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Abstract  
 

The subject of time has long been a subject of fascination by philosophers and 

researchers alike: What is it? How can it be measured? Is it connected to the larger 

metaphysical meaning of life (e. g. eternal life, absorption, reincarnation, etc.)? 

Having some standard measurement of time became a pressing contemporary 

issue in the Victorian Era as international traveling and communications became 

more typical. Also, the prominent role of evolution as propagated by Charles 

Darwinôs óTheory of Natural Selectionô questioned the long accepted Christian 

beliefs in the biblical óCreationô. This forced Victorians to seriously consider the 

subjects of origin and chronology.  

 It was into this shifting and modernist environment that the Theosophical 

Society was established emerging out of Spiritualism. H. P. Blavatsky, along with 

Henry S. Olcott and several other founding members, formed this organization as a 

means of discovering hidden truths and learning practical occult methods and 

exercises. Indisputably, Blavatsky was one of the leading forces of this Society and 

her natural intellect combined with her vast, occult writings brought about one of 

the most distinctive and philosophical doctrines in the Theosophical belief system 

ð a soteriological view of time. Using her philosophy of time, Blavatsky was able 

to create the ultimate Victorian mythos that could combine science and world 

religions into one unified and religious modernist system.   

 This thesis will diachronically study Blavatskyôs writings on time, soteriology 

and chronology. It will begin in the early days when her philosophy was largely 

borrowed from comparative mythographers, and trace her writings up until the late 

1880s when it became mixed with Hindu and Buddhist notions of time and 

salvation. While studying the evolution of time and its role in Blavatskyôs teachings 

is the focal point of this study, the secondary purpose is to examine this system as 

a Victorian mythology that typified the time period along with its hopes, fears and 

social anxieties. 
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Definitions   

H. P. Blavatskyôs Time Terminology 

 

Avitchi : a place of suffering in H. P. Blavatskyôs afterlife and spiritual evolution that 

is similar to the Western notion of óhellô. 

 

Bardo : the period of time between death and rebirth.  

 

Circle of Necessity : Blavatsky used óthe circle of necessityô with two different 

meanings: first, to define the period of time after death when the astral soul 

lingered around the body for a duration of 1,000- 3,000 years.1 Second, this term 

was connected to reincarnationðif a person had died a premature death (abortion 

or infant death) or had lived in a state of idiocy, their soul would be expelled from 

this circle and reincarnated on the same sphere.2 It was a post-death ówandering of 

the spiritô for purification.3 This ócircle of necessityô was a time of purification when 

the soul was atoning for its earthly infractions.  

   

Day of Brahma : (see óroundô) 

 

Devachan : described as a type of heavenly afterlife experience/locality. It was 

commented that in this realm óall unrealized hopes, aspirations, dreams, become 

fully realized, and the dreams of the objective become the realities of the subjective 

                                                             
1 H. P. Blavatsky, The Theosophical Glossary (London: The Theosophical Publishing Society, 
1892), p. 85. This Western definition of the ócircle of necessityô was also not unique to Blavatsky 
having been published in John Wilsonôs, The Lost Solar System of the Ancients Discovered 
(London: Spottiswood & Co, 1856), p. 248. Also see H. P. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled: A Master-Key to 
the Mysteries of Ancient and Modern Science and Theology, 2 vols (New York: J. W. Bouton, 
1877), I, pp. 226, 296-297. 
2 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled I, p. 351. 
3 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled II, p. 284. 
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existence.ô4  It was divided into separate ólokasô such as Rupa-Loka, Arupa-Loka, 

and Kama-Loka.5  

  

Dhyan chohan : God-like beings in Blavatskyôs writing; humanity evolves into these 

beings by its seventh round. 

 

Eighth -Sphere : óthe eighth sphereô that she equated to óthe allegorical Hades, and 

the Gehenna of the Bibleô where óthrough vice, fearful crimes and animal passionsô 

certain souls were annihilated. This sphere was a place of judgment for 

exceptionally wicked souls.6 

 

Fohat : the link between matter and spirit that was the electric ever-propelling life-

force of the universe 

 

Globes : A series of planetary spheres that the soul travelled upon and 

transmigrated across. In 1881, it was revealed that the total number of globes was 

seven.7 There were seven levels of evolution all occurring at the same time on the 

same sphere. There seemed to be no consistent order to this evolutionary system, 

though one universal tenet was that in this evolutionary process each soul ended 

their round at the same time. The results remained the same: when the soul 

travelled through all seven spheres/globes it had completed one 

round/manvantara, and after seven rounds/cycles on the seven spheres the soul 

had completed a mahamanvantara/great round.  

 

Kalpa : a period of 4,320,000,000 years and is divided into four lesser yugas known 

as the Satya-yug (1,728,000 years), Tretya Yug (1,296,000), Dvapa yug (864,000) 

and the Kali yug (432,000).8  All of these yugs added together equal one Maha-yug 

or 4,320,000 years. A Manwantara equals 308,448,000 years (71.4 Maha-yugs). 

                                                             
4 The Mahatma Letters to A. P. Sinnett, ed. by A. Trevor Barker (Theosophical University Press, 
1975), p. 197. 
5 Ibid, pp. 198Ƅ99. 
6 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 352. 
7 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 348. 
8 Blavatskyôs view of time was comparative in nature, as such, she had to prove that this chronology 
could be found in other cultures other than Eastern: óThe Chaldeans, in their turn, give precisely the 
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Kama Loka: the place where Blavatskyôs elementals lived. It was also the point 

where the spirit was refined.9  The geography of óKama Lokaô was later divided into 

seven lokas (place or abode), the seventh of which was called the óTerritory of 

Doubtô.  

 

Karma : this force or law of óretributionô was the vehicle that propelled the soul from 

matter to spirit and served as the guiding principle that was based on moral 

aptitudes, characteristics and deeds of a previous birth.10 It was he ómechanism for 

progress ð the soul, like everything else in nature, only moves forward toward 

perfection,ô a process that continues evolving through this huge cosmological 

process; however, óthis progressive view of karma and rebirth are at odds with the 

traditional Hindu view which allows for regression from the human to animal 

stages.ô11 

 

Kingdoms : individual stages of evolution where the monad incarnates into four 

different identities: mineral, vegetable, animal, and human.12 The monad had to 

evolve through each of these kingdoms and the seven rounds and seven 

kingdoms.ô13  

 

Manvantara /manwantara : (see rounds definition) 

 

Monad: The word monad is derived from the Greek word ɛɞɜɎɠ meaning one and 

was borrowed from the German mathematician Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646ï

1716), especially obvious in his work La Monadologie (1714). It is defined as óthe 

immortal part of man which reincarnates in the lower kingdoms, and gradually 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
same figures, minus one cipher, to wit: they make their 120 saros a total of 432,000 years.ô 
Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 467. 
9 The Mahatma Letters, p. 128. 
10 Ibid., p. 117. 
11 Meera Nanda, óMadame Blavatskyôs Children: Modern Hindu Encounters with Darwinismô, 
Handbook of Religion and the Authority of Science, ed. by James R. Lewis and Olav Hammer 
(Leiden: Brill, 2012), pp. 279Ƅ344 (p. 308). 
12 This septenary nature of ókingdomsô is found in A. P. Sinnett (unspecified), óFragments of Occult 
Truth: No V. The Evolution of Manô, The Theosophist, 4.2 (1882), 46Ƅ48 (p. 47). 
13 The Mahatma Letters, p. 75. 
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progresses through them to Man and then to the final goal Nirvana.ô14  It is the one 

core unit of a soul.  

 

Night of Brahma : (see obscuration) 

 

Nirva na: óis a word which none of our Orientalists have as yet rendered with any 

degree of accuracyé [it] means the ultimate, the complete destruction of the 

human individuals.ô15  Later it referred to a place óin which there is no more any 

trace of human thinking, but everything is divine and pure: it is without beginning, 

as without end, it always was. This is Nirvanaéô16 

 

Obscuration:  (See ópralayaô)  

 

Parabrahm : is that One Reality and the Absolute; Blavatsky also defined it as the 

field of Absolute Consciousness.17 

 

Planet of Death : Another locality introduced in the Mahatma letters was the 

óPlanet of Deathô which was a ówhirlpool whither disappear the lives doomed to 

destruction.ô18 It was located between Kama-Loka and Rupa-Loka and it is at this 

point that a struggle between the principles of the soul takes place. Joy Mills in her 

commentary on the Mahatma Letters equated the two terms óPlanet of Deathô and 

the óeighth sphereô, echoing G. de Puruckerôs explanation in his Occult Glossary.19 

Though these two terms (eighth sphere and planet of death) were synonymous, it 

remains unknown if they were originally meant to become identical terms further 

complicating this cosmological system.  

 

                                                             
14 H. P. Blavatsky, The Theosophical Glossary (London: The Theosophical Publishing Society, 
1892), p. 216. 
15 Letter 100 (written on 11 December 1877), The Letters of H. P. Blavatsky: 1861 ï 1879 
(Wheaton, IL: The Theosophical Publishing House, 2003), p. 380. 
16 Ibid. 
17The Mahatma Letters, p. 198. 
18 Ibid., pp. vii, 107.  
19 Joy Mills, Reflections: on an Ageless Wisdom (Wheaton, IL: Quest Books, 2010), p. 265. 



11 

Pralaya(s) : A ópralayaô is a period of rest which follows a manvantara/round 

(seemingly synonymous with óobscurationô). This term was used synonymously in 

Isis Unveiled with a óNight of Brahmaô20 

 

Prisca Theologia : a consistent and heavenly tradition that has been preserved, 

protected and handed down through the ages. This is different than the philosophia 

perennis which believed that this one pure truth has been corrupted over time.    

 

Race(s):  Blavatskyôs philosophy of time was divided into intervals of rounds which 

were further broken down into groups of incarnations called óracesô. A óraceô 

defined the various incarnations of the soul upon the seven globes/spheres. In 

Blavatskyôs final philosophy, there were seven races that lived on each of the 

seven spheres/planets as these time divisions were made to fit into Blavatskyôs 

time scheme that utilized multiples of seven.21  

 

Rounds : The first term that was a key component in Blavatskyôs philosophy of time 

was a period of time known as a óroundô. A óroundô was Blavatskyôs method of 

connecting spiritual evolution (phenomenal/historical time) with the ebbs and flow 

of the vast periods of the universe (cosmological/mythological time). A óroundô 

became one of the most foundational elements of her later cosmology. Blavatskyôs 

conceptualization of the óroundô seemed to have been first introduced in a 

Theosophist article titled óThe Pralaya of Modern Scienceô in 1880.22 The term 

round was defined as the passage of a monad from globe A to globe Z (or later 

determined to be globe óGô) through each of the four kingdoms (mineral, vegetable, 

                                                             
20 Ibid., pp. 133Ƅ139. 
21 Mircea Eliade, Images and Symbols: Studies in Religious Symbolism (Princeton University Press, 
1991), p. 47. 
22 H. P. Blavatsky, óThe Pralaya of Modern Scienceô, The Theosophist, 2.1 (1880), 11Ƅ12. 
Blavatskyôs desire to óOrientalizeô her philosophy of time was evidenced in her equating of this term 
óroundô with an Eastern division of time known as a ómanvantarraô (which means the age or period of 
a Manu) in Mahatma Letter XIV (9 July 1882), though this association would become unclear in 
later letters. Blavatsky switched between these two terms throughout these letters making it 
confusing to the general reader. Though the term ómanvantaraô was used throughout the Mahatma 
letters and in the Theosophist this term was not clearly defined by the Masters as relating to a 
period of Manu as found in Eastern religious traditions (actually the word ómanuô is never used in the 
Mahatma letters) until 1883; thus, Blavatsky initially divorced an Eastern term from its context in 
order to give her philosophy an Oriental flavor. This will be a continuous theme found throughout 
these letters- redefining Eastern terms (and scientific concepts) to fit into her cosmology. 
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animal, man). A completed round was defined as a complete run through the 

globes.23 Then another larger division of time was a Mahamanvantaras (ómahaô 

meaning great) which referred to a completion of seven rounds. 

 

Septenary constitution : Blavatsky belief that the monad (soul) could be divided 

into seven individual parts. 

 

Soteriology : the study of salvation.  

 

Spheres : (see globes) 

 

Sub-races : The seven races were divided into sub-groups that Blavatsky calls 

sub-races.  Each globe contained seven parent races with numerous offshoots of 

sub-races, and after completing these seven races/rings the soul would be 

transferred on to the next globe or placed into the subjective world. There were 

seven divisions of races on each globe.  There were seven root races, but within 

these seven root races were 7 sub races, and within the seven sub races there 

were 7 branch races. 

 

Summerland : The heavenly, óafterlifeô locale of Spiritualism as popularized by 

Andrew Jackson Davis; however, Blavatsky believed this term was synonymous 

with her Kama Loka.  

 

Yug/yuga(s) : Blavatsky divided time into segments of smaller periods that could 

be expressed in terms of years. These yugs occurred seven times on each globe 

ð once for each race.24 The yug is an Eastern time division that in its proper 

context refers to a period of time based on the quality of life or dharma (natural 

law); Blavatskyôs use of this term seemingly divorced it from its original association 

with the quality of dharma.25   

 
 

                                                             
23 The Mahatma Letters, p. 78. 
24 Ibid., p. 121. 
25 Ibid. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

This thesis is contrary to most modern studies on the life and writings of H. P. 

Blavatsky (1832 ï 1891): it recognizes the intellect that she possessed (her fluency 

in three known languages attests to this fact). Blavatsky was creating a universal 

religion that incorporated many world religions and scientific notions into one 

system.  It was her unique interpretation of scientific and religious theories that 

produced some truly original views of the cosmos, spiritual evolution and her 

philosophy of time which is the focal point of this study. The underlying goal of this 

project is to recognize the intellect of Blavatsky and prove the value of a 

concentrated chronological study of individual subjects within her writings. Owing 

to this intellect, the life of H. P. Blavatsky is a fascinating topic as it overlaps many 

different fields of research: science, philosophy, religion, and sociology. Blavatskyôs 

adventurous life remains intriguing in its own right for she was the daughter of a 

high-ranking military leader, an international traveller, an adept story-teller, a 

philosopher and even claimed to be a medium for spiritually advanced Masters. 

Thus, in order to understanding her teachings an examination of her rich life is 

essential.  The main goal in recounting this biographical information is to establish 

the various strong female personalities that influenced Blavatsky during her 

formative years that will have some bearing on her later association with 

Spiritualism. Following this explanation a high-level review of literature relating to 

this topic will be engaged  

 

I. Biography  

Raised by Women: 1831 -1948 

Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831 ï 1891) was born in Ekaterinoslav, Ukraine on 

12 August 1831. Born the daughter of Colonel Pyotr Alexeyevitch and Helena 

Andreyevna von Hahn neé de Fadayev (1814-1842) better known by her pen 

name Zenaida R-va. Blavatsky benefited from the influence of a strong 

independent mother figure even though she passed away when Blavatsky was 

only eleven years of age. Despite this early death, Blavatskyôs mother was an 

exceptional writer who published at least twelve works, the first of which was 
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released in 1837 when she was only 23 years old. Hahnôs short stories were widely 

read and eventually earned her the reputation as óRussiaôs most famous female 

authorô as described by both Ivan Turgenev and the Russian critic Vissarion 

Belinski which evidenced her apparent skill as a writer.1 

Hahnôs stories exerted an enormous influence upon her impressionable 

young daughter during her privileged upbringing. However, Blavatsky lived under 

the shadows of two extraordinary women her mother and also her grandmother, 

Helena Pavlovna Dolgorukov [Fadeyev] (1789-1860). Following the untimely 

demise of her mother, Blavatsky was raised by Dolgorukov, who in her own right 

was a striking example of an early ófeministô voice as an independent woman living 

in a male-dominated era. This male-centred society was evident in the severe lack 

of job opportunities available for women in the late Victorian era and the legal 

reforms which seemed to strip women of their legal identities and did not allow 

them to incur debts or enter into contracts.2 Not only did Dolgorukov speak five 

languages, and was knowledgeable of history, geology, and botany, but 

supposedly the Scottish geologist Sir Roderick Murchison even named a fossil 

after her- the Venus Fadeef.3  

 

The Influence of Christianity through Eastern Orthodoxy  

Another important influence during this early stage in Blavatskyôs life was her 

connection with the Russian Orthodox Church, which, in order to find one must turn 

to the embellished testimonies recorded in Blavatskyôs own biography written by A. 

P. Sinnett. In Sinnettôs book Incidents in the Life of Blavatsky, he recorded some of 

Blavatskyôs and her sister Vera Petrovna Zhelikhovskaiaôs (1835-1896) 

reminiscence of their youth spent together in Russia, though these writings must 

                                                             
1A History of Womenôs Writing in Russia, eds. Adele Marie Barker and Jehanne M. Gheith 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 323. As the modern scholar of nineteenth 
century, Russian literature Joe Andrew noted: 

[Hahn] in virtually all she wrote over her brief career (1837-42)ésought to give women a 
voice, as well as to dramatize the invidious position in which a woman of talent found 
herself in the Russia of the 1830séshe was certainly amongst the first to dramatize what 
was soon to be called óthe Woman questionôéGan [Hahn] is perhaps the most important 
Russian woman writer of the first half of the nineteenth century. Russian Womenôs Shorter 
Fiction: An Anthology 1835-1860, trans. Joe Andrew (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), p. xi. 

2 Lydia Murdoch, Daily Life of Victorian Women (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2014), p. 11. 
3 óCharacter Sketches: Serge JulichVitte, The Russian Minister of Financeô in The Review of 
Reviews: An International Magazine, 8 (July-December 1893), 655-59. 
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be read critically to separate the hagiography from biography. These tales reveal a 

young Blavatsky who was evidently gifted in story-telling, especially in her tales of 

prehistoric beasts and their supernatural adventures. These Incidents also included 

anecdotes from Blavatskyôs experience with the Russian Orthodox Church (which 

she continuously refers to as the óGreekô Church or óOrthodox Churchô- the ethnic 

designation in front being a secondary consideration as all óOrthodoxô follow the 

same belief systems), an organization, which at one point in her life, she referred to 

as her óown dear mother.ô In her later writings Blavatsky went so far as to suggest 

that Roman Catholicism was a derivation of the óGreek Oriental Churchô which she 

called the óMother and Mistress of all other Christian churches.ô4 Given this 

influence, there has been a renewed interest by historians to analyze this 

connection suggesting that the role of the Orthodox Church was immeasurably 

influential on Blavatsky throughout her lifetime.5 

 In one of these earlier tales recorded by Blavatskyôs sister, Zhelikhovskaia 

recounted a particular visit from the Exarch of Georgia- Metropolitan Isidore.  It was 

said that during this visit some peculiar spiritualist phenomena occurred involving 

Blavatsky that alerted this cleric to Blavatskyôs clairvoyant abilities.6 Another story 

in this work recounted the paedobaptism of Blavatsky within the Orthodox Church 

which allegedly ended in a disaster involving a candle that left several individuals 

óseverely burntô including the chief priest.7 A different connection implied by Sinnett 

was that in 1848 Helena Blavatskyôs marriage to Nicholas was officiated through 

the Russian Orthodox Church.8 

 In her later years, when Blavatsky was homesick, her sister suggested 

asking the Rev. E. Smirnoff, the minister of the Russian Embassy Church in 
                                                             
4 H. P. Blavatsky: Collected Writings, 1888, ed. Boris De Zirkoff, 16 vols (Madras: Theosophical 
Publishing House, 1962), IX, p. 340. 
5 Brendan French has performed the most thorough investigation on the connection between 
Blavatsky and the Russian Orthodox Church. As French noted: óThat Blavatsky was well aware of 
Orthodox theology is evident from her repeated references to Eastern Patristic literature.ô See 
Brendan French, óH. P. Blavatsky and Orthodox Theologyô, Theosophical History, 8:7 (July 2001), 

199Ƅ204 (p. 202). Also see Brendan French óBlavatsky, Dostoevskii, and Occult Starchestvoô, 

Aries, 7 (2007), 161-184. and for an older article on this topic see Richard Hutch, óHelena Blavatsky 

Unveiledô,   Journal of Religious History, 11:2 (December 1980), 320Ƅ341. 
6 Blavatskyôs cousin Sergei Iulevich Witte confirmed that óthe exarch of Georgia was Isidor, a fine 
old man, later metropolitan of Petersburgéhe often dined at our house.ô The Memoirs of Count 
Witte, trans. Sidney Harcave (London: M. E. Sharpe, Inc. 1990), p. 25. 
7 A. P. Sinnett, Incidents in the Life of Madame Blavatsky: Compiled from Information Supplied by 
Her Relatives and Friends (London: The Theosophical Publishing Society, 1913), pp. 18Ƅ9.  
8 At least this seems implied in Sinnett, Incidents in the Life of Madame Blavatsky, pp. 53Ƅ55. 
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London, to call on her.  To this suggestion Blavatsky responded positively noting 

the nationalistic sentiment that: óIs it not astonishing that I, a heathen, hating 

Protestantism and Catholicism alike, should feel all my soul drawn towards the 

Russian Church. I am a renegade, a cosmopolitan unbeliever - everyone thinks so, 

and I also think so, and yet I would give the last drop of my blood for the triumph of 

the Russian Church and everything Russian.ô9 And elsewhere in this same letter 

she noted her preference of Buddhism over Christianity which she saw as óa pure 

moral teaching, in perfect harmony with the teachings of Christ, than modern 

Catholicism or Protestantism. But with the faith of the Russian Church I will not 

even compare Buddhism.  I canôt help it.  Such is my silly, inconsistent nature.ô10 

Blavatskyôs reliability will be dealt with throughout this thesis, yet it is undeniable 

that these various statements and encounters with the Orthodox Church provide a 

clear connection that shaped Blavatskyôs early world-view. 

  

The Imaginative Travels of Blavatsky: 1849 -1873 

On 7 July 1849, at the age of seventeen Blavatsky married Nicholas Blavatsky who 

was around fifty years of age at the time; however, Blavatsky soon liberated herself 

from this marriage abandoning her husband in pursuit of world travels.  Her life 

following this time period remains the subject of much dispute. It is believed that at 

some point she met up with the world traveler and talented artist Albert Leighton 

Rawson (1829-1902); however, the dates and nature of this relationship seem 

exaggerated by both Rawson and Blavatsky making any definitive historical 

analysis difficult to assess. This ambiguity reveals what John Patrick Deveney 

asserted in his informative article about this relationship: óvery clearly, there is 

something going on here that neither H. P. B. nor Rawson wanted revealedô though 

what this was Deveney does not suggest.11 While Blavatsky claimed during this 

time period to have visited a number of various exotic places including entering 

                                                             
9 óLetters of H. P. Blavatskyô, The Path, 10:8 (November 1895), 235Ƅ240 (p. 236). 
10 Ibid., p. 237. 
11 John Patrick Deveney, óThe Travels of H. P. Blavatsky and the Chronology of Albert Leighton 
Rawson: An Unsatisfying Investigation into H. P. B.ôs Whereabouts in the Early 1850sô, 
Theosophical History,10:4 (October 2004),  8Ƅ31. 
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Tibet this seems doubtful; given her penchant for embellishments and outright lies 

any corroboration of these travel destinations remain unverifiable.12 

 In 1858, Blavatskyôs cousin Sergei Yulyevich Witte (1849-1915) noted that 

she returned to her family in Russia and for a short while moved back in with her 

husband in Tiflis, but this would only turn out to be a brief visit as Blavatsky soon 

met up with a former intimate friend Agardi Metrovich the opera singer. Throughout 

the 1860s, her and Metrovich moved around Southern Russia to Kiev and then to 

Odesssa.13  It was during this time that some historians believe that Blavatsky had 

conceived a love child with Metrovich- a son named Yuri; however, what actually 

happened during these years remains unknown as there is very little evidence from 

this interval.14 Blavatsky herself confirmed the lack of sources for this stage in her 

life in a letter to Sinnett:  

Between H. P. Blavatsky from 1875 and H. P. B. from 1830 to that date is a 
veil drawn and you are in no way concerned with what took place behind it, 
before I appeared as a public character. It was my PRIVATE LIFE holy and 
sacredé15 
 
 

The United States, Spiritualism, and the Theosophical Society: 1874-1879 

The details of Blavatskyôs life become more verifiable beginning with her arrival in 

New York on 7 July 1873. It was while living at a womenôs boarding house that 

Blavatsky continued her study of practical Spiritualism (and a French form called 

Spiritism that believed in reincarnation). As Alex Owen implied in her book The 

Darkened Room, the Spiritualist movement held direct implications on the womenôs 

suffrage movement of the nineteenth century as it provided female mediums with 

paying job opportunities and opened the door for female employment. While Owen 

might have inadvertently exaggerated the influence of Spiritualism on the 

employment rate (and neglected to mention the growing literacy rate and the rise of 

formal education), none can deny that Spiritualism played an important role in 

                                                             
12 Blavatskyôs alleged travels to Tibet are documented in Personal Memoirs of H. P. Blavatsky, 
comp. Mary Neff, (London: Rider & Co. 1937), pp. 136Ƅ168. 
13The Memoirs of Count Witte, pp. 9Ƅ10. 
14Personal Memoirs of H. P. Blavatsky, pp. 170Ƅ188. 
15 Letter No. LX in Letters of H. P. Blavatsky to A. P. Sinnett, ed. A. Trevor Barker (London: T. 
Fisher Unwin Ltd., 1925), p. 145.  
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Victorian culture.16 It was Blavatskyôs pursuit of the Spiritual movement that led her 

to a séance at the farm of William and Horatio Eddy in October 1874. It was here 

that she would make the acquaintance of the credulous Spiritualist reporter, 

Colonel Henry Steel Olcott (1832-1907); eventually both she and Olcott assisted in 

establishing the Theosophical Society in 1875 as a reformed óSpiritualist-typeô of 

organization that sought óto collect and diffuse a knowledge of the laws which 

govern the universe.ô17 In all practicality, the early Theosophical Society served as 

an organization that taught a philosophically-advanced, Western Esoteric style of 

Spiritualism that focused on teaching practical occult training such as astral 

projection, the capture of elementals, and óvarious phenomena of clairvoyance, and 

psychic action between distant points.18   

Blavatsky eventually emerged out Spiritualism, a movement which she had 

been a part of since the 1860s. She accomplished this by maintaining claims that 

many of the communicating spirits were not actually spirits of the recently 

deceased, but were in reality deceiving elementals which were simply the shells of 

former human beings who had passed beyond the ability to communicate. It 

became evident that Blavatsky came to a point where she disagreed and distrusted 

the Spiritualists of her day.  She wrote on 10 September 1875 in a letter to A. N. 

Aksakoff that óThe spiritualists are furious because we do not share many of their 

opinions and do not regard all their mediumsô lies as Gospel truth.ô19  

                                                             
16Alex Owen, The Darkened Room: Women, Power and Spiritualism in Late Victorian England 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1990), p. 31. 
17 This goal was listed in the original By-Laws of the Society of 1875.W. J. Heyting, óIs the T. S. True 
to Its Objects?ô The Theosophist, 51:3 (December 1929) 265-276 (p. 267). Many of the early 
members of the Theosophical Society were Spiritualists including William Stainton Moses (1839-
1892) who took over editorship of the Spiritualist Magazine Light for a short while, Emma Hardinge 
Britten the óauthorô of the influential Spiritualist work Art Magic, and Charles Carleton Massey (1838-
1905) a frequent contributor in various Spiritualist publications. For an overall view of the 
relationship that existed between Spiritualism and the Theosophical Society see Jeffrey D. Lavoie, 
óThe Spiritualism of Madame Blavatsky: An Introduction to Western Esotericism and Writings of a 
Victorian Occultistô, Ex Historia (University of Exeter), 4 (2012), 214-246. 
18 C. C. Massey, óFor Private Circulation Only: The British Theosophical Society and Resignation of 
G. Wyldô (n. p.: n. l., 1882), p. 8. This Western Esoteric flavor is apparent in the articles of the 
scientific Spiritualist especially HIRAF, Henry Olcottôs first presidential address, and in Henry Feltôs 
promise to teach about the nature of elementals. For a fuller discussion see John Patrick Deveney, 
óAstral Projection or Liberation of the Double and the Work of the Early Theosophical Societyô, 
Theosophical History Occasional Papers, 6 (Fullerton, CA: James Santucci, 1997). 
19 Solovyoff, Vsevolod, Modern Priestess of Isis (London: Longmans, Green, and 
Company, 1895), p. 254. 
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From 1876-1878, Blavatsky moved in to an apartment on Eighth Avenue 

and Forty-Seventh Street in New York, affectionately known within her circle as the 

Lamasery. It was here that Blavatsky wrote Isis Unveiled.  Additionally, while 

staying at the Lamasery, Blavatsky networked with an eclectic group of people 

ranging from eccentric spiritualists to Jewish rabbis all of whose influences would 

become evident in her philosophy.20  After the founding of this society, Blavatsky 

began pouring most of her time into writing her first major work, Isis Unveiled which 

was a two-volume work published in 1877. Isis Unveiled was a 1,300 page ómaster-

key to the Mysteries of Ancient and modern Science and Theologyô a title that 

evidenced the main goal of this writing- to prove beyond doubt the existence of the 

one true prisca theologia (or the ancient wisdom tradition as she designated it), the 

original religion of the world, and óunveilô it. Blavatsky maintained that undergirding 

every religious tradition was the one true óarchetypalô religion of pure truth. The 

belief in such an ancient tradition that has been handed down from generation to 

generation has historically been categorized under the term prisca theologia 

though Blavatsky herself never used this tern.  

While proving the existence of this ancient tradition was the main thesis of 

Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky also dealt with a number of other subjects such as the 

introduction of some basic Eastern terms and philosophies (though these ideas 

were taken from the writings of Western Orientalists), the validation of Spiritualist 

phenomena, advocating for the superiority of Eastern religions over Christianity (an 

idea largely derived from the French magistrate Louis Jacolliot), and most of the 

second volume was Blavatskyôs comparative mythography which she explicated a 

unique revisionist history of the biblical text ascribing its stories and doctrine to 

pagan origins. Despite these other objectives the main thesis remained óunveilingô 

the doctrines of her reconceptualized form of the prisca theologia- the true religion 

of humanity. Blavatskyôs belief that this one true religious system was the source 

for all world religions was especially connected to her philosophy of time as will be 

shown throughout this study. 

 

 

                                                             
20 Sylvia Cranston, HPB: The Extraordinary Life and Influence of Helena Blavatsky, Founder of the 
Modern Theosophical Movement (Santa Barbara, CA: Path Publishing House, 1993), p. 169. 
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The óOriental Shiftô of the Theosophical Society: 1879-1885 

Following the subsequent decline of the Theosophical Society in the United States, 

in 1879 Blavatsky relocated the Theosophical Society to India. It would be this 

move to India that would place Blavatsky (and her Theosophical Society) in 

constant friction with the Protestant Christian missionaries as exemplified in the 

debate between Olcott and the missionaries at the Society for the Propagation of 

the Gospel Missional School (Anglican), and the Madras Christian College for their 

influence in publishing incriminating letters supposedly written by Blavatsky in their 

Madras Christian College Magazine.21 

It was also during this same period (1879) that the monthly periodical known 

as the Theosophist was established with Blavatsky as the editor of to update to the 

larger Theosophical community of key events and ideas. This magazine coincided 

with an influx of communications called óMahatma lettersô which were being 

circulated within the Theosophical Society. These letters were supposedly hand-

written, óprecipitatedô messages from Blavatskyôs invisible yet highly evolved 

spiritual masters (the majority of these letters being signed by óKoot Hoomiô and 

óMoryaô) to certain key people connected to the Theosophical Society in an attempt 

to guide them in their decisions. These letters were ódeliveredô through a variety of 

unusual methods which only added to their mystique; some of these methods 

included falling miraculously from a ceiling or tree, being discovered between 

random book pages in certain individualôs homes, and some were simply mailed 

through the postal system. These mysterious letters laid out a complex cosmology 

of evolution that included ideas for both the creation and function of the universe, 

combining Eastern terms with Western concepts. These Mahatma letters were 

powerful tools used by Blavatsky to validate her own view of religion which was 

primarily a combination of anti-Christian Spiritualism and Western Esoteric currents 

                                                             
21 óWelcome to Madras Christian Collegeô, 
<http://www.mcc.edu.in/index.php?option=com_content&view=article &id=162&Itemid=569> 
[accessed on 20 July 2012]; Henry S. Olcott, Old Diary Leaves: 1878-1883, 6 vols (London: The 
Theosophical Society, 1900), II, pp. 192-194. For more information on these letters see J. D. B. 
Gribble, A Report of An Examination Into The Blavatsky Correspondence Published in the óChristian 
College Magazineô (Madras: Higginbotham and Co., 1884)  
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which she assimilated into Eastern terms and concepts, the whole time moving the 

Theosophical Society towards a focus on universal brotherhood.22   

 

 

Moving On: 1885 -1891  

In 1885, Blavatsky moved from Madras, India to Würzburg, Germany and in 1886 

continued on to settle in Ostend, Belgium leaving in 1887 to a more permanent 

location- London. It was also during this time period (in 1886) that the periodical 

called The Path was founded as an independent Theosophical publication edited 

by William Quan Judge and shortly thereafter a general occult publication titled 

Lucifer was founded in September 1887 which was edited by Blavatsky and Mabel 

Collins (later Annie Besant took on Collinsô role).23 Blavatskyôs personal role in 

these publications varied and shifted as she was devoting herself to publishing her 

greatest work.   

It was the information put forth in the Mahatma letters that provided the 

basis for a philosophy that Blavatsky would expand upon in her greatest 

assimilation of world religions- The Secret Doctrine published in 1888. This two-

volume work was based on the Stanzas of Dzyan a mysterious ancient religious 

text written in the unknown óSenzarô language and unknown to scholarship.24 The 

scope of Blavatskyôs teachings in this work was divided into three principles: 1) the 

existence in an eternal, all-powerful, and unchanging-One absolute reality which is 

the infinite cause of everything, 2) the cyclical period of óebb and flowô (rest and 

unrest) of the universe, 3) the identity of óAll Souls with the Universal Over-Soul: 

the pilgrimage of every Soul or spark through the cycle of incarnationô; thus, the 

importance of time was evident even in these three principles. 25 The goal of this 

work was similar to Isis Unveiled; Blavatsky was presenting to the world for the first 

time ever The Secret Doctrine which had been hidden in the worldôs languages, 

                                                             
22 For a concise study of the Western Esoteric currents that Blavatsky utilized in her writings 
reference Joscelyn Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment (Albany, NY: State University of New 
York, 1994). 
23  óIntroductionô, The Path, 1:1 (April 1886), 1-3 (p. 2). óWhatôs in a Name?ô, Lucifer, 1:1 (15 
September 1887), 1-7. 
24 Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, Western Esoteric Traditions: A Historical Introduction (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), p. 223. 
25 H. P. Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine: The Synthesis of Science, Religion, and Philosophy, 2 vols 
(London: Theosophical Publishing Company, 1888), I, p. 17. 
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histories, and religions; however, this work was superior to Isis as it incorporated 

the óEasternô garbed metaphysics found in the Mahatma letters. This work was 

syncretic in nature and the fact that it was originally meant to be a sequel to Isis 

Unveiled showed that Blavatsky believed she was continuing to óunveilô the ósecret 

doctrineô of humanity.26 

In 1889, Blavatsky followed up this writing by publishing two accessible 

works on Theosophy- the Key to Theosophy and the Voice of Silence both of which 

attempted to apply the complex and often contradictory teachings fully explained in 

The Secret Doctrine in practical terms. The Key to Theosophy was written in a 

question-and-answer style format and The Voice of Silence was pragmatic and 

applied these Theosophical teachings. On 8 May 1891, shortly after the publication 

of these two books Blavatsky succumbed to a case of influenza that took her life. 

This section has provided a general overview for the biographical events that 

would shape and mold Blavatsky throughout her lifetime and would influence her 

understanding of time and chronology.  

 

II. Start at the Beginning: A Brief Literature Survey   

Research into the life of Blavatsky, her teachings and the Theosophical society has 

remained largely stagnant from the mid-twentieth century until now.  Few 

researchers have focused on her life while even fewer held any interest in 

understanding her teachings and philosophy. Theosophical History edited by 

James Santucci remains the only scholarly journal dedicated exclusively to 

Theosophical research, yet its circulation is limited. Of even less interest are her 

teachings on time which appear confusing and contradictory, having kept 

researchers at bay since their inception. However, just because something is 

confusing does not mean there is no value in it. This thesis will argue that the 

subjects of time and chronology were not just a confusing by-product of Blavatskyôs 

attempt to combine different religions together; rather, time and chronology were 

the very elements that gave her vast and complex teachings true meaning and 

purpose.  

                                                             
26 óAdvertisementsô, Supplement to the Theosophist, 5:7 (April 1884), 68. 
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There are no scholarly chronological studies relating to Blavatskyôs 

teachings, which reveal a serious lack of appreciation for their value. However, her 

writings are rich and worthy of serious study. Blavatskyôs teachings engaged such 

respected individuals as the philologist Max Müller (1823 ï 1900) and the scientist 

Alfred R. Wallace (1823 ï 1913). Not only that, her first book Isis Unveiled (1877) 

sold out 1,000 copies within a ten-day period and within that same year two more 

editions were also printed and sold out. As a point of comparison, the popular 

journalist Charles Dickensô first novel Pickwick Papers (1836) had an initial print 

run of 1,000 (due to its disappointing sales the next three printings were much 

smaller runs), Charles Dodgsonôs Aliceôs Adventures in Wonderland (1865) was 

intended to be released in a print run of 2,000, and Charles Darwinôs epic Origin of 

Species (1859) was printed in 1859 at a print run of 1,250 copies (though only 

1,170 were available for sale). These figures reveal Blavatskyôs widespread 

popularity and the worth of such a study even if many people in modernity have 

never heard of her or the Theosophical Society.   

It is a popular assumption among Blavatsky researchers that her belief in 

spiritually-evolved Masters remains one of her most distinctive teachings. This was 

implied in K. Paul Johnsonôs book The Masters Revealed (1994) and Initiates of 

Theosophical Masters (1995) in which he suggests that óa genuine and 

unprecedented spiritual transmission occurred between East and West through the 

efforts of Blavatsky and her Masters.ô27 He suggested that Blavatskyôs Masters 

were a composite of various human historical figures that were connected to key 

events in Blavatskyôs life. While Johnsonôs analysis is praiseworthy he fails to 

identify any connection between the Masters and the subject of time. Nicholas 

Goodrick-Clarke makes a noble attempt to connect Blavatskyôs teachings to 

Northern Buddhism and different Eastern currents in his article óThe Coming of the 

Mastersô (2010). While he claims that much of Blavatskyôs philosophy is a 

ócontroversial commentary on Thomas Rhys Davidsô study Buddhism (1877)ô, his 

focus on trying to locate a precursor leads him away from any serious discussion of 

                                                             
27 K. Paul Johnson, Initiates of Theosophical Masters (Albany: State University Press of New York, 
1994), p. 5. 
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time or the Masters.28 He also fails to reference the long chain of previous 

proponents of his Eastern theory, including Charles Carleton Massey (1831 ï 

1907), Anna Kingsford (1846 ï 1888) and the supposedly óneutralô Hare Brothers. 

Regardless of this, however each of these individuals have failed to appreciate 

Blavatskyôs own unique theories that placed time at the forefront of her 

philosophy.29   

This intellectual barrier was breached by Brendan French who in his 

unpublished thesis titled óThe Theosophical Mastersô (2000) connects these 

Masters to Blavatskyôs view of time. He argued that they linked time with 

metaphysical purpose:  

 
The Master instantiates, indeed incarnates, the nexus between evolutionism 
undergone through aeonic time and ultimate reintegration into the Divine; he 
provides the mesocosmic link between mundane existence and ultimate 
human destiny, for he is the closest to both. His centrality to Theosophy is 
guaranteed precisely because he provides the inspirational impetus which 
otherwise is lacking in an evolutionary timescale of such enormity. It should 
be noted that the vast scale of cosmic time, marked by innumerable 
incarnations of the human Monad ever evolving toward perfection - 
necessary though it is in order to counter Darwinism and a literalistic Biblical 
hermeneutic - may not inspire the individual to adopt positive measures 
aimed at conscious evolution, the central tenet and raison dôetre of 
Theosophy. In fact, the lineaments of the evolution of the human Monad are 
so long and attenuated that a Theosophy bereft of the Masters-exemplar 
could certainly be accused of fostering at least the same degree of passivity 

                                                             
28 Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, óThe Coming of the Masters: The Evolutionary Reformulation of 
Spiritual Intermediaries in Modern Theosophyô, Constructing Tradition: Means and Myths of 
Transmission in Western Esotericism, ed. Andreas B. Kilcher (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 161Ƅ178 (p. 
141). 
29 C. C. Massey, The Metaphysical Basis of Esoteric Buddhism (n. l,:  n. p., 1883), pp. 3-5. In this 
booklet Massey believed that he had traced the Theosophical teachings to an obscure óEasternô 
sect explaining that óthere can hardly, I think, be a doubt that Mr. Sinnettôs teachers belong to the 
sect of the Swabhavikas, the oldest of the four great schools into which Nepaulese and Tibetan 
Buddhism is divided.ô Thus, Massey believed these new teachings reflected an Eastern philosophy 
validating the new Oriental shift of the Theosophical Society. A similar sentiment was first 
expressed by Kingsford in her óLetterô though she had merely identified it with a Northern sect and a 
form of unorthodox Buddhism. A Letter Addressed to the Fellows of the London Lodge of the 
Theosophical Society by the President and a Vice-President of the Lodge (privately circulated: n. 
p.), p. 21. The Hare brothers who were quick to point out that Blavatskyôs system was not consistent 
with any Buddhist or Hindu notions that they could discover failed to come to the conclusion that it 
was therefore something unique and worthy of study, 
Harold Edward Hare and William Loftus Hare, Who Wrote the Mahatma Letters? (London: Williams 
and Norgate, 1936), p. 105.   
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which some commentators have found in certain Oriental religious 
paradigms.30 
 

French observed that spiritual evolution (through time) was the most important 

focus for  followers of Theosophy, and that without the existence of Masters there 

would be little motivation for its practice. French believed that these intermediaries 

provided life (time on earth) with value and meaning; however, he stopped short of 

identifying their role in Blavatskyôs time scheme. It is not surprising that he would 

seek to make these Masters the central point of Blavatskyôs teachings as this was 

the focal point of his thesis; however, these Masters only had value because of 

Blavatskyôs philosophy of time instead of the other way around. Without these vast 

cycles of time, the Masters would be of little value to humanity. The Masters were 

those who had experienced time and evolution, thereby obtaining an advanced 

evolutionary stage: the Masters knowledge of time and their experience through it 

made them superior to the average person i. e., time gave them value.   

Garry Trompf, who served as Frenchôs doctoral advisor at the University of 

Sydney, remains the only other researcher to have seriously engaged Blavatskyôs 

view of time through his research on macrohistory. As such, his writings will be 

engaged throughout this work. Trompf claimed that the óMasters could help 

humanity in their journey and potential escape to nirvanaô; thereby, confirming the 

premise of this thesis that time provided the Masters with a source of value rather 

than the other way around (e. g. because they could control it and cycles).31 The 

unique approach of this study is in its claim that time provided each Theosophist 

(and Master!) with a tangible purpose and value; therefore, time became both a 

soteriological and teleological explanation within Blavatskyôs philosophy. 

Throughout her writings, Blavatsky closely associated her chronology with these 

evasive Masters which became the driving force in her philosophy as it was 

necessary for the soul to evolve into the next round/race in order to reach a place 

called nirvana. The subject of nirvana leads to the introduction of the term 

soteriology.  Soteriology is the doctrine of salvation, from soteria a Greek word 

                                                             
30 Brendan James French, óThe Theosophical Masters: An Investigation into the Conceptual 
Domains of H. P. Blavatsky and C. W. Leadbeaterô, 2 vols (unpublished doctoral thesis, University 
of Sydney, 2000), I, 169. 
31 Garry W. Trompf, óImagining Macrohistory? Madame Blavatsky from Isis Unveiled (1877) to The 
Secret Doctrine (1888)ô, Literature & Aesthetics, 21.1 (2011), 43Ƅ71 (p. 63). 
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referring to a ósaviourô. Blavatskyôs soteriology concerned a vast spiritual evolution 

through an descent/ascent of the soul which developed throughout her writings.  

 While both Trompf and French have presumed that Blavatskyôs cyclical view 

of time were her way of protesting against scientific materialism and philosophical 

positivism; it seemed more correctly that Blavatskyôs direct reference to biblical 

chronology proved that her argument was much larger ð she was attempting to 

refute the entire linear chronology of Western Christianity which she believed 

dominated nineteenth-century Western culture.32 The roots of this purpose were 

deep-seated and were exhibited as early as Isis Unveiled, for, as one critic 

remarked, a more appropriate title would have been The Horrors of Christianity 

Unveiled and the Excellencies of Hinduism Praised. 33 It was during the early 

1880s that the stance of the Theosophical Society and its relationship to 

Christianity was being questioned by such early Christian Theosophists as 

Kingsford, Edward Maitland (1824 ï 1897) , óH. X.ô (A. O. Hume [1829 ï 1912]), 

Massey and even George Wyld (1821 ï 1906), who resigned as president of the 

British Branch of the Theosophical Society on 2 July 1882. Wyldôs resignation was 

due to his belief that the ideals of the Society had changed considerably and 

thereby denigrated Christianity.34 The stance Blavatsky took on Christianity 

became an important topic from this time period forward that had implications 

which would affect the membership of the early Theosophical Society.  

