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Madame Blavatsky’s Children:
Theosophy and Its Heirs

Kevin Tingay

INTRODUCTION

The Theosophical Society (hereafter ‘TS’) has for most of its history been the
object of opprobrium from mainstream Christianity, and either ridiculed or
ignored as a movement of marginal interest by students of religion until recent
years. Yet the writings of Theosophists appear as a constant backdrop to many
of the alternative spiritual traditions of the twentieth century. The society can
be seen as the major institutional culmination of the growth of interest in
occultism in the nineteenth century anditsinfluence continues tobe feltin our
own times. The history and significance of the movement await a major study
but work is beginning to be published which has moved on from the
propaganda and polemic which has often characterised comment on Theo-
sophy and its ramifications over the past one hundred and twenty years.!

The key themes of modern Theosophy are to be found in the writings of
H.P. Blavatsky and her followers. They are not original to her and she did
not claim that they were. She gathered together ideas which she thought
represented the tradition of an ‘Ancient Wisdom’, and which she believed
had been expressed though the ages in widely dispersed circumstances. We
summarise them as follows for brevity’s sake:

o The existence of a perennial wisdom tradition

e Its esoteric or gnostic character )

¢ Its manifestation through exoteric religious traditions

e The existence of adepts or ‘Masters of the Wisdom’

® Reincarnation and the law of karma

e A view of the human constitution as functioning in a series of interpenetrating
‘bodies’ from physical, etheric, emotional, mental, to ‘higher self

® An evolution of the spirit undergirding physical evolution

® A vision of universal brotherhood

o Western acceptance of Asian spiritual traditions

® Techniques of clairvoyance, divination and healing
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The prime founder of the Theosophical movement was born Helena
Petrovna Hahn in Ekaterinoslav in the Ukraine in 1831. She was by all
accounts an unconventional child of her class, and did not fit at all into the
pattern set for a young Russian woman of the minor aristocracy. She took a
great interest in the folklore and popular religious practices of the local
peasant community, especially psychic phenomena, magic and shamanism,
Three weeks before her seventeenth birthday she was married to Nikifor
Blavatsky, often described as an elderly military officer, but in fact a middle-
aged provincial governor in Armenia. After a few weeks, however, Helena
abandoned her husband and in 1848, the ‘Year of Revolutions’, began a
series of travels and adventures which resulted in the foundation of the
Theosophical movement twenty seven years later.

No child was born to this union. Indeed Blavatsky later wrote that the
marriage was never consummated and that a combination of her distaste for
sex and gynaecological problems precluded any consideration of child-
bearing. Some biographers have asserted that she did in fact give birth to a
son, Yuri, in 1861, and that the child died in infancy. This has always been
denied by Blavatsky and by Theosophical biographers. The name of
Blavatsky was not to be lost to posterity by lack of issue, however, as
Madame Blavatsky, or ‘HPB’ as she is referred to in Theosophical and
occultist circles, lives on through a far-reaching series of activities. This
essay outlines how the life and activities of this curious Russian woman, of
no formal education, have been perpetuated in writings that have remained
in print over the century since her death on 8 May 1891, and in a host of
organisations expressing what we now call ‘alternative spiritualities’ from
then until the present day. It will dwell no more on the details of her earlier
life, fascinating though it was, but will describe something of what followed
from it. Blavatsky travelled in Europe, the Middle East and Central Asia in
search of spiritual wisdom. Contacts with the early Spiritualist movement
led her to the United States where, in 1874, she met Colonel Henry Olcott
(1832-1907) who was also investigating Spiritualism. These two drew
together a small group to discuss how they might facilitate the study of
occultism and related matters. ;

THE BIRTH OF THE | HEOSOPHICAL SOCIETY
The Theosophical Society was founded in 1875 in New York. Blavatsky

contributed a charismatic enthusiasm for the occult and claimed to have
access to teachings on the subject which had hitherto been concealed.
Olcott, who had a background in law and administration, provided an
organisational impetus for the movement. He became its first president
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and remained in that office until his death. The founders travelled to India
in 1879 and in 1882 established the headquarters of the now flourishing
cociety at Adyar near Madras. The society had been established as a
response to the growing interest in occultism, Spiritualism and compara-
tive religion which had developed in the latter half of the nineteenth
century. The reasons for the move to India are not obviously apparent,
but it proved fruitful in terms of the growth of the movement, enabling
links to be established with both Hindus and Buddhists, and bringing it
closer to those ‘Masters of the Wisdom’ whom the founders believed to
reside in the Himalayas. From that time onwards the spirituality of
Theosophists was clearly rooted in eastern rather than western esoteric
traditions.

