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The Star in the East: the Theosophical 
Perception of the Mystical Orient 
 
Isaac Lubelsky 
 
The image of the mystical Orient (whether the Near, 
Middle, or Far East), has been a source of attraction and 
inspiration for a vast number of European prophets and 
occultists in recent centuries.1 Naturally, this image 
derives first and foremost from the identification of the 
East as the sacred region that gave birth to the great 
monotheistic religions – Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. 
Nonetheless, a considerable part of the mystical prestige 
of the East may be related to another philosophical and 
religious tradition, which identifies the East as the 
geographical source of ancient magic and the occult.  

From the Middle Ages, the tendency among 
European alchemists and occultists was to regard Egypt 
as the birthplace of the occult arts. This tendency became 
even more prominent with the birth of the European 
Hermetic tradition in the Renaissance.2 A major change 

                                                
1 This article is based on a paper presented by Dr. Isaac Lubelsky at 
the Centre for Research into Freemasonry and Fraternalism Research 
Seminar, University of Sheffield, 30.10.2008, that was devoted to the 
theme "Freemasonry and Fraternities in the Middle East".  
2 For some general literature on the Hermetic tradition, see: Frances 
A. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1964); D.P. Walker, Spiritual and 
Demonic Magic from Ficino to Campanella (London: Warburg 
Institute, University of London, 1958); Secrets of Nature, Astrology 
and Alchemy in Early Modern Europe, ed. William R. Newman and 
Anthony Grafton (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT press, 2001); Art, 
Science, and History in the Renaissance, ed. Charles S. Singleton 
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in that pattern was evidenced in European thought 
towards the end of the nineteenth century, in a slow but 
steady process that ultimately placed India, instead of 
Egypt, as the presumed Oriental birthplace of magic. 
This change in orientation became significant mainly 
thanks to the views which were published and propagated 
since 1877 by the leaders of the Theosophical Society.3 
Tibet joined the scene more or less at the same time, 
again thanks to the Theosophist Madame Helena 
Petrovna Blavatsky (1831-1891), together with such 
imaginary Oriental locales as Shangri-La and the like. 
Blavatsky played an important part in branding another 
modern concept regarding the roots of magic and 
occultism, by claiming that the original birthplace of 
these ancient arts was none other than the lost continent 
of Atlantis.4  

One way or the other, the image of the mystical 
Orient seems to be an essential part of many early-
modern and modern European occultist doctrines. 
Moreover, it is vividly present in some of the founding 
                                                                                           
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1968); Hermeticism and the 
Renaissance: Intellectual History and the Occult in Early Modern 
Europe, ed. Ingrid Merkel and Allen G. Debus (Washington: Folger 
Shakespeare Library, 1988); Occult and Scientific Mentalities in the 
Renaissance, ed. Brian Vickers (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1986).  
3 H.P. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled: A Master-Key to the Mysteries of 
Ancient and Modern Science and Theology, I (Pasadena: 
Theosophical university Press, 1998), 4, 90, 92, 583-588: first pub. 
1877.  
4 See, for example: H. P. Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine: The 
Synthesis of Science, Religion, and Philosophy, II (Pasadena: 
Theosophical University Press, 1999), 221-224, 445-446: first pub. 
1888.  
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myths of several major occultist movements, either in a 
plain geographical form or in a more spiritual sense.5 It 
seems that almost any major occultist with serious 
magical pretensions had to prove a certain connection 
with the East. Thus the East became something greater 
than a mere geographical designation, more than the site 
of the ever-reborn sun – it became a concept, crucially 
needed in order to gain authority and legitimacy. In other 
words, since the Renaissance, no magic has been real 
unless it was deeply rooted in the Orient.  

This European comprehension of the East may also 
be found in non-occultist fields. Consider, for example, 
the two main cases of Oriental Others in European 
history – the Jews and the Gypsies. Both originate in the 
Orient- the Jews in Judea, and the Gypsies in India 
(although the term "Gypsy" implies an Egyptian origin). 
Both migrated to the Occident and were regarded as 
possessing magical or occult powers (the Jewish 
Kabbala, for example, or Gypsy palm-reading). 
Moreover, both were regarded as being somewhat 
effeminate compared to the self-perceived masculine 
Europeans, and thus perhaps with better access to magic. 
This was contrary to the Europeans, who emphasized 
their rationalism, and hence perhaps their incompetence 
with regard to genuine magic.6  
                                                
5 For further chronological discussion, see: David S. Katz, The 
Occult Tradition: from the Renaissance to the Present Day (London: 
J. Cape, 2005); Jocelyn Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994).  
6 For further discussion on the similarity of Jews and Gypsies in 
European perspective, and particularly in modernity, see: Shulamit 
Shahar, "Religious Minorities, Vagabonds and Gypsies in Early 
Modern Europe", in The Roma: A Minority in Europe – Historical, 
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This article follows the evolution of the Oriental myth 
that was nurtured by Blavatsky, the founder of the 
Theosophical Society, who claimed to have been initiated 
in Tibet. I examine the role of the mystical East in that 
myth, and note some of the common Oriental motifs that 
are widely used by many other influential occultist and 
esoteric orders, such as the fraternity of the German 
Christian Rosenkreutz, the legendary founder of the 
Order of Rosicrucians, who was supposedly initiated in 
Fez, Morocco, and the Masonic order of Alessandro 
Cagliostro, the eighteenth century magus.   
 