Trompf observed the importance of Blavatskyôs macro-historical framework 

and periods such as a kalpa and manvantara. These periods of time became the 

óvehicleô that instilled her ancient wisdom tradition with purpose and meaning 

thereby connecting history and religion: 

Blavatsky appropriated the Indian epical visualization of great cycles (of 
kalpa and manvantara) as the conceptual vehicle by which to view cosmo-
history undergoing periodicity and constant renewal through time, yet 

                                                             
32 Trompf noted that Blavatskyôs cyclical time revealed the progression of mankind ónot the unilineal 
evolutionism of such ñblind leaders of the blindò as Huxley, Comte or the London materialists.ô 
Trompf, óMacrohistory in Blavatskyô, p. 279; French, óThe Theosophical Mastersô, I, pp. 116Ƅ17. 
33 Carl T. Jackson, The Oriental Religions and American Thought: Nineteenth-Century Explorations 
(Westport, C Greenwood Press, 1981), p. 160.   
34 Massey, For Private Circulation Only: The British Theosophical Society, p. 1. 
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presented her total vision- her neo-Gnostic mythos included- in the guise of 

a synthetic teaching deriving from a far-distant Source in time.35   
 
Trompfôs designation of Blavatskyôs writings as a neo-Gnostic mythos will be a 

constant term employed throughout this study; by developing her Theosophy she 

was assembling the ultimate, modernist Victorian mythology that incorporated both 

óScienceô and óTheologyô into one unified system. Despite Trompfôs study in this 

direction, the larger implications of Blavatskyôs chronology remain 

underemphasized, as well as the main purpose for creating these various root 

races- to connect all of the religions and their chronologies together!36   

It is my argument that this mythos was intimately connected to the subjects 

of time and salvation in Blavatskyôs writings. Not only were her teachings on time 

intentional, but they gave meaning to everything in her Theosophical system and 

ensured the superiority of her own place in this organization because 1) she was 

the only person who was able to properly interpret these cycles of time and 2) she 

was one of only a few select people who could communicate with these spiritually 

advanced Masters.   

While both Trompf and Frenchôs attempts are admirable as they begin 

engaging Blavatskyôs notion of time, what I suggest is different in scope and 

approach. First, I will include the primary publications of the early Theosophical 

Society including the Theosophist, the Path, and Lucifer which were not widely 

available when French and Trompf were writing. Second, I have discovered 

unpublished letters that afford a wider understanding of the time period in which 

Blavatsky wrote. Finally, I suggest that Blavatskyôs teachings and beliefs were not 

static since they evolved as they interacted with some of the key events in her life. 

Due to this evolution, I have conducted a chronological survey with an overlapping 

biography that examines her life and her evolving notion of time within this 

Victorian mythos.  

 

                                                             
35 G. W. Trompf, óMacrohistory in Blavatsky, Steiner, and Gu®nonô, in Western Esotericism and the 
Science of Religion, ed. by Antoine Faivre and Wouter J. Hanegraaff (Leuven, Belgium: Peeters, 
1998), pp. 269Ƅ96 (p. 281). 
36 Ibid., p. 276. 



28 

CHAPTER 1 
The Beginning of Blavatsky :  

The Victorian  Spiritualist, 1831 -1876 
 

It is unfortunate that the average Westerner living in the twenty-first century has 

probably never heard of H. P. Blavatsky (1831ï1891) or the Theosophical Society. 

The few who would recognize the name óBlavatskyô probably know of her through 

the historically inaccurate reference in the novel Wicked or even more rarely 

through her role in the first cremation ófuneralô celebrated in the United States.1 

Even though Blavatsky has been dubbed óthe mother of the New Age movementô it 

seems that her life has been nearly forgotten by the public at large even among 

many New Age groups and organizations who maintain her philosophies 

oftentimes without even realizing it.2 Of even less interest are her writings, which 

have been primarily disregarded as a óholy horrorô, órambling tirade(s)ô, ówoefully 

confusingô and even a óphilosophy communicated to the Nephilimô (fallen angels).3 

None can deny that Blavatsky was a product of her times who established a 

nineteenth-century religious movement rooted in Modern Spiritualism that 

reconceptualized a unique ontological belief: the existence and communication 

with invisible Masters. This idea was further popularized by the transcendent secret 

chiefs of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn and more recently through the 

esoteric organization known as the Church Universal and Triumphant whose 

leaders claimed to have been messengers of óAscended Mastersô.  

Despite a large neglect from mainstream culture, several elements of the 

óTheosophical Societyô have piqued the interest of a select group of academics 

who have established a quarterly publication titled Theosophical History (est. 

1985).  This periodical has explored certain aspects of Blavatskyôs writings 

including her teachings on these Masters, Atlantis, the history of the Theosophical 

                                                             
1 Gregory Maguire, Wicked: The Life and Times of the Wicked Witch of the West (New York: Harper 
Collins, 1995), p. 451.  
2 See Gary Lachman, Madame Blavatsky: The Mother of Modern Spirituality (London: Penguin 
Book, 2012).   
3 Michael Gomes, Dawning of the Theosophical Society (Wheaton, IL: The Theosophical Publishing 
House, 1987), p. 142; Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, The Occult Roots of Nazism: Secret Aryan Cults 
and Their Influence on Nazi Ideology (New York: New York University Press, 2004) p. 18.; Harold 
Edward Hare and William Loftus Hare, Who Wrote the Mahatma Letters? (London: Williams and 
Norgate, 1936), p. 102; and G. H. Pember, Earthôs Earliest Ages: And Their Connection with 
Modern Spiritualism and Theosophy (New York: Fleming H. Revell Co., 1884), pp. 395Ƅ96. 
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Society, feminism, and her belief in the Brotherhood of Humanity. However, 

Blavatskyôs philosophy of time as a whole has been largely ignored by modern 

researchers, which is curious since it happens to be one of her (if not the most) 

defining aspects.4 The few academics who have taken the time to organize and 

piece together Blavatskyôs philosophy of time have categorized it as óeasy to get 

lost inô, óflummoxingô and as a órecreation reserved for the fewô, implying that her 

chronology was a system of confused, disjointed, and contradictory ideas that 

serve no real metaphysical purpose.5 Yet, it is the thesis of this research that not 

only was Blavatskyôs philosophy of time important, but it also served as the 

connecting-rod for all of her other teachings.  

Blavatskyôs view of time became the metaphysical link that would allow all of 

her eclectic notions of salvation, history and cosmology to fit into one unified 

system. It is the premise of this study that Blavatskyôs teachings cannot fully be 

understood apart from this philosophy. Arguing for the primacy of ótimeô in the 

teachings of Blavatsky comprises the central argument of this thesis and in order to 

prove this premise a journey must be made back into the mid-nineteenth century 

through Nazi Germany and into modernity.  

This present chapter seeks to provide a valuable contextual background that 

will place Blavatsky within the backdrop of the nineteenth century and survey some 

biographical information which will be referenced throughout this thesis. This 

chapter also provides a unique categorization of Blavatskyôs literary approach that 

reconceptualizes George Mosseôs (1918ï1999) óscavenger ideologyô as well as 

identifying her óoccult hermeneuticô. This section will define key elements that are 

essential for embarking on a chronological study of Blavatskyôs writings. This thesis 

                                                             
4 Focusing on the Masters is a long established tradition, as noted in Annie Besantôs 1918 work H. 
P. Blavatsky and the Masters of Wisdom. Even in modernity this trend continued, K. Paul Johnson 
wrote a widely circulated book that focused on identifying the historical Masters in Paul Johnson, 
The Masters Revealed: Madame Blavatsky and the Myth of the Great White Lodge (New York: 
State University of New York Press, 1994), Brendan French in 2000 wrote his dissertation titled 
Brendan James French, The Theosophical Masters: An Investigation into the Conceptual Domains 
of H. P. Blavatsky and C. W. Leadbeater, 2 vols (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Sydney, 
2000). In fact, these elements described above are all in some way connected her Blavatskyôs 
grand view of time: the Masters are important for their advanced evolutionary nature through time, 
Atlantis was a subject of prehistory, Blavatsky remains important of an example of feminism for the 
time period in which she lived, etc. 
5 Adam Warcup, Cyclical Evolution: A Theosophical View (Wheaton, IL: Theosophical Publishing 
House, 1986), p. 1.; Joscelyn Godwin, Atlantis Cycles of Time: Prophecies, Traditions, and Occult 
Revelations (Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 2011), p. 71; Joscelyn Godwin, Arktos: The Polar 
Myth in Science, Symbolism and Nazi Survival (Kempton, IL: Adventures Unlimited Press, 1996). 
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will argue that it was Blavatskyôs philosophy of time and spiritual evolution that set 

the Theosophical Society apart from Spiritualism and other nineteenth-century 

religious movements and remains as one of the most captivating and 

misunderstood aspects of her teachings. This study is original and unique in its 

chronological approach, as the importance of time in Blavatskyôs writings and the 

early history of the Theosophical Society has never been fully explored.  

The overall goal of this thesis is three-fold: 1) to analyze Blavatskyôs 

intellectual progression regarding time and chronology including both popular and 

obscure sources; 2) to argue that this complicated view of time and its implications 

were appealing philosophical elements drawing new members and interested 

parties to the Theosophical Society, and 3) to examine how this chronology 

influenced later Western views of historical development. In order to accomplish 

this goal, the subject of time itself warrants further contextualization. 

 

I. Breaking it Down: Blavatsky and the Philosophy of Time  

1. Philosophy  

óWhat is time?ô This question has been the subject of philosophical debate ever 

since man became conscious of the movement of stars, the changing of the 

seasons and the menstruation cycles associated with child birth among other 

signifiers of change. This debate can be traced back to the early classical Greek 

philosophers Plato (427ï347 BCE) and Aristotle (384ï322 BCE) and it continued 

up to the discoveries of the twentieth-century physicist, Albert Einstein who 

developed the ótheory of relativityô (which connected space and time relationally, 

changing the classical Newtonian approach to mechanics).6 

Blavatsky herself utilized an Aristotelian philosophy for the continuity of time 

believing that it derived from a continuity of motion and change; thus, by 

postulating a universe where motion was eternal, Blavatsky was implying that time 

was eternal as well.7 Blavatsky would also subscribe to a Kantian approach to time 

as being based on the human intuition or sensibility of the mind, and not a thing 

existent by itself, i. e., ótime is not an empirical conceptô (this theory has long been 

                                                             
6 Richard M. Gale, óWhat, Then, is Time?ô, in The Philosophy of Time: A Collection of Essays, ed. 
Richard M. Gale (New York: Anchor Books, 1967), 1ï8 (p. 3).  
7The Mahatma Letters to A. P. Sinnett, ed. by A. Trevor Barker (Pasadena, CA: Theosophical 
University Press, 1975), pp. 138ï39. 
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debated).8 Blavatsky viewed motion and matter as being outside of time (and in 

eternity) rather than measuring it; thus, time could not be determined by motion or 

material measurement.  

In Blavatskyôs cosmology, every object was continually moving, by which 

she generally meant evolving/changing into a higher form. Blavatsky, in defining 

her view of divinity, explained that an immutable (unchanging) divine being was a 

philosophical impossibility as everything in the universe was evolving and subject 

to her cosmological view of time.9 Blavatskyôs philosophy of time and metaphysics 

consisted of an eternal evolution as everything in the universe continually moved 

up this complex, eternal evolutionary ladder. 

As observed above, in Blavatskyôs philosophy of time the only impossibility 

was the existence of an immutable being (such as the nineteenth-century Christian 

conceptualization of the immutability of God).10  This philosophical view of eternal 

motion and its connection to divinity would become an important concept 

throughout her later writings. However, her belief that no deity could be immutable 

would change in The Secret Doctrine where Parabrahm was transformed into the 

óONE immutable-Parabrahm.ô11 This changing relationship between motion and time 

has been an association found throughout the historical debate on time handed 

down through the writings of Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus.  

Another concept shared by Blavatsky and classical philosophy included the 

Platonic philosophy of ócorrespondencesô. This characteristic was identified by 

Antoine Faivre as one of the six elements found among Western Esoteric currents, 

therefore serving as further proof that Blavatsky was moving her modified view of 

Spiritualism into a Western Esoteric philosophy.12 In fact, Blavatsky mentioned 

Plato in relation to her philosophy of time and spiritual evolution at several points, 

later referring to him as a spiritually advanced individual or what she designated as 

a fifth rounder (someone who had already evolved through five óroundsô).13 Yet, 

                                                             
8 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. by F. Max Müller (New York: Macmillan & CO., 
1896), pp. 24ï33. Consider it in comparison to The Mahatma Letters: to A. P. Sinnett, p. 194. 
9The Mahatma Letters, p. 60.  
10Ibid. 
11 H. P. Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine: The Synthesis of Science, Religion, and Philosophy, 2 vols 
(London: The Theosophical Publishing Company, 1888), I, 340. 
12 Antoine Faivre, Access to Western Esotericism (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1994), pp. 10ï11.  
13 The Mahatma Letters, p. 84. For mention of Plato see Mahatma letters XVIII, XXV, LII, CXXVII. 
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despite any indirect connections between Blavatsky and the history and philosophy 

of time, her views seemed largely based on a practical and soteriological approach 

rather than any dogmatic historical basis in the history of philosophy.    

 

2. Myth  

Mircea Eliade wrote about myths and sacred time, stating that myths typically take 

place in a special ósacred timeô before history or the in illo tempore, a time before 

time itself existed. What makes any myth relevant to its specific culture is when 

history becomes connected to this mythic in illo tempore. It has been commonly 

maintained that ómythô represents a óprimitiveô stage in human development, 

whereas, óhistoryô has become a higher form of it. Each culture has their own way 

of connecting mythology and history. For example, as Paul Ricoeur noted in his 

work on ancient Israel, they had their own methods: óéin Israel the quasi myths of 

myth fragments borrowed from neighboring cultures were incorporated into the 

great narrative ensembleséin the form of historicized myths, as is the case in 

Genesis 1-11. This reinterpretation of myth on the basis of history appears quite 

specific to the literary sphere of ancient Israel.ô14 According to Ricouer, Israel did 

not reject myth ð they just reinvented it.  

          Blavatsky would attempt a similar feat for her own culture albeit in a very 

different time period ð the nineteenth century. She brought together the history 

and mythology of her culture, fusing mythology with modern scientific theories. This 

made her a product of her times and her beliefs typified the unsettled climate of the 

Victorian Era. After all, this time period marked the beginning of religious 

modernism, which the historian William Hutchinson defined as the óadaption of 

religious ideas to modern cultureô as modernists attempted óto minimize the 

distinctions between the sacred and secular, this world and the next, the ideal and 

the real, and religion and science.ô15 One such scientific theory that Blavatsky 

engaged was a time period in geology now called ódeep timeô which will now be 

discussed.   

                                                             
14 Bernard McGinn, Antichrist: Two Thousand Years of Human the Human Fascination with Evil 
(New York: Harper San Francisco, 1994), p. 18. 
15 John Stauffer, The Black Hearts of Men: Radical Abolitionists and the Transformation of Race 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press), p. 38. 
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3. Geology  

Blavatskyôs construction of time began a noticeable transformation following her 

relocation to the East in 1879 as she began to create her own detailed cosmology, 

rooting it in nineteenth-century science and engaging geological theories of 

something that has been recently called ódeep timeô (only conceptually as she 

never seemed to engage this term in her writings). The definition of ódeep timeô can 

best be understood through an analogy suggested by John Mc Phee in the Basin 

and Range: óconsider the earthôs history as the old measure of the English yard, 

the distance from the kingôs nose to the tip of an outstretched hand. One stroke of 

a nail file on his middle finger erases human historyô; thus, ódeep timeô is a term 

used by geologists to explain the vast period of billions of years preceding the 

emergence of human life with the universe.16 It is best described as a ó1ô with at 

least ten zeros before it. The noted naturalist Charles Darwin expressed a similar 

concept in his Origin of Species: 

I look at the natural geological record, as a history of the world imperfectly 
kept, and written in a changing dialect; of this history we possess the last 
volume alone, relating only to two or three countries. Of this volume, only 
here and there a short chapter has been preserved and of each page, only 
here and there a few lines.17 
 

The so-called father of geology James Hutton (1726ï1797) was first credited with 

discovering the notion of ódeep timeô, explaining that it included both óinfinite space 

and endless timeô.18 It was the existence of this ódeep timeô that provided Blavatsky 

with a óscientificô basis to defend her belief in vast time periods of rounds, pralayas, 

and races. It was also this explanation of enormous periods of pre-historical time 

that Blavatsky continuously engaged in her philosophy to prove her occult 

knowledge of the ancient wisdom tradition: she believed that she had access to the 

innermost details of physical and spiritual evolution beginning with the primordial in 

illo tempore and down through this ódeep timeô, thereby making her teachings 

metaphysically invaluable.  

 

                                                             
16 Stephen Jay Gould, Timeôs Arrow, Timeôs Cycle: Myth and Metaphor in the Discovery of 
Geological Time (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987), p. 3. 
17 Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species By Means of Natural Selection (New York: D. Appleton 
and Company, 1861), p. 272.  
18 James Hutton, An Investigation of the Principle of Knowledge and the Progress of Reason, From 
Sense to Science and Philosophy, 3 vols (Edinburgh: Straham & Cadell, 1794), III, 645. 
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Infinite Time Equals Infinite Possibilities  

Blavatskyôs later connection to Eastern views of time also allowed for similar 

intervals of millions of years which could make any pre-Adamite theory possible, no 

matter how bizarre. No one could prove what the climate of the earth had been like 

or what the composition of humanity had been 100,000,000 years ago (at least 

until the development of the scientific principle of uniformitarianism by Charles Lyell 

in 1830). Blavatsky adopted this Eastern cyclical view of time to develop her own 

theories of races and rounds that were largely based upon her interpretations of 

science and ancient texts. Maria Carlson noted the philosophical appeal of this pre-

historical ódeep timeô by Blavatsky in her work which focuses upon Blavatskyôs 

influence in her homeland of Russia. In relation to Blavatskyôs use of Buddhist 

cycles, Carlson noted that:  

Madame Blavatskyôs use of ócosmic mathematicsôéis a good example of 
the way in which Theosophy unites science and metaphysics. The Buddhist 
calculation of time creates the illusion of óscientific factsô; actually it is 
scientific methodology applied to an unprovable premise without scientific 
bases.19 

 
Blavatsky recognized both a linear and cyclical view of time in the development of 

her cosmology. While philosophically the dual existence of both cycles and linear 

time can be found as far back in the writings of Aristotle, Plotinus, and in the 

Hermeticum, Blavatsky attempted to assimilate both of these ideas into her 

cosmology; this belief seemed validated through her later discovery of Hindu and 

Buddhist texts which she came across in India post-1879. Thus, she combined 

philosophy, mythology and science together to create her super religion- 

Theosophy.  

  What gave Blavatskyôs view of ódeep timeô respectability to the general 

public was that it coincided with many contemporaneous geological and 

evolutionary theories for the origin of the world, i.e. scientific cosmology. It is 

important to recognize that there was some overlap between the theories of 

scientists like Charles Lyell (1797ï1875) and James Hutton (1726ï1797), who 

                                                             
19 Maria Carlson, No Religion Higher than Truth: A History of the Theosophical Movement in 
Russia, 1875-1922 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993), p. 231. I have omitted the 
phrase óin this passageô using ellipses because Carlson equated this realization to a specific 
passage in The Secret Doctrine. It appears obvious that Carlsonôs conclusion pertains to 
Blavatskyôs conceptualization of time in a much more general sense.  
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studied geological cycles of time, and Blavatsky, who promoted a similar cyclical 

view of time through her writings on religion. In fact, Blavatsky herself in The 

Secret Doctrine defended her belief in cycles using the scientific research of Alfred 

Wallace (1823ï1913) and occasionally quoted Lyell.  

Blavatskyôs view of time contained points of validity because she continually 

employed the evolutionary theories of prominent scientists albeit on very different 

grounds and for different reasons. Also, Blavatsky only adhered to modern 

scientific theories when they validated her own ideas, and she never incorporated 

Charles Lyellôs theory of uniformitarianism into her eternal evolutionary scheme. 

Uniformitarianism maintained that the present was the key to the past: all past 

events could be understood by examining the scientific laws of the present. This 

theory required a belief that similar scientific laws have been in effect throughout 

history; it alleviated the need for elaborate mythologies of pre-Adamite races which 

had become a common belief among many nineteenth-century esotericists, 

occultists and even so-called óorthodoxô theologians.20  

Blavatsky defended her belief in cyclical history on entirely different terms; 

her belief for the superiority of cyclical time seemed to derive from her enormous 

respect for Eastern religions and philosophy. Blavatsky presented her Theosophy 

as being óscientifically-generated, historically verifiable, and empirically-testable: in 

short, as fact.ô21 Theosophy would intentionally assimilate comparative 

mythography with nineteenth-century theories of philosophy, science and 

anthropology, all of which added to its general appeal to an under-educated culture 

emerging out of illiteracy during the fin de siècle.22  

  

                                                             
20 One such supposedly orthodox theologian who held to a Pre-Adamite race was G.H. Pemberôs 
ógap theoryô. Pember was mentioned by Blavatsky in The Secret Doctrine, II, 229 (1888) as he 
spent roughly forty pages in his book Earthôs Earliest Ages (1884) attacking Theosophy. At any rate 
Pemberôs theory espoused that there was a longer interval between Genesis 1:1 and 1:2, and that 
the amount of time between these two verses could have coincided with the modern theory of 
evolution. Additionally, this view asserted that there was a race before Adam with a history of its 
own showing that óthe fossil remains are those of creatures anterior to Adaméthey must have 
belonged to another world, and have a sin-stained history of their own, a history which ended in the 
ruin of themselves and their habitation.ô G. H. Pember, Earthôs Earliest Ages: And Their Connection 
with Modern Spiritualism and Theosophy (New York: Fleming H. Revell Co., 1884), pp. 18, 55. 
21 Brendan French, óThe Mercurian Master: Hermesô Gift to the Theosophical Societyô, Aries, 1.2 
(2001), 168Ƅ205 (p. 169). 
22 Following the Education Act of 1870 a standardized system of schooling was established. 
Michael Sanderson, Education, Economic Change and Society in England, 1780-1870 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 62Ƅ63. 
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4. Popular Culture  

Many recent books have been written on the nature of time and its philosophy 

ranging from a survey of its history to a detailed engagement of definitions and 

elements. The purpose of this study is not to survey the history of this fascinating 

philosophy or to define the meaning of time. Rather, this study will focus on one 

Victorian mystic and observe how she utilized her own philosophy of time to 

produce a pseudo-scientific, esoteric mythology that reflected the unsettled climate 

of the Victorian era. Despite this concentrated focus, it is worth mentioning that the 

entire study of time was about to change following the close of the Victorian era (in 

1905) when a desk-clerk named Albert Einstein developed his own revolutionary 

special theory of relativity. This theory defined time in relation to space, observing 

that time flows differently for bodies moving relatively to each other.23  

In order to grasp the intricacies of Blavatskyôs philosophy of time, some 

contextual information must be explained. First, the question must be asked: what 

role did time play in the larger Victorian culture? The subject of time and time travel 

in literature became a subject of great interest in the late Victorian era through 

such novels as The Time Machine (1895) by H. G. Wells, Tourmalinôs Time 

Cheques (1891) by Thomas Anstey Guthrie, A Connecticut Yankee King Arthurôs 

Court (1889) by Mark Twain and even in Charles Dickenôs A Christmas Carol 

(1843) where Ebenezer Scrooge encounters the ghosts of Christmas past, present 

and future and through their assistance travels through time.   

Despite this newly invigorated fascination with time, it was not until 1918 

that the Standard Time Act was passed in the United States, which implemented a 

standard of time and daylight savings time that authorized the interstate commerce 

commission to define each time zone. There were many elements that pushed 

Western society to become more aware of time and its management, though most 

notably was the industrial revolution, the postal service, and railroad companies. 

Yet, for many years there was no universal standard for keeping time and each 

region maintained a different time zone. As of 1870, there were roughly 80 different 

time zones in the United States alone. As Stephen Kern observed, during the late 

nineteenth century óif a traveler from Washington to San Francisco set his watch in 

                                                             
23 See John Bernard Kennedy, Space, Time and Einstein: An Introduction (McGill-Queens 
University Press, 2003). 



37 

every town he passed through, he would set it over two hundred times.ô24 It 

remains curious that this desire for a standardized time schedule was facilitated not 

by science or military necessity, but largely through the spread and growth of 

railroad companies. Regardless of the reasons, the subject of time and its 

measurement was a relevant cultural issue that overlapped with the life of 

Blavatsky. Her own frequent and extensive travels would have ensured her 

familiarity with this ótime-zoneô issue which lacked any uniformity or measurement; 

thus, this issue of time became an important part in developing her own cosmology 

reflecting the larger Victorian culture.  

  

A General Hist ory of Spiritualism  

The term spiritualism was (and has been) a catch-all term for many different beliefs 

during the Victorian era; however, what has been designated the Modern 

Spiritualist movement (designated throughout with a capital óSô) began in 1848 at 

the Fox household in the city of Hydesville, New York. Strange and eerie noises 

ricocheted throughout the house on 31 March awaking the slumbering Fox family. 

Katy, one of the Fox daughters, then attempted to communicate with this spirit 

allegedly addressing the ghost óMr. Split-foot, do as I do.ô25 This was followed by a 

series of knocks which were believed to have been a communication from a spirit 

that employed a code system to answer the questions it had been asked. Though 

other events prefigured this movement, this initial communication with the Fox 

sisters birthed a new religious belief system which was subsequently labelled 

Modern Spiritualism. At its very origination, Spiritualism was directly connected to 

these psychical disturbances known as óphenomenaô. This term óphenomenaô 

(plural of phenomenon) is an important word that will be employed throughout this 

work to describe the unexplainable events that became associated with Spiritualist 

and occultist beliefs i. e., any óparanormalô or ósupernaturalô occurrence such as 

spirit-writing, full body materialization of spirits, ectoplasm, etc.26  

                                                             
24 Stephen Kern, The Culture of Time and Space, 1880-1918 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2003), p. 12. 
25 Nancy Rubin Stuart, The Reluctant Spiritualist: The Life of Maggie Fox (Orlando, FL: Harcourt 
Books, 2005), pp. 5-6. Recently, researches have suggested that this address to óMr. Splitfootô was 
a later interpolation.  
26 Even though Spiritualist William Henry Harrison sought to abolish the words ómiracleô and 
ósupernaturalô in their association with Spiritualism as it made the movement seem less scientific, 
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         Spiritualism supposed the post-mortem survival of the soul and was later 

merged with Swedenborgianism and other pre-existent ideologies including 

Mesmerism, comparative mythography, phrenology, the historical critique of 

Christianity, and the works of Andrew Jackson Davis.27 These belief structures 

provided established philosophical foundations on which the modern Spiritualist 

religious movement would build and assimilate. 

 

Time in Victorian Spiritualism  

While setting a standard of time measurement became a new pressing topic in the 

Victorian Era, very little discussion of time could be found in the writings of most 

Modern Spiritualists. This is likely due to the fact that the spiritual world seemed to 

exist outside of time and space. It remains outside the scope of this project to 

examine fully the philosophy of time in Spiritualism. Indeed, an entire research 

project could be focused on this one topic as there are as many diverse opinions 

on Spiritualist philosophy as there were Spiritualists to think of them.  

This work will prove that Blavatskyôs early philosophy was deeply rooted in 

Spiritualism. By her own admission, Blavatsky was converted in 1858 by Daniel 

Dungas Home (1833ï1886) even if the details of this conversion remain the 

subject of dispute. Blavatsky mentioned her affiliation with Spiritualism in various 

interviews and letters written between the years 1874-1875. Even as late as 1878 

she designated herself as a Spiritualist; therefore, Blavatskyôs Spiritualist 

background remains incontestable even if she later downplayed her involvement in 

this movement.28   

To suggest any sweeping generalizations of Spiritualism or Spiritualist views 

or beliefs would be intellectually unfair as most did not attempt to engage a 

coherent philosophy of time and eternity. The only primary (and generally agreed 

upon) tenet of Spiritualism as suggested in the Spiritual Magazine of 1869 was  

                                                                                                                                                                                          
this term is appropriate in this thesis because it has been written for a modern audience. Richard 
Noakes, óNatural Causes? Spiritualism, Science, and the Supernatural in Mid-Victorian Britain,ô in 
The Victorian Supernatural, eds. Nicola Brown, Carolyn Burdett, and Pamela Thurschwell 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 23ï43 (p. 30). 
27 A general survey of some of these earlier currents can be found in Joscelyn Godwinôs The 
Theosophical Enlightenment (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1994).  
28 For the philosophical connections between Spiritualism and the Theosophical Society see Jeffrey 
D. Lavoie, The Theosophical Society: The History of a Spiritualist Movement (Boca Raton, FL: 
Brown Walker Press, 2012). 
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óthat disembodied human spirits sometimes manifest themselves or make known 

their presence and power, to persons in the earthly body, and hold realized 

communications with them. Whoever believes this one fact, whatever else he may 

believe or disbelieve in Theology, Philosophy, or Morals, is a Spiritualist, according 

to the modern use of the term.ô29 This inclusivity notwithstanding there were several 

key figures in Spiritualism who were influential on the movement as a whole, 

several of whom became especially important to Blavatsky ð one such Spiritualist 

was Andrew Jackson Davis.   

In 1850, Davis wrote an article titled óWhat is the Philosophy of Timeô? In 

this article he dealt primarily with defining phenomenal time, comparing it to space 

i. e., eternity compared to infinity. He did not develop a theory of time for the 

afterlife as Blavatsky later did and suggested that nothing and eternity were 

synonymous.30 óTimeô did not appear to have been an issue in mainstream 

Spiritualism at least until the publishing of Sinnettôs Esoteric Buddhism which 

prompted a series of articles on this subject matter. Still, in the 1850s Davis was 

more concerned with clarifying the nature of eternity, claiming that it was totally 

inconceivable to the óhuman soulô. He described eternity as an óéinfinite ocean, 

and this life is but a single drop of its everlasting waters, and if that drop be used a 

million of time by millions of individuals, it nevertheless remains a part of the 

universal ocean, indestructible.ô31 Despite this abstract engagement of time and 

eternity, it was decidedly an eternal process.32  

It is also widely maintained that Blavatsky started the Société Spirite in 

Cairo in 1871, a society which was concerned with ascertaining the teachings of 

Allan Kardec. Kardec defined his view of time in Genesis: Miracles and Predictions 

according to Spiritism (1868) and its relation to the concept of eternity. In Kardecôs 

view, both time and space were eternal in scope and duration.33 Kardecôs 
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systemization of Spiritism and his infinite view of time and space bore a striking 

similarity to Blavatskyôs views of time in Isis Unveiled.34 Therefore, Blavatskyôs 

philosophy of time must be contextualized into the larger history of Spiritualism 

(and Spiritism, this French version of Spiritualism that includes a belief in 

reincarnation) and the figures that influenced her and her eventual philosophy of 

time and chronology; thus, Davisô and Kardecôs eternal view of time would serve as 

the foundation for Blavatskyôs own cosmology. 

It was a lack of any clear philosophical sophistication in mainstream 

Spiritualism that pushed Blavatsky (and Olcott) to develop the Theosophical 

Society; this seemed especially true in relation to time. Blavatsky equated the 

Theosophical Society to what Allan Kardecôs Spiritism had become ð a Spiritualist 

organization that maintained an advanced form of philosophy, and therefore, the 

Theosophical Society went on to promote a complex and developed philosophy. 

This was in contrast to many contemporary Spiritualist movements that were 

philosophically simplistic and in the 1870-1880s became subject to frequent 

exposures and debunking.35  One such philosophy that Blavatsky developed was 

an advanced, religious-modernist view of time that assimilated both science and 

religion. 

 One final article deserves mention for it presents a typical Spiritualist view of 

time which appeared infinite ð an idea that Blavatsky maintained throughout her 

writings. However, a generally accepted approach can be seen in the following 

writing taken from Alonzo Eliot Newton (1821ï1889). Newton wrote two tracts 
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4.11 (1883), 281. 
35 See Jeffrey D. Lavoie, The Theosophical Society: The History of a Spiritualist Movement (Boca 
Raton, FL: Brown Walker Press, 2012),pp. 130Ƅ44. 
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illustrating this ambiguous though infinite approach to time, the afterlife and the 

soulôs future progression: 

That, since growth through successive stages is the law of the human being 
in the present life, it may be inferred that unfoldment, expansion, or 
progression through endless successive stages, is the destiny of the human 
spiritéThat progression may be, and in many cases is, from bad to worse 
(at least, through an indefinite cycle or aeon of existence), is affirmed by 
some; while others assert only a progression in good or in happiness for all. 
The mere opinions of Spirits cannot decide the question. It must be settled 
by the laws of our mental and moral constitution.36 
 

It is curious that Newton noted the disagreement among Spiritualists concerning a 

óprogressiveô view on future stages of existence. Blavatsky would build on these 

two general tenets of time in Spiritualism: 1) the belief in an eternal, never-ending 

time and 2) a belief in a progression of the soul. These two points would become 

the foundation for Blavatskyôs complex philosophy of time. Furthermore, it should 

be remembered that Blavatsky was a well-read Victorian possessing a proficient 

knowledge of Russian, French and English, and would, therefore, have been 

exposed to numerous sources and teachings throughout her lifetime. Even by her 

own admission these two figures (Davies and Kardec) were especially influential, 

particularly during this óearlierô time period.  

 Now that this historical background has been examined and analyzed, there 

are three fundamental traits/doctrines that are crucial to understanding Blavatsky 

and her teachings, especially on time. These three points include the following: 1) 

her conceptualization of the Theosophical óMastersô, 2) her Scavenger ideology 

and approach to sources, and 3) the existence of her reconceptualized prisca 

theologia and the formation of her occult hermeneutic.  

 

II. BASIC TENETS OF BLAVATSKYôS PHILOSOPHY 

1. The Invisible Masters  

Blavatskyôs associations and philosophical ideologies were not the only elements 

shared with Spiritualism. Blavatskyôs very conceptualization of her Tibetan Masters 

had its early roots in Spiritualism. Many Spiritualist mediums employed different 

óspirit guidesô to lead them through the spirit world. Oftentimes, mediums would 
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adopt alternate personalities in their séances based upon the individual spirit 

guides that they were channelling. Many of these spirits were allegedly historical 

personages; thus, when channelling a historical figure such as William 

Shakespeare, the medium would take on the personality, speech, and behaviour 

that was common for William Shakespeare. óThe bardô was actually a common 

figure making spectral appearances from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries, 

revealing himself through a variety of phenomena, including the most famous 

situation of his communication with Victor Hugo through a series of raps.37 Spirit 

guides could be famous figures from the past or unknown figures whose 

identifications were too vague to verify.  

Wouter Hanegraaff noted a further connection between the Victorian 

process of channeling spirit guides and the eighteenth-century process of 

communicating with óelevated beingsô in such illumines orders as óMartinez de 

Pasquallyôs Elus-Cohens, Dom Antoine-Joseph Pernetyôs Illumines dôAvignon, 

Jean-Baptiste Willermozôs Chevaliers Bienfaisants de la Cite Sainte, and similar 

religious orders closely connected to or derived from them.ô38 The belief in spiritual 

masters that could communicate with mortals has a rich history that Blavatsky 

would utilize through her conceptualization of the Tibetan Masters. These Tibetan 

Masters had a humble origination and first began influencing Blavatsky through her 

conceptualization of the famous spirit guide ð John King.    

 óJohn Kingô was an unidentifiable spirit guide who seemingly first appeared 

to the Spiritualist sensation the Davenport Brothers in 1850. John King would 

become a popular figure in the Spiritualist world, as did his supposed ódaughterô 

Katie King. For years, this pair had become one of the most popular male and 

female spirit guides channeled on either side of the Atlantic.39 The concepts of 

Spirit guides and controls were a common theme in Victorian Spiritualism, 

employed by a number of famous mediums including William Stainton Moses, 

Leonora Piper and Emma Hardinge Britten, to name only a few. Emma Hardinge 
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Britten actually noted in her autobiography that Spirit guides were a fundamental 

aspect of nineteenth-century Spiritualism: 

In my subsequent experiences with thousands of mediums, in different 
countries, I can scarcely remember one who was not controlled, or at least 
assisted, by some special Spirit friend, whom the mediums regarded as 
óGuidesô or óControlsôéThe functions of these attendant, óGuidesô were still 
further explained to me by my own Spirit teachers as the fact that there were 
Medium Spirits in the higher world, just as there were medium mortals here 
on earth.  In other words, certain Spirits only could effect a magnetic rapport 
with certain mortals called mediums.40 

 
The very fact that Blavatsky associated with the spirit guide John King evidenced 

her intimate connection to American Spiritualism. Allegedly, the spirit John King 

had formed an unusual relationship with Blavatsky that has been predominantly 

ignored in modern Theosophical scholarship. One writer noted that John King was 

best defined as an óundigested lump in Theosophical Literatureô, suggesting the 

lack of research that has been performed on ascertaining the role of this 

mysterious spirit guide.41  

Also, of importance were Blavatskyôs claims that she had been acquainted 

with and communicated with John King well before he began frequenting séance 

circles, thereby illustrating the superiority of her connection and psychic abilities.  

One of Blavatskyôs early critics, Vsevolod Solovyoff (1849ï1903), noted the 

eventual evolution of John King as a servant to the Brotherhood of Luxor who later 

transformed into the Tibetan Masters Morya and Koot Hoomi:42 óhere are the first 

traces of the gradual transformation of John King into Mahatma Morya. The 

ñmasterò is not invented yet as it will only grow clear in the course of a couple of 

years in India, into whom the ñfamiliar spiritò is to be turnedéHowever, what she 

says is quite enough for every reader of my narrative to recognise at once in this 
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John King the first appearance on the stage of our old acquaintance, the famous 

Thibetan Mahatma Morya.ô43  

John King began to evolve into his new role described previously by 

Solovyoff ð he had become a messenger for a group of higher beings known 

simply as the Brotherhood of Luxor. The further reconceptualization of John King 

as a messenger of the mysterious and elusive Masters was further exhibited in 

several letters written around mid-1875. Incidentally, one early researcher, Bruce 

Campbell, has remarked that these letters serve as evidence of Blavatskyôs 

decisive turn away from Spiritualism, yet in reality they also prove that a deeper 

connection had existed at one time.44 Once the Masters made their debut, there 

was little need for John King to continue in his role, yet this spirit figure remains as 

a permanent link between Spiritualism and Theosophy, forever connecting 

Blavatsky to this Victorian religious movement. 

 

Time and the Masters  

The existence of these supernatural Masters and their connection to humanity will 

be shown to be intimately connected to Blavatskyôs philosophy of time and 

cosmology; although not everyone accepted outright this belief in the existence of 

Theosophical Masters. The American Spiritualist critic William Emmette Coleman 

had his own opinions which reflected his overall suspicion of Theosophy and its 

leader ð Blavatsky. In the Religio-Philosophical Journal, Coleman claimed that 

óthe theosophical mahatmas, asserted to possess such marvelous wisdom and 

power, do not exist, but are the coinage of Madame B.ôs brain.ô45 Coleman went on 

to admit that these óMahatmasô, or the belief in advanced Masters, had been a key 

doctrine in India long before Blavatskyôs visit. He asserted that Blavatsky had 

merely borrowed their ideas óas a means of advancing her cause among the 

marvellous natives and almost equally as wonder-loving, credulous Europeans and 
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Americans. She was prudent enough to locate her mahatmas in an inaccessible 

retreat, where it would be excessively difficult for any one to disprove their 

existence.ô46 Coleman was one of Blavatskyôs most influential critics; however, not 

everyone was as combative in their disagreements. A more rational approach to 

the existence of the Masters was propagated by the English Christian mystic 

Charles Carleton Massey (1831ï1905). Though Massey would resign from the 

Theosophical Society in 1884 due to his shaking confidence in Blavatsky, he 

continued to maintain a belief in these Masters long afterwards. Massey believed 

that the Masters should be judged by their philosophy rather than their 

phenomena; ótimeô was one such philosophy that proved there was a ómethodô 

behind all of Blavatskyôs ómadnessô (regardless as to whether these Masters were 

real physical beings as she claimed them to be or just anthropomorphisms of her 

psyche). These two opinions reveal the differing attitudes towards Blavatsky and 

her insistence on the reality of these evolutionary advanced beings.  

 

2. Scavenger Ideology: Blavatskyôs Approach to Sources 

George Mosse coined the term óscavenger ideologyô used in reference to racism 

which óannexed the virtues, morals, and respectability of the age to its stereotypes 

and attributed them to the inherent qualities of a superior race.ô47 While Blavatskyôs 

racism appeared more subtle than others of her time period, her cosmology could 

be seen as a spiritualized form of a scavenger ideology. She maintained the belief 

in a spiritually superior race (the Masters) and added to them traits which she 

believed were the óvirtues, morals, and respectabilityô of Western nineteenth 

century culture, including sexual and moral standards.48 In making these traits 

optimal she oftentimes discriminated not necessarily against the Jews (as did her 

later ófollowerô Guido von List), but against óprimitiveô races such as the Australian 

aborigines who she claimed were part of an earlier, less-evolved root-race.49 The 

claim was made by James Santucci that Blavatskyôs racism ómust be considered 

from a different perspective, one that is cosmic and ultimately divine in scopeô and 
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this remains true to a point. However, his conclusion that Blavatskyôs major writings 

reveal óthe absence of racist attitudesô remains partially incorrect.50 Blavatsky did 

use her teachings to discriminate, though not on the basis of physical, but of 

spiritual, evolution. This scavenger ideology placed a spiritual superiority on the 

present and future races as opposed to the past ones which were more 

physical/material. Yet, these teachings of spiritual superiority were not 

disseminated until after the Oriental shift in 1879. At the same time, Blavatsky 

believed in the transmission of an ancient, universal wisdom tradition (prisca 

theologia) which maintained that the older traditions were more reliable than 

current ones. This presented a philosophical paradigm in reconciling two conflicting 

beliefs: How could this past tradition be purer than the present if they were written 

by less evolved intelligences? The answer was simple: her Masters provided the 

soteriological solution.  

These Masters served as a constant connecting-rod linking the past, 

present, and future together; therefore, even though the past had a purer revelation 

which over time has been corrupted, Blavatsky could access these Masters and 

reintroduce this religious tradition. A clear connection between time and 

Blavatskyôs racial theories exists ð the more advanced a race, the more spiritual it 

became. It would seem only natural that Blavatsky placed these ideal spiritual traits 

(advanced race status) on her Masters, making Mosseôs definition of scavenger 

ideology relevant to her own teachings. 

 On another level, labeling Blavatskyôs approach as a óscavengerô ideology 

seems to fit as she took a very scavenger-like approach to her sources. If defining 

the word óscavengedô to mean óto search through for salvageable material,ô then it 

seems an appropriate title for Blavatsky and her approach to the various sources 

she engaged. Blavatsky was on a mission to salvage materials that would prove 

the existence of her ancient wisdom tradition. This óscavengerô approach was 

evidenced through her citations in Isis Unveiled, in which she consulted roughly 

one hundred sources even though she cited over a thousand; much of her 

knowledge was based on secondary sources which she had  óscavengedô through 

(as she seemed to admit in her article óMy Booksô). Brendan French noted a similar 
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approach to Blavatskyôs sources (curiously equating her with a specific type of 

scavenger ð a magpie): óIt is true that Blavatsky possessed a magpie-like talent 

for incorporating seemingly disparate themes and images into her programme, and 

that on a number of occasions her syncretising can seem forced or arbitrary.ô51 

This approach becomes understandable when it is realized that Blavatsky 

believed her mission was ódivinelyô assigned to her by this group of highly evolved 

Masters; therefore, she did not have the time to sit down and read the primary 

sources, and she had to content herself with using secondary sources. Michael 

Gomes confirms this eclectic scavenger type of approach in his annotated 

bibliography titled Theosophy in the Nineteenth Century: óShe seems to have 

drawn on anything that would support her thesis, not only books, pamphlets, 

journals, unpublished material, but even correspondence.ô52 Thus, the scholarly 

aptitude of the writer mattered little to Blavatsky who was merely attempting to 

piece together the ancient wisdom tradition that had been scattered throughout 

these various sources. Blavatsky herself quoted Montaigne in regard to any claim 

of originality: óGentlemen, ñI have here made only a nosegay of culled flowers, and 

have brought nothing of my own but the string that ties them.òô53 

This scavenger approach seems understandable when one ascertains that 

Blavatsky only possessed a limited English education and in her later years kept 

up a busy schedule which included public speaking and other time-consuming 

activities. Put simply, she did not have time to devote towards the study of ancient 

languages and texts. She did, however, possess a proficient knowledge of French, 

Russian, and English which made her intellectually acute even if she never 

obtained any formal education or degree.54 This raw intellect, combined with her 

charismatic personality, explains how she could gather together a group of 

admirers and followers including such notable intellectuals as a professor at 

Cornell University, Hiram Corson, the Cambridge educated Bertram and Archibald 

Keightley, and Dr. Franz Hartmann, M.D, to name only a few. 
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3. Blavatsky ôs óOccult Hermeneutic ô and Her Reconceptualization of the 

Prisca Theologia   

Blavatsky created her own Western Esoteric form of Spiritualism that drew from 

earlier traditions; she consistently refers to an óancient wisdom tradition,ô which 

appears to have been her reconceptualization of a tradition known as the prisca 

theologia. In order to understand the influence of Western esotericism on 

Blavatsky, two terms deserve explanation ð prisca theologia and philosophia 

perennis. The term prisca theologia is a Latin term that means literally ancient 

theology/tradition. This term was first employed by the Greek historian Lucius 

Mestrius Plutarchus (ca. 45-120 CE) in his De Animae Procreatione in Timaeo in 

reference to pre-Platonic philosophers as teachers of religious wisdom. The Latin 

term theologia is a transliteration and combination of the Greek terms ɗŮɧɠ (God) 

and ɚɔɞɠ (word, discourse, or reasoning). The Latin word prisca means ancient. 