The original single object of the society at the time of its foundation was
‘o collect and diffuse a knowledge of the laws which govern the universe.’
After some modification its objects were established in 1896 as:

1. to form a nucleus of the Universal Brotherhood of Humanity, without
distinction of race, creed, sex, caste or colour

2. to encourage the study of comparative religion, philosophy and science

3. to investigate unexplained laws of nature and the powers latent in man?

But the society was not an assembly in the tradition of nineteenth-century
literary or scientific societies. Blavatsky claimed that she had been in-
structed in an Ancient Wisdom that underlay the teachings and practices of
all the world’s faiths, and that that instruction had come from hidden
adepts — the Masters of the Wisdom. These adepts were alleged to be human
beings who had reached the peak of human evolution through many
reincarnations and were the custodians of this wisdom. Two such beings -
Koot Hoomi and Morya — had chosen her to proclaim the teachings to a
world that was deemed ready for their reception. The Theosophical Society
was the mechanism by which this plan was to be achieved.’

From its earliest days the movement had to cope with the inbuilt tension
between the wide-ranging scope of its three objects and the apparently
definitive teachings of Blavatsky and her hidden teachers. Despite its claims
not to be a religious body it has in fact provided for many of its members
doctrinal and ethical teachings traditionally associated with religion. In
common with many movements of the period, the society’s predominant
public activity was to arrange lectures and publish literature, both being
directed to the propagation of the teachings and the recruitment of
members. Meetings for members generally took the form of lectures or
the group study of Theosophical texts. Though the TS itself did not for the
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most part provide devotional or liturgical activities, these did in fact emerge
in a number of associated movements.

GROWTH, DISAGREEMENT AND SCHISM

The development of the movement became progressively more complex. In
an attempt to provide a provisional taxonomy, I classify the groups that
have links with Blavatsky’s initiative as follows:

1. Controlled movements: groups whose membership is drawn wholly from the
parent society but have their own organisational structures

2. Schismatic movements: groups which use the term ‘Theosophy’ in their title or
claim to present or interpret Blavatsky’s teachings directly, but have separated
themselves from the parent society

3. Derivative movements: groups founded by one-time members of the parent
society, and which embody some aspect of Theosophical teaching but whose
members may now disavow or minimise the importance of the Theosophical
connection.

4. Influenced movements: groups whose membership and leadership is largely
drawn from the parent society, but are open to, and include, others.

The parent TS, with its headquarters in India, has remained the major
component of the movement. It reached its peak of membership in the 1920s,
when numbers reached 45,000. Its current worldwide membership is around

teac
salo,
ran

first

30,000.* The basic group within the society is the ‘Lodge’. This appellation Past
reflects discussion in the earliest days of the movement, when the organisa- afu
tional pattern of Freemasonry was examined as a possible model for the TS orgg‘;1
(masonic lodges being semi-secret groups into which members are ritually Blay,
initiated). In the event, it was decided that a rather more open system of melji
membership was appropriate, though, as we shall see, the appeal of initiation nun
into inner groups has been a constant attraction to Theosophists. As the nojj
movement grew, the lodges were organised into national self-governing inﬂ+
sections. Representatives of these sections serve on a general council under sory
an international president. The president resides at the international head- beq:
quarters in India and is elected by individual voting by all the membership. In the'
countries where there are few members they may be directly attached to the Bes{‘
headquarters. The fact that the foundational writings of the movement were sucl
in English was important in its initial growth throughout the English- cha![
speaking world. In this we include India, which was the arena for the greatest Th!r
recruitment and has remained so to the presentday. The annual reports of the con,
society demonstrate that the Indian section is the only major part of the |
society which has shown growth since World War IL |
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With the death of Blavatsky in 1891, the mantle of leadership passed to
another remarkable woman, Annie Besant. Having rejected Christianity,
Besant became involved in radical Secularism and Socialism, but was
converted to Theosophy after reading Blavatsky’s The Secret Doctrine which
she had been asked to review by W.T. Stead, the editor of The Review of
Reviews. With her skills of oratory and organisation, Besant built up the
movement and remained a focus for the devotion of its membership until
her death in 1933. She was elected president in 1907 on the death of
Olcott.> Her powerful personality and gifts of popularising Theosophical
teachings transformed the society from one centred on the metropolitan
salon to a movement which drew its membership from a surprisingly wide
range of society. But these same gifts were also a contributory factor to the
first major schism in the movement.

