of view. Humanity, he felt,
was only a transitional stage; and the evolution of consciousness led toward
the Superman state. This necessarily implied an increasing interest in
things inexplicable and occult: a broadening of the mental spectrum as man
realized the inadequacies of his existing knowledge. Ouspensky compared
the ascent to Superman with the progress of a candidate through the various
initiations of the Greek mysteries—the archetypal esoteric religions. The
coupling of Nietzsche to ideas of the spiritual evolution of man was not
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entirely new. Many Theosophists made use of Nietzsche, and the notion of
a coming Superman consciousness had been powerfully elaborated by A. R.
Orage in England some five years earlier.

The early passion that the fourth dimension had inspired in Ouspensky
returned with renewed force as a rational justification for the beyond. Even
here, he was not really original; he was following a line of argument
pioneered in England by C. H. Hinton and E. A. Abbott: but unlike them,
Ouspensky took the fourth dimension as Time, duration. Because this idea
is central to Tertium Organum there is little point in discussing it
separately; but among his less systematic writings on the subject, there is a
passage which demonstrates OQuspensky’s uncritical acceptance of Hinton’s
arguments, and which shows how he proceeded from the mere possibility of
a fourth dimension to arguing its necessity:

If the fourth dimension exists, one of two things is possible. Either we
ourselves possess the fourth dimension, i.e., are beings of four
dimensions, or we possess only three dimensions and in that case do
not exist at all.

If the fourth dimension exists while we possess only three, it means
that we have no real existence, that we exist only in somebody’s
imagination and that all our thoughts, feelings and experiences take
place in the mind of some other higher being, who visualizes us. We
are but products of his mind and the whole of his universe is but an
artificial world created by his fantasy.

If we do not want to agree with this we must recognise ourselves as
beings of four dimensions.

This argument is neat, and it has a superficial charm, but why, in the
name of the beyond itself? Why, if we do not possess the fourth dimension
do we not exist at all> Why, if we only exist in the mind of a tourth-
dimensional somebody, do we have no “real” existence? To what does that

““real” refer? In this passage Ouspensky was doing little more than
summarizing Hinton, and his personal assumptions remain hidden. The
fourth dimension had the attractiveness of seeming to “prove” his intuitions
scientifically, and this probably meant a great deal to the self-taught
philosopher. Under the stimulus of his mystical experiences and with the
background of occult theory which his reading had given him, Ouspensky
set out to resolve his personal equation. Being a clear writer, a man with
heart, and in a condition of near ecstasy while he did so, he produced a

~ remarkable solution.



5

The Search for the Miraculous

A story told by Boris Mouravieff epitomizes the world into which
Ouspensky let himself with the key of Tertium Organum. The incident took
place in the 1920s at the Paris home of Baroness Olga Rausch de
Traubenberg, who was helping to translate Ouspensky’s account of his years
with Gurdjieff.

When leaving the table, the son of the baroness, a little boy of twelve,
came up, with his album and asked us to write something in it. He
gave me his album first, I wrote this: “Whatever happens to you in life,
never lose sight of the fact that twice two is four.” I passed the album
to Ouspensky. He wrote underneath my sentence: “Whatever happens
to you in life, never lose sight of the fact that twice two never make
four. ...

He smiled and shot me a malicious glance. Alec read what we had
written, showed the album to his mother, . . . who knew Ouspensky
extremely well, lightly shrugged her shoulders, looked at each of us in
turn and said: “Welll—in your mottoes I can recognise both of you
perfectly.”

Tertium Organum is a work of revelation. It was written in 1911, while
Ouspensky was engaged in his experiments in changing consciousness, and
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his direct apprehension of the world beyond was incorporated in the book.
He has been criticized for his choice of a title: Tertium Organum, the Third
Canon of Thought, because it seemed that he was placing his work on a
level higher than the Organon of Aristotle and the Novum Organum of
Francis Bacon—the first two canons of thought which the third canon
supplements. This is a misunderstanding, which Ouspensky did his best to
dispel in a letter published in G. R. S. Mead’s magazine, The Quest, ten
years after the book was written. “By my title,” he wrote, “I simply
intended to say that a much deeper and larger understanding of the
possibilities of logic had existed far earlier than the narrow frames given us
by Aristotle and Bacon, in which almost all subsequent thought has been
confined leaving that which could not be there included as illogical.” The
Russian word, which was eventually translated as “canon,” means “weapon”
or “instrument,” and Ouspensky’s book was intended to show how habitual
patterns of thought—particularly those created by the development of
materialist science—have imprisoned thought itself. In his view, human
consciousness had voluntarily limited the territory in which it could
exercise itself—when beyond its cramped backyard was an entire coun-
tryside in which to rove and the prospect of the noumenal world beyond the
hills.

According to Ouspensky, positivist philosophy denied the existence of
certain facts—facts like those he was personally experiencing. The need was
for a new system of logic, in which he declared that “Science must come to
mysticism.” His starting point was Kant’s proposition about how man
perceives the world; that “the things which we intuit are not in themselves
‘the same as our representation of them in intuition.” What do we know, and
How do we know it? The uncertainties implicit in the idea that our
perception of the world cannot be said to correspond to things as they are
allows infinite scope for discussing the possibilities of how things are in fact.

It was here that the fourth dimension came in. Ouspensky took his stand
on the theories of C. H. Hinton, an Englishman whose Scientific Romances
{1884-1904) provided H. G. Wells with the idea of the time machine.
Ouspensky’s own Ivan Osokin may have been inspired by Hinton’s stories
based on the idea of recurrence; and it was Hinton’s fate to provide material
for others to work on. His books A New Era of Thought (1888) and The
Fourth Dimension (1904) argued that man apprehended reality by means of
space. “Space is the instrument of the mind.” Hinton postulated a fourth
dimension of all apparently three-dimensional objects, claiming that it was
merely the structure of the human mind which prevented man from
perceiving the fourth dimension. He even declared that it was possible to
educate the senses into making out a four-dimensional cube—the
tesseract—by means of complicated stacks of ordinary cubes with their
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surfaces specially colored. Exercises with Hinton’s cubes became popular in
Theosophical circles.

Ouspensky’s experiments had given him the vision of the Long Body of
man. He now used this insight to argue that the fourth dimension was
Time. A point in motion becomes a line, a line in motion becomes the two-
dimensional plane surface, and a plane surface in motion creates a cube of
three dimensions. Man in motion—not walking from one place to another
in three-dimensional space, but man moving through life, through his
personal time—is a being of four dimensions: in his Long Body. Ouspensky
thought that his experiments had induced the experience of higher space.
Higher dimensions could be apprehended, but they must not be thought of
as geometrical dimensions. If space, as Hinton argued, were an instrument
of the mind, two different forms of space—three- and four-dimensional—
were two differing modes of consciousness, “two methods of receptivity of
one and the same unique world of a space which is unique.” Here the
illumination which had flashed across Ouspensky’s mind and had so puzzled
him took on its full significance: “think in other categories.” “It is necessary
to understand,” he wrote, “that all objects known to us exist not only in
those categories in which they are perceived by us, but in an infinite
number of others in which we do not and cannot sense them. And we must
learn first to think things in other categories, and then so far as we are able,
to imagine them therein. Only after doing this can we possibly develop the
faculty to apprehend them in higher space—and to sense ‘higher’ space
itself.”

The problem therefore remained the development of higher forms of
consciousness. Proceeding by analogy, Ouspensky considered how worlds
of higher dimensions would appear to beings of one and two dimensions
only. This was a line of argument deriving from the celebrated book,
Flatland, published in 1884 by Dr. E. A. Abbott, a famous preacher and the
headmaster of the City of London School, who had himself been inspired by
Hinton. Abbott described, for example, how a square—a being of two
dimensions—was visited by a sphere—a being of three dimensions—who
appeared to the perception of the flatlander to be a circle. Ouspensky
applied this analogy to the differences he found between animal and human
consciousness. He decided that the space sense of an animal might be two-
or even one-dimensional, and concluded that if the existence of lower space
senses than the human could be demonstrated it must follow that a higher
consciousness was also possible. Ouspensky now brought into his argument
support from mathematics and occultism. On the one hand, Einstein and
Minkovski were called in to reinforce the idea of the relevance of the fourth
dimension to human consciousness; and on the other, H. P. Blavatsky and
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lesser Theosophists testified in Ouspensky’s favor about the nature of the
world beyond appearances.

On this foundation, Ouspensky erected a vision of the world as a gigantic
hieroglyph which must be decoded. This was very much the concept of the
Symbolists, but Ouspensky’s interpretation of the symbols was based on his
own mystical experiments. He repeated the Platonic myth of the cave; and
maintained that in art, and particularly in sex, there were hints of the sunlit
world beyond the cavern. He analyzed the various habits of thought and
language which trapped man in a three-dimensional universe, and discussed
the possibility of higher consciousness as described in Hindu literature. His
own experience combined with his wide reading to convince Ouspensky that
the nature of the real world was known to the mystics. The attainment of
higher consciousness might be described as “unity with the all.” He printed
long extracts from Orthodox and Theosophical anthologies of mysticism, and
made great use of the works of William James and the American Transcenden-
talist Dr. R. M. Bucke’s Cosmic Consciousness (1905). He was particularly
concerned to point out the complete illogicality of mystical experiences. “They
are super-logical, i.e., Tertium Organum, WHICH IS THE KEY TO MYSTICAL
EXPERIENCE, is applicable to them in all its entirety.”

In one important way Ouspensky differed from the Theosophical authors
whose books he so freely used. They were mostly content to see the
evolution of humanity toward higher consciousness as a process occupying
millennia. Ouspensky mistrusted the theory of evolution and had the
urgency of his own experience to impel a devotion to Nietzsche. “The
future belongs not to man, but to superman, who is already born and lives
among us. A higher race is rapidly emerging among humanity, and it is

‘emerging by reason of its quite remarkable understanding of the world and
of life.”

Tertium Organum is an extraordinary book, giving the impression of
having been written at white heat. Many devotees of Ouspensky still find it
the best piece of work he ever did, and it was certainly the book which
‘made his reputation. It is lucidly written and, in the best sense of the word,
“liberating.” Ouspensky’s central theme of the artificial limitations imposed
by accepted categories on human consciousness is important and con-
vincing; and whether his analogies with higher dimensions of space are in
any sense more than analogies does not matter at all.

Neither does it matter that in at least two places, his argument is very
shaky indeed. His section on the mathematics of infinite magnitudes does
not stand up to scrutiny. And the chapters in which he tries to argue about
the differences between animal and human consciousness could be demol-
ished completely. Such criticisms begin to matter only if every word
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Ouspensky wrote is taken as holy writ. By the time that he published A
New Model of the Universe in 1931, there were already distressing
tendencies in this direction, and Ouspensky’s own habit of regarding his
personal truths as universally valid—we have noticed this in his remarks on
the fourth dimension—no doubt encouraged the trend. Ouspensky is
always least impressive where he is trying to be most “scientific.” He
proved nothing—indeed he always insisted that his argument was incapable
of proof—but he indicated astonishing possibilities. As a presentation of the
idea that man must try to expand his consciousness, Tertium Organum
remains triumphantly successful.

Ouspensky did not claim great originality; rather, he claimed to have
rephrased a truth known to all men of “cosmic consciousness” from time
immemorial. “In the world’s literature there exist books, usually little
known,” he wrote, “which accidentally or by design may happen to be
assembled on one shelf in one library. These, taken together, will yield so
clear and complete a picture of human existence, its path and its goal, that
there will be no further doubts about the destiny of humanity. . . .” The
experience of the beyond had been a catalyst. The various authors whom he
had been so avidly studying seemed to unite their voices, and Ouspensky
saw connections. “Books are appearing which it is impossible to refer to any
accepted library classification, which it is impossible to ‘enroll’ in any
faculty. These books are the forerunners of a new literature which will
break down all fences built in the region of thought . . .” His accumulated
experience broke, reordered itself, and reformed into meaning. The fact
that his sources were familiar reading to the mystically inclined intel-
ligentsia of Europe meant that his book would itself have something of the
effect on its readers that Ouspensky’s private experiences had had on him.
The vortex in which swirled Nietzsche, occultism, and a dissatisfaction with
the scientific pundits might resolve itself for a reader, as it had for the
author, and the buyers of Tertium Organum themselves would perceive the
connections which Ouspensky had found in a flash of enlightenment. Not
only had Ouspensky achieved the reformation of experience which is the
mark of all good literature, but he had eliminated from his sources the more
crazy occult vaporings: had cracked the code and translated the aspirations
of the occultists into ordinary speech.

It is this factor of clarity and reinterpretation which distinguishes Tertium
Organum from similar productions of the Russian mystical intelligentsia.
But even in the second edition of 1916, from which the first English
translation was made, Tertium Organum remains very much the book of a
Russian intellectual. For example, there are the inevitable quotations from
Vladimir Soloviev, who began the whole religious revival; and Ouspensky’s
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thoughts on “Occultism and Love” are heavily influenced by Vasily
Rozanov, that satyrlike prophet of the cosmic orgasm. Originally the book
also contained a lengthy refutation of the sexual ideas of the eccentric Polish
guru Wincenty Lutoslawski, which was later excised. Ouspensky concluded
Tertium Organum with a quotation from Revelations in which an angel
proclaims that “there shall be time no longer.” He had found the passage in
a book by the poet Alexander Dobrolyubov, a hero of the mystical Russian
intelligentsia, who after his expulsion from Moscow University had set off to
wander round Russia with his body encased in iron hoops, like certain
Orthodox holy men. For all the inspiration of Tertium Organum, it was part
of a recognizable tradition, and its arguments become more, not less
impressive, when allowance is made for the particular pressures of time and
place.

In 1912 the book was published, and the next year Ouspensky succeeded
in persuading three of the newspapers for which he worked to finance a
journalistic trip to India. A journey to the East had become increasingly
important for him, for the results of his mystical experiments were neither
complete enough nor permanent. He noted “the helplessness that I feel in
the face of the wall behind which I can look for a moment, but never long
enough to account to myself for what I see.” He vacillated uneasily between
the feeling that he must delay no longer in making experiments with fasting
or meditational techniques, and the idea that he should abandon further
attempts at occult practice until he knew what he was deing. Despite the
tremendous power behind the revelation of Tertium Organum, he had been
forced to end the book on a note of interrogation. “The meaning oflife is in

_ eternal search. And only in that search can we find something truly new.”
- His own search reverted to the pursuit of hidden wisdom.

Occult literature made him think that he might find men who knew
among the Hindu yogis or the Sufis of Islam. “The question of school and of
a method acquires for me a predominant significance, though it is still not
clear and connected with too many fantasies and ideas based on very

"doubtful theories,” he wrote later. “But. one thing I see clearly, that alone,

by myself, I can do nothing.” He needed help.

Ouspensky is quite open about the “fantasies” in which he indulged when
he set off to the East. The trouble was that the third weapon of thought was
a two-edged sword. It could cleave a passage through the cobwebs of
materialism; but just because Tertium Organum so satisfactorily destroyed
accepted logic, it opened the way to a state of mind where anything was
possible. “Let us remember,” Ouspensky had written, “that the world of
causes is the world of the marvellous; that what appears simple to us can
never be real. The real appears to us as the marvellous.” He left for India in
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the hopes of penetrating to the real world—the life beyond life. He said he
was going to the East “in search of the miraculous.”

I could not explain it clearly, but it seemed to me that even the
beginning of contact with a school may have a miraculous nature. 1
imagined, for example, the possibility of making contact with schools of
the distant past, with schools of Pythagoras, with schools of Egypt,
with the schools of those who built Notre Dame, and so on. It seemed
to me that the barriers of time and space should disappear on making
such a contact. The idea of schools in itself was fantastic and nothing
seemed to me too fantastic in relation to this idea.

Despite the discouragement of clever men in St. Petersburg who scoffed
at the idea of the mysterious East, Ouspensky set off on his occult quest.
The universe of the miraculous was only a hairsbreadth away, and anywhere
he might find the rent in the fabric which kept him from it. He had planned
to go with his friend and traveling companion, Sherbakov, but Sherbakov
died just before he set out. On the journey, Ouspensky twice heard his
voice speak to him.

He was thrown back on his Theosophical contacts. From Russia he
traveled to London where he met A. R. Orage, the editor of the influential
magazine, the New Age; and possibly he also met Mme. Blavatsky’s old
secretary, G. R. S. Mead. It was probably in connection with Ouspensky’s
visit to London that Mme. A. L. Pogossky—who kept a shop in Bond Street
which sold Russian arts and crafts and was prominent in Russian Theoso-
phy—made an English translation of his book, The Symbolism of the Tarot.
This was published in English in St. Petersburg in 1913 and introduced in
Ouspensky’s name to the English-speaking public. From London the
seeker continued to Paris, where he reflected on the esoteric schools of
masons who he believed had built Notre Dame. Next, he went to Genoa,
where an active branch of the Theosophical Society was headed by the
German-Italian botanist, Professor Ottone Penzig. From Genoa he took
ship for Cairo where he stayed for three weeks and visited the Pyramids
almost daily. Then to Ceylon, where his quest proper began.

He arrived in the East, if anything, more elated than when he had set
out, for his journey appeared to provide confirmation of his new beliefs. In
Tertium Orgunum he had proclaimed: “On earth there are living two
different species of men. The possibility of the appearance or development
of cosmic consciousness is the distinguishing mark of one of these species——
numerically small. In the other, infinitely more numerous, cosmic con-
sciousness does not appear, and can never appear.” The embryo Supermen
were already able to recognize one another and might soon assume their
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responsibilties: “a new race coNscious OF ITSELF . . . will judge the old
races.”

As he traveled through Europe among his Theosophical friends,
Ouspensky discovered all around him hints that his prophecy was coming
true. The European intelligentsia—particularly of a Theosophical sort—
formed the nucleus of a new order:

St. Petersburg, London, Paris, Genoa, Cairo, Colombo, Galle,
Madras, Benares, Calcutta, were connected by invisible threads of
common hopes and common expectation. And the more people I met,
the more this side of my journey took hold of me. It was as though
there grew out of it some secret society, having no name, no form, no
conventional laws, but closely connected by community of ideas and
language. I often thought of what I myself had written in Tertium
Organum about people of a “new Race.” And it seemed to me that I
had not been far from the truth, and that there is actually carried on
the process of the formation, if not of a new race, at least of some new
category of men, for whom there exist different values than for other
people.

In Ceylon he stayed at a hotel on the seashore near Colombo, and
traveled throughout the island. He visited bhikkus and made inquiries into
Buddhism, convinced that behind what seemed to him an “arid and
materialistic” theory of liberation from suffering, there lay an esoteric
Buddhism concerned with the methods of attaining enlightenment. He was
less concerned with doctrine than with the world of the miraculous. a
subject which official Buddhism had apparently made taboo. The intellec-
tualism of his Buddhist acquaintances irritated him beyond measure.
Where was the miraculous, the center of all religions? He sensed that
nevertheless there was something there, something, overshadowing; there
the gap in the curtain, the intrusion of the miracle into the world. . . .

And then he found it.

In a small temple near Colombo there was an image of the Buddha with
sapphire eyes. It seemed that the image was not locally considered
remarkable, and it was not mentioned in any of the guidebooks. Ouspensky
was led to it only after lengthy circumambulations around the sights more
favored by tourists, and his garrulous guide eventually left him alone before
the shrine. “A second or two passed, and I understood that I was in the
presence of a miracle. . . . The Buddha saw me, saw in me that which I
could not see myself, all that was hidden in the most secret recesses of my
soul. And under his gaze, which as it were passed me by, I began to see all
this myself.” It was like the picture of the Great Magician he had drawn in
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his pen portraits of the Tarot cards: “I saw myself reflected in him as in a
mirror and in his eyes I seemed to look upon myself.” The gaze of the
sapphire eyes ordered and calmed the inner disquiet of the beholder,
conferred enlightenment and understanding. The learned bikkhus were
irrelevant to his quest. The miraculous was there . . . there . . . and there,
if only the trick could be learned of breaking out from this heavy matter
which so imprisoned and oppressed the soul.

From Ceylon the traveler went on to Madras and stayed for six weeks at
Adyar, the headquarters of the Theosophical Society. This was a traditional
place of pilgrimage for Westerners in search of enlightenment. In 1913 the
birds of passage numbered, besides Ouspensky, the Baltic Count Keyser-
ling on the journey around the world which he recorded in his Travel Diary
of a Philosopher; Carl Bechhofer Roberts, who was in search of Mahatmas
and was warned by a Brahman visitor to Adyar against the moral corruption
of his hosts; and the enigmatic figure of Boris Soloviev, who later married
the daughter of Rasputin and played a dubious role in the murder of Tsar
Nicholas II and his family at Ekaterinburg. ]J. G. Bennett records
Ouspensky’s story of the pecking order at Adyar: on the ground floor of the
headquarters building were the hangers-on and those Theosophically of no
account; above them lived the pillars of the Society’s funds and organiza-
tion; on the top floor was the esoteric group—to which Ouspensky was at
once admitted.

His stay does not seem to have impressed him, although he was not yet
quite weaned from Theosophical ideas. A book just published when he
arrived at Adyar, Johann van Manen’s Some Occult Experiences, found a
place in the second edition of Tertium Organum; and soon after he left
Adyar, he met the Theosophist Bhagavan Das at Benares and discovered
striking similarities to his own thought in Das’s book, The Science of Peace.
Ouspensky preserved till the end of his life a respect for the earliest
Theosophical literature, but his verdict on later Theosophy—in particular
his scathing comments on Bishop Leadbeater’s technicolored descriptions
of the astral world—have the flavor of a man condemning the illusions of his
youth. His ideas of the miraculous were changing, and his contact with
some of the more futile aspects of Indian Theosophy was probably one of
the reasons for this change. “Beginning with a bold, revolutionary search
for the wondrous,” he wrote shortly after, “theosophy soon started to fall
away from that and to stop at some ‘found’ truths which it gradually
converted into indisputable dogmas.”

His own search for men in possession of esoteric knowledge continued.
He visited many of the established gurus, the followers of Ramakrishna
among them. By all of these he was dissatisfied. “Schools” perhaps they
were, but not what he was looking for. Later, on his way back from India,
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he analyzed his feelings. The frankly devotional schools were useless, for he
could have found many such religious “ways” in Russia. There were schools
based on yogic exercises, about which he already knew something, but
these he mistrusted because they depended on the creation of trance states.
This smacked to him of spiritualism, and suggested possibilities of self-
deception. He met “nice people” connected with schools like the
Ramakrishna Vedantists, but did not feel they possessed “real knowledge.”
There remained rumors of schools with which he could not make personal
contact; schools which appeared to have real knowledge, but which made
extraordinary demands on the pupil. If he had submitted himself to such a
school, he would have had to stay in India and make a clean break with his
former life. This he did not want to do.

Then the miraculous intruded again.

At the beginning of the rainy season in the summer of 1914, Ouspensky
left Bombay for Agra and Delhi. A visit by moonlight to the Taj Mahal
continued his pilgrimage to those holy and enigmatic places where he might
decode the hieroglyph of the world. The point about the hieroglyph—the
point about the whole Symbolist approach—was that one never knew
exactly when the numinous would reveal its overshadowing presence. The
cab horse on the Nevsky, or the Buddha with the sapphire eyes; the
mundane and the sublime might equally reveal universal truths. “A grain of
sand can become a system of the astral world,” one Russian Symbolist had
written, and Ouspensky’s vision of the new consciousness which he saw
developing was greatly influenced by this attitude. In The Symbolism of the
Tarot, he tried to describe the shift in perception, the apprehension of
meanings, that slantwise, squinting vision which suddenly becomes clarity
itself. “Symbolism cannot be learned as one learns to build bridges or speak
a foreign language,” he wrote, “and for the interpretation of symbols a
special cast of mind is necessary; in addition to knowledge, special faculties,
the power of creative thought and a developed imagination are required.”
The Tarot, like nature itself, contained ‘all potential meanings.” Meanings

~suddenly composed themselves out of this fabric and the very existence of
the Taj Mahal.

As Ouspensky sat and gazed at the luminous shape of the great building,
the scent of jasmine in his nostrils and the cries of peacocks in his ears, he
had only a brief warning—a sense of two worlds existing concurrently—
before the miraculous broke through. In a flash of insight, he solved the
riddle of the Taj Mahal. He experienced “the wonderful joy of liberation, as
if I had come out into the light from some deep underground passage.”

The Taj Mahal represented the secret of death. From where he sat, he
saw the small light burning within the building above the tomb of the
Empress Mumtaz-i-Mahal. This tiny glow, so feeble and so transitory, was
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the petty life of man on earth. The graceful, shining edifice which enclosed
it represented eternal life, which was the same thing as saying “the soul.”
Suddenly there was revealed to Ouspensky the hidden meaning of the Sufi
builders of the mausoleum—he was surrounded by the soul of the Empress,
which merged with creation just as the Taj Mahal itself, enclosing the
Empress’s body, seemed to flow into the sky and the surrounding gardens.
Ouspensky understood that the soul of man was not contained in his
physical body, but that “the body lives and moves in the soul.” The insight
was so important to him and seemed so profound that he afterward felt
incapable of giving it adequate expression.

The rest of his nocturnal visit confirmed the impression that the Taj
Mahal was a Sufi allegory. He marveled at its workmanship and rejoiced at
the way in which the architecture returned countless echoes of the shout of
“Allah!” repeating “for ever, the name of God.” The next day he visited the
gardens again, and saw in the spectacle of all sorts and conditions of men
mingling around the tomb part of the grand symbolism of its designers who
had wished to demonstrate the unity of all things. “As above, so below.”

Toward the end of 1914, Ouspensky returned to Ceylon by ship from
Madras. He expected to find out whether his newspapers wanted him to
return to Russia or to continue his journey to the Far East and America.
Also, his search for the custodians of esoteric knowledge seemed on the
point of bearing fruit, and he hoped to find in Colombo an acquaintance
who had offered to introduce him to “certain Yogis.” Instead, he was met on
landing by the news of the outbreak of the First World War, and all his
plans were disrupted.

The war meant that Ouspensky could not continue his search and had to
postpone other journeys he had planned in Russian Central Asia and the
Middle East. On his return trip, during which he spent several weeks on
London, he found himself infected by the war fever. “Everything I had
thought about the results of my search was thrown into confusion by the
wild absurdity of the war and by all the emotions which filled the air,
conversation and newspapers, and which, against my will, often affected
me.” But when at last he reached St. Petersburg through Norway, Sweden,
and Finland, his old associations revived. He again felt that his search for
the miraculous was more important than the hysterias of politicians, and the
war began to assume a particular significance in the universe of four-
dimensional logic. In the first place, it explained to Ouspensky why he had
felt it necessary to hurry in his search for the miraculous. At the same time
the reality of war, death, and destruction provided an ominous reminder of
the necessity of hurry in the future “and that it was impossible to believe in
‘life” which led nowhere.”



THE SEARCH FOR THE MIRACULOUs 129

There was an even more sinister significance which Ouspensky described
in a story. “The Benevolent Devil,” published in the early days of the war.
The story uses his Indian travels as a background, and begins with the
narrator’s encounter with the devil in the cave temples of Ellora. In a
manner which C. S. Lewis was to popularize in The Screwtape Letters, the
devil describes the various shifts to which his infernal brethren are put to
keep mankind from attaining knowledge of the real world beyond the world
of matter. “The kingdom of matter is eternal!” shouts the devil, and he
explains how certain magical, transcendental or religious ideas constitute
the chief danger to diabolic domination of mankind. As an illustration of his
methods, he takes the case of a young Englishman called Leslie White,
whom the narrator of the story has met in Ceylon. Ouspensky—who
loathed Englishmen of the type he imagined to be the Kipling variety and
indeed he seems sometimes never to have understood the English at all—
describes Leslie White as a type most uncommon in India: one who
fraternizes with the Indians, and is fascinated by Buddhism; but he has
attached to him a personal devil, whose task is to distract his mind from his
transcendental interests. Whenever Leslie White determines to meditate
or to study Buddhism, the devil suggests he go sailing, or attend a social
engagement or most particularly—and there may be something of self-
analysis here—that he eat a large Indian meal.

Unfortunately for his devil, Leslie White may fall by the wayside, but he
always picks himself up again, and at the end of the devil’s tale is not only
living on a meager diet but has made contact with other seekers like
himself. The existence of large numbers of such people aggravates the
devil, and he leaves the narrator of the story hinting that he will be forced
1o use “special methods” against them. What these methods are is revealed
at the end of the story, when the narrator is in London and sees Leslie
White march past in the street at the head of a Scottish regiment. ““What
has Leslie retained from Yoga, from Buddhism?’ I asked myself. Now he
must think, feel, and live like a Roman legionnaire, whose duty is to defend
the Eternal City from barbarians. An entirely different world, another
psychology. Now all these refinements of thought seem an unnecessary
luxury. Probably he has already forgotten about them, or will soon forget.”

“The Benevolent Devil” expresses its author’s bitter disappointment that
the select band he had imagined capable of cosmic consciousness was to be
dispersed and its possibilities shattered by the brute nature of war. At the
end of the story Ouspensky’s self breaks in: “What chance had they now of
recognising each other? . . . I now felt the possibility for any kind of mutual
understanding had been shattered for some time ahead.”

As for the devil, who appears both in this story and in “The Inventor,”
which was published with it in an edition of 1916, he is of course no
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fundamentalist creation. Ouspensky makes it clear, both in the story and in
his pen portrait of the card, “The Devil” in the Tarot pack, that his “devil”
is created by man himself. “I am the Evil which men say is the cause of all
evil,” says the Tarot Devil, “and which they invented as an excuse for all
the evil that they do. They call me the Prince of Falsehood, and truly I am
the Prince of Lies, because I am the most monstrous creation of human
lies.” In “The Benevolent Devil,” Leslie White disappears from his
tormentor’s vision when he is immersed in higher things, dreaming
romantically of a girl, or even reading with full absorption. “To get away
from reality means to get away from the devil.”

For Ouspensky’s search for a life beyond life had led him to deny the
existence of byt altogether. In the prologue to the story, the narrator dreads
a sleepless night which will give him the sensation he calls “immersion in
matter.” Ouspensky’s occult reading had led him to a Gnostic viewpoint
from which he proclaimed that man must free himself from “Great Matter,”
and in the 1916 Tertium Organum, the world of matter is equated with the
“unreal” world of three-dimensional consciousness which prevents knowl-
edge of infinity beyond. “To feel this infinity it is necessary to understand
the unreality of everything material and factual, and the reality of fantasy
and the world of the imagination. The material world does not exist.”

The Great War represented the victory of the devil in man, and the
immersion of European civilization in Great Matter. The imperatives of
survival would prevent the birth of the new race which Ouspensky had so
confidently expected. The war—"“the great European war in the possibility
of which I had not wanted to believe, and the reality of which I did not for a
long time wish to acknowledge”—was evidently a blow which he took
almost personally. At the same time his year in India had rid him of many of
the illusions with which he had started out.

No longer did he indulge in fantasies of contact with esoteric schools “on
another plane.” He saw that these were mere daydreams, and although he
was more than ever convinced that there was something to be found in the
East, he saw that his search must be directed toward schools whose masters
were flesh and blood. Neither had he discovered “facts"—concrete evi-
dence of the miraculous—which would give substance to the legendary
miracles of Hind. He had hoped to see mass hypnosis exercised by
practitioners of the Indian rope trick, but had found only some uninterest-
ing conjurers in Ceylon. At Benares on the Ganges, he had met a fakir who
for a single rupee lay on his bed of nails and allowed himself to be
photographed; but Ouspensky found nothing in the “dull, bored and
indifferent expression” of the man to indicate that he practiced his painful
art as a forme of religious asceticism.

Yet the search for the miraculous remained his motive passion. It now
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proceeded with slightly different premises, but Ouspensky was still in
pursuit of what he called “facts.” He had as inalienable possessions the facts
he had already discovered. His mystical experiences, the inquisition of the
Buddha with the sapphire eyes, and the revelation of the Taj Mahal, were
after all more important than the lunacies of politicians. And if the war had
broken the links which held together the chain of the new race, it had also
given a powerful impulse to the traditional aspirations of Holy Russia.
Ouspensky’s quest suddenly become relevant to many others who took the
war “as a gigantic memento mori.”

He had confirmation of this soon after his return. For six weeks he
worked in Moscow for one of the newspapers which had sent him abroad.
Then he went to St. Petersburg where, in February and March 1915, he
gave lectures on his travels in the hall of the Town Duma. The titles of
these lectures were, “In Search of the Miraculous,” and “The Problems of
Death.” At each lecture, his audience numbered over a thousand. He was
besieged by letters and callers, and “I felt,” he wrote, “that on the basis of a
‘search for the miraculous’ it would be possible to unite together a very
large number of people who were no longer able to swallow the customary
forms of lying and living in lying.”