Therefore, the term prisca theologia refers to an ancient wisdom that contains the 

idea of a ócontinuityô of tradition accessible throughout history, though it also 

connotes a ódegenerationô of this universal religion that continues to occur as time 

progresses. 55 There is another similar term philosophia perennis which is a Latin 

phrase that contains the two words óphilosophyô (philosophia) and óthrough the 

agesô (perennis). The word philosophia is a transliteration of the Greek terms űɘɚɤ 

(love) and ůɞűɑŬ (wisdom) and means ólove (of) wisdom.ô The term philosophia 

perennis contains the concept that there is in existence an ancient religion or 

tradition that transcends time and has been available to all initiates throughout 

history. 

Wouter Hanegraaff observes that the prisca theologia was óreconceptualized 

in the 16th century as philosophia perennis, this theme of an ancient geneaology of 

divinely inspired philosopher sages became centrally important to the esoteric 

tradition; reconstructed by nineteenth-century occultists under the influence of the 

ñoriental renaissanceò and comparative religion, it was finally adopted in the New 

Age movement.ô56 The concept of an ancient theology that degenerates through 
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time mutated into a philosophy that had merely been hidden or kept secret seems 

a fitting definition for Blavatskyôs conceptualization of the oriental kabala or ancient 

wisdom tradition. While from a comparative view the terms prisca theologia and 

philosophia perennis might appear similar, there is one major difference between 

their definitions. The term prisca theologia is connected to the idea that only a 

degenerative form of the universal religion exists, whereas philosophia perennis 

claims that the one true religion is still accessible in its pristine state.  

Blavatsky herself hinted at the importance of time as being vital towards 

reconnecting with the true prisca theologia, which she continuously referred to as 

the ancient wisdom or universal tradition. In her final book, Blavatsky noted that 

óThe Secret Doctrine is the accumulated Wisdom of the Ages, and its cosmogony 

alone is the most stupendous and elaborate system: e.g. even in the exotericism of 

the Puranas.ô57 Blavatskyôs view of her own ósupernaturalô abilities in relation to 

history was further exhibited in another quote: óOccult teachings are pre-eminently 

panspermic, and the early history of humanity is hidden only from ñordinary 

mortalsò; nor is the history of the primitive Races buried from the Initiates in the 

tomb of time, as it is for the profane science.ô58 The true occult teachings were 

accessible to Blavatsky along with true history (i.e. rounds, root races, and sub-

races) through her Masters and their knowledge of time. In her earlier writings, 

Blavatsky continued to engage a typical chain of transmission or genealogy  

reflecting earlier Western esoteric writers such as Marsilio Ficino (1433ï1499) and 

George Gemistos Plethon (ca. 1355ï1452) who included Moses, Plato, and 

Zoroaster, which shows a clear tradition that will now be examined. 

 

Blavatskyôs and Her Ancient Wisdom Tradition 

Early Writings  

From her earliest publications, Blavatsky had adopted a belief in an uninterrupted 

chain of intellectual tradition that had passed down ósecret doctrinesô from one 

generation to the next; this ancient wisdom tradition appeared as her own version 
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of the prisca theologia. In July of 1875, Blavatsky maintained that the original 

teachings came from the East only they had been óaltered.ô In one of her earliest 

articles titled óA Few Questions to HIRAFô she noted that:  

all the mysterious doctrines had come down in an oral tradition as far back 
as man could trace himself on earth. They were scrupulously and jealously 
guarded by the Wise Men of Chaldaea, India, Persia and Egypt, and passed 
from one initiate to another, in the same purity of form as when handed 
down to the first man by the angels, students of Godôs great Theosophic 
Seminary. For the first time since the worldôs creation, the secret doctrines, 
passing through Moses who was initiated in Egypt, underwent some slight 
alterations.59  
 

This quote illustrated Blavatskyôs own acceptance of the prisca theologia and how 

it degenerated beginning with Moses. 

Another early letter written to Professor Hiram Corson of Cornell University 

referred expressly to a ótheosophy taught by the Angelsô tracing it through a 

historical lineage as Blavatsky herself noted:60                       

My belief is based, on something older than the Rochester Knockings, and 
spring out from the same source of information, that was used by Raymond 
Lully (ca. 1232-ca.1316), Picus of Mirandola (1463-1494),61 Cornelius 
Agrippa (1486-1535), Robert Fludd (1574-1637), Henry More (1614-1687) 
etc etc (sic) all of whom have ever been searching for a system, that should 
disclose to them the ódeepest depthsô of the Divine nature and show them 
the real tie which binds all things together.62 
 

According to Blavatsky, all of these historical personages were searching for a 

system that would allow them to comprehend the universal religion or this prisca 

theologia. It is notable that while Blavatsky identified with the above figures in this 

letter and in her earlier writings, in The Secret Doctrine these historical characters 

are rarely mentioned.63 

                                                             
59 H. P. Blavatsky, óA Few Questions to HIRAF: Author of the Article ñRosicrucianismòô, Spiritual 
Scientist, 2.19 (1875), 217Ƅ218, 224 (p. 224). 
60 Letter 21 XXI, The Letters of H. P. Blavatsky 1861-1879, ed. by John Algeo and others (Wheaton 
IL: Quest Books, The Theosophical Publishing House, 2003), p. 86. 
61 Giovanni Pico della Mirandola was well acquainted with both Marsilio Ficino and Lorenzo deô 
Medici. 
62 The Letters of HP Blavatsky 1861-1879, p. 86.  
63 Though all of these figures were at one time influential to Blavatsky and they appear quite 
frequently in Isis Unveiled and earlier writings, they rarely appear in Blavatskyôs later writing The 
Secret Doctrine. Raymond Lully, Picus (Pico) della Mirandola, and Henry More are not even 
mentioned in passing. Robert Fludd is mentioned one time in relation to his view of light and 
darkness (Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine I, 70), and Agrippa is mentioned three times ï once in 
passing [I, 611] and another time in relation to John Trimethius [II, 487] and once in the footnotes [I, 
453]. 
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Isis Unveiled  

In her Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky claimed an Eastern origin for her ancient wisdom 

tradition which she saw as a pre-Vedic form of Buddhism that ultimately minimized 

the influence of Hermes on this universal religion.64 This was contrary to the 

Renaissance philosophers who saw the emergence of the prisca theologia 

originating in Egypt through the mysterious figure Hermes Trismegistus.65 

Elements of this óuniversal religionô were also mixed within the teachings of Plato, 

according to Alexander Wilder (1823ï1908), the noted American Platonist who was 

instrumental in helping Blavatsky edit and compile her first major work Isis 

Unveiled (1877).66 

Blavatsky later noted that the óbest philosophical doctrinesô of Plato have 

been derived from Pythagoras, the first person to organize the doctrines from the 

descendant of Mochus and later from the Brahmins of India.67 Though this wisdom 

tradition finds common ground in Plato, the teachings have been scattered 

throughout the various world religions; thus, the philosophia perennis had 

transformed into the prisca theologia. The concept of the wisdom tradition played a 

vital part in the early writings of Blavatsky as exemplified in Isis Unveiled. Though 

lacking a consistent genealogy in Isis, Blavatsky maintained that this tradition 

originated in the East. Blavatskyôs genealogy changed depending on her context; 

however, despite this oriental origin, Moses, Orpheus, and Pythagoras are used 

with some regularity.    

                                                             
64 Blavatsky refers to Hermes over twenty times throughout Isis Unveiled, and his influence is 
certainly notable in the development of Blavatskyôs chronology. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 33Ƅ34. 
Despite Blavatskyôs shift away from Egypt as the originator of the philosophia perennis, she still 
continues to refer to Hermes quite often and with much respect even in The Secret Doctrine. 
65 This Oriental origin is exemplified in the following quotes from Isis Unveiled (1877): óWe can 
assert, with entire plausibility, that there is not one of all these sectsðKabalism, Judaism, and our 
present Christianity includedðbut sprang from the two main branches of that one mother-trunk, the 
once universal religion, which antedated the Vedic agesðwe speak of that prehistoric Buddhism 
which merged later into Brahmanism; Pre-Vedic Brahmanism and Buddhism are the double source 
from which all religions sprang.ô Isis Unveiled, II, 123, 639. This oriental origin for the ancient 
wisdom tradition was exhibited in Blavatskyôs earlier works specifically her letter to HIRAF: óby 
telling a little of the little I picked up in my long travels throughout the length and breadth of the 
Eastðthat cradle of Occultismðin the hope of correcting certain erroneous notions he seems to be 
labouring under, and which are calculated to confuse uninitiated sincere enquirers, who might 
desire to drink at his own source of knowledge.ô  H. P. Blavatsky, Collected Writings,1874-1878, ed. 
by Boris de Zirkoff ,15 vols (Pasadena: CA: Theosophical Publishing House, 1950), I, 103. 
66 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, xi. 
67 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled II, 338. Also see Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 39. Mochus is often 
identified with the personage of Moses of the Hebrew Bible. 
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The Secret Doctrine  

In The Secret Doctrine (1888), Blavatsky moved away from defining the various 

aspects of occult wisdom as she had done in Isis Unveiled and began to develop 

her own óuniversal doctrine.ô Since the concept of this universal tradition had 

already been connected to the above historical figures in Isis, Blavatsky proceeded 

to assimilate this universal religion with mythological root races and her vast 

cosmology.68 

In The Secret Doctrine, Blavatsky seemed less concerned with describing 

the ancient wisdom tradition than she was with revealing it, but she was still 

attempting to combine Western science and esotericism with Eastern religions to 

reveal the one ancient universal religious tradition.69 In Blavatskyôs view, all of the 

major world religions had the same founders only in different reincarnations of the 

ósevenô primordial sages; thus, Blavatskyôs teachings as they were taught through 

the Masters were part of this ancient tradition or prisca theologia ð this advanced 

status made them intrinsically valuable. 

 

Occult Hermeneutic  

It was Blavatskyôs relationship with her unseen brotherhood of adepts (Masters) 

and her access to this reconceptualized prisca theologia that led to the 

development of what will be termed the óoccult hermeneutic.ô Blavatsky 

continuously claimed throughout her writings that people had misunderstood the 

true meaning of ancient writings, philosophies, symbols, etc. She believed the lot 

fell to her, as a properly initiated adept, to read and correctly interpret the ancient 

writings truthfully.70 This implied that Blavatsky was the only person capable of 

rightfully divining the true meaning of the universe based upon her occult 

                                                             
68 Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine, II, 267. 
69 Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, óThe Theosophical Society, Orientalism, and the ñMystic Eastò: 
Western Esotericism and Eastern Religion in Theosophyô, Theosophical History: A Quarterly 
Journal of Research, 13.3 (2007), 3Ƅ28 (p. 24). 
70 John P. Van Mater recognized these óoccult hermeneuticsô in his following statement: óAny who 
have looked into these references realizes repeatedly that although we may have read and reread 
certain passages, say in Genesis, it is only when H.P.B. sheds her penetrating light upon them that 
we can see, for the first time perhaps, the true intent of the Christian version of the birth of worlds 
and men.ô John P. Van Mater, óA Secret Doctrine Bibliographyô, in Symposium on H. P. Blavatskyôs 
Secret Doctrine Held at San Diego, California: Sat. and Sun., July 21-22, 1984 (San Diego: Wizards 
Bookshelf, 1984), pp. 7Ƅ10 (p. 7). 
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understanding and her óintimate acquaintanceô with adept Masters as described in 

her Preface to Isis Unveiled:  

The work now submitted to public judgment is the fruit of a somewhat 
intimate acquaintance with Eastern adepts and study of their science. It is 
an attempt to aid the student to detect the vital principles which underlie the 
philosophical systems of oldé71 It was while most anxious to solve these 
perplexing problems (metaphysical questions) that we came into contact 
with certain men, endowed with such mysterious powers and such profound 
knowledge that we may truly designate them as the sages of the Orienté72 
in our modern days those who have been initiated by the adepts of mystic 
lore into the mysterious knowledge, which, notwithstanding the lapse of 
ages, has yet a few real votaries on earth.73 

 
Blavatsky was one of these óvotariesô and held a unique monopoly on the truth. 

Throughout her construction of time in Isis Unveiled (that will be explored in the 

next chapter) she relied heavily upon ancient works to substantiate her 

philosophical views. Intrinsic to Blavatskyôs claim of proper interpretation was the 

idea that any interpretation that contradicted her own must be incorrect or 

misunderstood.74 

Blavatskyôs occult hermeneutic was part of a hierarchical effort connected to 

the Masters who entrusted her with this privileged information and it was her job to 

diffuse it to the culture.75 Blavatskyôs elite position as the only trustworthy initiate 

placed her in a unique position which Olav Hammer called a óprophetic statusô. This 

position, as Hammer correctly identifies, opened up the óprophetô to certain 

óaccusations of presenting incoherent messagesô which would óundermine the 

claims of authority. If and when inconsistencies are detected, there are several 

                                                             
71 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, v. 
72 Ibid., p. vi. 
73 Ibid., p. xxxiii. See also p. xi. 
74 This same identification was made in relation to Blavatskyôs later interpretation of Eastern texts 
which evidences this óoccult hermeneuticô or the ótrue esoteric meaningô: Blavatsky justified her 
selective use of contemporary occultism by usingéinterconnected distinctions. If anyone claimed 
that Indian religions were not as she said, she simply replied that this person had focused on either 
modern Hinduism or the exoteric meaning of the Vedic works, not on the true esoteric meaning of 
ancient Brahmanism. She argued that scholars often fell into the trap of taking modern Hinduism or 
the Vedas at face value when the true religion of India remained hidden in the esoteric, Brahmanical 
teachings of the Vedas. Indeed, whilst orientalists rightly had dated the Vedas as pre-Christian, we 
should not trust their interpretations of Vedic works since they could not perceive the inner 
meanings of these works: óour scientists do not-nay, can-not-understand correctly the old Hindu 
literature.ô Mark Bevir, óThe West Turns Eastward: Madame Blavatsky and the Transformation of the 
Occult Traditionô, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 62.3 (1994), 747Ƅ67 (p. 758). 
75 Olav Hammer, Claiming Knowledge: Strategies of Epistemology from Theosophy to the New Age 
(Leiden: Brill, 2001), pp. 417Ƅ18. 
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ways to deal with them.ô76 Hammer then proceeded to quote Mahatma Letter No. 

24a where the Master admitted to certain incoherencies in the doctrine of evolution 

of races, but dismissed them as ónot much worth worrying about.ô They are simply 

due to the less than optimal circumstance in which the letters were written.  

Hammer also correctly identified that Blavatsky had more sophisticated 

strategies to explain her óinconsistencies,ô giving the three main excuses employed 

by her to justify these ódiscrepanciesô. It should be observed that the first two 

appear to differ in semantics, so only two will be mentioned: 1) The existence of a 

higher (inconceivable) synthesis that may seem contradictory merely because finite 

beings do not have the intellect to understand said doctrine. This will be seen in the 

evolution of the doctrine of reincarnation which Blavatsky denied in Isis Unveiled 

though she accepted it in the Mahatma Letters and in her later writings. She 

explained this by creating the septenary constitution of the soul which, she argued, 

had not been órevealedô to her at the time Isis had been written. 2) The second 

defence is to claim that the recipient of the message could only receive these 

transmissions at certain times and in certain circumstances i. e., óa person is 

sometimes able to fulfill the role of prophet, but is an ordinary person on other 

occasions.ô77 This would explain how an overweight, cigarette and (occasional) 

hashish-smoking Russian immigrant could become a mouthpiece for these great 

ascetic Masters. These excuses litter the pages of the Mahatma letters and remain 

a constant point of aggravation for their recipients (most notably A. O. Hume the 

founder of the Indian National Conference). 

Blavatskyôs claim that her interpretation was superior based upon her 

understanding and experience with the hidden Masters will be termed throughout 

this study as the óoccult hermeneutic.ô Again, the prevailing belief of Theosophy 

claimed that Blavatsky was not assembling her own philosophy, but that she was 

revealing an age-old truth that had been hidden in the histories and religions of the 

world for millions of years. What Hammer did not specify or recognize (along with 

most previous scholars) was that Blavatsky continuously utilized this óoccult 

hermeneuticô in her understanding of time as found in the following interpretation of 

Genesis. In this quote, Blavatsky revealed her unique interpretation of a Day and 

                                                             
76 Ibid., p. 414. 
77 Ibid., pp. 414Ƅ15. 
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Night of Brahma (Hindu and Buddhist/Eastern) which she connected to the 

Genesis biblical cosmology (Judaism and Christianity/Western): 

éthe ódayô and ónightô of Brahma. The former represents a certain period of 
cosmical activity, the latter an equal one of cosmical repose. In the one, 
worlds are being evolved, and are passing through their allotted four ages of 
existence; in the latter the óinbreathingô of Brahma reverses the tendency of 
the natural forces, everything visible becomes gradually dispersed; chaos 
comes; and a long night of repose reinvigorates the cosmos for its next term 
of evolution. In the morning of one of these ódaysô the formative processes 
are gradually reaching their climax of activity, and in the evening 
imperceptibility diminishing the same until the pralaya arrives, and with it 
ónight.ô One such morning and evening do, in fact, constitute a cosmic day; 
and it was a óday of Brahmaô that the kabbalistic author of Genesis had in 
mind.78  

  
Blavatskyôs syncretic construction of time in the above quote was based upon her 

re-interpretation of the biblical book of Genesis in light of Hindu chronology and her 

own mythology. This statement that óit was a ñday of Brahmaò that the kabbalistic 

author of Genesis had in mindô is a valid example of Blavatskyôs óoccult 

hermeneuticô at work. She offers no corroborative evidence for the authority of this 

statement; rather, this was her own interpretation revealing this óoccult 

hermeneuticô of ancient texts.   

Throughout her writings, Blavatsky interpreted various historical events 

through an occult hermeneutic which oftentimes instilled history with a new 

meaning.79 For example, as noted above, Blavatsky viewed the biblical flood as a 

historical fact of history, but this flood had to be understood from her occult 

understanding of cosmological chronology that included rounds and root races.80 

An example of this interpretation is found in the following excerpt: óéthere were 

several Deluges mixed up in the memories and traditions of the sub-races of the 

Fifth Race. The first great ñFloodò was astronomical and cosmical, while several 

                                                             
78 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 422. 
79 The word hermeneutic means óinterpretationô and implies attributing the correct thought to a 
series of words. What is interesting for this study is that the etymology for the word óhermeneuticô 
could be connected to the Greek messenger-god óHermesô who was said to have been the creator 
of speech. This term was first used in connection with sacred concepts. See Jean Grondid, 
Introduction to Philosophical Hermeneutics (Hew Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1991), p. 22. 
80 The very concept of the flood contains its own intrinsic soteriological implications. The flood is an 
important symbol to Blavatsky which she connects to her view of root races in the following 
passages: Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine, I, 444Ƅ45,563.; II, 138Ƅ41, 144, 146, 222, 270, 309, 
313, 331, 353, 356, 519, 774.  
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others were terrestrial.ô81 The historical event of the flood is thus understood in light 

of Blavatskyôs views of races and sub-races and is therewith assimilated into her 

complex cosmology. 

 Blavatsky applied the same occult hermeneutic towards reinterpreting the 

sacred scriptures of the world. In The Secret Doctrine, she quotes a passage from 

Percy Bysshe Shelleyôs Prometheus Unbound claiming: óé let us pause and see 

what may be the hidden meaning of this, the most ancient as it is the most 

suggestive of traditional allegories. As it relates directly to the early races, this will 

be no real digression.ô82 This English poem was interpreted in light of Blavatskyôs 

racial anthropology and cosmological chronology which is validated using her 

occult hermeneutic. It is intriguing that without the insight of Blavatsky this true 

óhidden meaningô of this ancient parable would have been lost on society at large. 

This interpretation combined with her scavenger approach to sources evidences 

that she used these Eastern sources to build and promote her own philosophical 

system which she justified through this occult hermeneutic. It is no wonder that she 

especially employed this óoccult hermeneuticô for her understanding of time and 

chronology, validating the main point of this study that her philosophy of time 

provides a new framework for understanding her writings and a fascinating study 

for followers and researchers alike.  

 

III. Conclusion  

Even in this brief introductory section one can see glimpses of how important the 

subject of time was in Blavatskyôs own cosmology and how it also mirrored a 

Victorian cultural issue ð time and its measurement. It was Blavatskyôs desire to 

create a philosophically advanced Spiritualist-type of organization that prompted 

her to form the Theosophical Society. This Society focused on óunveilingô the 

ósecret doctrinesô of the one universal tradition (ótimeô seemed to be one of these 

main philosophical tenets). It only makes sense that any universal religion would 

also include a universal system of time and measurement; thus, if Blavatsky could 

develop one universal theory of time and chronology that could connect all of the 

world religions together then her movement could boast something that no other 

                                                             
81 Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine, II, 353. 
82 Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine, II, 423Ƅ14. 
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could ð a truly modernist, scientific and religious belief system (i. e., a modern 

Victorian mythos). 

This appeared to be her goal in formulating her complex view of time. There 

were two key points that Blavatsky borrowed from Victorian Spiritualism which she 

would continue to teach throughout her lifetime: 1) an infinite view of time and 2) a 

possibility of óendless stagesô for the soul to experience. Aside from this 

contextualization, there were three main traits/points that remain vital towards 

ascertaining Blavatskyôs philosophy of time. These include: 1) a belief in the 

superiority of óThe Mastersô, 2) her scavenger ideology, and her understanding of 

the prisca theologia which led her to develop an 3) occult hermeneutic. These 

Masters were Blavatskyôs invisible trump cards, which seemed to develop out of 

her Spiritualist view of spirit guides i. e., John King. These Masters would continue 

to evolve, spending more ótimeô going through this vast cyclical cosmology; they 

would even ówrite notesô to various Theosophists. These notes explicated a 

complex cosmology of the world and its creation that resembled a Western view of 

Eastern ideologies with a Spiritualist evolutionary scheme and framework. The 

Masters also had the ability to lead certain human beings outside of time into 

temporary periods of nirvana; thus, Blavatskyôs philosophy of time gave these 

Masters ontological value and not the other way around as historians have 

presumed.  

The second main point of consideration when studying Blavatskyôs 

philosophy is her scavenger ideology. This classification works on two levels: first, 

it engages Mosseôs classical definition that Blavatsky had placed the stereotypes of 

her age on the qualities of a superior race, in this case the Masters and the final 

seventh root race. This definition fits Mosseôs classification although Blavatskyôs 

eclectic approach to sources validates this categorization on a different level. Her 

tendency to scavenge through and cite any source that proved her point (i. e., her 

ancient wisdom tradition) regardless of its respectability validates this definition. 

This point will be continuously proven throughout this thesis.  

And finally, Blavatskyôs search for the ancient wisdom tradition (her 

reconceptualized prisca theologia) and her connecting this with some of the main 

recipients of this tradition (Moses, Plato and Zoroaster) associated her own 

teachings with a long line of Western Esoteric writers. Her belief in the existence of 
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a tradition that had been continued and passed down from the fourth race to the 

fifth was what gave life (and time) its meaning. Not only that, but it was possible to 

learn the deeper metaphysical truths about the nature of humanity and its true 

purpose from these hidden Masters who occasionally imparted this knowledge on 

to an initiate. It was Blavatskyôs position as an initiate that she believed made her 

teachings more authoritative than those of her contemporaries (such as Emma 

Hardinge Britten, Anna Kingsford, A. P. Sinnett, etc.). This initiation led to the 

óoccult hermeneuticô which Blavatsky believed gave her the superior position in any 

situation. And if in any of her writings she seemed to contradict herself it was not 

the Masterôs fault, but merely the inability for finite beings to understand infinite 

ideas.   

 The remainder of this study will explain why this philosophy matters in the 

larger context of history while deconstructing Blavatskyôs major teachings and 

categorizing them appropriately. For now, the three points evidenced in this section 

being considered provide a solid foundation that will be built upon by considering 

Blavatskyôs first major writing published in 1877 ð Isis Unveiled. It will be shown 

that in many ways Blavatskyôs writing typified the nineteenth century attitude ð a 

desire to assimilate the old and new together into a logical coherent philosophy. 

This assimilation was clearly articulated in the title of the individual volumes for Isis 

Unveiled ð óScienceô and óTheologyô.
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CHAPTER 2 

Isis Unveiled  (1877):  
Time for a Source Analysis and Comparative Mythography  

 

óTimeô is an abstract concept that is difficult to define, to comprehend and even 

more complicated to engage in a historical thesis such as this. Adding to this 

ambiguity is the very obscure nature of H. P. Blavatsky and her circular and often 

self-contradictory writing; thus, tracing any one of Blavatskyôs philosophies is a 

challenge, as they were constantly evolving. She also engaged in an obscure 

writing style primarily because English was not her first language. This indirect and 

circular style remains most evident in her first major work Isis Unveiled, which was 

published in 1877.  

 Despite these problems, this chapter will show that ótimeô became one of the 

defining features in Blavatskyôs earlier works, hereon evidencing a powerful 

philosophical stance against materialism and a declaration of separatism from 

other Victorian religious movements. Blavatskyôs early view of time combined 

elements of comparative religions, contemporary science, and anthropology, along 

with her own unique ideologies. It is curious that Blavatskyôs conceptualization of 

time has been ignored by most previous researchers even though it is directly 

connected to her soteriology and remains one of if not the most defining 

philosophical elements of her teachings.  

 Though she emerged out of Victorian Spiritualism (and Spiritism), Blavatsky 

focused instead on philosophically advanced subjects which set her Theosophical 

Society apart, giving her movement a flavour of intellectual superiority especially in 

her later writings. While other chapters in this study will be more analytical in 

engaging the later distinctive óOrientalô writings of Blavatskyôs philosophy (that 

emerged following her relocation to India in 1879), this chapter seeks to untangle 

and trace her philosophies to their original sources as closely as possible. To 

accomplish this feat, the source analysis of a contemporary Spiritualist critic 

William Emmette Coleman will be utilized throughout this work. Coleman identified 

one particular author who became influential on Blavatskyôs early writings and 

notions of time ð the comparative mythographer Godfrey Higgins whose writings 

will be examined closely. This earlier stage in Blavatskyôs writing has been divided 



60 

into two chapters, the first dealing with essential source and contextual information 

of Isis Unveiled and the second section identifying and clarifying Blavatskyôs 

principles of time.  

 

Philosophy in Isis Unveiled   

The first aim of this chapter is to identify and ascertain the main elements in 

Blavatskyôs chronological and soteriological structure up until the publication of her 

major work Isis Unveiled (in 1877). This book, which totaled 1,300 pages, 

represented Blavatskyôs first major literary production even though it was not 

published until later in her career, following her forty-sixth birthday.1 The subtitle of 

this book clearly stated its overall aim: óa master-key to the Mysteries of Ancient 

and modern Science and Theologyô. This subtitle communicated Blavatskyôs desire 

to reveal the óancient wisdom traditionô which she believed was the underlying 

current of all world religions.2  

 Isis Unveiled was released as a two-volume set that appeared to be a 

manual for all things occult. The first volume was titled óScienceô and it attempted to 

validate the numerous accounts of Spiritualist phenomena while engaging Victorian 

scientific theories. The second volume was called óTheologyô and it suggested that 

all the various world religions could be traced back to one universal religious 

tradition thereby validating her desire to óunveilô this tradition. 

 Numerous subjects were explored throughout this work, including 

psychometry, a process by which a medium holds an object and can tell its past 

based on its vibrations; an emanationist cosmology that each world emanates from 

                                                             
1 It is curious that no previous articles, essays or letters are known prior to October 1874. See Boris 
de Zirkoff, óH. P. Blavatskyôs Literary Career: The Earliest Known Writingsô, in H. P. Blavatskyôs 
Collected Writings: 1874Ƅ1878, ed. byé, 15 vols (Wheaton, IL: Theosophical Publishing House, 
1966), pp. 1Ƅ2 (p. 1). There is a slight possibility that Blavatsky may have contributed to the 
periodical Revue des Deux Mondes of Paris and could have been a correspondent with 
Indépendence Belge or several other Parisian Journals under either a pseudonym or anonymously, 
but no records of this type have been discovered.  
2 See H. P. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled: A Master-Key to the Mysteries of Ancient and Modern Science 
and Theology, 2 vols (New York: J. W. Bouton, 1877), I, 33Ƅ34; II, 123.  Blavatsky viewed the 
ancient wisdom as providing the hermeneutical key to interpret scientific data: óour work, then, is a 
plea for the recognition of the Hermetic philosophy, that anciently universal Wisdom Religion, as the 
only possible key to the Absolute in science and theology.ô Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, vii, xi, 131, 
162, 436; II, 99, 142. 
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the one original version; an exoteric interpretation of Genesis and many others.3 In 

order to fully understand Blavatskyôs philosophy of time, certain key beliefs deserve 

examination. Two such doctrines would bring criticism for their inconsistency, yet 

they remain important for their eventual influence on her soteriology.  

 

Reincarnation and Spiritual Evolution  

One of the key doctrines that later shifted was Blavatskyôs teaching on 

reincarnation (which was directly connected to the spiritual journey of the soul and 

its evolution). In Isis Unveiled, reincarnation only occurred in rare circumstances 

though this opinion would soon change. Blavatskyôs original view of spiritual 

evolution was confirmed by Colonel Henry Olcott (1831ï1905), the co-founder of 

the Theosophical Society. In his autobiography, Olcott summarized the 

Theosophical beliefs and soteriology/spiritual evolution which combined 

Spiritualism with the theory of elementals showing how far óaway from believing in 

Re-incarnation H.P.B., and I were then.ô4 Olcott clearly presented their view of 

spiritual evolution and confirmed Blavatskyôs own view, but also noted that when 

Isis Unveiled was written, Blavatsky had not yet adopted the concept of 

reincarnation. Later critics of Blavatsky would charge that her philosophy in Isis 

Unveiled was inconsistent with her later óEasternô belief structure that incorporated 

both reincarnation on the same sphere and a septenary constitution of the soul. It 

is true that in Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky spoke against the concept of reincarnation 

on the same sphere (the same world) except in the most severe cases of idiocy, an 

early violent death or ó. . . in cases of abortion, of infants dying before a certain 

age, and of congenital and incurable idiocy, natures original design to produce a 

perfect human being, has been interrupted.ô5 

                                                             
3 Bruce Campbell, Ancient Wisdom Revealed: A History of the Theosophical Movement (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 1980), p. 38. 
4 Henry Steel Olcott, Old Diary Leaves: The True Story of The Theosophical Society (New York: G. 
P. Putnams Sons, 1895), I, 281. 
5 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 351. The theorization that in Isis Unveiled Blavatsky seemed opposed 
to reincarnation on the same sphere is further exemplified in the following quotation: óBut this 
doctrine of permutation, or revolutio, must not be understood as a belief in reincarnation. That 
Moses was considered the transmigration of Abel and Seth, does not imply that the kabbalistsð
those who were initiated at leastðbelieved that the identical spirit of either of Adam's sons 
reappeared under the corporeal form of Moses. It only shows what was the mode of expression 
they used when hinting at one of the profoundest mysteries of the Oriental Gnosis, one of the most 
majestic articles of faith of the Secret Wisdom.ô Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 152Ƅ53, 280. 
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It becomes evident that Blavatsky did not accept the doctrine of 

reincarnation during her writing of Isis Unveiled, and that it only appeared in her 

philosophy after her travels to India. Olcott wrote to rectify this discrepancy, noting 

that Blavatsky had not been aware of reincarnation before writing of Isis Unveiled. 

This validates Blavatskyôs self-fashioned óprophetô status identified in the previous 

chapter as well as the supposition that Blavatsky possessed little first-hand 

knowledge of Tibet or other Eastern countries.6 Olcott further wrote that Blavatsky 

ówas not taught the doctrine of re-incarnation until 1879 ð when we were in India. I 

willingly accept that statement, both because it tallies with our beliefs and writings 

in New York, and, because if she knew it when we were writing Isis, there was no 

earthly reason why she should have misled me or others, even if she has so 

desired, which I do not believe.ô7  Blavatskyôs soteriology depended upon a series 

of incarnations that occurred in the spiritual spheres (as commonly taught in 

Spiritualism), though reincarnation on the same sphere would become a doctrine 

that Blavatsky would adopt as her cosmological structure developed and 

progressed. 

  

The Trichotomy of the Soul  

Another later evolution in Blavatskyôs philosophy concerned the constitution of the 

soul. In Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky favoured a triune division of the soul (an idea 

advocated in Plotinian philosophy), whereas in the Mahatma letters (as reprinted in 

the Theosophist article óFragments of Occult Truthô) and in The Secret Doctrine she 

accepted a seven-fold division (septenary). Blavatsky defended her belief in the 

septenary constitution of the soul in a later article published in The Theosophist in 

August 1882. Few researchers have explored the early issues of The Theosophist 

given their inaccessibility, so this thesis will be one of the first to engage these 

texts in order to properly understand Blavatskyôs mental process.  

                                                             
6 Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, I, 280. 
7 Ibid. After noting that Blavatsky was unaware of reincarnation until 1879, Olcott continued on to 
cite specific sources where Blavatsky had clearly stated this opinion evidencing the 8 February 
1878 issue of the Spiritualist: óA dead child is a failure of natureðhe must live again; and the same 
psuche re-enters, together with those of congenital idiots are, as stated in ñIsis Unveiled,ò the only 
instances of human re-incarnation.ò Can anything be plainer?.ô Olcott concluded that óéthe doctrine 
of Re-incarnation was not publically taught so early as 1879.ô Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, I, 284. 
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In this article, Blavatsky was responding to an earlier article written by 

Charles Carleton Massey accusing her of changing her doctrine on reincarnation.  

Blavatsky explained that this apparent discrepancy was related to a simple 

misunderstanding concerning the constitution of the soul.8 She articulated that in 

Isis Unveiled she divided the monad (Blavatskyôs word for a complete soul that 

literally means óunitô) into three parts: body, soul, and spirit, and that these three 

attributes as a whole could not reincarnate; however, she argued that these three 

divisions could be divided into even more divisions, thereby advocating for the 

septenary constitution of the monad. This new constitution was divided as followed: 

the Body was composed of the Sthula-sarira, jiva, and the lina-sarira; the Soul was 

composed of the kama-rupa and the manas; and the Spirit was composed of the 

atma and buddhi (these divisions were expressed in Sanskrit/Eastern terms). 

Blavatsky then asked:  

where is the ódiscrepancyô or contradiction?...Shall we say then with the 
Spiritists that C. C. M., the man we know, will be reborn again? No, but that 
his divine Monad will be clothed thousands of times yet before the end of 
the Grand Cycle, in various human forms, every one of them a new 
personality.9 
   

Blavatskyôs defense of this reincarnation inconsistency was explained by her 

further septenary division of the soul and her cyclical chronology. Her argument 

was that in Isis Unveiled she was simply discussing the division of the soul and 

reincarnation at a higher level. The soul was capable of being divided into more 

segments, though it seemed that even Blavatsky herself was unaware of this 

concept when writing her first work.10 Based on the above information, it seems fair 

                                                             
8 óKoot Hoomiô explained this discrepancy in Mahatma Letter no. 52 received in Simla in the autumn 
of 1882: ówe thought it was premature to give the public more than they could possibly assimilate, 
and before they had digested the ñtwo soulsò; ï and thus the further subdivision of the trinity into 7 
principles was left unmentioned in Isis.ô The Mahatma Letters: to A. P. Sinnett, ed. by A. Trevor 
Barker (Pasadena, CA: Theosophical University Press, 1975), p. 290. 
9 Helena Blavatsky, óIsis Unveiled and The Theosophist on Reincarnation,ô Collected Writings: 
1882-1883, comp. by Boris De Zirkoff, 15 vols (Pasadena: CA: Theosophical Publishing House, 
1966), IV, 183Ƅ86. 
10 See Mahatma Letters XXIVb and LII in Barker. The Mahatma Letters, pp. 182Ƅ83, 290. 
Concerning the trichotomy of the soul, even Colonel Olcott noted a connection with a Greek term 
psuche (thus this óGreek termô had been further divided into Sanskrit terms): óShe and I 
believedéthat man is a trinity of physical body, astral body (soul- the Greek psuche), and divine 
spirits. This will be found set forth in the first official communication made by us to the European 
reading publicéour party left for New York for India on Dec. 17, 1878, and a few days previously 
H.P.B wrote in the Revue Spirite, of Paris, an article which appeared in that magazine, Jan. 1, 1879; 
it was in answer to sundry critics. She now describes man as a four principle...or quaternaryéô 
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to conclude that reincarnation and the septenary constitution of the soul were later 

conceptualizations by Blavatsky in her attempt to assimilate óEasternô ideologies 

into her Theosophy. 

Wouter Hanegraaff, after studying the concept of reincarnation in Isis 

Unveiled, concluded that: óAs far as Blavatsky is concerned, it is significant that 

when reincarnation (or its cognates, transmigration and metempsychosis) is 

discussed in Isis Unveiled, this is done as frequently with reference to occidental 

as to oriental traditionsô though he stops short of explaining what affect this insight 

made on her individual teachings. This work will prove Hanegraaffôs theory was 

correct as it explores Blavatskyôs early concept of time and spiritual evolution. It will 

also be proven that Isis was largely Western in focus and that it included her view 

of time, though it would evolve to become one of her most unique and distinctive 

doctrines.11   

 

   I. Background  

   Since Isis Unveiled first put forth some of Blavatskyôs teachings, the events leading 

up to its publication deserve further notice. There are certain elements in this early 

writing process that would become standard elements in most Theosophical 

writings, yet it all began in New York City. 

 

  The Writing of Isis Unveiled   

Blavatsky wrote this work primarily while residing at the Lamasery located in 

downtown New York at 302 West 47th Street between the years 1876ï1878.12 

According to Olcott, Blavatsky had written Isis Unveiled by using her psychic 

senses to peer into the astral light guided by her Masters: 

éher pen would be flying over the page, when she would suddenly stop, 
look out into space with the vacant eye of the clairvoyant seer, shorten her 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, I, 283. Olcott continued to translate a portion of this letter: óYes, for the 
Theosophists of New York, man is a trinity, and not a duality. He is however more than that: for, by 
adding the physical body, man is a tetraktis, or quaternary.ô Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, I, 283. 
11 Wouter J. Hanegraaff, New Age Religions and Western Culture (Albany, NY: State University of 
New York, 1998), p. 472. 
12 For more information concerning the Lamasery see Anonymous, óThe Theosophical Society: The 
Lamasery at New York. Interviews with Madame Blavatsky. The Wonderful Author of the Book of 
Wonders, ñIsis Unveiledò etc.ô, Hartford Daily Times, 2 December 1878, p. 1; and Michael Gomes, 
The Dawning of the Theosophical Movement (Wheaton, IL: The Theosophical Publishing House, 
1987), p. 199. 

http://www.blavatskyarchives.com/hartford.htm
http://www.blavatskyarchives.com/hartford.htm
http://www.blavatskyarchives.com/hartford.htm
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vision as though to look at something held invisibly in the air before her, and 
begin copying on her paper what she saw.13 

 
In addition to her location in New York, in the early fall of 1875 Blavatsky worked 

on Isis Unveiled at Ithaca (NY) during her three week visit to Hiram Corson, a 

professor of Rhetoric, Oratory, and English at Cornell University.14 Blavatsky made 

quite an impression on Corson and his family during her stay. Corson was able to 

recollect the events of her visit in a much later interview with Charles Lazenby, 

observing that she used an unusual method of (allegedly) peering into óanother 

plane of objective existence,ô translating what she viewed into English.15 Because 

of this strange method, Corson believed Blavatsky exhibited some inexplicable 

mystical powers of erudition (or ódefinite knowledgeô). Another explanation for these 

mysterious ópowers of eruditionô was suggested in a recently discovered letter of 

Blavatsky dated from 17 November 1877. This communication was sent by 

Blavatsky to the Spiritualist William Stainton Moses implying that she utilized the 

Cornell University library throughout the writing process.16 

It is notable that Blavatsky never claimed that every word in Isis was 

channelled by her own abilities, and acknowledged the contributions of Alexander 

Wilder (1823ï1908), the Neo-Platonist who helped edit Isis Unveiled and allegedly 

wrote the preface, Charles Sotheran (1847ï1902), who suggested the title óIsis 

Unveiledô, and Colonel Olcott, who served as the greatest aid to Blavatsky during 

the publishing stage of Isis Unveiled by helping her with editing, copying, and 

translating words and phrases into English. It was Olcott who ultimately postulated 

the idea of dividing the book into two sections: óScienceô and óTheology.ô17  

 

 

1.  Blavatsky and Her Connection to Modern Spiritualism  

                                                             
13 Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, I, 208Ƅ09. 
14 Boris de Zirkoff noted that Blavatsky óseems to have left New York, September 15, 1875, going by 
the evening boat to Albany, N. Y. Either the next day or the 17th, she arrived at Ithaca. By the 
second week in October, she was back in New York.ô Boris de Zirkoff, óIntroductory: How Isis 
Unveiled Was Writtenô, in Isis Unveiled: Collected Writings 1877, 1st Quest Edition, 2 vols (The 
Theosophical Publishing House, 1972), I, pp. 1Ƅ61 (p. 5). 
15 Charles Lazenby, óIsis Unveiled: Anecdotes about HP Blavatskyô, The Path, 1.1 (1910), 9. 
16 Joscelyn Godwin, óFrom the Archives: H.P.B. to M.A., Oxonô, Theosophical History, 4.6Ƅ7 (1993), 
172Ƅ77 (p. 173). 
17 J. W. Bouton, óCuttings and Commentsô, The Theosophist, 22.5 (1901), 314Ƅ20 (p. 318). See 
also H. P. Blavatsky, óMy Booksô, Lucifer, 8.45 (1891), 241ð47.  
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According to Blavatsky, she became aware of the French form of Spiritualism 

(known as Spiritism) and started her own French Soci®t® Spirit in 1871 ófor the 

investigation of mediums and phenomena according to Allan Kardecôs theories and 

philosophy.ô18 According to Olcott, it was from France that Blavatsky travelled to 

the United States ófor the sake of Spiritualisméknowing this country to be the 

cradle of Modern Spiritualisméô according to a personal letter sent on 13 

December 1874 (not long after the founding of this Société Spirit).19 Shortly after 

this move Blavatsky became involved with the Spiritual Scientist published in 

Boston and its editor Gerry Brown, who printed an introductory interview with 

Blavatsky on 3 December 1874. The pages of the Spiritual Scientist continued to 

publish articles from Blavatsky until sometime around the end of 1876 when 

Blavatsky had a falling out with the editor that resulted in a parting of ways.20 Also, 

many of the original Theosophical Society charter members were prominent 

Spiritualists such as William Stainton Moses (1839ï1892), who became an editor 

for the Spiritualist periodical Light (for a short while), Charles Carleton Massey 

(1838ï1905), a well-known contributor to various Spiritualist publications, and 

Emma Hardinge Britten, the editor of The Two Worlds and author of Art Magic 

among others. This provides an undeniable link between Blavatsky and the 

Spiritualist movement which would become especially obvious in her philosophy of 

time and cosmology as put forth in the next chapter.  

 

2. Modifying Spiritualism  

Many of Blavatskyôs letters from this time period presented her general opinion 

towards Spiritualism and its ideology. The relationship between Spiritualism and 

the Theosophical has never been fully explored, yet it is in this Victorian religious 

movement that the foundational elements of Theosophical teaching and soteriology 

                                                             
18 Michael Gomes, óFrom the Archivesô, Theosophical History, 9.4 (2003), 21Ƅ26 (p. 26); A. P. 
Sinnett, Incidents in the Life of Madame Blavatsky (New York: J. W. Bouton, 1886), pp. 158, 
154Ƅ68.; The Letters of H. P. Blavatsky 1861-1879, ed. by John Algeo and others (Wheaton IL: 
Quest Books, The Theosophical Publishing House, 2003), p. 113. For more information about the 
connection between Kardec and Blavatsky see Joscelyn Godwin, The Beginnings of Theosophy in 
France (London: Theosophical History Centre, 1989); and Jeffrey D. Lavoie, The Theosophical 
Society: The History of a Spiritualist Movement (Boca Raton, FL: 2012), pp. 130Ƅ48. 
19 Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, I, 13. 
20 See Joscelyn Godwin, óThe Haunting of E. Gerry Brown: A Contemporary Documentô, 
Theosophical History, 4.4Ƅ5 (1992), 115Ƅ20. 
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can first be discovered. In a letter written to F. J. Lippitt on 30 January 1875, 

Blavatsky wrote: óThe time is close, my dear General, when Spiritualism must be 

cleansed of its erroneous misinterpretations, superstitions, and ignorant notions, all 

of which only make skeptics and unbelievers laugh at us.ô21 This letter illustrates 

Blavatskyôs desire to reform the Spiritualist movement.  