What later became generally known as the Theosophical Society (Pasa-
dena) came into being in the United States in 1892, after a dispute which
was centred around the claims to authority by Annie Besant and the
American W.Q. Judge. Both claimed to be receiving guidance from the
Masters and to be the legitimate successor to Blavatsky, although neither
could sustain a working relationship with the other. After Judge’s death in
1896 the leadership of his group of American Theosophists passed to yet
another charismatic woman, Katherine Tingley. Under her inspiration a

community was established at Point Loma, San Diego, California. By the

early 1940s, however, this group had to move to smaller premises at
Pasadena. The United Lodge of Theosophists, formed in 1909, represented
a further split from the Point Loma Society. Both these remain separate
organisations and claim to remain true to the original teachings of
Blavatsky. Though both groups exist in many parts of the world their
membership has never been anything like as large as the parent society. A
number of smaller groups have split off at later stages, but have generally
not outlived the individuals who led the schism. In more recent years the
influence of Besant (and her collaborator C. W. Leadbeater) has declined
somewhat within the movement and there has been some co-operation
between the former rival Theosophical movements (as in the celebration of
the centenary of the publication of Blavatsky’s The Secret Doctrine in 1988).
Besant and Leadbeater, who wrote in an accessible but simplistic style on
such topics as reincarnation, after-death states, the human aura and the
chakras, still remain popular among some members of the parent society.
They are often referred to in contemporary ‘New Age’ writings, and
continue to sell to a constituency beyond Theosophy.
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ALTERNATIVE INTERPRETATIONS

A further group of ‘children’ came into being who did not lay a claim to be
Theosophical by name, but claimed to be valid interpreters of the same
occult tradition. They may appropriately be termed ‘derivative movements’,
having been founded by individuals who were once members of the TS. The
Hermetic Society (led by Anna Kingsford) and The Quest Society (founded
by G.R.S. Mead) have long since ceased activities, but the Anthroposo-
phical movement had its origins in the German Section of the TS. The bulk
of its membership left the TS with its then general secretary, Rudolf Steiner,
just before the World War 1. It has since grown into a completely separate
movement and now plays down its Theosophical roots.®

A TS member in the 1920s, Alice La Trobe-Bateman (later Bailey)
claimed to have communication from the Masters who were guiding events
from their Himalayan retreats. This precipitated one of the periodic crises
of authority that punctuates Theosophical history. How are the genuine
spokespersons for the Masters to be recognised? Bailey set up The Arcane
School and over the next twenty years acted as a ‘channel’ for the
teachings of the Master Djwal Khul, which rival those of Blavatsky in
their length. From this group have derived a further series of groups, such
as that of Benjamin Creme who proclaims the imminent return of the Lord
Maitreya, a familiar messianic theme from the Theosophy of the 1920s.
The ‘I AM’ Movement (begun by Guy Ballard) and its successor, The
Summit Lighthouse, now the Church Universal and Triumphant (headed
by Mark and Elizabeth Prophet) appropriated to themselves the direct
guidance of the Theosophical Masters. We might ask ourselves whether
these exalted beings are flattered or frustrated by the diversity of their
disciples.

