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Eschatological expectations reached a very high
pitch in Russia at the end of 2012. The state
media found it necessary more than once to
calm the citizens’ agitation, and even President
Putin took part in this. In the end the world did
not come to an end, but this did not remove the
actual idea, which is worthy of special analysis.
Where did it come from, how did it survive to
the present day, in what circles is it perpetuated,
and, above all, how is it understood today?
Having arisen in a religious context, it has
received many interpretations and been
borrowed from one religious tradition to
another, receiving new forms and being expertly
adapted to particular milieux in response to
their expectations (see, for example, [De
Laubier 2004; Bultmann 2012]). In essence, it is
a broad, many-faceted problem which has
disturbed people for two millennia and still
troubles them today. Here I shall consider only
how it is represented in the most popular
Christian and esoteric doctrines — how they
understand the end of the world, with what they
connect it and whom they see as its agents, and,
finally, wherein the differences between
Christian and esoteric understandings of the
historical process lie, and how the approaches of
the main esoteric doctrines differ.2

The research was funded by the RGNF under the terms of research project 12-01-00312, ‘Contemporary
Religion: Tolerance or Radicalism?’
At this level the subject has hardly been studied [Bokov 2010]. But as the Swiss author acknowledges,
eschatology as a whole has rarely received specialist attention [De Laubier 2004: 8].
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I intend to focus here on the eschatological concepts and attitudes
that took shape or manifested themselves during the twentieth
century. However, the elucidation of the meaning of some of the
most important concepts and their evolution will necessarily require
a consideration of earlier periods. It goes without saying that there is
a great diversity of versions and interpretations of ‘the end of times’
within both Christianity and esoteric doctrines. Therefore within the
context of the comparative historical analysis which forms the
mainstay of the present work, firstly, stress will be laid on certain
common features belonging to the majority of popular versions of the
Apocalypse, secondly, only the most important of the said doctrines
will be considered, and thirdly, within Christianity, Russian
Orthodoxy will receive special attention. This all needs to be known
in view of the ambiguous social and psychological role of mystical
and esoteric doctrines, which have obtained unprecedented currency
among the general public over the last twenty or twenty-five years,
mostly thanks to the mass media [Rozin 1997].
In many contemporary religions the idea of the ‘end of times’ plays
a major role. However, whereas Christians expect a complete end,
culminating in the Last Judgment, for those esoteric writers who
have adopted the Hindu view of the cyclical nature of time, it is
a matter of the end of one age (kali yuga) and the transition to another
(satya yuga). Nevertheless, the esotericism that has grown up on
Western soil has not divested itself of Christian outlooks either.
The Revelation of St John the Divine
It will be remembered that the Revelation of St John the Divine
contains prophecy about the times immediately preceding the Last
Judgment. It speaks, firstly, of dreadful natural catastrophes (famine,
earthquakes, poisoned rivers, plagues, etc.) and people perishing in
masses, as a result of their sins, and secondly of the coming of the
Antichrist and the cruel persecution of those Christians who have
remained faithful to the doctrine of Jesus Christ. The Antichrist is
represented as an earthly man acting at Satan’s prompting. Having
a supple mind and exceptional gifts as an orator, he manages to draw
the overwhelming majority of people over to his side, to become the
lord of the world, and to introduce a single religion of his own. He
succeeds in seducing even a large number of the hierarchs of the
church, who transgress the Christian commandments, which is called
the apostasy. All these horrors continue for three and a half years,
after which the heavenly powers are victorious and the wrath of God
descends upon the heads of the apostates. Babylon in particular,
a sink of sin and abomination, is destined to perish. Finally the Saviour
comes to earth, vanquishes the dragon (Satan) and puts him in chains.
There follows the thousand-year reign of Christ, reserved for those
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who have not worshipped the beast (Antichrist); they are resurrected,
but the followers of the beast have to wait another thousand years.
At the end of that time Satan is loosed from his chains, gathers his
armies together and fights the last battle against God. God defeats all
his enemies and condemns them to eternal torment. At the Last
Judgment the dead receive ‘according to their works’: the righteous
receive new life, and sinners end up in ‘the lake of fire’. Then Jerusalem
revives and becomes the abode of the redeemed.
The text of the Apocalypse is full of complex symbolic images, which
at different times and on the lips of different authors have received
the most varied treatment; this has prepared the ground for
prophecies, which have become more active in times of crisis
[Derevensky 2000a; 2007]. Eschatological expectations have been
excited both by chronological landmarks derived from Holy Scripture
(for example, the years 492 and 1492, which marked respectively six
and 7 000 years from the creation of the world), and the ends of
centuries and more particularly millennia, and by social and military
cataclysms. The struggle between competing religions has also played
a part (see, for example, [Belyaev 1898, II: 946–67; Filaret 1902:
3–5; Konets mira 1912: 8–10; Fomin 1993: 14–18; Shakhnovich
1996: 240–5; Trachtenberg 1998: 35–6; Derevensky 2000b: 12–13;
Fast 2009: 64]. One modern author has counted no less than twenty
historical periods when people were in fearful expectation of the
apocalypse [Tsybin 2000: 55–90].
Christianity and the esoteric view of the historical process
Both the Christian and esoteric views of the historical process are
based on the concept of involution, which presumes a movement
from a golden age towards degradation and dissolution. But if the
Christian chronotope assumes linear time, the esoteric gives greater
significance to its cyclic movement. The Christian view looks back to
an ancient piety and does not admit of any evolution, whereas the