 A similar sentiment was conveyed in a letter written nearly a month later to 

Hiram Corson in which Blavatsky expressed the following thought: óI came to this 

Country only on account of the Truth in Spiritualism, but I am afraid I will have to 

give it up. We shall never be able to draw the line of demarcation between the true 

and the false, as long as the so-called pillars of Spiritualism will, notwithstanding 

their half rotten and unreliable condition, be supported and helped out to the last, 

by the too lenient backs of the cowardly Spiritualists.ô22 Blavatsky was frustrated 

with Spiritualism, an emotion that would push her to develop her own modified view 

that included her ótheory of elementals,ô a belief that defended the supernatural 

aspect of Spiritualism by ascribing its phenomena to deceitful spirits. In another 

letter written later that same month to A. N. Aksakoff, the Russian Spiritualist, 

Blavatsky wrote:  

éI have already sacrificed myself for Spiritualism, and am ready at any 
moment to lay my head on the block, in defense of my faith and the truth; 
and in the court, before the Grand Jury, I would have shown who is innocent 
and who is guilty in this unparalleled swindle of Spiritualism, in this rascality, 
where no one sees what is truth and what is lies, and which is bringing 
despondency and confusion to the whole Spiritualistic world of America and 
Europe, and giving the skeptics the right to laugh at us.23 
 

Here Blavatskyôs enthusiasm to promote the cause of Spiritualism was exhibited 

despite the fact that numerous Spiritualist mediums were being exposed as frauds 

across the Western world.24 The widespread criticism of the óswindle of 

                                                             
21 Letter XIV, in The Letters of H. P. Blavatsky: 1861 ï 1879 (Wheaton, IL: The Theosophical 
Publishing House, 2003), p. 59. 
22 Letter XV, The Letters of H. P. Blavatsky, p. 68. 
23 Letter XVII, The Letters of H. P. Blavatsky, pp. 70Ƅ71. 
24 In a different letter addressed to Aksakoff  in February 1875, Blavatsky again defended the cause 
of Spiritualism: óFor Spiritualism I am ready to work night and day as long as I have morsel of bread, 
and that only because it is hard to work when one is hungryéô See Letter XVIII, The Letters of H. P. 
Blavatsky, p. 73. In a letter written around this same time period (13 February 1875) Blavatsky 
again identified herself as a Spiritualist to Lippitt: óSpiritualism will never be able to crawl out from 
the clutches of suspicion and ostracism unless we Spiritualists help ourselves to extricate the 
genuine facts from under weeds of falsehood and lies that suffocate the formeréô See Letter XX, 
The Letters of H. P. Blavatsky, p. 75. 
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Spiritualismô in 1875 was confirmed through an article published by The New York 

Times on 23 February 1875 titled óA Decline in Spiritualismô which told of an 

impending conundrum; however, whether this article influenced Blavatsky remains 

unknown (though this article was published during the same month and year that 

Blavatsky wrote these above letters during her stay in New York).25  

This article suggested that Spiritualism had suffered a drastic decline during 

the 1870s, though it seems more accurate to define this ódeclineô as a 

óreconceptualizationô. This supposed ódeclineô seemingly reflected Blavatskyôs own 

personal frustration with Spiritualism. In 1875, an article was written 

pseudonymously by Olcott which explained that the purpose of the fledgling 

Theosophical Society and its newly-acquired periodical titled the Spiritual Scientist 

was to establish a philosophically advanced Spiritualist publication similar to what 

Allan Kardec had achieved in France with his Revue Spirite. Thus, Blavatskyôs 

main goal seemed to be as a reformer of Spiritualism, though in doing this she 

ignited an occult revival; this connection will now be examined.26 

 

3. óWestern Esotericô Spiritualism  

In a letter written on 16 February 1875, Blavatsky first employed the term 

ótheosophyô as defining a Western Esoteric teaching that was purer than 

Spiritualism and which originated in the philosophies of astrology, Hermeticism, 

alchemy, kabbalah, and Neo-Platonism, thereby connecting Spiritualism to her 

comparative view of time.27 

 For the first time recorded in her writings, Blavatsky revealed a new 

changing attitude towards Spiritualism, choosing to focus upon the óolderô esoteric 

universal tradition that she claimed undergirded Spiritualism (and that figured so 

prominently in her 1877 Isis Unveiled). This connection between Blavatskyôs 

Spiritualism and her ancient esoteric tradition is nothing new; however, what 

remains under appreciated is how these ideologies affected her view of time and 

spiritual evolution. As noted in the previous chapter, the whole subject of time itself 

                                                             
25 óA Decline in Spiritualismô, New York Times, 23 February 1875, 4.  
26 Brotherhood of Luxor, óImportant to Spiritualistsô, Spiritual Scientist, 2.8 (1875), 85. 
27 Letter XXI, The Letters of H. P. Blavatsky, p. 86. 
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was a contemporary cultural issue following the discovery of vast geological stages 

(ódeep timeô) within a culture that predated Einsteinôs ótheory of relativityô.   

Throughout this section it will be shown that Blavatskyôs association with 

Spiritualism heavily infiltrated her early philosophy of time, spiritual evolution, and 

cosmology as put forth in Isis Unveiled. Despite this reliance, Blavatsky would 

begin setting her Theosophical Society apart from Spiritualism. While it seemed 

initially that Blavatskyôs most incompatible doctrine with Spiritualism was her belief 

in the ótheory of elementalsô (an idea that held that the spirits being channelled by 

mediums at séances were primarily lying, deceitful spirits), it seemed that it was 

merely her focus on this doctrine that set her apart from this movement.28 Despite 

this altered view of Spiritualism, in Isis Unveiled Blavatsky was still concerned with 

proving that there was a genuine ósupernaturalô aspect to Spiritualist phenomena 

as her ótheory of elementalsô depended upon this same supposition.29 

 As one can imagine, Blavatskyôs adamant belief that Spiritualist 

phenomena was the result of lying and deceiving spirits known as elementals 

instead of the souls of the recently deceased irked many contemporary 

Spiritualists.30 Given this strong assertion, it is not surprising that several of 

                                                             
28 At one point Blavatsky wrote that óthey [Spiritualists] would kill Colonel Olcott if he dared call them 
óElementariesô in the lectures he was about delivering!ô H. P. Blavatsky, óA Society without a 
Dogmaô, The Spiritualist, 12.6 (1878), 62Ƅ63 (p. 62). A similar idea was first suggested by the 
Spiritualist Andrew Jackson Davis though he called these lying spirits ódiakkasô. See Andrew 
Jackson Davis, The Diakka, and their Earthly Victims, being an Explanation of Much that is False 
and Repulsive in Spiritualism (Boston: Colby and Rich, 1880). Blavatsky noted the nature of these 
creatures: óénevertheless, these figures were not the forms of the persons they appeared to be. 
They were simply their portrait statues, constructed, animated and operated by the elementaries. If 
we have not previously elucidated this point, it was because the spiritualistic public was not then 
ready to even listen to the fundamental proposition that there are elemental and elementary spirits. 
Since that time this subject has been broached and more or less widely discussed. There is less 
hazard now in attempting to launch upon the restless sea of criticism the hoary philosophy of the 
ancient sages, for there has been some preparation of the public mind to consider it with impartiality 
and deliberation. Two years of agitation have effected a marked change for the better.ô Blavatsky, 
Isis Unveiled, I, 70. 
29 In the introduction to Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky defined elementals as óthe creatures evolved in four 
kingdoms earth, air, fire and water and are called by the kabalists gnomes, sylphs, salamanders, 
and undines...such beings never become men. These elementals are the principal agents of 
disembodied but never visible spirits at séances, and the producers of all the phenomena except 
the subjective.ô Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, xxx. It seems likely that Blavatsky had derived her belief 
in elementals from Eliphas L®viôs Dogme et Rituel de la Haute Magie (1855), the French mage who 
remained heavily influential on the life and philosophy of Blavatsky (as noted in the famous source 
analysis performed by William Coleman which is examined elsewhere).  
30 Elementary spirits are equated with demons and evil spirits and Blavatsky admitted the influence 
of Andrew Jackson Davisô diakkas on this conceptualization. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, xix, 220, 
325Ƅ26. This ótheory of elementalsô set her teachings apart from mainstream Spiritualism (even 
though a similar theory had been taught by Andrew Jackson Davis, though he believed it was rare, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dogme_et_Rituel_de_la_Haute_Magie
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Blavatskyôs earliest critics came from Spiritualist circles. One such Spiritualist critic 

was a desk-clerk named William Emmete Coleman, who conducted a detailed 

source analysis that contained some important implications that previous 

scholarship has overlookedðthis analysis will now be examined. 

 

II. SOURCE ANALYSIS  

Blavatsky Unveiled: A Source Analysis of Isis Unveiled    

Colemanôs source analysis remains one of the most valuable keys to unlocking the 

secrets of Blavatskyôs early view of time. Colemanôs article was published as an 

appendix to Vsevolod Solyovyoffôs book A Modern Priestess of Isis (1895) and was 

entitled óThe Sources of Madame Blavatskyôs Writingsô which implied that 

Blavatsky had plagiarised (or at least derived) most of her information from 

primarily secondary sources. In this article, Coleman mentioned his intention to 

publish a full-length work exposing ótheosophy as a wholeô; however, this book 

never saw publication as it seemed to have been burned along with his other 

papers in the great fire of San Francisco in 1906.31 It should be noted that Coleman 

published many articles that were hostile to the Theosophical Society, and 

Blavatsky particularly, within the pages of the Chicago-based Spiritualist periodical 

the Religio-Philosophical Journal (1865ï1905), several of which have been 

referenced throughout this study.  

Those who remain sympathetic to Theosophy have attempted to disprove 

Colemanôs above critiques by attacking his personal character.32 Yet, in his source 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
whereas Blavatsky taught the opposite; thus it was her reconceptualization of this theory that made 
her teaching distinct). 
31 J. N. Farquhar, Modern Religious Movements in India (New York: Macmillan Company, 1915), p. 
246. William Emmette Coleman, óThe Sources of Madame Blavatskyôs Writingsô, in Modern 
Priestess of Isis, ed. by Vsevolod Solovyoff (London: Longmans, Green, and Company, 1895), pp. 
353Ƅ66 (p. 353). 
32 It has been noted that Coleman held a humble position as a clerk in the Quartermaster 
Department of the U.S. Army. Michael Gomes noted that out of the long list of credentials that 
Coleman boasted in his article óThe Sources of Madame Blavatskyôs Writingsô (the American 
Oriental Society, the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, and the Pali Text Society) 
none of his contributions in these fields are known. In fact, an accusation was made by a 
stenographer named William Henry Burr in 1881 who accused Coleman of plagiarizing one of his 
pamphlets. Coleman responded to this allegation by suggesting a very different standard of 
plagiarism than he had applied to his analysis of Blavatskyôs writings, explaining that óit is 
ridiculously absurd to call it plagiarism to use quotations from other writers, taken second-hand. All 
writers do it more or less, Mr. Burr very largely, and no one ever called it plagiarism beforeô; thus, it 
is curious to ponder what Colemanôs list would have looked like if he had applied this same 
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analysis, Coleman noted a long list of sources from which Blavatsky had borrowed, 

along with the number of quotations that she had utilized; however, he rarely cited 

specific examples of this plagiarism, which makes many of his assertions too 

vague to verify. This is not to conclude that Coleman was incorrect in his claims, 

only that many of his accusations were never specified. His main analysis has 

stirred much controversy since its initial publication. Several scholars have 

suggested that Blavatsky had merely engaged in typical ambiguous Victorian 

citation practices and that no code of conduct for plagiarism existed in the 

nineteenth century, but is this true? In his article óPlagiarism and the Secret 

Doctrineô, Darrell Erixson disputes the validity of Colemanôs claims on the grounds 

that no plagiarism laws existed during the time in which Blavatsky wrote. Erixson 

claims that óestablishing the charge of plagiarism...is very difficultô as he argued 

that there is óno legal precedent for the era.ô He goes on to ask óare the borrowings 

from Blavatsky reasonable in quality, number and length in relation to the nature 

and objects of the selections made and the subjects to which relate? I fear these 

questions could be argued for decades without a likely conclusion.ô33 

Erixson suggests that no official standard for plagiarism had been 

established in the nineteenth century; however, he seems to overlook the long 

history of copyright laws which became a subject of growing interest through such 

judicial cases as Mawman v. Tegg (1826), Folsom v. Marsh (1841), and Jeffreys v.  

Boosey (1854) to name only a few. Also, several major works on copyright law 

were published in the nineteenth century. The most defining of these works 

seemed to have been A Treatise on the Law of Copyright in Books, Dramatic and 

Musical Compositions, Letters and Other Manuscripts, Engravings and Sculpture 

as Enacted and Administered in England and America (1847) by George Ticknor 

Curtis (1812ï1894) and one in 1870 by W. A. Copinger (1847ï1910) titled The 

Law of Copyright. Copingerôs The Law of Copyright óquickly became and has 

remained one of the key points of reference as to the law of copyright within the 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
standard to his own analysis of Blavatskyôs writings. Sylvia Cranston, HPB: The Extraordinary Life 
and Influence of Helena Blavatsky, Founder of the Modern Theosophical Movement (Santa 
Barbara, CA: Path Publishing House, 1993), p. 379.; Gomes, Dawning of the Theosophical 
Movement, p. 147; Reprinted by John Patrick Deveney, óSauce for the Goose: William Emmette 
Colemanôs Defense to a Charge of Plagiarismô, Theosophical History, 8.10 (2002), 272Ƅ73 (p. 273). 
33 Darrell Erixson, óPlagiarism and the Secret Doctrineô, Theosophical History, 12.3 (2006), 19Ƅ28 

(pp. 19, 28). 
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United Kingdom (and is certainly the text exhibiting the greatest weight of authority 

by dint of longevity). It was the text to which counsel and judges alike would most 

readily refer in cases of alleged copyright infringement.ô
22 

In 1870, Copinger 

published his influential copyright treatise in Britain, and one American reviewer 

described it as óan indispensable supplementô to Curtisô work.
23 

In a peculiar move 

for a British legal writer, Copinger referenced American cases and borrowed 

heavily from Curtis in major parts throughout his text. This work remains an 

important treatise on the law of copyright, establishing a standard that remains 

relevant even for modern professionals and academics. It seems undeniable that 

Copinger borrowed from Curtis reiterating the same categories for literary copyright 

though adding another category:  

Copyright may be invaded in several ways: - 1st. By reprinting the whole 
work verbatim. 2nd. By reprinting verbatim a part of it. 3rd. By imitating the 
whole or a part, or by reproducing the whole of a part with colourable 
alterations. 4th. By reproducing the whole or a part under an abridged 
Copinger borrowed fromIt can no longer be denied that some writing 
standard and ethic did exist throughout the Victorian Era.34  

 

Colemanôs claims, though extensive, remain vital for ascertaining the origins of the 

philosophy put forth in Isis Unveiled. Coleman maintained that Isis Unveiled was 

largely borrowed from a number of various nineteenth-century sources.35 These 

key sources give the reader an understanding of what books and authors 

Blavatsky read and borrowed from during this earlier time period. Some of the 

more important works that Coleman identified included Kenneth R. H. Mackenzieôs 

Masonic Cyclopaedia (1877), Charles William Kingôs Gnostics and Their Remains 

(1864), the works of S. F. Dunlap, L. Jacolliot, and Eliphas Lévi, Isaac Coryôs 

Ancient Fragments (1826), Louis Jacoliotôs Christna et le Christ (1874), Bible in 

India (English translation, 1875), Le Spiritisme dans le Monde (1875),  Eliphas 

Léviôs Dogme et Rituel de la Haute Magie (1854-56),  La Science des Esprits 

(1865), La Clef des Grands Mysteres (1861), and Histoire de la Magie (1860), 

Godfrey Higginsôs Anacalypsis (1833), Charles Bunsenôs Egypt (1848), Edward 

                                                             
34 W.A. Copinger, The Law of Copyright in Works of Literature and Art (London: Stevens & Haynes, 
1870), p. 95.   
35 For a fuller discussion of Colemanôs life and his claims of plagiarism see Jeffrey D. Lavoie, 
óAnalyzing Coleman: A Brief Analysis of William Emmette Colemanôs Life, Claims, and Credentialsô, 
Psypioneer, 9.2 (2013), 42Ƅ51. 
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Pocockeôs India in Greece (1852), Emma Hardingeôs Modern American 

Spiritualism (1870), John William Draperôs Conflict between Religion and Science 

(1874), Paschal Beverly Randolphôs Pre-Adamite Man (1863),36 James Martin 

Peeblesôs Jesus: Myth, Man, or God, Around the World, Principles of the Jesuits 

(1893), Septenary Institutions (1850), Thomas Taylorôs Eleusinian and Bacchic 

Mysteries (1875 ed.) and Alfred Wallaceôs Miracles and Modern Spiritualism (1874) 

(notice a fair percentage of these sources identified above were written by 

Spiritualists evidencing its early influence). Coleman concluded that: 

Two years ago I published the statement that the whole of Isis was compiled 
from a little over 100 books and periodicals. In the Theosophist, April, 1893, 
pp. 387, 388, Colonel Olcott states that when Isis was written the library of 
the author comprised about 100 books, and that during its composition 
various friends lent her a few books, - the latter with her own library thus 
making up a little over 100, in precise accordance with the well-established 
results of my critical analysis of every quotation and plagiarism in Isis.37 

 
Blavatsky herself admitted in her final article óMy Booksô that when writing Isis 

Unveiled proper citation was not a main priority. She also admitted to engaging 

several unscrupulous literary habits supposedly out of ignorance. This included 

taking material from secondary sources and citing them as primary, neglecting to 

use quotation marks when using direct quotes, and her failure to cite many of her 

indirect quotations. At the same time, contrary to some of Colemanôs allegations, 

Blavatsky does appear to use her sources correctly, and clearly does not plagiarise 

them.38 The final word on Colemanôs analysis was that Blavatsky did plagiarise 

                                                             
36 The claim that Blavatsky had plagiarised from Randolphôs Pre-Adamite Man has recently been 
disputed by John Deveney. Deveney noted that óMadame Blavatsky does cover much of the same 
ground as Randolph has and she discusses ñPre-Adamiteò spirits and the likes and cites (ñfor what 
itôs worthò) a statement from Randolphôs book (Isis Unveiled, I, p. 127), but it is difficult to discern 
any extensive pattern of plagiarism of Randolphôs work generallyéRandolph, who had been dead 
for more than two years when Isis was published, can scarcely have been considered useful to her.ô 
John Patrick Deveney, Paschal Beverly Randolph: A Nineteenth-Century Black American 
Spiritualist, Rosicrucian, and Sex Magician (Albany: State University of New York, 1997), p. 544. 
Also, in a letter written to J. Ralston Skinner in 1877 Blavatsky referenced the Arabic source 
Nabatean Agriculture (ca. 1,000 CE) which held that Adam had come out of India and was the 
father of an agricultural civilization. Also, Blavatsky utilized the papers of Swiss naturalist and 
Harvard professor Louis Agassiz and may have even of read some of the Jewish Midrash literature 
and Kabbalistic writings which implied the existence of prior worlds. See David N. Livingstone, 
Adamôs Ancestors: Race, Religion, and the Politics of Human Origins (Baltimore: John Hopkins 
University Press, 2008), pp. 7, 95Ƅ97.  
37 Coleman, óThe Sources of Madame Blavatskyôs Writingsô, pp. 354Ƅ57. 
38 For example, the final paragraph on page 353 in Isis Unveiled, I was derived from J. S. 
Demonologia, or Natural Knowledge Revealed (London: John Bumpus, 1827), pp. 209, 210, 224, 
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often, though not in every case that he has suggested (and several he did not). 

This does not mean that Blavatsky did not contribute anything original in her 

writings, and this study will identify several of these unique doctrines. The purpose 

of this study is not to shame and blame Blavatsky, but rather to identify the sources 

that she employed in order to ascertain the early influences on her philosophy of 

time, a doctrine that would become one of her most defining teachings.  

 

Blavatskyôs Syncretism: Eastern Oriental or Western Orientalist? 

In continuing to examine Blavatskyôs philosophy, it is important to observe the type 

of sources that she utilized at this stage and determine whether they were primarily 

Eastern or Western. The term óEastô or óEasternô will be used throughout this writing 

to define any culture or religious tradition deriving from Asia, whereas the word 

óOrientalô  will be used specifically to describe a Western perception of the óEastô 

(Asia). Most times, óOrientalistô writings reveal more about Western culture and 

popular opinion than they do about the Asiatic cultures that they are claiming to 

describe. Also, during the late Victorian Era, the East was indirectly defined and 

connected to Max M¿llerôs The Sacred Books of the East, which provided 

translations of many Oriental texts for the first time in English, thus attempting to 

bridge the gap between the óEastô and the óWestô.  

The term Western will be loosely defined using Antoine Faivreôs definition, 

which connects the term óWesternô to any current developing out of the three 

Abrahamic religions.39 While these two definitions have their own set of 

complications, they provide some general geographical understanding of the terms 

óEasternô and óWesternô. Yet the question remains, ówhich did Blavatsky favor or 

was it Eastern, Western, or something entirely differentô?  

A clue was revealed by Colemanôs analysis that lends some insight into 

Blavatskyôs influences in 1877. Out of the list of a hundred books that Coleman 

alleged Blavatsky had plagiarised from in her writing of Isis Unveiled, most of them 

(if not all) were Western. Despite this important insight, it could still be argued that 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
226. Though still a questionable example, Blavatsky appeared to have altered Forsythôs work 
sufficiently. 
39 Antoine Faivre and Karen-Claire Voss, óWestern Esotericism and the Science of Religionô, 
Numen, 42 (1995), 48Ƅ77 (p. 50). 
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Blavatsky might have obtained firsthand knowledge of Eastern religions through 

her travells during her younger years.40  

One problematic issue for determining whether Blavatskyôs influences were 

primarily Eastern or Western was her claims to have visited Tibet in her earlier 

travels. These travels would have enabled her to study Buddhism and Hinduism 

under the direct guidance of a master or rishi, allowing Theosophy a possible 

untraceable Eastern origin. Recently, the factuality of Blavatskyôs travels has been 

disputed. Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke notes that Blavatsky appeared knowledgeable 

about the geography and ethnography of Tibet, though it is very possible that this 

knowledge could have been drawn from the following nineteenth-century sources: 

Abbe Evariste Regis Hucôs, Travels in Tartary, Thibet and China during the Year 

1844-5-6 (1852), Emil Schlagintweitôs, Buddhism in Tibet (1863), and Clements R. 

Markhamôs, Narratives of the Mission of George Bogle to Tibet and of the Journey 

of Thomas Manning to Lhasa (1876).41 

Goodrick-Clarke went on to note that Blavatskyôs knowledge of Buddhism 

could easily have been found in the contemporaneous Western publications such 

as Edward Uphamôs The History and Doctrine of Buddhism (1829), Robert Spence 

Hardyôs Eastern Monachism (1850), and A Manual of Buddhism (1860), Samuel 

Bealôs Catena of the Buddhism Scriptures from the Chinese (1871), and Thomas 

William Rhys Davidsô Buddhism (1877).42 This argument is suggested by Joscelyn 

Godwin who noted that óthere is nothing in the many passages on Buddhism in Isis 

Unveiled that could not have been drawn from Western publications, except the 

skill with which Blavatsky negotiated the pitfalls inherent in the subject.ô43  

 While both Godwin and Goodrick-Clarke identified a primarily Western 

connection, neither offered any specific corroborating proof to validate such 

general statements. While the idea that Blavatsky borrowed many of her ideas 

                                                             
40 Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, Helena Blavatsky (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 2004), p. 52. 
41 Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, óThe Theosophical Society, Orientalism, and the ñMystic Eastò: 
Western Esotericism and Eastern Religion in Theosophyô, Theosophical History: A Quarterly 
Journal of Research, 13.3 (2007), 3-28 (p. 21). 
42 Ibid.   
43 Joscelyn Godwin, Theosophical Enlightenment (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1994), p. 326. Also, Wouter Hanegraaff noted that óup to the publication of her first major work, Isis 
Unveiled (1877), it was not an Indian but an ñEgyptianò atmosphere which prevailed in the 
Theosophical Society.ô Hanegraaff went on to quote Carl T. Jackson as evidence for this 
supposition. See Wouter Hanegraaff, New Age Religion and Western Culture: Esotericism in the 
Mirror of Secular Thought (Albany: State University of New York, 1998), pp. 452Ƅ53. 
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from Western Orientalists has previously been suggested, this thesis will give 

further evidence to this connection, thereby validating the value of a tedious, 

chronological study of her teachings. 

This study will show that the sources related to time and chronology in 

Blavatskyôs Isis Unveiled were primarily Western during this early time period. India 

was important to Blavatsky in 1877 while writing Isis Unveiled; however, it seems 

that much of her knowledge of India was derived from secondary sources, 

including the 21 volume complete works of Louis Jacolliot (1837ï1890), which had 

been sent to Blavatsky from John L. OôSullivan out of Paris, France.44 Thus, 

Theosophy had an origin in Western esotericism, yet this influence would soon 

become mixed with Eastern philosophy after Blavatskyôs 1879 relocation to India (a 

transition that will be referred to throughout this study as the Oriental shift). For 

now, the main sources Blavatsky utilized in developing her view of time will be 

explored to determine what has previously been suggestedð that her main 

influences were initially Western.  

 

1. The Concept of Time in Isis Unveiled  as Derived from Western Sources  

The sources that Blavatsky utilized in Isis Unveiled remain crucial for 

understanding the evolution of this philosophy from an inessential doctrine lurking 

in the background of her teachings to the driving force of her entire vast cosmology 

and spiritual evolution. Wouter Hanegraaff observed that in Isis Unveiled, karma 

was only mentioned in passing, though it later took centre stage in The Secret 

Doctrine. Still, it seems that Hanegraaff failed to see the larger picture: that karma 

was important only because it was directly linked to Blavatskyôs eternal view of 

time and soteriology. Isis Unveiled presented the starting point for this time-

ideology. Like many Spiritualists of her day, at first Blavatsky seemed unconcerned 

with defining any specific notions of time evidenced in the sources she utilized; 

however, she did reference the following Western sources related to chronology 

and history within the pages of Isis Unveiled: 

 

                                                             
44 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 594. For a detailed biographical account of Jacolliot see Daniel 
Caracostea, óLouis Fran­ois Jacolliot (1837-1890)ô, Theosophical History, 9.1 (2003), 12Ƅ39. 
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Christian C. J. Bunsen, Egyptôs Place in Universal History (1867): Blavatsky 

primarily used Bunsen for her references to chronology and ancient history.45 

 

Charles Coleman, The Mythology of the Hindus With Notices of Various Mountain 

and Island Tribes (1832): Blavatsky used this source to develop her use of Eastern 

terms and time divisions. Though this work is important for the fact that Blavatsky 

borrowed some of her Eastern terms and time divisions from this work, it is not 

used consistently in relation to the overall development of her chronology and 

evidences her scavenger ideology.46 

 

Isaac Preston Cory, Ancient Fragments (2nd ed. 1832): Blavatsky utilized this 

source for her understanding of Greek and Near Eastern mythologies and she 

quoted Isaac Cory throughout Isis Unveiled especially in relation to metaphysics 

and evolution.47 

 

William and Elizabeth Denton, The Soul of Things: Psychometric Researches and 

Discoveries (1863): This source was not cited with the same frequency as the 

other works in this section; however, Blavatsky occasionally used this book to 

substantiate her belief in the existence of an antediluvian race which she believed 

could be proven using psychometric archaeology ð the process of receiving 

psychic vibrations from objects. Blavatsky used the various visions recorded by 

Elizabeth Denton to prove that a primeval race existed which coincided with her 

own views of evolutionary theory.48 

 

                                                             
45 Isis Unveiled, I, 32, 33, 240, 241, 513, 518Ƅ19, 529, 542, 589, 605, 607; II, 92Ƅ93, 159, 217, 
248, 327, 361, 366Ƅ68, 415, 424, 426, 431Ƅ33, 435, 448, 487, 548, 558, 565.    
46 Isis Unveiled, I, 32; II, 79, 278, 301, 598. 
47 For a more in-depth examination on how Blavatsky utilized Isaac Cory and his writings in her 
conceptualization of time see Jeffrey D. Lavoie, óIsaac Preston Cory, Isis Unveiled (1877) and 
Cosmologyô, H.E.R.M.E.S. (2012), 3Ƅ9. See also Isis Unveiled, I, 56, 150, 154, 178, 188, 287Ƅ88, 
328, 341Ƅ42, 349, 353, 413, 577Ƅ78; II, 48, 239, 261, 271. 
48 Isis Unveiled, I, 184. For more references to Denton see Isis Unveiled, I, 183Ƅ84, 295, 331Ƅ32. 
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John William Draper, History of Conflict between Religion and Science (1875): 

Blavatsky consistently referenced Draperôs theories on geological periods and 

evolution and assimilated them into her constructions of time.49 

 

Louis Jacolliot, Les Fils de Dieu (1875): Blavatsky developed many of her 

comparative remarks between Hinduism and Christianity directly from Jacolliotôs 

works and utilized his French translations of Eastern texts which served as a 

primary source for her Oriental understanding of Eastern religious traditions. She 

further noted that óno traveler has shown himself fairer in the main or more 

impartial to India than Jacolliot,ô though she later referred to him as a óhumbugô in 

an 1887 letter.50 

 

Alfred R. Wallace, The Action of Natural Selection on Man (1871) and The 

Geographical Distribution of Animals (1876): Alfred Wallace was a prominent 

naturalist whose claim to fame was becoming an independent co-founder for the 

theory of natural selection alongside Charles Darwin. Wallace was also a popular 

Spiritualist and Blavatsky continuously used him as her champion against Darwinôs 

ómaterialistô evolution. Blavatsky relied heavily upon Wallaceôs anthropology in her 

views of racial theories, spiritual evolution, and cyclical time and consistently 

manipulated his theories, using her occult hermeneutic to validate her own 

philosophical arguments.51  

 

Blavatsky also indirectly engaged the teachings of the French mage Eliphas Lévi 

(1810 ï 1875) in her conceptualization of spiritual evolution.52  

                                                             
49 Isis Unveiled, I, 6Ƅ7, 16, 19, 21, 27, 85, 94, 97Ƅ98, 179, 186, 208, 233, 238, 240Ƅ41, 253, 
267Ƅ94, 331Ƅ32, 404, 429Ƅ31, 511Ƅ12, 520Ƅ21, 582; II, 9, 32, 41,49, 62, 88Ƅ89, 478,  509, 546. 
50 Isis Unveiled, I, 584. Helena Petrovna Blavatsky to J. Ralston Skinner,17 February 1887, 
Cambridge (MA), Andover-Harvard Library, bMS 516/1 (12). For an academic biography of Jacolliot 
see Daniel Caracostea, óLouis-Francois Jacolliot (1837ï1890): A Biographical Essayô, Theosophical 
History, 9.1 (2003), 12Ƅ39; Isis Unveiled, I, 139Ƅ41, 222, 225, 291, 458, 288, 579, 583Ƅ87, 
589Ƅ90, 594Ƅ95, 610, 617, 621; II, 30Ƅ31, 38Ƅ39, 46Ƅ48, 70, 103Ƅ107, 158, 242, 257, 259Ƅ62, 
278, 308, 321Ƅ22, 324, 427, 584Ƅ85. 
51 For several examples of how Blavatsky utilized Wallace and his works within Isis Unveiled see 
Jeffrey D. Lavoie, The Theosophical Society: The History of a Spiritualist Movement (Boca Raton, 
FL: Brown Walker Press, 2012), pp. 315Ƅ34; Isis Unveiled, I, 38, 42, 46, 54Ƅ55, 118, 155, 177, 
194Ƅ95, 222Ƅ24, 245, 293Ƅ96, 326, 331, 334, 407, 421, 428. 
52 Blavatsky had read Léviôs Dogme el rituel de la haute magie quite extensively, having made use 

of this source throughout her writings as noted in Colemanôs analysis and in Blavatskyôs own 
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This is a list of the primary sources that Blavatsky employed in constructing 

her view of time and chronology at this stage. She would also periodically refer to 

the writings of the noted Orientalists William Jones and Max Müller, but it seemed 

likely that many of the quotes could have been derived directly from the work of 

one source in relation to time and history ð the writings of a Freemason and 

comparative mythographer Godfrey Higgins (1772ï1833).53 While all of these 

above sources exerted a considerable influence upon Blavatsky in Isis Unveiled 

and throughout her lifetime, Higgins was undeniably the most influential on her 

philosophy of time in this early stage and deserves further attention. An analysis of 

his work will be performed with the aim of understanding what elements Blavatsky 

derived from this fascinating figure in history. 

 

  2. Godfr ey Higgins and Madame Blavatsky:  The Englishmanôs Influence 

The influence of Godfrey Higgins on Blavatsky has been observed by several 

individuals; however, the breadth of his influence has never fully been explored. It 

seemed that Blavatskyôs view of time and chronology was in no small part based 

upon the writings of Higgins, which will be evidenced in this section. This influence 

in relation to time and eschatology was noted by one contemporaneous reviewer of 

Isis Unveiled for the New York Herald who suggested that: óIsis will supplement the 

Anacalypsis. Whoever loves to read Godfrey Higgins will be delighted with Mme. 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
Collected Writings. For a fuller discussion of Blavatskyôs debt to L®vi, see Nicholas Goodrick-
Clarke, Helena Blavatsky (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2004), pp. 91Ƅ102, 148Ƅ159. This 
reliance on Lévi should not imply a total submission, as Blavatskyôs view of the after-death state of 
the soul in Isis Unveiled had much more in common with Spiritualism than L®viôs notion of after-life 
states: óBodies are only temporary shells, whence souls have to be liberated; but those which in this 
life obey the body compose for themselves an interior body or fluidic shell, which, after death, 
becomes their prison-house and torment, until the time arrives when they succeed in dissolving it in 
the warmth of the divine light, towards which, however, the burden of their grossness hinders them 
from ascending. Indeed, they can do so only after infinite struggles, and by the mediation of the just, 
who stretch forth their hands towards them. During the whole period of the process they are 
devoured by the interior activity of the captive spirit, as in a burning furnace.ô See Eliphas L®vi, 
Transcendental Magic: Its Doctrine and Ritual, trans. by A. E. Waite (London: George Redway, 
1896), p. 48. Though similar elements are noted in the quote above, Blavatsky (in her later writings) 
would incorporate more of L®viôs view of the afterlife. 
53 Most of these works are listed in Michael Gomesô source analysis recorded in Theosophy in the 
Nineteenth Century. Gomes only excluded two of these authors in his preliminary list: Charles 
Coleman and Alfred R. Wallace. See Michael Gomes, Theosophy in the Nineteenth Century: An 
Annotated Bibliography (New York: Garland Publishing, 1994), pp. 150Ƅ59.  
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Blavatsky. There is a great resemblance between their works. Both have tried hard 

to tell everything apocryphal and apocalyptic.ô54 

 Since Blavatsky clearly owed so much to Higgins, only information which 

directly pertains to Blavatskyôs concept of time will be examined. Higginsô major 

work was his Anacalypsis (1833), which was released in an initial print run limited 

to only 200 copies; thus, Blavatsky was one of a small group of key individuals who 

popularized his writings in the nineteenth century (along with the Theosophist and 

Spiritualist, Emma Hardinge Britten, a close personal associate of Blavatsky during 

this time period).55 While educated at Cambridge, Higginsô time there was brief as 

he could not afford to pay the tuition fees and as a result he never ótook a degree 

or was called to the bar.ô56 He went on to join the army, earning the rank of a major 

and served from the years 1802 to 1813.57   

       Following his discharge from the service, Higgins obtained a position as a 

magistrate of York County allowing him the title of esquire. After overcoming a 

serious illness, he became intrigued with religious studies which led him to a critical 

consideration of the origin of religion and a study of languages and their 

etymology.58 By his own account, Higgins considered himself a social reformer, 

setting his sights upon exposing the shocking abuses prevalent in the York Lunatic 

Asylum and working to repeal some of the infamous lunacy laws that remain a 

subject of considerable interest among modern Victorian scholars.59 He went on to 

                                                             
54 For New York Herald article and a more detailed discussion of Higginsô influence on Blavatsky 
see Leslie Shepard óThe Anacalypsis of Godfrey HigginsïPrecursor of Isis Unveiled and The Secret 
Doctrineô, Theosophical History, 1.3 (1985), 46Ƅ52. See also Godwin, Theosophical Enlightenment, 
pp. 76Ƅ91 ; Garry W. Trompf, óImagining Macrohistory? Madame Blavatsky from Isis Unveiled 
(1877) to The Secret Doctrine (1888)ô, Literature & Aesthetics, 21.1 (2011), 43Ƅ71 (p. 52). H. P. 
Blavatsky, óMy Booksô, Lucifer, 8.45 (1891), 241ð47.  
55 Shepard óThe Anacalypsis of Godfrey Higginsô, p. 46. 
56 Godfrey Higgins, Anacalypsis: An Attempt To Draw Aside the Veil of The Saitic Isis, 2 vols 
(London: Longman Press, 1846), I, v. 
57 J.M. Robertson, History of Freethought in the Nineteenth Century (London: Rationalist Press 
Association 1929), p. 89. 
58 Higgins, Anacalypsis I, p. x. 
59 Ibid., p. viii. For Higginsô tract against the lunacy laws see Godfrey Higgins, A Letter to the Right 
Honourable Earl Fitzwilliam Respecting the Investigation Which has Lately Taken Place into the 
Abuses at the York Lunatic Asylum (Doncaster: W. Sheardown, 1814), pp. 6Ƅ9. For more 
information regarding the abuse of nineteenth-century lunacy laws and their relation to modern 
religious movements, see Alex Owen, The Darkened Room: Women, Power, and Spiritualism in 
Late Victorian England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), p. 344.  
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produce some important pamphlets on matters concerning money payments 

(1819) and the Corn Laws (1826).60 

         Following the publication of these pamphlets, Higgins published his first 

major work entitled Horae Sabbaticae (1826), followed by An Apology for the Life 

and Character of the Celebrated Prophet of Arabia called Mohamed, or the 

Illustrious in 1829 which was written to promote religious tolerance through an 

acceptance of universalism.61 After this time, Higgins became interested in travel 

and longed to conduct a journey to the Eastern oriental lands. Based upon his later 

reflection noted in the óPrefaceô of Anacalypsis (1833), this trip never occurred: óI 

am now turned sixtyéyet I have not entirely given up the hope of going as far as 

Egypt: but what I have finished of my work must first be printed.ô62 This preface 

was written on 1 May 1833, but Higginsô health quickly deteriorated and on 9 

August 1833 he died; thus, Blavatskyôs main source for her philosophy of time had 

little direct knowledge of Eastern religious traditions and customs.63  

 

Higginsô Definition of Time 

Given the giant 1,436-page span of Anacalypsis, only a few key concepts will be 

mentioned in relation to time and their influence on Blavatsky. Noting the pages 

that Blavatsky quoted from Anacalypsis in relation to the subject of time, it 

becomes apparent that she relied heavily upon the fifth volume in particular. 

Higginsô fifth volume was divided into thirteen chapter headings, and in the interest 

of being concise, only the titles that are relevant to this study are listed:  

1) Chapter Two: Cycles, astronomy, and Hindu and Mosaic systems along 
with Berosus                                          
2) Chapter Three: Two Cycles and Plutarch and other Western authors on the 
600-year cycle  
3) Chapter Four: The concept of Indian circles                                                                                                            
4) Chapter Five: William Jonesô view on Manu                                                                                                              

                                                             
60 Robertson, History of Freethought in the Nineteenth Century, p. 89. 
61 Higgins belief in universalism was shown in the following quotation: óBe assured that God will 
never damn you for an opinionða point of faithéno person, whose mind has not been corrupted by 
education, can doubt the truth of the Hindoo (sic) doctrine, that God is equally present with the 
pious Jew in the synagogue, the Christian in the church, the Mohamedan  in the mosque, and the 
Brahmin in the temple.ô Godfrey Higgins, An Apology for the life and character of the celebrated 
Prophet of Arabia called Mohamed, or the Illustrious (London: Rowland Hunter, 1829), p. 107. 
62 Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, viii. 
63 Ibid., p. xxiv; Joscelyn Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment, p. 78. 
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5) Chapter Eleven: the idea of wisdom and a secret doctrine along with a 
chronological system                                  
6) Chapter Twelve: Genesis and its allegorical interpretation and Faberôs 
concept of the trinity in Indian and Hebrew belief structures                                                                                                                         

 
Some of the key elements associated with Blavatskyôs philosophy of time in Isis 

Unveiled appear in these chapter headings:  

1, 3-4) Blavatskyôs tendency to use Orientalists to define her Eastern view of 
time was paralleled in Higginsô chapters two, four, and five. 
2) Her insistent use of Coryôs Ancient Fragments (specifically Berosus) to 

validate her position including her use of the term ónerosô (which she 
borrowed from Higgins as a means of dividing time into 600 year segments) 
was the content of chapter three. 
5) Blavatskyôs connecting of her chronology with a universal wisdom tradition 

corresponded with Higginsô ósecret doctrineô in chapter eleven including its 
connection to chronology.  
6) Blavatskyôs use of an allegorical interpretation of Genesis and the 
trinity/avatars correlated with that of Higginsô chapter twelve. 

.  
It is therefore evident that most of the characteristics that appear typical in 

Blavatskyôs early view of time were first employed by Higgins. 

  In defining his own structure of time, Higgins relied heavily upon the ócycles 

of the Nerosô which he had defined in his earlier work Celtic Druids (1827): 

The cycle of the Neros is worthy of much observation: it is formed by 7,421 
lunar revolutions of 29 days, 12 hours, 44 minutes, 3 seconds, which make 
219,146 days and a half; and this same number of 219,146 and a half, give 
six hundred solar years of 365 days, 5 hours, 51 minutes, 36 seconds each 
which differ less than 3 minutes from what its length is observed to be at this 
day. Now Ptolemy and Hipparchus made the year to be 365 days, 5 hours, 
55 minutes, 12 seconds. Supposing this cycle were correct to a second, if 
on the first of January at noon a new moon took place, it would take place 
again in exactly six hundred years, at the same moment of the day, and 
under all the same circumstances.64  
 

Higgins went on to note in Anacalypsis that this system of dividing time into 600-

year divisions was a óvery respectable recordô that was invented by an antediluvian 

race, though it had been forgotten after the cataclysmic flood.65 In Higginsô view, 

the whole chronology of the world could be divided into 600-year segments known 

as neros. This was an idea that Blavatsky would both engage with and 

subsequently discredit within the pages of Isis Unveiled.  

                                                             
64 Godfrey Higgins, The Celtic Druids (London: Rowland Hunter, 1829), p. 48. 
65 Ibid., pp. 48Ƅ49; Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, 29Ƅ30. 
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The Anacalypsis and  Isis Unv eiled  

Anacalypsis suggested that the earliest antediluvian races were the first to 

comprehend the divine cycle of neros and possessed a real understanding of true 

religion. This religion consisted of several attributes related to time and origin. 