6

The Inner and the Outer Revolutions

Soon after Easter 1915, Ouspensky traveled to Moscow to repeat his
success as a lecturer. As a result, he met Pohl and Merkouroff, who told
him of a mysterious Caucasian Greek who directed an “occult” group in
‘Moscow. In his new critical attitude toward the occult, Ouspensky was not
impressed by the rather Theosophical miracles of which they told him:
these seemed “all sorts of self-suggested wonders.” He only agreed to meet
Gurdjieff after Merkouroff’s “persistent efforts.”

This is important, because it shows that Gurdjieff was out to catch
Ouspensky. If so, he was far from the only disciple whom Gurdjieff
deliberately ensnared. Glimpses of the Truth represents Gurdjieff as urging
his friend “P”—perhaps Pohl—to draw the narrator out on esoteric
subjects, in order to discover whether they had any real meaning for him.
Some eighteen months after Ouspensky had met him, Gurdjieff was quite
explicit about the composer, Thomas de Hartmann. “He has to be
entangled,” he told his follower, Dr. Stoerneval, in de Hartmann’s hearing.
“Entangle him, Doctor!” It is clear that Gurdjieff was keeping watch for
people who could be of use to him, and he may have marked Ouspensky
down as early as 1912. He later said—although the remark may have been
intended for Ouspensky alone—that when the newspapers had reported
Ouspensky’s departure for the East, he had given his pupils the task of
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reading his books and determining from them the nature of their author and
what he would be able to find in India.

Ouspensky’s doubts were dissipated by his first meeting with Gurdjieff.
They were replaced by other doubts, of a quite novel sort. Gurdjieff
answered his questions precisely and neither stumbled nor prevaricated.
But there were some strange inconsistencies. Ouspensky’s description of
this first encounter is probably the most famous portrait of Gurdjieff:

We arrived at a small café in a noisy though not central street. I saw a
man of an oriental type, no longer young, with a black mustache and
piercing eyes, who astonished me first of all because he seemed to be
disguised and completely out of keeping with the place and its
atmosphere. I was still full of impressions of the East. And this man
with the face of an Indian raja or an Arab sheik whom I at once seemed
to see in a white burnoose or a gilded turban, seated here in this little
café, where small dealers and commission agents met together, in a
black overcoat with a velvet collar and a black bowler hat, produced
the strange, unexpected, and almost alarming impression of a man
poorly disguised, the sight of whom embarrasses you because you see
he is not what he pretends to be and yet you have to speak and behave
as though you did not see it. He spoke Russian incorrectly with a
strong Caucasian accent; and this accent with which we are accustomed
to associate anything apart from philosophical ideas, strengthened still
further the strangeness and the unexpectedness of this impression.

They talked of Ouspensky’s travels and his interest in narcotics. Then
they went together to a meeting of Gurdjieff’s pupils, which was to take
place, Ouspensky gathered, in an apartment which had caused Gurdjieff
great expense, as was only fitting for an undertaking in which many
“professors” and “artists” were concerned. Gurdjieff refused to say pre-
cisely who amgng the intelligentsia were intrigued by his work; and it
emerged that the meeting was to be held in the sort of barely furnished flat
Ouspensky recognized as probably belonging to a municipal schoolteacher,
with an audience drawn from the poverty-stricken lesser intellectuals. He
was read the story, Glimpses of Truth, and noticed a reference to The
Struggle of the Magicians, which he too had seen advertised in the press.
About the actual work which went on in the group he could learn little.
Gurdjieff had said that it was something to do with chemistry, and the
schoolteacher types talked indefinitely of “work on oneself.” Despite the
absence of the professors and artists, and despite Gurdjieff’s refusal to
identify the “famous dancers” who would appear in his ballet, Ouspensky
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was fascinated by the evening. He had the conviction that he must at all
costs arrange to meet Gurdjieff again. He was caught.

I felt myself very strange—a long reading which I very little under-
stood, people who did not answer my questions. G. himself with his
unusual manners and his influence on his people, which I all the time
felt produced in me an unexpected desire to laugh, to shout, to sing, as
though I had escaped from school or from some strange detention.

For the next week he continued to meet Gurdjieff in the same shabby
café. He rapidly came to see that Gurdjieff deliberately created unfavorable
conditions for such conversations, and that over ideas which Ouspensky felt
to be profoundly true would take pains to spread a gloss of apparent
shiftiness. For example, they were talking about money. Gurdjieff said that
his fee for a year’'s work was a thousand roubles. To Ouspensky this seemed
a large sum for someone who did not have private means. Gurdjieff replied
that he could not have many pupils and ought not to spend his own money
on “the work.” People who could not provide such a sum, he said, were
probably weak in life and therefore might be weak in the work. Knowledge
was not valued unless it was paid for. Ouspensky assented to all these
propositions, yet with a sense that Gurdjieff was overacting a part. “I was
surprised at G.’s apparent desire to convince me of something in connection
with the question of money when I needed no convincing.”

When the week was past, Ouspensky returned to St. Petersburg where
he had to prepare books for the press, including a new edition of Tertium
Organum and his Occult Tales. Gurdjieff had let him know that he
sometimes traveled to St. Petersburg and would contact Ouspensky if he
did come. The war went badly, and Ouspensky buried himself in his work,
consoling himself that if necessary, he could always go to Gurdjieff. Then in
the autumn of 1915 he was telephoned by Gurdjieff, who was on one of his
periodic visits from Moscow. From this renewal of contact with the man
who had almost imperceptibly become his Master, sprang the “St.
Petersburg group,” a group whose activities during the next eighteen
months are chronicled by Ouspensky. The internal revolution which he
records was paralleled with an extraordinary exactness by the events of the
outer world.

It was Ouspensky who was chiefly responsible for creating Gurdjieff’s
following in St. Petersburg. In 1937 he told his pupils that there had been
an explicit understanding that he should screen prospective recruits. By his
own account it was largely through his material support that the groups
could exist at all, and his new prestige as author and lecturer made him an
ideal channel through which people infected by war weariness and ennui



136 THE HARMONIOUS CIRCLE

could pass to Gurdjieff. An account of this period has recently been
published which bears out the impression that Gurdjieff was using
Ouspensky as his second-in-command and front man.

This account is by Anna Butkovsky, who had become Ouspensky’s close
companion even before his journey to India. She had met him at a meeting
of the St. Petersburg Theosophical Society, and soon found herself at the
center of the group of mystically inclined intellectuals who met at The Stray
Dog. She accompanied Ouspensky and Volynsky on their nocturnal sorties
through St. Petersburg, during which Ouspensky would enlarge on the
theme of the “search for the miraculous,” a topic to which he returned in
daylight in Phillipoff’s Café on the Nevsky Prospekt, not far from his own
apartments. After Ouspensky’s meeting with Gurdjieff, Anna Butkovsky
found herself rapidly introduced to this intriguing figure whom Ouspensky
believed might lead them both to what he had failed to find in India.
Around the pair of them and their teacher a group began to form, which
met to listen to Gurdjieff in Phillipoff’s Café.

First there were Ouspensky and Anna Butkovsky, the “favorite pupils,”
although neither of them exempt from the Master’s stinging rebukes. Then
Anthony Charkovsky, an engineer in his fifties, and a younger engineer
named Andrei Z——-. Next there was Dr. Leonid Stoerneval, a Finnish
specialist in mental illness who may have arrived in Gurdjieff’s circle
independent of Ouspensky. Stoerneval had interests in hypnotism which
may have resulted in some earlier contact with Gurdjieff, for whom he
harbored an almost fanatical devotion, “almost slave-like,” his wife reports.
He was second only to Ouspensky in drumming up recruits. An elderly
patient of his made up the sixth of the Phillipoff’s group which Gurdjieff
seems to have regarded as his inner circle. Meetings were held in
Stoerneval’s house, in the homes of his patients, and occasionally in the
Finnish dacha of one particularly well-off lady, a Madame Maximovitch. By
January 1916, thirty to forty people had gathered, and Gurdjieff began to
visit St. Petersburg regularly, sometimes with pupils from his Moscow
groups.

Among Gurdjieff’s pupils at this time, two important figures remain
puzzling. One of these is the lady who became Mme. Ouspensky—Sophia
Grigorievna. Very little is known about her. She was born in 1874 and was
twice married. The first marriage was to a student when she was sixteen,
and the second was to a mining engineer with whom she traveled to remote
areas of Russia. She had a son who was killed comparatively early in life,
and a daughter old enough to provide Ouspensky with a step-grandchild in
1919. Ouspensky brought her to Gurdjieff’s teaching and she was always
known in the West as “Mme. Ouspensky”; but it is doubtful that the pair
were ever legally married. It is rumored that Gurdjieff advised Ouspensky
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strongly against a marriage; and a fiction may have been propagated in
order to secure certain rights or privileges for “Mme. Ouspensky” and her
daughter during the chaos of civil war and emigration. The situation was
generally known and accepted by their pupils in the 1920s; and the couple’s
relationship became increasingly one of convenience.

The other mysterious figure is the woman who was always known as
Gurdjieff’s “wife,” although she kept her own name of Ostrowsky. Her
early life is a complete blank. J. G. Bennett claims that she was “a noble
Polish lady from the Imperial court,” and the “Polish” at least is true if not
the “noble.” There may be some reference to Mme. Ostrowsky in
Gurdjieff’s portrait of the Polish “Mme. Vitvitskaya” in Meetings with
Remarkable Men. Vitvitskaya was a reformed prostitute and the de
Hartmanns hint that Mme. Ostrowsky had a mixed and unhappy past. A
legend used to circulate among Gurdjieff’s disciples that she kept her own
name because she wished to be considered as an ordinary pupil, rather than
Gurdjieff’s wife; but other reasons spring to mind if we accept that
Gurdjieff probably still had a wife living somewhere in Central Asia. And
far from being an ordinary pupil, Mme. Ostrowsky always occupied a
privileged position in the Work and later often took leading roles in
Gurdjieff’s dances.

At first Gurdjieff’s methods caused confusion in St. Petersburg. He liked
to spring meetings on his pupils at short notice. He would change his plans
without warning; for example, he might announce his imminent departure,
then spend the whole day seeing pupils in cafés and decide at the last
possible moment to hold a meeting. “. .. He considered that only by
overcoming difficulties, however irrelevant and atcidental, could people
‘value his ideas,” wrote Ouspensky. The confusion was increased by the
acting which Ouspensky and his friends noticed in Gurdjieff. He would
play, for example, the part of a simple carpet seller, telling his pupils that
during his Eastern travels he had acquired a collection of carpets which
could be disposed of most advantageously in St. Petersburg—but other
- people said that he bought the carpets in Moscow and transported them to
St. Petersburg to sell. Or he presided over huge dinners which earned him
the reputation of a bon viveur—although Ouspensky noticed that he ate
little himself, and it was obvious to all his pupils that this was “acting.”

Occasionally his tactics seemed brazenly perverse. The American art
critic, Carl Zigrosser, has recorded a story of Gurdjieff at this period which
Ouspensky told Orage. Ouspensky had arranged a lecture for Gurdjieff
before the Moscow Geographical Society. Gurdjieff lectured on the Gobi
Desert with great authority and to great effect. Then he described how he
had once discovered a valley whose sides were so steep that no one could
reach the bottom. The valley floor was covered with diamonds, said
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Gurdjieff, and the local inhabitants trained vultures to*fly down to retrieve
lumps of meat which they flung down in the hopes that the diamonds would
become embedded in them. His learned audience was thrown into
consternation—some suspecting simple fraud, others perhaps recognizing
the tale from the Arabian Nights which Gurdjieff had repeated. The lecture
turned into a fiasco. Gurdjieff explained to Ouspensky that he had seen that
the valuable information which he had given the scholars was going
unappreciated, so he decided to cast doubts on the whole substance of his
talk.

A lesson for the academics? Or a lesson for Ouspensky, the intellectual,
jealous of his standing with his fellows?

Under this unsettling tuition, the St. Petersburg group felt their way into
the dense texture of Gurdjieff’s ideas. Quspensky recorded their struggles
in In Search of the Miraculous.

The peculiar nature of In Search of the Miraculous has never been fully
defined. It is a book which is both extraordinarily honest and extraordinarily
deceptive. Just before his death Gurdjieff was persuaded by his pupils to
read Ouspensky’s manuscript, and it is said that he pronounced blessings on
his former disciple whom for years he had publicly vilified. The book is
generally agreed to be an extremely scrupulous piece of reporting, and it
can be approached as an accurate picture of what Gurdjieff taught in Russia
in 1915-18. In Search of the Miraculous refers as much to Ouspensky as to
Gurdjieff. When the book was first published in 1950, a reviewer in The
Times Literary Supplement remarked that “this seems one of the rare cases
where the commentator proves almost more important than the subject of
his observations.” We have what is one aspect of a unique example of the
process of “self-observation” which plays such a large part in Gurdjieff’s
ideas. Gurdjieff mirrors Ouspensky, and Ouspensky reflects Gurdjieff. The
Gurdjieff represented is called into being by his pupil: a Gurdjieff whose
teaching was angled toward the mystical Russian intelligentsia and—from
the point of view of the only record we possess—at Ouspensky in particular.

The intensely personal nature of the record is emphasized by its title.
Ouspensky always referred to his manuscript about his years with Gurdjieff
as Fragments of an Unknown Teaching, and this is the subtitle of the
published book. But the full title is very significant. Ouspensky had
published two series of sketches describing his Eastern travels as In Search
of the Miraculous: volumes I and II. To use the same title for his record of
Gurdjieff’s teaching is to place it where it belongs, in the historical
sequence of Ouspensky’s own search. This may seem a pedantic point, but
it is important. “I even thought,” says Ouspensky of the members of
Gurdjieff’s Moscow group, “that it was very strange to meet them on the
way to the miraculous.” In his first conversations with Gurdjieff, Ouspensky
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spoke to him of his plans for returning to the Orient. ““It is good to go for a
rest, for a holiday,” said G., ‘but it is not worth while going there for what
you want. All that can be found here.”” Ouspensky’s record of what
followed is the record of his passage through the fire of Gurdjieff’s
purgative system. He embarked on this adventure as the logical con-
tinuation of his quest for suitable “schools” in the East.

Because In Search of the Miraculous seems to be the clearest existing
account of Gurdjieff’s teaching, it is widely read, and some of the results
have been very odd. The hieratic-religious tone which provided the
background to Gurdjieff’s talks belongs entirely to the Russian phase of his
activity and is directed to the people among whom he was working. It
belongs particularly to Ouspensky, whose personal preoccupations naturally
influenced the questions he asked Gurdjieff and the items of Gurdjieff’s
conversation he snapped up. And the book is packed with references to
topics of quite transitory interest. How many readers will now recognize
the reason for the talks on a universal language which have been found so
significant? This almost certainly began with a reference to the artificial
language, Esperanto, devised by L. L. Zamenhof (1859-1917). Zamenhof’s
inspiration came from the linguistic chaos of his birthplace on the Polish-
Russian frontier, and from about 1905, universal languages were matters of
concern to the intelligentsia of all the Russias. Gurdjieff’s skill immediately
turned a topical question into a study of universals. There already existed
three universal languages, he replied. They related to levels of being and
understanding,

With questions of being and understanding, we move into the territory of
Gurdjieff’s ideas themselves. They were released piecemeal, in a manner
deliberately self-contradictory or misleading, and had to be fitted together
by his pupils, and even completed by the pupils’ investigations. This,
together with Gurdjieff’s ability never to seem the same person twice, gave
rise to numerous disputes and misunderstandings. But despite the tantaliz-
ing, crabwise approach, the body of ideas which Gurdjieff gradually
revealed presented a strange coherence. The group in St. Petersburg began
to talk of “the System.” It comprised a cosmology, a psychology, ideas of
evolution and the structure of matter—it seemed in a puzzling world to
explain everything, and yet to lead to a point at which thought itself was
annulled, and explanations became unnecessary. Step by step the pupils
approached what the Gurdjieff of Glimpses of Truth calls “the abyss which
can never be bridged by ordinary human reason.’

Gurdjieff was the Man Who Knows, and in In Search of the Miraculous,
Ouspensky never quite conveys the intensity of a relationship with such a
superbeing. However, what he taught Ouspensky during 1916 and 1917
went something as follows:
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Man is asleep. He must wake up.

Nothing he thinks or feels or senses is conscious. He is hypnotized, like
the sheep whom an Eastern wizard once mesmerized into believing that
their procession to the slaughterhouse was both inevitable and good. Man is
a machine.

The universe also is a machine. Everything happens. No one can do
anything. They are done to as the forces which move the universe operate
in them and the world around them. It hails, it snows; in the same way “it
laughs in me.” Over such processes man thinks he has control. He has
none. The Great War now in progress: an example of sleep, the hypnotic
state in which we are lived rather than live our lives. Such disasters are
inevitable in a world of mad machines.

WAKE UP
You do not realise your own situation. You are in prison. All you can
wish for, if you are a sensible man, is to escape. But how escape? It is
necessary to tunnel under a wall. One man can do nothing. But let us
suppose there are ten or twenty men—if they work in turn and if one
covers another they can complete the tunnel and escape.
Furthermore no one can escape from prison without the help of
those who have escaped before.

Under the direction of a Man Who Knows, it is possible to escape from
prison. A group must be formed which obeys certain rules. Its members can
help each other to fathom the working of their machines. They must keep
secret what they learn because of the impossibility of transmitting
accurately what is said in such groups: this silence is in itself a useful
exercise because of the tendency of the human machine to jabber
automatically of what most interests it. They must tell the teacher of the
group the whole truth, and this is difficult, because the human machine has
a horrifying compulsion to lie. Although the teacher of the group cannot be
deceived, he can deceive his pupils as much as he wants. It is for their own
good.

In order to wake up, members of a group under a teacher must “work on
themselves.” This “work” includes several basic exercises. At first, a man
must observe himself, study the working of the human machine. Then he
must try to “remember himself,” be conscious of his own being. He must
work on what Gurdjieff called “considering,” which takes two forms.
Internal considering is being concerned or guided by what other people
think of us, and is to be avoided. External considering is to be cultivated
and involves taking other people’s feelings into account, not expressing
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what Ouspensky called “negative emotions.” This exercise was an exercise
for the emotions, and work on the emotions—as the most dormant part of
unconscious man—formed an important part of Gurdjieff’s teaching. There
are other exercises for the other centers.

Centers? The structure of the human machine can be diagrammatically
represented. Man, Gurdjieff began by saying, has three centers governing
his activity: an intellectual center, an emotional center, and a moving
center. These are located separately in the body and exist independently of
each other. Later Gurdjieff was to refer to man as a “three-brained being.”
It was part of work on oneself to harmonize the functioning of these
hopelessly discordant centers. It became apparent that the description of
three centers was one of convenience, for Gurdjieff eventually defined
seven. The “moving centre,” together with the “instinctive centre” and the
“sex centre” form the “centres of the lower story.” Above the “intellectual”
and “emotional” centers are the “higher intellectual” and “higher emo-
tional” centers, which represent functions present and perfectly developed
in man, but which he does not know how to use. They can be used only by
higher sorts of man.

There are seven numbers of man. Man number one has his center of
gravity in the moving center, man number two in the emotional center, and
man number three in the intellectual center. These are the men we know.
Man number four results from work in groups. He has begun to balance his
centers and has a permanent center of gravity in his attachment to the work
of self-development. Men numbers one, two and three have no such
permanent element in their being: all they consist of is a hundred little
“I's,” each with its different demands, likes and dislikes. At any moment
“Webb” or “Ivanov” or “Ouspensky” can alter into “Petrov” or a stranger
called, say, E. Hamilton Jones. Ordinarily, we “identify” with whichever
imaginary “I” happens to be dominant. Men below man number four have
no “I”; just a multitude of conflicting tiny selves. But man number four
knows where he is going, and in man number five, the permanent
attributes are becoming crystallized, for he has attained unity. Man number
six is a less perfected form of man number seven, “who has reached the full
development possible to man and who possesses everything a man can
possess, that is, will, consciousness, permanent and unchangeable ‘I,
individuality, immortality, and many other properties, which in our
blindness and ignorance, we ascribe to ourselves.”

The seven numbers of man represent a functioning of one of the two
fundamental cosmic laws. These are the Law of Three and the Law of
Seven. They operate both in the structure of the human machine and in the
greater machine of the universe. The Law of Three is the working of the
universe which creates all phenomena of whatever order. “Every phe-
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nomenon, on whatever scale and in whatever world it may take place, is the
result of the combination or meeting of three different and opposing
forces.” In relation to each other, these are expressed as active, passive and
neutralizing forces, which Gurdjieff would later term “Holy Affirming,
Holy Denying, and Holy Reconciling.” In a man who wants to work on
himself, said Gurdjieff, the Law of Three would manifest itself in the
following fashion: his desire to work for a higher level of being forms the
active force; his habitual inertia and mechanicalness, the passively resisting
second force; and the reconciling aspect of the triad might be provided by
new knowledge showing him the pressing need for such work and resolving
the stalemate between his good intentions and his innate laziness.

In the great machine of the universe, the Law of Three “is a property of
the real world.” The Absolute, from which all creation emanates, is
composed of three forces—which give rise to such concepts as the Christian
idea of the Trinity. The will of the Absolute creates worlds of a second
order; and by the creative action of triads of active, passive, and reconciling
forces, passes into worlds of different orders far removed from their
sources. As the will of the Absolute is diffused further and further along
what Gurdjieff called the Ray of Creation, the number of mechanical laws to
which created worlds are subject increases. The expression “world” meant
for Gurdjieff something like “sphere of being,” “plane of matter,” or
“intensity of vibration.” The second fundamental cosmic law is the Law of
the Octave or the Law of Seven. This governs the development of
processes—for example, the course of a man’s life. It determines that there
shall be seven worlds along the octave of the Ray of Creation. Directly from
the Absolute comes a degree of matter containing all created worlds leading
to a less refined stage comprising “all suns” which gives place to the order of
things existing in all planetary worlds. The Earth comes next to last on the
Ray of Creation: it is a very bad place in the universe—very heavy matter—
subject to a huge number of mechanical laws. This is why a correspondingly
intense effort has to be made by man to overcome his mechanicalness.

Everything which happens to a man in his ordinary life as part of this
machine is produced by the law of accident. Only by submitting to
influences which come as it were from “outside” the mechanism and are
transmitted through esoteric channels, can man hope to free himself from
the “accidents” which are produced by the automatic working of the
machine.

WAKE UP

Organic life on earth, of which man is a part, has a particular cosmic task
to perform. To describe this operation of the Law of Seven, Gurdjieff used
the metaphor of the musical octave. This requires that there be two
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intervals in the orderly progression of created worlds: for such intervals
occur in the musical octave at the stages where the rate of increase of
vibrations becomes retarded. In an ascending octave these intervals occur
between the notes mi and fa and between si and do. On the descending
octave of the Ray of Creation, human life helps to fill the second interval.
The cosmic function of humanity is to transmit and transform energies
across this interval. The proud creature man is a thing with a lowly
purpose. There is nothing he can do about it, except to choose between
cooperating consciously with the process of transforming energies, thereby
acquiring something for himself, and performing his unavoidable function
in a way which will satisfy the cosmic machine but profit him nothing.

The status of organisms in the universe can be determined by the
classification of the substance on which they feed. Man feeds on three sorts
of food: the ordinary food that he eats, the air he breathes, and his
impressions. From these foods he manufactures other substances, which in
turn can serve as food for organisms which exist on different orders of
substance. By work on himself he has the possibility of manufacturing
substances of a higher classification, of transforming coarse matter into fine.
This process is what the alchemists called transmutation; it was the
“chemistry” of which Ouspensky had heard. If from the outside it could be
said that work on oneself gives the possibility of attaining higher con-
sciousness, of becoming man number four, it is Gurdjieff’s cosmology that
explains this inner alchemy and provides the reason why. By work on
himself man can not only perform his cosmic function but manufacture the
substances necessary for immortality.

Man has no soul—he must get up and make one.
" Otherwise he goes to feed the moon.

- The moon is the last and most mechanical world on Gurdjieff’s Ray of
Creation. It is a degree of matter in which vibrations have almost ceased. It
corresponds to inert mineral life on earth. It is “matter without the Holy
‘Ghost.” This is the destiny of automatic man.

“*The process of transmutation, of manufacturing the substances necessary
‘to give man immortality within the limits of his capacity as an organism, is
connected with the acquisition of “higher bodies.” There are four bodies
‘possible for the “three-brained being.” Three are the carnal or physical
body, the natural body of emotions and desires, and the spiritual body of
mental functionings. Work on oneself is necessary to produce even the
‘natural and the spiritual bodies. The natural body grows out of the physical
body and the spiritual body out of the natural body. If a man has
-accomplished the transformations of substances necessary to acquire a
‘spiritual body, he can proceed to the acquisition of a fourth body, the divine
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body of consciousness, will, and a real “I.” Gurdjieff followed the
Upanishads and Plato in comparing the four bodies to a carriage (the
physical body), the horse (feelings and desires), the driver (the mind), and
the master of horse, carriage and driver (the real “I”). The fourth body is
composed of substances much finer than the others and is thus subject to
fewer mechanical laws. Man begins to acquire higher bodies by transmut-
ing the finest substance manufactured automatically by his organism. This is
“the substance with which sex works.” Much later Gurdjieff made it clear
that this is sperm itself, rather than some imperceptible corollary. Abuse of
sex makes it impossible to begin transmutation.

Something has gone wrong with the functioning of the human organism
and has prevented man’s orderly evolution to higher states. The “line of
knowledge” has outstripped the “line of being.” What man actually is has
been left behind by what he thinks he knows. In fact, he even knows very
little, because “objective knowledge” is possible only for a man of higher
consciousness. This division between the line of knowledge and the line of
being corresponds to the division in the psyche between false personality
and essence. False personality is what a man thinks he is, and his essence is
what he is in fact. Personality is an illusion, maintained by sleep and what
Gurdjieff called “buffers,” which are mechanisms acquired in order to
soften the impact of rare glimpses of the truth. Underneath are all the
conflicting “I's” of man and an essence—the core and basis of what he is—
which may have stopped growing in infancy. Whereas personality is subject
to the law of accident, a man’s essence is always of a particular and definable
type, subject to the law of fate, which can at least be allowed for and
predicted. A beginning can be made toward liberating oneself from false
personality by struggling not to “identify” too closely with momentary
preoccupations; a man must learn to “play a role.” Eventually, he may
discover his “Chief Feature”: the most important of the automatisms, which
hold him in bondage.

This complex and closely connected body of ideas was summed up in a
symbol Gurdjieff called the enneagram. This is based on a circle whose
circumference is divided by nine points, connected by lines to give a six-
sided figure and a triangle. The enneagram contains and symbolizes the
whole universe and Gurdjieff’s explanation of #, including the Laws of
Three and Seven and the relationship of all substances to one another. In
this symbol Gurdjieff altered his musical analogy by an arbitrary redisposi-
tion of the intervals in the octave. If the enneagram is taken as a diagram of
possible human evolution, it shows how something is needed to help a man
across these intervals. This can be provided only by “shocks” administered
by a Man Who Knows.
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Gurdjieff’s ideas made an extraordinary impact on his pupils. Those who
were interested in occultism were confronted by an apparently occult
system which seemed to contradict almost every known body of occult
ideas. Gurdjieff did relate his teaching to known mystical philosophies, but
always in a way which emphasized the differences between what he taught
and the object of comparison. For example, the term “Kundalini” is found
in much Theosophical literature as the name for a force latent in man which
must be awakened. Gurdjieff used the expression to stand for the
imagination, the power of fantasy which keeps man asleep and prevents him
from participating in the real world. Later, in Beelzebub’s Tales, he
connected this with his doctrine of “buffers” and invented a word,
“Kundabuffer,” to signify the same hypnotic influence. So much for the
romantic dreams of believers in occult tradition. As for the source of his
ideas, he would refer vaguely to the researches of the Seekers for Truth.
His teaching was “completely self-supporting . . . and it has been com-
pletely unknown up to the present time.” Once Gurdjieff said that it could
be called “esoteric Christianity,” but chiefly he preferred the phrase, “The
Fourth Way,” or “The Way of the Sly Man.” The Sly Man, the cunning
man—and has not one of his followers compared Gurdjieff to OdysseusP—
used every possible trick to keep himself awake. The man of the Fourth
Way avoided the pitfalls of imbalanced development which gaped for the
followers of the other three “ways”—the intellectual way of the yogi, the
emotional way of the monk, the physical way of the fakir. He was
harmoniously developed with all his centers in phase.
If, on the other hand, a pupil was a refugee from positivistic science,
- Gurdjieff’s ideas set the virtues of materialism against the materialists
themselves. One example is the process of the transformation of energies
which Gurdjieff expressed in terms of forces he named after the chemical
elements. “Carbon,” “oxygen,” and “nitrogen” stood for the active, passive,
and neutralizing forces which combined to produce the “hydrogen,” the
phenomenon or grade of matter in the universe. Each of the “elements”—
including the “hydrogen”—had a numerical cipher attached to indicate its
position in the scale of the density of matter. In theory, therefore, the
designation “hydrogen 24" enabled the student to place a form of matter or
energy—for Gurdjieff made no distinction between them—in its cosmic
relationship with all other substances; and Ouspensky worked out compli-
cated mathematical tables to elaborate the hints he was given of this already
complex cosmology.
Ouspensky’s record naturally emphasized the topics which most inter-
ested him, and among these were several of his old hobbyhorses. One was
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eternal recurrence, and he at last succeeded—after sotne six months—in
extracting from his teacher a qualified endorsement of the idea (later
Gurdjieff himself used the concept in an unpublished lecture, “On
Symbols”). Ouspensky’s questions about art provided Gurdjieff’s teaching
on “objective” art. A question about the relation of men to the sources of
esoteric knowledge gave Ouspensky the chance to expand Gurdjieff’s quite
straightforward answer into a beautiful diagram with men numbered like
geometrical points. And, when Gurdjieff elaborated his doctrine of the
different worlds on the Ray of Creation into a vision of cosmoses arranged in
an ascending hierarchy of dimensions, he actually asked his pupil to expand
the material from his own point of view. This greatly excited Ouspensky,
who at once saw correspondences between Gurdjieff’s teaching and the
more advanced speculations on multidimensionality which he had been
pursuing since Tertium Organum.

We can identify the precise time when Ouspensky passed from fascina-
tion with Gurdjieff’s ideas to a deeper commitment to the practical activity
proposed. About a quarter of the way through In Search of the Miraculous
he records a conversation about personal objectives. What, asked Gurdjieff,
did each member of the group really want? Ouspensky’s aim had, of course,
to do with his fourth dimension, Time. He was convinced that it was
possible to know the future and claimed success in practical prediction. This
obsession with the future course of events led to resentment at the
indignity of a life which might at any second be abruptly ended. It was futile
to begin a project without any certainty that it could be completed.
Ouspensky told Gurdjieff that at all costs he wanted “to know the future.”

Gurdjieff’s response shows how his angling worked. He replied that the
future would be exactly the same as the past—for what was the use of
knowing the future if a man could not call himself his own master? Before
trying anything so ambitious as knowledge of the future, a man must pay
attention to his own machine.

The beginning of the road was self-observation. Gurdjieff asked his pupils
what was the most important thing they noticed when they tried to observe
themselves. He appeared dissatisfied with the answers given by the group,
and he declared that the most important result of self-observation was the
realization that one cannot remember oneself. Oospensky’s experience
seemed at first to confirm this, but with increasing practice, he found that
for short periods he did succeed in attaining the condition of “self-
remembering.” He describes one walk through St. Petersburg which he
took with the firm resolution at all costs to “remember himself.” He began
by finding the life around him too distracting, and to prevent his attention
from wandering, he took to the sidestreets. With greater success he became
bolder and turned into the Nevsky Prospekt in order to test his abilities
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against the crowds. He decided to order some cigarettes—and as he writes,
“Two hours later I woke up . . . far away.” In between “forgetting himself”
and again emerging into the state of “self-remembering,” he had tele-
phoned, written letters, and conducted himself quite properly as a
normal—that is, a sleeping—man.

What is this state of self-remembering which is so difficult to attain and
hold? Ouspensky thought of it as a double-headed arrow indicating that
attention was directed both at an object and on oneself—but man has no
“I”! One of the achievements of In Search of the Miraculous is that it
manages to lay stress on this central aspect of Gurdjieff’s teaching without
being specific about the non-existent “self” which we are supposed to
“remember.” The double-headed arrow, yes; but what is this curious and
vivid state it induces for that—"instant in and out of time?” “I have striven
at it for over a quarter of a century,” writes Henri Tracol, “and I admit, I
feel myself as unable to define it in a way which fully satisfies me as on the
first day.” However, Maurice Nicoll has provided a preliminary description: .

.. all real Self-Remembering is simply forgetting yourself, your
ordinary self, your ordinary negative “I’s,” your ordinary forms of
internal considering, and all the rest of it, and feeling certain that some
further state of yourself exists above all this personal uproar that takes
place all day long in each one of you, with which you keep on
identifying, and when the Work says that we have Real “I” above us
you must understand that this act, so to speak, of separating from False
Personality, deliberately at some moment every day, is designed to
make it possible for us to come in contact with the first traces of Real
“I” which is already there and which is our real goal.