The Theosophical Society 
In 1875, a rather odd group of people gathered at the 
New York residence of Colonel Henry Steel Olcott 
(1832-1907), and the already-famous spiritualist, Helena 
Petrovna Blavatsky.7 This gathering marked the 
foundation of the Theosophical Society, which later grew 
to much greater dimensions, and is considered today by 
many as the progenitor of the contemporary New Age 
movement.8 The two "Chums", as they called each other, 

                                                                                           
Political, and Social Perspectives, ed. Roni Stauber and Raphael 
Vago (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2006), 1-18; 
Roni Stauber and Raphael Vago, "The Politics of Memory: Jews and 
Roma Commemorate Their persecution", Ibid., 117-134; Benno 
Muller-Hill, Murderous Science: Elimination by Scientific Selection 
of Jews, Gypsies, and Others, Germany 1933-1945 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1988).  
7 Henry Steel Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, I (Adyar: The Theosophical 
Publishing House, 1941), 114-118: first published 1895. 
8 For further discussion on Theosophy's role in the formation of the 
New Age movement, see: Wouter J. Hanegraaff, New Age Religion 
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had met several months before. At their first encounter 
Olcott was struck by Blavatsky's piercing gaze, and 
noticed that she was a compulsive eater and smoker. In 
his journal he described their first encounter: "I said: 
'Permettez moi, Madame,' and gave her a light for her 
cigarette; our acquaintance began in smoke, but it stirred 
up a great and permanent fire."9  

Blavatsky was born in 1831. Her father, Baron von 
Hahn, was an army officer of German-Russian origin and 
a member of the minor aristocracy, which filled the upper 
echelons of the Tsar's officer class. Blavatsky's mother 
came from the higher aristocracy, the Dolgorouky family. 
She died in 1842, when Blavatsky was 11 years old. The 
young Helena spent her adolescence between the house 
of her maternal grandparents and army bases in various 
part of the Tsarist empire where her father was stationed.  
 Blavatsky's widowed father, Baron von Hahn, was 
presumably anxious to find her a suitable match. In 1848 
he married her off to the 40-year-old Nikifor Blavatsky, 
the deputy military governor of Erevan in Armenia. The 
age gap between them might explain why after only three 
months Blavatsky ran away from her husband to 
Constantinople, and began a new phase in her life.10  
 Thereafter, according to her account, she wandered 
for years before arriving in America. Her travel tales, 
                                                                                           
and Western Culture: Esotericism in the Mirror of Secular Thought 
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1998); Olav Hammer, Claiming Knowledge, 
Strategies of Epistemology from Theosophy to the New Age (Leiden: 
E.J. Brill, 2001). 
9 Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, I, 1-3.  
10 Sylvia Cranston, HPB, The Extraordinary Life and Influence of 
Helena Blavatsky, Founder of the Modern Theosophical Movement 
(New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1993), 36. 
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covering several continents, cannot all be verified. She 
claimed that she was guided by her longing for ancient 
esoteric lore, which had been preserved in countries with 
a rich magical tradition. Egypt, which existing esoteric 
tradition viewed as the oldest source of arcane 
knowledge, was her first major stop. But her most 
significant sojourn was in Tibet, where she claimed to 
have spent more than seven years, during which time she 
was instructed by spiritual teachers, whom she called 
Mahatmas or Masters. They taught her their esoteric 
secrets and brought her to the highest level of initiation 
accessible to mortal beings. 
 Information from other sources conflicts with some 
of Blavatsky's stories. For example, Olcott stated that 
after her death he was told that prior to coming to 
America, Blavatsky had been a professional pianist and 
travelled in Russia and Italy under the name Madame 
Laura. Other testimonies suggest that during the period 
when she claimed she was in Tibet she was seen in other 
places.11 These contradictions are not important in 
themselves, though they undermine Blavatsky's 
credibility. However, her own writings contained 
material much more dubious than the questionable 
veracity of her various travel stories.  
 According to Blavatsky, the Masters who mentored 
her in Tibet, and kept in touch with her throughout her 
life, were human beings who had succeeded in evolving 
to a higher level of existence than that of ordinary 
mortals. They were members of a body called The Great 
                                                