Some of these included: 1) an emanationist origin of the world; 2) the immortality of 

the soul; 3) a belief in the trinity; 4) the androgynous character of God; 5) 

metempsychosis; 6) reabsorption into the one deity; and 7) the periodical renewal 

of the world. 66 According to Higgins, these concepts had been reconceptualized by 

various religions over time and had become óclothed with bodies and converted 

into living creaturesô, yet these tenets comprised the doctrine of the one original 

universal religion.67  

 

Higgins and Neros  

Higgins continuously referenced his ócycle of nerosô and connected this theory to 

the myth of the avatar.68 He maintained that every 600 years new avatars (or 

saviors) were born on the earth ð one for every nation, although he tended to 

focus on the Eastern and Near Eastern world.69 Cyrus was the eighth avatar being 

born around the year 600 BCE.70 Jesus was the ninth avatar and at his birth óthe 

eighth Neros cycle since counting had begun was coming to an end, and 

messianic expectations were running high both among the esotericists who 

understood astronomy, and among the people who were led on to expect great 

events.ô71  In the year 600 CE, another cycle had passed and the tenth avatar 

Mohammed was born and ended a larger 6,000 year cycle (10 neros = 6,000 

years).72  Higgins noted that óJesus Christ was believed, by the followers of 

Mohamed, to be a divine incarnationéand to have foretold the next and last Avatar 

                                                             
66 Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, 35Ƅ37, 223, 803, 815. 
67 Ibid., p. 33. 
68 óThe myth of the avatarô was Joscelyn Godwinôs description for Higginsô belief that a new avatar 
appeared on this world every 600 years. See Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment, p. 84. 
69 Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, 662Ƅ63. 
70 Higgins, An Apology for Mohamed (London: Rowland Hunter, 1829), pp. 102Ƅ03; Higgins, 
Anacalypsis, I, 201.  
71 Godwin, Theosophical Enlightenment, p. 83. 
72 Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, 683Ƅ84. Though elsewhere Higgins placed Hakem Bemrillah (the 
founder of the Assassin group) as his tenth avatar. Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, 699.  
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Mohamed, to complete the ten periods, and the six millenaries, previous to the 

grand Millenium or the reign of the ɉɟɖůɞɠ, or Christ, on earth foréone thousand 

yearsô.73 A similar assimilation of historical religious leaders was later purported by 

Blavatsky in Isis Unveiled and expounded upon in The Secret Doctrine.74 Also, in 

this work Higgins suggested that all of the Indian, Chaldean, Christian and Ophite 

Trinitarian conceptualizations served as evidence that proved the existence of this 

universal tradition. This was another defensive argument that Blavatsky engaged 

within the pages of her Isis Unveiled.75 

Higginsô belief in never-ending cycles of time was further connected to his 

soteriology, an idea mirrored in the teachings of Blavatsky. Higgins wrote that: 

As it was believed to be with worlds, so it was with man. He was supposed 
to pass from cycle to cycle, from world to world, till his period was complete, 
the temporary evil of one cycle remedied by the abundance of good in 
another, till the universal absorption was to take place. This is the reason 
why we have no hell in the PentateuchéThus through millions of ages and 
worlds existences were [sic] supposed to keep arising and passing away, 
and being renewed, until the final absorption into the Divine Essence. And 
the Divine Essence itself was supposed to keep on its endless course, 
creating new existences for ultimate happiness.76 
  

This quote evidenced Higginsô overview of cyclical time and soteriology (i. e. 

absorption into the Divine Essence), along with its apparently infinite 

duration/scope. Higgins claimed that his reason for adapting this cyclical view of 

life and soteriology was because they seemed to reconcile the various world 

religions together.77 

Higginsô also postulated a world that was always shifting from cycle to cycle, 

activity to inactivity, and destruction to creation; even once the soul found its final 

resting place it would still continue within this cyclical time pattern. Despite all of 

Higginsô unusual theories and confusing calculations, the concluding paragraph in 

this section remains intriguing as it pertained to both the avatar mythology and the 

concept of neros:   

éthe great mythic-cyclic-microsmic system...was the foundation of the 
systems of all nationséthe system of Cycles, an effect arising out of almost 

                                                             
73 Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, 687Ƅ79. 
74 Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine, II, 358Ƅ59. 
75 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 169Ƅ71. See also Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 172, 450 
76 Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, 826. 
77 Ibid.  
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the first and most pressing wants of man, was in itself of a nature peculiarly 
proper to perpetuate this mythic system, and may be considered as the 
great cause which prevented for a certain time, the divergence of the 
system, and of its present actual dispersion and disappearance.  It lasted 
one period of ten ages, or 6,000 years; it is now nearly dissipated and gone. 
It arose out of the wants of man; it was continued by those wants: it aided 
greatly in supplying or remedying those wants. Those wants now supplied 
by the diffusion of great scientific knowledgeéthe law which forbids man to 
look too far either behind or before him.78 

It appeared that the division and cycle of the neros, the myth of the avatar, and his 

detailed pseudo-history were all, according to Higgins, based on the psychological 

desires and wants of humanity. Though Higgins viewed the neros as the key to 

understanding history, this above statement appeared to negate the importance of 

any attempt to divide and ascertain the chronology of the world. It will seem 

undeniable after studying Blavatskyôs philosophy of time in Isis Unveiled that her 

philosophy was based largely upon Higginsô work even though she attempted to 

alter these ideas slightly, giving the impression that she possessed a superior 

knowledge according to her óoccult hermeneuticô. These alterations will now be 

explored. 

 

3. Blavatskyôs Critiques of Higgins in Isis Unveiled  

Though critical of Higgins, Blavatsky adopted the term ónerosô in connection to her 

concept of time and even indirectly credited Higgins for this term while engaging 

his time-scheme, though altering it slightly.79 She noted that Higgins, in his 

calculations of time and in defense of his Neros time division, took into account the 

cyclical movements of the earthôs axis and concluded that the earthôs movements 

had significantly changed from the past ages.   

Despite Blavatskyôs reliance on Higgins, she continuously criticized his 

theories in relation to cyclical time. Blavatsky noted that the ómethod of calculating 

by the neroses, without allowing any consideration for the secrecy in which the 

ancient philosophers, who were exclusively of the sacerdotal order, held their 

                                                             
78 Higgins, Anacalypsis, II, 445. 
79 Higgins noted that the term ónerosô was not original to his writings and appeared to attribute this 
theory to Marco Cassini who allegedly borrowed it from Simon de la Louberesôs Du Royaume de 
Siam (1691). Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, 168Ƅ69. See Blavatsky referencing Higgins in Isis Unveiled, I, 
33Ƅ34. taken from Anacalypsis, I, 209.  
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knowledge, gave rise to the greatest errors.ô80 As previously noted, Higginsô 

explanation of time depended largely on the concept of neros which he based upon 

Ptolemy, Hipparchus, and antediluvian sources; however, Blavatsky disagreed with 

his ónerosô division of time. She claimed that Higginsô fatal mistake was in his 

inability to discern the ancient philosophies (óthe secrecy by which they held their 

knowledgeô). It was only by using her occult knowledge along with a proper 

interpretation of these ancient texts that the world and its origins could truly be 

understood. After noting this criticism, Blavatsky continued to paraphrase Higgins:  

This method of calculating by the neroses, without allowing any 
consideration for the secrecy in which the ancient philosophers, who were 
exclusively of the sacerdotal order, held their knowledge, gave rise to the 
greatest errors. It led the Jews, as well as some of the Christian Platonists, 
to maintain that the world would be destroyed at the end of six thousand 
years. Gale shows how firmly this belief was rooted in the Jews. It has also 
led modern scientists to discredit entirely the hypothesis of the ancients. It 
has given rise to the formation of different religious sects, which, like the 
Adventists of our century, are always living in the expectation of the 
approaching destruction of the world.81  
 

This statement was in direct response to a comment made by Higgins in 

Anacalypsis in which he quoted Theophilus Gale (1629ï1678), the English non-

conformist theologian.82  

The main difference between Blavatsky and Higgins was that he used Gale 

to show that both the Jews and Plato believed in the destruction of the world at the 

end of a 6,000 year cycle, whereas Blavatsky attributed this to a mistake which had 

given órise to the greatest errors.ô83 Thus, Blavatsky was attempting to improve 

upon Higginsô chronology and understanding of time, thereby presenting herself as 

superior to Higgins. 

                                                             
80 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 34. 
81 Ibid.  
82 óThe alternate destruction of the world by fire and water was taught by Plato. In his Timaeus he 
says, that the story of Phaeton's burning the world has reference to a great dissolution of all things 
on the earth, by fire. Gale shews that the Jews, as well as Plato, maintained that the world would be 
destroyed at the end of 6000 years; that then the day of judgment would come: manifestly the 
Jewish and Christian Milleniumésomething very like the alternations from heat to cold, and cold to 
heat, in certain long periods, must happen : and paradoxical as many of my readers may think me, 
yet I very much suspect that if the angle do (sic) increase and decrease as just mentioned, and the 
race of man should so long continue, evils very like those above described must be experienced.ô 
Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, 202Ƅ03. 
83 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 34. 
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 As for Higginsô view of Eastern time, while he did employ Eastern terms, he 

did not seem to use them within their Eastern context, believing that these divisions 

were misunderstandings. Higgins acknowledged that the Hindu system adopted 

ósuch very long periodsô which he attributed to their misunderstanding of the Neros 

cycle and by multiplying the neros by ten, though he explained that they were 

merely trying to embrace óevery periodical movement or apparent aberrationô in 

their chronology.84 Blavatskyôs philosophy of time in Isis Unveiled seemed to have 

been based largely upon Higginsô cyclical time which she connected to these 

Eastern yugs and the vast periods of time that accompanied these cycles. In The 

Secret Doctrine (1888), she would fully assimilate her philosophy of time with one 

Eastern text in particular the Vishnu Purana; however, at this stage she was 

content to merely prove that Higgins was wrong without suggesting any better time 

divisions or numerical explanations. Understanding this difference of opinion, it 

seemed that Blavatsky dismissed Higginsô philosophy of neros not his philosophy 

of cycles which was exhibited in the following quote: 

These ciphers are not fanciful, but founded upon actual astronomical 
calculations, as has been demonstrated by S. Davis. Many a scientist, 
Higgins among others, notwithstanding their researches, has been utterly 
perplexed as to which of these was the secret cycle.85 Bunsen has 
demonstrated that the Egyptian priests, who made the cyclic notations, kept 
them always in the profoundest mystery. Perhaps their difficulty arose from 
the fact that the calculations of the ancients applied equally to the spiritual 
progress of humanity as to the physical. It will not be difficult to understand 
the close correspondence drawn by the ancients between the cycles of 
nature and of mankind, if we keep in mind their belief in the constant and all 
potent influences of the planets upon the fortunes of humanity. Higgins justly 
believed that the cycle of the Indian system, of 432,000, is the true key of 
the secret cycle.86 But his failure in trying to decipher it was made apparent; 
for as it pertained to the mystery of the creation, this cycle was the most 
inviolable of all (emphasis added).87 

Blavatsky seemingly claimed in this work that the Indian system contained the truth 

of all chronologies even if she had not figured out the specifics. It should also be 

noted that Higgins continually considered the neros to be the true key towards 

                                                             
84 Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, 176Ƅ77. 
85 Ibid., p. 206. 
86 Ibid.  
87 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 32. 
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understanding time, not the 432,000 year period as implied by Blavatsky (he 

divided 432,000 into increments of 600 years); contrastingly, Blavatsky noted the 

importance of understanding the ósecret cycleô.88 She later attempted to divide time 

in her own way, validating her cosmology and metaphysics using the yuga system.   

At this point (in 1877), it was enough merely to criticize Higgins, as she had 

not yet figured out how to reconcile the world chronologies into one system. She 

maintained that Higginsô interpretation of the Indian system and this mysterious 

cycle was incorrect. His ófailure in trying to decipher it was made apparent; for as it 

pertained to the mystery of the creation, this cycle was the most inviolable of all.ô89 

The issue here appeared to concern a prevailing belief that there was a way of 

dividing time into cycles that would allow an individual to unlock a hidden meaning 

behind their history. Higgins developed his own solution to this issue in the cycle of 

neros, validating this belief by noting that all of the eastern Yugas were divisible by 

the cycle of Neros (600).90  

Blavatsky disagreed with Higgins and suggested that his erroneous claim 

resulted ófrom the fact that the calculations of the ancients applied equally to the 

spiritual progress of humanity as to the physical.ô91 According to Blavatsky, there 

was a clear distinction between spiritual evolution and physical evolution, an idea 

seemingly derived from her background in Spiritualism. Thus, Higginsô 

misunderstanding stemmed from his inability to ascertain the differences between 

cosmological and earthly time (i.e., his inconsideration of the descent/ascent of the 

soul from spirit). 

 Another example of Blavatskyôs criticism of Higgins was exemplified in the 

following quote:    

In the first book of Manu we read: óKnow that the sum of 1,000 divine ages, 
composes the totality of one day of Brahma; and that one night is equal to 
that day.ô One thousand divine ages is equal to 4,320,000,000 of human 
years, in the Brahmanical calculationséThroughout the whole immense 
period of progressive creation, covering 4,320,000,000 years, ether, air, 
water, and fire (heat), are constantly forming matter under the never-ceasing 
impulse of the Spiritéthis computation, which was secret and which is 
hardly hinted at even now, led Higgins into the error of dividing every ten 

                                                             
88 Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, 176Ƅ77, 206, 558. 
89 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 32. 
90 Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, 176. 
91 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 32. 
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ages into 6,000 years. Had he added a few more ciphers to his sums he 
might have come nearer to a correct explanation of the neroses, or secret 
cycles.92   

Again, Higginsô óneroô calculations are mentioned and dismantled in this case 

because he did not add enough ciphers (i. e. he missed the mark). Otherwise, he 

would have come to understand the secret cycle which Blavatsky herself claimed 

to know, but failed to reveal in Isis Unveiled. It seemed that Blavatsky not only 

criticized Higginsô theories in order to show that she was aware of his writings, but 

to insist on her own originality and superior understanding of the ancient wisdom 

tradition. Still, Blavatsky relied on Higginsô work using it as a blueprint to construct 

her own theories on time and chronology.   

 Despite the vast amount of time and preparation that went into writing the 

Anacalypsis, Higgins himself noted the impossibility of connecting the various 

world chronologies ï in his conclusion to book five:    

The above is quite enough to show the utter hopelessness of making out a 
system of chronologyécan anything be devised which shall raise a stronger 
presumption, that a system of chronology never was the leading object of 
the books? The whole tends to support the doctrine of nearly all the learned 
men of antiquity, that, like the Mythological histories of the Gentile nations, a 
secret doctrine was concealed under the garb of history. It may be 
considered certain from the above, that no dependence can be placed on 
any system of Chronology, and that there is no hope whatever of 
ascertaining the truth, unless some person shall be able to devise a plan of 
proceeding different in principle from any thing which has hitherto been 
adopted.93 

It appears obvious that the main justification for Higginsô (and Blavatskyôs) attempt 

to connect the various chronologies and events of history was his belief that óa 

secret doctrine was concealed under the garb of history.ô94 This above passage 

provides a clue towards understanding Blavatskyôs teachings; this ósecret doctrineô 

was the very subject Blavatsky would later reveal in her 1888 work that took the 

                                                             
92 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 272. 
93 Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, 186. 
94 óWhat we desire to prove is that underlying every ancient popular religion was the same ancient 
wisdom-doctrine, one and identical, professed and practiced by the initiate of every country, who 
alone were aware of its existence and importance. To ascertain its origin, and the precise age in 
which it was matured, is now beyond human possibility. A single glance, however, is enough to 
assure one that it could not have attained marvelous perfection in which we find it pictured to us in 
the relics of the various esoteric systems, except after a succession of ages.ô Blavatsky, Isis 
Unveiled, II, 99. 
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phrase as its title. Higginsô remark indicated that this ósecret doctrineô included the 

key towards understanding the chronology of the world; this connection would 

reconcile not only the world religions and their mythos but their chronologies as 

well. This was a feat that Higgins did not think would ever be achieved, but 

Blavatsky would solve this problem by 1888 with the creation of her own system. 

Thus, a philosophy of time seemed to undergird Blavatskyôs ancient wisdom 

tradition and its teachings from the very beginning which can be traced back to 

Higgins and this specific challenge ð Higgins implied that no one could unlock the 

secret (ódevise a planô) to the worldôs religious chronology.95 It seems possible that 

the above quote by Higgins could have served as the inspiration for Blavatskyôs 

title The Secret Doctrine. It remains curious that most previous researchers have 

neglected Godfrey Higgins as a key source on Blavatsky even though he heavily 

influenced not just Isis Unveiled, but her entire view of comparative philosophy and 

mythography.      

  Blavatsky maintained that the one true universal religion must contain one 

universal historical chronology and she made it her mission to discover it. 

Blavatsky would later harmonize the various world chronologies (mirroring 

Higgins), but in Isis Unveiled it seemed enough for her to simply note the different 

theories of time division. It was in the Mahatma letters where Blavatsky began 

(whether directly or indirectly) to build her own cosmological structure of time and 

evolution that would be completed in her magnum opus The Secret Doctrine. 

Blavatsky criticised Godfrey Higginsô time-cycles in order to prove that her view of 

time was distinct and therefore no one could accuse her of just rehashing what 

Higgins had said before, though in reality her alterations were minimal. 

 To summarize, Blavatsky used Higgins in creating her concept of time, 

though she disagreed with his division of time into ónerosô. Blavatskyôs main 

disagreement was due to Higginsô misinterpretations of ancient philosophies and 

his lack of understanding spiritual evolution. Blavatsky argued that the 

chronologies of the world could be harmonized through a proper understanding of 

the cycles. It seemed obvious that Blavatskyôs structure of time was strongly 

                                                             
95 Higgins concluded after his long, complex attempt to connect all of the various chronologies of 
Ussher, Eusebius, Colonel Wilford, Sir William Jones, Marco Cassini, and William Drummond by 
noting the impracticability of deriving such a connection.  
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influenced by Higgins.96 This reliance is evidenced in the fact that Blavatsky 

continuously referenced his calculations even though she may have disapproved 

with his conclusions. Higgins himself noted that óI cannot help suspecting there is 

still a secret doctrine, known only in the deep recesses, the crypts, of Thibet, St. 

Peters, and the Cremlinô ð Blavatskyôs The Secret Doctrine published by a 

Russian no less could be seen as a direct response to this statement, evidencing 

again the enormous influence that Higgins maintained on Blavatsky as well as the 

importance of time in her writings.97 Higgins provided two main elements of a 

prisca theologia and cyclical time ð ideas that would figure prominently into 

Blavatskyôs philosophy of time.98 Having noted and examined some of Blavatskyôs 

key sources and identified them as Western, now attention must be focused upon 

the elements of time which were based largely on Western philosophy (Platonic 

and Plotinian) and Blavatskyôs use of them in developing her philosophy of time 

and salvation within the pages of Isis Unveiled.   

 

III. Conclusion  

This chapter has traced Blavatskyôs early view of time to contemporary 

comparative mythographers and Spiritualism, proving that during this stage, time 

was not a central theme in Blavatskyôs teachings (though it would soon become 

one through the direct influence of Higgins). Blavatskyôs philosophy of time from 

1877 was deeply rooted in her religious identification ð Spiritualism which she 

identified with as early as 1860. As previously noted, practitioners of Spiritualism 

were not interested in defining periods and divisions of time in their writings; it was 

this lack of a clearly developed philosophical sophistication within Spiritualism that 

                                                             
96 This descent/ascent theory could be found in various Spiritualist writings, including Gerald 
Massey, Concerning Spiritualism (London: J. Burns, 1872), p. 55; Andrew Jackson David, A Stellar 
Key to the Summer-Land (Boston: William White and Company, 1867), pp. 55Ƅ56, 62, 89, 140, 
181; Emma Hardinge Britten, Art Magic, or Mundane, Sub-Mundane and Super-Mundane Spiritism 
(Chicago, IL: Progressive Thinker Publishing House, 1909), pp.  25, 216.  
97 Higgins, Anacalypsis, I, 204.  A similarity between Blavatskyôs view of time and Higgins was 
observed even in the nineteenth century, as noted in an article published in an 1894 edition of the 
Theosophical Societyôs periodical  Lucifer in an article titled óOccult Indications in Ancient 
Astronomyô written by S. Stuart. S. Stuart, óOccult Indications in Ancient Astronomyô, Lucifer, 15.80 
(1894), 101Ƅ09. 
98  Marc Demarest traced the influences of Brittenôs Art Magic and noted Higginôs influence on 
Emma Britten whose texts heavily influenced Blavatsky. See Marc Demarest, Introduction to Art 
Magic ([n. p.] Createspace Independent Publishing, 2011), pp. iii-lv (pp. xxx, xxxii). 
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seemed to push Blavatsky to establish a more advanced philosophical organization 

that provided safeguards for its members and practitioners. This society could 

withstand the rise of fraudulent accusations that plagued Spiritualism during this 

era ð this organization was known as the Theosophical Society (established in 

1875) which interjected the idea of elementals into Blavatskyôs Western Esoteric 

flavor of Spiritualism, which she associated with her ancient wisdom tradition ð 

her own reconceptualized prisca theologia. 

Reforming Spiritualism provided Blavatsky with the opportunity to create her 

own modified view of spiritual evolution which she combined with the history of 

earlier comparative mythographers. After all, Blavatsky claimed that all religions 

maintained some form of the true ancient wisdom religion, so this universal 

connection seemed logical to her. The key elements of Blavatskyôs philosophy of 

time were based primarily on Western sources, including Charles Bunsen, Charles 

Coleman, Isaac Cory, William Denton, John Draper, Godfrey Higgins, Louis 

Jacolliot, and Alfred Wallace, to name some of her more influential sources, all of 

whom were identified in Williamôs Coleman famous source analysis. These writings 

provided Blavatsky with a basic outline for her philosophy of time, though she 

would add her own unique interpretation of them as she had with Higgins, thereby 

defining her own unique view and teachings. Now that Higgins has been identified 

and explored, a definition of Blavatskyôs view of time must be clarified in order to 

appreciate the history and evolution of this philosophy.
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CHAPTER 3  
Isis Unveiled  (1877):  

Blavatsky and Her Time  Terminology  
 
In Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky laid the foundation for what would become a key 

doctrine throughout her teachings ð time and chronology. In keeping with the 

purpose of the previous chapter, understanding Blavatskyôs view of time at this 

stage remains crucial towards ascertaining its later importance. Her chronology 

constituted a response to the perceived Victorian materialist influence as well as 

recognized the religious movements that this time period birthed.  

 This chapter lays out a descriptive philosophical foundation on which later 

chapters will build, critique and analyze. In order to understand Blavatskyôs view of 

time, one must first wade through her dense writings to identify key technical terms 

and systems put forth as they will evolve into core doctrines later on (as such, this 

chapter is more descriptive than analytical). This chapter will show that Blavatskyôs 

view of time in Isis Unveiled was based on comparative mythography and a 

Western Neo-Platonic soteriology, yet it would become a very defining doctrine. 

The connection between Blavatskyôs writings and comparative mythography is not 

a novel idea (Joscelyn Godwin suggested this current in The Theosophical 

Enlightenment [1994]), but viewing it in light of Blavatskyôs philosophy of time is a 

new consideration. This chapter will seek to clearly identify the structure and order 

of Blavatskyôs cosmology, revealing a distinct purpose to all of this jargon.  

 

I. Blavatskyôs Two Key Principles of Time  

In Isis Unveiled, there were two main themes that serve as the basic structure for 

understanding Blavatskyôs philosophy of time. These two concepts further 

evidence a Western influence as they were derived from Neo-Platonic philosophy 

and were based largely on Blavatskyôs belief in the existence of an ancient, 

universal wisdom tradition which she was attempting to óunveilô for humanity. 

Furthermore, these two principles remain directly inter-connected: 1) a belief in an 



94 

emanationist origin of the world and 2) a belief in the descent/ascent of spirit that 

goes through a system of spiritual evolution and soteriology.1 

  

1. Emanationist Origin  

In Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky believed strongly in an emanationist origin for the 

world.2 The word óemanationô was derived from the Latin term emanare which 

means to flow out, arise, or proceed. Emanation refers to the belief that the 

creation of the world occurred by a series of creations flowing out from the one 

supreme God. As this creative flow proceeded onward, it gradually descended 

further away from the divine source; therefore, the early emanations are closer to 

the divine than the later emanations. 

This idea had its roots in the theory of forms and universals which was 

derived from the Platonic separation of spirit (ideal form) from matter (imperfect 

form). Plato (429ï347 BCE) promoted a philosophy which was later known as the 

theory of forms. His teachings implied that the earthly world was merely an 

imperfect form of an ideal heavenly world.3 This heavenly world was known as the 

world of forms. Each object in the earthly world corresponded to a heavenly object 

or form.4 Plato described this world of forms as a pristine region of the physical 

                                                             
1 These two ómotifsô were recognized by Brendan French in his thesis which analyzed Blavatskyôs 
view of time and her belief in the Masters. He noted the following three trends: an emanationist 
cosmogony, heavenly ascent figurations, and the óAge theory.ô Brendan James French, óThe 
Theosophical Masters: An Investigation into the Conceptual Domains of H. P. Blavatsky and C. W. 
Leadbeaterô, 2 vols (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Sydney, 2000), I, 190Ƅ91. 
2 H. P. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled: A Master-Key to the Mysteries of Ancient and Modern Science and 
Theology, 2 vols (New York: J. W. Bouton, 1877), I, 154, 285, 295. 
3 The concept of an imperfect copy and its connection to Platonic forms is what Faivre classifies 
under his idea of óLiving Natureô. This concept is the second characteristic for defining Western 
esotericism. See Antoine Faivre, Access to Western Esotericism (Albany: State University of New 
York, 1994), pp. 11Ƅ2. 
4 Platoôs Phaedo, trans. by E.M. Cope (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1875), p. 43. In 
Phaedo, Socrates describes these ideas (forms) by looking at the idea of universal beauty: óhere is 
nothing else that makes (something) beautiful but that ideal beauty, but only to the extent that it is 
by the absolute beauty that all beautiful things are made beautiful.ô See Platoôs Phaedo, p. 79.  In 
other words, there exists a universal idea (form) of what constitutes beauty by which to say 
something is beautiful (a general/universal agreement as to what constitutes beauty). Then, in the 
Republic, Socrates attempts to prove his ótheory of formsô to the young Glaucon. Here Socrates 
uses an analogy of God creating the idea of a bed. Though there are many beds, God created the 
perfect idea (form) of a bed. This is because God ódesired to be the real maker of a real bed, not a 
particular maker of a particular bed, and therefore He created a bed which by nature is one only.ô 
See The Republic of Plato: With an Analysis and Introduction, trans. by Benjamin Jowett (Oxford: 
Carendon Press, 1881), p. 300 and John Gregory, The Neoplatonists (London: Kyle Cathie, 1991). 
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universe located above the surface of the Earth.5 This suggested the existence of  

a heavenly world where everything existed in its perfect form. Plato further 

speculated that the human soul had the ability to identify these forms and that their 

composition was eternal and belonged to the heavenly world, whereas the body 

was earthly and material.6  

Platoôs teachings on forms and ideas were expounded upon by Plotinus (ca. 

205ï270 CE), who added his own interpretation and ideas maintaining that 

óeverything here below derives from above there, and is more beautiful in the 

superior world; for forms here below are mingled with matter; on high, they are 

pure.ô7 Plotinusô focus on the doctrine of emanation established a hierarchical 

structure of the universe.8 He explained the process of emanation in the following 

excerpt: 

The only hypothesis left is that all things were within some one other thing.  
(óBeingô) was next to this other thing (matter), and as no interval separated 
them, He suddenly begot an image or representation of Himself, either by 
Himself, or by the intermediation of the Universal Soul, or of some particular 
soulé9 

All beings were the result of divine emanations from the supreme divinity. As the 

process of emanation continued onwards, each subsequent emanation was being 

mixed with more and more matter and was therefore less spiritual. An important 

aspect of this philosophy was the belief that matter was óimpure.ô  

Plotinus explained that this philosophy of emanation consisted of a definitive 

three-tiered hierarchical system based upon Intellect which contained the perfect 

archetypes of all forms and individuals, the world soul, and the lower soul which 

created the material world.10 A similar emanationist explanation for the creation of 

the universe was employed by Blavatsky and became the cornerstone in her 

philosophy of time. 

                                                             
5 óBut those that are found to have passed a preeminently holy lifeðthese are they that are 
delivered and set free from these our earthly regionséand attain to that pure dwelling-place above, 
and make their abode upon the surface of the earth.ô Platoôs Phaedo, p. 102. 
6 Platoôs Phaedo, pp. 78Ƅ81. 
7 Plotinos Complete Works: In Chronological Order Grouped in Four Periods, trans. by Kenneth 
Sylvan Guthrie, 4 vols (Apline, NJ: Platonist Press, 1918), II, 562. 
8 This is referred to as the concept of óImagination and Mediationsô and it is the third attribute of 
Western Esotericism as classified by Faivre in Faivre, Accessing Western Esotericism, p. 12.   
9 Plotinos Complete Works, II, 562Ƅ63. 
10 Plotinus: The Enneads, trans. by Stephen Mackenna (London: Penguin Books, 1991), pp. 350, 
401, 481Ƅ82, 502.    
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Blavatskyôs Conceptualization  

The view that each subsequent emanation was less pure because it contained less 

spirituality (and more materiality) seemed to have influenced Blavatskyôs views on 

the composition of the soul/monad as it evolved through its spiritual evolution (later 

defined as various rounds and root races).11 As implied above, and especially in 

Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky loosely followed Plotinusô and Platoôs distinction between 

the heavenly, spirit world and the earthly, material world. In Blavatskyôs philosophy, 

spirit was higher up the evolutionary scale then matter. It seemed that Platonic 

philosophy laid the foundation for this type of thought, yet this separation of matter 

and spirit was indirect as this theory could also be found throughout the early 

Spiritualist movement, most notably in the teachings of the early Spiritualist leader 

Andrew Jackson Davis. It would be a futile task to trace Blavatskyôs 

conceptualization of this idea to any one precursor as this doctrine is found in 

many differing Western philosophies, including Neoplatonism, Gnosticism, 

Spiritualism.12 Despite the sources of this anti-materialistic belief, it seems fair to 

deduce that Blavatskyôs concept of emanation was based upon the philosophy of 

Plotinus, which was connected to Platoôs theory of forms whether directly or 

indirectly.13  

 

Evolution and Emanation  

For Blavatsky, the process of emanation seemed to be a historical process and a 

cause of creation (life-forms) that became connected to her notion of evolution. 

This connection was noted in the introduction of Isis Unveiled: óEvolution began 

                                                             
11 See the section on time in the Mahatma Letters. Blavatsky is adamantly opposed to ómaterialismô. 
See Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine, I, 479Ƅ81. 
12 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 285, 309, 429; II, 112, 275, 320. See Andrew Jackson Davis, A Stellar 
Key to the Summer-land (Boston: William White & Company, 1867), pp. 64Ƅ65. 
13 It is possible that Blavatskyôs view of emanation was derived from her understanding of the 
kabbalah, though even many kabbalists would trace their belief in emanation from Plotinus (except 
for the kabbalists of Gerona who held a slightly different view of emanation and believed that the 
emanation remained with God and did not move away from himƄthough it seems plausible that 
even this altered view of emanation may have been derived from Plotinusô theory of emanation). 
See Gershom Scholem, Origins of The Kabbalah, ed. R. J. Zwi Werblowsky, trans. Allan Arkush 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990), p. 448. Most of Blavatskyôs understanding of 
Platoôs philosophies came from Alexander Wilder (1823Ƅ1908). Wilder was a noted American 
Platonist and was instrumental in helping Blavatsky write Isis Unveiled. Given Wilderôs heavy 
influence upon the writing of Isis it is difficult to say how much Blavatsky actually knew of Plato and 
Plotinus independent from Wilderôs corrections.  
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with them (the Unknowable Being and the Creative Being) from spirit, which 

descending lower and lower down, assumed at last a visible and comprehensible 

form, and became matter. Arrived at this point they speculated in the Darwinian 

method, but on a far more large scale.ô14 The difference between emanation and 

evolution was that óthe evolutionist stops all inquiry at the borders of ñthe 

Unknowableôô the Emanationist believes that nothing can be evolvedéexcept it has 

first been involved, thus indicating that life is from a spiritual potency above the 

wholeô; thus, emanation explained the spiritual evolution (a descent from spirit 

followed by an ascent back) of the soul.15 This connection reveals Blavatskyôs 

combination of mythology (emanation) with history (evolution). 

 In the first volume of Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky continually attempted to 

critique Darwinôs major work On The Origin of Species.16 It remains apparent that, 

while arguing against the materialist conclusions that could be derived from 

Darwinôs work, Blavatsky assimilated Darwinôs concept of evolution into her own 

mythos, which included a detailed cosmological construction of the universe.17 

Darwinian evolution only explained life in the physical phase of evolution (i.e. the 

descent into matter), but this was only a tiny piece of a much larger picture in 

Blavatskyôs spiritual evolution (ascent back into spirit) and her cyclical view of time. 

Furthermore, in Blavatskyôs philosophy of evolution in Isis Unveiled (and her 

subsequent writings) there was the concept of a descent away from pure spirit into 

physical evolution, which Blavatsky acknowledged conformed in some way to 

Darwinôs theory of evolution. This descent into matter would be followed by an 

ascent back to spirit which was based heavily on her conceptions of emanations 

and forms (this concept will be referred to throughout this paper as 

ódescent/ascentô). The combination of emanation and a cyclical view of time and its 

importance on Blavatskyôs time scheme has been observed by Garry Trompf, who 

noted that its originality was in óthe combination of the leitmotifs of cosmic ascent-

                                                             
14 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, pp. xxxƄxxxi. 
15 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, pp. xxxii. 
16 Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, The Western Esoteric Traditions: A Historical Introduction (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 216. 
17 Blavatsky clearly favored Alfred Wallace over Darwin in Isis Unveiled (having mentioned Darwin 
fifteen times and Wallace twenty-five times); however, in The Secret Doctrine, Darwin (fifty-two 
times) was mentioned many more times than Wallace (seventeen times). For her view of evolution 
see Goodrick-Clarke, The Western Esoteric Traditions, p. 216. 
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descentô and that ómacro-cyclism is the key to Blavatskyôs thoughtô;18  Trompf 

identified this connection to Eliphas Lévi but never mentioned any connection to a 

Neo-platonic soteriology. The descent/ascent of the soul within cycles of time 

served as the basic foundational premise in Blavatskyôs philosophy of time and will 

serve as the basic tenet for her later complex views of time, evolution, and 

cosmology throughout her later writings.   

 

  2. The Spiritual Descent/ Ascent  

The concept of emanation in Isis Unveiled occurred within cyclical time and within 

Blavatskyôs soteriological framework (reabsorption into eternity).19 Blavatskyôs 

soteriology was linked with her belief in the descent/ascent of spirit. This idea 

maintained that spirit had become tainted with matter through this process of 

emanation. A connection between the concepts of emanation, descent/ascent , 

and time are seen throughout Isis Unveiled; one such example is noted below and 

contextualized into pre-history: 

 The ócoats of skin,ô mentioned in the third chapter of Genesis as given to 
Adam and Eve, are explained by certain ancient philosophers to mean the 
fleshy bodies with which, in the progress of the cycles, the progenitors of the 
race became clothed. They maintained that the godlike physical form 
became grosser and grosser, until the bottom of what may be termed the 
last spiritual cycle was reached, and mankind entered upon the ascending 
arc of the first human cycle. Then began an uninterrupted series of cycles or 
yogas [sic]; the precise number of years of which each of them consisted 
remaining an inviolable mystery within the precincts of the sanctuaries and 
disclosed only to the initiates. As soon as humanity entered upon a new 
one, the stone age, with which the preceding cycle had closed, began to 
gradually merge into the following and next higher age. With each 
successive age, or epoch, men grew more refined, until the acme of 
perfection possible in that particular cycle had been reached (emphasis 
added).20 

 
Notice the mystery of cycles that Blavatsky associated with time in this passage as 

well as her progressive view of evolution. This above excerpt demonstrated 

Blavatskyôs cyclical view of the descent of the soul into matter (and away from 

spirit). It is also noteworthy that all of humanity was involved in this cyclical 
                                                             
18 Garry W. Trompf, óMacrohistory in Blavatsky, Steiner, and Guenonô, in Western Esotericism and 
the Science of Religion, ed. by Antoine Faivre and Wouter J. Hanegraaff  (Leuven, Belgium: 
Peeters, 1998), pp. 269Ƅ96 (pp. 278Ƅ79). 
19 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 7. 
20 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 293Ƅ94. See also Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 51. 
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process; this idea would take centre stage in Blavatskyôs later conceptualizations of 

progressive root races and rounds that fit into this same descent/ascent 

framework.  

 Both the philosophy of emanation and the theory of forms appear prominent 

in Blavatskyôs development of time in Isis Unveiled. It is curious that, unlike her 

chief source on time Godfrey Higgins, Blavatsky did not suggest any numerical 

figures for these time periods at this particular point, only the initiates knew and 

they had not yet divulged any numerical figures to the world.21 Drawing upon these 

Neo-Platonic elements, Blavatsky postulated a view of time that started with the 

soul originating through the process of emanation from the One Universal Being in 

its original composition ð spirit (positive) which would eventually descended into 

matter (negative). This descent/ascent from spirit influenced the composition of 

each subsequent human race that followed this guiding principle. What occurred 

after the soul had exited this period of objective time (i. e. Blavatskyôs view of 

soteriology) will be explained in a later section, but first it is important to explain 

how Blavatsky connected Platonism to Eastern religions and to identify which 

sources Blavatsky utilised in constructing her semi-Neo-Platonic philosophy of 

time. 

 

Neo-Platonic Sources  

Blavatskyôs knowledge of Platonic and Plotinian philosophy seemed to have been 

derived largely from three sources that were identified by William E. Coleman: 

Eduard Zeller (1814ï1908), Benjamin Franklin Cocker (1869ï1883), and the noted 

Neo-Platonist, Thomas Taylor (1758ï1835). Taylor seems to have been the most 

influential of these sources, having written extensively on Plotinus and having 

translated many of his works into English, including On the Descent of the Soul in 

1794.22 Blavatsky wrote admiringly of Taylor throughout Isis Unveiled, maintaining 

                                                             
21 óThe precise number of years of which each of them consisted remaining an inviolable mystery 
within the precincts of the sanctuaries and disclosed only to the initiates.ô Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 
293. 
22 A complete annotated bibliography of Taylorôs work has been compiled noting the following 
translations: Thomas Taylor, Concerning the Beautiful: Or a Paraphrase translation from the Greek 
of Plotinus, Ennead I, Book VI (London, 1787); An Essay on the Beautiful: From the Greek of 
Plotinus (London, 1792); Five Books of Plotinus: viz. On Felicity; on the Nature and Origin of Evil; 
On Providence; on the Nature; Contemplation and the One; on the Descent of the Soul (London, 
1794); Porphyriusô Life of Plotinus: Select Works (1817), On Suicide (London, 1834), Three 
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another indirect connection ð Taylor was a ólearned and excellent friendô of 

Godfrey Higgins.23 Despite this connection, Taylor would have conceivably been 

known to Blavatsky through the influence of her editor, the Platonist Alexander 

Wilder.  

It has already been observed that according to Blavatsky, Wilder exerted an 

enormous influence on her during the writing of Isis Unveiled and assisted in 

editing and organizing this work. Blavatsky even claimed that he had written the 

introduction óBefore the Veil,ô though Wilder himself seemed to deny this role.24 

One fact remains undeniable: Wilder was connected to the early Theosophical 

Society, having served as one of its early Vice-Presidents and firmly defended its 

teachings, as he argued in an article in the Spiritualist, claiming Theosophy was a 

ódoctrine for the learned rather than dogmas for the unlearnedéô and expressing 

that óthere is no antagonism to modern science where it has any real exactness.ô25 

Wilderôs remarks confirm that Theosophy claimed to have been an empirical 

movement connected to science and evolution and served as a complex Victorian 

mythology.  

This connection notwithstanding, Wilder retained a tremendous amount of 

respect and appreciation for Taylor, exhibited in his introduction to Taylorôs 

dissertation The Eleusianian and Bacchich Mysteries. In this work, Wilder wrote 

that while Taylorôs interpretations were not generally accepted by classical 

scholars, Taylor ówas endowed with a superior qualificationô and that while óothers 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
Treatises of Plotinus óand one on the descent of the soulô (Osceola, MO, 1880). See Thomas Taylor 
The Platonist 1758Ƅ1835: List of Original Works and Translations, comp. by Ruth Balch (Chicago: 
[n. pub.], 1917). 
23 Godfrey Higgins, Anacalypsis: An Attempt To Draw Aside the Veil of The Saitic Isis, 2 vols 
(London: Longman Press, 1846), I, 816. 
24 Blavatsky claimed that: óit is Professor Wilder who did the most for me. It is he who made the 
excellent Index, who corrected the Greek, Latin and Hebrew words, suggested quotations and 
wrote the greater part of the Introduction ñBefore the Veilòéit was Dr. Wilder's express wish that his 
name should not appear except in footnotes.ô Helena Blavatsky, óMy Books,ô in H. P. Blavatsky: 
Collected Writings: 1890Ƅ1891, comp. by Boris De Zirkoff, 15 vols (Pasadena, CA: Theosophical 
Publishing House, 1966), XIII, 191Ƅ93 (p. 198). Alexander Wilder noted a different opinion: óI would 
hesitate, likewise, to be considered in any noteworthy sense as an editor of the work. It is true 
thatéI was asked to read the proof sheets and make sure that the Hebrew words and terms 
belonging to other languages were correctly given by the printer, but I added nothing, and do not 
remember that I ventured to control anything that was contributed to the work. Without her 
knowledge and approval, such action would have been reprehensible.ô Alexander Wilder, óHow ñIsis 
Unveiledò Was Writtenô, The Word, 7.2 (1908), 77ï87 (p. 83). 
25 Alexander Wilder, óThe Soul and the Spiritô, The Spiritualist, 12.8 (1878), 89Ƅ90 (p. 89). 
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may have known more Greekéhe knew more Plato.ô26  Wilder viewed the ólater 

Platonistsô as primarily universalists in nature bringing óto it [principle of truth] in 

their proper order and relations all the sublimest studies and precepts existing in 

the various religious and philosophic system of the different regions of the earth.ô27 

This same description could also be applied to Blavatsky and her own attempts at 

comparative mythography; thus, Wilder serves as an indirect bridge between 

Blavatsky and Platonism.28  

This study is not the first attempt to suggest the connection between 

Wilderôs Neo-Platonism (through Taylor) and Blavatskyôs outlook of time and 

chronology. In his Atlantis and the Cycles of Time, Joscelyn Godwin noted the 

heavy influence that Wilder (and therefore Taylorôs óPlatonic chronologyô) had on 

Blavatsky, though he overlooks the specific significance of the philosophy of time 

on Blavatskyôs view of evolution.29 Even the nineteenth-century comparative 

mythographers noted the similarities between Greek philosophy (Neo-Platonism) 

and Eastern religious traditions, yet Blavatsky took this as validation for the 

superiority of Eastern philosophy. She maintained her belief in the superiority of the 

East, a theme promoted throughout Isis Unveiled and seemingly based on the 

writings of Louis Jacoliot, as noted in the previous chapter. 

In his doctoral thesis, Brendan French suggested several other possible 

sources from whom Blavatsky may have derived this descent/ascent principle 

(combined with progressive evolution) which became a major concept in her 

philosophy of time. These included: Giordano Bruno (1548ï1600), Jacob Böhme 

(1575ï1624), and Eliphas L®vi. Frenchôs conclusions were based upon the work of 

Garry Trompf,  who noted that the influence of Lévi and Boehme remain critical to 

understanding Blavatskyôs view of descent/ascent and even suggested the 

influence of  the Freemason and co-founder of the Golden Dawn William Wynn 

Westcott (1848ï1925), noting that óthese three sourceséconvey both a vision of 

cosmic-descent/ascent, whereby the Divine becomes expressed within matter until 
                                                             
26 Thomas Taylor, The Eleusinian and Bacchic Mysteries: A Dissertation, 3rd edition (New York: J. 
W. Bouton, 1875), pp. xixƄxx. 
27 Alexander Wilder, óThe Later Platonistô, Bibliotheca Platonica: An Exponent of the Platonic 
Philosophy, 1.3 (1890), 162Ƅ85 (pp. 162Ƅ63). 
28 Thomas Taylor, The Eleusinian and Bacchic Mysteries: A Dissertation, ed. by Alexander Wilder 
(New York: J. W. Bouton, 1891), pp. 89Ƅ90, 104Ƅ06. 
29 Joscelyn Godwin, Atlantis and the Cycles of Time: Prophecies, Traditions, and Occult 
Revelations (Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 2011), p. 66. 
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respiritualization takes place, and sense of great ages or aeonic pulsation through 

time.ô30 As noted above, this framework was normative of Western esoteric writings 

and there are numerous sources from which Blavatsky could have derived her 

ideology of cosmic descent/ascent. While no one precursor can be identified in 

Blavatskyôs writing, Trompfôs focus on discovering Blavatskyôs sources is 

admirable. This idea can be more fully explored in a thesis of this nature rather 

than an article where space and scope are severely limited.    