Henri Tracol has tried to describe his own experience. This is what the
exercise of self-remembering feels like to perform:

My attention is no longer the same, its power accumulates, its
penetration and its freedom make it both larger and more alive. It
mobilises in me latent forces, kept until this time in a dormant state. It
activates an alteration in the force and the regulation of certain
functions, releasing in this way a chain-reaction, through which in the
self-same moment there is intensified the global perception I have of
myself, a perception which is located far above the plane of perception
proper and whose taste could not be confused with any other.

This general activity coincides with the appearance of the intensest
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feeling of renewal, a sensation of opening and belonging to the external
as much as the internal world, inasmuch as in me they are united.

Ouspensky began to see the practice of self-remembering as the central
point of Gurdjieff’s teaching, and tried unsuccessfully to transfer some of
his enthusiasm to his literary friends. His experiments had proved to his
own satisfaction that although mankind did indeed exist as a society of
sleepwalkers, there was a way out. He may not have realized it at the time,
but his attitude had altered considerably since he first met Gurdjieff. “I did
not even wish for any changes in myself,” he writes about his setting out for
India. But now his efforts were concentrated on “waking up.” The
watchword of Gurdjieff’s pupils had become “work on oneself,” and soon
their efforts were referred to simply as “the Work.” Only one thing seems
definite about this elusive activity. It involves change.

Ouspensky was still in search of the miraculous, but the miraculous had
altered its complexion. It had come to be associated with “waking up”; and
as 1916 wore on, he and his companions found that Gurdjieff applied more
and more pressure on them as he extended their activities. He now spent
most of his time in St. Petersburg and began to arrange expeditions into the
country. Ouspensky came to realize that during these adventures and
picnics, Gurdjieff was observing his pupils in roles which they did not adopt
during a formal meeting.

By now Ouspensky’s relationship with Gurdjieff’s Moscow group had
become much closer. At first he had seen them as hopelessly artificial or
“playing a part which had been learned beforehand.” Now he thought that
he knew why this had seemed to be so, and why they had originally refused
to answer his questions about the nature of the Work. “I understand now,”
he wrote, “that these questions could not be answered.” “One must learn
in order to begin to understand this.” And with this annoying piece of
mystification, all the keys are in our hands.

Ouspensky began a series of experiments in fasting and the exercise of
repetitive prayer known to the Orthodox Church as “prayer of the mind,”
which had helped him in his attempts at self-remembering. He was keyed
to a very high emotional pitch when, in August 1916, he arrived to stay at a
Finnish dacha—probably the one belonging to Madame Maximovitch. The
events of the few days he spent in Finland were in many ways the strangest
of his time with Gurdjieff. Ouspensky was reminded of his first meeting
with his Master, when he had asked Gurdjieff about “facts.” He had in
mind facts of a “miraculous” nature, the sort of miracles which he had gone
to India to find. Gurdjieff had promised that there would be facts. But now
Ouspensky’s ideas were different, and the word “facts,” with its significant
stressing, related like the miraculous to self-remembering and waking up.



THE INNER AND THE OUTER REVOLUTIONS 149

Ouspensky describes what happened with many protests that his
experiences are incommunicable—the sort of riders which had always
annoyed him in reading the mystics. He emphasizes that he arrived in
Finland in an excitable condition, which was aggravated by Gurdjieff’s
shock tactics. Gurdjieff was particularly harsh to the group and put
Ouspensky severely out of countenance by repeating some unfavorable
gossip Ouspensky had told him in confidence about Dr. Stoerneval. Then at
about ten o'clock in the evening, Gurdjieff took Ouspensky apart with
Stoerneval and the mathematician A. A. Zaharoff, and began to demon-
strate certain movements of a type which became important later in his
teaching. Ouspensky says that Gurdjieff neither hypnotized him “by any of
the known methods” nor did he give him a drug. But he began to hear his
teacher’s thoughts.

At first this took the form of Ouspensky detecting “thoughts” directed
specifically at him from among the general instructions Gurdjieff was giving
to all three men. Then Gurdjieff’s voice started asking questions from a
position somewhere inside OQuspensky’s chest; and to the astonishment of
the other pupils, he began responding vocally to an interrogation which
they could not hear. Gurdjieff’s questions caused Ouspensky a great deal of
agitation. He does not say what they were, but merely that they concerned
“certain conditions which I had either to accept or leave the work.” After
half an hour’s conversation, Ouspensky reacted to a particular barb from
Gurdjieffby rushing outside into the forest. For some time he walked about
“wholly in the power of the most extraordinary thoughts and feelings.”
From this tumult he emerged with the conviction that all Gurdjieff’s
criticisms of him were correct. At this point he makes his first important
_statement on the results he obtained from his “miracle.” “But I had found
-something else. I knew that he would not believe me and that he would
laugh at me if I showed him this other thing. But for myself it was
indubitable, and what happened later showed I was right.”

The miracle continued. In bed that night Ouspensky resumed mental
‘contact with his teacher. Gurdjieff broke off communication when some-
_thing he asked Ouspensky set the pupil trembling with fear. The next
_morning the apparently telepathic conversation continued. For the three
“days more that the group stayed in Finland, Ouspensky felt himself “in an
unusual emotional state all the time, which sometimes began to be
burdensome.” In exasperation he asked Gurdjieff how this condition could
be made to disappear. Gurdjieff replied that now he had what he wanted;
he was no longer asleep. Ouspensky did not think that this was quite
‘accurate. “I undoubtedly ‘slept’ at some moments.”

The miracle did not come to an end with the stay in Finland. After
Gurdjieff left St. Petersburg for Moscow, Ouspensky “conversed” tele-
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pathically with him while receiving a visual image of Gurdjieff in the train.
And, for the next three weeks as he walked around St. Petersburg, he was
continually conscious that everyone around him was asleep.

Ouspensky’s “miracle” can be explained in a number of ways. The most
important fact is that, as a result of the episode, he observed a change
taking place in himself. Because he felt that the personal nature of his
conversations with Gurdjieff precluded publication, it is impossible to be
specific. But he came to conclusions which in the light of later events
appear as a statement of principle:

The first thing I could record was the weakening in me of that
extreme individualism which up to that time had been the fundamental
feature in my attitude to life. I began to see people more, to feel my
community with them more. And the second thing was that some-
where very deep down inside me I understood the esoteric principle of
the impossibility of violence, that is, the uselessness of violent means
to attain no matter what. I saw with undoubted clarity, and never
afterwards did I wholly lose this feeling, that violent means and
methods in anything whatever would unfailingly produce negative
results, that is to say, results opposed to those aims for which they
were applied. What I arrived at was like Tolstoi’s non-resistance in
appearance but it was not at all non-resistance because I had reached it

. notfrom an ethical but from a practical point of view; not from the
standpoint of what is better or what is worse but from the standpoint of
what is more effective and expedient.

It was after the intrusion of the miraculous into the Finnish dacha—that
is, during the autumn and winter of 1916—that Gurdjieff began greatly to
expand his cosmology. Then he left the St. Petersburg group largely to
their own devices. The progress of the war and the social discontents arising
from it had begun to penetrate even their charmed circle. By November
1916, external circumstances—what Quspensky called “events”—could no
longer be ignored; one result was that many new recruits arrived in the
group. Ouspensky admits that the sense of imminent disaster which
engulfed his friends added to their concern with Gurdjieff’s ideas. For the
System explained everything. Gurdjieff taught that war was the result of
man not producing certain energies—in other words, becoming con-
scious—and that instead, nature was forced to obtain such energies from
the expenditure of human life. His pupils began to compare the System to
Noah’s Ark. The Bible story appeared as a parable signifying the way in
which men could be saved from the world of “events” by esoteric
knowledge. “We could not imagine,” Ouspensky writes, “how we could live
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without it and find out our way in the labyrinth of all existing contradic-
tions.”

In the 1950s one reviewer of In Search of the Miraculous remarked that
in no other book about the years 1914-19 was there so little reference to the
Russian Revolution. Of course, Ouspensky and his friends took note of
political developments, but the history of crime was what they were trying
to escape. By diminishing personally, they were to become invisible, veiled
by their detachment from the outer world. They were growing small like
Alice in Wonderland, and the Ark in which they drifted on the ocean of
“events” was a raft on the Sea of Tears.

One of the new recruits to Gurdjieff’s teaching in the gloomy time just
before the Revolution was Thomas Alexandrovich de Hartmann. De
Hartmann, born in 1886, had already achieved some fame as a composer. In
1906 his ballet Beauty and the Beast had been performed in St. Petersburg.
In 1907 another ballet, The Pink Flower, was performed at the Opera, in
the presence of the Tsar, with Pavlova, Fokine, and Nijinsky in the cast.

From 1908 to 1911, de Hartmann lived in Munich where he studied
conducting. He believed with Beethoven that “music is a higher revelation
than philosophy and science” and he too embarked on the search for Higher
Powers. He says nothing about the early years of his quest, except that he
“came in contact with many ‘ways’ and met many exceptional people, but
they never seemed to be what I was looking for.” The direction of his search
can only be intimated. In Munich, he frequented the Kandinsky circle,
which was seriously concerned with Anthroposophy. In Russia, he was a
friend of Scriabin, the most Messianic of all the Russian composers, and
studied piano under the Theosophist Essipova, who introduced Paul Dukes
& The Secret Doctrine.

“The de Hartmanns were members of the Russian aristocracy. Thomas
was the great-nephew of Eduard von Hartmann, the author of The
Philosophy of the Unconscious; and he was released from military service to
devote his time to music after a personal meeting with the Tsar. His wife,
Olga Arcadievna de Schumaker, was the daughter of a senior government
official. The couple were living at Tsarskoye Selo when de Hartmann’s
search led him to a member of Gurdjieff’s St. Petersburg group: A. A.
Zaharoff.

In the autumn of 1916 Zaharoff told de Hartmann that he had at last
found a teacher. The composer was skeptical, having already met his fair
share of quacks. But Zaharoff intrigued him by refusing to reveal his
teacher’s name and telling him of the thousand roubles entry fee to the
Work. Although the sum was large, de Hartmann could have paid it, and
eventually that December he was given an appointment to meet Gurdjieff.
The composer had been recalled to the colors, and the meeting was
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arranged at a restaurant on the corner of the Nevsky Prospekt in which no
Guard’s officer would dare to be seen. When Zaharoff appeared, he led
poor de Hartmann to an even more disreputable spot, a second-floor café
frequented by prostitutes, where discovery would have meant forfeiting his
commission. Gurdjieff arrived with Dr. Stoerneval and another man who
was possibly Merkouroff. He presented a seedy appearance, with his filthy
detachable shirt cuffs, his Caucasian features, and his offensive remarks. At
one point Gurdjieff looked round the café and shocked the composer by
observing: “There are usually more whores here.”

Like Ouspensky, de Hartmann was impressed by Gurdjieff, almost
despite himself. And he had never seen such eyes. . . . He stuck to his guns
and asked to be admitted to Gurdjieff’'s Work. But when he offered his
thousand roubles, Gurdjieff refused them, saying that although he had no
need of help at the moment, the time would come when de Hartmann
would be glad to hand over all his worldy goods.

The composer had met his Master at the very last minute. Gurdjieff was
no longer to be often in St. Petersburg, and the demands of the war were
soon to disrupt the little group of disciples. Even Ouspensky had been
called up, and spent four months in the Guards Sappers before being
discharged because of weak eyesight. In February 1917, Gurdjieff paid his
last visit to St. Petersburg, and soon afterward de Hartmann left for the
front. With him went his wife, who had met Gurdjieff on only one occasion,
but that single encounter and a reading of Glimpses of Truth had decided
her to follow her husband to Gurdjieff as soon as circumstances allowed.

Gurdjieff left for Moscow by train for the last time—and to some of his
pupils, he seemed to be transfigured in the window of his railway carriage.
In the same carriage a celebrated journalist was traveling. This man
assumed that Gurdjieff was of the same type as the war profiteers and
Caucasian oil magnates who filled the coach. Gurdjieff encouraged his
companion in this belief, but disquieted him by the cynical amusement
with which he surveyed the hubbub of the money-makers. Was Gurdjieff
also not anxious for his profits, asked the journalist?

He smiled in a particularly calm way and answered gravely: “We profit
from everything. Nothing can stop us. War or no war, it’s all the same
to us. We always profit.”

“What do you deal in, then?”

“In Solar energy.”

On March 8 and 9 strikers crossed the Neva into St. Petersburg. The
Government reacted in panic. A general strike was called and three
hundred thousand took to the streets. On March 11, the first casualties took
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place, and the next day desertions from the army began. On March 15, the
Tsar abdicated in favor of the Grand Duke Michael. Next day the Grand
Duke also resigned the throne.

Ouspensky read the news of the abdication on a flyer and felt that Russian
history had ended. About a week later he called the leading members of the
group to Dr. Stoerneval’s house and proposed that they emigrate. There
was no sense in staying in a country where they could not work. Since most
of his companions disagreed, matters went no further. Soon afterward, a
postcard arrived from Gurdjieff which said that he was going to Alex-
andropol in the Caucasus. He asked Ouspensky to continue the work of the
group and promised to return by Easter. The card had been written before
the Revolution took place, and it was plain that Gurdjieff knew nothing of
events. What were they to do?

A week after Easter a telegram came announcing Gurdjieff's arrival in
- May.

On April 16, Lenin arrived at the Finland Station.

At last, in early June, Ouspensky had a second telegram from Alex-
andropol. It read: “If you want to rest, come here to me.”

Ouspensky set off for the Caucasus through a country still dazed and
unsure of what was happening. His train took two days longer than usual to
reach Alexandropol because he had to run the gauntlet of drunken deserters
and drumhead courts-martial. He arrived to find Gurdjieff assembling a
dynamo for his brother.

He liked Alexandropol. Despite the taint of provincialism, which had
made the more snobbish of Gurdjieff’s Muscovite followers look doubtfully
at him, Caucasia was an area of romance. To Ouspensky particularly, as a
devotee of Lermontov’s Hero of Our Time, the Caucasus would have
carried all the associations of adventure. The main mountain range is about
750 miles long and at its broadest, over 100 miles wide. The highest peak,
Mount Elbruz, is over 18,000 feet high. There are glaciers, forests, rain,
snow, and appalling transport difficulties. The inhabitants represent an
opposite pole to European townspeople. And here, the torments of
Lermontov’s hero in the countryside with its frivolous watering places
provided a fine precedent for the spiritual battles which developed under
Gurdjieff’s direction. The romantic associations of the Caucasus may partly
explain the special atmosphere of Gurdjieff’s work there, which the
participants remembered.

After a fortnight in Alexandropol both Ouspensky and Gurdjieff set off for
St. Petersburg, but on the way Gurdjieff changed his plans and Ouspensky
went on alone. He had instructions not to stay long, but merely to gather
any other pupils who manted to come from Moscow and the capital.
Ouspensky had tried to persuade Gurdjieff to emigrate, but without
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success. In Alexandropol he had had the impression that his Master was
waiting for something, and it might have been that Gurdjieff was still
listening to the grapevine leading through his intelligence contacts. He told
Ouspensky that what appeared to be unfavorable circumstances would in
the end prove to have worked to their advantage; and instead of leaving for
Europe, he took a house on the outskirts of Essentuki, a spa district in the
central Caucasus northeast of Mount Elbruz and quite near the main
railway line running north and south.

For six weeks Gurdjieff worked with his pupils in this small rented
house. He explained that the Work demanded “super-efforts.” These
meant forcing oneself to make exertions beyond what was strictly necessary;
for example, chopping wood in half the time normally required, or
persuading the body to face unpleasant conditions when there was really no
need. This super-effort would connect a particular center with an almost
unlimited source of energy, which Gurdjieff described as a “Great
Accumulator.” The Work was beginning to take on an increasingly practical
aspect; for one thing, the pupils did all the household chores. Gurdjieff
showed them exercises for removing muscular tension and introduced them
to another exercise for which he became famous. This was the “Stop.”
When the teacher called “stop,” the pupils had to freeze in the position in
which they found themselves, no matter how uncomfortable or dangerous.
This provided an opportunity to study one’s machine which would
otherwise not occur. An engineer, who occasionally performed the function
of pupil-teacher and whom Ouspensky simply calls P., was caught with a
hot glass of tea in his hand. Zaharoff heard the order just after inhaling a
cigarette and endured what he described as the most unpleasant experience
of his life.

Physical exercises of an entirely new pattern were introduced.
Ouspensky has described one.

A man sits on the ground with knees bent and holding his arms, with
the palms of the hands close together, between his feet. Then he has to
lift one leg and during this time count: om, om, om, om, om, om, om,
om up to the tenth om and nine times om, seven times om and so on
down to one then again twice om, three times om, and so on, and at the
same time “sense” his left ear and his right eye. Then separate the
thumb and “sense” his left ear and so on, and so on.

The order of the movements had to be remembered and coordinated
with the counting; and both activities taken by themselves were quite
difficult enough. Gurdjieff would complicate the affair with a breathing
exercise; not content with this, he introduced a fast during which he
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exercised his pupils mercilessly. And these, he said, were only the
preparatory exercises.

More people arrived. Thomas de Hartmann managed to procure a pass to
leave St. Petersburg for Rostov on Don on the pretext of working at military
inventions. He and his wife went nowhere near Rostov, but headed straight
for Essentuki. The morning after they left St. Petersburg, soldiers called at
the home of Mme. de Hartmann’s parents to arrest her husband. The de
Hartmanns arrived in Essentuki on August 28 and were pitchforked into the
extraordinary conditions under which the colony existed. They were so far
from appreciating the sort of life they were to experience at the hands of
those twin agents of havoc, Gurdjieff and the Revolution, that they brought
their chambermaid.

Olga de Hartmann’s first glimpse of the assembled disciples reminded
her of a scene from Gorky's Underworld. She and her husband were
introduced to the “Stop” exercise, and also to Gurdjieff’s talent for driving
his followers to desperation. No sooner had the couple arrived than
Gurdjieff began talking of giving up all work and going to Persia. To earn
the money to do this, he proposed to break stones on the roads. He seemed
to feel that the main obstacle to the de Hartmanns’ following him was that
after a day of stone-breaking the women must wash their husbands’ feet.
Now Zaharoff’s feet would smell awful, and while there were some women
who could wash feet with equanimity, what about Olga de Hartmann who
could not do without a chambermaid . . . ?

Gurdjieff’s talk of abandoning work dlscouraged some of the pupils who
were still not fully committed. Ouspensky himself was becoming confused
by his teacher’s erratic changes of mood. Gurdjieff announced his departure
for Persia, but in fact left with Zaharoff and Mme. Ostrowsky to stay at
Tuapse on the Black Sea coast. Ouspensky followed them there and then
decided to pay a visit to St. Petersburg before the winter.

The de Hartmanns stayed with Gurdjieff. One Sunday afternoon they set
.out with Zaharoff, Gurdjieff, and his wife to walk in the direction of Sochi,
“further down the coast, taking their luggage in a cart. Gurdjieff decided on
a short cut over the mountains. The expedition walked until 2 a.M., and
Thomas de Hartmann was deprived of sleep because he was selected for
guard duty. Next day he was awarded the privilege of riding in the cart; and
he soon discovered why. If he had been walking, it would have been
comparatively easy to stay awake, but on top of the pile of luggage, there
‘was the constant temptation to fall asleep—which meant the certainty of
tumbling to the ground. At the end of the second day they were allowed
two days rest, but soon the caravan was on its way again. Olga de
‘Hartmann had started out in a pair of fashionable shoes and finished the trip
with bare and bleeding feet. The five members of the expedition halted
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fifteen miles from Sochi at a village called Uch Darye, where Gurdjieff had
rented a house. Almost at once de Hartmann collapsed with typhoid, and
during his delirium, a letter arrived informing him of the confiscation of his
estates.

Ever afterward Thomas de Hartmann was to attribute his recovery to
Gurdjieff. It was Gurdjieff who soothed him and prescribed placebos; it
was Gurdjieff who removed him to a hospital. When he first became
delirious, Gurdjieff had been left alone with him and was discovered by
Olga de Hartmann with “his face as white as his suit.” “I have no more fear
for his head,” were his first words, and the implication is that the Master
had done something—Tibetan medicine? Hypnotism? MagicP—which had
slackened the grip of the illness.

At Uch Darye, the crisis among Gurdjieff’s pupils was greater than that
caused by the sickness of a single man. Ouspensky arrived to find even the
devoted Zaharoff discouraged. The mathematician had seen him off to St.
Petersburg with exhortations not to become trapped in the capital. He
himself had burned his boats, he said. But now something had happened—
Ouspensky suggests that whatever happened, happened as the result of a
quarrel between Gurdjieff and his neighbors which Zaharoff had over-
heard—and Gurdjieff was behaving in a manner which practically forced
Zaharoff to leave. Ouspensky considered that this would be pure idiocy on
his part, “I would not have sent a dog to St. Petersburg at that time.” But
Zaharoff left.

Dr. Stoerneval and his wife had arrived, after receiving a telegram:
“Realise everything you can and come at once.” Mme. Stoerneval was
reluctant to leave her family and the relative comforts of St. Petersburg,
even at that late juncture, but eventually her husband’s arguments
prevailed. Dr. Stoerneval managed to withdraw his bank deposits, and the
couple left St. Petersburg two weeks before the Revolution broke out.

Early on the morning of October 25, Bolshevik forces went into action in
St. Petersburg; and in the evening, the transfer of power to the Soviets was
proclaimed. It was an event which could not fail to have repercussions even
on a small band of seekers for truth on the shores of the Black Sea. In the
Caucasus the political situation was becoming very confused. In addition to
the Soviet-inspired “Trans-Caucasian Commissariat,” the White forces had
to contend with Caucasian separatists—Georgians, Armenians, and Azer-
baijanis—who were not content with establishing claims to their resur-
rected nations, but vied incessantly with one another. In the south, the
Turks, who were still at war with Russia, occupied Batum. The issue was
further complicated by troops of the Allied Powers which were attempting
to help the anti-Bolshevik elements and at the same time, prevent the
Turks from advancing further into Russia.
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At first Gurdjieff moved his household from Uch Darye to another village
near Tuapse, lest the colony should be cut off from supplies. Then in
December, a rumor was heard that a Caucasian army was moving up the
shores of the Black Sea. Gurdjieff decided to returnto Essentuki and begin
work again. On February 12, a circular letter was sent out over Quspensky’s
name to the Moscow and St. Petersburg groups, and in March about forty
people collected in Essentuki, including once more Zaharoff.

The life of the colony at Essentuki was a foretaste of what Gurdjieff
created on a larger scale at Fontainebleau. His followers rose early. They
were allowed a pound of bread a day and had tea in the morning and the
evening. At lunch they ate soup, meat, and vegetables out of communal
dishes. Gurdjieff never ceased to make difficulties. He changed the
arrangement of the rooms in the house, moved the furniture around, and
discountenanced members of the Moscow group who were new to this
phase of his work. For some time he had been carrying with him a quantity
of silk thread; he now decided that this must be sold to obtain funds. De
Hartmann was asked to provide sheets of the special paper he kept for his
compositions—it had become so rare that Prokofieff had traveled from
Kislovodsk for the gift of a quire—which were promptly torn up to make
spools on which the silk was wound. The composer was then sent to
Kislovodsk to sell the silk. He had many acquaintances in the town, and in
acute embarrassment crept off to discharge his obligation under cover of
darkness. His attempts were successful—until, on entering yet another
shop, he encountered Gurdjieff who called a halt to de Hartmann’s salutary
lesson in extent of his class pride.

.- Gurdjieff elaborated the difficult movements he had begun to teach. At
one stage the members of the group were taught an alphabetic code
expressed through the positions of the body. Then they were forbidden to
communicate in any other way. Once Gurdjieff ordained a fast, and moved
men and women on to separate floors of the house. There came a time when
the women were asked to give Gurdjieff all their jewelry. Olga de
Hartmann cried all night, and, completely drained of any affection for her
family jewels, delivered them to her Master. Gurdjieff scarcely acknowl-
edged the gift—but as she was leaving, he called her back and returned her
property. On the other hand, someone to whom Mme. de Hartmann later
told her story blithely surrendered a valuable item to Gurdjieff and never
received it back. With such devices Gurdjieff played on his pupils’ lives like
an artist on an instrument. In the evenings, he talked to them in his own
éarpet-hung room and occasionally prescribed individual exercises. In the
mornings, he sat to watch how his pupils took the announcements of the
often unpleasant activities for the day which he posted on the notice board.
The difficulty in trying to describe what was going on at Essentuki is
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almost insurmountable at this stage. Not only is the Man Who Knows
impossible to know himself, but the Work itself is invisible. The story of
Olga de Hartmann and her jewels seems a trite morality, and in certain
respects it was. But it undoubtedly had its place in the context of the total
situation at Essentuki and in the context of Mme. de Hartmann’s private
situation. What the experience meant, what meaning there was in it for her,
is the only thing which matters—and there is no way of following up a series
of such developments because the necessary frankness would rarely be
forthcoming. All the historical observer can do is to concentrate on various
points in the Work in a way which may gradually build up a picture of what
the process may be.

There is a similar difficulty in discussing Gurdjieff’s “movements” and
“sacred dances.” We can gather from Ouspensky that the immensely
difficult movements which required the coordination of separate and wildly
complicated tasks for head, heart and hands, must have been connected
with the idea of developing the activities of intellect, emotions, and the
physical body into one harmonious union. No doubt the pupil would
acquire more conscious control of his organism. But was this the sole or
even the chief purpose of the exercises? Almost certainly not. Some of
Gurdjieff’s movements—Ilike the music which he later dictated to Thomas
de Hartmann—were given not as if completed for a particular purpose, but
almost as problems to be worked out. The principles would be outlined and
the skeleton had to be clothed. What then was the object; what were they
all doing in the middle of a civil war pretending to be characters from Gorky
or Lermontov or Dostoievsky? The spell of Gurdjieff does not explain the
intensity of the experiences through which some of his pupils passed, and
until the experiences of other followers provide data for comparison, there
is no way of conveying the nature of what was actually in progress. Beneath
the pupils’ accounts runs another level of events at which they may not
even hint. This is probably not because their experiences are in any real
sense incommunicable, but because a full confession might well be too
painful—and would have no chance of conveying the depth of personal
meaning which a particular event contained.

Even those activities which were recorded during the time at Essentuki
soon became overwhelmed by the demands of survival. In Meetings with
Remarkable Men, Gurdjieff describes what must have been one of the most
tragic events in his whole life. This was the unexpected arrival of nearly
thirty of his relations who had fled from Alexandropol to avoid being
massacred by the advancing Turks. His father did not escape and was killed
by the invading army. Gurdjieff was already supporting a colony of destitute
aristocrats and intellectuals, and the appearance of his emaciated family
increased still further his material responsibilities.
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During the summer of 1918 the political situation in the spa area around
Essentuki gradually deteriorated. Life grew increasingly difficult for the
bands of refugees from central Russia. There was no news from the capital
and conditions of simple hardship gave way to those of civil war.

Internal conditions were changing also, perhaps as a result of the two
months’ period of intensive work under Gurdjieff. New perspectives may
have been opening up as the results of self-observation and discipline
created new meanings—and destroyed old ones.

The destruction of old meanings may have had many different results. It
all depended on the person, his aims and attitude toward the process by
which he had been forced to discard the meanings which animated him
before. Our sole witness for the changes of the summer of 1918 is
Ouspensky but, as he himself was a leading figure and the events of which
we are certain took place almost entirely inside him, he is the best possible
witness we could have. And it should be noted that Ouspensky thought that
most of the group which had worked with Gurdjieff for any length of time
were experiencing similar processes.

Ouspensky’s account of his break with Gurdjieff is extraordinarily
important. It was not his only statement on his reasons for parting with his
teacher—and the parting was not yet final. His later pronouncements and
their significance must wait until the glyph has unfolded a little further and
there is more material for assessing the possibilities; but it may begin to
appear that In Search of the Miraculous is a remarkably subtle book, and
that beneath the surface discussions of Gurdjieff’s doctrine is concealed
another layer of information which may more truly be said to form its
subject matter. -

“For a whole year,” Ouspensky wrote, “something had been accumulat-
ing, and I gradually began to see that there were many things I could not
understand and that I had to go.”

. . . I had for some time begun to separate G. and the ideas. I had no
doubts about the ideas. On the contrary, the more I thought of them,
the deeper I entered into them, the more I began to value them and
realise their significance. But I began very strongly to doubt that it was
possible for me, or even for the majority of our company, to continue
to work under G.’s leadership. I do not in the least mean that I found
any of G.’s actions or methods wrong or that they failed to respond to
what I expected. . . . All work consists in doing what the leader
indicates, understanding in conformance with his opinions even those
things that he does not say plainly, helping him in everything that he
does. There can be no other attitude towards the work. And G. himself
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said several times that a most important thing in ‘the work was to
remember that one came to learn and to take no other role upon
oneself.

At the same time this does not at all mean that a man has no choice
or that he is obliged to follow something which does not respond to
what he is seeking.

Gurdjieff himself had admitted that all teachers worked through their
different specialities; but what, Ouspensky wondered, if these activities
were quite alien to a pupil? He compared his situation to that in which he
would have found himself had he discovered that Gurdjieff had all the time
been leading him toward a religious attitude—the way of the monk. Then,
he would have felt fully justified in leaving the Work. This would not have
been because of any prejudice against the ethics of the monastery, which
might well be superior to his own; but they were not his ethics, and the way
of the monk was not his way. “I had nothing to say against G.’s methods,”
he writes, “except that they did not suit me.” What was the cause of this
disillusionment?

Ouspensky says nothing further in In Search of the Miraculous—which
was completed twenty years before his death. He states bluntly that
Gurdjieff was leading him in a different direction from the one he had at
first seemed to indicate. But whatever he thought about Gurdjieff’s
intentions, he does not say; he disguises his suspicions with the metaphor of
the monastery walls closing about him. Whether this is the whole truth is
another matter, and the inquirer may well decide that further investigation
makes this doubtful; for In Search of the Miraculous is a book whose clarity
is deceptive.

What is clear is that Ouspensky decided after a great struggle to leave
Gurdjieff and begin work independently. He left the community and went
to live by himself. Although he maintained friendly relations with Gurdjieff,
he returned to work on the material which he had begun to arrange in 1911
and which was later published under the title of A New Model of the
Universe. The working title of this book was “The Wisdom of the Gods”—a
translation of the term “theosophy”—and Ouspensky’s reversion to his
former concerns is typical of the effect of Gurdjieff’s teaching on many of
his pupils. Ouspensky was still in search of the miraculous, and still
believed that through it lay his way.

As the political situation grew even more dangerous, it became clear that
the only prudent course was to leave Essentuki. The town had a Bolshevik
government, and Gurdjieff had camouflaged his activities under the Soviet-
sounding title of an “International Idealistic Society.” Cossacks of the White
forces began to raid the railway and eventually to aitack the town itself.
Refugees started to make for Novorossisk across the mountains on the Black
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Sea coast. But Ouspensky hung on, although he had already decided to
head for London where he had originally planned to publish his “Wisdom of
the Gods.” He waited until Gurdjieff himself left Essentuki. “In this
respect,” he wrote, “I had a strange kind of feeling. I wanted to wait until
the end; to do everything that depended upon me so that afterwards I could
tell myself that I had not let a single possibility escape me. It was very
difficult for me to reject the idea of working with G.”

Events made the break for him. Gurdjieff himself was worried by the
threatening conditions which surrounded his group, and particularly by the
danger for his pupils of military age. The Bolsheviks, the White Army, and
partisans of every description were conscripting all the ablebodied men
they could find, and if the war were moving nearer to Essentuki, they must
then be moved out of the combat zone as soon as possible. According to
Gurdjieff s account in Meetings with Remarkable Men, he then decided to
make the escape of his party the occasion for an expedition. He wanted
to find certain prehistoric dolmens in which he was interested, and applied
to the Essentuki Soviet for permission to mount an archaeological expedi-
tion in the mountains. The expedition was to have a secondary aim in
searching for gold. Ouspensky told Gurdjieff that, for washing the gold,
alcohol would be necessary in large quantities. The higher Soviet in
Pyatigorsk was so impressed by Gurdjieff’s application that they not only
provided equipment for the expedition in the shape of tents and tools, but
the alcohol as well. Gurdjieff’s efficiency and his choice of cover for his
escape argue great familiarity with the ways and means of organizing
“scientific” expeditions.

By infiltrating the Soviet passport office, Gurdjieff secured passes for the
_colony. He gave lessons in finding one’s way by the stars and in movement
by night. It was apparent that the trial at hand was not merely one of
physical endurance and good fortune. The journey would be both internal
and external, a mountaineering expedition which was allegorical, yet in
desperate earnest. For the de Hartmanns, who had the opportunity to
emigrate in comfort under the protection of powerful friends, the coming
privations presented real difficulties, especially as Olga de Hartmann was
exhausted by the earlier austerities. The rules which Gurdjieff laid down
were ferocious. Absolute obedience was demanded. Infringements of the
code would be punishable by death. And Gurdjieff placed a large revolver
on the table.

