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Theosophy and the Visual Arts

´ The study of the relationship
between Theosophy and the arts has
mostly focused on Wassily
Kandinsky(1866–1944) and Piet
Mondrian(1872–1944, left). They are,
however, the result of a long process,
which started with a somewhat
different artistic style

A Different Artist: Machell
´ The career of Reginald
Willoughby Machell (1854–
1927), perhaps the single artist
who was personally closer to
Madame Helena Petrovna
Blavatsky (1831–1891), and
later became a key associate
of Katherine Tingley (1847–
1929), epitomizes the complex
journey where Theosophy and
the arts came together

From Famous to Forgotten
´ Machell is almost forgotten today, even
among Theosophists. Shortly before the
time of his death in 1927, however,
novelist, Kenneth Vennor Morris (1879–
1937), himself a Theosophist, wrote that “in
all the history of the Theosophical
movement in modern times it is probable
that, except the three Leaders [who for
him were Blavatsky, William Quan Judge
(1851–1896) and Katherine Tingley (1847–
1929)], no one has reaped a larger harvest
of love and admiration” than Machell

An Illustrious
Family
´ Reginald Willoughby Machell was
born on June 20, 1854 at
Crackenthorpe, Westmoreland,
England. His father, Richard
Beverley Machell (1823–1903),
was a canon at the Cathedral of
York. The Machells were one of
the most prominent families in
North-West England. They
claimed to descend from a fifthcentury centurion, one Marius
Catulus, and exhibited a remote
but real relationship with the
British royal family

A Gifted
Student
´ Reginald was an excellent
student, first at Uppingham
School—under famous
headmaster Edward Thring
(1821–1877)—and then at
Owen’s College, Manchester,
where teachers noted his
precocious inclination to the
arts
´ As many other promising
artists, he was sent to study in
Paris at the Académie Julian.
Pour le Marché de Londres,
painted while at Julian’s,
shows Machell as a particularly
gifted student

Return to London
´ In 1880, at age 26, he returned to London
and started a career as a painter,
specializing in portraits. Timidity, currently
at the Wolverhampton Art Gallery, is one
of his first London works

A Recognized
Artist
´ Little Angels, a typical work
of this period, is dated 1883.
Eventually, Machell
became a fellow of the
Royal Society of British
Artists, and had works
exhibited at the Royal
Academy

Meeting
Blavatsky
´ Reportedly through a friend
of one of his aunts, Machell
was introduced to
Madame Blavatsky in 1886.
In 1888, he joined the
Theosophical Society and
was personally instructed by
Blavatsky

Reincarnation
´ Machell explained his and others’
immediate acceptance of
Blavatsky through reincarnation:
“How can we account for the
fact that many who heard her
message accepted it at once, as
if an old friend has come and
recalled memories of former lives,
if reincarnation were not a fact in
nature?”

A Theosophical
Painter
´ When Machell met her, Blavatsky had
only five more years to live, but the
relationship was important for both the
Theosophical leader and the artist.
Machell was asked to decorate
Blavatsky’s home in Regent’s Park.
Adam and Eve, completed one year
after Blavatsky died, represents the
new style of Machell, quite different
from his old signature portrait paintings
and influenced decisively by
Theosophy

Blavatsky’s Urn
´ At Blavatsky’s death in 1891, her ashes were
divided into three parts, to be kept in
London, Paris, and Adyar, India. Machell
was asked to design the urn for the London
portion, which was executed by Swedish
theosophist sculptor Sven Bengtsson (1843–
1916)
´ The urn, two feet high and quite impressive,
was later transferred to the headquarters of
the Theosophical Society in Adyar. It is still
there, but not Blavatsky’s ashes, which were
finally deposited in the Ganges River in
Benares

The Dweller on
the Threshold
´ After Blavatsky’s death, Machell
continued his membership in the
Theosophical Society and the
production of Theosophical
paintings, including The Dweller
on the Threshold. In Machell’s
own explanation, it shows a man
confronted with the shadow of
[him]self outside the path.” Yet,
eventually, the initiate reaches
“the vision of his own higher
self—the knowledge of true
occultism”