Despite a similarity in all of these various individual philosophies of the 

descent/ascent of the soul and progressive spiritual evolution, it seemed that the 

majority of the figures mentioned by French were merely reconceptualizing the 

teachings of esoteric philosophy which seemed to have been the very project of his 

thesis (i. e. Blavatsky and her Masters presented a reconceptualized Hermetic 

mythology).31  French concluded that: óBlavatsky embraced within her 

macrohistorical imaging a conceptual framework adopted from the core traditions 

of Western esotericism- traditions with which she was more than familiar...ô32 

Certainly, Blavatskyôs  use of these two concepts in her view of time confirmed the 

enormous debt Blavatsky owed to Western intellectual history; however, Frenchôs 

familiarity with Western texts has pushed him to hastily associate Blavatskyôs 

macrocyclicist history (one aspect of her philosophy of time) with the ómost 

predictable place of all ð the Hermetica.ô33 And that the óevident cyclicisim of the 

Asclepian prophecies (from pristine purity to corruption, to annihilation, to rebirth) is 

the obvious contender for the provenance of such foundational leitmotif of 

esotericism.ô34 Though the influence of Hermes and the Hermetica on Western 

esotericism was imperative, Frenchôs statement that Blavatskyôs view of cyclical 

time was derived largely from Asclepius appears too simplistic a solution for such a 

                                                             
30 Garry W. Trompf, óMacrohistory in Blavatsky, Steiner, and Guenonô in Western Esotericism and 
the Science of Religion, eds. Antoine Faivre and Wouter J. Hanegraaff  (Leuven, Belgium: Peeters, 
1998), 269-296 (pp. 276Ƅ77). 
31 French, óThe Theosophical Mastersô, I, pp. 225Ƅ26. Hanegraaff noted that: óThe so-called 
Neoplatonism of the romantics turned out to be something else: it constituted a religious philosophy 
with some resemblances to Neoplatonism, but was basically rooted in a completely different 
worldview, i.e. Hermeticism.ô Wouter Hanegraaff, óRomanticism and the Esoteric Traditionô, in 
Gnosis and Hermeticism: From Antiquity to Modern Times, ed. by Roelof can den Broek and 
Wouter J. Hanegraaff (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1998), pp. 237Ƅ68 (p. 254). 
32 Brendan French, óThe Mercurian Master: Hermesô Gift to the Theosophical Societyô, Aries, 1.2 
(2001), 168-205 (p. 189). 
33 Ibid., p. 180. 
34 Ibid.  
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complex ideology.  Certainly she borrowed the principles of emanation and 

ascent/decent, but these ideologies only provided a framework for her spiritual 

evolution.  In response to Frenchôs conclusion on the Hermetic influence, this study 

has identified multiple sources that influenced Blavatskyôs philosophy of time, most 

of them appearing more influential than the Hermetica. Indeed, at this stage 

Blavatskyôs chronology and spiritual evolution appear to possess a stronger 

correlation to Victorian Spiritualism and comparative mythography than anything 

else.35 

At this juncture it is enough to note that evolution, emanation, and the 

wisdom tradition were all intricately connected to Blavatskyôs philosophy of time, 

beginning in this early writing. Blavatskyôs view of an emanationist origin for the 

world was connected to her belief in the ancient wisdom tradition (prisca theologia) 

and its ability to be recovered and óunveiledô; her view of time appeared as a 

mixture of comparative mythography, Spiritualism and Neo-Platonism. Also, it has 

been suggested that Blavatsky associated the monadôs descent into matter with 

her own interpretation of evolution, evidencing her own empirical explanations 

which assimilate modern scientific theories.  Now that these main themes have 

been examined, Blavatskyôs understanding of the universe must now be explained.   

 

II. Blavatskyôs Cosmological Construction of the Universe  

1. Modified Spiritualism  

As Blavatsky herself later noted, her view of time at this early point was largely 

indistinct (typical of Spiritualism) and was a syncretism of other writers. She clearly 

articulated the cosmological structure of the universe in the first volume of Isis 

Unveiled stating the following: 

 imagine a point in space as the primordial one; then with compasses draw 
a circle around this point; where the beginning and the end unite together, 
emanation and re-absorption meet. The circle itself is composed of 
innumerable smaller circleséeach of these minor rings forms the belt of 
the goddess which represents that sphere. As the curve of the arc 
approaches the ultimate point of the semi circle- the nadiréthe face of 
each successive goddess becomes more dark and hideouséevery belt is 
covered with representations of plants, animals, and human 
beingsébelonging toéthe anthropology of that particular sphere. There is 

                                                             
35 French, óThe Theosophical Mastersô, I, 218Ƅ21, 190Ƅ91. 
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a certain distance between each of the spheres, purposely marked; for 
after the accomplishment of the circles through various transmigrations, the 
soul is allowed a time of temporary nirvana during which space of time the 
atma loses all remembrance of past sorrows. The intermediate ethereal 
space is filled with strange beings.36 

  
This cosmology bears a striking resemblance to Art Magic written by Emma 

Hardinge Britten, who was able to release her works in a more expeditious manner 

through self-publishing. Britten noted a similar cosmology which illustrated her 

connection to Blavatsky (especially during this time period):  

As it is above, so it is below-on earth as in the skies. The universe is an 
endless chain of worlds in which spiritual spheres above, and semi-spiritual 
spheres below, stretch away from the lowest tones of being to the highest, 
in which embryonic life is swarming upwards to manhood, as man himself 
aspires to spiritual existence beyond.37 
 

Blavatskyôs cosmology and her belief in endless spheres seemed to have been 

typical of Spiritualism. Blavatsky elaborated upon this idea of spiritual evolution 

focusing on the individual (soul) as a form of Theosophical soteriology, and noting 

that after death the soul must undergo a temporal period of judgment and 

refinement.38   

Blavatskyôs cosmological structure was defined as a ócircle composed of 

innumerable smaller circles.ô The monadôs mission was to traverse these 

innumerable spheres, occasionally stopping for a temporary period in Nirvana.39  

After death, the monad would wander through the region lying between the earth 

and moon in order to purify itself to be reborn on another sphere in the cycle known 

as the ócircle of necessity.ô  

 The overall purpose of this process of spiritual evolution was the 

progression of the soul/monad and its eventual absorption into Eternal Rest, 

                                                             
36 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 348.elipses added 
37 Britten, Art Magic, p. 256. 
38 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 284.  
39 Nirvana implies an absorption into Godôs own essence and being. See Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, 
II, 310. The word monad is derived from the Greek word ɛɞɜɎɠ meaning one and was borrowed 
from the German mathematician Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646ï1716), especially obvious in his 
work La Monadologie (1714). It is defined as óthe immortal part of man which reincarnates in the 
lower kingdoms, and gradually progresses through them to Man and then to the final goal Nirvana.ô 
H. P. Blavatsky, The Theosophical Glossary (London: The Theosophical Publishing Society, 1892), 
p. 216. 
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though Blavatsky linked this belief to óPlato, Anaxagoras, Pythagoras, the Eleatic 

schools of Greece, as well as the old Chaldean sacerdotal collegesô who  

all taught the doctrine of the dual evolution; the doctrine of transmigration of 
souls referring only to the progress of man from world to world, after death 
here. Every philosophy worthy of the name taught that the spirit of man, if 
not the soul, was preexistenténothing is eternal and unchangeable, save 
the Concealed Deity.  Nothing that is finiteïwhether because it had a 
beginning, or must have an end can remain stationary.  It must either 
progress or recede; and a soul which thirsts after a reunion with its spirit, 
which alone confers upon it immortality, must purify itself through cyclic 
transmigrations, onward toward the only Land of Bliss and Eternal Rest, 
called in the Sohar, óThe Palace of Love,ôéin the Hindu religion, óMokshaô; 
among the Gnostics, the óPleroma of eternal Light.ô; and by the Buddhists, 
Nirvana. The Christian calls it the kingdom of heavené40 The soul cannot 
reach the abode of bliss, unless she haséthe re-union of the soul with the 
substance from which she emanated-spirit. 41  
 

Again Blavatskyôs Spiritualist belief in endless worlds/spheres is exhibited. It also 

appears based upon this above quote that it was possible for the soul to obtain an 

eternal rest by being absorbed into the One Being (from which it had emanated) 

through the reuniting of the soul and the spirit. Yet this could only occur after 

continuing upon its descent/ascent. The soul, therefore, continued on in 

spiritualized worlds until it had achieved the necessary balance of spirit and could 

finally be absorbed into its divine source. Another aspect of this spiritual evolution 

is found in Isis Unveiled which confirmed that souls typically go to other more 

spiritualized planes after death rather than returning to earth.42  

 

  

2. Cyclical Time ðMinor and Grand Cycles  

In Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky further described two types of cycles: minor and grand, 

both of which contained periods of activity/inactivity, along with partial and global 

cataclysms (pralayas), following the overriding, Neo-Platonic principle of the 

descent/ascent from spirit. A grand cycle was said to be composed of seven minor 

cycles. Blavatsky herself set up five systematic rules associated with her cyclical 

view of the universe including an descent/ascent within an eternal backdrop: 

                                                             
40 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 279Ƅ80. 
41 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 281. 
42 Campbell, Ancient Wisdom Revived, p. 39. Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 351; II, 152, 280. 
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1. The universe was formed through evolution from pre-existent matter, 2. This 

universe is only one of an endless series of universes, 3. Eternity is pointed off into 

grand cycles, in each of which twelve transformations of our world occur (this 

would change to a series of seven in the Mahatma letters), following its partial 

destruction by fire and water, alternately. So that when a new minor period sets in, 

the earth is so changed, even geologically, as to be practically a new world. 4. 

These twelve transformations follow her view of descent/ascent of the soul; in other 

words, the first six transformations become gradually more material (descent), 

while the last six become gradually more spiritual (ascent), corresponding with the 

nature of man, 5. When the apex of the cycles is reached a gradual dissolution 

occurs [pralaya] and every living and objective form is destroyed; however, by this 

stage, humanity, animals, plants, and every atom is sent to an subjective realm.43 

One such subjective realm mentioned above was Blavatskyôs belief in a place of 

judgment known as a ócircle of necessity,ô which will be examined in the next 

section.  

 Blavatsky connected these cycles to Eastern religion and her own ideas of 

evolution: óAfter a time of rest, say the Buddhists, when a new world becomes self-

formed, the astral souls of animals, and of all beings, except such as have reached 

the highest Nirvana, will return on earth again to end their cycles of 

transformations, and become men in their turn.ô44 Blavatsky would later expand this 

evolutionary process of the monad into a longer process that went from mineral to 

animal to human evolution. She would also assimilate these periods into various 

óroundsô and óroot-racesô; however, at this stage Blavatsky seemingly utilized 

Eastern terms in conjunction with her own unique interpretations.  

Using Neo-Platonic elements, Blavatsky postulated a view of time that 

divided humanity into races which followed this principle for the descent/ascent of 

the soul, though it had originated through the process of emanation from the One 

Universal Being which meant that humanity originated as spirit (positive) and 

descended into matter (negative). One day it would return to spirit and become re-

                                                             
43 Mostly paraphrased from Blavatsky. Isis Unveiled, II, 455Ƅ56. 
44 Blavatsky. Isis Unveiled, II, 455Ƅ56. 
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absorbed into the One, following a series of spiritual incarnations which Blavatsky 

began expressing in óEasternô terms. 

 
 

III. Blavatsky, Time and Her Use of Eastern Terminology   

     1. Yugs: Time in Isis Unveiled : Eastern Terminology with a Western Twist  

Blavatsky defined ótimeô by employing multiple terms, several of which were 

Eastern in origin. Most of these terms could have been derived from either Higgins 

or Jacolliot, while it seemed that Blavatskyôs understanding of the yugs were 

(based upon her citation) taken directly from Charles Colemanôs The Mythology of 

the Hindus With Notices of Various Mountain and Island Tribes (1832).45 These 

terms included a kalpa, yug, and manwantara, all of which are expressed in yearly 

increments. One Kalpa is equal to 4,320,000,000 years and is divided into four 

lesser yugas known as the Satya-yug (1,728,000 years), Tretya Yug (1,296,000), 

Dvapa yug (864,000) and the Kali yug (432,000).46  All of these yugs added 

together equal one Maha-yug or 4,320,000 years. A Manwantara equals 

308,448,000 years (71.4 Maha-yugs). One óday of Brahmaô is equal to one ónight of 

Brahmaô and each of these is equivalent to 4,320,000,000 years.47 One term that 

Blavatsky borrowed from Higgins was a ónero,ô which signified a period of 600 

years; then there was a ósarosô which was the equivalent of 3,600 years.48 

Blavatsky also seemingly coined a new technical term for time division, 

decimillennium, though this term was derived from the Greek prefix ŭŮəŬ meaning 

ten; thus, a decimillenium was equal to one-hundred thousand (100,000) years.49 

These are the basic terms that she utilized in her explanation of time. 

                                                             
45 Compare Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 32. to Charles Coleman, The Mythology of the Hindus with 
Notices of Various Mountain and Island Tribes Inhabiting the Two Peninsulas of India and the 
Neighbouring Islands (London: Parburry and Co., 1832), p. xiii. 
46 Again, Blavatskyôs view of time was comparative in nature, as such, she had to prove that this 
chronology could be found in other cultures other than Eastern: óThe Chaldeans, in their turn, give 
precisely the same figures, minus one cipher, to wit: they make their 120 saros a total of 432,000 
years.ô Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 467. 
47 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 272. 
48 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 30.  
49 Ibid., p. 31. Since the inception of this term by Blavatsky, it appears to have remained a strictly 
Theosophical word which could only be found in one work written by a known Russian esoteric 
philosopher, Peter D. Ouspensky (1878ï1947). See P. D. Ouspensky, Tertium Organum: A Key to 
the Enigmas of the World, trans. by Nicholas Bessaraboff and Claude Bragdon (Rochester, NY: 
Manas Press, 1920), p. 113. 
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 One of the appealing elements of these Eastern time divisions for Blavatsky 

seemed to be that they could explain a materialist and individualistic shift in 

Victorian culture (i. e. the Kali Yug explained the reason why humanity was 

focused on the physical/material instead of the spiritual). In Blavatskyôs philosophy, 

humanityôs spiritual and physical evolution were directly connected to each other e. 

g. religion and history. This belief illustrated Blavatskyôs critique of nineteenth 

century culture: she regarded it as heavily materialistic and dismal. Blavatsky 

referred to it as óthe age of doubtô; this belief also brought hope as it showed that 

this age of darkness, misery, and sorrow was only temporary and would be 

followed by a golden age; thus, time was the instrument that would provide 

deliverance/salvation.50 Blavatsky admitted that her interpretation of óthe four ages 

of the Hindu chronologyô was a ómore philosophical idea than appears on the 

surface,ô evidencing her scavenger approach to these sources.51 Eastern time 

divisions could also explain the degeneration of the human life-span, which 

corresponded with an Indian view of yugs and Blavatskyôs cyclical and progressive 

view of evolution.52  

In Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky considered an Eastern view of time and 

apologetically defined and defended the Hindu chronology in light of the accepted 

literal Genesis chronology; she compared the Hindu view of time to the Greek, 

Roman, and Jewish chronologies, noting her disdain of Christianity and its 

chronology, which was a recurring theme throughout this work. The following 

passage proves that Isis primarily presented a comparative mythography in the 

spirit of Godfrey Higgins, utilizing Eastern terms to validate her own agenda: 

The óagesô of the Hindus differ but little from those of the Greeks, Romans, 
and even the Jews.  We include the Mosaic computation advisedly, and with 
intent to prove our position. The chronology which separates Moses from 
the creation of the world by only four generations seems ridiculous, merely 
because the Christian clergy would enforce it upon the world literally. The 
kabalists know that these generations stand for ages of the world. The 
allegories which, in the Hindu calculations, embrace the whole stupendous 
sweep of the four ages, are cunningly made in the Mosaic books, through 
the obliging help of the Masorah, to cram into the small period of two 
millenniums and a half (2513)! 

                                                             
50 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 275. 
51 Ibid.  
52 Ibid., p. 469. 
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The exoteric plan of the Bible was made to answer also to four ages. 

Thus, they reckon the Golden Age from Adam to Abraham; the silver, 
forward, the iron.  But the secret computation is quite different, and does not 
vary at all from the zodiacal calculations of the Brahmans. We are in the Iron 
Age, or Kali-Yug, but it began with Noah, the mythical ancestor of our 
race.53 

Blavatsky believed that the Hindu system of chronology held a more accurate 

division of time (which aligned more closely with nineteenth-century scientific 

theories of origins since the age of the earth was older than a literal reading of the 

Bible suggests) despite her seeming reluctance to fully adopt it at this early stage. 

It could be argued that Isis Unveiled presented Blavatskyôs comparative 

mythography. She did not fully assimilate Eastern time divisions at this point and it 

was not until the Oriental shift that she would integrate this tradition more fully into 

her philosophy.54 While Blavatsky utilized some Eastern terms within this passage, 

her view of Eastern time was rudimentary and her ideologies seemed better 

connected to Western sources at this stage. Brendan French noted this fact: 

éIn reality, the Indic materials at this point add little other than a vocabulary 
to conceptual figurations whose grammar was already available from 
classical models of time and history, such as those of Hesiod (c. 750 B.C.E.) 
and Aristotle (384ï355 B.C.E.), or from the expansive visions of such 
luminaries of esotericism as Boehme and Swedenborg.55 
 

French went on to note that Blavatskyôs employment of Eastern terminology was 

not merely to evidence that India was the cradle of civilization, but also to show 

that Blavatskyôs wisdom tradition was universal in scope and transcended religious 

boundaries. French implied that Blavatsky connected her philosophy of time to the 

ancient wisdom tradition. This conclusion summarized the main goal of Isis 

Unveiled: to prove that an ancient wisdom tradition existed that undergirded 

Spiritualism through a comparative view of religion. Blavatsky even knew where it 

could be rediscovered- in India.  

                                                             
53 Ibid., p. 443. Blavatskyôs pattern of using Genesis to explain her view of time is evidenced in this 
above quote.   
54 Though the Vishnu Purana was known to Blavatsky before 1886 (see H. P. Blavatsky, óThe 
Puranas On The Dynasties of the Moryas and the Koothoomiô, Collected Writings: 1883-1884-1885, 
ed. by Boris de Zirkoff,15 vols (Pasadena: CA: Theosophical Publishing House, 1966), VI, 40Ƅ42), 
according to a letter sent to A. P. Sinnett she received her own copy of this Purana around March of 
1886. See The Letters of HP Blavatsky to A. P. Sinnett, ed. by A. T. Barker (Pasadena, CA: 
Theosophical University Press, 1973), p. 197. 
55 French, The Theosophical Masters, I, 116Ƅ17. 
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 Despite the universal scope of this ancient wisdom tradition, it appeared that 

Blavatskyôs philosophy of time was almost wholly influenced by Western sources 

and ideologies and Eastern terms were merely added to give an Oriental flavor; 

thus, her philosophy (of time particularly) reflected a Western influence. Now that 

Blavatskyôs time divisions have been explored, some main óEasternô terms that 

Blavatsky reconceptualized and connected with time will now be analyzed.  

 

2. Day and Night of Brahma  

In Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky promoted an infinite spiritual evolution through various 

cycles.56 Outside of this infinite realm there existed an ultimate cause and sustainer 

of the universe. This Divine Being was thought to be infinite, unknowable, and 

eternal. This Being was the one Cause and the original form out of which 

everything emanated; this divinity was outside of time, space, and any other 

conceivable human method of measurement. Though this One unknowable ódeityô 

is the only constant and unchanging being within Blavatskyôs continuously evolving 

view of time, its eternal creative force was subjected to cyclical periods of rest and 

activity that affected the timing of the universe.57  Two of the key elements 

associated with Blavatskyôs philosophy of time are exhibited, including a descent 

(followed by an ascent) and a belief in emanation which she connected to an 

Eastern deity ð Brahma.58 

 A cyclical view of time was further illustrated through the Eastern concept of 

a Day and Night of Brahma. There are two periods associated with cyclical time in 

Isis Unveiled: activity (Day of Brahma/evolution on spheres) and inactivity (Night of 

Brahma/ no evolution on sphere). However, Blavatsky continuously harmonized 

the night of Brahma with the biblical Genesis cosmology. Periods of activity were 

separated from periods of inactivity which followed the cosmic rest (pralaya).59 

                                                             
56 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 206Ƅ07; II, 219. 
57 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 94, 407; II, 219, (First Cause) 266Ƅ67, 273, 311. 
58 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 272Ƅ73. 
59 There are two distinct pralayas: a maha (great) pralaya and a minor pralaya. See Blavatsky, Isis 
Unveiled, II, p. 24. The concept of cyclical rest and activity are not unique to Eastern philosophy and 
are notable in Robert Fludd and also Jewish (Lurianic) Kabbalah (Tzim Tzum). Also, note the 
writings of the evolutionist Alfred Wallace: óall nature is full of rhythmic movements of infinitely 
varied kinds, degrees and durations. All the motions and function of living things are periodic; 
growth and repair, assimilation and waste, go on alternatelyé.All kinds of stimulus must be of short 
duration or injurious results followéthe advantage of darkness (gives) rest to all the senses and 
faculties of body and mind, and endowing us with renewed vigour for another period of activity and 
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Blavatsky used her allegorical interpretation of Genesis in order to defend her 

conceptualization of the Day and Night of Brahma and her view of time throughout 

Isis Unveiled, again evidencing her comparative approach to mythography and the 

influence of Godfrey Higgins. It is enough to merely show that Blavatsky linked the 

concept of activity and inactivity to both Western (days and nights in creation as 

told in Genesis) and the Eastern concepts (days and nights of Brahma) revealing 

that this concept of periodic destructions held  precedence in comparative 

mythography.60  

 

3. Pralaya  

A pralaya was a partial cataclysm that occurred after each minor cycle of the globe 

as exemplified in the flood of Noah, but a Maha-Pralaya (global cataclysm) 

occurred after a completed day of Brahma.61 Following this pralaya, ónew races of 

men and animals and a new flora evolve from the dissolution of the precedent 

ones,ô mirroring a Darwinian form of evolution.62 Time was infinite and eternal, 

consisting of expanding worlds and cyclical cataclysms that included cyclical 

periods of rest and unrest. These periods were separated by the ópralayaô ð a 

period of dissolution when the pralaya acted as the catalyst for the night of 

Brahma. This is the polar, cosmological structure of the entire universe as a whole. 

The concept of activity and inactivity were also seen in the individual journey of the 

soulôs evolution in the concept known as the ócircle of necessityô. One important 

point to remember was Blavatskyôs view of cycles ended in a similar manner as 

Higgins had suggested ð absorption back into the One; however, Blavatskyôs 

limited knowledge of Eastern traditions led her to develop her own unique ideas 

which she connected to these Eastern terms/concepts. Blavatsky also believed in 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
enjoyment of life.ô Wallace, Manôs Place in the Universe, p. 214. See Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 
263Ƅ64, 421Ƅ22. 
60 This is evidenced in Isis Unveiled, I, 150, 293Ƅ94, 303; II, 422Ƅ24, 461. óWhen we realize that 
the majority of those who are so skeptical as to the magical powers possessed by the ancient 
philosophers, who laugh at the old theogonies and the fallacies of mythology, nevertheless have an 
implicit faith in the records and inspiration of their Bible, hardly daring to doubt even that monstrous 
absurdity that Joshua arrested the source of the sun, we may well say Amen to Godfrey Higginsô 
just rebuke: óWhen I find,ô he says, ólearned men believing Genesis literally, which the ancients, with 
all their failings, had too much sense to receive except allegorically, I am tempted to doubt the 
reality of the improvement of the human mind.ô  Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 283Ƅ84. 
61 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 424. 
62 Ibid.  
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lesser deities and avatars, suggesting a complicated hierarchal system that will 

now be examined. 

 

4. Evolution, óAvatarsô and Cyclical Time   

Blavatskyôs concept of spiritual evolution presented a doctrine of cosmological 

salvation in the absence of a personal God or Redeemer. In this system she 

employed a range of differing divinities. While both Trompf and French argued that 

there was no discussion of óthe Mastersô in Isis Unveiled, their role was prefigured 

in Blavatskyôs teachings of emanations and lesser divinities which would later 

evolve into her concept of the Masters.63 These lesser gods were higher 

emanations from the One unknowable Being, and, as Blavatsky herself noted, that 

ówithout a God, the cosmos would seem to it but like a soulless corpse.ô64 

Much of Blavatskyôs philosophy was borrowed from comparative 

mythography in Isis Unveiled where she deduced that the ancient wisdom tradition 

consisted of a three gods in one (trinity) as exhibited in the Hindu, Greek, 

Chaldaean, and Christian religious traditions. She claimed that all of these 

traditions were corruptions of the one true wisdom tradition that she was óunveilingô 

in this text. This original trinity was convertible with all of these traditions and óby 

describing the avatars of one, all others are included in the allegory, with a change 

of form but not of substanceô further validating the comparative categorization.65 

This trinity revealed itself through incarnations as avatars which were involved in 

their own spiritual evolution that aligned with physical evolution of humanity. It is 

worth mentioning that in both of these avatar references below Blavatsky 

referenced Jacolliot who was an important source throughout Isis Unveiled.66 

Blavatsky held that Vishnuôs many incarnations were symbols for spiritual evolution 

as followed: 

                                                             
63 Garry W. Trompf, óImagining Macrohistory? Madame Blavatsky from Isis Unveiled (1877) to The 
Secret Doctrine (1888)ô, Literature & Aesthetics, 21.1 (June 2011), 43-71 (p. 56).;  Brendan James 
French, óThe Theosophical Masters: An Investigation into the Conceptual Domains of H. P. 
Blavatsky and C. W. Leadbeaterô, 2 vols (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Sydney, August 
2000), II, 472. 
64 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 36; II, 35Ƅ36. 
65 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 278. In order to clarify her view of the avatars Blavatsky referenced 
Charles Coleman and Jacolliot. 
66 Ibid., p. 259. In this passage Blavatsky referenced William Jones and Jacolliot. 
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1. Matsya avatar,Vishnu as a fish, 2. Kurm-avatar, as a tortoise, 3. Varaha, as a 

boar, 4. Nara-Sing (sic): as a man-lion, last animal stage, 5. Vamuna (sic) as a 

dwarf, first step toward the human form, 6. Parasu-Rama, as a hero, but yet an 

imperfect man, 7. Rama-Chandra, Physically a perfected man, 8. Christna-Avatar, 

who is identical  with Adam Kadmon, 9. Guatama Buddha, 10. An unknown avatar 

óéwhen Vishnu appears for the last time he will come as a Saviourô.67 

Blavatsky believed these avatars corresponded with different stages of human 

evolution, which she connected with the Western mythological figure Berosus and 

Charles Lyellôs time divisions. Again, the connection between history (Lyell) and 

myth (Berosus) is apparent. What remains striking about Blavatskyôs view of this 

Eastern avatar ideology was that she applied this system to a progressive form of 

evolution, yet in most Eastern traditions the belief in reincarnation was largely anti-

evolutionary. Karma could lead to a human soul being reincarnated as a 

cockroach. As one modern Indian researcher Meera Nanada noted: óthe avatars of 

Vishnu, likewise, originally represented different forms [sic] God Vishnuétakes on 

to save the world from destruction: there wasnôt even a hint of evolutionary 

progression of living forms in representations of Vishnu the fish to the man 

avatars.ô68 Despite Blavatskyôs insistence that this was truly an allegory for spiritual 

evolution óthere is no evidence that the devotees of Vishnu have read the myth as 

an allegory of evolution.ô69 This serves as another example of Blavatskyôs 

scavenger approach and occult hermeneutic at work, further revealing her 

superficial comprehension of Eastern customs at this early stage.  

 As hinted above, Blavatskyôs whole conceptualization of the avatar at this 

stage was that they were early emanations to carry ómankind personified by one 

god-like man to the apex of physical and spiritual perfection ð a god on earth. In 

Christna and other Saviours of the world we see the philosophical idea of the 

progressive development understoodé.ô70 Christna was part of a Hindu trinity as 

explained in Isis Unveiled, yet even these divinities were subjected to Blavatskyôs 

                                                             
67 Ibid., p. 274. 
68 Meera Nanda, óMadame Blavatskyôs Children: Modern Hindu Encounters with Darwinismô, 
Handbook of Religion and the Authority of Science, ed. by James R. Lewis and Olav Hammer 
(Leiden: Brill, 2012), pp. 279Ƅ344 (p. 310). 
69 Nanda, óMadame Blavatskyôs Childrenô, p. 310. 
70 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 276.  
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philosophy of time. The life of these avatars, were called a óday of parabrahmaô. 

Speaking of the One Cause, Blavatsky noted that the emanations of the trinity (the 

óinferior deitiesô) would one day be made extinct; thus, even the gods were subject 

to Blavatskyôs laws of cycles, emanations, and dissolution.71  

 The nature of these mediators was explained in a letter published in the 

Spiritualist periodical on 8 February 1878. This quotation combined (Higginsô) 

comparative mythography and Neo-Platonism with Eastern terms, thereby noting 

the role of these mediators:  

In days of old the ómediatorsô of humanity were men like Christna, Gautama 
Buddha, Jesus, Paul, Apollonius of Tyana, Plotinus, Porphyry, and the like 
of them. They were Adepts, Philosophers- men who, by struggling their 
whole lives in purity, study, and self-sacrifice, through trials, privations, and 
self-discipline, attained divine illumination and seemingly superhuman 
powers. They could not only produce all the phenomena seen in our times, 
but regarded it as a sacred duty to cast out óevil spiritsô or demons from the 
unfortunates who were obsessed- in other words, to rid the medium of their 
days of the óElementariesô.72 

 
These men óobtainedô their place as óadeptsô though this view would change and 

become a result of their spiritual evolution and racial standing in future writings. 

Aside from using these óreconceptualizedô Eastern terms, Blavatsky incorporated 

her own ideas in Isis Unveiled that appear to have been original to her 

interpretations of time. These original concepts will now be identified.  

 

 IV. óBlavatskyismô Original Time Divisions  

Blavatskyôs early critic, William Emmette Coleman suggested that since many of 

her main teachings could not be categorized into any known (Eastern or Western) 

framework that instead her teachings should be labelled óBlavatskyismsô. Several 

elements are employed in Isis Unveiled that can only be categorized as 

óBlavatskyismsô which show the originality of her philosophy of time.73 These 

original concepts will now be explored. 

 

                                                             
71 Ibid., p. 273. 
72 óMadame Blavatsky on the Views of the Theosophistsô, The Spiritualist, 12.6 (1878), 68Ƅ70 (p. 
69). 
73 William Emmette Coleman, óMadame Blavatsky and Theosophy: A Reply to My Critics. Part Twoô, 
The Religio-Philosophical Journal, 2. 
<http://blavatskyarchives.com/colemanmadameblavatskypart2. htm>. 
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1. Elementals and the Eighth Sphere: Blavatskyôs Form of Justice  

Included in Blavatskyôs cosmological structure in Isis Unveiled was the concept of 

óthe eighth sphereô that she equated to óthe allegorical Hades, and the Gehenna of 

the Bibleô where óthrough vice, fearful crimes and animal passionsô certain souls 

were annihilated. This sphere was a place of judgment for exceptionally wicked 

souls.74 The eighth sphere was not always a permanent judgment and in some 

cases monads could even leave this sphere after repenting or, as Blavatsky noted, 

óby exercising the remnants of his will-power, strive upward, andéstruggle once 

more to the surface.ô75 The eighth sphere was separate from Nirvana and it was an 

important part of Blavatskyôs cosmological structure of time, spiritual evolution, and 

justice/punishment.   

 The eighth sphere was an actual cosmological place in Blavatskyôs structure 

of the universe where monads went to be annihilated, though another belief was 

also connected to this sphere. In Blavatskyôs philosophy, this sphere was the home 

of the elementals (in the Mahatma Letters this locale would change to Kama 

Loka).76 These were the lying and deceitful spirits that were contacted by 

Spiritualists during their séances. In Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky placed her theory of 

elementals into the ancient history of necromancy, going as far back as the 

séances that occurred in ancient Israel and Greece to provide ancient precedent to 

her conceptualization of these deceiving and trickster spirits.77  

Given the existence of elementals, any spirit communications were subject 

to fallibility and were therefore unreliable. It was only through communication with 

Blavatskyôs hidden masters (who were themselves an evolving concept in 

Blavatskyôs philosophy) that true infallible metaphysical knowledge could be 

known. Blavatsky was distancing herself from the accepted tenet of Spiritualism 

while at the same time using their phenomena to validate her own version of the 

one, true ancient wisdom tradition. Her belief in the eighth sphere as a place of 

annihilation remains a prime example of a true óBlavatskyismô which was a result of 

her comparative approach. 

                                                             
74 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 352. 
75 Ibid., pp. 352Ƅ53. The rule that monads could escape the eighth sphere would change in Esoteric 
Buddhism. 
76 Ibid., pp. 355Ƅ56, 490. 
77 Ibid., p. 355. 
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2. The Circle of Necessity: A Spiritualist Ideology for an óEasternô Philosophy  

The term ócircle of necessityô did not originate with Blavatsky as it was found in 

early translations of the ancient writings of Diogenes Laertius in his Life of 

Pythagoras: óthey say, too, that [Pythagoras] he was the first person who asserted 

that the soul went a necessary circle, being changed about and confined at 

different times in different bodies.ô78 Though Blavatsky also connected this term to 

Pythagorasô philosophy, she related it to an Egyptian view of the afterlife as well.79 

Furthermore, Blavatsky equated the ócircle of necessityô to the Greek term əɨəɚɞ  

ɎɜɎɔəɖ (wheel/circle of destiny/necessity).80  

Based upon its historical usage, the ócircle of necessityô described the entire 

journey of an individual soul. Blavatsky used óthe circle of necessityô with two 

different meanings. The first definition is found in The Theosophical Glossary: óthe 

duration of the cycle between rebirths or reincarnations being from 1,000 to 3,000 

years on the averageô (i. e. Blavatsky used this term to define the period of time 

after death when the astral soul lingered around the body for a duration of 1,000- 

3,000 years).81 This term was later related to reincarnation ð if a person had died 

a premature death (abortion or infant death) or had lived in a state of idiocy, their 

soul would be expelled from this circle and reincarnated on the same sphere.82 

These were the only two circumstances under which reincarnation on the same 

sphere was permissible in Blavatskyôs soteriology (in Isis Unveiled). 

The circle of necessity was used ambiguously by Blavatsky, though it 

appeared to be assimilated into her cosmological construction of the universe and 

                                                             
78 Diogenes Laertius, The Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, trans. by C. D. Yonge 
(London: Henry G. Bohn, 1853), pp. 343Ƅ44. The ócircle of necessityô was also mentioned by 
Plutarch in relation to Pythagoras: órefers to the Pythagorean circle of necessity; where by Necessity 
they mean restraint or death. Which they suppose to be the condition of al Human Souls, while 
under the Power of Matter. ô Plutarch, Morals, 2 vols (London: Thomas Braddyll, 1704), II, 338. 
79 Blavatsky associated the term circle of necessity with Pythagoras in Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 
347. This term was intimately connected with Egyptian soteriology as it is nearly always mentioned 
in relation to the occidental mysteries. See Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 226, 296, 347, 553.  
80 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 553.  
81 H. P. Blavatsky, The Theosophical Glossary (London: The Theosophical Publishing Society, 
1892), p. 85. This Western definition of the ócircle of necessityô was also not unique to Blavatsky 
having been published in John Wilson, The Lost Solar System of the Ancients Discovered (London: 
Spottiswood & Co, 1856), p. 248. See also Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 226, 296Ƅ97. 
82 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 351. 
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soteriology, and in her post-death ówandering of the spiritô for purification.83 

Blavatsky noted it was a ópure Buddhistical doctrineô, but she also associated it with 

Egyptian mythology.84 She called it óthe inexorable doom imposed upon every soul 

after the bodily death, and when it had been judged in the Amenthian region.ô85 

This ócircle of necessityô was a time of purification when the soul was óatoningô for 

its earthly infractions.  

 Additionally, the second definition for the ócircle of necessityô was related to 

the overall cyclical journey of the soul, a synonym of a human ógrand cycleô. The 

purpose of this was identical to another of the widely accepted teachings of 

Spiritualism, the perfection of the soul:  

physically, intellectually, and spirituallyéNo human being completes its 
grand cycle, or the ócircle of necessity,ô until all these are accomplished. As 
the laggards in a race struggle and plod in their first quarter while the victor 
darts past the goal, so in the race of immortality, some souls outspeed all 
the rest and reach the endéThis is what the Hindu dreads above all 
thingsðtransmigration and reincarnation; only on other and inferior planets, 
never on this one.86 

 
Here the ócircle of necessityô was connected to Blavatskyôs soteriological view in 

Isis Unveiled ð that reincarnation did not occur on the same sphere, echoing the 

teachings of Spiritualism (incarnation in other worlds was a generally accepted 

belief among many Spiritualists).87 All of the soteriological elements that Blavatsky 

employed (e. g. the circle of necessity, reincarnation, a Day and Night of Brahma, 

etc.) were subjected to her philosophy of cyclical time. It is curious that throughout 

                                                             
83 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 284. 
84 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 346Ƅ47. 
85 Ibid., p. 553. 
86 Ibid., pp. 345Ƅ46. 
87 In Blavatskyôs reconsideration of Isis Unveiled (as noted in an article written for The Path in 
October 1886) she argued that this paragraph was not actually inconsistent with her later views of 
reincarnation. Instead, Blavatsky noted that this was an editorial mishap: óThe ñlast sentenceò is a 
fatal mistake, and one to which the writer pleads ñnot guilty.ò It is evidently the blunder of some 
ñreaderò who had no idea of Hindu philosophy and who was led into a subsequent mistake on the 
next page, wherein the unfortunate word ñplanetò is put for cycle. Isis was hardly, if ever, looked into 
after its publication by its writer, who had other work to do; otherwise there would been an apology 
and a page pointing to the errata, and the sentence made to run óthe Hindu dreads transmigration in 
other inferior forms, on this planetéHuman incarnation is a cyclic necessity and law; and no Hindu 
dreads it- however much he may deplore the necessity.ô H. P. Blavatsky, óTheories About 
Reincarnation and Spiritsô, The Path: A Magazine Devoted to the Brotherhood of Humanity, 
Theosophy in America, and the Study of Occult Science, Philosophy, and Aryan Literature, 1 
(1886Ƅ1887), 232Ƅ45 (p. 237). Thus, Blavatskyôs interpretation that óhuman incarnation was a 
cyclical necessityô clearly articulated Blavatskyôs second definition for the ócircle of necessityôðthe 
overall journey of a monad through various incarnations.   
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Blavatskyôs later writings and philosophies the ócircle of necessityô seemed to 

evolve into a non-essential doctrine and was used only in its second definition. In 

fact, a case could be made that the circle of necessity was replaced by Avitchi as 

Blavatskyôs view of reincarnation and karma started to evolve and take center 

stage especially following the Oriental shift in 1879. With karma, there would be no 

need for a place of punishment (avitchi) or a time of judgment (circle of necessity). 

The next life would provide the ónecessaryô punishment for the previous life. No 

longer did the soul have to wander the earth after its demise. In Blavatskyôs later 

philosophy, the soul was placed directly into an alternative universe of reward 

which was outside of earthly time (as opposed to wandering in the earthly sphere). 

This philosophical shift in Blavatskyôs philosophy was seen through her later 

neglect of the term ócircle of necessity.ô This was likely related to Blavatskyôs desire 

to distance her philosophy from nineteenth-century Spiritualism, which held a 

general belief that the souls of human beings lingered on the earth and were 

capable of communicating and being channeled by a medium.88  

In the Mahatma letters, the concept of this circle would be expanded ð a 

piece of the soul was capable of being cast off an individual monad and could start 

its own circle. In The Secret Doctrine, this circle was replaced by karma and 

became the explanation for good and evil. In Isis Unveiled, the circle of necessity 

explained the terrible and apparent injustices of life. This term provides another 

apparent example of a óBlavatskyism.ô Now that these original terms have been 

identified, it should be noted that Blavatsky also developed some primitive ideas 

that laid the foundation of her future cosmology and soteriology. Here in Isis 

Unveiled they are mentioned in passing, but by examining them in this early state 

some clues as to how her philosophy of time developed can be understood. 

 

 

 

                                                             
88 According to Kardec, after death the soul ódoes not become lost in the immensity of the infinite, as 
is generally believed. It is in the errant state in the spirit worldé Since the visible world lives in the 
midst of the invisible world and is in constant contact with it, it follows that these two react 
incessantly upon each otheré Allen Kardec, What is Spiritism?: Introduction to Knowing the 
Invisible World, that is, The World of Spirits, trans. by Darrel Kimble, Marcia Saiz, and Illy Reis 
(Brasilia, DF : International Spiritist Council, 2010), pp. 160, 212. 
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3. óBlavatskyismô: Original Elements of Time and Spirit Evolution  

Root Race Prototype  

Blavatsky evolved a complex chronology through infinite rounds, root races, and 

globes and these teachings were prefigured in Isis Unveiled. In Isis, races were 

connected to cycles though there were no details and the teaching remained subtle 

and indirect. One of the primitive doctrines that Isis Unveiled introduced was 

Blavatskyôs view of races, which even at this stage had its place in her larger 

evolutionary framework. Her conceptualization of races was directly connected to 

the two main principles of time identified earlier ð her understanding of emanation 

and the descent/ascent of the soul.89 

Although several excerpts in Isis Unveiled prefigure the concept of root 

races, this term did not yet explicitly feature in Blavatskyôs cosmology. The origin of 

this concept is anticipated which connected Blavatskyôs view of races with her view 

of cycles: 

The grand cycle as we have heretofore remarked, includes the progress of 
mankind from its germ in the primordial man of spiritual form to the 
deepest depth of degradation he can reach ð each successive step in the 
descent being accompanied by a greater strength and grossness of the 
physical form than its precursor ð and ends with the Flood. But while the 
grand cycle, or age, is running its course, seven minor cycles are passed, 
each marking the evolution of a new race out of the preceding one, on a 
new world.  And each of these races, or grand types of humanity, breaks 
up into subdivision of families, and they again into nations and tribes, as 
we see the earthôs inhabitants subdivided to-day into Mongols, Caucasian, 
Indians, etc.90  
 

This quote remains important because it described the evolution of new races and 

even connected the early prototype of root races with the number seven.91 The 

hierarchy of óracesô with their subdivisions would be greatly expanded in future 

                                                             
89 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 276. 
90 Ibid., 263. 
91 Blavatsky further believed in six previous and distinct races as noted in Isis Unveiledðagain 
totaling seven: óWe have already seen that it is one of the universal traditions accepted by all the 
ancient peoples that there were many races of men anterior to our present races. Each of these 
was distinct from the one which preceded it; and each disappeared as the following appeared. In 
Manu, Six such races are plainly mentioned as having succeeded each other.ô Blavatsky, Isis 
Unveiled, I, 590. The above quotes provided the foundation for the later sub-divisions based on 
nineteenth-century racial divisions, a characteristic of root races that Blavatsky would elaborate 
upon in the Mahatma Letters and in The Secret Doctrine. Also noted in this above quote from Isis, 
the conceptualization of root races was deeply connected to Blavatskyôs view of descent/ascent an 
idea which will also be directly connected to her view of óroundsô (as defined in the next section).   
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writings; however, at this stage Blavatsky connected these teachings to one of the 

few main Eastern texts that she was aware of at this point in time (likely through 

Jacolliotôs works) ð the Laws of Manu.92  

 The concept of previous races was connected to the period of seven Manus 

which created the world. The Manus will be closely associated with root races and 

time in The Secret Doctrine and serve as Blavatskyôs intermediaries in her 

cosmological system of the universe. A term for time-divisions directly related to 

the Manus is a manwantara, which literally meant (time) periods of Manu.93 It is 

important to comprehend that Blavatsky would use this term manwantara (also 

spelled manvantara) continually (over 100 times) in setting up her cosmology in 

The Secret Doctrine, though in Isis Unveiled it was only mentioned in a few 

instances.  

 In The Secret Doctrine, there are two Manus for each age, one at the 

beginning and one at the ending of each round. Also, the septenary constitution 

maintains that there must be seven Manus in total or fourteen for every seven 

rounds or 4,294,080,000 years.94 It is important to note Blavatskyôs early 

conceptualization of root races and Manus in Isis Unveiled and follow its evolution 

through her writings into The Secret Doctrine. Trompf hinted at this connection 

noting that ónot only is root race theory absent in Isis, but the Hyperboreans and 

Lemurians who later feature in this theory are also not yet placed beyond the 

Atlanteans.ô95 While her complex system of root races and spiritual evolution had 

not yet been set up in Isis Unveiled, the primitive concept was noted, as evidenced 

in the quotes above. Another idea that could have been a major piece of 

Blavatskyôs philosophy of time in her later doctrine was a óroundô ð a period of time 

that reflected a spiritual evolution that aligned with her two principles of time (i. e. 

descent/ascent of the soul along with an emanation origin of the universe). 

 

 

 

                                                             
92 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 590. 
93 According to Vettam Mani, óManvantaraô in Puranic Encyclopedia (Delhi: Shri Jainendra Press, 
1975), p. 482. 
94 Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine, II, 69. 
95 Trompf, óImagining Macrohistory?ô, p. 55. 



121 

óRoundô Prototype  

A round was a soulôs completed journey through each globe, an idea that was not 

formulated at this stage as worlds were innumerable in this earlier cosmology; 

however, during each round the composition of the soul would change from 

material to spiritual. A similar teaching could be found in Isis Unveiled ,though it is 

only in the background and remains unimportant at this stage (though the term 

óroundô was never actually employed). The concept of óroundsô was prefigured in 

Isis Unveiled as descending towards material (i. e. moving towards a more physical 

composition): 

      The first races of men were spiritual, and their protoplastic bodies were not 
composed of the gross and material substances of which we see them 
composed now-a-day. The first men were created with all the faculties of the 
Deity, and powers far transcending those of the angelic host, for they were the 
direct emanations of Adam KadmonéHence, man was intended from the first 
to be a being of both a progressive and retrogressive nature. Beginning at the 
apex of the divine cycle, he gradually began receding from the centre of Light, 
acquiring at every new and lower sphere of being (world each inhabited by a 
different race of human beings) a more solid physical form and losing a portion 
of his divine faculties.96  

 
This theory mentioned briefly in Isis Unveiled would evolve into Blavatskyôs 

complicated conceptualization of óroundsô where the monad acquired óat every new 

and lower sphere of beingéa more solid physical form and losing a portion of his 

divine facultiesô would continue through seven rounds during which duration the 

monadôs physical constitution would descend into matter and then ascend back 

into spirit. Thus, the term known as a óroundô was Blavatskyôs way of dividing the 

temporal process of the descent/ascent of the soul through its different 

compositions (again mythology and history are brought together).  