The de Hartmanns already knew something of his methods. But they had
been with their teacher for a very short time compared to some of the other
‘pupils whom Ouspensky watched leave with forebodings. He clearly
:expected that those who had worked with Gurdjieff for the same length of
‘time as he himself had wauld discover identical problems; and to a large
‘extent, he was right. But his hesitations cost him dearly. Gurdjieff’s party
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left at the beginning of August 1918. Ouspensky decided to go to
Novorossisk. A week after Gurdjieff’s departure, raiding Cossacks cut the
railway line. The civil war enclosed Essentuki, and Ouspensky was trapped
with the ten or so pupils of Gurdjieff who had remained behind. “I must
confess I felt very silly,” he writes ruefully. “I had not gone abroad when it
was possible in order to work with G. and the final outcome was that I had
parted from G. and stopped with the bolsheviks.”

History had overtaken him. Like his character, “Leslie White,” he was
trapped in the battle for survival. ““Events’ gave little time,” he wrote, “for
philosophical speculations.” While Gurdjief was riding the wave,
Ouspensky seemed to be temporarily engulfed. This may have been a
blessing in disguise, or it may have been the curse it appeared to be. It
depends on what interpretation is given to his break with Gurdjieff. The
parting from a Man Who Knows, even if the pupil’s ideas are changed out of
all recognition by his period of learning, may be a painful process.
Ouspensky had concluded that Gurdjieff was not the Master for whom he
had hoped. He had partially withdrawn the meaning he had projected into
the relationship, but it was the physical separation which began to make his

choice for him. The outer revolution gave the axis of his inner life another
half-turn.



7

The Traveling Circus

Gurdjieff and his expedition started in two groups from Essentuki and the
nearby town of Pyatigorsk. They traveled in two railway cars which he had
somehow inveigled from the Soviet authorities. After two days, they
reached the town of Maikop, at the edge of the mountains on a branch line
southwest of the main railway from the Caucasus to Tsaritsyn (Volgagrad)
and central Russia. The town was the center of a pitched battle between
Red and White forces, and all their official papers from the Bolsheviks were
useless. Gurdjieff had originally intended to continue by rail from Maikop
to the coastal region near Tuapse, and meant to begin his expedition proper
with a line of march roughly parallel to the sea in a southerly direction. But
“events” made such a plan unfeasible, and for a time, the company halted in
an abandoned farm near Maikop.

They tumbled into an unexpected idyll, for the farm even included a
swimming place in the White River, and they were able to relax sufficiently
to ignore the bullets whistling overhead.

However, Gurdjieff devised means—even in Arcadia—of creating fric-
tion among his followers. The expedition was divided into small parties,
each of which had a member responsible for buying and preparing food for
the others. Then Thomas de Hartmann was ordered to leave his group of
four and to eat with Gurdjieff’s own circle. Olga de Hartmann was left to
cook -first for two other men, and then for just one, whom she did not
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particularly like. Finally she was left to eat alone. The day was filled with
farm work, which provided many opportunities for Gurdjieff’s ingenious
brand of needling. De Hartmann writes of the appointment of a lady to
supervise the grooming of the horses, whose duties did not extend to
helping with the work. “And so, when we were scrubbing away with all our
might, this lady would appear and say: ‘Here you have not scrubbed
enough,” or ‘a little more there.” This was calculated to irritate us but we
would not show our annoyance. Besides, life at the moment was so
wonderful that it was impossible to be angry.”

The battle for Maikop ended with a temporary victory for the White
forces, and Gurdjieff’s party left their oasis for the hills. The day after their
departure Maikop was recaptured by the Bolsheviks. They had escaped
through the last possible gap in the net which had trapped Ouspensky. For
a few days their route lay through populated farmlands before striking up
into the mountains on a southwesterly course which would take them
through sparsely settled highlands and down to the town of Sochi on the
Black Sea.

The journey became adventurous. Every so often they had to show their
papers—whether these were White Russians or Bolshevik depended on
which side of his moustache Gurdjieff twirled. In “The Material Question,”
Gurdjieff reproduces a certificate which entitled him to carry a revolver. On
one side it was signed by the officials of the Essentuki Soviet, and on the
other by a White general in Maikop. Gurdjieff himself marveled at the ease
with which he managed to extricate his party from the various difficult
situations into which they stumbled: “It was not due entirely to my well-
developed ability to discern and play upon the slightest changes in the
weaknesses of the psyche of people in a psychosis of this kind.” But to
followers like the de Hartmanns, who hung upon the Master’s every word,
their good fortune seemed nothing short of “inspired guidance.”

Although the direct influence of the war was left beneath them, the party
encountered danger from the flotsam and jetsam cast up by the conflict in
the hills. They met a monk, fleeing from the Bolsheviks, whose community
had established itself in a cave with as much of its church furniture as could
be salvaged. Once, a group which included the de Hartmanns was
ambushed by bandits with whom Mme. de Hartmann coped resourcefully,
even inducing them to sign a piece of paper stating that they had taken all
useful possessions. The climb through the mountains with their baggage
carried on their backs taught a degree of practicality, even to a collection of
city intellectuals. Toward the end of the grueling journey they did find a
dolmen. Gurdjieff announced that dolmens might once have been road
signs to places of initiation, and asked a party of hunters encountered by the
expedition whether they knew of other monuments ir the area. The answer
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was negative; so Gurdjieff embarked on an experiment. He made some
calculations, and set off through the woods in a precise direction. Sure
enough, another dolmen was found, and a third where Gurdjieff indicated.

At length the scientific expedition emerged on the Black Sea coast at Sochi,
well outside the battle zone. They had a celebratory dinner in a good hotel; and
Thomas de Hartmann, who had finished the trek with his feet all but useless
through septicaemia, had his visions of uninterrupted slumber shattered by a
command from Gurdjieff to rise at six o'clock and feed the horses.

The storm which had been gathering now broke. “In Sochi,” writes
Ouspensky, “the greater part of the company, as I had foreseen, parted
company with G.” Gurdjieff’s own version of events is that “certain
members of the expedition, during what might be called our ‘Way of
Golgotha,” were not equal to the situation, but manifested properties not
corresponding at all to the high aim we had in view; I decided to part with
them . . .” The de Hartmanns say nothing of the cause of this rupture. “Mr.
Gurdjieff suddenly announced that the expedition was finished. He advised
us to make plans for the future as he had no more money to support any of
us.” The result was that only Gurdjieff, Mme. Ostrowsky, the de
Hartmanns, ‘the Stoernevals, and possibly one or two others remained in
Sochi. Members of Gurdjieff’s former Moscow group left for Kiev or
returned to Essentuki, which had been retaken by the White forces.
Among the defectors were P., the engineer, and Zaharoff. The former left
for Maikop, where he became the director of a state school. Zaharoff went
to Kiev, but later moved to Rostov-on-Don.

What was the meaning of this dispersal? Was it that Gurdjieff was simply
tired of his pupils? Or had they ceased to understand and therefore could
not be taught? Perhaps it was a test which the majority of the pupils failed
by demonstrating that they placed a low valuation on the Work. But
perhaps the pupils who left were the ones who understood? Those who
remained were, as Ouspensky said, still “young in the work,” with the
exception of Dr. Stoerneval, and they may still have had a lot to learn.
Possibly Gurdjieff had separated the sheep from the goats deliberately;
possibly his conduct was really insupportable for one reason or another, or
it may be that the money had indeed run out and circumstances dictated a
policy of sauve qui peut. The problem is the same as that of Ouspensky’s
breach with Gurdjieff, and must await a resolution.

In the middle of January 1919, Gurdjieff’s diminished company em-
barked at Sochi for the Georgian port of Poti and so arrived in Tiflis.

The autumn and winter of 1918-19 which Ouspensky passed in Bolshevik-
occupied Essentuki were seasons of great difficulty. “For me and my
family,” he wrote, “things turned out comparatively favourably. Only two
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people out of four got ill with typhoid. No one died. Not once were we
robbed. And all the time I had work and earned money.” He does not say
that he was supporting Sophia Grigorievna, her daughter Mme. Sventitsky,
and Mme. Sventitsky’s two children, a heroic endeavor which earned him
the undying gratitude of his adopted daughter. He became a house porter
and then a teacher at a state gymnasium. When he discovered that the
Bolsheviks had requisitioned all the books in the town, he cowed the local
Commissar, who “was a simple man and began to be almost frightened of
me when I told him that I had written books of my own.” Ouspensky had
himself made librarian and established a library in the school where he had
previously taught. His idea was to preserve the books until better days
when they could be returned to their owners. He fortified himself behind a
large notice reading ESSENTUKI SOVIET LIBRARY and spent his time reading
his collection. One night in January 1919, the Cossacks recaptured
Essentuki for the White Army. The librarian was galvanized into activity. “I
ran round to the school in spite of the firing and tore down the word ‘Soviet’
for fear the Cossacks came and destroyed everything, and so it read simply
‘ESSENTUKI LIBRARY.” And next day I started to hand back the books to their
owners.”

Despite this temporary liberation, Ouspensky was not able finally to
leave Essentuki until June 1919. At this point, the Volunteer Army of
General Denikin was still engaged in the advance it had begun in May, and
conditions in south Russia were temporarily brighter. Ouspensky based
himself in Ekaterinodar—a city he came heartily to loathe—and through
the intervention of Orage in London made contact with Major F. S. Pinder,
the head of the British Economic Mission to Denikin’s forces. Pinder took
Ouspensky on to his staff, even though he had to pay his salary out of his
own pocket. Ouspensky’s duties consisted chiefly of writing press sum-
maries for the British Mission. He moved to Ekaterinodar from Rostov-on-
Don, and from Ekaterinodar to Novorossisk and back again, a weary
pilgrimage up and down the railway line as the fighting swayed to and fro.
Either through Major Pinder or via his own lines of communication,
Ouspensky was by now in fairly regular contact with Orage, who published
in the New Age a series of his “Letters from Russia.” The first is dated from
Ekaterinodar, on July 25, 1919, and is the cri-de-coeur of a man who has
lost hope in the state of the external world:

It is now two years since I last saw THE NEW AGE, and I do not know
what is being said and thought and written in England and what you
know. I can only guess. During this period we here have lived through
so many marvels that I honestly pity everybody who has not been here,
everybody who is living in the old way, everybody who is ignorant of
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what we now know. You do not even know the significance of the
words, “living in the old way.” You have not the necessary perspective;
you cannot get away from yourselves and look at yourselves from
another point of view. But we have done so long ago. To understand
what “living in the old way” means, you would need to be here, and to
hear people saying, and yourself too, from time to time, “Shall we ever
live again in the old way?” . . . For you this phrase is written in a quite
unintelligible language—do not try to understand it! You will surely
begin to think that it is something to do with the re-establishment of
the old régime or the oppression of the working classes, and so on. But
in actual fact it means something very simple. It means, for example:
when shall we be able to buy shoe-leather again, or shaving-soap, or a
box of matches?

Ouspensky was deeply marked by the experience of the political revolu-
tion. His insistence on the chasm between his own hard-won understanding
and the knowledge of the West where conditions were so totally different,
is not merely a literary affectation. The influence of his time with Gurdjieff
is clearly evident in the way he tried to explain why the inexperienced can
never appreciate the nature of the history of crime. “We know too much to
be able to speak to you on equal terms. We know the true relation of history
and words to facts. We know what such words as ‘civilisation” and ‘culture’
mean; we know what ‘revolution’ means, and ‘a Socialist State,” and ‘winter’
and ‘bread,” and ‘stove,” and ‘soap,” and many, many more of the same
kind.” The view of history which he elaborated was of a huge biological
machine. “Nations” and “States” were “big two-dimensional creatures”
which existed in an unreal world of “politics” and “economics.” “We know
now that the whole life of individual men and women is a struggle against
these big creatures. We are able to understand without difficulty that a
Nation is a creature standing on a far lower stage of development than
individual men and women; it is about on the level of the zoophytes, slowly

.moving in one direction or the other and consuming one another.”

In Ouspensky’s mind the System which had served him and his
companions as a sheet anchor through the storms they had weathered,
could explain many of the dementing facts of life in a civil war. He denied
“preparing to set out an esoteric philosophy,” but promptly proposed an
examination of the “life of the great forces” in contemporary Russia. “We
observe primarily,” he commented, “that everything in it acts according to
one general rule, which I may call the Law of Opposite Aims and Results.
In other words everything leads to results that are contrary to what people
intend to bring about and towards which they strive.” This is nothing else
but Gurdjieff’s Law of Otherwise—and in the life of the Great Forces,
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speaking synchronistically, the Enantiodromia of C. G. Jung—and
Ouspensky applied it with substantial effect to show that such factors were
the real arbiters of history, not the will of impotent man. Supporters of the
Great War had not meant to overthrow the monarchy, reformers intended
nothing so little as Kerensky’s fainéance, the liberals did not mean to
encourage Bolshevism. All the independent states which had sprung up
since 1917 were in theory an attractive idea, and no doubt they did not
mean to foster crime and speculation, but. . . .

On his journey from Mineralny Vodi to Rostov and Novorossisk,
Ouspensky had passed through “four States, each with different laws,
different prices, different sorts of police, united only by a single common
quality, namely, that without bribes . . . you cannot go far.” Inflation was
the chief source of hardship, particularly for brainworkers, who did not rank
as “workers” in the new society and whose wages therefore did not keep
pace with rising prices. In Ekaterinodar, supposedly the cheapest place in
Russia, the price of bread had doubled in a fortnight. Ouspensky antici-
pated the disbelief of his English audience.

You will ask how it is possible to live under such conditions. And this is
the most occult aspect of the whole question.

I will answer for myself: I personally am still alive only because my
boots and my trousers and other articles of clothing—all “old
campaigners —are still holding together. When they end their exis-
tence I shall evidently end mine.

By the time of his second letter of September 18, Ouspensky had
obtained copies of old English newspapers and was more than ever
convinced of the utter incomprehension of the world outside Russia. In this
letter, in a third dated September 25, and in two undated letters from
Ekaterinodar which the New Age published in December, he set about
trying to bridge the gap, although with no illusions as to any possible effect.
He did not believe, he wrote, that a single voice could have any effect on
politics. Anyway, he was no politician. And events had long since passed
the point at which anything could be done. “At present, while I am writing
this, a fire is breaking out and spreading over Italy. The reason for this, as
well as for many other things that will happen in Europe, lies in the fact that
when peace was made no decision was taken about extinguishing the fire in
Russia.”

The fire was, of course, the Bolshevik menace, and Bolshevism was a
menace, Ouspensky believed, particularly because the West in general did
not understand—as Russia had earlier not understood—its real nature. He
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rightly guessed that an influential body of Western opinion was laboring in
the grip of an illusion which the Russian intelligentsia had lost in the
autumn of 1917. This was the confusion of Bolshevism with “a socialistic and
revolutionary movement.” “Persons inclined to abstract thinking,” wrote
Ouspensky, “persist in seeing in Bolshevism not what it actually is, but
what it ought to be according to their theoretical deductions.” He
proceeded to enlighten his readers on the history of Russian socialism, and
put forward the sweeping condemnation of Bolshevism which he incorpo-
rated in his A New Model of the Universe. He had begun work on the
revised version of this book the year before his “Letters from Russia”
appeared in the New Age, and in it, there is much of the bitterness of this
period of famine and despair.

In the New Age Ouspensky defined Bolshevism as “the dictatorship of the
criminal elements.” He proposed a new term for Soviet rule to denote its
criminal nature, “something like ‘kakourgocracy’ or ‘paranomocracy.’” The
weakness of the intelligentsia and its belief that Bolshevism was a real
reforming movement had allowed this unnatural phenomenon to come to
power. As soon as the Bolsheviks attained a dominant position, they began
to attack the intelligentsia, who alone could have penetrated and reformed
the movement from within. Ouspensky described with horror how doctors
could not prevent the spread of infection because their actions were
dictated by Soviets of medical orderlies; how the press had been virtually
supplanted by Soviet news sheets; how “science, art, literature were put
under suspicion and were handed over to the watchful control of illiterate
bodies of workmen.” The good of the proletariat excluded the good of
anybody else, and ended by preventing any good at all. Ordinary writing

" paper cost three pounds ten shillings for twenty-seven sheets, all around
were cholera, typhoid, and starvation, and Ouspensky’s thoughts were
already turning in the direction of the Laws of Manu. Although he
published nothing on the subject until 1929, the edition he used appeared
in St. Petersburg in 1913, and A New Model of the Universe cites several
precepts of the legendary Hindu lawgiver which have a definite application
to Ouspensky’s view of Russia during the Civil War:

Verse 31. Chapter 1.
For the prosperity of the worlds he created from his mouth, his
arms, his thighs and his feet the Brahmin, the Kshatriya, the Vaisya
and the Sudra.

Verse 22. Chapter VIII.
A kingdom peopled mostly by Sudras, filled with godless men and
deprived of twice-bgrn inhabitants, will soon wholly perish, stricken
by hunger and disease.
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The “Letters from Russia” expressed the desperation of the times, and
Ouspensky was not wholly free from the more panic-stricken speculations
which led some White Russians to the delusion of conspiracy-theory
politics. He saw a devilish German plot behind the Communist successes in
China. He made strange and desperate statements like the one about Mrs.
Pankhurst: “The personal staff of the advocates of Bolshevism is also a
peculiar thing. It consists in its greater part of neurasthenics. . . . The
Bolshevik literature was brought over to England by Mrs. Pankhurst. There
are names that always mean a lot.” And more sinister still—although in all
fairness to Ouspensky it should be said that he appears never to have been
an anti-Semite—was the reference to “the right to live,” “i.e., a written
certificate authorising you to reside in any particular place—a measure
which used to be applied before to Jews—{which] is now a rule for
everybody. I do not know whom we have to thank for such a brilliant
solution of the problem of personal rights, but facts remain facts.”

The scars caused by the desolation of 1919 never completely healed, and
the essentially gentle Ouspensky preserved a hatred for Bolshevism which
was all but fanatical. As he wrote his letters to Orage in London, things
were going from bad to worse. Allied aid was being withdrawn, and
Caucasian partisans were making life difficult for the White forces, which
were eventually reduced to about eight thousand men against the sixty-
thousand-strong Red Army. Corruption, neglect, debauchery and drunken-
ness sapped the officers. At the beginning of winter, General Wrangel
informed Denikin that his army had ceased to exist as a fighting unit. About
the same time, Ouspensky described the White headquarters at the filthy
and disease-ridden town of Ekaterinodar as “the most God-forsaken place
one can imagine.”

The year since Ouspensky had parted from Gurdjieff had produced
internal as well as external changes. In Ekaterinodar he decided that he had
“acquired a strange confidence, one which I could not define in one word.”
This was a confidence in the complete insignificance of “the self which we
usually know.” Behind this petty creature of the imagination, Ouspensky
felt the presence of “another I” which would be able to surmount the
appalling disasters which some of his friends had had to face. Two years
previously, he wrote, Gurdjieff had asked him whether he could not feel a
“new I” inside him, and he had been forced to answer no. Now he did feel
the presence of this “I” and knew that it existed definitely as the result of
his work with Gurdjieff, not because of greater experience of life. In
ordinary circumstances, the customary domination of all the irritating small
“I's” went on; but given a big challenge, Ouspensky felt that his new
individuality would be able to meet it. A definite result had been attained.

In the midst of the squalor and the sickness, Ouspensky gathered around
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him a small group and gave a series of lectures on Gurdjieff’s System and
“the things from ordinary life which lead up to it.” He discovered an
amount of interest which set him thinking. The ideas “obviously answered
the needs of people who wanted to understand what was taking place both
in them and around them.” The engineer P. came to see him in
Ekaterinodar, and Ouspensky tried to improve his “negative frame of
mind” by emphasizing the distinction which he himself now made between
Gurdjieff and the ideas. Gurdjieff had tried to persuade P. to join him in
Tiflis; but, like Ouspensky, the engineer resisted Gurdjieff’s attempts to
lure him back into the fold. Ouspensky’s own reasoris for refusing to go to
Tiflis were partly the huge material obstacles and partly the “very real”
difficulties which had confronted him in Essentuki. “My decision to leave
G. had cost me very dear and I could not give it up so easily, the more so as
all his motives were to be seen.”

By the time winter had begun in earnest, the only considerations which
meant anything were those of survival. The Volunteer Army was disin-
tegrating. In December, Wrangel began his long retreat on Rostov-on-Don,
in which over 200,000 people died. As the military headquarters moved to
Rostov, Pinder’s Economic Mission moved too, taking with it Ouspensky.
In Rostov he met several former members of the St. Petersburg group and
also A. A. Zaharoff, who was completely disillusioned with the Work. The
two friends shared quarters in the overcrowded city, and Ouspensky’s
conversations with Zaharoff seemed to lift the mathematician out of his
depression. Once again Zaharoff’s feelings altered, but he was apparently
unable to follow Ouspensky in distinguishing the Work from the person of

its teacher. He began making plans to get through to Gurdjieff in Tiflis.

© The pair of them were living in a barn near Rostov when they were
visited for two weeks around Christmas by Carl Bechhofer Roberts
(1894-1949), a talented and irrepressibly cheerful writer connected with
Orage’s New Age. He had met Ouspensky in India, possibly at Adyar, and
again in St. Petersburg at the outbreak of the war. Bechhofer Roberts had
translated some of Ouspensky’s articles for the New Age, and was surveying
the situation as a freelance journalist. He received a rude awakening into
the rigors of life in a country at civil war:

Ouspensky showed me his possessions. They consisted of the clothes
he was wearing (principally a rather ragged frock-coat. a remnant of
former fortunes), a couple of extra shirts and pairs of socks, one
blanket, a shabby overcoat, an extra pair of boots, a tin of coffee, a
razor, a file and whetstone, and a towel. He assured me that he
considered himself exceptionally fortunate to have so much left. On the
next day we transferred our belongings to a new dwelling he had
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discovered for us. This consisted of two small rooms over a kind of
barn . . .

While staying there, Bechhofer Roberts managed to obtain a quantity of
coal, and the three celebrated with vodka, manufactured by Ouspensky—
much to Zaharoff’s dismay—from some neat spirit he had found in the barn,
adulterated with orange peel. A hilarious conversation ensued during which
Ouspensky told stories of his youth in Moscow. Bechhofer Roberts
introduced an unwelcome note of sobriety into the proceedings by
wondering where they would all be in a month’s time. Both Russians turned
on the English journalist, and told him that the uncertainty of the times
made it impossible to guess. A month later, Bechhofer Roberts entered in
his diary the answer to his question: “I am at Novorossisk, writing this.
Ouspensky is, I believe, at Ekaterinodar, trying to get his wife away to the
comparative safety of the seashore. I do not know if I shall ever see him
again, or where. Zaharov died three days ago of small-pox, contracted at
Rostov at the very time when we were living with him. And the Bolsheviks
are at Rostov.”

The year which ended so disastrously for Ouspensky in the north Caucasus
had begun quite favorably for Gurdjieff in the south. By the end of 1918,
the Turks had withdrawn from Georgia, and the collapse of Germany led to
the evacuation of German troops in the Transcaucasus. The small nations of
Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan noisily obtained their independence.
When Gurdjieff and his little party arrived in Tiflis in January 1919, the
population of the Georgian capital—already a melting pot of races—had
long been augmented by streams of refugees from the fighting. Bechhofer
Roberts reached the town fifteen months later, and observed that it had
“become a centre for what was left of Russian society. One found the
strangest people there. Poets and painters from Petrograd and Moscow,
philosophers, theosophists, dancers, singers, actors and actresses. Paul
Yashvili, the leader of the younger Georgian poets, was once moved, after a
hearty meal, to climb on a chair in the Café International, in the chief
boulevard of Tiflis, and declare, in a loud voice, that ‘Not Paris, but Tiflis, is
the centre of the world’s culture.’”

Olga and Thomas de Hartmann were two of the additions to the cultural
life of Tiflis. Olga had a trained voice and began to sing in the Opera, while
her husband became Professor of Composition at the Conservatoire. Their
connection with the theater resulted in a meeting which was to have
considerable consequence for the spread of Gurdjieff’s ideas. The scene
painter for the first operatic production in which Thomas de Hartmann took
part was an artist called Alexander de Salzmann, whom de Hartmann had
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met in Munich, and whose wife Jeanne was a teacher of Dalcroze
Eurythmics.

Alexander de Salzmann was born in Georgia in 1874. His family was of
Baltic origin and his father had been a Councillor of State. The son’s youth
was eventful and is said to have included a kidnapping by brigands; but as
de Salzmann’s joker-like temperament rivaled Gurdjieff’s in the practice of
making fictitious claims about his personal history, we should beware of
taking every such story literally. Another trait he shared with his Master-to-
be was versatility; the French writer Michel Random described him as
“enthusiastic about everything . . . as interested in Chinese script and
calligraphy as in Sanskrit, as in studies in rhythm and music, as in canons of
proportion and investigations into the Golden Number.” Carl Zigrosser
remembers him at the end of the 1920s:

His face with its weather-beaten skin, sunken cheeks and gaps and
stumps of teeth, was not easily forgotten. He told me that he had lost
his teeth through a fall from a cliff in the Caucasus Mountains when he
was chief forest ranger to some Russian Grand Duke. Fortunately he
fell into a tree and saved his life. In spite of his artistic sophistication,
there was something wild and savage in him, a breath of his native
Caucasus perhaps, in his taste in food, in the primitiveness of his
personal wants. His method of shaving was simplicity itself: he took a
dry razor and scraped his face. Even this was a concession . . .

After studying in Tiflis and Moscow, de Salzmann left Russia for Munich
.where he worked for many years as an artist and became friendly with Rilke
and Kandinsky. De Salzmann became a member of the Jugendstil group,
and contributed copiously to the periodicals Jugend and Simplicissimus. In
its early numbers, Jugend rarely carried fewer than eight of his drawings or
paintings a year. De Salzmann used an extraordinary variety of styles which
embraced a mannered Art Nouveau, grotesquerie, caricature, and a
superbly blatant posterlike technique. By late 1909 his output in Jugend
had fallen off considerably, and in 1911 he left Munich for Hellerau near
Dresden, where Emile Jaques-Dalcroze (1865-1950) had founded an
institute for teaching his system of Eurythmics. At Hellerau, de Salzmann
developed another of his many talents. He was in charge of lighting the
extremely advanced theater designed by the architect Tessenow, and
invented for the purpose, a unique system of diffused lighting which
captivated, among others, Paul Claudel.

One friend of Claudel thought that the playwright had been bewitched by
de Salzmann, and to Jagues-Dalcroze he seemed “a real artist!” He was
something of an enfant terrible. Conceiving a dislike for Hegener, the
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German translator of Claudel’s play, L’Annonce faite ¢ Marie, de Salzmann
proposed a walk in the forest to resolve a dispute about the production.
There he had tied Hegener to a tree and returned to direct rehearsals to his
own satisfaction. At Hellerau he met his wife, Jeanne Allemand, who was a
pupil of Jaques-Dalcroze and, like him, from Geneva. In 1914 the couple
left Germany for Moscow, where de Salzmann’s system of lighting was in
use, and by 1919 the fortunes of war had brought them back to Alexander
de Salzmann’s birthplace.

Some time after he and de Hartmann renewed their acquaintance at the
Tiflis Opera, a conversation took place between them and their wives about
the necessity of a spiritual director. This resulted in the de Salzmanns’
introduction to Gurdjieff, who was impressed. “He is a very fine man,” he
is reported to have said, “and she—is intelligent.”

Jeanne de Salzmann, who was only twenty-two or twenty-three, was
schooled by the Dalcroze Method and very much in love with Art. In her
attempts to write, she began to find that all her ideas seemed to derive from
what she had read elsewhere; that when honed down, there was only a
scrap which originated in her personal inspiration. She examined the works
of the great masters to see where their secret lay. But the great composers
and the great writers turned out on inspection to be in their degree as
derivative as herself. Why had man so little he could call his own? Her
disillusion with the human creative powers which she had idolized became
acute—and suddenly here was Gurdjieff, a teacher who could explain
exactly why man could do nothing of himself.

For a decade longer a few torches would glimmer on the shrine of the
great god Art. But the days of his worship were numbered, and the bubble
containing the first fine enthusiasms of the turn of the century, when artists
became mystics and strove for the Absolute, had been pricked by the First
World War. The visionary time had passed, and the visionaries were
growing tired. Life had so definitely triumphed over art—and to prove the
horrors of this vile dominion, Rheims Cathedral lay in rubble and the Cloth
Hall at Ypres was burned—that it became increasingly difficult to believe in
the new world which the new art had hoped to inaugurate. The alternatives
appeared to be either an immersion in “events” or a withdrawal from them;
and to those of a quietist disposition, Gurdjieff’s teaching had a direct
appeal. As Gurdjieff himself wrote, “among the inhabitants of Tiflis, many
people had been deeply affected by the change in their conditions of life
and felt the need to turn to other values.” Some version of Jeanne de
Salzmann’s problem was to strike many intellectuals after the War, and
events in Tiflis foreshadowed Gurdjieff’s future success.

Gurdjieff arrived one day in Mme. de Salzmann’s class to watch her
pupils pursue the search for rhythmical beauty according to the system of
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Dalcroze. He was invited to demonstrate his “sacred dances” and the
movements he had taught at Essentuki. Gurdjieff lined the girls up and
made them practice military turns, which he said were an essential
preliminary to any work on “Sacred Gymnastics.” Curiously, the class took
to it, and Gurdjieff’s movements formed a part of the Dalcroze pupils’ next
public demonstration. Then Gurdjieff decided that there must be a second
performance, which was to consist entirely of his movements with no
Dalcroze at all. Rubbing salt in the wound, he directed Mme. de Salzmann
to tell her pupils that they would all be paid. To the Dalcroze students this
was the last straw, and about two-thirds walked out, but somehow, enough
were persuaded to take part. “With those who are left,” Gurdjieff
announced, “we’re going to be able to work.”

During the summer of 1919, the de Hartmanns traveled and gave
concerts. Gurdjieff returned to his favorite trade as a carpet dealer. His
brother Dmitri arrived from the north with the news that most of the val-
uables which the group had left hidden in their house at Essentuki had
been discovered and either destroyed or dispersed. Olga de Hartmann was
sent on a hair-raising solo journey to recover what she could. The
expedition was doubly frightening because—regardless of the high proba-
bility that she would not return—she had never before even walked
unaccompanied in the street. She went, fortified by a box containing a pill
which Gurdjieff said was to be taken in case of grave necessity, and soon
returned to Tiflis having managed to salvage two of Gurdjieff’s carpets and
a few personal possessions. She realized that neither the carpets nor her
own effects were important: “They were just a pretext to have me thrown
alone into life, to see how I could manage in conditions far more difficult
‘than anyone, even Mr. Gurdjieff, could imagine in advance.”

In the autumn of 1919, Gurdjieff’s small group—the Stoernevals, the de
Hartnanns and the de Salzmanns—gathered in Tiflis. Gurdjieff’s carpet
business had apparently prospered so well that he could now afford to give a
more permanent form to his activities. Newly independent Georgia was
intensely chauvinistic, and well disposed to offer support for vaguely
cultural movements which were assumed to confer status. Gurdjieff
directed his pupils to puzzle out a name which would describe his proposed
establishment. “Afterwards it was clear to me,” writes Thomas de
Hartmann, “that Mr. Gurdjieff had decided on this name some time earlier,
but . . . he forced us to look for it, pushed us, tried to bring us closer to the
main thought, till this word emerged. Finally, we had the name. . . . It
was: the Institute for the Harmonious Development of Man.”

- Gurdjieff sent a prospectus for his Institute to Ouspensky in the north
Caucasus. This made his former disciple “very thoughtful indeed.” On its
cover, Gurdjieff’s face was encircled by the enneagram. The prospectus



176 THE HARMONIOUS CIRCLE

stated that Gurdjieff’s system was “already in operation in a whole series of
large cities such as Bombay, Alexandria, Kabul, New York, Chicago,
Christiana, Stockholm, Moscow, Essentuki, and in all departments and
homes of the true international and laboring fraternities.” The subjects
studied were said to be “gymnastics of all kinds (rhythmical, medicinal and
others). Exercises for the development of will, memory, attention, hearing,
thinking, emotion, instinct, and so on.” OQuspensky found attached to the
prospectus a list of specialist teachers, which included his own name, as
well as those of P. the engineer, and Joukoff, another disaffected pupil.
None of the three had any intention of going to Tiflis at all. Ouspensky
himself resisted Gurdjieff’s invitation to join him. “I realised, of course,
that it meant that G. was obviously obliged to give some sort of outward
form to his work . . . I also realised that behind this outward form stood the
same thing as before and that this could not change. I was doubtful only of
my own ability to adapt myself . . .”