Theosophical Schisms
´ After Blavatsky’s death, the American leader of the
Theosophical Society, William Q. Judge, led a schism
separating from the Adyar leadership most of the
members in the U.S. This faction had British followers,
too, and in London Machell became its leader

Katherine Tingley

´ In 1896, Judge died. Further schisms
followed, but most of the American
members recognized Tingley as his
successor. In 1896, as part of her so
called World Crusade, Tingley came to
Britain. Machell’s recognition of Tingley
as his leader was as instantaneous as his
recognition of Blavatsky had been

The Sacred Cornerstone
´ Machell was with Tingley in Killarney,
Ireland, where guided by clairvoyance
they found the cornerstone for the
School for the Revival of the Lost
Mysteries of Antiquity Tingley planned to
establish in the U.S.

Lomaland

´ In 1897, Tingley started the ambitious project of a Theosophical “city” called Lomaland in
Point Loma, near San Diego, California, which should include inter alia a school, a
university, a theatre, agricultural facilities, factories, and a hotel. The location was
identified by Tingley through her clairvoyant powers, and the colony was inaugurated in
1900

Artists at Lomaland
´ Tingley tried to attract to Lomaland
Theosophists from all over the world,
targeting particularly artists, since Lomaland
in her project should include a
Theosophical Art School. In England,
Machell was an obvious choice, and
Tingley also recruited a lesser Theosophist
painter who had nevertheless exhibited at
the Royal Academy, Charles James Ryan
(1865–1949, left). Both men arrived in Point
Loma on December 28, 1900

A School of Theosophical Arts

´ What Tingley wanted most of
all from Machell was to set up
a school of art as part of her
Râja Yoga Academy. The
school taught painting,
sculpting, landscape designing
and carving

Landscape Painting
´ Painting landscapes was at the center of the
classes. Although this was not Machell’s specialty,
he and Tingley were able to recruit two gifted
teachers, long-time Theosophist Leonard Lester
(1870–1952) and Hungarian-born Maurice Braun
(1877–1941), who never became a resident of
Lomaland but settled in San Diego in order to be
close to the school. Tingley later helped Braun
(right) found the San Diego Academy of Art for
non-Theosophist students in downtown San Diego

Maurice Braun
´ Eventually, Braun
acquired a prominent
position in Tingley’s
branch of the
Theosophical Society. He
remains today a painter
appreciated by galleries
and collectors, much
more than Machell’s

Edith White
´ Edith White (1855–1946), who specialized
in painting roses, also became an
important teacher at the School from
1902 on. In time, a real colony of artists
emerged, whose idea of forming an
artistic brotherhood led them to sign
their paintings with their names followed
by “Point Loma Art School”

A Master of Carving
´ At Point Loma, Machell emerged as a
master of carving. The throne Machell
created for Tingley and other carving
works are what keeps the artist in some
textbooks of American art history, while
the paintings are overlooked

A Lost Heritage
´ Unfortunately, after Lomaland’s demise in the
aftermath of the world economic crisis of
1942, some buildings were demolished. Except
for the carvings around each of the large
arched doorways in the Spaulding House,
almost nothing of Machell’s original
decoration work and murals survives in the old
Lomaland buildings preserved within the
present-day campus of Point Loma Nazarene
University. The campus includes the original
Greek Theatre, where the artist once starred
as the Greek artist Phidias (ca. 480–430bc) in
Tingley’s play The Aroma of Athens

The Temple’s Doors
´ The Temple at Lomaland was
destroyed by fire in 1952, but the
two huge doors by Machell survive

Theosophical Writer
´ Machell was a regular and prolific
contributor to Tingley’s The
Theosophical Path and other
Theosophical magazines, particularly
on the arts. An interesting idea
proposed by Machell is the
correspondence of colors and
sounds, in terms reminiscent of
Lithuanian painter and composer
Mikalojus Konstantinas Čiurlionis
(1875–1911, left), who had also been
close to Theosophy