 Blavatsky believed that this spiritual descent/ascent which occurred during 

each óroundô could be proven through archaeology, which she engaged using 

modern geological terminology: 

Our science shows that the globe has passed through five distinct 
geological phases, each characterized by a different stratum, and these are 
in reverse order, beginning with the last: 1. The Quaternary period, in which 
man appears as a certainty; 2. The Tertiary period, in which he may have 
appeared; 3. Secondary period, that of gigantic saurians, the megalosaurus, 
icthyosaurus, and plesiosaurusðno vestige of man; 4. The Palaeozoic 

                                                             
96 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, II, 276Ƅ77. 
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period, that of gigantic Crustacea; 5 (or first). The Azoic period, during which 
science asserts organic life had not yet appeared. And is there no possibility 
that there was a period, and several periods, when man existed, and yet 
was not an organic beingðtherefore could not have left any vestige of 
himself for exact science? Spirit leaves no skeletons or fossils behind, and 
yet few are the men on earth who doubt that man can live both objectively 
and subjectively.97 

 
Here again, as with the óavataric evolution,ô Blavatsky used these periods of time to 

defend her unique views of spiritual evolution; she believed science (history) would 

vindicate her ancient wisdom tradition (myth). Also, the idea of a pre-existent 

spiritual race was suggested as early as Isis Unveiled, yet this has to do with a pre-

Adamite race, as Alexander Winchell and Paschal Beverly Randolph (1825ï1875) 

suggested. This idea of descent/ascent would continue to evolve in the Mahatma 

Letters and in The Secret Doctrine where it would become fully assimilated into 

Blavatskyôs cosmological structure of time and the universe.   

 

 V. Conclusion: Western Time in Eastern Terms  

 It has been determined that Isis Unveiled was largely a reconceptualization of early 

nineteenth-century mythography as put forth by such writers as Thomas Inman, 

Godfrey Higgins and the writings of Max Müller. This chapter has traced 

Blavatskyôs view of time to two main Neo-Platonic principles ð the descent/ascent 

of the soul and an emanationist origin for the universe. These two principles serve 

as the philosophical structure for Blavatskyôs view of time in 1877 and continued 

even into her later writings. It was also typical for Blavatsky to employ Eastern 

terms, though she would redefine their meanings. While she implied that her own 

view of time was based upon Eastern concepts, in Isis Unveiled she continuously 

employed Western sources to defend her philosophy. It has also been proven that 

her knowledge of Eastern concepts was secondary and her view of time was more 

óBlavatskyismô than anything else. 

Despite this originality, Blavatskyôs cosmological structure of the universe 

did resemble a Spiritualist position and posited an eternal view of time and 

evolution over innumerable spheres whose ultimate soteriological goal was an 

absorption back into the deity. This óabsorptionô was shared by both Neoplatonism 

                                                             
97 Ibid., p. 464. 
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and Eastern philosophy; however, as in Spiritualism, the soul needed time to 

progress, for which case it would incarnate on other spheres and also spend time 

in different localities. Two of these localities were mentioned in Isis Unveiled: the 

ócircle of necessity,ô which was a temporary period of correction, or else it would be 

sent to the eighth sphere for annihilation.98 Blavatskyôs philosophy of time also 

applied to the One universal Being and its creative force in periods of activity and 

inactivity. It also applied to the lesser divinities, such as the avatars of Vishnu, who 

were sent to assist humanity in its evolution and to help them achieve their ultimate 

soteriological end; thus, everything in the universe was subjected to her large view 

of time and evolution. 

Several terms are introduced in Isis Unveiled, and though not central in this 

early stage, they would become key in Blavatskyôs later philosophy of time. These 

elements included races, rounds and the eighth sphere, yet even these will be 

subjected to Blavatskyôs mythic principles of time ð 1) descent/ascent and 2) 

emanation.  All of these observations paved the way for Blavatskyôs complicated 

philosophy of time that validates the thesis of this studyðthat time was a key 

teaching in her philosophy. Yet there was a very practical purpose for this 

philosophy that has never been fully explored before now. Garry Trompf implied 

that: 

Such was the thesis of Blavatskyôs Isis Unveiled (1877) which in constituting 
Theosophy as a system simultaneously involved differentiating its origins 
and content from other unorthodox para-psychological and healing 
movements which she saw as lacking cohesive intellectual defence.99  

In 1877, Blavatskyôs comparative approach to time and her belief in the ancient 

wisdom traditions set the Theosophical Society apart from other Spiritualist 

organizations. In the pages of Isis Unveiled, óTheologyô was combined with 

óScienceô in order validate this mega-religion. Brendan French noted that 

Blavatskyôs unique contribution in Isis was that ócosmo-historical synthetic 

universalismô was now óconceptualised by esotericismô; thus, by combining 

                                                             
98 Annihilation was a concept not found in most Spiritualist ideologies. Allan Kardec the 
systematizer of the French Spiritism called the doctrine of annihilation órepugnantô. Allan Kardec, 
The Spiritôs Book (Brasilia, Brazil: International Spiritist Council, 2010), pp. 521Ƅ22; Kardec, 
Heaven and Hell: Divine Judgment Vindicate in the Plurality of Existences, trans. by Anna Blackwell 
(New York: Spiritist Alliance Books, 2003), pp. 15Ƅ18. 
99 Trompf, óMacrohistory in Blavatsky, Steiner, and Guenonô, p. 279. 
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Western Esotericism and comparative mythography Blavatsky  was creating a ónew 

esotericism parry with ñscientismòéô100 By combining religion and science together 

Blavatsky was building an empirical, Victorian mythos which furtherer distinguished 

her Theosophical Society from other contemporaneous organizations. Isis Unveiled 

represented Blavatskyôs attempt at unveiling the true version of religion that was 

based on combining all of the major ódoctrinesô into one main system. 

 

                                                             
100  French, óThe Theosophical Mastersô, I, 20Ƅ121. 
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Figure 1: The Cosmological Chronology of Isis Unveiled 
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CHAPTER 4 
A Western View of Eastern Time:   

A Background of the Mahatma Letters  
and their Teachings, 1878 -1882 

 
The time period between 1878 and 1883 witnessed a drastic shift in Blavatskyôs 

philosophy of time. Her view of time emerged out of its Western format and was 

transformed into an infinite and incalculable chronology mixed together with 

Eastern terms and concepts, Western ideologies, along with her own concepts. 

This period would advance one of the most distinctive doctrines in Blavatskyôs 

teaching- her philosophy of time which refers to an infinite universe that goes 

through a complex evolutionary process.  

         During these years, Blavatsky had two purposes for her view of time that 

have previously been neglected by modern scholarship: 1) Blavatsky intentionally 

employed a confusing chronology using Eastern terms with her own changing 

definitions and 2) Blavatsky made her interpretation of óEasternô teachings (known 

as the ancient wisdom tradition) superior to all previous religious revelations. The 

confusing chronology would serve to elevate her Theosophical Society, further 

distinguishing it from Spiritualism and placing her Masters in a superior 

metaphysical position within her cosmological structure of the universe. This and 

the second purpose are vital for understanding the evolution of Blavatskyôs 

philosophy of time that will be explored throughout this chapter. 

         In order to ascertain Blavatskyôs time-philosophy and its rising importance in 

her teachings, a basic contextualization must be made within the larger discussion 

on the history of the Theosophical Society at this time. In December of 1878, 

Blavatsky and Henry Olcott travelled from the United States to India, relocating the 

Theosophical Society there in 1879. Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke observes that, 

óWhat Blavatsky sought in a romanticized mystical East was the opposite pole to 

the rationalist and materialist science of the West,ô that it aimed to ósearch for an 

ancestral-wisdom-tradition that could unite religion, philosophy and science in a 

universalist vision.ô1 He held that Blavatskyôs reaction was an óoccultist response to 

the perceived conceit and limitations of Western science in rejecting ñsupernaturalò 

                                                             
1 Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, óThe Theosophical Society, Orientalism, and the ñMystic Eastò: Western 
Esotericism and Eastern Religion in Theosophyô, Theosophical History, 13.3 (2007), 3Ƅ28 (p. 14). 
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events as impossible, illusions or deceptions.ô While Goodrick-Clarke summarized 

Blavatskyôs mystical motivations, I suggest that India was also a refuge from the 

Western media, allowing her to fall off the radar of Western culture. Regardless of 

her reasoning, during this time she began assimilating Eastern tenets of philosophy 

into a Western framework. I want to argue that a similar assimilation occurred in 

her engagement of cyclical and linear time. 

 

I. The Mahatma Letters: Background  

Mysterious Mahatma letters were delivered to A. P. Sinnett (and A. O. Hume) from 

the Tibetan Masters during the course of six years between 1881 and 1887.  

Many of these letters were delivered by Blavatsky in person; however, some came 

through the mail, others reportedly fell randomly from the ceiling, and still others 

were sent in even more peculiar ways.2 The Mahatma letters represent an 

important piece of the cosmological puzzle that Blavatsky was constructing 

between the years 1879ï1883 following her relocation to India. It should be noted 

that these letters were not intended for general circulation and were not made 

public until Boris De Zirkoff transcribed and published them in 1923, many years 

after their composition. While the Theosophist, a monthly publication started by 

Blavatsky in 1879, attempted to disseminate the doctrines found in these letters to 

a larger audience, it was in these early Mahatma letters that the earliest doctrines 

of cosmology were first developed. It was also in these letters that Blavatsky 

subjected her theories, especially those relating to time and spiritual evolution, to 

two individuals ð Alfred Percy Sinnett (1840ï1921), the Anglo-editor for the 

Pioneer, one of the leading English dailies in India, and Allan Octavio Hume 

(1829ï1912), one of the founders of the Indian National Congress. Both of these 

men possessed an obvious familiarity with Eastern culture and philosophy having 

lived in India for some time. The period 1878ï1882 clearly marked the beginning of 

an Oriental shift in the Theosophical Society and Blavatskyôs philosophy. Also, 

adding to this shift was the Theosophical Societyôs affiliation with the fundamental 

                                                             
2 Autobiography of Alfred Percy Sinnett, p. 23. A similar concept was used by Frederick Hockley 
(1808Ƅ1885) to communicate with spirits using a mirror and a seer. As Joscelyn Godwin observes 
in the Mahatmaôs case, the process entailed a further stage of óprecipitationô on to paper by the 
óseerô, who was not a medium but an initiate in training.ô Joscelyn Godwin, The Theosophical 
Enlightenment (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), p. 172.   
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Hindu group, the Arya Samaj. This was an alliance that ended in 1882 due largely 

to the official conversion of both Olcott and Blavatsky to Buddhism on 25 May 1880 

which followed a recitation, in their imperfect knowledge in Pali, of the Three 

Refuges and the five Precepts of Theravadan Buddhism.3  

This Oriental shift was observed by Theosophical historian Garry Trompf, 

who observes that óthe so-called Mahatma Letters to Sinnett accept an Indic 

approach to cosmohistory,ô whereas in her previous writings (and most especially 

in Isis Unveiled) óIndian kalpa theory stands as a mere preface.ô4 While Trompf is 

correct in this observation, this cosmological history is more óBlavatskyismô than 

anything else, though she does employ elements derived from the Western 

Orientalists, giving it an óIndicô shell. A seemingly Oriental shift was occurring in 

these letters, though to what degree will continue to be a subject of debate among 

researchers.   

One suggestion (which was argued previously) was that up until 1877, 

Blavatskyôs óEastern influenceô came largely from Western Orientalists (scholars 

who studied Eastern cultures and religions) rather than from a direct experience of 

the East itself; a similar argument could be made for the philosophical influence on 

the earliest Mahatma letters to Sinnett and Hume. This lack of an immediate early 

Eastern influence on Blavatsky could have been due to her limited comprehension 

of Sanskrit and Tamil. Still, there is no denying that Eastern philosophy eventually 

crept into Blavatskyôs writings.  

The lack of a clear Eastern understanding was also suggested by Wouter 

Hanegraaff, who observes that óin spite of widespread interest in the Orient, it 

remained difficult for westerners living in the late nineteenth century to achieve an 

adequate and balanced perspective on Hinduism or Buddhism as they actually 

functioned in their own cultural context. Oriental religions were consistently 

idealized and adapted to Western conditions.ô5 The Mahatma letters serve as a 

prime example of Hanegraaffôs statement as they idealized óOrientalô religious 

                                                             
3 H. P. Blavatsky, óThe Arya Samaj: Alliance of Theosophy with a Vedic Society in the Far Orientô, 
New York Echo (1878) reprinted in H. P. Blavatsky Collected Writings: 1874Ƅ1878, comp. by Boris 
De Zirkoff, 15 vols (Wheaton, IL: Theosophical Publishing House, 1966), I, 383. 
4 Garry W. Trompf, óImagining Macrohistory? Madame Blavatsky from Isis Unveiled (1877) to The 
Secret Doctrine (1888)ô, Literature & Aesthetics, 21.1 (2011), 43Ƅ71 (pp. 58, 52). 
5 Wouter J. Hanegraaff, New Age Religion and Western Culture: Esotericism in the Mirror of 
Secular Thought (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press), p. 462. 
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concepts which were adapted to a Western audience. Yet, through this idealizing, 

Blavatsky developed her own creative teachings which were anything but simple.  

This collection of letters has been labelled the óMahatma lettersô because 

they were allegedly hand-written communications sent from invisible Eastern 

Masters or mahatmas, a term that was first applied to them in September 1882. 

These letters primarily bear the signatures of two hidden Tibetan masters óKoot 

Hoomiô and óMorya,ô both of whom might have been fictional representations of 

Blavatsky. There exists a long-standing debate among Theosophists as to whether 

these letters were what they actually claimed to be: some hold that the letters were 

written from highly evolved men and others argue that they were clever forgeries 

contrived by Blavatsky. It seems plausible that, given Blavatskyôs familiarity with 

both invisible óspirit guidesô and the óautomatic writingsô of mainstream Spiritualism, 

these letters may have been written by sub-personalities of her psyche.6 The 

question concerning the authorship of these letters is not the main focus of this 

study and I will assume that Blavatsky was the main force behind the writing of 

these letters even if she herself did not physically write each individual one.  

What remains intriguing were the personalities that Blavatsky engaged in 

writing these letters: they were written from an Indian male perspective. This 

observation contains certain gender implications that modern researcher Joy Dixon 

has commented upon:  

If the author of the letter was Blavatsky herself, ventriloquizing Mahatmas 
who lived in Tibeté[then] in this reading, Blavatskyôs fictional personas- 
Morya, the gruff Punjabi, and the scholarly Kashmiri, Koot Hoomi Lal Singh- 
allowed her access to both an authoritatively masculine and an exotically 
eastern voice. Morya and Koot Hoomi could thus be invoked to authenticate 

                                                             
6 There has been a long-standing debate on the authorship of the Mahatma letters which suggests 
that the answer to this problem is not as clear cut as it may initially appear. This debate began with 
the Society of Psychical Research report issued by Richard Hodgson in 1883/4 accusing Blavatsky 
of being the primary author of these letters. A more recent article in the 1990s by the handwriting 
expert Vernon Harrison concluded differently suggesting that Blavatsky was not the author, or if she 
was, that she would have written these letters through a sub-personality. In 2006, Kerri Barry 
published an article on Blavatskyôs role in the writing of these Mahatma letters in Theosophical 
History, suggesting that Blavatsky may have had a ópsychopathological condition such as 
dissociative syndrome.ô Theosophical historian Michael Gomes wrote a follow-up article challenging 
Barryôs sources, scholarship, and her conclusions; however, while Gomes was correct in his 
analysis of Barryôs writings, this does not infer that his own conclusions are correct. See Kerri Barry, 
óGenius, Fraud, or Phenomenon? The Unsolved Case of H. P. Blavatskyô, Theosophical History: A 
Quarterly Journal of Research, 12 (2006), 23Ƅ35 (p. 29); Michael Gomes, óResponse to Kerri 
Barryôs Genius, Fraud, or Phenomenon?ô, Theosophical History: A Quarterly Journal of Research, 
13 (2007), 3Ƅ9.  



130 

Blavatskyôs own pronouncements. If Blavatsky did write the letters, they 
become not (as Sinnett believed) the tangible proof of ancient eastern 
wisdom, but a complex appropriation of the ambiguous authority of the East 
in the orientalist imagination.7 

  

This analysis verifies the truth of Hanegraaffôs statement quoted above ð both the 

óidealizingô of Oriental religions and their óadaptionô to Western conditions. The 

nineteenth century witnessed the rise of a phenomenon called the óRomanticized 

Eastô, when Asia became both a mysterious and intriguing source for spirituality. 

Blavatskyôs use of this male Eastern voice exemplifies a Western adaption of 

Eastern elements which also provided her with credibility on two levels: 1) a male 

voice in a patriarchal culture and 2) an Eastern voice from the óRomanticized Eastô. 

These letters provided Blavatsky with authority, serving as a powerful statement 

that allowed her to step outside of her marginalized categorization as a woman 

living in Victorian times and to validate her ancient wisdom tradition (i. e., the 

second purpose of her philosophy of time). It is not surprising that Blavatsky used 

this platform to campaign for not only social issues but to extend the very bounds 

of eternity, cosmology and spiritual evolution. 

 

1. Philosophy in the Mahatma Letters  

The correspondence detailed in these letters enabled Blavatsky to develop her 

cosmology, which served as the foundation for her magnum opus The Secret 

Doctrine, which she began writing in 1884 and ultimately published in 1888. The 

Mahatma letters dealt with many basic metaphysical issues such as the existence 

of a personal God (which Blavatsky claimed the Masters denied), the problem of 

evil, the nature of soul, spirit, and other elements of the human being and what 

happens to them after death, where the universe came from, how humans arose, 

etc.8 These original handwritten letters consisted of correspondences between 

Blavatsky (through the guise of mystical Masters) and her responses to the 

metaphysical inquiries from Hume and Sinnett, who acted as ósounding boardsô for 

Blavatskyôs modernist, syncretic philosophy. It should also be noted that other 

                                                             
7 Joy Dixon, Divine Feminine: Theosophy and Feminism in England (London: John Hopkins 
University Press, 2001), p. 27. 
8 Joscelyn Godwin, Atlantis and the Cycles of Time: Prophecies, Traditions, and Occult Revelations 
(Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 2011), p. 71. 
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Mahatma letters were sent to various individuals and early Theosophists 

throughout this time period, though the letters that pertained to cosmology seemed 

to have been sent primarily to these two individuals.  

Blavatskyôs response to these questions was overwhelming and included a 

complex and deliberately disorderly cosmological system of globes, rounds, root 

races, and sub-races, all of which would become the expressions for Blavatskyôs 

view of time and salvation. The difficulty facing the modern scholar is to 

systematize and find meaning in these unorganized letters, many of which 

contradict each other. In 1936, Harold and William Loftus Hare published Who 

Wrote the Mahatma Letters? The First Thorough Examination of the 

Communications Alleged to have been received by the Late A. P. Sinnett from 

Tibetan Mahatmas. The subtitle of the work explains the main thesis. While their 

analysis establishes the Theosophical context of the letters, the authors are more 

concerned with disproving the historicity and originality of these doctrines than they 

are with identifying a coherent soteriological system within them. The only serious 

undertaking towards systematizing the cosmology and soteriology in these letters 

was performed by Adam Warcup in his Cyclical Evolution (1986). In this work, 

Warcup attempts to organize and arrange block quotations taken from Blavatskyôs 

major writings in relation to cyclic time and combine them into one complete and 

final system; however, he focuses primarily upon the totality of Blavatskyôs writings 

as a homogenous unit, not from a chronological and progressive perspective as 

this study attempts.   

This next section will examine the main concepts found in these letters in 

order to ascertain the significance that Blavatsky placed on time and its connection 

to salvation/soteriology. It has already been noted that the two main purposes of 

time created an intentionally confusing and jumbled chronology and by doing so 

made her teachings superior. At this stage, ótimeô was rapidly becoming the 

soteriological vehicle that implemented punishments and rewards, yet this vast 

system was the result of Blavatskyôs exposure to Indian texts in the event known 

as the óOrientalô shift.  

 

 

 



132 

2. Purposefully Perplexing: The Function  of Time in the Mahatma Letters  

At this stage in her writings, Blavatskyôs philosophy of time and cosmology was 

slowly evolving in complexity, becoming the defining soteriological element. In Isis 

Unveiled, time had been divided into four ages and some mention was made of the 

yugs and cyclical history, though this was largely Western in nature, utilizing 

Godfrey Higginsô theories of cycles in Anacalypsis. Still, a connection and 

harmonization of these various elements was never clearly defined or explained.9 

As such, in Isis Unveiled, there was no real developed system and cosmology, but 

in these Mahatma Letters a new (albeit confusing) cosmology was being inserted 

into these earlier teachings. Throughout these letters Blavatsky attempted to 

harmonize Isis Unveiled (her conceptualization of the prisca theologia) with this 

new cosmology, though oftentimes these connections and explanations are 

insufficient and contradictory.10  

 One such contradictory element that evidences the influence of the East 

was Blavatskyôs shift towards the doctrine of reincarnation after explaining in Isis 

Unveiled (1877) that this was not a typical process in the spiritual evolution of the 

soul. It is important to grasp that through these letters Blavatsky attempted to 

maintain consistency with her earlier teachings, as she insisted that they all 

originated from the same source, her ancient wisdom tradition. An important point 

that deserves consideration is that Adam Warcup, in his systemization of 

Blavatskyôs cosmology, attempts to systematize all of Blavatskyôs writings on 

cyclical time; however, he never once quoted from Isis Unveiled. This attests to the 

evolution of Blavatskyôs cosmology and philosophy of time given that Warcup was 

well acquainted with this writing. This implies that these letters mark a dramatic 

shift in Blavatskyôs complex view of cyclical time and cosmology (even though 

Warcup failed to notice it).11  

What previous writers have overlooked in studying this time period is that 

throughout the Mahatma letters Blavatsky understood and exploited the human 

                                                             
9 Trompf, óImagining Macrohistoryô, p. 53. 
10 The Mahatma Letters to A. P. Sinnett, ed. by A. Trevor Barker, (Theosophical University Press, 
1975), pp. 45, 129, 130, 131, 182, 183.  
11 In fact in his work Warcup quotes the Mahatma Letters thirty-seven times, the Collected Writings 
six times, and the Key to Theosophy, the Theosophical Glossary, and óHow to Studyô once; 
however, in this work  Warcup quotes from The Secret Doctrine 163 times showing the evolution of 
Blavatskyôs ócyclical evolutionô and cosmology in her later writings.  
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inability to grasp ideas of eternity and vast periods of ódeep timeô. She continuously 

invoked these vague concepts in her writings to cloak her philosophy with a sense 

of mystery. She eagerly connected these vast and perplexing periods of 

cosmological (mythological) time with her own view of phenomenal (historical) 

time. When she finally discovered the vast time periods of Indian/Eastern time they 

seemed to be a natural fit into her cosmological system.   

I want to argue that Blavatsky deliberately used her philosophy of time to 

confuse her readers and prove that she was the only initiate who understood the 

ancient wisdom tradition. When asked for a rational explanation for these time 

divisions by either Hume or Sinnett, Blavatsky would hide behind her occult 

hermeneutic. She would explain that she was only permitted to reveal small pieces 

of this philosophy of time to uninitiated mortals. In reality, given the large number of 

contradictions in these writings relating to time, her hesitancy in fully explaining 

each statement was probably her method of hiding the fact that even she herself 

(and her Masters) did not understand how to reconcile phenomenal (historical) and 

cosmological (mythological) time. Hiding behind her gigantic view of cosmological 

time, Blavatsky seemingly had the upper hand in any debate related to cosmology 

or world origins; thus, to quote Joscelyn Godwin, Blavatsky created a ótremendous 

system of Globes, Rounds, Root Races, and Sub-races that still has the average 

Theosophist flummoxed.ô12 Blavatskyôs view of time will now be studied 

thematically for its connection to soteriology, while connecting them to Blavatskyôs 

purposes of time identified earlier in this section. This soteriological system will 

reveal a unique system that has largely been overlooked. While the following 

section is dense it evidences the complexity of Blavatskyôs time and its 

measurement and her deliberate and genuine confusion in dealing with the subject 

of time, along with her continual alterations. 

 

II. Confusing Terms: A Glossary of Time -Related Terms   

The complexity of Blavatskyôs philosophy of time is best seen in the pseudo-

Eastern terms she employed to describe this vast cosmology. She utilized Eastern 

terms and time measurements and her own definitions, thereby adding to the 

                                                             
12 Godwin, Atlantis and the Cycles of Time, p. 71. 
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complexity of this system. Also, to make this subject even more perplexing she 

continuously changed her definitions and added new terms and time divisions. The 

result was that she was able to successfully baffle some of the most intellectual 

minds of her day (including her own). This confusion is evident in all of the major 

terms she employed to define time, though each of these elements had a specific 

soteriological purpose. 

1. Rounds (manvantaras): Connecting the Cosmological with the 

Phenomenal  

The first term that was a key component in Blavatskyôs philosophy of time was a 

period of time known as a óroundô. A óroundô was part of Blavatskyôs strategy of 

connecting spiritual evolution (phenomenal/historical time) with the ebbs and flow 

of the vast periods of the universe (cosmological/mythological time). A óroundô 

became one of the most foundational elements of her later cosmology. Blavatskyôs 

primitive conceptualization of the óroundô seemed to have been first introduced in a 

Theosophist article titled óThe Pralaya of Modern Scienceô in 1880.13 

The term round was defined as the passage of a monad from globe A to 

globe Z (or later determined to be globe óGô) through each of the four kingdoms 

(mineral, vegetable, animal, man). A completed round was defined as a complete 

run through the globes.14 Then another larger division of time was a 

Mahamanvantaras (ómahaô meaning great) which referred to a completion of seven 

rounds. At the end of each mahamanvantara the soul would then be given a 

temporal period of rest.  

Following this mahamanvantara a person could receive memories of their 

past lives; however, this seemed to contradict another Mahatma letter that 

maintained that a full remembrance of past lives could only come before a Nirvana 

                                                             
13 H. P. Blavatsky, óThe Pralaya of Modern Scienceô, The Theosophist, 2.1 (1880), 11Ƅ12. 
Blavatskyôs desire to óOrientalizeô her philosophy of time was evidenced in her equating of this term 
óroundô with an Eastern division of time known as a ómanvantarraô (which means the age or period of 
a Manu) in Mahatma Letter XIV (9 July 1882), though this association would become unclear in 
later letters. Blavatsky switched between these two terms throughout these letters making it 
confusing to the general reader. Though the term ómanvantaraô was used throughout the Mahatma 
letters and in the Theosophist this term was not clearly defined by the Masters as relating to a 
period of Manu as found in Eastern religious traditions (actually the word ómanuô is never used in the 
Mahatma letters) until 1883; thus, Blavatsky initially divorced an Eastern term from its context in 
order to give her philosophy an Oriental flavor. This will be a continuous theme found throughout 
these letters- redefining Eastern terms (and scientific concepts) to fit into her cosmology. 
14 Mahatma Letter XIV in The Mahatma Letters, p. 78. 
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(the absorption of the soul into its divine source).15 Given this inconsistency, 

Blavatsky attempted to reconcile these two opposing statements by explaining that 

at the end of each of the seven rounds comes a less ófullô remembrance óonly of the 

devachanic experiences taking place between the numerous births at the end of 

each personal life. But the complete recollection of all the liveséomniscience-in 

short- comes but at the great end of the full seven Roundséô16 

 Blavatsky further maintained that the present race of humanity was on its 

fourth round of the post-pralayan cycle of evolution, though she never clarified 

what this designation meant.17 Bavatskyôs view of rounds combined Darwinian 

evolution with contemporary anthropology and seemingly could align with the 

evolutionary theories of French anthropologist Jean Louis Armand De Quatrefages 

(1810ï1892) and his early view of migrations.18 Note the following evolutionary 

process and composition of the soul through each round:  

                                                             
15 óYes, the full remembrance of our lives (collective lives) will return back at the end of all the seven 
Rounds, at the threshold of the long, long Nirvana that awaits us after we leave Globe Z. At the end 
of isolated Rounds. We remember but the sum total of our last impressions, those we had selected, 
or that have rather forced themselves upon us and followed us in Deva Chanéô The Mahatma 
Letters, p. 171. 
16 óéthe óthresholdô of Nirvana meaning an indefinite period. Naturally a man, a Seventh-rounder 
(who completes his earthly migrations at the beginning of the last race and ring) will have to wait 
longer at that threshold than one of the very last of those Rounds That Life of the Elect between the 
minor Pralaya and Nirvanað or rather before the Pralaya is the Great Reward, the grandest, in fact 
since it makes of the Ego évirtually a God, an omniscient, conscious being, a candidate- for 
eternities of aeons- for a Dhyan ChohanéEnough ï I am betraying the mysteries of initiation.ô The 
Mahatma Letters, p. 198. 
17 The Mahatma Letters, p. 77. 
18 Blavatskyôs spiritual evolution (at a minimum) did not seem to contradict the teachings of 
Quatrefagesô and his view of evolution and origin: Each of the root races will recur on each of the 
seven globes labelled A, B, C, D, E, F, and G. A round consisted of a completed journey through 
each of these globes. In each progressive round, the makeup of the monad changedðduring the 
first round the monad is a superðspiritual, ethereal being with a loosely organized body. (There 
would be no record of this first round since the monad was pure spirit and would be considered 
unknowable outside of special revelation.) In the second round, the monad was gigantic and 
ethereal, but its body was growing firmer and more condensed. Also, it was still less intelligent than 
spiritual. Quatrefages made provision for this second round suggesting that ó[t]his is a fact of the 
greatest importance. In the presence of this instability of the organic components, the decided 
persistency of form and proportion among living beings can hardly be understood, and the mind is 
enabled without difficulty to admit the possibility of the most extensive alterations. Truly, we are 
ignorant of the cause which brings these changes, about, determines the order of their succession 
and includes them within impassable limits; but at all events, we may glance at one of the chief 
processes which Nature sets at work to create, develop, maintain, and destroy, under the influence 
of life.ô Armand Quatrefages, The Human Species (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1879), p. 
5. In the third round, the monad has a perfectly concrete and compacted body more like an ape 
than a man; it continued to rise in intelligence. In the middle of this round, the monadôs body 
improved in texture and it became a rational human being. In keeping with this philosophy 
Quatrefages noted that: óéit appears as a well established fact, that in savage races the number 
and complication of the cerebral convolutions are less than in intelligent and civilized races. 
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In the first round the soul is a spiritual or ethereal being and is non-
intelligent.  In each race the soul grows ómore and more into an encased or 
incarnate beingéand like the animal and vegetable he develops monstrous 
bodies correspondential with his coarse surroundings.ô19 

In the second round the soul is gigantic and spiritual but is becoming a more 
physical being óyet still less intelligent than spiritual.ô 

In the third round the soul now has formed a physical body, óat first the form 
of a giant ape. And more intelligent than spiritual...In the last half of this third 
round his gigantic stature decreases, his body improves in texture...and he 
becomes a more rational being- though still more an apeéô 

In the fourth round intellect develops along with speech ófrom the fourth race 
language is perfected and knowledge of physical things increases.ô 

The fifth round is similar to the fourth with the same struggles.   

The sixth and seventh rounds are never explained.20 

The ambiguity associated with the sixth and seventh rounds exemplify Blavatskyôs 

desire to be intentionally confusing and mysterious. She claimed that half-way 

through every óroundô humanity would pass óthe axial point of the minor 

manwantaric circlesô after which time spirituality decreases and the Ego (the 

essence of the soul) begins to struggle. This same half-way point is also found in 

the middle of a minor manwantara (i. e. 7 rounds; thus, every 3½ rounds a struggle 

occurred).  

Blavatsky assimilated this new cosmology with an earlier doctrine which was 

discussed in the previous chapter ð the eighth sphere. In Isis, the eighth sphere 

was a place of justice where the exceptionally wicked souls were annihilated and it 

also served as the abode of elementals. According to Blavatsky, on the fifth round, 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
Intellectual culture would then seem then to exercise an entirely special action upon the cortical 
layers, and to favour their development.ô The Human Species, p. 406. Thus, according to Blavatsky, 
during the second round these gigantic pre-human creatures possess minimal mental capacities 
which corresponded with Quatrefagesô anthropological ideology (though to Blavatsky intelligence 
appears to be negative when it is compared to spirituality). This illustrated that Blavatsky may have 
been more heavily influenced by contemporaneous theories of anthropology than previously 
suspected. In Mahatma letter XIV, this alignment with Quatrefages appears more evident: ó2nd 
Round.- He is still a gigantic and etherealé yet still less intelligent than spiritual; for mind is a 
slower and more difficult evolution than the physical frame and the mind would not develop as 
rapidly as the body.ô The Mahatma Letters, p. 87. During the fourth round intellect was fully 
developed and human speech was invented. The concept that language is the highest 
manifestation of intelligence is propounded by Quatrefages (The Human Species, pp. 21-22). In the 
fifth round, the transcendental faculties are developed and physical intelligence has advanced 
(Esoteric Buddhism, p. 131).   
19 The Mahatma Letters, p. 87. 
20 The Mahatma Letters, pp. 87Ƅ88. 
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halfway through the grand cycle/mahamanvantara, humans would again appear on 

the earth and would either pass on or be annihilated in the eighth sphere though 

this teaching was not updated until August of 1882.21 As already noted, the eighth 

sphere was an important tenet of Blavatskyôs cosmological structure of the 

universe as it provided a cosmic justice. It remained an indispensable part of 

spiritual evolution in Sinnettôs summary of the Mahatma letters published under the 

title Esoteric Buddhism in 1883.  

Blavatskyôs evolutionary scheme consisted of cause and effect within the 

descent/ascent of the soul; thus, the overall soteriological purpose was nearly 

identical to that of Spiritualism ð the perfecting and spiritualizing of the soul.22 A 

round/manvantara was Blavatskyôs method of connecting the soul to her 

cosmological system of cyclical evolution while providing a complex explanation for 

this process. 

  

2. Globes: Western or Eastern?   

Globes provided another confusing element to Blavatskyôs view of time that also 

aligned with the historical current of Western Esotericism. The cosmological 

construction described in the Mahatma letters diverged from the earlier 

construction of the universe presented in Isis Unveiled as a circle where the 

beginning and end come together at the point of óemanation and re-absorptionô. In 

this earlier cosmology, this circle was composed of innumerable smaller circles. 

There was also óa certain distance between each of the spheres, purposely 

marked, for after the accomplishment of the circles through various 

transmigrations, the soul is allowed a time of temporary nirvana during which 

space of time the atma loses all remembrance of past sorrows. The intermediate 

ethereal space was full of strange beings.ô23 

 In Isis Unveiled, the soul did not return to the earth to be reincarnated save 

only in exceptional circumstances; however, in the Mahatma letters the spiritual 

journey of the soul (or monad as it is later termed) spanned across multiple 

                                                             
21 The Mahatma Letters, pp. 77Ƅ78. 
22The Mahatma Letters, pp. 177Ƅ78. 
23 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 348. 
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reincarnations and spheres, alternating between a world of causes and effects 

within a differing cosmological structure of the universe:   

 
An orb or rather an epicycloids formed of rings like a chain- worlds inter-
linked together, the totality representing an imaginary endless ring, or 
circleéif using a more familiar term we call the Great Cycle the Macrokosm 
and it component parts of the inter-linked star worlds microkosms-éas they 
descend, each world presents itself naturally more and more shadowyé24 
like a rosary composed  of white and black beads alternating with each 
other, so that concatenation of worlds is made up of worlds of CAUSES and 
worlds of EFFECTS, the latter- the direct results produced by the formeré25 
one is active the other-passive, the world of causes positive, that of effects -
- negative.26 
 

The world had changed from a circle to an epicycloid and the soul became 

incarnated on alternating worlds of causes and effects; however, even the 

specifications of this layout would change slightly in Mahatma Letter No. XIII (sent 

on January 1882). In this letter, Blavatsky altered the structure of her cosmological 

universe ð it appeared that the world of causes and effects became part of the 

same sphere and was no longer separated as suggested in this earlier 

cosmology.27  

In Mahatma Letter no. XIVa (sent on 9 July 1882), Blavatsky explained the 

inter-planetary evolution of the soul, tracing its journey from sphere to sphere (later 

called globes). It was in this letter that the number of globes was finally revealed. 

The soul must travel through seven subjective and seven objective spheres in each 

Maha Yug. Before this órevelationô the number of globes in this universe was never 

specified.28 This septenary revelation followed Blavatskyôs septenary division of the 

soul first taught in her óFragments of Occult Truth,ô published in the 1881 volume of 

the Theosophist. One of Blavatskyôs methods of organizing her philosophy was to 

make everything based on (or divisible by) the number seven, which she explained 

in The Secret Doctrine was the key number of this present round of humanity as it 

signified completion. 

                                                             
24The Mahatma Letters, p. 46. 
25 Ibid., p. 47. 
26 Ibid., p. 48. 
27 Ibid., pp. 71, 73. This cosmological transition from the tantalizing world of effects described above 
leads to many unanswered questions, though Blavatsky avoids these issues by noting that óI must 
pause, for volumes would hardly suffice to explain all that was said by me in this letter.ô Ibid., p. 49. 
28 Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled, I, 348. 
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 There were seven levels of evolution all occurring at the same time on the 

same sphere. There seemed to be no consistent order to this evolutionary system, 

though one universal tenet was that in this evolutionary process each soul ended 

their round at the same time. Blavatsky stated that: óthese different rates are so 

adjusted by man stopping longer in the inter-planetary spheres of rest, for weal or 

woe, that all kingdoms finish their work simultaneously on the planet Z, though no 

one can be more than one round ahead of their kind.ô29 She propagated that all of 

the monads in this chain end at the same time on the same sphere, giving some 

sort of order to this vast evolutionary process. 

The concept of a soul traveling across seven spheres was not unique to 

Blavatsky and the idea can be found throughout Western literature, including: the 

spheres found in Plato (c. 360 BCE), the Corpus Hermeticum (1stï2nd century CE), 

Dante Aligheri (1265-1321), Immanuel Kant (1755), the Seeress of Prevost (1845), 

and the division of Andrew Jackson Davisô óSummerlandô.30 Regardless as to how 

Blavatsky derived this complex cosmology, the results remained the same: when 

the soul travelled through all seven spheres/globes it had completed one 

round/manvantara, and after seven rounds/cycles on the seven spheres the soul 

had completed a mahamanvantara/great round. The soulôs cyclical incarnations on 

these spheres/globes will now be examined. 

 

3. Races: The Western Race to Nirvana  

During the 1880s, there were many scientific and pseudo-scientific theories as to 

how and where humanity originated. Evolution was becoming a popular 

explanation for the development of life. The starting point of humanity was placed 

in various localities, including in the traditional Euphrates Valley near the biblical 

                                                             
29The Mahatma Letters, pp. 95Ƅ96. 
30 A quote from Mahatma Letter XIX shows that Blavatsky was familiar with Danteôs Divine Comedy: 
óReality and fact if described would yield a far more terrible Inferno than even Dante had imagined!ô. 
The Mahatma Letters, p. 123. An unlikely source, Dante Alighieri (1265Ƅ1321) could very possibly 
have been an influence on Blavatsky, particularly in her view of an óeight sphereô in Sinnettôs 
Esoteric Buddhism. In Danteôs Paradiso, Danteôs soul ascends up to the eighth sphere, though in 
this story the eighth sphere is a place of heavenly retreat. Hanegraaff notes that this planetary 
evolution was a common theme in the post-Copernican eighteenth century. See Hanegraaff, New 
Age Religion and Western Culture, p. 475. In Andrew Jackson Davisô conceptualization of the 
Summer Land there were six spheres with the seventh sphere being the place of the divine. See 
Andrew Jackson Davis, Views of Our Heavenly Home: A Sequel to a Stellar Key to the Summer-
land (Boston: Colby & Rich, 1877), pp. 107Ƅ08; Andrew Jackson Davis, A Stellar Key to the 
Summer-land (Boston: William White & Company, 1867), p. 66.  
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Garden of Eden, the Ukraine valley and even the continent of Africa.  Thus, the 

search for origins became directly connected to the notion of óraceô.  Anthropologist 

and Sanskrit scholar Max Müller was credited as one of the first to use the term 

óAryanô as a designation for an Indo-European óraceô. In Blavatskyôs opinion, these 

Aryans settled in India and were a more highly evolved race, though this idea was 

only hinted at by Blavatsky in the Mahatma letters. These races were connected 

not just to time, but also served to elevate the Eastern races to a racially superior 

position. Time became an important factor because it separated superior races 

from inferior ones; thus, the older a race was, the more advanced it had become. 

Time had become the crucial element separating the evolved races from the 

under-evolved, thereby defending the superiority of India and Blavatskyôs 

teachings.  

Blavatskyôs philosophy of time was divided into intervals of rounds which 

were further broken down into groups of incarnations called óracesô. A óraceô 

defined the various incarnations of the soul upon the seven globes/spheres. At first 

there was some dispute as to how many races humanity must enter. In a Mahatma 

letter sent in June of 1882, Morya [a guise for Blavatsky] contradicted science 

which said there had been four races inhabiting Europe to note that there were not 

four but five. Then the next month, Koot Hoomi [another subpersonality of 

Blavatsky] explained that there were in fact óseven root-races, and seven sub races 

or offshoots.ô31 This discrepancy evidenced that Blavatskyôs philosophy was 

continuously evolving, especially in her conceptualization of time and cosmology. 

In the final version, there were seven races that lived on each of the seven 

spheres/planets as these time divisions were made to fit into Blavatskyôs time 

scheme that utilized multiples of seven (her septenary schemata). It should already 

be evident to the reader that the number seven gave some order to Blavatskyôs 

cosmological teachings though this number itself has its own archaic mystical 

associations with ascension.32  

                                                             
31 Godwin, Atlantis and the Cycles of Time, p. 71. The use of different names and personalities 
serves to further confuse the reader. The astronomer Pierre Simon Laplace who Blavatsky quoted 
extensively in The Secret Doctrine maintained the Victorian belief in seven planets in the universe. 
See Charles Coulston Gillispie, Pierre-Simon Laplace 1749ï1827: A Life in Exact Science 
(Princeton University Press, 1997), p. 174.  
32 Mircea Eliade, Images and Symbols: Studies in Religious Symbolism (Princeton University Press, 
1991), p. 47. 
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Blavatskyôs racial evolution was used to place the races of India in a position 

of superiority as the cradle of all civilization. It also elevated her own argument that 

óThe oldest branch of the fifth race are Indians who evolved in Central Asia more 

than one million ñyears ago.ò Yet Asia, as well as Australia, Africa and America 

have remnants of the fourth and third races, defined as cavemen and Iberians. 

Indian has more seventh ring [race] men of the fourth race than Europe and more 

of the first ring of the fifth round.ô33  

By elevating the universal status of India, Blavatsky was implying that the 

Indian race was spiritually superior and more evolved than all others. As a result, 

any person with direct access to Indian culture and its advanced spiritual teachings 

would be in a place of authority; this implied the superiority of Blavatsky and her 

Eastern Masters. Blavatsky went on to assert that most of the population of India 

belonged to the seventh race and even housed more fifth rounders than any other 

country ð an idea that only bolstered her claim to be connected to the ancient 

wisdom tradition.34 It seemed that the cosmology put forth in these Mahatma letters 

was accomplishing the two purposes identified at the beginning of this section: 1) 

to present her Theosophy as a more advanced revelation (especially from other 

organizations most notably the Spiritualist movement) and 2) to prove the 

superiority of the Masters/mahatmas thereby revealing the true ancient wisdom 

religion which could be found more accurately in Indian philosophy.  

In Blavatskyôs progressive spiritual evolution, the higher the race (and 

round) the more evolved the individual soul had become; thus, the seventh race 

(and also the fifth round) was more evolved in Blavatskyôs ideology of spiritual 

evolution, which led to a whole intricate system of racial anthropology which would 

be further expounded in her Secret Doctrine. Also in this text, for the most part, 

Blavatsky used the terms óringô and óraceô interchangeably, though in her later 

writings she seemed for the sake of simplicity to have decided upon the term óraceô 

using it primarily.35  

Blavatskyôs primitive doctrines of time and spiritual evolution in Isis Unveiled 

evolved into complex ideas of root and sub-root races, noting that óthe individual 

                                                             
33 The Mahatma Letters, p. 121. 
34 Ibid., p. 118. 
35 Ibid., p. 94. 
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entities in them are unconsciously to themselves performing their local earthly 

sevenfold cycles ð hence the vast difference in the degrees of their intelligence, 

energy and so on.ô 36 Trompf noted that óin Isiséteachings about prior and etheric 

ñRoot Racesòéhas hardly been formulated, and it is more antediluvian (decidedly 

pre-Noachian) [Western] esoteric knowledge that she stressesé root race theory 

[is] absent in Isis.ô37 Trompf seemed correct in his general assessment and 

antediluvian connection, yet (as pointed out previously) one of the most influential 

sources on Blavatskyôs time-scheme was Godfrey Higgins. Higgins declared that it 

was impossible to combine all religions into one system ð history would not allow 

it. Still, Blavatsky would ultimately solve Higginsô dilemma of connecting the worldôs 

chronologies together in The Secret Doctrine (1888), but at this point she had not 

worked it out yet. 