Ouspensky had already made his separation between the man Gurdjieff
and his ideas. Now he made another between the form and the content of
Gurdjieff’s teaching. He considered the idea of the Institute for the
Harmonious Development of Man to be of merely incidental significance.
And despite all his misgivings about the eventual outcome of Gurdjieff’s
altered tactics, he was prepared to overcome them for the sake of a—still
obscure—common cause. He was “confident,” he writes, “that I should
soon have to meet G. again.”

In Tiflis, the house where Gurdjieff and his immediate followers were
living rapidly became too small for the crowd of pupils who wanted to take
part in the movements, so Gurdjieff extracted a promise from the Georgian
authorities to provide a building for his work. The fulfilment of this
undertaking was perpetually delayed—until de Salzmann published a
cartoon of Gurdjieff and his followers cast upon the streets. The result was a
sizable house with a hall for the movements.

A piano—deliberately not a good one—was acquired for de Hartmann to
play. The members of the Institute were set to making furniture to seat
sixty people. Every evening the movements took place. A pattern was
emerging, which grew familiar in the days of Gurdjieff’s Institute at the
chateau du Prieuré. Later Carl Bechhofer Roberts even thought that “to
one who like myself knew the baby institute at Tiflis, there is little new
about Fontainebleau.” As Ouspensky saw, Gurdjieff seemed now to be
basing his efforts on “art”—although he might well have added the category
of manual labor.

The theatrical connections of the de Hartmanns and the de Salzmanns
dictated another outward form of activity. Gurdjieff was given a room in the
Tiflis Opera, and he announced that they would begin work on his ballet
The Struggle sf the Magicians, which had been advertised in St. Pe-
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tersburg. He began to dictate the scenario, and his followers started work
on the staging. De Salzmann designed a stage set, and de Hartmann wrote
the music for the first act. For the second act, Gurdjieff began to whistle
music which de Hartmann took down. It was clear that there was no real
prospect of staging the ballet, as the income of the Institute could not even
have financed costumes. What then was the point? Work. The Institute
itself, the movements, the project for the ballet: everything was intended to
provide a matrix for “work on oneself.” The ethic is embodied in de
Hartmann’s story of how Gurdjieff made a dummy supposedly for use in
The Struggle of the Magicians. At one point in that magical battle, the
scenario calls for the dummy to glow with light and fade. Gurdjieff
contrived the effect with a rheostat he had made himself; but the morning
after having demonstrated his ingenuity, he was discovered by Mme. de
Hartmann smashing the dummy with an axe. “We have made it,” he told
her, “so we do not need it any more.”

Christmas 1919 was celebrated in humble style by Gurdjieff and his
followers. The Institute failed to cover its expenses, and no one had any
time left from Gurdjieff’s strenuous program to earn money. Meanwhile,
even in Tiflis, which had at first seemed a sanctuary, conditions of life were
unsettled. The Georgian government was expert at nothing but malad-
ministration and linguistic confusion. In 1919 it had issued banknotes in
denominations between 50 kopecks and 500 roubles. By the beginning of
1921, the face value of currency was anything up to 100,000 roubles. When
in the spring of 1920 Gurdjieff let his Institute dissolve, it was clear that if
he were to continue his work, it would have to be abroad.

Before his activities moved into a new phase, he was visied by Carl
Bechhofer Roberts, who had escaped from Rostov-on-Don a week before it
feel to the Red Army on January 11. He passed through Ekaterinodar and
requisitioned a room for Quspensky and his family if they succeeded in
leaving Rostov. He covered the melancholy retreat of the White forces to
Ekaterinodar and Novorossisk on the coast, observing with horror the
corruption and chaos of the emigration, the bribery which alone secured a
passage by regular steamer, the incompetence with which the official
embarkation was administered. “However,” he noted, “a lot of decent
people did get away, Quspensky and his family (rescued with difficulty from
a suburb of Ekaterinodar) among them.” Ouspensky was more fortunate
then his benefactor, Major Pinder, who had been captured by the Red
Army in Rostov and condemned to death. The sentence was, however,
never executed, and in the spring of 1920 Pinder was able to visit Gurdjieff.
Around April, Bechhofer Roberts reached Tiflis also. He carried a letter of
introduction from Ouspensky to the man from whom the writer had not yet
quite been able to escape.

Bechhofer frequented Bohemian circles which he entered through the
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friendship of the Georgian poet, Paolo Yashvili. One" afternoon he found
himself sitting at a café with Yashvili and a collection of poets, sculptors and

emigré politicians; with them was “a curious individual named Georgei
Ivanovitch Gurdjieff.”

He had a circle in Moscow in the old days, and many members of it had
followed him to the Caucasus in 1917 and wandered about with him
ever since. He was still surrounded by this entourage of philosophers,
doctors, poets and dancers. He was not exploiting them; on the
contrary, several of them were living on his diminishing means. And
by them all he was esteemed, almost worshipped, as a guide to the
eternal mysteries of the universe. . . . He was a man of striking
appearance. Short, dark and swarthy, with penetrating and clever
eyes; no one could be in his company for many minutes without being
impressed by the force of his personality. One did not need to believe
him to be infallible, but there was no denying his extraordinary all-
round intelligence.

Bechhofer had been afraid that Gurdjieff would “talk theosophy” to him,
but was relieved to find that his new acquaintance was content to show him
around Tiflis. Together they went to “many obscure restaurants, Georgian
and Persian, where we ate appetising food in sometimes unappetising
surroundings.” Gurdjieff’s gastronomic expertise summoned up “unac-
customed and piquant dishes” for his English guest, and Bechhofer was
treated to a luxurious hour or two in a bathhouse run by a “tall, bearded
Persian” where the guests lay in stone basins of sulphurous water and were
soaped and massaged by the attendant.

In the evenings Bechhofer sometimes dropped in at the Institute for the
Harmonious Development of Man to watch rehearsals for The Struggle of
the Magicians. Gurdjieff was quite open about the provenance of his ballet.

The dances, he declared, were based on movements and gestures
which had been handed down by traditions and paintings in Tibetan
monasteries, where he had been. The music, also, was of mysterious
tradition. He himself could not play a note, and knew nothing of
composition; but the academician who interpreted his ideas assured
me that he had learned more of the theory of music from Georgei
Ivanovitch than in any of the schools. The decorations and costumes

were also the work of Georgei Ivanovitch; he had even painted and
sewn them himself.

Although Bechhofer later called one of Gurdjieff’s Tiflis lectures “a vapid
and half-hearted affair,” this was not really changing his tune; for the
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Gurdjieffhe had met and accompanied to restaurants and the baths was not
the teacher but the Greek Armenian enjoying the pleasures of his native
land. Bechhofer had been sadly disillusioned by his experiences with Indian
Mahatmas, and Paul Selver of the New Age circle described him as
invincibly prejudiced “against all forms of higher thought.” The Gurdjieff
he found in Tiflis was the homme sensuel.

But was this any more the “real” Gurdjieff than the puritanical Master
whom other witnesses describe? The only other outside report of Gurdjieff
in Tiflis in 1919 is a hazy reference contained in an attack by the Catholic
Roger Bezault who claims to have information from an acquaintance who
knew Gurdjieff in this period. “In Armenian circles themselves,” Bezault
writes, “Signor Gurdjian [sic] did not rejoice, on the moral plane at least, in
an enviable reputation.” What this implies is a matter for guesswork; yet if
there is any substance in the allegation, it is merely another example of the
equivocal appearance which Gurdjieff displayed to the outside world.
What, anyway, was morality? He had explained to Ouspensky in St.
Petersburg that in his view morality was a relative affair, except for a man
who was “working on himself.” Then moral questions resolved themselves
according to whether or not an event helped him in his struggles.

The values of the Work were the only admissible standards. What served
the aims of the Work was good, what hindered, evil. The individual disciple
had to decide how he should react to Gurdjieff’s apparently capricious or
cruel conduct. The single assumption required of him was that he should
remember that, in all cases, the Master acted for his benefit. So how do we
take Bechhofer’s report that when he left Tiflis, Gurdjieff was growing
“weary” of his pupils and looked forward to a journey to Europe or to the
East without them? Is this another case of the going to Persia with which he
had frightened the de Hartmanns? The task of the pupil, as Thomas de
Hartmann understood it, was to stick to Gurdjieff whatever the cost,
making use of the unpleasant parts of the experience for “work.” But this
did not mean that it was always clear when to obey or when to disobey the
Teacher’s command. In the spring of 1920, Gurdjieff suddenly began to act
toward de Hartmann in a hypercritical and imperious fashion, and ordered
him to abandon the work with the Moscow Art Theatre which had become
his livelihood. De Hartmann decided that he could not possibly give up his
only source of income—that the test here was of his ability to make a logical
decision for himself, not of whether he could obey his Master’s every word.
He continued his association with the Theatre, whose personnel Gurdjieff
affected to despise, and at a concert de Hartmann gave in Tiflis, he was not
surprised to see Gurdjieff in the audience and to hear his favorable
verdict—although the entire staff of the Moscow Art Theatre was present.
The increasing difficulties of life around him again forced Gurdjieff to
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move. Georgia was not attacked by the Bolsheviks until the beginning of
1921, but the perpetual misgovernment of the country and the incessant
squabbling with the neighboring—and equally bellicose—countries of
Armenia and Azerbaijan, had ruined economic life and made physical
survival problematic. Distributing his capital among his followers in the
form of carpets, Gurdjieff set off for the Black Sea port of Batum. For a
second time, it was an expedition on foot; and as always, Gurdjieff made use
of the hazards of the route to drive his points home. For example: there
were four horses which the men usually handled. Once there appeared a
large cleft in the ground, one particularly difficult to negotiate while leading
an animal. A horse was taken from its male keeper and given to Mme. de
Stoerneval—who had just given birth to a son in Tiflis and was in any case
not greatly taken with the Work—to lead around or over the obstacle under
Gurdjieff’s gaze.

When the traveling circus reached Batum, about thirty people took ship
for Constantinople, where they arrived in June 1920. Almost immediately,
Gurdjieff and his companions were again in desperate straits; for the
precious carpets which were to serve instead of worthless Georgian
currency as negotiable funds had almost all been confiscated en route by
one of the many makeshift armies which roamed the Caucasian states.

Constantinople was not the easiest of cities for a refugee. About the time of
Gurdjieff’s arrival, the British General Harrington was reporting to
Winston Churchill in London that “the streets of Constantinople are
crowded with Russians—all without money.” The crowds which concen-
trated on the former Russian embassy were “literally starving.” The flow of
emigrants had been in progress since the defeat of General Wrangel at the
beginning of 1920, and among those who had been some months in
Constantinople was Ouspensky. He was living with his family in one of the
refugee camps on the Princes Isles in the Bosphorus, supporting himself by
tutoring in mathematics and teaching English to Russian exiles. He had also
started a series of lectures on Gurdjieff’s ideas at the Russky Mayak, or
White Russian Club, in Pera, the European quarter of Constantinople. Not
for the last time, Gurdjieff found a group of people prepared by Ouspensky
to cooperate in his designs.

Once more Gurdjieff threw himself into commercial undertakings. He
mentions the sale of a ship and a deal in caviar. He also returned to his
activities as a “physician-hypnotist” which involved him in an improbable
relationship with a Turkish pasha who was determined that his son should
become a champion wrestler. The de Hartmanns began to earn money by
giving concerts. In the intervals wrested from the struggle for existence,
Gurdjieff attended to the group which Ouspensky had formed and—in
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obedience to his resolve to forget “all former difficulties”—had made over
to his Master on his arrival from Batum.

Ouspensky devoted himself to helping Gurdjieff prepare to open an
Institute in Constantinople. The relationship was interesting and satisfying
for him, but it continued with mounting unease; and there is some evidence
that Gurdjieff already enjoyed a generally sinister reputation in émigré
society. Boris Mouravieff met him at this period and observed one of the
schemes he devised for making money for his Institute. This was to
associate with it a celebrated clairvoyant who was married to a Russian
diplomat. “From the first contacts,” claims Mouravieff, “she refused
peremptorily to have anything to do with him.” Mouravieff implies that
some darkly occult motive lay behind the lady’s refusal to cooperate, but
says no more about why Gurdjieff seemed to be making his bow in the role
of Black Magician.

He clearly intended to continue the pattern begun in Tiflis. In the
months before his Constantinople Institute opened in the autumn of 1920,
work resumed on the scenario of The Struggle of the Magicians, and once
more Ouspensky and the others were made to rack their brains in the
service of the Master’s intentions. Ouspensky has described how they spent
awhole night translating a dervish song for the ballet. “This translation took
the form of G. recalling the Persian verses, sometimes repeating them to
himself in a quiet voice, and then translating them for me into Russian.
After a quarter of an hour, let us say, when I had completely disappeared
beneath forms, symbols and assimilations, he said: ‘There now, make one
line out of that.””

- . The composition which resulted contains a statement of the Laws of

- Seven and Three, together with an affirmation of the sacredness of all points
of view, It is twenty-two lines long, and to this day it remains unfinished. In
the ballet the dervish sings this hymn to the fountain of his gnosis in the
hubbub of an Eastern marketplace, and a stage direction breaks in where
Gurdjieff and Ouspensky were unable to cudgel their brains any further to
conceal the missing ending in the brouhaha round a quack doctor.

The ballet itself is not really a ballet, but more of a symbolic play with
Gurdjieff’s movements and music. From one point of view, it is the purest
melodrama; but from another, The Struggle of the Magicians has a certain
beauty irrespective of its effectiveness in stage terms. The first act takes
place in a crowded Oriental town, where the rich and satiated noble Gaffar
falls in love with the heroine Zeinab. In the second act it appears that
Zeinab is the pupil of a White Magician whose pupils study the cosmoses—
‘the “worlds” of Gurdjieffl—and whose symbol is the enneagram. His pupils
perform Gurdjieff’s movements. In the third act Gaffar’s infatuation reaches
a point where he is persuaded to call in a Black Magician to overcome the
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stubbornness of Zeinab. Next, the audience is shown'the cave of the Black
Magician, whose pupils are ugly and deformed and who dance in a frenzied
and uncontrolled fashion. The Black Magician casts a spell on Zeinab
compelling her to submit to Gaffar, but in the last act, the White Magician
magically destroys his evil counterpart and forces Gaffar and Zeinab to
come to him. They arrive like zombies and are aroused by the Magician. A
great reconciliation takes place with a final benediction from the White
Magician and a prayer to the Creator to help men to avoid involuntary
actions.

In Gurdjieff’s terminology there is no “magic” in the sense of leaping the
bounds of natural law. But someone who has overcome mechanicalness and
can do consciously—is a real magician. “Black Magic” Gurdjieff defined as
“a falsification, an imitation of the outward appearance of ‘doing.’” In this
way the Black Magician and his pupils are the hollow replicas of the White.
The White and Black schools also represent the struggle between the forces
of mechanicalness and the will to be. What has happened to Zeinab when
she succumbs to the spell of the Black Magician is that she has fallen back
into the machine state and is reacting automatically. Gurdjieff intended that
the same pupils should dance the parts of the pupils of both White and
Black Magicians. Although Ouspensky possessed a text, his followers rarely
performed the play because Mme. Ouspensky disapproved of the move-
ments of the Black Magician’s school. On the other hand, Gurdjieff himself
once seriously frightened at least one American pupil by forcing her to
perform the depraved antics of the Black corps de ballet.

Despite the stimulus which Ouspensky derived from working with
Gurdjieff again, his doubts about their association were rekindled. “Gradu-
ally,” he records, “the same difficulties arose before me as in Essentuki,”
and so as not to hinder Gurdjieff, he returned to the Prince’s Isles.
Although he had withdrawn from all active cooperation, he continued to see
Gurdjieff, and they went together to visit the Mevlevi dervishes. Gurdjieff
explained that the whirling dance was an exercise based on counting, like
the movements he had started to teach at Essentuki.

After giving Gurdjieff a couple of months to establish himself, Ouspensky
resumed his lectures in the Russky Mayak, where his audience soon
reached such proportions that he needed a larger room. Through-another
émigré—an aristocratic Tolstoyan—Ouspensky approached an English lady
named Mrs. Winifred Beaumont for the use of her drawing room. A young
British officer called John G. Bennett was at that time living with Mrs.
Beaumont, whom he later married. Ouspensky’s meetings sounded to him
like “pandemonium.”

Bennett’s name will recur in the story of Gurdjieff and Ouspensky. He
was born in 1897 and, after service in the First World War, found himself
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by 1921 head of a section of British Intelligence in Constantinople and in
the thick of international intrigue. The account of the period which he gives
in his autobiography, Witness (1962), must have been discreetly glossed
over, for later, he admitted that his first introduction to the name Gurdjieff
came in a notification from the Government of India that a notorious
Russian agent was on his way. His original version was that he had been
invited to meet a mysterious occultist and explorer by a Theosophically
inclined friend, the Turkish Prince Sabaheddin. The young intelligence
officer had recently become interested in hypnotism and was preoccupied
with theories of a fifth dimension, both topics admirably suited to
Gurdjieff’s unusual point of view. Gurdjieff explained various hypnotic
phenomena as control exercised over the finer substances in nature, and
endorsed Bennett’s guess that his fifth dimension was the dimension of free
will. Such free will could only be attained in this present life, he continued,
and if Bennett wanted to attain this higher state he must start to work for it
now. However, it is more than likely that a professional interest in the
former Tsarist agent preceded Bennett’s intellectual absorption in his
philosophy. :

At all events, he attended a session of the Institute in Pera. He watched
the pupils, dressed in white with colored sashes, perform movements,
including the one known as “The Initiation of a Priestess.” Then Gurdjieff
gave the “Stop” exercise in an impressive and dramatic form:

Everyone lined up at the back of the room while Hartmann played a
series of chords. Gurdjieff shouted an order in Russian and all the
dancers jumped in the air and rushed at full speed towards the
spectators. Suddenly Gurdjieff in a loud voice shouted “Stop!” and
everyone froze in his tracks. Most of the dancers, being carried by the
momentum of their rush, fell and rolled over and over on the floor. As
they came to rest they became rigid like people in a cataleptic trance.
There was a long silence.

Another visitor to the Institute in Pera was the German writer, Alphons
Paquet, who recorded his impressions in his book, Delphische Wan-
derungen. Paquet (1881-1944) is not well known outside Germany. He was
a Quaker and a poet in the tradition of Whitman. In the years before 1921,
he had published several books on Russia and the Revolution, and was now
on an expedition through Turkey and the Balkans in an effort to escape the
“atmosphere of pessimism and occultism” in Germany, and in the hope of
recovering some inspiration from the clarity of classical Greece. Strolling up
the hill at Pera one day, he noticed the signboard of the Institute for the
Harmonious Development of Man. While peering at this intriguing
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comehither, he was accosted by a voice speaking with the broadest of
Munich accents. It was Alexander de Salzmann, whom he had known in
Munich before the war. That evening Paquet was introduced to the
Institute.

It was in the ground floor of a maze-like house swarming with Russians.
I got to know the Director of the school, a Caucasian who in the course
of journeys lasting several years in the mountainous lands of Central
Asia, visited monasteries and learned the rituals, dances and knowl-
edge of the monks. This man maintained that the home of wonders was
not India. He talked of the Pamir highlands, of which the West
scarcely knows the names, and of whose marvels the explorers will
never tire of telling. I watched the dances, which his pupils practised
in this shabby, black-and-white-tiled hall; there were scarcely several
dozen men and women. . . . In the curriculum of this Institute there
were lectures from the traditions of Asian schools on religious myths,
on rhythm, on the Law of the Octave, on the science of numbers and
everything that has to do with the Cabala and the magical arts. Here
one learned an interpretation of the remarkable stone monuments
known as dolmens which stretch in an enormous belt from the central
parts of Asia through the Caucasus, South Russia and Poland, over the
northern moors to Scandinavia and England; which can be found in
Brittany, in the Pyrenees, and North Africa, and end their pattern in
Egypt; the secret symbols of an enlightened race from Bactrian and
Atlantean prehistory—forgotten by astronomy and geology. . . .

The Pera Institute did not last very long. Once more political conditions
looked threatening. As Gurdjieff wrote, “The wiseacring of the Young Turks
began to have a peculiar smell,” and the ringmaster had seen his show
stopped too often to commit himself prematurely. At the beginning of the
summer of 1921, Gurdjieff closed the Institute. His best-qualified pupils
were placed in charge of groups in Asiatic coastal districts. Gurdjieffhimself
began planning to move to Germany, which seemed to him, “owing to its
central position and cultural level,” to provide the most hopeful field for his
activities. Undoubtedly the connections of the de Salzmanns influenced this
choice, and judging from his later remarks about the Depression in the
United States, Gurdjieff may well have picked on Germany because of the
prevailing conditions of material hardship.

He tried to persuade Ouspensky to come, but Ouspensky—probably
with the conventional White Russian prejudice against the Germans—had
no wish to join him, and in June had a stroke of luck which made it possible
for him to act independently. Out of the blue there arrived a check for
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royalties for an American translation of Tertium Organum, made without
his knowledge while Russia had been cut off during the Civil War.
Ouspensky replied to his unknown publisher, one Claude Bragdon,
thanking him for the translation, but protesting that Tertium Organum was
“to a certain extent my weakness.” He asked whether Bragdon could help
him and his family to reach England or the United States. This was beyond
the American’s powers, but a second stroke of luck was in store. On May
14, 1921, Bragdon, in Washington, received a cable from Viscountess
Rothermere, the wife of the powerful English press baron. It read: TERTIUM
ORGANUM INTERESTS ME PASSIONATELY. DESIRE VERY MUCH TO MEET YOU
IF POSSIBLE. LEAVING ENGLAND END OF MONTH. Lady Rothermere
followed up her enthusiasm with a visit to Quspensky’s publisher, which
resulted in a cable of 100 pounds to Ouspensky in Constantinople and
another of Lady Rothermere’s telegrams to the author of the book which so
engrossed her. This one read: DEEPLY IMPRESSED BY YOUR BOOK TERTIUM
ORGANUM WISH MEET YOU NEW YORK OR LONDON WILL PAY ALL EXPENSES.

There remained the problem of visas. These were hard to secure for
refugees, and eventually J. G. Bennett used his authority to obtain the
necessary permits. He was unable to perform the same service for
Gurdjieff, who was probably still dogged by his reputation as a spy. Not
until August were Ouspensky’s papers at last in order; and by that time,
Gurdjieff had reached Germany.

Gurdjieff’s party arrived in Berlin in the early summer of 1921. It
included the de Salzmanns, the de Hartmanns, and Mme. Ouspensky with
her daughter and grandchildren. The Stoernevals had béen sent home to
Finland to sell their property, and rejoined Gurdjieff somewhat later in
Berlin. A large hall was hired in the suburb of Schmargendorf as a
temporary headquarters, and Gurdjieff started to travel through Germany
to inspect various possible sites for establishing an Institute. The period
which the traveling circus spent in Berlin lasted until June 1922 and seems
to have been something of a hiatus in the development of Gurdjieff’s
activities. Thomas de Hartmann was “sure that when we arrived in Berlin
even Mr. Gurdjieff did not know what would occur there and in which
directions we would have to turn our efforts.”

Gurdjieff’s activities in the latter half of 1921 dissolve into the shadows of
general statements. There are some stray pieces of evidence which suggest
that Gurdjieff’s ideas did filter through to German mystical circles. In a
draft of his Third Series, written in the mid-1930s, Gurdjieff talks of a group
of followers in Bavaria; nothing else is known for certain of these followers.

- Gurdjieff’s party arrived in Berlin as one small group of refugees in the
immense exodus from Soviet Russia. The capitals of the Russian emigration
were initially Berlin and Paris, and to a lesser extent Munich and Sofia. The
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Russians brought with them the mystical traditions of their homeland and a
hatred of Bolshevism which was often couched in terms of religious
fanaticism. All too often this was coupled with a paranoid distaste for Jews,
who were seen as the representatives of the new materialist society which
had overturned Holy Russia. It is well known that the notorious anti-
Semitic forgery, The Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion, was brought
from Russia in the baggage of White officers. Defeated Germany—as
Alphons Paquet observed—was itself riddled with occultism of every
description, and also inclined to manufacture conspiracy-theories which
blamed the Jews for the evils attending the defeat of the Fatherland.
Disgruntled émigré politicians of the Russian right wing found a ready
hearing in Germany; and Munich in the early 1920s saw a notable instance
of this combination when Alfred Rosenberg and other refugees from the
Revolution gathered around the circles—including Sebottendorff’s Thule
Bund—which preached a mystical nationalism. So much is perfectly true.*
It is therefore well within the bounds of possibility that Gurdjieff’s ideas
did interest some Germans whose eyes were fixed on what they imagined to
be spiritual values. It is even possible that his ideas penetrated to the Nazi
hierarchy. Hitler, Himmler, and Hess were all mystics of one or another
description—Rudolf Hess was a devotee of Rudolf Steiner—and among
Alfred Rosenberg’s contacts in the Russian emigration, there were doubt-
less several who had heard of Gurdjieff. I have examined in detail much of
the evidence relating to Nazism and the occult and found no support for the
idea that Gurdjieff had any direct contact with any of the more prominent
Nazis. There is, however, one consistent rumor which is far removed from
notions of an occult conspiracy and is even fairly likely. This is that Alfred
. -Rosenberg attempted to practice the ideas of Gurdjieff.
 Ihave myself talked to a former Nazi party member who once lived in the
same house as Rosenberg and who confirmed that Rosenberg was interested
in the ideas of Gurdjieff with the words, “that was his private study.” More
than this he did not know. However, there is a further piece of evidence
contained in an attack on Rudolf Steiner by Gregor Schwartz-Bostunitch.
Schwartz-Bostunitch was an émigré who had been born Grigori Bostunitch
in Kiev in 1883. In Russia he published articles on Rasputin and
Freemasonry, and, after the Revolution, fled to Germany where he decided
that he was an Aryan, changed his name to Schwartz-Bostunitch, and soon
became the chief Nazi propagandist against occultism, Anthroposophy,
Freemasonry, and the Jews. A talent for personal survival led him to switch
allegiance from Rosenberg to Himmler, and he ended his career as an SS
Standartenfiithrer. He was beyond doubt lunatic, and had more than

*For a discussion of Russian and German occultism and their conjunction after the First
World War, see my The Occult Establishment (La Salle, Illinois: Open Court, 1976).
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dabbled in the cults like Anthroposophy which he later attacked. In his
pamphlet, Doktor Steiner ein Schwindler wie keiner (1930), he claims that
“my first Teacher in esoteric matters—that was in the Caucasus in
1917-18—warned me against Steiner.” Possibly there were other esoteric
teachers in the Caucasus in 1917, but it seems probable that Bostunitch is
referring to Gurdjieff, who roundly condemned all “theosophism,” “an-
throposophism,” and other occultisms as teachings which helped to deprive
man of the small percentage of genuine humanity he had contrived to
retain.

If this is so, there is a strong possibility that the ideas of Gurdjieff were
brought to Rosenberg either by Bostunitch himself, or by similar characters
in the underworld of the Russian emigration. Rosenberg might, of course,
have made contact with the ideas in Russia, or through his first wife, Hilda
Leesmann, who was herself a dancer and a pupil of Jules d'Undine, a friend
of Dalcroze. It is probable that Rosenberg did belong to Gurdjieff’s elusive
Bavarian group, but there is nothing to show that he made contact with the
ideas when Gurdjieff was touring Germany in 1921—he might not have
become interested until Gurdjieff’s German visits began in the late 1920s.
And, it is doubtful whether any other of the Nazi leaders—with the possible
exception of Hess—would have had the impulse or the application to attend
to Gurdjieff. The activities of Gurdjieff remain in the unmapped hinterland
of the Russian emigration—where almost anything might have happened.

In later years Gurdjieff was always extremely sensitive about offending
the police. His circumspection extended to the most scrupulous observation
of the rules governing the amount of fuel in automobiles entering Paris, and
it is unlikely that an émigré in a precarious position and with a dubious past

imould risk being deported by associating with subversive politicians.
“Gurdjieff's chief German contacts were probably with the circles of artists
and intellectuals who were attracted to his ideas like moths to a candle, and
the single episode of which we know anything before the spring of 1922
‘reveals him in just such a situation.

His quest for a permanent home led him to the Dalcroze Institute at
Hellerau near Dresden, where the de Salzmanns had worked before the
war. The choice of the lavishly equipped buildings of the Dalcroze Institute
must have been prompted by the de Salzmann connection, but Hellerau
would anyway have been an ideal site for attracting attention to his ideas.
The little town preserved some of the atmosphere of the days of hope
before the war; but the prophet Dalcroze had departed, and the colony of
Progressives was left without a leader.

Jaques-Dalcroze’s system of “Rhythmische Gymnastik”—anglicized “Eu-
tythmics”—is designed to develop a sense of rhythm in children by training
them to express a musical line with their limbs. Upton Sinclair called it
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“music made visible” and described how “with your arms you kept the
time; a set of movements for three-part time, another for four, and so on.
With your feet and body you indicated the duration of notes. . . . You
would learn to analyze and reproduce complicated musical structures;
expressing the rhythms of a three-part canon by singing one part, acting
another with the arms, and a third with the feet.” At Hellerau—notably in
the performance of Gluck’s Orphée which Sinclair describes in his novel
World’'s End—Dalcroze achieved not only a reeducation of his pupils, but
impressive artistic effects.

In this atmosphere Jeanne de Salzmann had worked as a rhythmician and
Alexander de Salzmann achieved his extraordinary lighting effects. But the
dynamic quality of the prewar colony—it seems to have been scarcely less
ecstatic than that other center of the Progressives on Monte Verita at
Ascona—was not of this world. Upton Sinclair’s World’s End incorporates a
telling parable of the Dalcroze Institute’s isolation from everyday reality.
On a plain below Hellerau, Sinclair writes, was “an exercise ground of the
German army.” The drilling and maneuvering which took place daily were
ignored by the devotees of Dalcroze as irrelevant to the Utopia “of
cultivated and gracious aesthetes in which they were preparing to pass their
days.” But field-gray and cannon triumphed over Greek tunics and the
symphony orchestra. At the outbreak of war in August, the Hellerau
Institute was turned into a hospital. Next month, Jaques-Dalcroze signed a
petition organized by Geneva intellectuals against the German bombard-
ment of Rheims Cathedral. For his part, he decided not to return to
Germany; and on theirs, the German critics, who had once showered him
with praises, became rather scathing about the work of a man they regarded
as a turnooat. ~

For some time the Dalcroze buildings lay derelict, until they were leased
to three separate establishments: a less ambitious Dalcroze school, a
German high school run by Karl Baer, and a school run on Progressive lines
by A. S. Neill, the founder of Summerhill. The poet Edwin Muir arrived to
teach there in March 1922, soon after Gurdjieff’s appearance. He found a
climate of “new ideas” and an expectation of a “new life” which was to result
from “the simple exercise of freedom.”

Hellerau itself had turned from being a craftsman’s Utopia into a refuge
for what would now be called radical chic: “government officials from
Dresden and faddists of all kinds had settled in the place.” In the vacuum
left by the absence of Dalcroze, all sorts of prophets made their appearance.
Muir remembered how, sitting one evening in a garden, “I saw a tall
handsome man in flowing robes, a fillet round his head, passing majestically
with a beautiful subservient young woman on either side. I never saw him
again, and hardly know whether he was a visiting prophet or an apparition.”
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If Gurdjieff had succeeded in establishing himself at Hellerau, he might
easily have swept the board of such trumpery magi and given a new
conception of “freedom” and “unfreedom” to the Progressive educators—
he would in fact have attacked the people who were to show most interest
in his ideas from within one of their own most hallowed citadels. The coup
was evidently worth taking trouble over. “Finding this house and its
installations more or less suitable for the founding and further development
of the headquarters of the Institute,” Gurdjieff wrote, “I resolved to acquire
the compleie establishment.” What then took place has remained shrouded
in Ouspensky’s hints of “strange events ... which ended in legal
proceedings.” The sole traceable witness of the affair is the late A. S. Neill:

There was a big Krach [row] but in German which I hardly knew then.
Karl Baer and a few others and I made a Vertrag [agreement] with the
owner of the Dalcroze Anstalt I think for five years occupation. Then
G. came along and told the owner, Harold Dohrn, that he wanted the
building. Dohrn agreed to give it to him in spite of our lease. We said
we would fight it by law, and Harold then came round to our side. The
story went that G. took him to law in Dresden and in court Dohrn said
G. had hypnotised him, saying that his, G.’s work was of greater
importance than ours. G. lost the case.

The legal records are not available, but the facts are not in dispute.
Against a legally binding agreement, Dohrn was persuaded to lease his
property to Gurdjieff, and when he came to himself, he claimed he had
been hypnotized. Dohrn might have been trying to find an excuse for
conduct which he had belatedly realized was indefensible; but in view of
‘Gurdjieff’s known skill as a hypnotist, it seems likely that he was telling the
truth. If so, this obliges us to look again at Gurdjieff’s repeated declarations
about the oath he had taken to refrain from using his hypnotic powers.
Either he was lying when he described this oath to his pupils, or he was
lying when he gave them to understand that he had kept it. In Glimpses of
Truth he is represented as warning his pupils to take nothing on trust; and
it was an injunction which might usefully have been taken to heart by some
of the Westerners who gravitated into his orbit.