esoteric combines the notion of the decline and extinction of
particular races with a belief in the evolution of humanity as a whole.
Each new race proves incomparably more advanced than its
predecessor. The Christian world awaits an absolute end, whereas for
the esoteric the end is only the completion of a particular cycle, after
which the life of humanity will continue, though under a new form.
Therefore the Christian world-view is full of pessimism (see, for
example [Kuraev 1999]), while the esoteric radiates optimism;
Christianity lives in nostalgia for the good old days, and the esoteric
presses on towards future delights. At the core of the Church’s
doctrine is Christ, but esotericism stresses mighty humanity and
planetary messianism. For esoteric writers Christ is no more than
a herald of the bright future [De Laubier 2004: 118, 124].
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In Christianity ‘the last times’ are connected with natural catastrophes, but many Christians are afraid not of them, but of the
Antichrist, since the spiritual catastrophe that his coming will bring,
i.e. the abolition of Christianity, will eclipse all physical sufferings.
With its veneer of scientism, esotericism allots a much greater role to
natural and cosmic catastrophes. Here it is a matter of changes in the
angle of the Earth’s axis, switching of the magnetic poles, peculiar
behaviour of the moon and, of course, dreadful geological cataclysms.
All this is supposed to result in worldwide floods, which destroyed the
legendary continent of Lemuria, and later drowned the no less
legendary Atlantis. The destruction of the continents led to the
extinction of the human races (the third and fourth respectively)
associated with them. Esotericism has obviously taken the idea of
the flood from the Old Testament, but whereas Christianity has
long regarded it symbolically, the esoteric writers have tried to find
a pseudo-scientific basis for it.
In Christianity, the primacy of the subject and of free will is paramount. Here people construct their own fates and are responsible for
condemning themselves to perdition. The end of the world comes
upon humanity because of its sins, and it may be delayed only by
righteous living. Esotericism, on the other hand, appeals to science
and to the operation of inexorable laws: each race is allotted a limited
(though prolonged) number of years, after which it must inevitably
cease to exist. True, righteous living is rewarded here too: the best of
the old race do not perish, but merge with the new race. Esotericism
has inherited the idea of reincarnation from Hinduism: the law of
karma means that happiness is prepared for the righteous in their
next birth. Therefore a righteous life is rewarded in either case.
For this reason it is hard to agree with V. M. Rozin when he states in
absolute terms that religion is concerned with collective salvation,
and esotericism with an individual road to salvation [Rozin 1996:
14]. This is contradicted, on the one hand, by the Christian position
on free will, and on the other by Russian esoteric writers’ enthusiasm
for ‘Russian cosmism’, which is directed not towards individuals but
towards peoples or towards humankind as a whole. It is easier to
agree with Rozin’s view that esotericism grants the primary role to
self-awareness and self-perfection, calling for the construction of
a comfortable, albeit illusory world [Rozin 2001: 116–25]. However,
some doctrines, for example Gurdjieff’s, are concerned not with the
righteous, but with the ‘adept’. Indeed, salvation in esotericism is
connected not so much with right behaviour as with advancement
along the road of self-awareness, and attention is given not to prayer,
but to particular psychological techniques. Taking this into consideration, one must distinguish esoteric theory (cosmogony), which
deals with populations en masse, from esoteric practice, directed
towards personal self-perfection. Moreover, esoteric practices for
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expanding consciousness are currently more in demand than theory
[Balagushkin 2001: 238]. In the present article, however, it is with
the theoretical constructions that we are concerned.
The Apocalypse in Christian tradition
Eschatological ideas about natural catastrophes relate principally to
the distant past. When it is a question of the approaching ‘end of
times’, both Christianity and esotericism pay much more attention
to social processes. Many Christians expect the Antichrist, and are
concerned about when he will come and where from, and who will
be his army. At this point the Jewish question arises, and it is by no
means by chance that antisemitic attitudes have accompanied
apocalyptic expectations since early Christian times [Trachtenberg
1998: 30–41]. This was determined by rivalry, since not only
Christians, but Jews too were awaiting the coming of their Messiah.
For Christians the Jewish Messiah was unambiguously associated
with the ‘false prophet’ who was to appear in order to turn people
away from Christ and subject them to his wicked will. Is it surprising
that this messiah was very early identified by them with the Antichrist
as ‘king of the Jews’? Moreover, some early Christian leaders thought
of the coming of Antichrist as the temporary victory of the Jews, who
thanks to him would be able to return to their homeland, restore their
kingdom, rebuild Solomon’s temple and obtain power over ‘the
nations’. All this was to be accompanied by persecution of Christians,
for the Fathers of the Church had an unambiguous view of the Jews
as the Church’s worst enemies [Derevensky 2000b: 21–3].1
The legend of the Antichrist was widely current among Christians in
the later Middle Ages, but in modern times the West lost interest in
the Antichrist [Bogoslovsky 1885: 275–86; Emerson 1981]. In
Russia things took a different turn. At first the Old Believers identified
the Antichrist with Patriarch Nikon, and later with Peter I [Panchenko 1984: 54–5; Guryanova 1988: 23–60; Zenkovsky 2009:
187–9, 256–7]. The next wave of interest in ‘the last times’ came in
the second half of the nineteenth century and at the beginning of
the twentieth, when many people were expecting the beginning of
a ‘New Age’, which looked more like the ‘age of Antichrist’ to
conservatives. It was at this point that the mystic Sergei Nilus
appeared with his ‘Protocols of the Elders of Zion’, which were
nothing less than a programme for the coming of the Antichrist,
allegedly put into practice by Jews and Freemasons [Partridge,
Geaves 2007: 85; Hagemeister 2012]. No matter how much experts