11 Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, I, 458; World Religions, Eastern 
Traditions, ed. Willard G. Oxtoby (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1996), 79. 
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Brotherhood, consisting of a succession of spiritual 
teachers who had influenced human history. The 
members of The Great Brotherhood were always engaged 
in a struggle against the forces of darkness (she called 
them the Brothers of the Shadow), who sought to hold 
back humanity's development. From time to time these 
Masters approached evolved individuals who aspired to 
be their apprentices during their spiritual development. 
Such a disciple was called a Chela. As the Chela 
advanced, he became an Adept, able to apply his 
acquired magical knowledge to himself and to his 
surroundings. Next came the highest stage of 
development, when the Adept became an Initiate. Such a 
person was freed from the constraints of time and his 
consciousness contained the past, present and future.12  
 Blavatsky especially venerated two particular 
members of the Tibetan Great Brotherhood – the Masters 
Koot-Hoomi (who in one of his renowned incarnations 
was known as Pythagoras)13 and Morya. These two 
Masters tutored and initiated Blavatsky in Tibet, 
instructed her to found the Theosophical Society and 
would remain in contact with her successors after her 
death. Communication with them took two forms: first by 
means of visions, which were rare and accessible only to 
sufficiently advanced Theosophists; the second and more 

                                                
12 Lucifer, a Theosophical Magazine (London: George Redway, 
October 1888); The Mahatma Letters to A.P. Sinnett, from the 
Mahatmas M. & K.H., transcribed and compiled by A.T. Barker, 
Letter no. 9 (K.H. to Sinnett), July 8th, 1881 (Adyar: The 
Theosophical Publishing house, 1972), 40: first pub. 1923.  
13 C.W. Leadbeater, How Theosophy Came to Me (Adyar: 
Theosophical Publishing House, 1986), 3: first pub. 1930.  
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common method entailed more earthly means – messages 
from the Masters arrived in the form of written and 
sealed letters, which miraculously dropped from the 
ceiling or appeared out of nowhere. Many members of 
the Society were granted such marvellous missives. 
Actual visions were granted to very few, other than 
Blavatsky.14  
 According to Blavatsky, it was the duty of the 
members of The Great Brotherhood to watch over the 
human race and guide its spiritual development. She 
claimed that they intensified their efforts in the final 
quarter of every century, when one of them would appear 
to communicate esoteric lore to humanity. This idea was 
developed further by Blavatsky's successor, Annie Besant 
(1847-1933), who called this Master a World Teacher, 
identified him with the Hindu term Bodhisattva, and 
maintained that her young Hindu protégé - Jiddu 
Krishnamurti (1895-1986) – was the World Teacher of 
our time. She named the order she founded for him the 
Order of the Star in the East (the OSE), in keeping with 
the tradition that is the focus of the present article. 
 Blavatsky located her Masters in the mountains of 
Tibet, probably chosen for two reasons. One, that 
mountains are often thought of as sacred, or as the home 
of the gods; two, Tibet's geographic and cultural isolation 
at that time made it a suitable venue for stories of the 

                                                
14 For some typical first-hand descriptions of such communications, 
see: Lucifer (June, 1891); Leadbeater, How Theosophy Came to Me, 
126-133; Alcyone, "At the Feet of the Master", in Inspirations from 
Ancient Wisdom (Wheaton, Il: Quest Books, 1999), 5: first pub. 
1910; Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, Vol. 3 (Adyar: Theosophical 
Publishing House, 1929), 36-37: first pub. 1904. 
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mystical sort. For these reasons, Tibet and her version of 
Buddhism have been favourites of the Western 
imagination for the past 200 years. Although during the 
nineteenth century a good number of Western 
adventurers, military men and mystics attempted to reach 
Tibet, few actually succeeded. Regular contact with Tibet 
only began in 1904, when a British military mission 
arrived in Lhasa. It was led by the explorer and mystic 
Francis Younghusband (1863-1942), who was born in 
India, and who compelled the Dalai Lama to approve a 
trade agreement with Britain.15 

The Tibetan mystique grew in the West to an 
exceptional degree as the country became more 
accessible. Today this mystique seems to be at its height, 
with widespread Western support for the Tibetan national 
struggle and the popularity of Tibetan Buddhism, 
demonstrated in a number of films and the spread of 
religious material. It seems that Blavatsky contributed to 
the glorification of Tibet's image in the world, by 
locating her Masters on the roof of the world and linking 
her spiritual movement to the Himalayas.16 She claimed 
that it was the Masters who instructed her to go to 
America and meet Olcott, "whose Karma linked him to 
her as the co-agent to set this social wave in motion."17  
                                                
15 Sir Francis Younghusband, Wonders of the Himalaya (London: J. 
Murray, 1924), 210; Peter Fleming, Bayonets to Lhasa: The First 
Full Account of the British Invasion of Tibet in 1904 (London: 
Readers Union, 1962), 15-31, 276-284; Anthony Verrier, Francis 
Younghusband and the Great Game (London: J. Cape, 1991), 191-
208. 
16 Peter R. Bishop, Dreams of Power, Tibetan Buddhism and the 
western Imagination (London: Athlone Press, 1993), 13.  
17 Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, I, 20-22. 



