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Celestial India: Madame Blavatsky and the Birth of the Indian Nation, by isaac 
Lubelsky (sheffield: equinox P., 2012; pp. xvi + 345. £19.99).

Regarded, in these post-colonial times, with scarcely disguised condescension, 
Theosophy in its heyday was a movement seeking radical reappraisal of the 
imperial relationship with india and of the ‘civilising mission’. Born out of 
the orientalist discovery of sanskrit culture in the early nineteenth century, it 
was nurtured in the mid-century on emergent Aryan race theory and the turn 
towards spiritualism; and it celebrated its maturity, at the turn of the twentieth 
century, with little less than a bid to establish Hinduism as the basis of a new 
world religion, replacing an imperially inflected and increasingly discredited 
Christianity. in its last significant incarnation, it even addressed contemporary 
political issues, instilling confidence in a new generation of indian nationalists 
to demand their freedom from British rule.

isaac Lubelsky tells this story mainly through the institutional history 
of the Theosophical society and the remarkable characters who directed it. 
And remarkable they were: first and foremost, Madame Blavatsky, the minor 

the main focus of the volume is on the links between classical scholarship and 
imperialism or whether it extends to broader responses to, and appropriations 
of, Greek and Roman ideas, motifs and images in popular imperialism. This is, 
admittedly, a challenge for all works which look at the reception of the classical 
past in a particular period of history. The lack of clarity in this instance perhaps 
arises from the fact that, while the focus of the initial conference was on ‘classical 
scholarship’, a decision seems to have been made at some point to widen the 
scope to include receptions of classics within popular imperialism. i wonder, 
though, whether it would not have been more effective to restrict the remit of 
this volume unambiguously to classical scholarship. Recent edited collections 
examining classical reception beyond the theme of empire have usefully separated 
the worlds of scholarship and broader, popular culture (see, e.g., C. stray, ed., 
Oxford Classics: Teaching and Learning, 1800–2000 [2007], and id., ed., Remaking 
the Classics: Literature, Genre and Media in Britain, 1800–2000 [2007]).

Given the necessary limits of a volume of this sort, the essays achieve an 
impressive degree of coherence, helped by substantial cross-referencing and a 
useful introduction. The book certainly achieves its main goal of ‘establishing a 
constructive dialogue between classical reception and modern history’ (p. 22), 
although its claim to have proposed a new ‘methodology’ (p. 19) for integrating 
classical and historical analysis in the exploration of imperialism seems a 
little over-ambitious. There is little discussion of concrete methodological 
or theoretical paradigms; instead, the volume is organised around the two 
interconnected and overlapping ideas of hegemony and cornucopia. These 
help to structure the chapters thematically and serve to highlight the ways in 
which discourses of power, control and variety can help us to understand the 
complex interactions between classics and imperialism. overall, the volume 
makes a valuable contribution to the development of collaborative work 
between the disciplines of classics and modern history, and points the way for 
similar studies in the future.
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Ukrainian aristocrat turned spiritualist medium (possibly via a period as a 
touring pianist in italy) whose mystique did most to establish ‘the faith’ in 
America. Then there was Colonel olcott, the inevitable New York lawyer 
whose entrepreneurial drive carried Theosophy beyond Us shores, to europe 
and eventually ‘home’ to india. other principals included Charles webster 
Leadbeater, whose questionable sexual mores hinted at scandal; Jiddu 
krishnamurti, who was groomed (among other things) for gurudom and 
the role of world Teacher but preferred, instead, to become a Renouncer; 
and, most striking of all, the indomitable Annie Besant, whose career passed 
from the advocacy of atheism and birth-control to that of Hindu pantheism 
and indian Home Rule—linked only, perhaps, by her persistent aversion to 
Christianity.

Lubelsky tells the story ably, focusing mostly on personalities and politics. 
At a time when the west itself was ‘retreating from reason’, Theosophy offered 
the mysteries of the east as a form of spiritual security. At its height, it attracted 
the interest of leading intellectuals, such as Yeats, Pound and eliot, and put 
india on a world stage. No less significantly, it also caught the eyes of a large 
number of western-educated indians (including even the young Jawaharlal 
Nehru) who saw, in the dignity with which it treated their own cultural 
heritage, clues to forging a distinctively indian modern identity. Guided by 
Annie Besant, this aspiration became increasingly political on the eve of the 
First world war, when the Theosophical society acted as the headquarters 
of the Home Rule League—organising resistance (albeit ‘passive’) against the 
British Raj.