1

On the essential antisemitism of this approach see, for example, [Dudakov 1993: 143–7, 152–68;
Laqueur 1994: 97–100; Bagdasaryan 1999; Hagemeister 1999; Derevensky 2000b: 21–4; Murav 2000;
Rossman 2002: 200–1; Verkhovsky 2003: 65–72; Hagemeister 2012].

Victor Shnirelman. The End of the World or the Beginning of a New Cycle? Ideas of the End of Times in Christianity and Esoteric Beliefs

201

RELIGION IN THE CONTEMPORARY CITY

unmasked this pamphlet as a forgery concocted by the secret police,
its defenders constantly appealed to the assertion that world events
were proceeding exactly as described in the ‘Protocols’.1
Whereas in the Middle Ages it was believed that the Antichrist would
come from Babylon or Persia, some Russian priests developed the
idea that the Antichrist could be expected to come from the West.
How and why did this happen? These early ideas had been formed
under the influence of Holy Scripture, which spoke of the ten tribes
of Israel that had gone away far to the East. One of these was the tribe
of Dan, with which the birth of the Antichrist was associated. But the
period of romanticism, and of the nationalism to which it gave birth,
changed all this. Now the efforts of various Russian priests to prove
the truth of Orthodoxy in opposition to Catholicism or Protestantism
coincided with the desire of Russian nationalists to set Russia apart
from the West. The political confrontation harmonised with the
religious rivalry. Twentieth-century events only gave fresh impulse to
these attitudes and the efforts of the Western churches to improve
their relations with the Jews were interpreted by the conservative
Russian clergy as the first step on the road to apostasy and efforts to
clear the way for the Antichrist.
There was a further underlying cause too. The long and vain wait for
the Antichrist required an explanation. It was found in the Apostle
Paul’s reference to him ‘who now letteth’ (II Thess. ii 7), who was
preventing the Antichrist from coming into the world. There has
been considerable theological debate over the proper understanding
of this entity ‘who now letteth’. It has been seen as the Roman
Empire, the Roman emperor, the Holy Church, the Holy Spirit, and
so on. However, the idea that it was the Emperor of Russia became
popular amongst Russian priests in the nineteenth century [Belyaev
1898, II: 473–646]. Indeed, the Roman Empire had fallen, Byzantium was no more, Christianity was riven by schism, and only the
Russian Empire, as the ‘Third Rome’ with the Tsar at its head,
manfully defended the principles of the ‘true faith’.
However, these ideas were sorely tested in 1917, when the revolution
not only led to the monarch’s abdication, but to his being shot
along with his whole family. During the years of the Civil War, and
immediately afterwards, the apocalyptic atmosphere reached its
highest pitch. But despite all the horrors of the revolution, the
Antichrist still did not appear. Once again it was necessary to look
for him ‘who now letteth’. Some looked to the Mother of God,
others to the Church, but the conviction gradually spread that it
was none other than Russia itself and the Russian people

1

For more detail on the ‘Protocols of the Elders of Zion’ see [Kon 1990; Burtsev 1991; Dudakov 1993:
140–68; Ben-Itto 2001; De Michelis 2006; Tagieff 2011].
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[Hagemeister 2011]. During the Cold War these inclinations
intensified, and in the post-Soviet period they coincided with a new
wave of anti-Western sentiment. This once more assured the
faithful that the Antichrist could be expected to come from the
West, where, as many priests were teaching, there was a departure
from the Christian faith and Satanism was spreading. There are
whole tracts being published in Russia today proving that it is
incompatible with the Western ‘civilisation of the Beast’ and that it
resists it, while the West, in alliance with the chief agents of
Antichrist, the Jews and Freemasons, dreams of doing away with
Russia. In this situation Russia is presented as the saviour of the
whole world, restraining the coming of Antichrist and of Satan. In
this context the possible fall of Russia is understood as threatening
the collapse of all humanity, which would in this case be left with
no defence against the infernal powers. That really would be the
end of the world (see, for example, [Nazarov 1999]).
The Apocalypse in the esoteric tradition
Esotericism has a completely different view of this, which originated
in response to the turbulent social processes of modernisation
which destroyed the traditional values inherited from the Middle
Ages. It particularly reflects a disillusion with the slogans of the
Enlightenment, which had promised the coming of the reign of
reason and social justice, but led instead to a senseless race for
power and wealth, to schisms and nationalistic conflicts, to
dictatorships, horrendous world wars and genocide. Nor had
science been any help, but had created its own myths with their
attendant superstitions and prejudices. But people did not give up
their belief in a bright future. All this helped to make esotericism
popular as a sort of secret knowledge of laws invisible to the human
eye, which revealed the meaning of social progress and promised to
create a just society in the New Age. In other words, for many of
our contemporaries esotericism has easily replaced the discredited
ideas of communism. Moreover, paradoxical though it may be, the
esotericism that used to call itself ‘secret knowledge’ destined for
the chosen few has now turned itself into ‘science for the masses’
[Rozin 1996; 2002: 6–26; Fesenkova 2001с; Khen 2001; De Laubier 2004: 108–10; Balagushkin 2008].
Understanding the social prestige of science, many esoteric writers
have attempted to synthesise science and religion, and make constant
appeal to science [Kasavin 1990; Fesenkova 2001a; Pakhomov 2010:
84], and have sometimes even insisted that they are not religious. At
the same time, the laws they deduced were founded rather on faith
than on experimental science, and the scientific knowledge they
employed turned out as a rule to be out of date, second-hand, and
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therefore distorted [Zorya 2010].1 Furthermore, in esoteric texts this
knowledge lost the dynamism natural to science and looked more
like frozen dogmas. Thus early esoteric writers took up the theory of
polygenism, popular in the middle of the nineteenth century, and
their followers have preserved it to this day, though it has long been
disproved by science. The theory of cyclicism and ideas about
involution, the origin of human races (or some of them at least) from
other planets, the evolutionary replacement of one race by another,
the law of karma and reincarnation, the universal flood, and ancient
civilisations supposed to have existed in antediluvian times on
drowned continents have proved equally durable esoteric dogmas.2
All difficult problems are solved by esoterics by reference to the Great
Teachers who are supposed to be in control of human development.
And although no one has seen them, the myth of the Great Teachers
practically replaces faith in God in esoteric doctrines. In essentially
the same way, esotericism, which dreamt of a single planetary
religion, has turned all the founders of world religions (Zoroaster,
Moses, Christ, Buddha, Mohammed) into the prophets and bearers
of a holy knowledge which is basically one and the same. Esotericism
draws upon the Manichaean doctrine of a struggle between the
powers of light and the powers of darkness. It also accepts the belief
in the construction of a just and prosperous society on earth, which
the Church defines as chiliasm and regards as a heresy, since
according to its teaching such a kingdom can only exist in Heaven.
There was a demand, in a society disillusioned with traditional
religions, for esotericism, as it promised people redemption and
salvation, which elicited a response particularly from intellectuals in
times of disturbance and crisis. Therefore it is no accident at all that
an interest in esotericism flared up twice: at the end of the nineteenth
century and beginning of the twentieth, and after the Second World
War. The second wave reached Russia at the end of the 1960s and
continued to grow until the very end of the twentieth century, when
esotericism received powerful support from the media [Rozin 1997;
2002: 15].
In esotericism it is not a matter of the end of the world, but of
a change of ages: the Age of Pisces must give way to the Age of
Aquarius. This is nothing to be sad about, but quite the reverse,
a joyful event. The new, young, sixth race is coming into being, and
with it the world will be renewed. Esoteric writers expect this to result