 

 94 

The name of the new society was decided at the third 
meeting of the small membership on 18 September 1875. 
Various suggestions were rejected, among them the 
Hermetic Society, the Rosicrucian Society, and the 
Egyptological Society.18 Having agreed on a name, the 
Theosophical Society declared its aims as follows: 1. The 
study of occult science. 2. The formation of a nucleus of 
universal brotherhood. 3. The revival of Oriental 
literature and philosophy. 

After several frustrating years, the Theosophical 
Society began to expand. The significant factor 
contributing to the relative success of the Society in its 
early days was Blavatsky's impressive writing ability. 
Though self-taught, she was evidently familiar with the 
academic publications of the relatively new science of 
Comparative Religion. This familiarity, as well as her 
long interest in the occult, led her to conclude that 
Theosophy, like any new religion, needed a broad 
theological basis to allow for future interpretation and to 
give it long-term vitality.  
 From this insight was born Isis Unveiled, published 
in 1877 – a massive, 1200-page work in two volumes, 
which took Blavatsky six months' labour to produce. She 
claimed that large parts of it had been supernaturally 
dictated to her by the Masters, making her the transmitter 
of the revealed knowledge, rather than its author. Her 
primary motive in writing the book was to answer 
questions which had preoccupied her when she travelled 
in the East – who and what was the Deity, where did He 
dwell, and was there any evidence of the immortality of 
the human soul? The book surveyed the histories of 
                                                
18 Ibid., 114-118, 132-133, 146.  



 

 95 

various religions in antiquity, and attempted to trace the 
roots of the magical arts in biblical, Vedic and Hermetic 
literature. The survey, which concluded that India was 
the cradle of arcane lore, purported to use the 
methodology of comparative research. The various 
subjects were approached through questions concerning 
mysterious phenomena in our world, though without 
offering substantial answers. Blavatsky contented herself 
with describing the phenomena, and left their solutions to 
her readers' imagination.  
 Strangely, the operation of the Theosophical Society 
declined for some time soon after the publication of Isis 
Unveiled. Few people joined during this period, the most 
prominent of them being Thomas Alva Edison (1847-
1931), who sent Olcott his membership forms on 4 April 
1878.19 Blavatsky and Olcott were dissatisfied with the 
Society's slow progress. Most esoteric movements 
devoted to the search for gnosis are selective and elitist, 
but not the Theosophists, who definitely hankered after 
the widest possible publicity. The slowness of the process 
seemed to the movement's leaders to reflect the 
materialistic degeneration of American society. 
Blavatsky maintained that a vast struggle between 
spirituality and materialism was taking place in her 
lifetime, and suggested that the success of the 
materialistic approach resulted from the French 
Revolution and the decline of the Church. American 
materialism was impeding the reception of the 
Theosophist message, and led Blavatsky and Olcott to the 
conclusion that they ought to propagate the tenets of their 
                                                
19Thomas A. Edison Papers, Document 8912 (Apr. 4th, 1878) and 
Document 7802 (Apr. 30th, 1878): http://edison.rutgers.edu/  
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new faith in a different geographical setting, one less 
tainted with materialism. And since the ideological 
transition Blavatsky underwent at that time led her, as we 
have seen, to conclude that India was the cradle of 
esoteric wisdom, she naturally looked to India as the 
lodestone of her dreams and plans.20 However, in the 
1870's a journey to India entailed considerable financial 
and physical effort. Moreover, it was an unknown land 
for Blavatsky and Olcott, neither of whom was young. 
Nevertheless, they made the necessary preparations and 
eventually in 1879 sailed to India, where their Society 
was to play a crucial role in the story of the then-
awakening Indian nationalist movement.21  
 The second half of 1878 looked more promising than 
the first, when Blavatsky and Olcott were heartened by 
news from London, where on 27 June the British 
Theosophical Society was formally founded, as the first 
branch of the Society outside the United States. The birth 
of the British Society was due to Olcott's initiative in 
sending to London the treasurer of the New York 
                                                