Gurdjieff’s stay at Hellerau was not entirely without results. He failed to
acquire his building, but he captured some of its inmates. Some of
‘Dalcroze’s best rhythmicians were still at Hellerau, and several, including
Jessmin Howarth and Rosemary Lillard, were so impressed by Gurdjieff’s
movements that they abandoned Eurythmics to follow the new Master. At
Hellerau, there were few signs of the far-reaching changes once dreamed of
by Dalcroze—who had hoped to induce in each rhythmician a clear
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perception of “what he really is.” Gurdjieff would have found it child’s play
to adapt the occult vision of self-mastery which had served in Russia to a
less superstitious setting, and present his System as a method of attaining
the goals which Eurythmics had failed to reach.

Some hints of the magician’s aura, the habit of a master of novices,
increasingly the subfusc of the psychologist—all these accoutrements
belonged to the “Gurdjieff” who materialized in Europe in 1922. But his
outer garments were those of the teacher of dancing, and the successful
conversion of the Dalcroze rhythmicians probably decided him on this
disguise. The terms in which his teaching was described in the prospectus
for the Institute at Fontainebleau—and therefore the way in which his
English and American pupils first perceived the Master—owed a lot to the
brief adventure of Hellerau.

The variety of Gurdjieff’s changing forms and the subtle differences in
the way his teaching was presented leave the inquirer confused as to the
consistency of his methods. The strange dynamic of the man never alters,
but presents itself at different periods as a mission to the occultists, a
mission to the intellectuals—and now, at his entrance to Western Europe,
as a mission to the Progressives, with Gurdjieff as a Meister des Urseins who
will return humanity to the state of grace before the Fall. He is playing
quite a number of roles at any one moment: the big role of the Teacher, the
small immediate role which is designed to produce a particular effect on a
particular pupil, and a generalized role to ensure a relationship of meaning
with the whole milieu in which he chances to be operating. The confusing
side effects of this method were not ignored by Gurdjieff, who could make
use of them to enhance his mystique. As he says at the end of the first
chapter of Beelzebub’s Tales, “with a signature there must be no joking”
and so halts the pen about to set his name on paper. Then being “very, very
careful,” he writes not a name but a number of descriptions.

He who in childhood was called “Tatakh”; in early youth “Darky;” later
the “Black Greek”; in middle age, the “Tiger of Turkestan”; and now,
not just anybody, but the genuine “Monsieur” or “Mister” Gurdjieff,
or the nephew of “Prince Mukransky,” or finally simply a “Teacher of
Dancing.”

But despite the fluidity which his changes of role allowed him,
Gurdjieff’s progress through the world as a teacher accumulated form. In
Russia his role as magus had been conveniently broken by the Revolution,
and it is Ouspensky’s writings which have preserved a record of this act of
the play. When he detached most of his pupils from him after the
expedition across the Caucasus, when Bechhofer Roberts found him



THE TRAVELING CIRCUs 191

apparently weary of his disciples in Tiflis, could this have meant exactly
what it seems to mean? Was Gurdjieff in fact trying to divest himself of the
pupils who, as it were, had played a role in one production and would be
mere extras or impossible to cast in the next? To Quspensky the program of
the Tiflis Institute had seemed to “caricature” Gurdjieff’s work; but his
understanding of that work had been influenced by his director’s previous
production. Although no doubt similar truths are hinted at in The Tempest
and Peter Gynt, there are critics who respond more readily to Shakespeare
than to Ibsen. No one will object if they announce this fact; only if they
claim that Ibsen ought always to have written like Shakespeare.

On the other hand, a successful theatrical director can have his failures,
and may indeed lose his touch altogether.

Historical circumstances ensured that when Gurdjieff made his ap-
pearance in Western Europe, the earlier forms of his work still hung like a
ghostly chrysalis about him. He had not succeeded in ridding himself of all
his pupils and most probably only wished to dispense with the minor
characters. Gurdjieff’s Method demands that the teacher have assistants;
and most of his general staff had already collected. Dr. Stoerneval was still
with him from the early days in St. Petersburg, the de Hartmanns from
Essentuki, the de Salzmanns from Tiflis. But there were others—less close
to the Master and sometimes less capable of understanding his intentions—
who remembered the earlier stages of Gurdjieff’s work with which they had
been connected. And so, there inevitably grew up around the invisible
Master a cocoon of visible form—not merely the form in which he
happened at any given time to be working, but the form in Time, the Long
Body of the Work, the oeuvre of all past productions.

.. His search for a suitable framework for his activities had halted for the
moment at the Tiflis conception of an “Institute.” Institutes—like that of
Dalcroze—were very much the fashion. Gurdjieff’s Institute was at first
taken at its face value by his English converts—although it bore a puzzling
complexion. His public entry to Western Europe was as mysterious an affair
as his arrival in Moscow, and the long period waiting in the wings in
Germany was forgotten. His past was as unknown to his English pupils as it
had been to the Russians; the myth of Gurdjieff had not yet had time to
grow, and the glyph was only just beginning to elaborate itself. Once more,

for his pupils, he was the invisible man, although to conceal his “tail’—the
Long Body of his Work—he needed the agility of a Beelzebub.






PART

2

Beelzebub and his Grandchildren

These ordinary three-brained beings, who acquire information
about every kind of genuine cosmic fact exclusively only thanks to
their being-Partkdolg-duty, are more competent than the Angels or
Cherubim with their prepared Being, who though perfected in
Reason to high gradations, yet as regards practical confrontation
may appear to be only such Individuals as our always respected
Mullah Nassr Eddin defines in the following words:

Never will he understand the sufferings of another who has not
experienced them himself though he may have divine Reason and
the nature of a genuine Devil.

—Beelzebub’s Tales to his Grandson
(my italics)

When I die you will find Gurdjieff written on my heart? Yes? No?

—Ms note (undated) of Jean Toomer
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1

The Maestro of the Musical Glasses

Gurdjieff’s initial success in the West was not brought about by the impact
of the man himself nor by the forbidding intellect of Ouspensky, but by the
personal magnetism of A. R. Orage. The pleasure and the intellectual
stimulus Orage gave his friends denote a character of an unusual sort;
however, this surface charm is the most difficult aspect of his personality,
for it makes him singularly elusive. Like Gurdjieff or Ouspensky, he was
the type of man who acquires disciples, but unlike them, he made his
disciples his friends. They were sometimes blind to his faults, many of
which arose from the facility with which he charmed his listeners, and
despite the chorus of praise which arose after his death, his career was
never smooth.

Orage was a seducer. Himself seduced by an apparently endless series of
causes and intellectual fashions, he seduced these causes to an Oragean
purpose. He made disciples not only in esoteric matters but in literature,
politics and economics, with theories which were never his own, but all of
which he animated. He was an editor of genius, because he possessed, in
the words of the Freudian pioneer, Dr. David Eder, “the gift of returning
another’s halting, half-expressed ideas with a force, a completeness that
made one receive it as a word from Heaven.”

:.Orage is remembered in Europe as the editor of the weekly paper, the
New Age, in which he published—often for the first time—such writers as

195
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Ezra Pound, Richard Aldington, John Middleton Murry, and Herbert
Read. Its contributors liked to consider it “the papér for those who write
the others,” and the giants of the literary establishment like Shaw, Wells,
and Chesterton were as content to write for it without payment as were the
pygmy hopefuls. Of the editor, T. S. Eliot said that he was “the best literary
critic of that time in London,” and despite the limited circulation of the
New Age and the equally limited circle of contributors, Orage undoubtedly
exercised an important influence on English letters in the early years of this
century.

In America a different and more restricted impression of Orage remains.
He is thought of as a guru pure and simple, one of the esoteric pantheon:
thus in a list of psychedelic beatitudes, Timothy Leary thanks “William
Blake and A. R. Orage for Alan Watts.” Critics of Orage tend to praise the
editor and condemn the guru. “How could he have fallen for such mumbo-
jumbo?” asks John Gross in his The Rise and Fall of the Man of Letters.
“The thought of him spreading the word of Gurdjieff among rich discon-
tented New Yorkers is a profoundly depressing one. And what is the point
of having the finest critical intelligence of the day if you devote it to
expounding the cosmology of All and Everything?” Such a verdict makes
the mistake of assuming that Orage’s interest in the “mystical” could be
separated from his other concerns. It was a mistake not made by those who
knew him, even if, like Ezra Pound, they did not share his preoccupations.
“I had no interest in Orage’s mysticism and am unqualified to define it,” he
wrote in T. S. Eliot’s Criterion after the death of Orage. “I was thankful he
had it simply because it kept him in action. . . .”

Alfred Richard Orage was born in 1873 in the Yorkshire village of Dacre
near Bradford. He was the last of four children, and his father died at the
age of forty, only a year and a half after the boy was born. The family was
left in difficult circumstances, as William Orage had lost his farm in
Cambridgeshire and gambled or drunk away his money before moving to
Yorkshire to become a schoolmaster. The youngest son may have inherited
from his father some of the famous charm together with the freebooting
qualities observed by Shaw when he described Orage as a “desperado of
genius.” But the most obvious influence on Orage’s character was the
experience of his childhood poverty in the Cambridgeshire village of
Fenstanton where the family returned soon after the father’s death.

The Orages of Fenstanton liked to suppose themselves of Huguenot
origin—although the name had been anglicized to rhyme with “porridge.”
It was probably Bernard Shaw who started the more modish pronounciation
with a French stress. Orage was later known even to close friends by his
surname alone, and it became a sure passport to failure if someone
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presumed to call him “Alfred.” Even the “Richard” was an addition at his
confirmation, based on his schoolboy nickname of “Dicky” and replacing
the original “Alfred James.” In this juggling with names and in his later love
of anonymity—most of his contributions to the New Age were signed with
different sets of initials—may lie a clue to understanding the man. As his
reaction to Ouspensky was to show, one of Orage’s great fears in practicing
the Gurdjieff Method was that he might discover that everything he had
assumed to be himself—the artist, the editor—was not his real self at all.
Not because he was ashamed of his early privations but because he had
loathed them, the charismatic intellectual Orage—"whose very name was
the Storm,” as Chesterton wrote—submerged the memory of Dicky Orage,
the poor scholar of Fenstanton.

Howard Coote, the son of the local squire, marked the boy out as a pupil
of promise in the class he taught at a Non-Conformist Sunday School. Coote
allowed him the run of his library, introduced him to the works of Ruskin,
Carlyle, Matthew Arnold, and Morris—who left their ponderous traces all
over Orage’s less accomplished prose—and subsidized his education after
the age of fourteen. Under Coote’s supervision, Orage acquired French and
Italian, both of which he read with fluency, although despite the long
periods he spent in France, his spoken French never lost its execrable
accent. The young man’s zeal for self-improvement led him to study
drawing and to trudge the ten miles into Cambridge to art college. In the
village school at Fenstanton, he so outshone his fellow pupils that a special
prize was set aside for him to prevent his competitors from becoming
demoralized. Eventually he was appointed pupil-teacher, and the Coote
family paid for his training as a schoolmaster proper at Culham College near
.Oxford. In 1893 Orage left Fenstanton for a teaching job in Leeds which the

Cootes had found for him.

About this time he met his future wife, Jean Walker, a student at the
Royal College of Art. They were not to be married until 1896, and their
friendship was sustained chiefly by correspondence. According to his
‘biographer, Philip Mairet, Orage’s decision to marry cost him the support
‘of his patron, who objected to the marriage as putting a stop to a promising
career. But there were additional reasons for the quarrel. Coote himself had
married and had a son, whom he proclaimed a future Prime Minister of
-England. All Fenstanton knew that Orage’s hopes were blighted; and later
Orage himself used wrily to end the story with the reflection, “Ce sont les
‘premiers pas qui Coote.”

Orage had thus to abandon his hopes of a Cambridge education. He
remained to the end of his days a don manqué, and during the decline of the
New English Weekly, he was debating with himself the possibility of getting



198 THE HARMONIOUS CIRCLE

a job at Oxford or Cambridge. In the event, the intellectual world he
entered was of a peculiar kind, and Orage became a leading exponent of its
tradition of thought.

The most superficial part of this world was its Socialism. Orage became
involved with openair political meetings in Leeds and worked for a time
with the Independent Labour Party. He met Tom Mann and other
Socialists; Mairet dates Orage’s real break from the life at Fenstanton from
his arrival at his mother’s funeral wearing a tie of a revolutionary red.
Orage’s politics seem to have put him in disfavor with the educational
authorities; but in the main he was interested in what his friend Holbrook
Jackson called “Socialism, not Socialists,” and his Socialist phase repre-
sented the first stirrings of rebellion, the emergence of the thinking man. It
also coincided with his marriage to Jean Walker and his escape from the
tutelage of Coote. In any case, as Orage himself wrote in 1926, “Socialism
was not then either the popular or unpopular vogue it has since become;
but it was much more of a cult, with affiliations in directions now quite
disowned—with theosophy, arts and crafts, vegetarianism, the ‘simple life,’
and almost, as one might say, the musical glasses.”

On all these tympani Orage learned to play with scintillating effect. It was
the age of Fabianism, of anti-vivisection, of Rational Dress; of William
Morris and craftsmen’s Utopias; of Nietzsche and the Superman; above all,
of the occultists. In England the Theosophical Society combined H. P.
Blavatsky’s occultism with the emphasis placed on social reform by her
successor, Annie Besant. It was an atmosphere in which Ouspensky would
have been perfectly at home. The influence of this milieu remained
surprisingly strong up to the 1930s and produced a sort of intellectual—
D. H. Lawrence and Charles Williams are two other examples of the type—
who remained isolated from the mainstream of thought in London or the
universities. Orage was not the only thinker to have received his further
education at Theosophical hands; what was remarkable was the speed with
which he came to dominate his field of activity and the critical mind which
refused to become the slave of Tibetan Mahatmas.

Orage had no particular religious upbringing. His mother was not
religious, and his attendance at the Non-Conformist Sunday School does
not appear to have produced any extraordinary piety. “I remember,” he
wrote in 1907, “years ago boo-ing through the keyhole of a Methodist
meeting in which a Revivalist was singing, ‘Where is my wandering boy
tonight” And I remember the Revivalist boupding to the door and
shouting: ‘Get away, you little fiend!"” But he clearly had a natural bent for
mystical and esoteric works which his marriage to Jean Walker greatly
strengthened—as his wife herself was a keen Theosophist. About 1896
Orage became a member of the Theosophical Society and soon created
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consternation by what the neophytes considered his “destructive” tenden-
cies and an unorthodox enthusiasm for Plato and the Mahabharata.
Before long Orage felt descending on his shoulders the folds of the guru’s
mantle. His first personal forum outside Theosophical lecture platforms was
a small “Plato Group” in Leeds which met weekly for several years. From
* the point of view of some of his listeners, Orage might just as well have
talked about gardening, for in Holbrook Jackson’s words: “The attraction
was ultimately Orage, not Plato, or Nietzsche, or Blavatsky, or whatever it
might be at a particular moment. He used philosophy as the jumping-off
place for the display of his own powers and personality.” Orage’s personal
magnetism began to attract devotees, and his long-boned, handsome
physique did nothing to put them off. Holbrook Jackson remembers him as
he was in 1901:

In appearance Orage was tall and at that time slim and dark-haired. He
dressed conventionally, except for a soft felt hat, then unusual, and
probably an indication of social and aesthetic revolt. He had an aura,
and impressed so much by his presence that you forgot details, even
the vague birthmark which broke into his complexion like an irregular
sunburn, and seemed to become deeper when he was bored or out of
humour. . . . You expected a man who looked like that to talk
well. . . . Even his small talk was fascinating.

Jackson, who loathed the “yoga-stricken mugwumps of Leeds,” was not the
only person to comment on Orage’s “aura”—and his eyes. The Nietzschean
Anthony Ludovici, who first met Orage in London in the late 1900s, noticed

I was struck then, as I never ceased to be struck every time I met
Orage, by the intense intellectuality that radiated from every part of
“his being, particularly, of course, his eyes. A curious disparity between
‘the latter, whether in their pigmentation or form, only served to
.enhance the uncanny expression of resolute and penetrating wizardry
which always suffused his face when he was speaking, and many a
defeated debater must have left the bewildering man’s presence with

an uncomfortable feeling of having been routed as much by what he
had seen as by what he had heard.

Orage’s mental fireworks often had miraculous results. Jackson noted
their invigorating effect on diffident young men. “And women in his
presence were liable to develop what Marchbanks in Candida calls ‘Prossy’s
complaint.”” But not until Holbrook Jackson himself appeared on the scene
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did Orage find the larger platform from which to -approach his willing
devotees.

In 1901 the two men met in a Leeds bookshop. Jackson had lived for a
year in the town, where he was involved in lace manufacture. He was about
the same age as Orage and like him found the lack of mental stimulus
depressing. An immediate friendship sprang up, and a week after their
meeting, a torrent of conversation was unleashed, which culminated in
Orage’s expounding the Bhagavad Gita to Jackson, and Jackson preaching
on texts from Nietzsche. Orage lent Jackson the Gita, and Jackson riposted
with Thus Spake Zarathustra. “Next morning,” remembers Jackson, “he
walked from his cottage at Chapel Allerton to mine at Headingley with a
new light in his eye. He had spent the night with Zarathustra,” and the
time for action had come—and the Leeds Art Club was born.” Nietzsche
had supplied the keystone for Orage’s first synthesis, and Orage “went over
the top.” “We all developed supermania. He wanted a Nietzsche circle in
which Plato and Blavatsky, Fabianism and Hinduism, Shaw and Wells and
Edward Carpenter should be blended, with Nietzsche as the catalytic. An
exciting brew.”

The Leeds Art Club was the cauldron in which the mixture simmered.
The precise ingredients were a matter of dispute among the more
Theosophically inclined Orage, the Fabian Jackson and a third collaborator,
A. J. Penty, an architect whose researches into the medieval guild system
were to have significant political results. Later the Arts Club was stated to
have “no written object,” and at its foundation in 1903 the terms were
already beautifully loose. Its members were to “affirm the mutual depen-
dence of Art and Ideas. The separation of beauty from use, or use from
beauty, proves in the long run disastrous to both; and only their union in a
single clear purpose can restore to us the value of either. To this end it is
necessary that real and enduring standards should be created anew . . .” To
begin their revolution in taste, the Club held exhibitions of arts and crafts,
provided a gathering place for kindred spirits and arranged open meetings
in the Leeds Museum to which eminent figures—including Yeats, Chester-
ton and Shaw—were persuaded to come. The more intimate proceedings
were dominated by Jackson and Orage, who shared, for example, a series of
Friday evening lectures in April and May 1905, at which the topics were
distributed as follows:

“Imaginary Portrait: The Superman as Saint”
Holbrook Jackson

“Sentimentalism, Romanticism and Realism”
Alfred Orage
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“Art and Conduct”
Holbrook Jackson

“The Principles of the Arts Club”
Alfred Orage

The Leeds Arts Club possessed a library largely assembled by Orage, and
as its premises also housed the local Fabian Society and Theosophical
Society, the collection reflected the whole scope of his interests. Members
of one society were quite likely to belong to another or all three. Mary
Gawsthorpe, a suffragette who was a member of the Arts Club and later
contributed to the New Age, recalls in her autobiography, Up Hill to
Holloway, how one afternoon in the clubrooms, as she cast about among the
shelves, she stumbled unwittingly from social reform to Annie Besant on
karma. Regardless of how famous they later became, Mary Gawsthorpe
found the members of the Club “as unique, as distinguished a group then,
.then not later in their lives, as I have met anywhere since. Not easy mixers,
not peppy, not pollyanas, not smart, not merely brainy, they had an
unmistakable quality of being mature mentally, even then, over thirty years
ago. It was stimulating, refreshing, and nourishing to be a member of the
Leeds Art Club circa 1904.” The music and drama critic Gerald Cumber-
land was another member of Orage’s audiences. He was less certain of the
quality of his companions, which was apt to fluctuate, particularly on the
occasions when Orage lectured “rather dangerously” on Nietzsche:

His gospel, always preached with his tongue in his cheek, that every man
and woman should do precisely what he or she desires, acted like heady
‘wine on the gasping and enthusiastic young ladies who used to sit in rows
worshipping him. They wanted to do all kinds of terrible things, and as
Orage, backed by “that great German,” Nietzsche, had sanctioned their
most secret desires, they were resolved to begin at once their career of
licence. They used to “stay behind” when the lectures were over, and
‘question Orage with their eyes, and it used to be most amusing and a little
pathetic to listen to the gay and half-hearted insults with which Orage at
once thwarted and bewildered his silly devotees.

He had in those days a wonderful gift of talking a most divine
nonsense—a spurious wisdom that ran closely along the border-line of
rank absurdity. The “cosmic consciousness” of Walt Whitman was a
great theme of his, and Orage, in his subtle devilishly clever way,
would lead his listeners on to the very threshold of occult knowledge
and leave them there wide-eyed and wonder-struck.

This idolatry could not but have its effect on someone of Orage’s
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temperament. If he was a seducer, it was not only with ideas. Nietzsche and
the rebellion against Victorianism had something to do with it, as did the
Arts Club which became a center for what Philip Mairet calls “not a little
flouting of conventions and libertarian experiment.” But Orage himself was
at least as much the cause as the atmosphere he had helped engender. “He
wasted his substance in talking and falling in love,” wrote Holbrook
Jackson. “He allowed himself to fall in love too often in those early days
both in Leeds and London, and until he learnt how to canalise his passions
his work suffered.” Later Orage was to list “Falling in love,” as his
recreation in Who's Who, but apparently even in Leeds he had recognized a
“scattering of force” which resulted from his frequent affairs. Jackson recalls
a suggestive incident on the beach at Whitby, when unexpectedly he came
upon Orage making a bonfire of poems and love letters.

How seriously to take his Don Juanism is uncertain. Mary Gawsthorpe
records a visit to the Orage’s tiny house in the Potternewtons at Leeds. She
was at that time engaged, and Orage knew her fiancé as well as herself.

This did not prevent him from suddenly drawing me to him as I
prepared to go. Without any warning and before I knew it, he had
pulled me to him and had said, “Kiss me.” I have heard the theory that
“there is no seduction” discussed with warmth, but I shall stoutly
declare however, that if there is such a thing as the spirit of the thing
that must have been a perfect example, for I was led, and in spite of all
laughs to the contrary, to do exactly what Orage asked, or commanded,
that is, I kissed him.

This innocent or unconscious response, the reader making the
choice, was accompanied by something so arresting I could not fail to
take note of it. Swift as lightning, the taker of the kiss gave a little
laugh, an elated, triumphant laugh.

It may be thought that this tells us more about the prim and prudish
atmosphere of Leeds than about the motives which swayed Orage. But the
question remains: underneath the urge to assert himself, was Orage really
looking for a more ideal love—or a correct understanding of love? It is
significant that his best-known exposition of Gurdjieff’s ideas is an essay on
the topic.

The marriage of Orage and Jean Walker was childless, and Jean—who
had been used to living in more expansive surroundings than their cramped
cottage—found the strain of poverty hard to bear. As Orage became more
and more widely known as a Theosophical lecturer and the moving spirit of
the Leeds Arts Club, the pressure of his adoring acolytes had a bad effect.
Holbrook Jackson has recorded Orage’s tendency to sulk if he were
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contradicted, and Mary Gawsthorpe confirms the impression that his wife’s
critical acumen was too developed for the budding prophet. Any blame for
the separation which eventually took place was by no means one-sided; but
Jean Orage’s increasing intimacy with Jackson was the immediate cause of
husband and wife going their different ways. Apparently, despite a series of
minor crises, the marriage did not break down until Orage finally settled in
London. Leeds was proving too small a stage for the self-confidence Orage’s
success had given him. His teaching had become irksome, his private life
complicated. The Leeds Arts Club had been astonishingly successful and
had spread from Leeds to Hull and Bradford, but its membership never
exceeded 100, and this could not give Orage the audience he needed. At
the end of 1905 he left Leeds for London, where he was joined by Jackson
and Penty. For luggage he took only his three-volume translation of
Nietzsche.

The world he had left behind was the greatest influence on his thought
until he met Ouspensky and Gurdjieff. Jean Orage remained within that
world, retaining Theosophical interests and working as an embroideress for
William Morris’s firm of decorators. Orage himself never lost his deep
concern with the occult, and in London as in Leeds, the groups of idealistic
Progressives clustered round the Theosophical Society and the fringes of
Fabianism, giving him his first public. But in Nietzsche he had found both a
personal justification and a bridge between the restricted world of
esotericism and matters of general intellectual concern. During the bleak
depression of his first months in London, when he was failing to support
himself by freelance writing and living on the charity of friends, Orage
‘wrote two small books, Friedrich Nietzsche, the Dionysian Spirit of the Age
(1906) and Nietzsche in Outline and Aphorism, published the next year. In
the first book, the author hailed Nietzsche as “the greatest European event
since Goethe”; and his analysis of the salient points of “the philosopher with
the hammer” proves how greatly this influence prepared him—as it did
Ouspensky—for certain aspects of Gurdjieff’s ideas. Orage hailed the
coming of the Superman. But what of the rabble, the canaille, with their
lack of taste and their gilded idols? “The multitude with their gods are
indispensable to the creation of the powerful man. As a sort of battlefield
and place of exercise, the populace serve the needs of the aristocrat.”

Orage and Jackson began to agitate in the Fabian Arts Group, a body
formed in 1907 by Fabians disenchanted with the ideas of Sidney and
Beatrice Webb. Together with Penty they made overtures to the Junior Art
Workers Guild, in which the architect was lecturing on the revival of the
guild system. These societies provided Orage’s earliest opportunities to
shine in the public eye, but at the same time his Theosophical activities
made him a source of controversy in the esoteric world.
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By July 1905, Orage was a member of the committee of the British
Section of the Theosophical Society, and on his arrival in London he
resumed the Theosophical lectures which had been so successful in the
north. Soon his unorthodox brand of Theosophy began to attract criticism.
It was not only its Nietzschean iconoclasm which shocked the Theosophists,
but its irreverent treatment of the tin gods, Blavatsky and Besant. Orage
made his debut in London Theosophical circles at a time when these were
considerably agitated. In 1906 a celebrated row broke out over the
immoralities of Mrs. Besant’s friend, C. W. Leadbeater; the following year,
those who attacked Mrs. Besant for her support of Leadbeater found more
ammunition in questionable goings-on at the deathbed of the President of
the Society, Colonel Olcott. The Himalayan Masters who were supposed to
be the powers behind the scenes were said to have appeared and appointed
Mrs. Besant as his successor; there were, however, rival claimants, and
skirmishing resulted in permanent divisions within the Theosophical
Society, as well as the secession of several independent groups. Naturally,
Orage ranged himself with the critics of the establishment.

The first of a series of articles he published in the Theosophical Review
between the end of 1905 and the end of 1907 was an attack on the Society
which was giving him column space for not living up to its principles. The
last word had not been said on Theosophical matters, he reminded the
more cultist of his readers. “Once one took the literature of the Society as
the revelation of exact knowledge. Now one sees the literature as the
forerunner of a still more splendid revelation of worlds unimagined before.”
As for The Secret Doctrine, “what in the name of Oeaohoo the Younger,
does it all mean?” Was one Theosophist like any other, and was there really
a “Theosophical” point of view? “Doubtless,” he taunted, “with many
others in the Society, I am not religious, I am not psychic, I am not
scientific. I am not even ethical.” He proposed a sort of Theosophical
agnosticism which would prevent people from wasting their time “winding
those giddy useless mazes” of The Secret Doctrine.

On reviewing my ten years of Theosophical reading concerning Man, I
do not regret it. Certainly I have lost the hope of finding certain
answers, but I have also lost the wish to find them . . . I like tolive in a
world of miracles and to be a miracle myself. I like to think that every
pat little complacent scientific definition of man, every tin-tabernacle
description of him, is superficial and ridiculous. I even like to think
that the Theosophical views, the defined views that is, are ridiculous
too. Man is not definite, for he is still defining himself.

This was inviting attack, and Orage was furiously assailed. Why, it was
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asked, did he bother to call himself a Theosophist? The future Bishop J. 1.
Wedgwood mocked “the Nietzschean vagaries” of “my good friend, Mr.
Orage.” A certain Dr. Wells told him in print that he was “not old enough.”
In answer to these counters, Orage further defined his position. “I am in
this quandary,” he explained. “I find myself believing certain things in the
face of my contemporaries, in the face of a good deal of Theosophical
literature and (most strange of all) in the face of my own mind. In other
words, I have in some respects returned to an attitude of faith. Now
temperamentally and by training I am incapable of appreciating faith at its
face value. . . . I hate to believe without evidence, and still more to feel
myself compelled to believe without evidence.” But Orage’s faith enjoined
a skepticism which was too much for many Theosophists and in an article,
“Occult Arts and Occult Faculty,” published in January 1907, he defined
more clearly his attitude toward the miraculous.

Ten years before, he wrote, such a title would have made his mouth
water. “I see myself in those remote days impatiently cutting the pages, and
turning the leaves to find the article itself. I see myself greedily,
credulously and uncritically gulping down the rigmarole and abracadabras,
the slovenly sentences and the unlovely terminologies.” All this had been in
the hope of miracles, of “the easy, certain and simple road to the whole
cosmic conundrum.” Such hopes had faded, “miracles did not happen. And
as one by one the mares rose from their mysterious nests, flapped their
mysterious wings and disappeared into the ridiculous void, the impression
began to grow upon us that there were no secrets hatching at all . . .” In
this search through mares’ nests for the egg of the phoenix, Orage discarded
“the whole list of magical superstitions, mystery-mongering devices from
astrology to zoomancy. Note I do not deny the reality of these arts.” But
absorbing as such “occult arts” were, they “caught and devoured” people.
“A caught and devoured person is called a crank.” In contrast to the “occult
arts,” he defined three “genuine occult faculties”: intuition, insight and
imagination. These were all “our present faculties raised to another
‘dimension.” Thus, “intuition is winged thought. In an act of intuition the
rational mind flies.” Insight was “winged judgment” and imagination
“winged sympathy.” Orage wrote that he would respect the occultist who
excelled in such qualities. He was “turning away from the older magic, the
magic of the occult arts, with something like loathing. If to be wise I must
know these things, then blessed be ignorance . . . what has been learned
may be forgotten . . . faculties must be acquired, therefore they are an
imperishable possession.”

- In the autumn of 1907 he was still writing for the Theosophical Review,
‘but by that date he had more pressing concerns. On May 2; 1907, he and
‘Holbrook Jackson made their debut as editors of a magazine of their own.
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From the moment that Orage and Jackson took over, the New Age was a
peculiar paper. Its historian Wallace Martin refers to “its unprecedented
form.” The distinguished contributors and the various causes for which
Orage made propaganda are fairly well known, but the original purpose of
the paper has been buried by Orage’s later enthusiasms. In the first number
of the New Age, the editors printed as their creed a hymn to the Life Force:

Believing that the darling object and purpose of the universal will of
life is the creation of a race of supremely and progressively intelligent
beings, the NEw AGE will devote itself to the serious endeavour to co-
operate with the purposes of life and to enlist in that noble service the
help of serious students of the new contemplative and imaginative
order.

It was the feeling which Ouspensky experienced half a dozen years later.
A new race of men was on the earth—and there was no limit to their
potentialities. In some ways the New Age was the Leeds Arts Club writ
large, and its stated objects bear a distinct relation to the ideas of raising
human faculties to another dimension which Orage was elaborating in the
Theosophical press. Soon after Orage had moved into his half of the
editorial chair, the Theosophical Publishing Society issued his
Consciousness, Animal, Human and Superhuman which states positively
the Nietzschean occultism at which he had been hinting in his Theosophical
articles. The book consists of lectures which Orage originally delivered to,
Theosophists in Manchester and Leeds, and the man who wrote it had little
to learn from the basic argument of Tertium Organum. In many ways his
analogies are more acceptable than those of Ouspensky.

Orage begins by assuming “a perfectly continuous and essentially similar
underlying consciousness common to all living things visible and invisible.”
This “universal awareness . . . only by the particularised activities of beings
becomes defined and limited into specifically human, animal, vegetable
modes.” Animal consciousness is a “one plane consciousness,” receptive
like a sheet of sensitive paper; but there is no lnower of the impressions
received. “In fact,” states Orage, “there may be memory without a
memoriser.” Human consciousness can be represented by the sensitive
paper folded once, so that the second plane surface formed stands for an
observer of the impressions received by simple, “dne plane consciousness.”
We decline into animal consciousness, warns Orage, in striking anticipation
of Gurdjieff’s terminology, “when we are not observing ourselves.” The
upper limit of human consciousness is illustrated by folding the paper into a
sphere, symbolizing the vigilance of the ego. It is important to Orage to
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stress that the human mode of consciousness had been formed out of the
original animal consciousness “like the embryo within the shell,” because
his real purpose is to predict the emergence of a Superman whose
consciousness “should compare with man as man compares with the
animal.”