1

2

However, the question of the relationship between the rational and the irrational in present-day
esotericism is debatable. In the words of one author, in Mme Blavatsky’s teachings the rational was
intricately combined with the irrational [Falikov 2007: 30], but other scholars suppose that there is
a signiﬁcant preponderance of the rational over the irrational in esoteric ideas [Fesenkova 2001b].
The racial theory formulated by Mme Blavatsky in the nineteenth century retains its signiﬁcance for
esotericism even today: see, for example [Kolesov 2009: 21–5].
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in the end of war, the coalescence of all peoples into a single humanity
with a single world government and a single religion — that is,
precisely what Christians are afraid of at the coming of Antichrist. By
contrast, when they acknowledge and revere Jesus Christ as one of
their prophets, many esoteric writers accuse the Church of distorting
the true doctrines of Christianity and regard the two-thousand-year
Age of Pisces as the last stage in the dark and cruel time of kali yuga.
There are many versions of the esoteric understanding of human
history, developed by various representatives of this school of
thought. The present article will give a review of the most significant
doctrines, which have founded national traditions;1 in Russia this
basically means Helena Blavatsky and Helena Roerich.
Mme Blavatsky’s Theosophy
Mme Blavatsky’s contribution was particularly great; she presented
Theosophy not as a religion, but as forgotten ancient knowledge.
This knowledge, which was the same for everybody, was supposed to
have been received by the fifth (‘Aryan’) race from some divine
being. With the passage of time it became fragmented and distorted,
and then the clergy tried to eradicate it altogether and replace it with
a new religion [Blavatsky 1991, I: 22–31]. Thus began a dark age of
the decline of morals and unprecedented wickedness, hatred and
cruelty. This was not, however, provoked by the approach of the
Apocalypse, but by the laws of nature. Following an Indian tradition,2
Blavatsky was a supporter of cyclicism and believed that like a person,
races and peoples went through stages of growth, development,
ageing and death [Blavatsky 1991, II: 555]. In other words, evolution
was a property of humanity as a whole, while each individual race
was subject to involution. Blavatsky defined this as ‘a double evolution
in two opposite directions’: progressive physical evolution is
inevitably accompanied by a decline in the spiritual and psychic
principle [Blavatsky 1991, II: 105, 134]. This is supposed to favour
the coming of ‘the Prince of Darkness’, i.e. apocalyptic phenomena.
Blavatsky connected the development of each race with a particular
continent, and its destruction was predetermined by natural catastrophes, above all the flood. However, according to Blavatsky, the
waning of ‘an enfeebled race’ was accompanied by its physical
extermination by the representatives of the new race, but these latter

1

2

Although esoteric doctrines are profoundly individual, it is permissible, somewhat conventionally, to
group them into national traditions which have certain common features and proceed from their
founding teachers.
According to researchers, Blavatsky signiﬁcantly distorted Hindu and Buddhist ideas. Therefore, even
if she did call for a synthesis of science and religion, science in her constructions was devoid of all
common sense. See: [Falikov 2001: 175, 179; Fesenkova 2001c: 12–20].
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bore no guilt for it — it was a matter of ‘karmic necessity’ [Blavatsky
1991, I: 345; 1992, II: 985–6]. True, races did not disappear either
instantaneously or completely. Remnants of former races remained,
but led a miserable existence on the margins of the new civilisation.
This, according to Blavatsky, was the reason for the significant
differences between the mental capacities of races. Therefore she saw
nothing strange in identifying ‘inferior races’ that were supposed to be
condemned to extinction by ‘the law of karma’. She even referred to
them as ‘semi-animals’, the result of a ‘defect’ in the process of creation
[Blavatsky 1991, II: 124, 198, 205–6, 235, 239–41, 390, 407]. All this
reproduced a racist discourse of a traditional colonial type.
At the same time, in Blavatsky’s opinion, the remnants of the former
race partly mingled with the younger race, since ‘sinners’ perished
and ‘saints’ were saved. Consequently Blavatsky was not afraid of the
processes of racial mixing which became problematic for her
successors. But on occasion she referred to miscegenation as ‘an
exception to the rule’ [Blavatsky 1991, II: 239, 351, 430].
She did not appear to be interested in the details of the transitional
processes from one age to another. Therefore she even regarded the
Great Flood as an allegory of an evolutionary jump [Blavatsky 1991,
II: 170]. True, she acknowledged the existence of world floods, but did
not apparently give them any apocalyptic significance, with the
exception of the two which, according to her, had swallowed up
Lemuria and Atlantis [Blavatsky 1991, II: 171–2, 176–8, 385].
Blavatsky connected the floods with changes in the angle of the Earth’s
axis and accompanying geological shifts, that is, she provided completely earthly explanations for them. In her words, it was not a question
of punishment for sins, but of a ‘periodic geological law’ [ibid.: 337,
385, 505]. True, she was obsessed by the mystic number seven, and
maintained that over the entire course of human existence the Earth’s
axis would shift seven times, which, according to the ‘law of karma’,
would lead to the replacement of races [Blavatsky 1991, II: 404].
No less important, in her view, were the processes of decay and
degradation to which races were immanently subject as a result of the
same ‘law of karma’. It is notable that she regarded the Semites as
a group of ‘Aryans’ who were spiritually decadent but materially
perfected. At the same time she held that the origin of the Jews was in
South India, where their ancestors were supposed to have been
connected with the Chandala (‘Untouchables’) and were Brahmins
who had been forced to flee from persecution to Chaldea and Iran
[Blavatsky 1991, II: 244–5].1 She kept the term ‘the Chosen People’
for the fifth, ‘Aryan’ race [Blavatsky 1991, II: 527].