Yet a denouement was not far away. eventually, india found its twin 
demands for political and religious freedom in the post-war world better 
served by Mahatma Gandhi than the krishnamurti-Besant combination. Also, 
krishnamurti himself rebelled against the global guruhood which Besant was 
trying to impose on him. From the acme of its influence around 1918, the 
Theosophical society progressively declined into a quiet backwater adjacent 
to the Bay of Bengal at Adyar (near today’s Chennai)—continuing to offer 
spiritual guidance, but only to a small and select band of followers.

Lubelsky attributes the society’s ultimate failure both to its soaring ambitions 
and to the patently ‘imperial’ nature of its project. it sought to construct 
no less than a new world religion, combining east and west in a way more 
amenable to the traditions of the former. However, it missed that the very idea 
of a world religion was more western than eastern; and that its construction 
continued to bring westerners and easterners together in relationships which 
the latter no longer desired. Theosophy enjoyed a golden moment at the high 
noon of empire, when it offered a vision of a less angst-riven future than 
imperial apologists (such as kipling) or bomb-throwing nationalists (such as 
Aurobindo Ghosh). But it was a moment that rapidly passed.

Lubelsky’s judgements are well founded. However, in sending the 
Theosophical society through the trapdoor of history, he may have overlooked 
one point. His focus on personalities and politics is somewhat at the expense 
of ideas—and certain ideas, strongly developed through Theosophy, have had 
a lasting impact. in particular, Theosophy’s methodology claimed to provide 
scientific proof of the ‘truths’ of Hinduism—and thus to bring together science 
and religion in ways which were symbiotic rather than hostile. if one wonders 
today at the close adjacency between temples and scientific laboratories in 
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places such as Chennai, Bangalore and Hyderabad, and at the ease with which 
human traffic passes between the two, part of the answer may lie in the history 
of Theosophy. it encouraged india’s Brahminical western-educated elites to 
regard science as the friend, not the enemy, of their religious and cultural 
traditions.

DAviD wAsHBRook
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Strategy and War Planning in the British Navy, 1887–1918, by shawn T. Grimes 
(woodbridge: The Boydell P., 2012; pp. xiv + 263. £65).

when Arthur Marder died in 1980, the mighty scholarly edifice which he 
had constructed seemed destined to define the Royal Navy in the era of sir 
John Fisher for a lifetime, but it did not survive even ten years. First Jon 
sumida showed that the supposed centrepiece of Fisher’s revolutionary plan 
to confront the rising menace of Germany, the battleship HMs Dreadnought, 
was actually the unintended by-product of a completely different plan to 
abolish the battleship altogether in order to match France and Russia at an 
affordable price. More recently, Nicholas Lambert’s Sir John Fisher’s Naval 
Revolution (1999) carried the story forward into the era when Germany 
really had become a threat, and in 2012 he developed his arguments further 
in Planning Armageddon: British Economic Warfare and the First World War. 
The sumida–Lambert version of Fisher’s ideas and significance is now widely 
accepted, but of course it has attracted counter-arguments, and there are 
particular reasons why it is difficult for historians to arrive at a consensus on 
British naval planning in this era. in marked contrast to its earlier history, 
Admiralty record-keeping in the twentieth century was chaotic, and there are 
large gaps in the archival record. Moreover, Fisher was by temperament an 
intriguer who preferred to subvert established organisations by informal little 
groups under his personal control, putting as little as possible of their work 
on paper. This was carried to an extreme in the years 1905 to 1907, when he 
was trying to develop war plans without revealing them to the commander-in-
chief of the fleet who would have to carry them into effect—his bitter personal 
enemy, Lord Charles Beresford. Fisher’s legacy was an Admiralty in which 
many senior officers were developing war plans, but few of them were talking 
to each other, still less to senior officers afloat. The Navy as a whole, admirals 
not excepted, was not allowed to know anything about what they might have 
to do in war. The resulting archival picture is fragmentary and contradictory, 
an accurate reflection of a service which had no established doctrine and no 
agreed war plans. There is plenty of room here for historians to disagree.

shawn Grimes’s book aims to rehabilitate the pre-war Admiralty’s 
reputation by demonstrating that the Naval intelligence Department, from 
its reorganisation in 1887 until it was emasculated by Fisher in 1908, and again 
as part of the new Admiralty war staff in 1912, was an efficient planning 
instrument which developed credible war plans. These plans offered a range 
of strategies, but Grimes believes that the preferred choice for a war against 
Germany was based on ‘observational blockade’, with the main fleet kept out 
of range of enemy torpedo craft while the enemy bases would be watched 
by light forces using a nearby island or anchorage. The object was either to 
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