The Question of
Didactic Art
´ Machell’s writings on art mostly deal with
the question of “didactic art.” The
Aesthetic Movement, popular in
Machell’s time, claimed that art should
not teach moral or religious values, and
implied that in the opposite case art is
just boring. Machell was conscious that
didactic art was becoming unpopular,
but maintained that it should continue
to teach Theosophy through his works, if
only to a limited audience

The Path
´ Machell’s didactic art had its
triumph in The Path. According
to some sources, the painting
dates back to 1895, and
Machell exhibited it in various
European locations before
bringing it to Point Loma. There,
it became a main symbol of
Theosophy

The Leeds Version
´ In 1919, Machell authorized the
Leeds Lodge of the Theosophical
Society to produce a stained
glass version of The Path, which is
still there, to honor those dead in
World War I, in which the artist
had lost his elder son, even if the
lodge was associated with
Adyar’s Theosophical branch
rather than Tingley’s. The stained
glass window was realized by
John James Kayll (1850–1934)
and his firm Kayll & Reed, wellknown for their church windows

Holy Grail

´ Didacticism is also apparent in several paintings by Machell on the theme of the Holy Grail.
They are, actually, Theosophical interpretations of the story narrated in the opera Parsifal by
Richard Wagner (1813–1883), a lifelong interest of Machell

Vision of the New Day
´ In Vision of the New Day, Machell
elaborated on the theme of The Path.
The New Day is the enlightenment,
that the soul can reach by avoiding
the dual trappings of materialism and
rationalism

Love, the Lord of
Life and Death
´ Love, the Lord of Life and
Death is influenced by the
style of one of Machell’s
main sources of inspiration,
George Frederic Watts
(1817–1904), who had himself
esoteric interests. It portrays
death as just a passage
between one reincarnation
and the next

Machell and K.V. Morris
´ In 1908 the poet and novelist Kenneth
Vennor Morris, a native of Wales and a
member of the Dublin Theosophical
Society, moved to Lomaland. Here, he
started a long and productive
association with Machell, whom he had
already known in Britain. Morris and
Machell wrote together pieces of
theater to be represented in the
Lomaland Greek Theatre, and Machell
illustrated several of Morris’ fantasy
books, which remain popular to this day

Machell’s Death and Funerals
´ After long years of illness,
Machell died in Lomaland on
October 9, 1927. The
memorial service was held in
Lomaland’s Temple of Peace
on October 10, 1927, with
Morris and Tingley speaking.
The painter’s body was then
cremated

The Years of Oblivion
´ Outside the Tingley branch of the
Theosophical Society, few now
remember the once popular artist,
although many Theosophists would
recognize the image of The Path.
Machell shared the fate of other
members of the Lomaland Art Colony: “It
is surprising,” as one historian wrote, “to
check through biographical reference
works that trace the careers of some of
the more important Lomaland artists and
have them abruptly end when the artist
moved to Point Loma, as if they had
disappeared from the face of the earth”

Living in the “Wrong” Times?
´ Machell was aware of the fact that his
Theosophical art was somewhat too complicated
to be widely appreciated or understood. He
found solace in theories of reincarnation. He
believed he had been more recognized in past
lives and may be appreciated by future
generations. Although to a limited extent, he is
being rediscovered today, as historians realize
how important Theosophy was for the
development of modern art

A Life Devoted to Blavatsky
´ Had he remained in London, Machell would have
maintained a fame as a solid portrait painter in the
Watts tradition, perhaps with some limited excursion
to symbolism and allegory. When he consciously
decided to start a new life in Point Loma, he believed
he was expressing his fundamental loyalty to that
decisive encounter with Madame Blavatsky, a
woman who, he wrote, “in spite of the constant
failure of her professed followers to understand her,
and the unscrupulous misrepresentations of avowed
enemies, […] never lost faith in the cause, nor
wavered in her absolute devotion to the task she had
undertaken”

Morris’ Farewell to
Machell
´ It may be fit to conclude with Morris’
farewell to the artist: “Machell […].
Throned in the Deathless. For though
you wing your way through this kind
Universe, now made your shrine to the
ultimate Fairylands of Wizard Peace. Or
but postpone a little while the day of
your return—we know that, being
divine, neither our love for you, nor your
work, can cease”
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