Using his analogy of the folded paper, Orage asks his readers to imagine a
third fold to represent Superman consciousness. If the ego creates a human
mode of consciousness by observing pure animal sensitivity to impressions,
a still higher mode might be attained by contacting the higher self which
can observe the ego. This is the directing overmind responsible for creative
thought, and the birth of this new observer takes place in the womb of
human consciousness just as human consciousness develops from the
animal: an emergence represented in mystical doctrines as a rebirth or an
awakening from sleep. Just as the “interiorizing” of man has resulted in the
growth of mental faculties, Orage prophesies that the emergence of
Superman consciousness will be accompanied by the growth of new
“ecstatic faculties.” He stops short of laying down the law on how this
growth is to be achieved: to seek to grow in this way is dangerous and the
choice of means must be an individual responsibility. The tone of the book
is that of a man nursing a general hope for the promised land, but
disillusioned with his own attempts to reach it. “Perhaps the sure way is to
raise, to deepen, and to extend our human faculties,” Orage concludes. He
set about contributing to this aim in the columns of the New Age.

He and Jackson bought the New Age—then an old established weekly in
severe financial difficulties—with the aid of a subsidy of 500 pounds from
orge Bernard Shaw and a similar sum from a Theosophical friend of
Orage called Lewis Wallace. Wallace had made money sheepfarmmg in
New Zealand and, according to the translator Paul Selver, “had white silky
hair, a drooping moustache to match, a rosy face and a general air of self-
depreciation no matter whom he was talking to.” He wrote frequent articles
of an occult cast for the New Age under the pseudonym of “M. B. Oxon"—
an allusion to the pen name, “M. A. Oxon,” of the famous Victorian spirit
medium, the Reverend W. Stainton Moses. For several years he contrib-
uted 100 pounds a month to shore up the rickety finances of the magazine.
““The pool of talent from which the new editors drew was that centered on’
the Fabian Arts Group and its allied lobbies. G. K. and Cecil Chesterton,
Hilaire Belloc, Bernard Shaw, and H. G. Wells were among the earliest
recruits; and their tussles in print established one thing important to the
character of the paper—it was not tied to any sectional interest. Soon it
‘became clear that the only fixed star in the New Age galaxy was Orage
‘himself. In January 1906, he became sole editor when Holbrook Jackson
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bowed out of an undertaking which his colleagie insisted on keeping
independent—and, of course, Oragean—at the expense of financial sta-
bility. The “desperado of genius” had arrived.

Orage now entered on the days of his greatness which lasted until the
middle of the First World War. His long apprenticeship in the provinces—
he was thirty-three when he arrived in London—had developed in him the
qualities which he now deployed so skillfully. As editor, he was naturally a
focus of intellectual activity, but the groups which formed around him at
this time greatly extended the editorial function. In the words of Professor
Janko Lavrin: “One could not find so high a level of conversation anywhere
in London.” On Monday afternoons the circle would gather in the
basement of the Chancery Lane ABC café, where the proofs of the next
issue were read and the talk ranged far and wide. Once a week Orage would
leave his tiny office and become the center of discussions at the Kardomah
café in Fleet Street. Those who met in print in the New Age met in person
in the editor’s company. In the early days, the group would include Clifford
Sharp, S. G. Hobson, the Chestertons, sometimes Wells and Arnold
Bennett; later perhaps, J. C. Squire, Katherine Mansfield, F. S. Flint,
T. E. Hulme, and the Imagist poets were included. Orage’s love of debate
encouraged him to stir up disagreement both in verbal discussion and in
print. The only cloud on the horizon was his occasional prickliness when he
felt his dignity threatened. It was the same Achilles’ heel that Jackson had
noticed in Leeds. Under Orage’s successful exterior was a latent insecurity
which craved the applause of others; and when the trappings of succes$
were denied him, this self-doubt came to dominate him entirely.

The causes for which the New Age is chiefly remembered bear witness to
his success. There were, of course, the literary or aesthetic discussions—on
“the new drama” or the realistic novel—and individual publications, like
Arnold Bennett’s “Books and Persons” column or the stories of Katherine
Mansfield, which were achievements in gathering copy rather than
intellectual midwifery. But the National Guilds movement, which owed its
origin to the ideas of A. J. Penty and S. G. Hobson, and the later doctrine of
Social Credit, the brainchild of Major C. H. Douglas, received a great part
of their impulsion from Orage’s magpie brain. He was never an original
thinker, and even the Swiftean prose style on which he so prided himself
sometimes makes heavy reading. Orage was preeminently a man of the
moment, whose chief facility was to be there, a snapper-up of unconsidered
inspirations. Under his management, the New Age and its circle became the
most articulate section of Progressive idealism in Britain.

The always Platonic idealism of Orage must be stressed, because it can
easily be lost sight of under theories of the Guild State or a National
Dividend. Ezra Pound compared him favorably with other literary fig-
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ures—Yeats, Wyndham Lewis, and T. S. Eliot. They, said Pound, had “no
bottom.” “Orage had.” A. E., who met him only in the last years of his life,
recognized the voice of a fellow idealist even in Orage’s prewar political
“Notes of the Week.” Orage began with a self-dedication to “the universal
will of life,” and although he may seem in retrospect to have been absorbed
in the artistic and political questions of the day, the causes he adopted all
took as their basis the idea of changing the nature of man in society, rather
than accepting man as fallen and changing society to fit his unworthy needs.

In the Theosophical articles of 1907, he had proclaimed his disillusion-
ment with the traditional occult arts and took refuge in Nietzsche. But by
1917 the Nietzscheanism of his New Age articles had faltered, and occultism
began to creep back into the paper in the company of psychoanalysis.
Orage’s earlier change of attitude had reflected less a change of direction
than a new personal influence, and his return from the realms of general
ideals to those more specifically esoteric coincided with the removal of that
influence from his life.

This influence was Beatrice Hastings, one of the principal contributors to
the New Age from 1908 till 1914. Born Emily Alice Haigh in 1879, the girl
who preferred to be called “Beatrice” had led an eventful early life. Philip
Mairet writes of the time when she met Orage, that she was “dark, brown-
eyed and vivacious, with a manner revealing intensity both mental and
emotional.” A South African, she had been married unsuccessfully to a
professional boxer, and first met Orage at a Theosophical lecture he gave in
London in 1906. She had been one of the young ladies who “stayed
behind,” and her appearance in Orage’s life coincides with the irretrievable
breakdown of his first marriage.

Beatrice Hastings possessed considerable literary talent in addition to her
physical attractions. Her contributions to the New Age are prodigious in
volume, although erratic in quality. Her specialty was malevolent criticism,
and she exercised her abilities to such effect that several London publishers
stopped sending the paper books for review. She became not only Orage’s
‘constant companion, but his literary conscience; and her flamboyant
presence was a necessary part of the setting at the New Age offices or the
café gatherings. After Orage’s death, she published a splenetic pamphlet
whose bitterness and extravagance have been made the excuse for ignoring
it altogether. She claimed, for example, to have been responsible for most
of the actual editing of the New Age until she left Orage, and this has
naturally aroused the ire of latter-day Orageans. But even the devoted
Philip Mairet admits that she had a large hand in Orage’s literary decisions,
and it is obvious that the quality of the editing did improve markedly as
soon as she arrived. The days of Beatrice Hastings were the days of Orage’s
greatest success. There is some element of coincidence in this, and while
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several of her later allegations are preposterous, her portrait of Orage is so
true to indications from other sources, as to repay the most careful study.

It says much for the temper of the times that the presence of Beatrice
Hastings at a Theosophical gathering did not mean that this formidable
young woman approved of the occult. Later she was to accuse Orage of
“paranoiac mystagoguery,” while at the same time herself writing a defense
of Mme. Blavatsky. But it seems that Orage’s deep occult interests had
early on given her quite a jolt. About a year after their meeting, she writes,
“when Aphrodite had amused herself at our expense, I found in his rooms a
collection of works on sorcery. Up to this time, Orage’s intimate friend was
not Mr. Holbrook Jackson, who thought he was, but Mr. Aleister
Crowley. . . . Well, I consigned all the books and ‘Equinoxes’ and sorcery
designs to the dustbin. But the affair gave me such a shock that, for years, I
would not hear of theosophy, spiritualism or anything to do with the occult.
During my period on the New Age, few references, even, will be found to
such things unless on a tone of superb, and I add superbly ignorant
contempt.”

Orage did know Aleister Crowley; and he told C. S. Nott that he had met
him while Acting Secretary of the Society for Psychical Research, a post he
had filled on first coming to London. Psychical research was an old interest
of Orage, who had published on the subject in his Leeds days and edited a
rather critical examination of Frederic Myer’s Human Personality and Its
Survival of Bodily Death in 1904. Edwin Muir, who as “Edward Moore”
contributed to the New Age, claims that Orage “was a member of a magic
circle which included Yeats.” By this he means the famous Hermetic Order
of the Golden Dawn which had split up into various quarreling factions in
the year 1900, with Yeats and Crowley on opposite sides of the fence. The
Golden Dawn had a temple at Bradford, and although there is no record of
Orage’s name in the membership lists of that organization, the leading
Theosophical lecturer in the north could hardly have avoided coming into
contact with some of its members. Yeats had been one of the literary lions
to appear before the Leeds Arts Club; and his companion had been another
member of the Golden Dawn, the actress Florence Farr, who added a lute
accompaniment to the poet’s recitation.

Until the advent of Beatrice Hastings, Florence Farr was the chief
woman contributor to the New Age. In June 1907, she had reviewed
Orage’s own Consciousness with the remark that “Mr. Orage’s mind is
equipped by nature and subtle Eastern practices to give a better idea of
Superman Consciousness than Shaw or Nietzsche.” This confirms Beatrice
Hastings’s statement that in Leeds Orage had taken to Hatha yoga and
breathing exercises. In the autumn of 1907, about the time that Orage was
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avowing his disillusionment with the “occult arts,” the New Age published

an unsigned review of The Star in the West, a panegyric of Aleister Crowley

" written by the future Major-General J. F. C. Fuller. The reviewer was
concerned chiefly with Crowley, not his disciple, and made frequent
references to chapter and verse which revealed him to be in possession of a

. set of Crowley’s Equinox. Despite a half-hearted attempt to make Crowley
appear a silly season frolic, the reviewer conceded—in markedly Oragean
cadences—that he dealt “admirably” with the problems of superconscious-
ness. And some six months later, at the end of February 1908, David Eder
contributed an obscure but apparently favorable review of Crowley’s Konx
Om Pax.

This is the last that the readers of the New Age heard of Crowley, and it
may be presumed to coincide with the purge of Orage’s magical texts
carried out by Beatrice Hastings. It is not going too far to see Orage’s
condemnation of the occult arts as the beginning of her influence over him,
and in the silence thereafter observed by the New Age on occult topics, her
hand firmly on the reins. Crowley’s “Do what thou wilt shall be the whole
of the laws” came very close to Orage’s own Nietzschean morality, but
judging by the tones in which Orage referred to the Great Beast when
talking to C. S. Nott, he had never been in any danger of falling under the
spell of the man.

The arrival of Beatrice Hastings and the downfall of magic coincided with

Holbrook Jackson’s departure. The New Age gradually changed its character
from a Nietzschean-Fabian magazine to a literary and aesthetic review. Its
triumphs were now of a different sort. In the period up till the outbreak of
distinguished itself by discovering talented young writers. Orage began to
emerge as a literary critic; and the successes of this era include the
discovery of Katherine Mansfield and the elaboration of a “conservative
philosophy of culture” by Orage, T. E. Hulme, and the Spanish educa-
tionalist Ramiro de Maeztu.
" Orage is not diminished by insisting on the influence exercised over him
by Beatrice Hastings. It was usually a personal encounter which excited
him to a new phase of activity. Her beauty, verve, and fundamental
amorality gave Mrs. Hastings advantages which she did not hesitate to
exploit, and it is quite possible that Orage, who usually succeeded in
dominating his surroundings, was intrigued by encountering an equally
strong personality. Even at their first meeting, Beatrice Hastings claimed to
have “rallied him, on his perverse loquacity.” Under her tutelage Orage
was very much the man of letters, his Nietzscheanism in abeyance, his
occultism damped down.
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Her departure from his life removed the inhibitions on his fundamental
preoccupations. It also coincided with a series of crises in the life of the New
Age. As a result of this combination of factors, Orage was ready for another
crossing of the Rubicon when Ouspensky arrived in London. This time he
was to drag a whole flotilla of souls after him.



2

Suspensk

When Orage and Jackson took over the New Age, they could count on a
virtual monopoly of Progressive writers. The success of the magazine bred
imitations: in 1911, Hilaire Belloc founded his paper, The Eye-Witness, and
next year the Chesterton brothers left the New Age to join him. In 1913
Fabian pressure launched the New Statesman, with two New Age men at
the helm: J.C. Squire as literary editor and Clifford Sharp as political
editor. These defections deprived Orage of some of his best writers and
established substantial competition to the New Age. The circulation
dropped to less than 5,000. Nothing daunted, Orage increased the size of
the paper and continued to encourage new writers. But at the end of 1913,
the regular subsidy paid by Lewis Wallace ceased, and during the war
printing costs rose to a level which the New Age could ill afford. This
alteration in his material fortunes ran parallel with changes in Orage’s
private life.
. If we are to believe Beatrice Hastings, Orage was suffering just before
the war from a form of nervous prostration, which he attempted to conceal
by passing it off as “overwork.” He had “periodic fits of a curious mental
illness.”

Philip Mairet suggests that a sense of dissatisfaction was germinating in
Orage; that his worldly success came increasingly into conflict with his
deeper inclinations. “Tales for Men Only,” of which Orage wrote and
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published at least six in the short period 1911-12, arise directly out of his
inner conflict: his sense that he had allowed a stern dedication to the
purposes of Art and the Life Force to be diverted into the channels of
literary fame.

The plots of the “Tales for Men Only” concern the efforts of the
narrator—Orage’s favorite pseudonym R. H. Congreve (later abbreviated to
R. H. C.)—to break up various love affairs which threaten to absorb his
friends. By the time of the sixth tale, published in November 1912, the tone
is vitriolic, and the writer seems to be trying to free himself altogether from
the need for female companionship.

Long after the liability to complete subjection to female illusion is
over, men sometimes continue to experience perturbations of their
equilibrium in the presence of women. In few instances are these
perturbations violent enough to overthrow the mind entirely, but for
the moment they undoubtedly do cause the judgement to reel and
stagger and the resulting conversation and actions to become distorted.
These residual phenomena, however, are to be distinguished from the
similar phenomena of adolescence by the fact that they no longer
inspire hope but disgust or, at least, annoyance.

Beatrice Hastings was not the type to take even an implied attack lying
down. A satirical sketch which she published in late 1913 under the
pseudonym “Robert a Field,” is apparently a reply to the “Tales for Men
Only.” Although she refers to the piece under the title of “The Non-
Committal Man,” it is obviously the one printed as “Courtley Poole”—a
character presented as “a fanatical bigot” with “a self-opinionated name.”
He is hypochondriac, neurotic, and stubborn. And there is one pertinent
criticism of a failing which Orage himself may have felt keenly. This might
be expressed as a “lack of follow-through.” In a lawsuit, he refuses to
appeal; when he takes lottery tickets, it is only a single one. “Everything
which Courtley does turns out to be moonshine. Moonshine is the reward
of all bigots.” .

Finally, “In May, 1914, domestic affairs having become intolerable,”
writes Beatrice Hastings, “I left for a few months’ tour in order to make a
break.” At the outbreak of war she was living in Paris and remained as “war
correspondent” for the New Age. But the break was not clean; bickering
continued in a series of acrimonious letters.

The collapse of the relationship in 1916 was a blow to Orage’s pride.
Despite the vehemence of “Tales for Men Only,” it seems that it was
Beatrice Hastings who left him. To a man of overpowering attractiveness to
most women—and a Nietzschean by public confession—this was a bitter
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sop. In this period of crisis he began to frequent the Café Royal where, as
G.K. Chesterton wrote, “he presided in a sort of club.” Augustus John,
Walter Sickert, Jacob Epstein, and Orage’s close friend, the Australian
caricaturist Will Dyson, were members of this circle. It was more worldly
Bohemianism than Orage had previously known, and the companionship of
the Café Royal may have solaced a life which had grown lonely. His
emotions seem to have been further confused by the attentions of a girl who
refused to surrender to the famous charm, but preferred, in the words of
Philip Mairet, “a Platonic attachment.” The failure of the New Age to attract
more new writers must also have contributed to lowering his self-
confidence, and the political schemes in which he became involved brought
him equally little success.

After Orage became converted to the Social Credit theories of Major
C.H. Douglas, which failed to gain acceptance from the Labour Party or the
National Guilds League, the New Age pounded out the message of Social
Credit to a largely deaf nation, and the disillusionment of its editor grew.
Much earlier, he wrote in 1926, he had begun to doubt whether any
movement of ideas was possible among the proletariat; now he became
convinced that if Douglas, “the Einstein of economics,” could be rejected,
“reform in any drastic sense is impossible.”

Orage emerged from the war years facing frustration, insecurity, and a
sense of failure. “He became unable to miss a shot at golf,” writes Philip
Mairet, “without glancing round anxiously in fear that some stranger had
noticed the mistake.” In 1919 physical troubles were added to others when
he had to undergo an operation for appendicitis. His mind began to return
to the more metaphysical preoccupations which the presence of Beatrice
ustings had for a time suppressed. This reviving interest in psychology
and the occult made Ouspensky’s teaching instantly appealing, because it
seemed to answer the questions which he and his friends had been so
anxiously asking: in effect, the same questions he had shelved as insoluble
some fifteen years before.

“The New Age published Ouspensky’s “Letters from Russia,” and Orage
himself turned violently against Bolshevism, as a succession of Slav mystics,
ﬁéaring their exotic gospels out of a Europe torn by war and revolution,

egan to appear in the New Age circle. Janko Lavrin discovered Nicolai
Vellmlrowc Bishop of Zica in Serbia, who contributed a series of
ﬂpocalyptlc meditations to the New Age under his own name and the
Iiseudonym R.A. Vran-Gavran. As early as 1915, Paul Selver had intro-
diced Orage to Dmitrije Mitrinovié, at that time an attaché at the Serbian
ﬁmbassy Mitrinovié subscribed to a composite occultism based on the
Vision of a united Christian Europe; he occupied himself in London by
fxymg to persuade people in positions of some influence to join him in an

“open conspiracy” for the salvation of “Pan-humanity.” On August 19, 1920,
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Orage began a series of articles on “World Affairs”"in collaboration with
Mitrinovié, under the pen name “M. M. Cosmoi.” For a time his
disciplined hand held Mitrinovié’s near incomprehensible rhapsodies in
check; but in December, Orage unleashed the prophet who rampaged
through the columns of the New Age, mystifying its readers and wreaking
havoc with the already tiny circulation. Mitrinovié’s articles considered the
various nations of humanity as different organs of one great World-body;
thus Germany might represent the scientific intelligence, Russia the
intuition of mankind, and Britain—which Mitrinovié¢ always called “Al-
bion”"—the function of common sense. Few contrived to make sense of his
ecstatic parentheses, and fewer still can have come away feeling greatly
enlightened about world affairs.

Another innovation in the New Age was an extended discussion of
psychoanalysis, and this inquiry represented the true continuation of
Orage’s search for meaning. Psychoanalysis was still an unfamiliar subject in
England, although the days of its complete disregard were over. There had
been a time when mention of Freud’s name was enough to incur censure.
In 1911, when Dr. David Eder had read a paper on Freud’s methods to a
section of the British Medical Association, his chairman and the entire
audience walked out in disgust. By contrast, Eder’s own circle saw
psychoanalysis as the harbinger of a golden age.

The group which responded enthusiastically to Freud was the same
section of the intelligentsia which a dozen years earlier had combined social,
reform with Theosophy and the occult. Orage was not the only thinker to
tire of the glamor and fraudulence of the “occult arts” and yearn for a
secular occultism which could explain man, his soul, and the universe in
terms which did not revolt the rational mind. He had no difficulty in
forming a group with the aim of constructing a “psycho-synthesis”™: a solid
edifice to oppose the psychic rubble generated by the analysts’ quarrying.
But on closer acquaintance it began to appear that psychoanalysis as it stood
was not going to provide the liberating impulse for which the Progressives
were looking. One of the group, Rowland Kenney, has recorded the
disappointment of its members when they concluded that psychoanalysis
contained no “possibilities for the building up of a new way of life”:

Perhaps because we had not grasped its deeper significance, it seemed
to us that, while it might heal many psychic wounds, it would never
help one to re-create one’s own inner being. (It should be remembered
that I am writing of the autumn of 1921.) What we wanted, we
decided, was a psychosynthesist—probably what we wanted was a
change, a new interest or excitement—and we tried to formulate a kind
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of programme or scheme for the building up of the psyche on new
lines.

The psychosynthesis group included Havelock Ellis, David Eder, James
Young, and Maurice Nicoll. Mitrinovié sometimes attended, and other
members of the New Age circle like Kenney and Dr. J. A. M. Alcock were
also involved. Ellis, Eder, and Orage had all been Fabians; of the younger
generation, both Maurice Nicoll and James Young had studied with Jung at
Zurich. Alcock, in Kenney's words, was “a young medical man . . . who had
never been able to take materia medica seriously. He believed that in an
enormous number of cases the value of a bottle of medicine depended on
the faith the patient had in it.” Rowland Kenney himself had been the first
editor of The Daily Herald and was a long-standing member of the group
around Orage. An air crash had left him broken in spirit as well as in body,
and he hoped to find in psychoanalysis some solution to his personal
problems.

The sort of psychoanalysis which the New Age favored was never very far
from the occult. Maurice Nicoll had connections with Theosophy as well as
strong links with Jung. Young hoped that occultism, understood as “self-
development through deepening, or expanding the limits of self-con-
sciousness,” might merge with the new psychology. David Eder’s Freudi-
anism had anchored in a spirit which could also—as his review in the New
Age of 1908 shows—play host to Aleister Crowley. Alcock had been born in
India, and in Kenney’s words, “was delighted to find that psychoanalysis
linked up with yoga and other Eastern philosophies.”

- Orage himself was reviving old contacts. Shortly after he had abandoned
’Theosophy to concentrate on the New Age, the Theosophical Society had
fragmented. In 1909, G. R. S. Mead, who had published Orage’s final
articles in the Theosophical Review, resigned to found his own Quest
Society. This issued a magazine, The Quest, devoted to occultism,
Theosophy, and scholarly work on the history of religions; Ezra Pound,
John Masefield, and Professor Wilson Knight were among the contributors.
It was to Mead that Orage naturally turned when he again became
eoncerned with questions of the spirit. “What the circulation of The Quest
is, I have no idea,” he wrote in the New Age, “but it should be ten times
greater.” The psychosynthesis group and the Quest Society exchanged
views: Alcock contributed to The Quest, while Mead himself became
interested in psychoanalysis and wrote articles based on books lent him by
David Eder. Two articles on yoga and psychoanalysis published under the
name of “F.I. Winter” may possibly have been by Orage himself. “The
Quest,” announced Orage, “is the literary Platonic Academy of our day.”
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During this period of undirected speculation Lewis Wallace returned to
the New Age. As “M.B. Oxon,” he published two articles in February 1920,
at the height of discussion about psychosynthesis. These were eccentrically
entitled “Psycho-Egyptology,” and their train of thought was soon to be
incorporated in Wallace’s extraordinary book, Cosmic Anatomy. His ideas
would have been quite familiar to Gurdjieff, for example, he saw man as “a
common chord” in touch with an upper and a lower world: “The fact that he
is man depends on the power he has to link these two octaves.” When
Ouspensky arrived in London, he found the intellectual world which
centered on Orage in a state of ferment and the focus of attention unsteadily
shifting between psychoanalysis and mystical philosophy. Circumstances
could have provided no material more aptly molded to his hand.

The impasse in which the Orage circle found itself was a particularly intense
form of a condition which was affecting most thinking men and women. The
Great War, that crowning futility, had just ended, and intellectuals
everywhere were feeling their way in a vacuum. In his essay “The Republic
of the Spirit,” published in 1920 in The Evolution of an Intellectual, John
Middleton Murry gave expression to a whole army of opinion which saw the
war as an object lesson in the follies of materialism. This section of the
community felt, but was not able to articulate, the four years of horror, felt

_it as a sin, experienced the shame of being less than human. “We are
somehow maimed,” wrote Murry, “yet how we do not know.” He appealed
for a new “aristocracy of the spirit” disregarding worldly rewards. These it
must “replace by titles more arduous.” The declaration of principle seemed
absolute: “In order that it may have the strength to refuse to compromise
without, it must refuse to compromise within.”

Among the Orageans, the late summer of 1921 was a bleak season. On
September 22, Orage warned that the New Age could only just cover its
costs and was in danger of having to suspend publication. On October 13,
the last of Mitrinovi€’s articles appeared. The psychosynthesis group was
already in difficulties. In early August, Maurice Nicoll had written in his
diary a “Prayer to Hermes™: “Teach me—instruct me—shew me the Path so
that I may know certainly—help my great ignorance, illumine my darkness?
I have asked a question.”

As if in answer to that question, Ouspensky made his entrance. In June,
Claude Bragdon had made contact with him in Constantinople. By July,
Theosophical circles had some advance notice of his coming through an
article on the fourth dimension by Mead in The Quest, perhaps stimulated
by Lady Rothermere who at this time was scattering about copies of
Tertium Organum. Ouspensky arrived in August 1921, and stayed at a
Bloomsbury hotel. Almost immediately he began holding meetings to
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expound the ideas of Gurdjieff. Orage was the chief mover in securing
him-an audience, and Ouspensky’s other Theosophical contacts proved
useful. He spoke to Mead’s Quest Society and to another breakaway
group of Theosophists led by D.N. Dunlop—an early friend of Yeats and
A.E.

The psychosynthesis group pricked up its ears. J.A.M. Alcock wrote to
Rowland Kenny to tell him that the psychosynthesist had arrived. Orage
went one better and sent a telegram summoning Kenney to his flat to meet
Ouspensky. It became obvious that whatever Ouspensky was about, he was
extremely sure of himself. He spoke not as a man inviting discussion, but as
a Man Who Knows. Kenney’s first meeting with Ouspensky left him
“puzzled” but intrigued:

His looks did not impress me. Nevertheless, when he smiled his
eyes lit up with a warm twinkle which encouraged confidence and
confidences. His nose made one think of a bird’s strong beak; indeed,
when sitting in reflection or repose he hunched himself together and
looked like a dejected bird huddling up in a rainstorm. He was
obviously a man of a dominant if not domineering type of character,
with determination—or obstinacy—written over his every feature.

I launched out with my views on certain recent developments in
psycho-analysis and a need for a revaluation of certain psychological
principles. Orage followed on until he was brought to a dead stop by a
snort from Ouspensky. “Why waste time, Orage? Tell Kenney what we
are meeting for.”

The meeting was to establish a group to be taught, not a forum for
discussion; and to the collection of dedicated talkers gathered round Orage,
this dictatorial attitude was hard to swallow. Paul Selver found Ouspensky
“quite monumentally boorish. He was one of those exasperating Russians
who doggedly refuse to credit any other Slav nation with artistic ability. He
sneered when I expressed the view that there were several Czech or
Serbian poets of outstanding greatness. I had read them and he had not, but
he contemptuously dismissed my remark with a sweeping gesture, as
though consigning those unspeakable rhymesters to a garbage-heap.”
Ouspensky once more found himself in a society of intellectuals. In his last
five years, he had learned much about “wiseacreing” and was evidently in
no mood to tolerate it.

From the beginning of November 1921, Ouspensky began to hold
meetings of his own, at first in a studio owned by Lady Rothermere in
Circus Road, St. John’s Wood. The initial audience numbered about twenty
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"and consisted chiefly of readers or contributors to the New Age. After a time
Lady Rothermere tired of her new interest, but not before she had
established Ouspensky in a small flat in Gwendwr Road in Baron’s Court.
The meeting place oscillated between the rooms of the Quest Society, and
the house shared by Maurice Nicoll and James Young at 146 Harley Street;
then eventually, it became settled at 38 Warwick Gardens in South
Kensington. And with Lady Rothermere’s departure, the salon atmosphere
created by her patronage vanished.

Gradually, Ouspensky’s reputation spread. The October number of The
Quest carried a long review by Mead of Claude Bragdon’s edition of
Tertium Organum, still the only available translation. Tertium Organum
seemed to him “over-ambitious, too flamboyantly titled, and introduced
with a superfluity of puff by the American editor. Nevertheless, Ouspensky
is a serious thinker. . . .” For Mead the book fell short of the necessary
sublimities. “He has thought himself deeply into things,” he wrote, “but
only apparently at last to make shipwreck on the bare rocks of an ‘immobile
universe.” He leads up gallantly to a conclusion, and then falls back, short of
the beatific vision. . . .” Quspensky replied in a letter dated October 25,
defending himself against charges of pretentiousness. Neither was he,
explained Ouspensky, the eminent professor of mathematics to whom his
translators had ascribed the book.

His small audience grew slowly: the socialites and the merely inquisitive
departed, and those who had heard of Ouspensky through the grapevine
replaced them. From the psychosynthesis group came Alcock, Nicoll,
Eder, and Young. Other friends of Orage, like Rowland Kenney and Carl
Bechhofer Roberts, also attended Ouspensky’s lectures. Orage whipped up
more support from those to whom he had been a minor guru. There was
interest from the Theosophists: Maud Hoffmann, who was a friend of Mabel
Collins, the author of the Theosophical “classic,” Light on the Path, and
who shared the house at 146 Harley Street with Maurice Nicoll and James
Young, seems to have told Nicoll about Ouspensky even before Orage.
Ouspensky’s audiences were composed generally of the better-off among
the intellectuals: as Bechhofer Roberts wrote, “One saw doctors, psychol-
ogists, psycho-analysts, editors, writers, civil servants, theosophists of both
sexes, clergymen and a sprinkling of the men and women who are always
attracted by the lure of the mysterious.”

Orage himself clearly expected that his relationship with Ouspensky
would be along the lines of an editorial collaboration with a New Age
contributor. Indeed, his relationship with Mitrinovié had been conducted
on just these terms; and the forceful personality of Ouspensky, bearing a
message which demanded acceptance of a master-pupil relationship, was a
profound shock. Mitrinovi¢ himself came to some of Ouspensky’s meetings
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and fought hard to retain Orage’s allegiance. But the total commitment
demanded by Ouspensky overwhelmed his less impressive arguments; for
although Orage may not have known it, such a commitment was what he
sought.

The teaching which produced such cataclysmic effects was the teaching
Ouspensky had absorbed from Gurdjieff. Man is asleep, mechanical; he has
no “T” of his own. He must try to awake, observe himself, and realize his
own mechanicalness and the illusory nature of the personality with which
he identifies and which manipulates his life. He can do nothing, but must
join a group dedicated to waking up. Perhaps then he will discover his “real
I” and acquire a soul which he most certainly does not possess.

Those who responded to Ouspensky did so according to their different
natures and their differing problems. Nicoll saw the new system as the
continuation of his quest, Young as the next step in a scientific inquiry, and
to Orage, it may have appeared as a hammer to smash through the
unsatisfactory life he had created and penetrate to some truth. To Rowland
Kenney, whose air crash had left him “an insomniac, a writer unable to
write, a quivering jelly of fears, worries, doubts and apprehensions,”
Ouspensky’s broken English opened doors into new rooms of thought. “My
first interest was the purely practical one of the neurotic who wants healing
and reassurance that not only'is life going to be worth living, but that he is
again going to be fit for active life. I am afraid I did not find the drastic
methods of Ouspensky immediately effective. The devastating emotional
upset was not a sedative for jangled nerves.” The brusque treatment of
irrelevant questions and the shocks administered by Ouspensky to personal
vanities did, in the long run, work for Kenney who began to find his needed
support in “the esoteric side” of Ouspensky’s teaching. He reached the
conclusion that no liberation in the social sense was possible until there had
been a liberation from “the tyranny of internal things.”

Ouspensky’s teaching methods at this time already resembled those he
would continue to use until the beginning of the Second World War. He
held meetings several times a week and conducted at least two groups: a
small body of hard-core enthusiasts and a larger one, probably to act as a
magnet and a screening device. He also saw pupils privately. At his
meetings, he expounded Gurdjieff’s ideas and then invited questions and
answers. This constituted the really important part of the meeting—or so
Ouspensky would say in the 1930s—because the right sort of question,
which was based on personal experience and sprang from a real desire for
knowledge, meant that the teacher would answer from his own experience.
The questioner would receive hints of where his problem fitted into the
vast scheme of human psychology and the universe which was being
unfolded gradually and with an irritating arbitrariness before him.
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Ouspensky’s methods were those of Gurdjieff in more than the system of
question and answer. He would create confusion and uncertainty by
changing the dates of meetings, or by telling pupils like Rosamund Sharp
that he wanted to see less of them, only without warning to subject them to
a battery of personal interviews. In Ouspensky’s mouth, the system
assumed the aspect of a scientific, rational approach to the universe and lost
much of the eccentricity and exoticism which characterized Gurdjieff’s own
teaching.