1

There is indeed a myth among the Chitpavans of Maharashtra that they have links to the Jews [Glushkova 1993], which was evidently used by Blavatsky, putting her own meaning on it.
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The figure of Antichrist is completely absent in Blavatsky, and her
understanding of Satan is completely different from the Christian
one. As she tried to restore the ‘lost knowledge’, she maintained that
the Devil had originally been regarded as ‘the son of God’, Lucifer,
that is, the light that emanates from the Cosmos [Blavatsky 1991, I:
117–23; 1991, II: 36–40, 254–63, 278–98, 466–80]. In ancient
religions she found a link between the Devil and divine wisdom and
perfection, and also with rebirth and immortality, and suggested that
the Jews, followed by the Church, had distorted his image in favour
of their own doctrines. For Blavatsky Satan was a bright image, and
therefore there was no place in her teachings either for the Apocalypse
or for the Antichrist. She expected that in the New Age Christianity
would be overcome and all humankind would merge into a single
community with one religion and one language.
The sources of the French esoteric tradition
Mme Blavatsky’s younger contemporary Alexandre Saint-Yves
d’Alveydre took a completely different approach to these questions,
and retained the idea of the coming of Antichrist and the Last
Judgment [Saint-Yves d’Alveydre 1884]. While Blavatsky was hostile
to Christianity, Saint-Yves d’Alveydre regarded himself as a faithful
Catholic and stressed the connexion between Christianity and
Judaism. He extolled the Jews and the Talmud for preserving the
ancient ‘secret (esoteric) knowledge’ which they had once received
from the ‘black race’ that had preceded them. He admired Moses,
regarding him as the bearer of universal truth, and saw the Jews as
servants of a universal mission and accused Christian despots of
persecuting them. At the same time he rejected polytheism and
‘ethnic cults’ for assisting the disintegration of the original ancient
empire. He called for all humanity to unite under the aegis of the
single Truth, which was supposed to be contained in all the main
religions. He dreamt of a single democratic world state where justice
would triumph. This was what he saw as the counterweight to the
Antichrist.
In other words, while Blavatsky shared the colonial paradigm and
allowed that in some cases a native population might be exterminated,
Saint-Yves feared an uprising in Asia and advised the ‘white race’ to
mitigate its regime of domination and to seek an alliance with the
peoples of Asia and Africa [Saint-Yves d’Alveydre 1915: 85–6]. In
fact he spoke out against colonialism and saw an alliance of all the
peoples of the Earth as leading to victory in the fight against the evil
emanating from the Antichrist. In the Jews and the Freemasons he
discovered not servants of Antichrist, but, on the contrary, the
incarnation of a universal principle capable of uniting humanity. His
pupil Papus (Gйrard Encausse) on the whole maintained the same
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positions, as did Йdouard Schurй. True, Schurй disapproved of racial
mixing. He saw it as an inevitability, which led to degeneration, and
thence to decline. This was precisely what he observed in the ‘Aryans’
(‘the white race’), who had once been able to found high civilisations.
Whereas when Saint-Yves had spoken of the emergence of the Jews
from the mixing of the black and white races he had viewed it
positively — for the Jews had been able to adopt the wisdom of the
more ancient black race and pass it on to the whites — Schurй, who
attributed such an origin to all Semitic people, saw it as the basis for
the fundamental differences between Semites and Aryans. Admittedly
he suggested that truth arises out of the combination of such opposing
qualities and that this is precisely what modern people possess
[Schurй 1914: 19–29].
Austrian Ariosophy
Whereas the thinkers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
from Rousseau to Gobineau, had only reasoned about the connexion
of purity to power and energy, for their successors at the beginning of
the twentieth century this left the realm of abstract concepts and
became an object of actual practice. To their way of thinking, which
flowed out of racial theorising, inner moral qualities were closely
connected with external physical appearance, and now the fairhaired, blue-eyed ‘Aryans’ were endowed with a nobility, sense of
honour and courage that set them apart from ‘inferior races’
[Goodrick-Clarke 1995: 13].
This was enthusiastically welcomed in Germany and Austria where,
in answer to modernisation and the beginnings of globalisation,
Austrian Ariosophy began to branch off from Theosophy, identifying
Germanism with Protestantism and protesting against a world-wide
‘Catholic conspiracy’. Ariosophy was informed by social Darwinism,
and unlike Theosophy was concerned for racial purity and rejected
the idea of the unity of humanity. Its originator, Guido von List,
made large use of Mme Blavatsky’s constructs, but he replaced her
‘Aryans’ with ‘Aryo-Germans’, whom he understood not only as
a biological race, but as a ‘master race’. He identified them with the
‘fifth race’, rejecting any idea of the brotherhood of peoples or the
unity of humankind. List retained the idea of the empire, but it was
to be pan-Germanic and be organised on a hierarchical principle,
where non-Aryans were to be enslaved by Aryans. Sharing the idea
of involution, List envisaged the history of races and peoples as
a movement from the Golden Age to complete degradation. This had
the appearance of a conspiracy of the Christians, who undermined