20 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, xliv-xlv, II, 1-2. 
21 For further discussion on the Theosophical Movement's role in the 
history of Indian nationalism, see: Sir William Wedderburn, Allan 
Octavian Hume, "Father of the Indian National Congress", 1829-
1912, A Biography, ed. Edward C. Moulton (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2002): first pub. 1913; Edward C. Moulton, “The 
Beginnings of the Theosophical Movement in India, 1879-1885: 
Conversion and Non-Conversion Experiences”, in Religious 
Conversion Movements in South Asia: Continuities and Change, 
1800-1900, ed. Geoffrey A. Oddie (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon, 
1997), 109-172 ; Mark Bevir, “Theosophy as a Political Movement”, 
in Gurus and their Followers: New Religious Reform Movements in 
Colonial India, ed. Antony Copley (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
2000), 159-179.    
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Society, John Storer Cobb. Cobb gathered a number of 
British individuals who were excited by theosophical 
ideas. They elected as their first president Charles 
Carlton Massey (1838-1905).22 Later, in 1884, under the 
presidency of Anna Kingsford (1846-1888), the British 
branch changed its title to the London Lodge of the 
Theosophical Society, and so it remains to this day. 

Blavatsky and Olcott visited the London Lodge in 
1879, on their way to India, and were much impressed by 
the enthusiasm of their local English followers.23 In India 
the two founders of the Theosophical Society eventually 
settled down in Adyar, a poor suburb of the southern city 
of Madras (today Chennai), where the world 
headquarters of the Theosophical Society still operates 
today. They traveled all over India, speaking to large 
crowds, propagating their belief in the superiority of 
ancient Hindu culture over the declining culture of the 
West, and calling for a revival of that ancient culture, and 
for a renaissance that would re-awaken India and bring it 
back to its proper position, alongside the leading nations 
of the world. Their call for a spiritual Indian renaissance 
was motivated by their belief in a radical global spiritual 
revolution that would take place as its immediate result. 
Ten months after their arrival, they launched the monthly 
publication of the Theosophical Society, "The 
Theosophist". The journal soon became profitable and 
acquired hundreds of subscribers in a matter of months. 

                                                
22 Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, I, 121, 473-475; Janet Oppenhiem, The 
Other World, Spiritualism and Psychical Research in England, 
1850-1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 31.  
23 C.C. Massey, "Madame Blavatsky and Col. Olcott in England", 
The Spiritualist (London, January 24th, 1879), 41-42. 
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"The Theosophist" was a platform for discussing diverse 
subjects, from supernatural phenomena to India's national 
question. It promoted the aims of the Society and 
reflected the range of subject matter that preoccupied its 
founders. The sub-heading of the first issue, published in 
October 1879, spelled this out: "A Monthly Journal 
Devoted to Oriental Philosophy, Art, Literature and 
Occultism: Embracing Mesmerism, Spiritualism, and 
Other Secret Sciences".24 The journal was distributed 
throughout India, as well as in England and the United 
States, and was the principal instrument in spreading the 
Theosophical message.  

With the Theosophists' original interest in Hermetic 
philosophy, Kabbalah and Western occult sciences, they 
saw the Hindu texts as cryptic and laden with hidden 
significance, to be viewed in a Gnostic light and 
interpreted by means of Gnostic terms. Such was their 
interpretation of various Hindu scriptures, which they 
perceived as belonging to the same corpus of writings 
that included the Corpus Hermeticum, for example, or 
Giordano Bruno's writings. In other words, the 
Theosophists were certain that the same esoteric doctrine 
underlay the Hindu, the Egyptian and Western esoteric 
traditions.25  

This notion had its roots in academic research into 
Orientalism that took place during the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, which was then dominated by what 
is nowadays called the Aryan Myth – the belief in the 

                                                
24 The Theosophist (Bombay, October, 1879).  
25 Eric J. Sharpe, The Universal Gita, Western Images of the 
Bhagavad Gita, a Bicentenary Survey (La Salle: Open Court Pub. 
Co., 1985), 89-92.  
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common origin of Hindus and Europeans. This idea was 
first born in the mind of Sir William Jones (1746-1794), 
who had studied Sanskrit in Calcutta in the 1780s, and 
was the first to note the affinity between Sanskrit and 
Greek and Latin. It led him to form a hypothesis that the 
ancestors of the Hindus and the modern Europeans were 
related to one Aryan nation, which in pre-history 
inhabited the territory of modern Iran. Some of its people 
had migrated west and settled in Europe, while others 
headed east and conquered India. According to Jones, the 
Eastern and Western Aryans preserved their shared 
history by means of language. Language thus became the 
principal research tool for anyone who wished to 
reconstruct their migrations and the only viable evidence 
of their common origin.26  

During the nineteenth century, several major 
European philologists embraced Jones' Aryan hypothesis 
and extended it to such a degree that it became common 
knowledge, and was taught in the European academia as 
a fact. The most prominent of those scholars was the 
Anglo-German philologist Friedrich Max Müller (1923-
1900), who seemed to have won Blavatsky's respect and 
admiration, and thus influenced her in following Jones' 
hypothesis.27 Accordingly, Blavatsky claimed that it was 
                                                