Melton (1989) has catalogued numerous other groups with Theosophical
origins or links in North America. In England we might note that the
Buddhist Society, one of the pioneering groups in English Buddhism, had
its origins in the Buddhist Lodge of the TS and its enthusiastic young
leader, Christmas Humphreys. The Society of the Inner Light, founded by
Dion Fortune, had its origins in the Christian Mystic Lodge of the TS in
London, as did one of the later manifestations of the Order of the Golden
Dawn. Both these developments occurred in the 1920s, but links with other
esoteric groups had also taken place in the 1890s when the Rosicrucian
Society and the original Order of the Golden Dawn had enjoyed an overlap
of membership with the TS.
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ESOTERIC ELABORATIONS

The aforementioned three objects of the Theosophical Society did not
mention Masters of the Wisdom or concealed teachings directly and there
have always been members who did not concern themselves too much with
these matters. For those who did, however, provision was made from the
start of the movement for detailed teachings of an occult nature and the
possibility of being put in closer contact with the Masters. The ‘ES’ (at
various times these initials stood for the ‘Esoteric Section’, the ‘Eastern
Schoo!’ or ‘Esoteric School” of Theosophy) had its origins in the personal
pupils of Blavatsky. They had to follow an ascetic spiritual regime and to
declare confidence in the legitimacy of Blavatsky and her successors as the
approved agents of the Masters, and to commit themselves to work for the
society to the best of their abilities. Membership of this inner group has
provided the leadership of the TS in most parts of the world until the
present day. Other controlled groups - that is, those which restricted
themselves to TS members - included at various times The Temple of the
Rosy Cross (1912), The Krotona Drama (1921), The Egyptian Rite of the
Ancient Mysteries (1930), The Temple of the Motherhood of God (c.1924),
and the Ritual of the Mystic Star (1935), all of which offered ceremonial
expression to Theosophy. Some of these were shortlived, while others
endured for longer periods. In the social field the Theosophical Order of
Service (1908) co-ordinated work of a philanthropic nature. The Theoso-
phical Fraternity in Education (1916) was the focus for progressive devel-
opments in schools and evolved into the wider New Education Fellowship.
Less successful was the Theosophical World University project (1925) which
envisaged a chain of progressive centres of higher learning around the
world. It never developed further than a series of public lectures and some
vague and grandiose planning. A number of activities for children enjoyed
greater popularity in the period up to 1930. Lotus Circles (1892), the Order
of the Golden Chain (1899) and the International Order of the Round
Table (1908) provided opportunities for children of different ages to be
exposed to the ethical and spiritual teachings of Theosophy. Since the 1930s
the first two of these groups have been subsumed into the Order of the
Round Table, which still functions in several countries and uses ceremonies
based on the Arthurian legends. The bulk of its membership comes from
the children of Theosophical families.

Those movements I have designated ‘controlled’ had links with the TS
built into their individual constitutions, but there were two larger move-
ments which sought, amongst other things, to explore Theosophy through
ceremonial expression. They had no formal links with Theosophy and did
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recruit some of their membership from outside Theosophy, but its influence
remained as a vital component and hence they can fairly be described as
‘influenced’ movements. These two groups were The Liberal Catholic
Church (hereafter ‘LCC’) and The Order of International Co-Freemasonry
(generally referred to as ‘Co-Masonry’). The LCC derived from an attempt
to establish a branch of the Dutch Old Catholic Church in England in
1908. This attracted a number of Theosophists who enthusiastically
adopted a rich catholic liturgical practice and interpreted it from an esoteric
viewpoint. This appealed to those who had reluctantly left established
churches as a result of their Theosophical interests, but also antagonised
members who saw Theosophy as a rejection of Christianity. The LCC
developed a hierarchy of bishops (who have generally been Theosophists) in
many parts of the world has endured a number of schisms, and has reflected
the general decline in Theosophical membership in its own decline in
numbers. C.W. Leadbeater, an Anglican clergyman prior to becoming a
disciple of Blavatsky, became a bishop in this church in 1916 and subse-
quently wrote prolifically on ecclesiastical topics. His Science of the Sacra-
ments offered the student of Christian liturgy his clairvoyant Theosophical
insights into what was going on in the inner worlds during the celebration
of Mass and the administration of the sacraments.