the laws and moral spirit of the ‘Aryo-Germans’ in every possible
way, including their rules of sexual morality. For this very reason,
according to him, Christianity had eradicated the former Teutonic
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religion, cruelly persecuting its priests and destroying its runes and
sanctuaries. List constantly stressed the connexion between Christianity and Judaism, which inevitably made the Jews active
participants in the conspiracy. In describing the age of ultimate
decline, to which he linked all the ills of the society of his day, List
used apocalyptic motifs. He blamed ‘the Great International
Conspiracy’, the incarnation of Satan, for everything. But the idea of
cyclical time allowed him to overcome the Christian idea of ‘the last
times’, and look forward to a renewal after the end of the current
cycle [Goodrick-Clarke 1995: 77–102].
His younger contemporary Jцrg Lanz von Liebenfels went even
further, directly identifying the blue-eyed, fair-haired Aryans with
the principle of good and order, and people with dark eyes, hair or
skin with the principle of evil and chaos. He explained all the ills
of contemporary Europe as the result of racial mixing, and attributed
to Jesus Christ the mission of the salvation of the ‘Aryan race’. He
shared List’s apocalyptic forebodings, but saw the Aryans as the
community least affected by racial mixing. He saw not only the ‘lower
races’ but also the ‘lower classes’ (whom he also imagined as ‘lower
races’) as their enemies. Lanz regarded the ‘humane eradication’ of
the ‘lower races’ by means of sterilisation and castration as an
effective method in the struggle against this peril. In the ‘Order of the
New Temple’ which he had founded they sang hymn and psalms to
Christ, praying that he would save the ‘higher race’ and abolish the
‘lower’ ones. Moreover, Lanz believed that the Aryans would achieve
world domination and that the whole planet was fated to become
a German colony, where the lower sorts of people would be subordinate to the higher. Both List and Lanz saw the First World War
as a real battle between good and evil, the harbinger of a new, happy
age that would follow a period of dreadful trials. List foresaw the
appearance of a strong national leader and even managed an almost
accurate prediction of the year of the foundation of the Third Reich,
but Lanz deferred the onset of the Apocalypse until later, at the end
of the twentieth century. Then the Last Judgment was to take place,
to be followed by a new Golden Age, with an aristocratic Aryan state
and a new Church of the Holy Spirit. In other words, salvation was to
come not to humankind, but to the elect ‘Aryan race’ [GoodrickClarke 1995: 102–38].
The teachings of Alice Bailey
Most esoteric writers reject any divisions within humanity, including
its divisions into peoples and nations. But in this context the Jews
present a problem for them, as they do for Christians. While
Christians were disturbed by Jews not wanting to acknowledge
Christ, certain types of esoteric writers were upset by Jews anxious to
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maintain their ethnic identity. This is most clearly evident in the
opinions of the American Alice Bailey, whose concepts, elaborated
in the 1930s and 1940s, quickly became popular. Bailey was, in
Steven Sutcliffe’s words, ‘a post-theosophical theoretician’, and one
of the founders of the New Age movement [Sutcliffe 2003: 46–9],
(see also [De Laubier 2004: 117]). She proclaimed that our times
were the end of the Age of Pisces, which was to give way to the Age of
Aquarius. The world would be at one, and by 2015 its entire
population would join together in a single state ruled by ‘the spiritual
hierarchy’. Wars and calamities would cease, and there would be
peace and the conditions for true evolution. Whereas the Age of
Pisces had been the age of humanity’s disintegration, authoritarian
power and religious schism, the Age of Aquarius was to be quite the
opposite [Bailey 1994a: 163].
Bailey connected the crisis observed during the Age of Pisces with
a natural chaos, which was soon to be replaced by order. But to
achieve this the world must solve four most important problems, one
of which Bailey called ‘the Jewish question’. Seeing the Jews as
a separate ‘race’, Bailey derived them from three ‘fallen angels’, that
is, highly evolved people who had separated themselves from the rest
while still in Lemuria because of disagreements with the ‘Planetary
Hierarchy’. Furthermore, drawing in the Masonic legend of Adoniram, she accused these schismatics of murdering the Master,1 that
is, she associated the origins of the Jews with the sins of treason and
murder. In this way they were set against the rest of humanity and by
their schismatic activities they prevented the peoples of the world
from uniting [Bailey 1994b: 363–70].
Bailey gave the highest praise to the Age of Aquarius, expecting it to
spread a universal religion and the world unity of humankind, the
knowledge of the One Truth and the beginning of genuine fraternity.
It is noteworthy that Bailey expected the new magical religion to
come from Russia. She spoke against isolationism and any form of
racial superiority. But despite all her allusions to the apocalypse, she
expected no natural disasters. The transition from one age to the next
was to take place under the leadership of the Great Teachers and
prophets, who were to help people to change their religion, and, at
the same time, the social order.
Helena Roerich and twentieth-century Russian esotericism
Overall, it was the ideas of Theosophy and the French occult
tradition, rather than those of Austro-German Ariosophy, that were
developed in twentieth-century Russian esotericism. Amongst