26 Sir William Jones, "The Third Anniversary Discourse, On the 
Hindus", in The Collected Works of Sir William Jones, III, ed. 
Garland Cannon, III (New York: New York University Press, 1993), 
32, 34-35, 37, 45-46: first pub. 1807.  
27 For some representative "Aryan" works by Müller, see: Max 
Müller, “Comparative Mythology”, in Chips from a German 
Workshop, II, (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1893), 1-141: 
first pub. 1856; F. Max Müller, Theosophy or Psychological Religion 
(London: Longmans Green, and Co., 1893); F. Max Müller, India: 
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the same Aryan esoteric wisdom that was to be studied in 
India and Europe alike.    

Olcott and Blavatsky were not only drawn to 
Hinduism. In 1880 they first went to Ceylon (today Sri 
Lanka) and stayed there for two months, while Olcott 
was captivated by the local Sinhalese Buddhism. It was 
on this visit that Olcott and Blavatsky publicly converted 
to Buddhism, probably the first Westerners to do so, long 
before Richard Gere and others like him.28  

In 1885 Blavatsky and Olcott's reputation received a 
blow struck by the publishing of the critical Hodgson 
Report. Richard Hodgson (1855-1905) was a young 
scholar, who in 1884 was appointed by the Society for 
Psychical Research (SPR) to go to Adyar, India, and 
inspect Blavatsky's presumed miracles and magical 
pretensions. He spent a few months there and eventually 
concluded that Blavatsky's supernatural phenomena 
could be summed up as a sophisticated fraud.29 Olcott 
could not bear the disgrace, and in late 1885 made 
Blavatsky leave for Europe. She finally came to London 
in 1889, where she attracted a considerable wave of 
interest. In London she wrote several books, including 
The Secret Doctrine. In addition, she published a 
periodical, entitled Lucifer; she died in 1891. The story of 
her successors is no less fascinating, and is widely 
                                                                                           
What Can It Teach Us? (Escondido, Ca.: The Book Tree, 1999), 
195-196: first pub. 1883.  
28 Steven Prothero, The White Buddhist: The Asian Odyssey of Henry 
Steel Olcott (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), 85-116.   
29 "Report of the Committee Appointed to Investigate Phenomena 
Connected with the Theosophical Society", Proceedings of the 
Society for Psychical Research, 3 (London, December, 1885), 201-
400.   
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available in various scholarly works.  
 
The Rosicrucian Fraternity  
There is no doubt that Blavatsky was influenced by the 
Freemasons, if only by their terminology – for example, 
the terms "Master" or "Lodge". Moreover, the Masons 
were the first to operate an international network of 
Lodges, all loyal to the parent movement –a model which 
the Theosophists emulated. Another interesting point is 
the exclusion of women (which still exists) in some of 
the orders of the Freemasons. Blavatsky was displeased 
by this patriarchal attitude, and her successor, Annie 
Besant, fought against it when in 1902 she joined Co-
Masonry, an alternative order of Freemasons, not 
recognised by the official body because it accepted 
women members.30 
 However, it seems that another order – the 
Rosicrucians – influenced Blavatsky no less than 
Freemasonry. The myth of the Rosicrucian Fraternity 
flourished in Europe throughout the seventeenth century. 
Its origins went back to the medieval myth of the 
Templars, revived by three pamphlets published in the 
German city of Kassel between 1614 and 1616, which 
became known as the Rosicrucian Manifestos. Their 
protagonist was the priest Christian Rosenkreutz, who 
announced the founding of an order, or fraternity, and 
invited new members to join. The first two pamphlets 
aroused interest, which intensified in 1616 with the 
publication of the third, entitled "The Chemical Wedding 
of Christian Rosenkreutz". It is quite obvious that at least 

                                                
30 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 349, 377.   
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the third pamphlet was a hoax perpetrated by Johann 
Valentine Andreae (1586-1654). The pamphlets, which 
were distributed all over Europe, created turmoil when 
many people were suspected as being members of the 
Rosicrucian Fraternity, which ironically probably never 
existed.31 
 The tenets of the order, which described itself as a 
secret fraternity of enlightened scholars, influenced 
nineteenth century writers, among them Blavatsky. For 
example, the first pamphlet, entitled "Fama Fraternitatis", 
contained biographical information about the founder 
C.R. (Christian Rosenkreutz). Born to a noble but poor 
family, he was educated in a monastery, where he learned 
Greek and Latin. Later he travelled in the Orient, spent 
two years in Fez in Morocco, where he was taught by 
local sages, and later founded the fraternity.  
 The tenets of the fraternity were as follows: 1. The 
members had to practice charity and heal the sick; 2. The 
members had to keep secret their affiliation with the 
fraternity, and observe the local customs where they 
lived; 3. The fraternity would hold annual meetings in 
specified places; 4. Each member would choose a 
successor to follow him after his death; 5. The initials C. 
R. were the seal and symbol of the fraternity; 6. The 
fraternity would remain secret for 100 years.32  