The Co-Masonic Order had its origins in France and is still governed
from Paris. In 1882 a French masonic lodge decided to initiate a woman.
This resulted in their being expelled by their governing authority and they
established a masonic order of their own which admitted men and women
on equal terms. Annie Besant was initiated in 1902 and the movement
expanded through her enthusiasm, particularly in the English-speaking
Theosophical world. Since World War Il this order has recruited less from
the Theosophical movement and, like the LCC, has declined in recent
years. In France, however, where the Theosophical influence was only
peripheral, it has continued to grow. Several of the later generation of
Theosophical leaders were active in this movement and have written on
masonic symbolism, and in some cases the masonic ritual was elaborated
along Theosophical lines. Some freemasons from lodges of the United
Grand Lodge of England and the Grand Lodge of Scotland associated
themselves with the new order, but the ruling authorities of those bodies did
not take kindly to this feminine development and forbade their members
from having any contact with it. Some men did in fact throw in their lot
with the new body and assisted in its growth. After a few years of activity, in
which several new lodges were founded in Great Britain, a faction of
initiates who did not find themselves in sympathy with the Theosophical
influence separated themselves. Their endeavours evolved into two separate
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orders of Freemasonry for women only which continue to the present day
and have no connection with their co-masonic forebears.

THE EMERGENCE OF A WORLD TEACHER

One of the most remarkable fruits of the Theosophical enterprise was the
promotion of Jiddu Krishnamurti. At the time of his death in 1989 his name
was probably more widely known than Madame Blavatsky or any other
Theosophical leader. His thinking attracted the attention of a wider and
more significant circle of people than did Theosophical teachings in any of
their traditional forms. His story may briefly be summarised as follows.

In 1909, Jiddu Narayaniah, a Brahmin employee of the TS came to live
on the headquarters estate at Adyar. He was a widower with four sons and
lived in rather straitened circumstances. C.W. Leadbeater, observing the
fourteen-year-old Krishnamurti, one of the four, claimed that he had a
remarkable ‘aura’ which indicated that he was a person of great spiritual
significance. The boy’s education, hitherto non-existent, was taken in hand
by a number of Theosophists, European and Indian. In 1911 a movement
was started called The Order of the Star in the East (OSE) whose object was
to prepare for ‘the near coming of a great Spiritual teacher’. Krishnamurti
was the ‘Head of the Order’ and the implicit suggestion was that he would
be the ‘vehicle’ for the embodiment of the ‘World Teacher’ at some stage in
the near future.” This movement was again organised quite separately from
the TS but attracted most of its leading figures. Those who were disturbed
by this messianic tendency left, Rudolf Steiner being the most prominent.
After World War I the OSE began to take off, perhaps a fitting part of a
post-war spirit of hope and optimism. Many people joined, including
members of mainstream churches and other religious bodies who had
no connection with Theosophy. Krishnamurti, now well-groomed and,
when in the West, dressed in the height of fashion by his patrons, proved an
irresistible and exotic attraction to the earnest seekers of the time. Centres
for his work were established in Ommen (Holland), Sydney (Australia) and
Ojai (California), and the OSE functioned, as an adjunct to Theosophical
activities in many countries of the world, and was often administered from
TS premises.

However, as time went by, Krishnamurti considered that a spirit of self-
aggrandisement bordering on hysteria was developing among his followers,
some of whom saw themselves as ‘apostles’ to the new messiah. In 1929 he
disavowed the role of “‘World Teacher’, dissolved the Order of the Star and
embarked on a career as an independent spiritual teacher. He continued to
attract a devoted coterie of disciples, but his teaching strongly attacked the
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need for gurus or any form of organisation as a basis for the understanding
of truth. Many Theosophists left the society, and Annie Besant, now in her
old age, never really recovered from the blow and died in 1933. Other
Theosophists adjusted to the new situation by suggesting that ‘the Coming
had gone wrong’ perhaps though the agency of the ‘dark powers’.% In more
recent times the current president of the Adyar Society, Radha Burnier, has
led it away from the Besant/Leadbeater style towards a spirit more in accord
with Krishnamurti’s approach. Before his death Krishnamurti revisited the
Adyar estate where he had spent his childhood and which he had not
entered for over fifty years. His lectures, seminars and writings attracted a
growing audience in the post-war years, and he engaged in dialogue with a
wide circle of respected scientists, philosophers and educators.”