1

On the Masonic version of ‘the murder of the Master’ see [Chernyak 1987: 39–40; Robinson 2000: 315].
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known modern Russian esoteric writers only a few, including
Alexander Dugin, gravitate towards the latter, relying on an
apocalyptic logic that gives the Jews a peculiarly negative place in the
picture of the end of the world, when they are to be the main bulwark
of Antichrist, the terrible persecutor of the Christians [Shnirelman
2014; 2015]. Only now the place of the Christians is taken by the
Aryans (or Slavo-Aryans), the age of the end of times is extended to
an indefinitely long period of several millennia, and from being the
servants of Antichrist the Jews are transformed into an independent
subject of world evil. It is noteworthy that the popularity of this myth
is not confined to esoteric writers: it has been taken up by several new
religious movements [Falikov 2007: 234–5; Akhmetova 2010].
Russian esoteric writers ascribe a particular role to Russia in the
transition to the Age of Aquarius, because, as astrologers have
calculated, Russia itself is under the sign of Aquarius. This was
reflected in Mme Blavatsky’s Theosophy, which predicted that the
new cosmic age would be opened by the Russians, who were fated to
unite all the nations of the planet into one family.
The doctrine of Living Ethics, elaborated by Helena Roerich in the
1920s and 1930s, had a great influence on Russian esotericism. She
believed in the laws of evolution, which, in her words, were established
by Higher Powers connected with the Cosmos; the plan of human
evolution had been created by the Brothers of Humanity (the Arhats)
[Agni Yoga 1992, II: 234, 252].
Roerich said comparatively little about the change of ages, though
she did share the theory of cyclical time. Naturally, she knew Blavatsky’s doctrine well, but very seldom made any mention of Lemuria
or Atlantis, the ancient civilisations and their destruction, or the ‘end
times’ and the persons active in them. About Antichrist she said
nothing at all. All her thoughts were about the future: she saw ‘the
quaking of the old world’ and prophesied the coming of the new.
Therefore she called on people to take an active part in building it,
and the keyword of her six-volume work was ‘evolution’. Roerich
argued that the evil age of kali yuga was close to its end and that soon
the new sixth race must appear. She understood this as the coming of
the ‘Aquarius cycle’ in place of the ‘Pisces cycle’, though according
to her teachings these two cycles must co-exist for a certain time,
that is, the change was to be an evolutionary, not a revolutionary
one, and this allowed her to do without painful cataclysms [Agni
Yoga 1992, IV: 20].
Nevertheless Roerich did expect Armageddon, and cataclysms, and
these were not far off. She was not the only person to think so: in the
1920s and 1930s the theme of Atlantis and its destruction was
becoming ever more acute, and people spoke more and more often of
the nearness of the new age [Agni Yoga 1992, V: 102; Lindenberg
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1997: 76–85]. Therefore the image of a desperate struggle between the
forces of light and the forces of darkness recurred to Roerich with
increasing frequency. By the middle of the thirties she was already
convinced that dreadful events were on their way. In her words,
Armageddon would begin in 1931, and the key events would take place
in 1942 [Agni Yoga 1992, V: 109, 190, 211].1 She foresaw the completion of a cycle, which is usually associated with high energies and
leads to destruction, necessarily followed by the building of the new.
Roerich noted the high tension in the world, and, what is remarkable,
was expecting the New World to arrive from the north. In this way the
apparent triumph of Darkness was to be replaced by the growth of
‘fiery justice’ [Agni Yoga 1992, III: 303, 351; IV: 35, 110, 127, 164,
192–4]. For, as Roerich wrote, the house must be cleared of rubbish
and ‘rotten roots’ from time to time, and this is what must happen at
Armageddon [Agni Yoga 1992, V: 165; VI: 258].
Roerich understood that nothing new could be built without resistance and struggle. Therefore she paid great attention to the
confrontation between the forces of light and the forces of darkness,
or the ‘whites’ and ‘blacks’, and believed that in our days this conflict
was becoming more acute, because the age of kali yuga and its vices
was coming to an end. She taught that the ‘blacks’ were responsible
for the world’s having come to the ultimate point of its fall, people
were divided, hatred reigned amongst them, and endless wars had
begun. Although the forces of darkness were doomed, a hard battle
remained to be fought against them, and the conditions of polarisation
of Good and Evil demanded that people should come together
around the Teacher, or Lord [Agni Yoga 1992, III: 31–42, 303, 326].
In this difficult struggle the Hierarchy would be the protector of the
people, but it demanded that they should show a high spirit [Agni
Yoga 1992, III: 55–6]. Roerich understood the Hierarchy to be a just
leadership, founded on co-operation and forbidding violence and
oppression.2
On the other hand, she ascribed to the ‘Black Brotherhood’ lies and
inhuman cruelty, passion and greed, selfishness and treachery. With
it she connected the ‘false prophets’ and ‘black lies’ operating at
Satan’s instigation, whom Roerich, unlike Blavatsky, understood in
the traditional Christian sense. Acknowledging that the ‘black lies’
kept their secrets jealously, she called on people to unmask Satanism
and actively struggle against it.