                                                
31 Antoine Faivre, Theosophy, Imagination, Tradition: Studies in 
Western Esotericism (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
2000), 171-190: first pub. in French, 1996; Frances A. Yates, The 
Rosicrucian Enlightenment (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1972); Susanna Akerman, Rose Cross Over the Baltic: The Spread of 
Rosicrucianism in Northern Europe (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1998).            
32 Yates, The Rosicrucian Enlightenment, 238-251. 
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 The main idea in this and the other pamphlets was 
that the mission of the fraternity was to do good by 
studying wisdom and keeping the secret. This idea, of a 
kind of shadow government operating in various 
countries and subject to a central body, is quite similar to 
Blavatsky's Great Brotherhood.  
 It seems that Blavatsky did not know the pamphlets 
at first hand – otherwise she would probably have quoted 
them in her writings, as she did with a vast body of 
occultist literature she was acquainted with. But the 
impact of the pamphlets lingered in Europe long after 
their publication. The story of the Rosicrucian Fraternity 
inspired later writers, such as Edward Bulwer-Lytton 
(1803-1873), whose novel Zanoni (1842) told the story of 
an immortal Chaldean named Zanoni, who at the start of 
the novel has just returned from India. Bulwer-Lytton's 
novel dealt to some extent with the Rosicrucian 
fraternity, highlighting their reputation and the interest 
they attracted in England at that time.33 Blavatsky 
admired Bulwer-Lytton's work, and was familiar with his 
books on the occult. Indeed, Bulwer-Lytton may well 
have been the source for a certain Rosicrucian influence 
found in some major Theosophical doctrinal elements, as 
well as in Blavatsky's own life story.34  
 Certainly, reading the "Fama" evokes some marked 
similarities with Blavatsky's story, its real and the 
imaginary elements alike. She, too, like Rosenkreutz, was 
of aristocratic background, claimed to know Latin and 
Greek, and studied occult lore in an exotic location. 
                                                
33 Edward Bulwer Lytton, Zanoni (London: Saunders and Otley, 
1842).  
34 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 1, 17, 64, 285-286.  
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Whereas Rosenkreutz was content with Morocco 
(regarded by sixteenth and seventeenth century 
Europeans as sufficiently remote), Blavatsky had to go to 
the Far East and study in distant Tibet. Both created their 
fraternities after their studies, and dedicated themselves 
to good works. Moreover, a practice adopted by the 
Theosophists, that of using initials instead of whole 
names, was already found in the pamphlets of the 
Rosicrucian Fraternity. Likewise, the use of the term 
fraternity stands out, both with regard to the Great 
Brotherhood and to the second aim of the Theosophical 
Society, which was, as we have seen, "the formation of a 
nucleus of universal brotherhood."  
 From the seventeenth century on, the myth of the 
Rosicrucian Fraternity inspired many esoteric 
movements. Among them was a theosophical order, The 
Temple of the Rosy Cross, founded in London in 1912. 
Its founder, James Ingall Wedgwood (1883-1951), a 
young scion of the well-known china manufacturing 
family, was a devoted theosophist, who served as 
secretary of the English Theosophical Society in 1911-
1913. He was also prominently active in Co-Masonry, 
which functioned under the aegis of the Theosophical 
Society.  
 Wedgwood claimed to have mastered some means of 
communication with occult powers, from which he had 
learned about the original rites that were presumably 
performed by the disciples of Christian Rosenkreutz in 
the seventeenth century. Lady Emily Lutyens (1874-
1964), the wife of the famous architect Sir Edwin 
Lutyens (1869-1944), was also one of the first leading 
Theosophists to join Wedgwood's Temple of the Rosy 
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Cross. In her memoirs she described the Order's 
ceremonies and ridiculous costumes. According to 
Lutyens, the motto of the Theosophical Rosicrucian 
Order was "Lux veritatis". Lutyens reported sarcastically 
that George Arundale (1878-1945) (who in 1933 became 
Annie Besant's successor as president of the 
Theosophical Society) "translated" that motto into 
English as "looks very silly".35  
 However, the Temple of the Rosy Cross was strictly 
theosophical in its doctrines, and as such remained loyal 
to Blavatsky's Masters, who kindly used its rites for 
communicating messages to the Temple's disciples. Yet 
while the members of the Rosicrucian Fraternity were 
committed to total secrecy, this was not necessarily part 
of the Theosophical agenda, except perhaps for its 
Esoteric Section, a secretive elite group formed in 
London by Blavatsky in 1889, shortly before her death, 
and led for many years by her successor, Annie Besant. 
The Esoteric Section, however, was no different than 
other theosophical bodies in its attraction to the Orient. 
This became even clearer in 1928, when Annie Besant 
dismissed the Esoteric Section and transferred all 
responsibility for the teaching of occult lore to 
Krishnamurti, her Hindu protégé.36  
 The Oriental orientation of the Esoteric Section can 
be easily traced to an earlier period- the great 
theosophical crisis of 1912, that culminated in the 
resignation of Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925) from his post 
                                                