THEOSOPHISTS AT WORK IN THE WORLD

Such was the organisational fruit of Blavatsky’s endeavours, manifested in
movements that attempted in some way or another to express the inner or
spiritual aspect of her teachings. How far she saw her movement as having a
wider social function is a matter of debate, but the influence of Annie
Besant propelled many of the members into social action. Amongst the
‘progressive’ causes which they espoused were alternative medicine, vege-
tarianism, animal welfare, progressive education, female suffrage, the
Garden City movement and the struggle for Indian independence. We
should also note some influence on artistic and literary trends in the period
from 1880 to 1914.1°

The excitements of the 1920s were followed by a period of retrenchment
after the departure of Krishnamurti and the death of Annie Besant, and
through the difficult years of World War II. A resolution, originally passed
by the general council of the society in 1924 and regularly reproduced in
The Theosophist, its international journal since the 1930s, illustrates the
movement away from dogmatic pronouncements by authoritarian leaders
towards a more dispersed pattern of authority:

As the Theosophical Society has spreaa far and wide over the world, and as
members of all religions have become members of it without surrendering the
special dogmas, teachings and beliefs of their respective faiths, it is thought
desirable to emphasise the fact that there is no doctrine, no opinion, by
whomsoever taught or held, that is any way binding on any member of the
Society, none which any member is not free to accept or reject. Approval of its
three Objects is the sole condition of membership. No teacher, or writer, from
H.P. Blavatsky downwards, has any authority to impose his teachings or opinions
on members. Every member has a equal right to attach himself to any school of
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thought which he may choose, but has no right to force his choice on any other.
Neither a candidate for any office nor any voter can be rendered ineligible to
stand or to vote because of any opinion he may hold, or because of membership
of any school of thought to which he may belong. Opinions or beliefs neither
bestow privileges nor inflict penalties. The Members of the General Council
earnestly request every member of The Theosophical Society to maintain, defend
and act upon these fundamental principles of the Society, and also fearlessly to
exercise his own right of liberty of thought, and of expression thereof, within the
limits of courtesy and consideration for others.

In common with other movements with a mission in a pre-electronic age,
Theosophy used the printed word to embody its teachings. A great volume
of books, pamphlets, and periodical literature poured from the presses.
Their sales went beyond the membership of the specifically Theosophical,
which might lead us to suppose that there were many more who took an
interest in esoteric ideas than actually joined organisations, a situation
which I suspect applies as much today as it did a century ago. The writings
of Blavatsky remain in print, as do many by Annie Besant and C. W.
Leadbeater. The TS, which still runs publishing houses in India, the USA
and elsewhere, has produced a wide range of books over the past one
hundred years. We summarise the genres, with examples, as follows:

e Foundational texts of H.P. Blavatsky — Isis Unveiled (1877), The Secret Doctrine
(1888) and The Key to Theosophy (1889)

e Channelled/received’ texts — The Mahatma Letters (written in the 1880s,
published 1923)!

e Descriptions of supersensible experiences or observations - Man, Visible and
Invisible (1902) and other titles by C.W. Leadbeater.

e Translations and commentaries on classical oriental texts - The Bhagavad Gita
translated by Annie Besant

e Cosmological and anthropological schemas and accounts of past lives ~ Man,
Whence, How and Whither (1913) by Besant and Leadbeater

o Guides to spiritual practices, meditation, yoga, etc.

o ‘Esoteric’ Christianity - Esoteric Christianity (1905) by Besant, The Christian
Creed (1917) by Leadbeater'?

7

The other movements already noted engendered a corresponding volume of -

printed material. Perhaps the greatest number of Blavatsky’s ‘children’ are
these now largely neglected texts which expressed the hopes and fears of
their earnest authors.!