James Young recorded the various exercises devised by pupils to assist
the process of self-observation. “Some people took to doing counting
exercises in the Underground, instead of staring at their fellow passengers
or reading their daily papers; others tried to overcome the ‘mechanism’ of
their dislikes in the matter of food by eating what they would not otherwise
have eaten, or the ‘mechanism’ of their likes by abjuring favourite dishes.”
He thought that “on the whole, sincerity gained at the expense of material
politeness,” and that conversation became “more alive and real,” but
noticed that there was a distinct tendency to observe the mechanicalness of
others rather than one’s own automatism.

A fascinating glimpse of how a member of Ouspensky’s audience might
progress from polite interest to a complete commitment to the System is
given by a series of letters which Rosamund Sharp wrote to an unnamed
correspondent from October 21 to December 7, 1921. In many ways, Mrs.
Sharp provides an excellent example of the sort of person attracted to
Ouspensky’s lectures. She was the daughter of E. Nesbit’s husband, Hubert
Bland, a former leading light of the Fabian Nursery, and—after an affair
with H.G. Wells—had married Clifford Sharp who, by all accounts, was an
unsatisfactory husband. Orage telephoned her and told her that he had
found “a man I could believe in.”

Expecting a psychoanalyst, she was surprised by Ouspensky, whose
teaching seemed religious, philosophical, and analytical all in one. At first
she felt that Orage “had let me in for a lot of stuff that I couldn’t understand
and that was quite probably useless to me.” To her great horror,
Ouspensky, evidently imitating the practice of Gurdjieff, asked to see her
alone. She talked to him in a café for two hours and quelled some of her
disquiet. Ouspensky was “a wonderful person. Incidentally he has the
sweetest smile in the world, but that is his only attraction from an ordinary
point of view, counting out his brains, of course.” Suddenly she discovered
an access of energy, and despite lingering doubts about her ability to
understand the details of Ouspensky’s exposition, life began to seem more
worth living. She wrote: “If there is one grain of truth in it I'm not going to
reject it whatever nonsense may surround it.”

The feeling of well-being continued, but her worries were by no means
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stilled. Ouspensky’s method of question and answer meant that the pupil
must painfully piece together the complete system of thought. Rosamund
Sharp worried about her own capacity to winkle out the information she
needed and envied intellectuals like Orage their ability to formulate
questions. She called the System “Suspensk.” Her teacher became more
human: the stern exterior of the lecturer with his very short sight and
innumerable pairs of spectacles was softened by a visit to the flat in
Gwendwr Road and the discovery of his notorious devotion to cats. Cats
apart, there were also moments when she achieved real contact with the
teacher, like that at the very first meeting when she had blurted out, “How
can we get a will?” and “Ouspensky sort of switched round in his chair and
looked straight at me and began talking about the possibility that man had
to awake and for a few minutes everything became really thrilliug, sort of
vibrating with life.”

Her anxiety mounted about the eventual outcome. She felt herself at one
end of a long, dark tunnel without the certainty of light at the other. It
became apparent that the discipline was changing her, and she worried
about losing her friends. At the very outset, she had suspected this
possibility; now she felt them slipping away. Then the real test began:
Ouspensky—perhaps playing the part that Gurdjieff had played in Uch
Darye—seemed depressed, talked of returning to Constantinople because
things were not going well, gave her to understand that she was the only
member of the group who responded more than intellectualiy to the true
significance of his work. Rosamund Sharp hoped that if he did decide to go
he would go quickly, while it was still possible for her to return to her old
interests. She wondered whether she could face this. Her correspondent
began feeling “change” in her, accused her of unfriendly behavior. He, too,
was slipping away. She knew this and faced up to it. Her friendship with
Orage was also a thing of the past, for she had stopped identifying with him.
“Killed by changes in me and in him. We both know this without speaking a
word. . ..”
~ Inall his teaching, Ouspensky made no secret of the facts that the System
he taught derived from Gurdjieff, that Gurdjieff was somewhere on the
continent of Europe trying to establish a permanent base, and that the
London lectures, the questions and answers, and the basic exercises which
included “self-remembering,” were only the preliminaries to proper work
in a “school.” In the winter of 1921-22, Gurdjieff was still in Hellerau,
convinced of the possibility of starting work in Germany; but when the
Hellerau project failed, he returned to Berlin. It seems to have been agreed
that, because Ouspensky was having some success in London, England was
the next best place to try to establish a permanent Institute. In Berlin,
Gurdjieff made his pupils learn English, and in London Ouspensky
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prescribed Russian lessons for some of his pupils. It was Gurdjieff’s own
idea that he visit England, and he arrived in London in February 1922, with
Mme. de Hartmann as his secretary. “I at once invited him, as a matter of
course, to my lectures,” says OQuspensky, “and introduced him to all who
were coming to them.”

Gurdjieff’s first introduction to Ouspensky’s pupils took place on
February 13. According to Orage’s notes of the occasion, Gurdjieff talked
chiefly about “impressions” and “energy.” As children we acquire new
impressions, he said, but as we grow older, our sensitivity to new
impressions weakens, and they can only be obtained by force. Similarly,
energy is mechanically acquired and mechanically used; but there are
methods for obtaining new energy. At this Orage commented, “pickaxe and
pounder, eh? A number of interesting observatiens were made by
Gurdjieff that do not seem to appear elsewhere. You may study men by
their postures and judge nationality by methods of dancing. Each na-
tionality has a different number of movements and therefore of thoughts. In
the same way, all our moods are the result of our experiences, and the
trained eye can read them. If a man’s original associations can be traced, we
can create in him any emotion. These topics had obvious reference to
Gurdjieff’s plans for an Institute on a large scale.

Some of Gurdjieff’s audience took fright. “A few timid people were
scared away,” wrote James Young, “perhaps by his completely shaven
head.” It may have been at this first meeting that only one member of the
overawed group dared to ask the Master a question— “What would it be
like to be conscious in essence?” He received the reply: “Everything more
vivid.” There were no more questions, and Gurdjieff left. The second
meeting at which he confronted Ouspensky’s group was on March 15.
Gurdjieff talked about personality and essence. He said that in Europe the
term “hypnotism” referred only to personality. One center might be
hypnotized by the others. Again there was talk of a permanent Institute.
Individual programs in such an organization, Gurdjieff said, could only be
arranged after long study by others and by oneself.

The London Institute was destined never to materialize, although a large
building in Hampstead had been found to house it The reason was
Gurdjieff’s failure to obtain a visa, although Bechhefer Roberts says that he
would have been allowed to enter Britain if he had left behind all the
Russians who followed him from Tiflis and Constantinople. A deputation
was organized by Orage, Maurice Nicoll, and some of the other doctors—
including a bemused surgeon called Kenneth Walker who had been
whisked from Harley Street by Nicoll and made to testify before the Home
Secretary in favor of a man whose name itself was still new to him. Lady
Rothermere attempted to exert pressure covertly, and another follower of
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Ouspensky even mobilized a High Court judge to buttress Gurdjieff’s case.
The Londoners still seem to have been hopeful in late June, but by this
time the Home Office was even causing trouble over a brief visit which
Gurdjieff proposed to make from Berlin. On the main issue it remained
adamant. The traveling circus could not enter Britain.

Part of the reason was probably Bolshevophobia. The specter of Red
Revolution frightened many governments at that time, and there was a
tendency to see in every Russian a bearded, bomb-secreting anarchist
intent on disrupting society. No country in Europe was anxious to admit
more than it could absorb of the huge numbers of White Russians pouring
out of the Slavic depths. Even though Ouspensky’s own position was
secure, it might be that his visit to Theosophical headquarters in Adyar had
somehow tainted him with the brush of sedition. Bechhofer Roberts, who
had visited the Theosophists at the same time—when he was only
nineteen—had been forced to demand an inquiry when he returned home
in order to free himself from unpleasant surveillance. Neither can Orage’s
reputation have been exactly free from blemish. There had been a plot to
kidnap a Member of Parliament, and the government had thought it worth
while to suborn Orage’s friend and colleague, ]. M. Kennedy, to act as an
informer on the New Age group.

Outweighing all considerations of logic was the fact that Gurdjieff was
known to have spied for the Tsarist government in Tibet. It was in Britain
on one or another of the trips he made early in 1922, that Gurdjieff was
interviewed by security men, but no records are available to clarify the
situation. Neither is there any evidence for Louis Pauwels’s claim that the
former French President Poincaré intervened personally to procure for
Gurdjieff the permit which allowed him to settle in France; although, in
view of Ushe Narzunoff’s status as an ally of France, there would have been
nothing illogical in his doing so. Somehow the permit was obtained.
Gurdjieff moved his Berlin group to Paris, and again began to look for a
suitable home. Very soon one was found in the Prieuré des Basses Loges, a
chéiteau some forty miles from Paris, near Fontainebleau. The Institute for
the Harmonious Development of Man had at last found a roof. The money
to pay first for renting, and then for the purchase of the chiteau, came from
Ouspensky’s friends and pupils in London. Lady Rothermere once more
provided funds, but the leading contributor was a rich Yorkshire industrial-
ist named Ralph Philipson. Mrs. Philipson even handed over a valuable
string of pearls to Gurdjieff, who gave them back.

Ouspensky’s own attitude toward Gurdjieff was ambivalent: he “still
expected a very great deal more from his work” but saw a recurrence of “all
the former obstacles which had begun to appear in Essentuki.” For the
moment he devoted his energies to supporting Gurdjieff’s plans. Some of
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his London pupils, particularly the ones who had been most forward in
trying to establish Gurdjieff in England, decided to “give up everything”
and go to Fontainebleau. “In my opinion,” wrote Ouspensky,” some had
been in far too great a hurry to give up their ordinary occupations in
England in order to follow G.” Others, who wanted their Master to make
the decision for them, he told to wait until he himself had been to the
Prieuré.

In the first week in July, Ouspensky went to Paris where he stayed at the
Hotel Solferino in the Rue de Lille. He sent back encouraging messages,
but warned his pupils that Gurdjieff’s establishment was not yet fully
organized. Then in mid-August, he received disquieting news from Orage,
whom he had left in charge of the groups in London. Ill-disposed or panic-
stricken people had been sowing rumors among the new recruits who were
terrified by tales of madness, sexual scandals, and the dangers said to be
attendant on self-observation. OQuspensky wrote to his senior pupils, asking
them to suppress the gossip and warning Orage to keep strictly to his
instructions. However, the exodus had already begun, although few of the
visitors to Fontainebleau can have departed without qualms.

Almost the first to go was James Young, who left Harley Street in some
confusion of mind. Was he going simply to improve his technique as a
psychotherapist? Afterward he declared that he had seen in Ouspensky’s
exposition of the System a possible way of overcoming the problem of
“failure of the will” in which he was interested. On the other hand, as an
honest man, he had to admit that he could not “lay claim to such an
impersonal motive.” Maurice Nicoll abandoned his practice, borrowed
money from his expectations under his father’s will, and left for France with
his wife, his sister-in-law, his young daughter, and a nanny. Several
patients of Young and Nicoll followed their analysts across the Channel.
Rosamund Sharp left for Fontainebleau, as did Rowland Kenney, who
arrived in a mood of great surprise that he should be in such a place at all.
There were numerous people whose circumstances permitted only week-
end visits or short trips. One of these was J.G. Bennett, the young
intelligence officer from Constantinople, who had joined Ouspensky’s circle
on his return to England.

The growth of interest in Gurdjieff’s ideas was like the spreading out of
ripples in a pool: Ouspensky’s arrival in London had produced an eddy
which enclosed Orage and his friends; and their conversion—for conversion
it most certainly was—set off fresh waves through the intellectual world.
After Orage had been won over, Gurdjieff and Ouspensky would have been
names to conjure within the close-knit intellectual society of the day; but
there is no doubt that it was Katherine Mansfield’s death at Fontainebleau
which introduced them to a wider public.
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Katherine Mansfield was the daughter of a prosperous New Zealand
banker. She came to Europe for education and stayed to experience life.
Her tempestuous and theatrical prospecting for experience led to a
succession of lovers, a miscarriage, an abortion, and an operation which
permanently damaged her health. Somehow she contrived an area of
equilibrium in the midst of all this turbulence, out of which emerged a
series of meticulously observed short stories. In 1912 she met John
Middleton Murry, then a hopeful young writer and editor of his own
magazine, Rhythm. They struck up an intense and unstable relationship.
They lived together, lived separately but near at hand, then each took flight
from the other in order to work. Katherine Mansfield’s hysterical tempera-
ment, her insistence on subordinating the responsibilities of personal
relationships to a relentless pursuit of experience—an aspect caricatured by
D.H. Lawrence in the character of Gudrun in Women in Love—compli-
cated their lives unbearably. In 1916 they lived for a while with the
Lawrences in Cornwall in an abortive experiment in communal life. After
the war Katherine Mansfield’s health began to break down in earnest with
the onset of tuberculosis; and in the autumn of 1921, she and Murry—at last
married—were living in Switzerland because of the supposedly beneficial
effect of the mountain air. From their friend, S.S. Koteliansky, K.M. heard
about a Russian doctor in Paris who had a new treatment for tuberculosis,
and she became convinced that a cure was possible. To the great distress of
Murry, who thought that her only chance lay in remaining in Switzerland,
she left for London in July 1922, ostensibly in order to see a heart specialist
before going on to Paris to begin treatment for her diseased lungs. In fact
she had a perfectly sound heart and the real reason—as Murry afterward
believed—was to renew her contact with Orage.

The relationship of the Murrys with the Lawrences is well known, but that
with Orage and Beatrice Hastings was almost equally important. It was Orage
who had published Katherine Mansfield’s first stories in the New Age in 1910.
Later Beatrice Hastings was to claim the responsibility. Whatever the truth,
Katherine Mansfield fell for a time under the influence of the powerful Mrs.
Hastings, and it was to her that she is supposed to have turmed in 1911 for help
in arranging her abortion. After she met Murry, her connection with Orage
lapsed; for Orage had also been Murry’s first publisher, and Murry’s magazine,
Rhythm, was in some ways a rival to the New Age in which it was bitterly
attacked. However, when Beatrice Hastings left Orage and went to Paris, the
two women again resumed their relationship.

When the breakup with Orage removed Beatrice Hastings from the scene
in 1916, the relationship of the Murrys and Orage altered once again. Next
year Orage published some stories of Katherine Mansfield’s, and Middleton
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Murry met him for what was only the second time in his life. Relations
between the two men remained affable but distant. Murry was conscious of
a relationship with Orage which resembled that of opposed magnetic poles.
“He, far more than many other men whom I knew far better,” Murry wrote
in 1934, “was an influence in my life: a queer kind of negative influence, no
doubt, for I was always resisting Orage, but a very real one.”

In the autumn of 1921, Orage—probably remembering Murry’s bouts of
mysticism—suggested that the newly published book of Lewis Wallace,
Cosmic Anatomy, be sent to him in Switzerland. “To such speculations,”
wrote Murry eight years later, “I have since learned to attach a meaning, as
a sometimes useful method (if used warily) of making the borderlands of
psychology accessible to thought; but at that time they meant nothing—less
than nothing; they were positively repellent. I put the book aside. K.M.
picked it up.”

Cosmic Anatomy is a curious book. It is an open question how much
Lewis Wallace was in fact the author and how much the book was cobbled
together by Orage and the psychosynthesists to serve as an introduction to
Ouspensky’s lectures. It describes an occult system derived from Oriental
religions, Rosicrucianism, and similar sources which is supposed to be
linked to contemporary science—psychoanalysis, of course, and relativity.
There are striking parallels with Gurdjieff’s own teachings. At all events the

. book answered the metaphysical hunger of the times in general, and of
Katherine Mansfield in particular.

From her Russian wonder doctor in Paris, K. M. fled to London, with the
hapless Murry following. The goal was Orage, both as mediator of Cosmic
Anatomy and as the magnetic personality who had dominated the New Age
gatherings. She saw him on August 30, 1922, by which time he had almost
certainly resolved to go to Fontainebleau. “She said it had been wonder-
ful,” recalled her friend, Ida Baker, “he had been so affectionate,
embracing her and calling her ‘darling,” as though in a return to earlier,
happier days.” K. M. recorded the interview in her journal. It typifies the
attitude of many people who came to Gurdjieff—a general attitude,
irrespective of personal problems, but here expressed with the customary
Mansfield powers of observation.

On that occasion I began by telling him how dissatisfied I was with the
idea that Life must be a lesser thing than we were capable of
“imagining” it to be. I had the feeling that the same thing happened to
nearly everybody whom I knew and whom I did not know. No sooner
was their youth, with the little force and impetus characteristic of
youth, done, than they stopped growing. At the very moment that one
felt that now was the time to gather oneself together, to use one’s
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whole strength, to take control, to be an adult, in fact, they seemed
content to swop the darling wish of their hearts for innumerable little
wishes. Or the image that suggested itself to me was that of a river
flowing away in countless little trickles over a dark swamp.

They deceived themselves, of course. They called this trickling
away—greater tolerance—wider interests—a sense of proportion—so
that work did not rule out the possibility of “life.” Or they called it an
escape from all this mind-probing and self-consciousness—a simpler
and therefore a better way of life. But sooner or later, in literature at
any rate, there sounded an undertone of deep regret. There was an
uneasiness, a sense of frustration. One heard, one thought one heard,
the cry that began to echo in one’s own being: “I have missed it. I have
given up. This is not what I want. If this is all, then Life is not worth
living.”

But I know it is not all. How does one know that? Let me take the
case of K. M. She has led, ever since she can remember, a very
typically false life. Yet, through it all, there have been moments,
instants, gleams, when she has felt the possibility of something quite
other.

At this point, Katherine Mansfield was living in the house of her friend,
the artist Dorothy Brett, while Murry rented a room next door from Boris
Anrep. K. M. became completely involved with the group around Orage.
This now included another old friend, the novelist ]J. D. Beresford, who was
also attending Ouspensky’s meetings. The spiritual quest on which they
were embarking was contagious, but Murry remained unaffected. “I felt
that the only thing that remained to me—my own integrity—was at stake. It
was not that I felt superior to Orage, or J. D. Beresford, or James Young, or
Maurice Nicoll, who were among Ouspensky’s disciples: still less did I feel
superior to Katherine. But I was certain that it would be treachery to myself
to follow them. I could scarcely bear to discuss the doctrines of Ouspensky
‘with Katherine.” In despair, he began to turn more and more to the
teachings of a mystic named Millar Dunning, whom he had met at
Garsington, and who also counted J. W. N. Sullivan—still not yet
emancipated from Aleister Crowley—among his devotees. Eventually,
feeling life “a kind of torture,” Murry took flight to Selsfield, the country
house of his friend Vivian Locke-Ellis.

Katherine Mansfield had not quite given up hope of making him
understand. She saw Orage again on September fifth and tenth; on the
fourteenth she went to a lecture by Ouspensky at Warwick Gardens and
met Orage on the sixteenth. Four days later, she attended a luncheon at J.
D. Beresford’s, about which she wrote to Murry.
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K. M. absorbed Gurdjieff’s ideas from Orage rather than from
Ouspensky. She attended a few of Ouspensky’s lectures and then came to
tell him that she was off to continue her treatment with the Paris specialist.
To Ouspensky, she did not seem to have long to live, but he gave her
Gurdjieff’s address, and on October 3 she left for Paris. The next day she
protested in a letter to Murry: “I don’t feel influenced by Ouspensky or
Dunning. I merely feel I've heard ideas like my ideas, but bigger ones, far
more definite ones. And that there really is Hope—real Hope, not half-
Hope . . .”

Orage himself arrived in Paris on October 14. He was still trying to sell
his share of the New Age, but had received a subsidy from Lewis Wallace to
speed him on his quest for truth. In his brilliant variations on literature, the
arts, Theosophy, and social reform, he had simply been postponing the
inevitable reckoning which his nature had long since decreed. Fifteen years
earlier, he had written in his speculations on the higher forms of
consciousness: “Perhaps the great ways of Religion, Art and Love are also
the safe and certain ways. Perhaps it is the racial experience that has named
these as the chosen means, the humanly effective means. Special means
doubtless exist; but special means involve special difficulties.” Now special
means confronted him which had none of the rigmarole attached to them of
the occultism which he had earlier abandoned; and he could no longer put

. off the attempt. ﬂ

The impact of Ouspensky’s teaching on him had simply deepened afte
the first shock. On May 30, 1922, he had written to Claude Bragdon: “Ever
since Mr. Ouspensky came to London under Lady Rothermere’s auspices
last August, I have been attending his lectures, and more and more and still
more I find myself absorbing his teaching . . . Mr. Ouspensky is the first
teacher I have met who has impressed me with ever-increasing certainty
that he knows and can do.” All his resistance had crumbled. C. S. Nott
reports that later Orage compared his own situation in 1921-22 with that of
a character called Hamolinadir in Beelzebub’'s Tales. This character
represents the man who has “learned everything” and found no solutions in
the knowledge of the schoolmen. “Hamolinadir,” said Orage, “is a cartoon
of the disillusioned modern thinker, whose reason is insufficient for
objective conclusions.”

Yet one cannot but feel that the intellectual baggage of Orage—Ilike that
of Ouspensky and of many of Gurdjieff’s followers—had been insufficient to
weigh him down. The gadfly mind seldom penetrates deeply enough into
the disciplines from which it draws sustenance to deliver any sort of verdict
upon them. Philip Mairet quotes a remark of Ramiro de Maeztu: “Orage
knows the shapes of everything and the weight of nothing.” He suggests
that Orage felt the absence of a solid core of truth to be a flaw which
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affected both society and himself. After the flight of his mistress and in the
absence of a cause to dominate, Orage sought a master and a dominating
interest. The sovereign alkahest which would reconcile all social and
personal contradictions must be God.

“Since in my experience,” he wrote after his time at Fontainebleau,
“every attempt to establish an ideal and conscious relation between man
and man, without taking God into account, has failed, the only remaining
hope of the serious social reformer is to ‘find religion,” that is to say, find
God.” This has been criticized as rationalizing after the event; but it is
perfectly in line with what he had accepted of Gurdjieff’s ideas. How can
you reform society, the argument runs, when man himself is unregenerate?
Man is asleep, and you can help at best to wake up only a few. Altruists are
self-indulgent people—and, of course, asleep. All you can do is try to find
your “real I.” “Why must you go?” asked his devoted secretary, Alice
Marks; and Orage returned simply: “I am going to find God.”

Orage’s departure from London was viewed by a far wider circle than that

of the New Age office as a tragedy from which the causes he had
championed would not recover. Criticism began. Dmitrije Mitrinovié
disconsolately, but humorously, watched the man he had hoped to make his
own Saint Paul submit to the dictates of another gospel. He complained to
Wilma Muir that too many clever men in London were throwing up their
jobs and migrating to Fontainebleau because Gurdjieff had promised that
he could raise into full bloom the merest bud of a soul. Yet, after
melancholy shakings of the head, Mitrinovié would then gurgle with
laughter and cry: “London is Looney-bin, no?”
.. The contrast between the view from “within” and the view from
“without” is absolute. From one point of view, Orage’s conversion was
incomprehensible, or a matter for censure. From another, it was simply
necessary. Once more he made a clean break with his past. The last time he
had bumed his boats, he salvaged from the ashes three volumes of
Nietzsche. This time his luggage was less bulky. It consisted, as he later
said, of Alice in Wonderland and a toothbrush.
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The Institute for the Harmonious
Development of Man

- The chiteau known as the Prieuré des Basses Loges stands at the bottom of
a small hill in the village of Avon on the outskirts of Fontainebleau. The
building—said to have been designed for Mme. de Maintenon—is three
stories high and low in proportion to its length. The windows of the two
lower stories are flanked by shutters, while those of the upper story project
from a gray slate roof. Inside, the ground floor contains the once ornate
Empire drawing room, salon, and library; the second floor, a set of
luxurious bedrooms known by the pupils as “the Ritz,” where Gurdjieff and
Mme. Ostrowsky had their quarters and where visitors and new arrivals
were generally lodged; and the third floor—or “Monks’ Corridor”—holds
attic bedrooms where most of the pupils slept.

In the courtyard at the chiteau entrance is a fountain—out of whose
circular basin Gurdjieff once heaved a car single-handedly—and on the
other side of the house, beyond a terrace, is a garden supposed to have
been designed by Lenétre. In Gurdjieff’s day the garden included an
impressive lime avenue and another fountain used as a swimming pool.
When Gurdjieff bought the property, the grounds extended beyond the 45
acres around the house to some 200 acres, bounded by a stone wall outside
of which rose the trees of the Forest of Fontainebleau. Inside the demesne
were various auxiliary buildings: a complex of kitchens and servants’
quarters attached to the chiteau in an ugly wing; an enormous orangery

232
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built almost entirely of glass; and a small house in the gardens known as “Le
Paradou.” Under Gurdjieff’s régime the Paradou housed the children of the
colony, who were supervised in a rota by one mother a week.

The Prieuré was owned by the widow of the advocate Maitre Laborie,
who had been given the chiteau in payment for his defense of Dreyfus.
After various negotiations carried out by Mme. de Hartmann, Gurdjieff first
leased, then bought the Prieuré for 700,000 francs. But his hopes of
immediate occupancy were frustrated, and it was not until October 1922,
that he was able to move the caravanserel into his new headquarters.

The first English pupils found Gurdjieff temporarily established in Paris
where he hired a house in Auteuil and used the Dalcroze Institute in the
Rue de Vaugirard for teaching his movements. In August, James Young
arrived to find the pupils occupied in making costumes for public
performances which Gurdjieff planned to give. Metalworking, embroidery
and shoemaking were some of the tasks imposed; and many of the new
arrivals were strangers to any form of manual labor. As Young wrote, they
suddenly had to pick up the techniques of several different handicrafts,
“which meant overcoming one’s awkwardness and diffidence, and some-
times, be it confessed, one’s indifference or even dislike. This work was
carried on with feverish activity, and occupied, together with the exercises,
thirteen or fourteen hours every day. The keynote was ‘Overcome
difficulties—Make effort—Work.” . . . You may imagine that this kind of
communal work, together with misunderstandings that arose from language
difficulties, called upon one’s exercise of the virtues of self-remembering,
non-identifying and non-considering to the utmost.”

The Prieuré was fully furnished, except for the former servants’ quarters,
but had not been lived in since 1914. The advance party from Paris had the
task of hacking the grounds into shape and renovating the inside of the
building. “We weeded and trimmed up the almost indistinguishable paths,”
Young remembered, “washed all the glass of a large ‘orangerie’ or vinery,
which afterwards became a workshop and smithy—and, in general, worked
* like demons.” When the chiteau and the grounds had been made more or
less habitable, Gurdjieff and the main body of pupils arrived.

A peculiar prospectus was issued in French, entitled, L’Institut du
Développement Harmonique de 'Homme de G. Gurdjieff, in which
Ouspensky claimed to have had a hand. It began with an account of the
expeditions of the Seekers for Truth in the Orient and of Gurdjieff’s
adventures while trying to establish himself in Russia. “The number of
people interested in the basic ideas of the Institute,” it claimed, “is clearly
growing: there are not far off 5,000 members, scattered about throughout
the world.” Bechhofer Roberts, who visited Fontainebleau as an interested
spectator, remarked that the numbers could safely be reduced to 500; and
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in fact, the inhabitants of the Institute numbered between sixty and
seventy. At least half of these were Eastern Europeans; according to Young,
“Russians, Armenians, Poles, Georgians, and even a Syrian.” They kept
themselves aloof, eating in their own dining room and separated for the
most part from the English pupils by an impassable language barrier. Of the
thirty-odd English residents, many are known by name. There were the
doctors: Nicoll, Alcock, Young, and another psychoanalyst named Dr. Mary
Bell; half a dozen Theosophically inclined ladies; Orage, Katherine Mans-
field, and other literary converts like Rowland Kenney and Rosamund
Sharp. There were a couple of civil servants, among them R. J. G. Mayor,
and a diplomat or two. A larger floating population of weekend visitors
included the faithful like J. G. Bennett, the intrigued like Clifford Sharp,
and the merely inquisitive like Bechhofer Roberts. It should be emphasized
that Gurdjieff’s Institute—the achievement for which he is generally
remembered—was a limited concern with a finite number of pupils, and
that strict supervision was exercised over admission. For example, the
skeptical psychical researcher, Dr. E. J. Dingwall, was refused access to
Fontainebleau.

According to the prospectus, Gurdjieff accepted pupils of three catego-
ries: those who wished to undergo his educational program, those who
merely wanted theoretical instruction, and those who were his patients in
his capacity as physician-hypnotist. Gurdjieff later published a revised
translation of parts of his prospectus—but with the idiom and the
presentation somewhat altered. In the winter of 1922-23, he expressed
himself in the style of the new psychology, in the tones of a prophet who
would have been at home in Edwin Muir’s Hellerau:

Because of the conditions of modern life, contemporary man has
deviated from his original type; that is to say, from the type which
should have been produced by the influence of his environment: the
circumstances of the place, the surroundings and the culture in which
he is born and grows up.

. instead of raising man completely to a new degree of develop-
ment, civilization has encouraged the evolution of certain faculties at
the expense of others, some of which have been utterly destroyed; . . .
Man has become an uprooted creature unable to adapt himself to life
and alien to all the circumstances of his present existence.

This is what the psychological system of M. Gurdjieff asserts by
means. of psycho-analysis, showing by experiment that the world-
picture of a modern man and its own effect on life are not the personal
and voluntary expression of his entire being, but that on the contrary
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are only the accidental and automatic manifestations of several parts of
him.

The prospectus continued with a summary of Gurdjieff’s doctrine of the
three centers, but presented in a completely different way from the
“occult” version familiar to readers of Quspensky. Emphasis was placed on
the fact that self-observation showed the centers to be uncoordinated, in
perpetual conflict, and with different degrees of development. Man must
bring his centers into a state of harmonious cooperation. Such a struggle
could not be carried out alone, as its dangers demanded specialist
instruction. “It is indispensable,” the prospectus concluded, “to develop
new faculties which are not given to man in life and which cannot be
developed in him by general methods.”

Gurdjieff announced an elaborate program which he divided into
theoretical, practical, and medical sections. The theoretical side was
represented by an extensive series of lectures.

Science of the harmonious development of man; Psychology of man’s
inner development. Study of methods of knowledge and of the
perfecting of the I according to the theories of European science and
Oriental schools. Experiments and practical work. Application of the
psychological method to different sciences; cosmological philosophy;
universal mechanics. Science of relativity. Science of number. Science
of Symbols. Astrophysics, mathematics, chemistry ancient and modern
(alchemy); ancient medicine, modern Oriental medicine. Comparative
study of religions. Mythology. Idolatry. Ancient esoteric schools and
modern Oriental schools. Psychology of art. Ancient and modern
philosophy.

The practical section comprised “harmonic rhythm,” “special exercises
for the development of memory, will, concentration of thought, perception,
etc.”; “Music, song, modelling, Oriental dances (sacred), drawing, painting,
sculpture”; “Trades and applied arts—agriculture, horticulture, market-
gardening; languages.” It was added that “the teaching and the practice of
all these subjects is carried out according to special methods.”

Under the ‘medical section’” were listed an extraordinary number of
“therapies,” including “hydrotherapy,” “phototherapy,” “electrotherapy,”
“magnetotherapy,” “psychotherapy,” “dietotherapy,” and something called
“duliotherapy.” Gurdjieff also. proclaimed that the Institute contained
“physico-metric,” “chemico-analytic” and “psycho-experimental” cabinets.
What these were was anybody’s guess, but presumably they were part of
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the well-equipped medical department of the Institute which the prospec-
tus announced side by side with a Journal of the Institute, “printed in
appropriate characters.” As Bechhofer Roberts observed in 1924, the
“cabinets” had no visible existence, and the “Medical Section” was confined
to “a few pieces of electrical apparatus of ordinary type.”

Some of the claims in the prospectus could be justified as being
allegorical. One of Gurdjieff’s followers has explained “duliotherapy” as
being “slave-therapy;” that is, the total submission to the will of the Master.
No doubt the various “cabinets” could be similarly explained—and even the
Journal “printed in appropriate characters.” But it is difficult to explain
away the oddest part of Gurdjieff’s prospectus: the “Individual Histo-
rometric Record” designed for “patients” who were engaged on practical
work on themselves, and were following a program laid down for them
individually. This strange document consists of a series of blank forms on
which various medical and psychological particulars were supposed to be
entered. On the bottom of each page is the rubric: “For the terminology of
schematic and conventional expressions see the special instructors man-
ual.”

As far as is known, the elaborate “Record” was never used. This does not
necessarily mean that it was mere window dressing—although, of course, it
is quite probable that Gurdjieff was simply trying to blind the intellectuals
of the West with their own science. Few detailed medical examinations
ever seem to have taken place; but the divisions which the form