1

2

Nowadays one might think that this was about a premonition of the coming war, but it seems that
Roerich had in mind the political repressions taking place in the USSR at that time [Shaposhnikova
1996: 448–9].
Nevertheless, some analysts have concluded that on closer inspection this doctrine turns out to be the
road to ‘a global cosmic prison’ and ‘cosmic GULag’, where the will of the ‘Higher Reason’ would leave
no room for individual human freedom [Fesenkova 2001c: 31].
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At this point the question of the ‘change of races’ arises, though,
remarkably, Roerich paid its mechanism even less attention than
Blavatsky. Of course she mentioned that one race must leave the
stage of history and be replaced by another. She regarded people’s
attitude to religion as a symptom of the approach of this threshold:
the spread of unbelief spoke to her of the approach of ‘the Lord’s
harvest’ [Agni Yoga 1992, I: 165]. Besides, the ‘rising people’ dreamt
of a hero, while the ‘declining people’ had no need of one; the old
world rejected the World Mother, while the new world began to sense
her [Agni Yoga 1992, II: 20, 22]. Roerich also reproached the existing
‘race’ for the stagnation of its thought and its unwillingness to
recognise the new [Agni Yoga 1992, II: 66–7]. She emphasised that
‘races’ that deviated from the road of evolution were regularly
removed from the world stage [Agni Yoga 1992, II: 209]. According
to her doctrine, the ‘new race’ would be born simultaneously in
different parts of the world, and first in outlying regions.
It seems that Roerich did not distinguish strictly between race, people
and nation. She wrote about the decline of peoples and of wicked
nations, in a state of degeneracy, which was visible in their physical
type. This was to be the fate of anyone who did not follow the Light
and did not accept the Baptism of Fire [Agni Yoga 1992, IV: 111].
It is noteworthy that although she uses the term ‘peoples’, nowhere
in all her six volumes does Roerich refer to any people by name. She
found a single humanity much more important than individual
peoples. Therefore she connected the idea of ‘culture’ with humanity
as a whole, and regarded the cultures of particular peoples as
‘customs’ [Agni Yoga 1992, VI: 28]. She preferred to discuss ‘the
personal, the planetary and the cosmic’, but not the national [Agni
Yoga 1992, VI: 67], and wanted the peoples to learn to think of the
common good [Agni Yoga 1992, VI: 228].
Like Blavatsky, Roerich by no means rejected Christ, and even
appealed to ‘Christ’s religion’, but pointed out that great crimes had
been committed in his name. In her words, the meaning of
Christianity had been changed over time, and today it was ‘hard to
wash the image of Christ clean’ [Agni Yoga 1992, I: 126]. Roerich
dreamt of a future unity of humanity, faith in one God and the
building of a single Temple. In the founders of the world religions she
saw only prophets, or Teachers, and the various religions’ scriptures
as coming from a single source.
However, in constructing her own doctrine Roerich relied more on
Indian traditions than on Christianity. And she looked for the
coming, not of Christ, but of Maitreya, whose mission it was to
hasten and complete the building of the New World [Agni Yoga
1992, III: 9–10]. In this world love would reign, people would leave
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the cities and go back to nature, and they would be overwhelmingly
disposed towards co-operation [Agni Yoga 1992, III: 304].
These messianic hopes have made themselves felt particularly in
connexion with the new dawn of esotericism in the last twenty or
thirty years. Moreover, Russian esoteric writers agree with Russian
theologians in their evaluation of Russia’s place in the world
process. While the theologians see Russia as the power ‘who now
letteth’ and argue that it will remain an island of ‘true faith’ even in
the time of Antichrist, the esoteric writers call it the centre of the
‘white (Aryan) race’ which has brought the world the moral and
ethical laws of the Cosmos. For example, the astrologer Pavel
Globa sees Russia, placed as it is between East and West, as the
most important centre from which the Aryans, whose vocation is to
maintain the world’s equilibrium (that is, practically, those ‘who
now let’), were dispersed. In the 1990s he predicted a great future
for Russia, and that in the Age of Aquarius (that is, after 2003) it
would experience a renascence and prosperity. This is where the
Saviour would come, which would make Russia ‘the centre of the
spiritual rebirth of humankind’ [Globa 1995]. Globa connected the
transition to the new age with social crises (the intensification of
the political struggle, wars, rebellions) and even with the coming of
Antichrist, but left this without any detailed discussion [Globa
1998: 18–19]. He sought the reasons for these crises not in human
society, but in the disposition of the stars.
However, no ‘change of races’ ever took place, and Globa was
forced to make substantial corrections to his predictions [Globa
2012]. He announced that the reordering of the world had begun in
2011 with the revolutionary events in North Africa and the Middle
East. He foretold the restoration of the Russian Empire, the
coalescence of the former Soviet states around Russia and even its
transformation into the last bastion of Christianity, where the
believers would find salvation from the ‘Islamic revolution’ in
Europe and the Chinese attack from the East. In his imagination
the Christians were transformed into ‘Indo-Europeans’, who did
not only find refuge in Russia, but were returning to their ‘ancestral
homeland’ under pressure from ‘conquerors of all colours’. In
other words, although Globa avoided using the word ‘race’, he
remained true to the esoteric racial theory — it was just that the
‘Aryans’ had become ‘Indo-Europeans’. But instead of expecting
a sixth race to come and replace the fifth (the Aryans), Globa
insisted on the necessity of saving this latter from the pressure of
certain other races; while retaining the idea of a cosmic influence
on earthly processes, he rejected that of an extraterrestrial origin for
particular races, and saw Armageddon not as a clash of abstract
forces of light and darkness, but of Christian and Arab civilisations.
He followed the Austrian Ariosophists in bestowing essential
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positive and negative qualities on real historico-cultural communities. In this way he broke with the tradition of classical
esotericism and took up the banners of modern European racists.
Some other Russian esoteric writers continue to predict the
appearance of the new sixth race on Russian territory, and in their
opinion the unification of humankind must take place on the basis
of the Russian language. Some of them, while they retain the idea of
the age of Antichrist, identify it with the Christian era, that is, the
Age of Pisces, and are impatient for its replacement by the Age of
Aquarius and its ‘new race’. There is, however, no clear notion
discernible among the esoteric writers of what the change of races
means. Some of them stress earthly evolution, supposing that the
new race is formed from members of the old race who have
miraculously escaped destruction, others are convinced that the
forefathers of the new races came from other planets, and yet others
attempt to combine these two approaches [Shnirelman 2015, I: 314–
32]. All esoteric writers connect the change of races with catastrophes,
but while some emphasise social convulsions, others are concerned
with natural and cosmic disasters, while others count on the ‘energy
flows of the Age of Aquarius’ which will emanate from the Cosmos
and purify the Earth of selfishness and cruelty. Besides, modern
esoteric doctrine can do without racial concepts altogether.
***
There is thus great variety in the interpretation of the Apocalypse
both in Christianity and esotericism. Whereas for Christianity the
Apocalypse is a unique event, for esoterics it is a regularly repeating
cataclysm which naturally accompanies the transition from one age
to the next. Whereas in the Christian version it is manifest in all the
elements, be they natural (floods, earthquakes, etc.) or social
(revolutions, wars, persecutions), esotericism discovers no such hard
and fast connexions: sometimes it finds significance in natural
catastrophes (the flood), sometimes social, sometimes cosmic. There
is a tradition within Christianity ascribing the chief place among the
supporters of Antichrist to the Jews. But there are also many
theological versions of the ‘end of times’ where they play no part at
all [Shnirelman 2013].
Even more diverse are the esoteric concepts represented by a number
of national versions (French, American, Austro-German), which is
no accident, because esotericism took shape during the period of
nationalism and is one of its products. Many esoteric doctrines dealt
with the problem of anthropogenesis and wrote about the origins
and succession of races, although specialists are right to call this
a profanation [Fesenkova 2001c: 23]. However, the esoteric writers
had no interest in the pursuit of scientific truth. Their notion of the
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succession of races was necessary to provide a foundation for the
utopian ideas of the future world order and the road towards it.
The teaching of Saint-Yves d’Alveydre at the end of the nineteenth
and beginning of the twentieth century retained a veneration for
Catholicism, paid respectful tribute to the ‘Semites’, but regarded
the ‘Celtic’ or ‘Aryan’ race as the standard-bearer of humanity and
dreamt of the unification of all humankind in the New Age. Early
twentieth-century Austro-German Ariosophy moved in the direction
of racism and connected the future with the restoration of a social
hierarchy at the apex of which would be the lords of the world, the
Aryans, while everyone else was destined to be their slaves. Evil here
was regarded as a conspiracy of Christians and ‘inferior races’, but an
‘Aryan Christ’, who appeared as a racist, was worshipped. And in the
doctrine of Alice Bailey humanity was to unite in the middle of the
twentieth century and build a just world community, but one of the
obstacles to it was ‘Jewish separatism’.
Thus Christianity was regarded positively by the school of SaintYves, with suspicion by Theosophy, and sharply negatively by
Ariosophy. Saint-Yves’ tradition had a high regard for the Jews’
contribution to the development of esoteric knowledge, they played
a minor role in Theosophy, Bailey’s doctrine saw them as a brake on
the unification of humankind, and Ariosophy drew them as the
enemies of humankind. All three approaches may be found in
Russian esotericism (for more detail see [Shnirelman 2014]).
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