Our opening summary of Theosophical interests and our outline of the
movements and activities over the past one hundred and twenty years
points to the place where Blavatsky’s children mostly seem to dwell in our
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own times — the New Age. Blavatsky is not the only mother of that age but
surely one of the most significant. The movements and activities which she
and her successors instigated provided a comprehensive range of opportu-
nities for seekers of esoteric spirituality. The parent society might be likened
to a Clapham Junction for occult travellers, who entered from various
directions and travelled on to several destinations beyond. Some were quite
famous names, and there has always been a faithful core of members who
saw it as the centre of their spiritual world, but today the Theosophical
Society is a rather faded shadow of its grand former self. For the seeker after
ancient wisdom, there is now a bewildering variety of alternative transport.
A century ago Theosophy had the major share of the market; now it is
almost submerged by the brightly packaged products of the New Age. In
1889 H.P. Blavatsky wrote some words towards the end of her book The Key
to Theosophy which now have a prophetic ring:

Every such attempt as the Theosophical Society has hitherto ended in failure,
because, sooner or later, it has degenerated into a sect, set up hard-and-fast
dogmas of its own, and so lost by imperceptible degrees that vitality which living
truth alone can impart. You must remember that all our members have been bred
and born in some creed or religion, that all are more or less of their generation
both physically and mentally, and consequently that their judgement is but too
likely to be warped and unconsciously biased by some or all of these influences. If,
then, they cannot be freed from such inherent bias, or at least taught to recognise
it instantly and so avoid being led away by it, the result can only be that the
Society will drift off on to some sandbank of thought or another, and there
remain a stranded carcass to moulder and die. (Blavatsky, 1893: 193)

NoTES

1. Several biographies of the chief founder H.P. Blavatsky have been produced since her
death in 1891. Most adopt a partisan attitude for or against the proposition that she was
a major spiritual teacher of the nineteenth-century. Amongst more recent works are
Meade (1980) (against), Fuller (1988), and Cranston (1993) (for). The co-founder of the
Society, H.S. Olcott, has been memorialised from within the movement by Murphet
(1972), and his place in the revival of Buddhism in Asia has been analysed by Prothero

- (1996). Studies of the history of the Theosophical movement as a whole have been
written from within the parent society by Ransom (1938), from the Pasadena position by
Ryan (1975), and from the traditionally anonymous standpoint of the independent
United Lodge of Theosophists in The Theosophical Movement (1951). A general academic
survey of the subject is to be found in Campbell (1980), and particular studies have been
made of Theosophy in Australia (Roe, 1986), New Zealand (Ellwood, 1993), and Russia
(Carlson, 1993). A popular work which accepts uncritically the accusations that
Blavatsky was a ‘fraud’, but nevertheless goes on to chart some of the links between
Theosophy and other twentieth-century movements, has been written by Washington
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(1993). Detailed academic studies of the movements and personalities which predated
the foundation of the TS but whose influences are significant are to be found in Godwin
(1994) and Faivre (1994).

2. Ransom (1938:545ff.

3. Letters alleged to be from these Masters were published by Barker in 1923. Details of
physical and clairvoyant contacts with various Masters appear through much of
Theosophical literature up to the 1950s. Johnson (1994) attempts to correlate Blavatsky’s
descriptions with identifiable historical figures.

4, Annual Reports of the Theosophical Society, Adyar, from 1908 to date.

5. Her life has been comprehensively recorded by Nethercot (1961, 1963), who is the only
biographer to have seriously addressed the Theosophical phase of her career.

6. Leviton (1994) addresses in some depth the distinctiveness of Steiner’s thought and the
reasons for his parting from the Theosophical Society.

7. Nethercot (1963:160).

8. Schuller (1997) analyses the responses to these events.

9. A personal account of his life can be found in the works of Mary Lutyens, who spent her
childhood with him, and remained a close friend and associate throughout his life.

10. Nethercot (1961, 1963) provides the most accessible source of reference for these
activities.

11. The Mahatma Letters were purported to have been ‘precipitated’ by occult means from
the Masters to A.P. Sinnett, Blavatsky and others. Other Theosophists have from time
to time made claims to the reception of what is now referred to as ‘channelled’
communications from the same source.

12. Esoteric Christianity, so-called, generally turns out to be old gnosticism in new clothing.
Theosophists from Blavatsky onwards subscribe to the theory that the Church
throughout the ages has conspired to keep the true message of Jesus Christ a closely
guarded secret.

13. No comprehensive bibliography covers the whole of the period of Theosophical history,
but Gomes (1994) covers the period up to 1900.
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