35 Emily Lutyens, Candles in the Sun (London: Rupert Hart-Davies, 
1957), 39. 
36 Arthur Nethercot, The Last Four Lives of Annie Besant (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press, 1963), 410. 
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as secretary of the German Section of the Theosophical 
Society. It involved some bitter accusations on his behalf, 
claiming that the Esoteric Section embraced what he 
defined as "Indian Exercises", by which he probably 
meant the practice of yoga and meditation.37 Steiner, who 
later founded the Anthroposophical Society, could not 
stand the Oriental attraction, which reached its peak with 
the Theosophical belief in Krishnamurti as World 
Teacher and the avatar of both Krishna and Jesus 
Christ.38 The Orient thus once more played an important 
part in defining the Theosophical doctrine, contributing 
to the 1912 split that ended with the resignation of most 
of the German and Austrian Theosophists, who soon after 
embraced Anthroposophy, with doctrines that were far 
more Western than the Oriental tendencies of Theosophy.        
 
The Case of Cagliostro 
The attraction to the East can be found in other 
influential occultists, such as with Alessandro Cagliostro 
(1743-1795), who won a reputation as a healer and 
alchemist in the 1770s and 1780s, after his return to 
Europe from travelling in the Middle East. His 
biography, similar to the story of Christian Rosenkreutz, 
involved a long period in Arab countries, where he 
claimed to have acquired his knowledge of the occult. He 
treated many people of all walks of life and gained a 
following that came to be the basis for the formation of a 
                                                
37 Rudolf Steiner, The Course of My Life (New York: 
Anthroposophic Press, 1951), 99-100, 299-325: first pub. 1925.  
38 Maria Carlson, "No Religion Higher than Truth": A History of the 
Theosophical Movement in Russia, 1875-1922 (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993), 33-34.  
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new Masonic movement, led by him, which he named the 
Egyptian Rite of Freemasonry. Unlike most 
contemporary Freemasonry orders, it accepted women 
and Jews. Cagliostro set up lodges of his order all over 
Europe, but while he was popular among seekers of the 
occult, political circles viewed him with suspicion. 

In reality there was nothing Egyptian in the rites of 
his order, which mainly claimed to communicate with the 
seven angels of the Apocalypse, whom Cagliostro used to 
contact through a mediator, usually a boy or a girl who 
went into a trance and answered his questions on behalf 
of the angels. Towards the end of his life he attracted the 
attention of the Catholic Church and was accused of 
heresy, consequently winning the dubious reputation as 
the last person to be burnt at the stake by the Roman 
Inquisition.39  

Cagliostro is remembered as a charlatan and 
mountebank, but his story is a good example of the 
mysterious magus, commanding occult powers; a 
cosmopolitan figure hobnobbing with the highest society 
in various countries. The charm of this image kindled the 
imagination of many nineteenth century Europeans, and 
definitely inspired Blavatsky, whose own image 
contained similar elements.40 
 
Conclusions 
Many other persons and movements may be numbered 
with the above-mentioned individuals, who also claimed 
                                                
39 Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment, 99-106. 
40 H.P. Blavatsky, "Was Cagliostro a ‘Charlatan’?", Lucifer (January, 
1890); Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 100; Blavatsky, The Secret 
Doctrine, II, 156. 
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that their inspiration or authority derived from the Orient, 
or at least contained Oriental characteristics. Perhaps the 
popularity of the imaginary Oriental motif in pre-
twentieth century occultism paved the way for the 
expansion of the real Oriental spiritual practices and 
ideologies in our time. Without outright cynicism, we 
may pose the following question: Would practices such 
as shiatsu and acupuncture, alongside Japanese and 
Chinese martial arts, accompanied by Indian Yoga and 
Ayurveda, have been as popular if they had originated in 
Belgium or Ireland? I seriously doubt that. The power the 
Orient still has over our imagination is plain to see. The 
Occultists described in this short article, as well as many 
other spiritual seekers, who have sought for the occult in 
past centuries, have had an important role in making the 
concept of the East so powerful to us. The image of the 
mystical Orient is still a strong source of inspiration for 
many Westerners, and will probably continue to attract 
them, as long as the West keeps defining the East as its 
reflecting mirror. 