The infinite scope of Blavatskyôs cosmology was expounded as the soul 

incarnated into seven kingdoms, in seven races and in seven rounds but also 

through óan infinitude of sub-rings [race] or subordinate whirls all in series of 

sevens.ô38 It seemed that these seven races could be further divided into groups 

that Blavatsky calls sub-races. Again, Blavatsky combined her phenomenal time 

(globes and races) with eternal movement through her theory of rounds which 

makes this system much more complex, philosophically advanced, and longer in 

duration than had been initially conceived in Isis Unveiled.  

 Each globe contained seven parent races with numerous offshoots of sub-

races, and after completing these seven races/rings the soul would be transferred 

onto the next globe or placed into the subjective world. It was concluded that 

humanity as a whole was on the latter half of the fifth race of the fourth round, while 

these letters explained that certain advanced individuals were on the first race of 

their fifth round.39 Blavatsky further asserted that ówe have fifth round men among 

us because we are in the latter half of our septenary earth being. In the first half 

this could not have happened.40 Attempting an explanation of this enigmatic 

statement, Blavatsky noted that most of Earthôs so-called religious leaders were 

                                                             
36 Ibid., p. 77. 
37 Trompf, óImagining Macrohistoryô, p. 55. 
38 The Mahatma Letters, pp. 80Ƅ81. 
39 Ibid., p. 95. 
40 Ibid., p. 96. 
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part of this fifth-round (like Buddha and later Jesus, Plato, etc.). This idea would 

become an important part of her later Secret Doctrine and applied to her 

conceptualization of the Masters.41 

 Occasionally, Blavatsky connected her cosmological time to historical 

personages such as Buddha and she would continue to assimilate myth and 

history through connecting root races with historical (and pseudo-historical) events 

while employing Western scientific terms for time divisions. Blavatsky continued to 

utilize Charles Lyellôs time divisions such as the óEoceneô and óMioceneô which he 

had coined in his monumental scientific work Principles of Geology.42 These 

geological divisions provided Blavatsky with another system of articulating, 

organizing, and ordering her mixed view of time and spiritual evolution; her use of 

scientific terms instilled her philosophy with a sense of empiricism.  

 

4. Yugs: An Eastern Time Division for a Western Audience  

Blavatsky assimilated another aspect of Eastern time divisions into her cosmology, 

again giving it the appearance of an Oriental philosophy. She divided time into 

segments of smaller periods that could be expressed in terms of years. She 

superficially mentioned yugs in Isis Unveiled, but never expanded on this concept. 

In the Mahatma letters, yugs became an important unit of time connecting 

cosmology/mythology to phenomenal/history. These yugs (or yugas) occurred 

seven times on each globe ð once for each race.43 The yug is an Eastern time 

division that in its proper context refers to period of time based on the quality of life 

or dharma (natural law); however, at this stage Blavatskyôs use of this term 

seemingly divorced it from its original association with the quality of dharma (the 

word dharma is never used in the Mahatma letters).44   

 

5. Kingdoms - A Western Idea fit into an Eastern Time Division  

The term ókingdomô would be familiar to most Westerners as Carl Linnaeus (1707ï

1778) developed this categorization in relation to living things. He divided them into 

the following three distinct kingdoms within his work Systema Naturae (1735): 1) 

                                                             
41 Ibid., pp. 96Ƅ97. 
42 Godwin, Atlantis and the Cycles of Time, p. 71. 
43 The Mahatma Letters, p. 121. 
44 Ibid. 
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animal kingdom (regnum animale), 2) vegetable kingdom (regnum vegetabile) and 

3) a mineral kingdom (regnum lapideum). This was an idea that Blavatsky may 

have read in Lyellôs Principles of Geology ([1830-3], II, pp. 268ï270), though this 

was a popular subject among nineteenth-century scientists and can hardly be 

traced back to any one of precursor.45 

What remains important was that Blavatsky used this Western scientific 

term in her cosmological scheme of objective time, illustrating her assimilation of 

Eastern reincarnation theory with Western science. These kingdoms that the 

monad must incarnate into consisted of four identities, including mineral, 

vegetable, animal, and human states and were stages within her progressive 

evolutionary scheme (though the nature of kingdoms would be expanded in a 

Mahatma Letter No. XIV to adhere to the septenary doctrine).46 

The nature of the various kingdoms was also explained in these letters: óin 

the mortal worldô there are three recognized kingdoms ð mineral, vegetable, and 

animal ð humanity is a combination of the three (though the Masters believed in 

seven kingdoms). Each of these kingdoms was subjected to seven rounds and 

seven kingdoms óall of these have to run their seven rounds during the period of 

earthôs activity ð the Maha Yug.ô47 As to the exact number of incarnations, 

Blavatsky claimed to remain ignorant noting that: óAll I can tell you is that within the 

Solar Manwanatara the number of existences or vital activities of the monad is 

fixed but there are local variations in number in minor systems, individual worlds, 

rounds, and world rings, according to circumstances.ô48  

Blavatsky also engaged the subject of consciousness, stating that: óUp to 

man ñlifeò has no responsibility in whatever form; no more than has the foetus who 

in his motherôs womb passes through all the forms of life ð as a mineral, a 

vegetable, and animal to become finally Man.ô49 Consciousness was a capability 

beginning in the human kingdom. Also, the process of spreading life through the 

various globes was expounded by Blavatsky, who stated that it was through an 
                                                             
45 The word ókingdomô was also used in the Raj Yoga to describe a region of the body Maahtma 
Giana Yogi Sabhapaty Swami, Vedantic Raj Yoga (New Delhi: Pankaj Publications, 1977), p. 11. 
46 This septenary nature of ókingdomsô is found in A. P. Sinnett (unspecified), óFragments of Occult 
Truth: No V. The Evolution of Manô, The Theosophist, 4.2 (1882), 46Ƅ48 (p. 47); and Sinnett, 
Esoteric Buddhism, p. 47.  
47 The Mahatma Letters, p. 75. 
48 Ibid., pp. 81Ƅ82. 
49 Ibid., p. 74. 
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eternal life-wave that life was created on each globe/sphere, a concept that would 

become its own chapter in Sinnettôs Esoteric Buddhism.50 

 

6. Obscuration/Pralayas/Night of Brahma  

A ópralayaô is an Eastern term that refers to a period of rest which Blavatsky 

assimilated into her cosmology to follow the period of activity known as a 

manvantara/round. This term was used in Isis Unveiled as synonymous with a 

óNight of Brahmaô. This again evidenced Blavatskyôs attempts at óOrientalizingô her 

philosophy. Blavatsky equated her óNights of Brahmaô with the term ópralayaô as 

early as in 1882; however, she did this only in passing. These terms and periods 

would later go on to play a larger role in her cyclical cosmology. One of Blavatskyôs 

fundamental beliefs associated with time was its eternal duration and motion; thus, 

this rest applied only to the evolutionary process. Blavatsky maintained that 

óuniversal perpetual motion which never ceaseséeven during the interludes 

between the pralayas or ñnights of Brahma.òô51 A ópralayaô followed a 

round/manvantara; however, there were different types. This level of depth 

evidences the first purpose of the philosophy of time outlined in this chapter: to 

intentionally confuse her readers.  

A special pralaya occurred following the period of time known as a 

MahaYugðor the great time period which somehow became the equivalent of a 

mahamanvantara even though earlier it was equated with a manvantara/round (7 

yugs per each globe/sphere) and 49 yugs (a Mahayug) which made this scheme all 

the more confusing and contradictory. Blavatsky proceeded to redefine a MahaYug 

as a completion of seven cycles in each kingdom.52 After the seventh round on 

each world, the planet would begin to disintegrate and another pralaya or period of 

rest commences. This pralaya would destroy everything including the planet; 

however, this doctrine was contradictory. Each globe had its own individual rules of 

evolution and was not completely destroyed as they would eventually be recreated 

                                                             
50 Ibid., pp. 73Ƅ75. 
51 Ibid., pp. 133Ƅ139. 
52 Ibid., pp. 66Ƅ67. 
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in the same state that they were in before the pralaya occurred like óa stopped time 

piece rewound.ô53  

Given all of these discrepancies and confusing terms, I am arguing that it 

was Blavatskyôs intent was to make these time periods intentionally confusing and 

inaccessible. The complex nature of these pralayas was further divided in the later 

Mahatma letter No. XV, written on 10 July 1882, into three different types:  1) The 

universal or Mahapralaya and manwanatara, 2) The solar pralaya and 

manwanatara , and 3) the minor pralaya and manwantara.54 The role of these 

different manwanataras in Blavatskyôs septenary structure of the universe was 

detailed in relation to pralayas or periods of rest and provides even larger time 

divisions than the other terms afforded, making Blavatskyôs cosmology all the more 

complex.55 During this solar pralaya each planet was annihilated and the monad 

was temporarily placed into nirvana when: óthe whole purified humanity merges into 

Nirvana and from that inter-solar Nirvana will be reborn in higher systems. The 

string of worlds is destroyed and vanisheséô56   

 Blavatsky further complicated this doctrine by distinguishing a pralaya-like 

period called an óobscurationô that seemed to be a microcosmic form of a pralaya 

which divided races/rings. These obscurations were always preceded by great 

cataclysms in her racial evolution: 

The approach of every new óobscurationô is always signalled by cataclysms- 
of either fire or water. But, apart from this, every óRingô or Root Race has to 
be cut in two, so to say, by either one or the otheréhaving reached the 
apex of its development and glory the fourth Raceï the Atlanteans were 
destroyed by water; you find now but their degenerated, fallen remnants, 
whose sub-races, nevertheless, ayeïeach of them, had its palmy days of 
glory and relative greatness. What they are now- you will be someday the 
law of cycles being one and immutable.57 

One cataclysm had to occur between each race of beings after it had reached its 

zenith of physical intellectuality. There was even a set of rules governing the 

spiritual evolution of rounds and their duration which distinguished them from their 

                                                             
53 Ibid., p. 67. 
54 Ibid., p. 93. 
55 Ibid., pp. 94, 97. 
56 Ibid., p. 98. 
57 Ibid., pp. 156Ƅ57. 



147 

Pralayas.58 This distinction would be changed in her later writings when Blavatsky 

would engage óobscurationô and ópralayaô interchangeably, but at this early state 

Blavatsky attempted to separate these terms adding to the detailed complexity of 

her view of time.59 This ambiguity implied that only her and her Masters were an 

authority on universal time and chronology. 

  

7. Kama Loka: The Eastern Version of óSummerlandô   

According to Blavatsky, following bodily death the soul travelled through a series of 

spheres, which appeared to be a reconceptualized form of Andrew Jackson Davisô 

Summer-land. While in Davisô early philosophy there was no conceptualization of 

judgment or punishment for the soul, Blavatskyôs early spiritual evolution provided 

forms of judgment evidenced in these subjective worlds and in the previously 

mentioned eighth sphere of annihilation; these places of judgment would later be 

replaced by the law of cause and effect (e. g. karma). One such sphere was a 

realm called Kama Loka which was also the abode of Blavatskyôs elementals. The 

subject of duration in this realm was elaborated upon in Mahatma letter no. XXc 

and seemed to be a place of refining the spirit: 

Whether his stay in Kama Loka has to last but a few moments, hours, days, 
weeks, months or years; whether he died a natural or a violent death; 
whether it occurred in his young or old age. And whether the Ego was good, 
bad, or indifferent,- his consciousness leaves him as suddenly as the flame 
leaves the wick, when blown out.60 

 
Blavatskyôs philosophy stated that those who experienced a natural death would 

remain from óa few hours to several short yearsô within the earthôs attractions (e. g. 

in the Kama-Loka). There were exceptions to this rule, especially in the case of 

suicides and those who died a violent death; thus, the purpose of this 

óexperience/localityô seemed to be the refinement of the monad/soul.61 The 

                                                             
58 Ibid., p. 177. 
59 The terms obscuration and pralaya were equated by Jean Raymond: a kalpa was ópreceded by 
an equal period of quiescence or 'obscuration,' called in Hinduism a Pralaya. Jean Raymond, óThe 
Nights and Days of Brahma: The Oscillating Universeô, in H. P. Blavatsky and the Secret Doctrine, 
ed. by Virginia Hanson (Wheaton, IL: Theosophical Publishing House, 1988), pp. 100Ƅ44 (p. 144). 
Also, these two terms were equated in The Secret Doctrine, II, 69 and in a later letter sent to Sinnett 
quoted in Letter XXVIII, The Letters of H. P. Blavatsky to A. P. Sinnett, p. 64. 
60 The Mahatma Letters, p. 128. 
61 The Mahatma Letters, p. 112. 
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geography of óKama Lokaô was later divided into seven lokas (place or abode), the 

seventh of which was called the óTerritory of Doubt,ô as noted in the Avatamsaka 

Sutra, an idea Blavatsky seemingly borrowed from Samuel Bealôs Catena of 

Buddhist Scripture (1871), further evidencing her Westernized Orientalist 

understanding of these Eastern concepts. 

 Every world in the sphere of effects was said to have a Tathagata or a 

DhyanChohan óto protect and watch over, not to interfere with it.ô62 This theory 

would be combined with her conceptualization of the Masters/mahatmas/manus 

whose roles would be elaborated upon in future writings. This served to elevate the 

status of the Masters and became one of the recurring main purposes behind the 

creation of this complex view of time. Blavatsky further attempted to assimilate the 

afterlife of Western Spiritualism into an Orientalist view of afterlife states. Referring 

to Kama-Loka as the óSummer-land,ô it was a dwelling place for óshells, the victims 

and suicides and this sphere is divided into innumerable regions and sub-regions 

corresponding to the mental states of the comers at their hour of deathô. This 

divided this area into three Eastern terms or the óTribuvana (three worlds), namely: 

Kama, Rupa, and Arupa-Lokas.ô63 The similarities between this afterlife and 

Spiritualism prompted the Theosophical critic and Orientalist Arthur Lillie to remark 

that óBuddhism has been transformed into American Spiritualism.ô64 

According to Blavatsky, while both Spiritualism and Buddhism proposed a 

similar afterlife journey, only Buddhism provided a fuller understanding of the other 

states associated with Devachan (to be explored later). Devachan was dissected 

as a state of existence and not a locality, comprised of Rupa-Loka, Arupa-Loka, 

and Kama-Loka as the three spheres of ascent.65 The relationship between 

Devachan and Kama Loka was further clarified and explained in relation to the 

spiritual evolution of the soul/monad.66 The geography for this subjective 

                                                             
62 Ibid., p. 108. 
63 Ibid., pp. 198Ƅ99. 
64 Arthur Lillie, Koot Hoomi Unveiled; or, Tibetan óBuddhistsô versus the Buddhists of Tibet (London: 
The Psychological Press Association, 1884), p. 5.    
65 The Mahatma Letters, pp. 198Ƅ99. 
66 óFrom Kama Lokaéthe newly translated souls; go all (but the shells) according to their 
attractions, either to Devachan or Avitchi. And those two states are again differentiating ad 
infinitumïtheir ascending degrees of spirituality deriving their names from the lokas in which they 
are induced. For instance: the sensations, perceptions and ideation of a devachanee in Rupa-
Lokas, will, of course, be of a less subjective nature than they would be in Arupa-Loka in both of 
which the devachanic experiences will vary in presentation to the subject-entity. Not only as regards 
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óexistenceô mirrored Andrew Jackson Davisô Summerland in many aspects. 

However, Blavatsky reconceptualized this Western concept in Eastern terms. This 

accomplished two goals: 1) it seemingly differentiated her Theosophical Society 

from Spiritualism and also 2) made these realms vast and difficult to ascertain for 

her readers. 

 

8. Bardo  

The term óbardoô was used to describe the period between death and rebirth (this 

term is related to the after death journey of the soul throughout the Tibetan Book of 

the Dead). óBardoô may last anywhere from a few years to an entire kalpa (though 

this term was never defined in these letters). The óbardoô period was divided into 

three ósub-periodsô: Period 1) when the Ego enters Kama-Loka, which can last from 

a few minutes to a number of years; Period 2) when it enters into its óGestation 

State, which is a óvery longô state sometimes beyond comprehension; and Period 

3) when it is reborn in the Rupa-Loka of Deva-chan, which is based on the amount 

of good Karma and therefore varies.67 It is curious that the term óbardoô seemed to 

only have been used as a designation in these Mahatma letters and disappeared in 

Blavatskyôs later writings, adding to the confusion of understanding Blavatskyôs 

philosophy again fulfilling the main purposes set forth at the beginning of this 

chapter. 

 

9. Planet  of Death  

Another unique locality introduced (and found solely) in these Mahatma letters was 

the óPlanet of Deathô, which was a ówhirlpool whither disappear the lives doomed to 

destruction.ô68 It was between Kama-Loka and Rupa-Loka and it is at this point that 

a struggle between the principles of the soul takes place. In her commentary on the 

Mahatma Letters, Joy Mills equated the two terms óPlanet of Deathô and the óeighth 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
form, colour, and substance, but also in their formative potentialities, But not even the most exalted 
experience of a monad in the highest devachanic state in Arupa-Loka (the last of the seven states)ï
is comparable to that perfectly subjective condition of pure spirituality from which the monad 
emerged to ódescend into matter,ô and to which at the completion of the grand cycle it must return. 
Nor is Nirvana itself comparable to Para Nirvana.ô  
The Mahatma Letters, p. 199. 
67 The Mahatma Letters, p. 105. 
68 Ibid., pp. vii, 107.  
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sphereô, echoing G. de Puruckerôs explanation in his Occult Glossary.69 In a later 

letter (No. 23A) the question is asked óWhat is the nature of the life that goes on in 

the óPlanet of Death?ô To which the ómahatmaô responded that this is óa question I 

have no right to answer.ô70 Though these two terms (eighth sphere and planet of 

death) eventually became synonymous, it remains unknown if they were originally 

meant to become identical terms further complicating this cosmological system.  

 

10. Devachan: An óEasternô Version of Heaven  

Devachan was described as a type of heavenly afterlife experience/locality. It was 

commented that in Devachan óall unrealized hopes, aspirations, dreams, become 

fully realized, and the dreams of the objective become the realities of the subjective 

existence.ô71 Devachan was a perpetual dream-state where no pain or grief could 

existðit was pure, unbridled happiness.72 Though there were differing degrees of 

reward in this state, all monads experienced it in various levels of intensity, 

determined by how óevilô or ówickedô their lives may have been lived: óHence all 

those who have not slipped down into the mire of unredeemable sin and bestiality 

ð go to the Deva Chan. They will have to pay for their sins, voluntary and 

involuntary, later on. Meanwhile they are rewardedéô73 The time period spent in 

Devachan could be anywhere from óyears, decades, centuries, and milleniums 

[sic],ô depending on the quality of karma in the individual.74 Every effect had to be 

proportionate to its cause (i. e. just). The human perception of time in Devachan 

was that it was a taste of eternal bliss in which óa million years is no longer than a 

secondô.75  

There was another question related to the soul (or ego) receiving its 

memory of former lives in Devachan, to which Blavatsky responded that it 

depended upon its nature: 

                                                             
69 Joy Mills, Reflections: on an Ageless Wisdom (Wheaton, IL: Quest Books, 2010), p. 265. 
70 The Mahatma Letters, pp. 148, 176. 
71 Ibid.,p. 197. 
72 Mahatma Letter XVI. The Mahatma Letters, pp. 99Ƅ116. 
73 Ibid., p. 101. 
74 Ibid., p. 106. 
75 Time in Devachan became a popular subject explored later in the March 1883 article óFragments 
of Occult Truthô, The Theosophist, 4.42 (1883), 131Ƅ135. The Mahatma Letters, p. 127. 
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Every just disembodied four-fold entityð whether it died a natural or violent 

death [including suicides]éloses at the instant of death all recollection, it is 
mentallyðannihilated; it sleeps itôs akasic sleep in Kama-loka. This state 
lasts from a few hours, (rarely less) days, weeks, months ï sometimes to 
several years. All this according to the entity, to its mental status at the 
moment of death, to the character of its death, etc. That remembrance will 
return  slowly and gradually toward the end of the gestation (to the entity or 
Ego), still more slowly but far more imperfectly and incompletely to the shell, 
and fully to the Ego at the moment of its entrance into the Devachan.76 

 
Thus, most souls had to travel to Kama-Loka in transition to Devachan. This 

óforgetfulnessô mentioned above justified why many human beings retain no 

memory of their past lives. 

Mahatma Letter No. XXV (2 February 1883) delved into Blavatskyôs 

understanding of time and its relationship to the afterlife.  Here the nature of 

Devachan was described as a dream of realistic vividness that no life-reality could 

match. And that this ódream lasted- until karma was satisfied in that directionéand 

the being moves into the next area of causes.ô77 The notion of time in Devachan 

was further engaged in Mahatma Letter No. XXc, which stated that óa million of 

years is no longer than a second.ô78 This seemed contradictory as it was noted that 

óthe more merit, the longer period of devachan. But then in Devachanéall sense of 

the lapse of time is lost: a minute is as a thousand yearséô; thus, there was an 

ambiguity and a time-discrepancy.79 

Blavatsky responded to this inconsistency in two ways. First, she insinuated 

that time had little bearing in the afterlife states of subjectivity by noting that: óThis 

remark and such ways of looking at things might as well apply to the whole of 

Eternity, to Nirvana, Pralaya, and what notéô, obviously referring to the limits of 

human intellect in understanding such things as eternity and nirvana as no human 

mind could fully comprehend these concepts.80 Secondly, Blavatsky explained that 

this was Eastern philosophy, and she was not surprised that Westerners could not 

grasp it. She continued to note that her recipients ófail to take in the whole 

magnitude of our philosophy, or to even embrace at one scope a small corner ð 

                                                             
76 The Mahatma Letters, p. 187. 
77 Ibid., pp. 191Ƅ92. 
78 Ibid., p. 127. 
79 Ibid., p. 193. 
80 Ibid., p. 193. 
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the devachan ð of those sublime and infinite horizons of ñafter life.òô She further 

explained that:  

No, there are no clocks, no timepieces in devachan, my esteemed chela, 
though the whole Cosmos is a gigantic chronometer in one sense. Nor do 
we, mortalsétake much, if any, cognizance of time during periods of 
happiness and bliss, and find them ever too short; a fact that does not in the 
least prevent us from enjoying that happiness all the same- when it does 
come.81 

 

Elsewhere, Blavatsky explained that human time and its duration were relative to 

the observer and his condition/state (echoing a Kantian sensibility explanation for 

time): 

I may also remind you in this connection that time is something created 
entirely by ourselves; that while one short second of intense agony may 
appear, even on earth, as an eternity to one man, to another, more 
fortunate, hours, days, and sometimes whole years may seem to flit like one 
brief moment; and that finally, of all the sentient and conscious beings on 
earth, man is the only animal that takes any cognizance of time, although it 
makes him neither happier nor wiser. How then, can I explain to you that 
which you cannot feel, since you seem unable to comprehend it?82 
 

Blavatsky definitely recognized the abstract nature of time and decided to shroud 

her teachings in this confusing philosophy to instill in them a sense of mystery, and 

to give them the impression that they were superiorly intellectual.  

Again the finitude of human intellect is pointed out as Blavatsky observed 

that it was impossible to explain cosmological (spiritual, subjective) ideas to 

phenomenal (physical, objective) beings, as they could not fully understand 

something that they could not experience: óFinite similes are unfit to express the 

abstract and infinite; nor can the objective ever mirror the subjectiveé.Time is not 

a predicate conception and can, therefore, neither be proved nor analysed, 

according to the methods of superficial philosophy.ô83 In the subjective worlds, time 

could not be measured as it was conveniently óabstractô and óinfiniteô. These other 

ósubjective worldsô provided Blavatsky with an open realm that possessed different 

scientific laws and its landscape could be as vast as her imagination allowed. 

Certainly, Blavatskyôs imagination was vividly eclectic and could be traced back to 

                                                             
81 Ibid.   
82 Ibid., p. 194. 
83 Ibid. 



153 

her childhood stories of pre-historic beasts expanding down into her own literary 

fictional works such as Nightmare Tales (1892) and From the Caves and Jungles 

of Hindustan (1892).84 

 Blavatsky continued to expand her view of Devachan as a transitory state in 

which the attainment of gradual oblivion was followed by total oblivion and then 

finally birth into another personality in the world of actions determined by the karma 

of the Ego.85 This eternal evolution continued until the end when óthe being reaches 

the end of the seventh round, or- attains in the interim the wisdom of an Arhat, then 

that of Buddha and thus gets relieved for a round or two,- having learned how to 

burst through the vicious circles- and to pass periodically into the  Paranirvana.ô86 

There was no final release of the soul only a temporary ótime-outô period; however, 

it seemed that one could eventually manipulate time and even begin to control it.  

 

11. Avitchi: An Eastern Hell  

If Devachan could be viewed as a heavenly type of afterlife ódestinationô, then 

Avitchi could be seen as its inverted óhellishô experience. Blavatsky suggested 

some clarifications on the state of Avitchi as a place of punishment for the wicked 

monads, differentiating this experience from the eighth sphere. Inhabitants of this 

place came because their sixth principle had left them, and the seventh having 

been extinguished did not go to the eighth sphere as óhe must not be simply 

annihilated but PUNISHED; for annihilation, i.e. total oblivionéconstitutes per se no 

punishmentéô87 Annihilation was too merciful a punishment for certain wicked 

souls which allows a glimpse into the thought process of Blavatsky and her belief in 

the existence of evil under extenuating circumstances. 

 According to the Mahatma letters, Christianity had inadvertently turned 

Avitchi into the biblical notion of óhellô, a connection that was the result of an article 

series óFragments of Occult Truth.ô Blavatsky wrote that: Avitchi has been 

                                                             
84 A.P. Sinnett, Incidents in the Life of Madame Blavatsky: Compiled from Information Supplied by 
Her Relatives and Friends (London: The Theosophical Publishing Society, 1913), pp. 27Ƅ28. 
Though both of these fictional stories were not published in English until 1892, they had been 
written between the years 1879Ƅ1880 and published in the earlier Russian publication Susski 
Vyestnik. See H. P. Blavatsky, From the Caves and Jungles of Hindustan (London: The 
Theosophical Publishing Society, 1908), p. iii. 
85 The Mahatma Letters, p. 195. 
86 Ibid., p. 197. 
87 Ibid., p. 196. 
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óvulgarized by the Western nations into Hell and Heaven, and which you have 

entirely lost sight of in your Fragmenté.And to complete your Fragment without 

risking to fall again under the mangling tooth of the latter [Roden Noel] honourable 

gentlemanôs criticism ð I found it necessary to add to devachan ð Avitchi as its 

complement and applying to it the same laws as to the former.ô88 According to 

Noel, the concept of Avitchi was added by Blavatsky in an attempt to give balance 

and justice to her philosophy; however, this belief in óavitchiô would soon be 

discarded.89  

 Blavatsky attached a sobering reality to this cosmological philosophy which 

was outside of phenomenal (human) time and therefore seemed to be more of an 

eternal torture chamber than a temporary place of punishment. Thus, she clarified:  

Have you ever given a thought to this little possibility that, perhaps it is 
because their cup of bliss is full to its brim, that the ódevachaneeô loses óall 
sense of the lapse of timeô; and that it is something that those who land in 
Avitchi do not, though as much as the devachanee, the Avitchee has no 
cognizance of time- i.e., of our earthly calculations of periods of time?90 

If in Devachan time moved quickly due to a positive experience, then in Avitchi 

time would move slowly because of the excruciating experiences the soul was 

enduring. The nature of Avitchi remains distinct in this letter from its function in 

Esoteric Buddhism (where it is a returnable destination) and here is called the óHell; 

from which there is no return...ô Blavatsky never really expounded upon the idea of 

Avitchi (punishment and hell), which was replaced in The Secret Doctrine when 

karma was sufficient for all punishments. Each of those terms was included as they 

validated the two purposes for Blavatskyôs time that I set forth in the introduction. 

The term óavitchiô (or the concept of an eternal óhellô) never appears once in the 

1,500 page span of The Secret Doctrine. Blavatskyôs complicated historical-

mythological evolution has been described in detail in this section, but how does 

this fit into Blavatskyôs larger soteriology?  

 

 

 

                                                             
88 Ibid., p. 197. 
89 wƻŘŜƴ bƻŜƭ ǿŀǎ ΧΦ 
90 Ibid., pp. 193Ƅ94. 
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III. Superiority, Soteriology and Spiritual Evolution  

Blavatskyôs soteriology is another unique óBlavatskiysmô. In her spiritual evolution, 

karma became the force that propelled the soul through this vast network of time 

and evolution ð karma determined the destination and the duration spent in the 

afterlife locale. It also guided the soul through its eternal evolution across the 

various races; therefore, time and spiritual evolution were deeply connected. It is 

also worth mentioning that evolution in the nineteenth century was directly 

associated with a move towards improvement (i. e. time = evolution = 

improvement) an idea that Blavatsky utilized in her writings.  

1. Making Sense of All the Confusion  

It should seem apparent to the reader by this point, that all of these various 

calculations and time divisions can be confusing largely because there was no 

uniformity in the terms Blavatsky employed; she used several different words to 

describe the same period of time; for example, óringsô and óracesô were used 

interchangeably (for the most part), three different terms (mahayug, manvantara, 

and round) all described the same period of time, while two other terms (pralaya 

and obscurations) were occasionally used synonymously and at other times were 

separated. Also, a similar ambiguous word usage was applied to the terms óplanet 

of deathô and óeighth sphereô.  

This prompts the question: óWhy was Blavatsky creating such a complex 

cosmological structure of the universe?ô The answer can be found in a division of 

Blavatskyôs main purposes of her cosmology: 1) to separate her philosophically 

evolved Theosophical Society from Spiritualism, 2) to build up the superiority of her 

Masters and 3) to present a vast, complex, and incomprehensible philosophy of 

time that could only be revealed through the ancient wisdom tradition (via the 

Masters). It is intriguing that even Blavatsky herself could not keep up with the 

complexity of her time and in April of 1883, she was criticised for confusing the 

ómajorô (maha) and óminorô cycles. She justified her confusion by adding to her 

cosmology: the Earthôs solar system was only one of numerous other universes 

connected to the sun; when one universe is in a period of activity ð this period of 

activity is called a maha or great cycle. This maha cycle, when compared with the 

other universes (attached to the same sun), is called a minor cycle. Despite her 
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best attempts to reconcile this issue, it seemed that at this point even the Masters 

were having a difficult time remembering the details of this complex cosmology.91 

The three practical purposes of Blavatskyôs time listed above all attempted to prove 

that her ancient wisdom tradition, her Masters and her Theosophical Society were 

superior ð óTimeô was the very element that made her form of Theosophy worth 

studying. 

 

2. Blavatskyôs Defense of her Contradictory Chronology  

The aforementioned response calls attention to two defence patterns that can be 

identified in Blavatskyôs philosophy and occult hermeneutic. In order to maintain 

the infallibility of the Masters and her ancient wisdom tradition, whenever Blavatsky 

was criticised for a discrepancy, rather than admit to making a mistake, she would 

instead add a new element to her cosmology that would explain away the problem 

issue. This defence mechanism was noticed above and can also be witnessed in 

her explanation for the anti-reincarnation statements in Isis Unveiled. Instead of 

admitting a discrepancy or mistake she rather explained that this was due to the 

soul being divided into seven parts and therefore she was not mistaken, but merely 

unaware. This is a typical philosophical apologetic employed in her writings.  

The second defence mechanism was that frequently throughout her 

writings, Blavatsky would claim that the Masters were not at liberty to explain their 

entire philosophy as a finite mind could not possibly understand infinite ideas.92 

She continually engaged this defence. Instead of it being the Masters mistake, the 

blame was placed on the questionerôs under-evolved intellect. It appeared that 

Blavatsky was intentionally and consciously trying to confuse her readers in order 

to give the appearance that she possessed a superior knowledge of time and 

eternity.  

Blavatskyôs view of time could be classified as an open (infinite) view of 

cyclical evolution based on the duality of matter and spirit as exemplified in Isis 

Unveiled. Her conceptions of spiritual evolution fit inside this Neo-Platonic dualism 

and as Wouter Hanegraaff noted, when óemanation and manifestation reaches a 

                                                             
91 H. P. Blavatsky, óOld and New Methodsô, The Theosophist, 4.7 (1883), 151Ƅ52. 
92 For comparison in these similar styles see Mahatma Letter XII, The Mahatma Letters, p. 70; and 
Mahatma Letter XXIV, The Mahatma Letters, pp. 180Ƅ81. 
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natural limit, the direction is reversed and a process of ñevolutionò back to unity 

beginséin this case, the whole achieves a ñhigherò level of integration at the 

completion of the cycles [i. e. a higher level of óspiritô is obtained at the end of every 

race and round]. The higher level may be the end of the process or it may be the 

beginning of a new cycle. The results can be pictured as an evolutionary spiralé93 

Hanegraaffôs statement certainly applies to Blavatskyôs view of time, spiritual 

evolution and the soulôs descent/ascent to spirit that was continuously evolving like 

an infinite spiral. Yet, the driving force behind the soulôs journey was finally claimed 

by Blavatsky following her relocation to India ð karma. According to Blavatsky, 

physical evolution was a unique syncretism of Western and Eastern concepts that 

was continually progressing while its spiritual evolution consisted of the soulôs open 

evolution propelled by its karma and its descent/ascent towards spirit. As 

Hanegraaff went on to note concerning Blavatskyôs evolutionary syncretism: 

éfor Blavatsky, progressive spiritual evolutionism was far more central than 
the belief in reincarnation per se. She certainly did not adopt evolutionism in 
order to explain the reincarnation process for a modern western audience; 
what she did was to assimilate the theory of karma within an already 
existing western framework of spiritual progress. This has implications for 
the question of her óorientalism.ô It is not the same that she moved from an 
occidental to an oriental perspective and abandoned western beliefs in 
favour of an oriental one. Her fundamental belief system was an occultist 
version of romantic evolutionism from beginning to end; and karma was 
adopted in order to provide this evolutionism with a theory of óscientific 
causality.ô94 

 
Even following her relocation to India and her implementation of Eastern sources, 

Blavatsky continued to maintain a decidedly progressive view of evolution.  

The eclectic spiritual journey made by Blavatsky (from Spiritualist to Hindu 

to Buddhist) was reflected in her teachings and through the assimilation of religious 

traditions; ótimeô and its manipulation would stand out as an appealing doctrine to 

early initiates, as will be evidenced in the next chapter. It is important here to 

observe the purposeful complexity and unique structure of time in these Mahatma 

letters. This uniqueness would become more evident to the mainstream (and to 

Blavatsky) once Sinnett had combined and summarized these teachings in 

                                                             
93 Hanegraaff, New Age Religion and Western Culture, pp. 159Ƅ60. 
94 Ibid., pp. 471Ƅ72. 
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Esoteric Buddhism (1883), which prompted Blavatsky to write The Secret Doctrine 

in 1888. 

 

Karma and Septenary Division  

The soul (or a ómonadô as Blavatsky called it) was viewed as continuously 

progressing through this cosmological universe with the law of ókarmaô (also known 

as the law of retribution) which propels the soul from matter to spirit; however, this 

was another instance where Blavatsky had hijacked an Eastern term and 

óWesternizedô it. Her reconceptualization of ókarmaô separated her Theosophy from 

Hinduism and Buddhism. Any historian must be careful in making any sweeping 

generalizations about Hindu and Buddhist conceptualizations as these belief 

systems come in many various forms and versions; however, Harold and William 

Hare believed that they had stumbled across some general inconsistencies 

between Theosophy and both Vedantism and Buddhism ð a religion to which 

Blavatsky converted in 1880: 

Having deprived the Vedanta system of its characteristic deity, the 
Mahatmas [Blavatsky] feel equal to providing Buddhaôs soul-less system 
with a soul floating above our heads. His technical terms are abundantly 
employed in the Letters, and often incorrectly. Nirvana, in twenty cases, is 
rightly used only in one, being casual or wrong in the restéKarma, common 
to Hindu and Buddhist teachings, ambles through the book without lucid 
exposition, but received in many passages ótrans-Himalayanô touches.95 

 
The Eastern scholar Meera Nanda concluded that ófor all the loan words from 

Hinduism, Blavatskyôs view of karma and rebirth constitute a break from classical 

Hindu doctrineô again evidencing that Blavatsky maintained a distinct (what can 

only be labelled as a) óBlavatskianô interpretation of these Eastern concepts.96  

                                                             
95 Harold Edward Hare and William Loftus Hare, Who Wrote the Mahatma Letters? (London: 
Williams and Norgate, 1936), pp. 113Ƅ14. 
96 As the Freemason W. L. Wilmhurst noted in 1919: óéthat curious cross-drift of oriental loreéthe 
theosophical movement associated with Madame Blavatsky, whiché[appeals] rather to the 
intelligence than to the religious spirit in man, introduced to the Western understanding some 
cosmological principles previously unknown to it. This somewhat enigmatic lady was doubtless an 
óinitiateô of some kind; she waséa medium for the transmission from less exalted sources of certain 
truths concerning world-processes long held in the wisdom-teaching of the older East, but with 
which the West was unfamiliaréThis graft of Eastern upon Western ideas was 
presentlyésucceeded by the Kingsford-Maitland theosophic revelationéô W. L. Wilmhurst, 
óSeekersô Problems: (I) Theosophyô, The Seeker: A Quarterly Magazine of Christian Mysticism, 15 
(1919), 94Ƅ104 (p. 99). 
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For Blavatsky, karma was a ómechanism for progress ð the soul, like 

everything else in nature, only moves forward toward perfection,ô a process that 

continues evolving through this huge cosmological process; however, óthis 

progressive view of karma and rebirth are at odds with the traditional Hindu view 

which allows for regression from the human to animal stages.ô97 It seemed then 

that Blavatskyôs view of spiritual (and therefore physical) evolution corresponded 

more to other nineteenth-century progressive views of evolution. As Frederick 

Conner noted, óeven though evolution does not have to imply progress, to most 

people in the 19th century the suggestion of a movement from worse to better was 

at the heart of the theory.ô98 This progressive Victorian interpretation of óevolutionô 

seemed to have been reflected in Blavatskyôs spiritual evolution that did not allow 

for the regression of the soul (only the annihilation of it!) and made other more 

evolved races superior; therefore, Blavatskyôs Westernized form of ókarmaô and 

reincarnation had as little to do with nineteenth-century scientific 

conceptualizations as it did with Eastern religions.  

In her view of spiritual evolution, Blavatsky adopted (spiritual) karma as the 

guiding force of life as opposed to the (physical) natural selection that Darwinism 

suggested. This again evidenced Blavatskyôs focus on spirit over matter (a dualism 

seen throughout this entire complex cosmology). Natural selection, according to 

Darwin, claimed that the ópreservation of favourable variations and the rejection of 

injurious variationsô was the overall guiding force of intelligent life (survival of the 

fittest but not the strongest); however, all of these variations were based on 

physical traits.99 Blavatsky was suggesting a spiritual evolution based on the 

spiritual traits of the soul and the survival of the fittest soul (i. e. karma); thus, there 

remains a clear difference between Blavatskyôs spiritual evolution and Darwinôs 

physical evolution. It was this defense that James Santucci argued cleared 

Blavatsky from any connection to Nazism and their racial ideologies.100  

                                                             
97 Meera Nanda, óMadame Blavatskyôs Children: Modern Hindu Encounters with Darwinismô, 
Handbook of Religion and the Authority of Science, ed. by James R. Lewis and Olav Hammer 
(Leiden: Brill, 2012), pp. 279Ƅ344 (p. 308). 
98 Frederick William Conner, Cosmic Optimism: A Study of the Interpretation of Evolution by 
American Poets From Emerson to Robinson (New York: Octagon Books, 1973), p. 4. 
99 Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of 
Favoured Races in the Struggle For Life (London: John Murray, 1861), p. 84.  
100 James A. Santucci, 'The Notion of Race in Theosophy', Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative 
and Emergent Religions, 11.3 (February 2008), 37Ƅ63 (p. 38).  
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Septenary Constitution: The Seven P rinciples  of the Soul  

One important series of articles drastically changed Blavatskyôs perception of 

spiritual evolution and provided an excuse for her ignorance of reincarnation ð the 

septenary division of the soul.101As already alluded, a series of articles appeared in 

The Theosophist on October 1881 entitled óFragments of Occult Truthô which 

reprinted large excerpts from the Mahatma letters. The author of the first three 

articles was A. O. Hume and the remainder were written by A. P. Sinnett, though 

Madame Blavatsky clearly had a level of influence on them. John Patrick Deveney 

concluded that these óarticles are a watershed in Theosophical history and mark 

the separation of Theosophy from the Western occultismô and also Spiritualism. 102 

Deveneyôs comment could be seen as an understatement, since following this 

series an entirely eclectic philosophy from the Masters was put forth using Eastern 

terms that would differentiate Theosophy from any similar movement (including 

Spiritualism). One of the most original concepts of this new ideology was the 

philosophy of time.   

The post-mortem journey of the seven parts of the soul were further 

elucidated by Blavatsky in Mahatma Letter No. XVI. Here the different states are 

described, which the septenary constitution of humanity must go through following 

death ð when a human dies his second and third principles die with him and the 

fourth, fifth, sixth and seventh principles form a quaternary. Following this division, 

there was a battle between the lower (fourth and fifth) and higher (sixth and 

seventh) principles. If the higher principles won this battle, these two principles 

entered into the óGestationô states and the lower two principles remain empty shells 

and roam in the earthôs atmosphere, transforming into elementaries (which again 

served to  demarcate the Theosophical Society from the generally accepted tenets 

of Spiritualism). If, on the other hand, the lower principles were victorious, then the 

                                                             
101 The septenary (seven) constitution of man was first explained to the world by the publication of 
another recipient of the Mahatma letters, Allan Octavian Hume. Hume explained that each monad 
was comprised of seven separate principles: 1) the physical body, 2) the vital principle, 3) the astral 
body, 4) the astral shape, 5) the animal consciousness (ego), 6) the spiritual intelligence, and 7) the 
spirit.  A. O. Hume, óFragments of Occult Truth: Number Oneô, The Theosophist, 3.25 (1881), 
17Ƅ22. 
102 John Patrick Deveney, Paschal Beverly Randolph: A Nineteenth-Century Black American 
Spiritualist, Rosicrucian, and Sex Magician (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1997), 
p. 520. 
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sixth and seventh principles went on to become reborn while these lower two 

principles entered into a ógreat whirlpool of human Egos.ô103  

The results of this battle determined the destination of these principles.104 

This struggle between the higher principles and the lower ones was further 

elaborated upon in Mahatma Letter no. XX where this conflict was referred to as 

óthe hour of the last Judgment.ô105 The struggle became an integral tenet in 

Blavatskyôs philosophy of spiritual evolution during this time period, though it would 

be slightly altered in Sinnettôs Esoteric Buddhism and would become an evolving 

concept in Blavatskyôs later works.106 The implications of this struggle reveal the 

individualistic culture of the Victorian Era and the soteriology of Spiritualism ð the 

purification of the soul from matter to spirit. This led Blavatsky to develop a unique 

cosmology that will now be defined. 

 

3. Nirvana and Soteriological Implications  

While the final destination of the soul was never clearly explained in these writings, 

there were occasional hints towards an óeternal restô.107 Karma again was 

described as the guiding principle and in the afterlife the soul (or parts of it) would 

either end up in Devachan or Avitchi.108 The subject of incarnations has been 

discussed in some depth, though in different incarnations the human being may not 

remember their past lives; but, óthe real full remembrance of our lives will come but 

at the end of the minor cycleðnot before.ô109 Blavatsky also made two clarifications 

on the nature of humanity: 1) óThe potency for evil is as great in manðaye 

greaterðthan the potentiality for goodéô and included her own cyclical view of 

eschatology.110 

                                                             
103 The Mahatma Letters, p. 104. 
104 In her later work, the fifth principle, Manas, is subdivided into Lower and Higher/Upper Manas for 
the purpose of this struggle and evolutionary soteriology. See H. P. Blavatsky, óE.S. Instruction No. 
IIIô, H. P. Blavatsky Collected Writings 1883Ƅ1884Ƅ1885, ed. by Boris de Zirkoff, 15 vols (Wheaton, 
IL: The Theosophical Publishing House), XII, 623Ƅ24. 
105 This conflict of the principles of the soul was also later connected with Blavatskyôs 
conceptualization of shells in Mahatma Letter XXIIIB. The Mahatma Letters, p. 131. 
106 Sinnett, Esoteric Buddhism, pp. 67Ƅ68. 
107 The Mahatma Letters, p. 116. Also, see Edwin Arnold, The Light of Asia: Or the Great 
Renunciation (London: Kegan Paul & Co., 1892), pp. 68, 128, 176.  
108 The Mahatma Letters, p. 117. 
109 Ibid., p. 128. 
110 Ibid., p. 130. 
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But at the close of the minor cycle, after the completion of all the seven 
Rounds, there awaits us no other mercy but the cup of good deeds, or merit, 
outweighing that of evil deeds and demerit in the scales of Retributive 
Justice.  Bad, irretrievably bad must be that Ego that yields no mite from its 
Fifth Principle, and has to be annihilated, to disappear in the Eighth Sphere.  
A mite, as I say, collected from the Personal Ego suffices to save him from 
the dreary fate. Not so after the completion of a great cycle: either a long 
Nirvana of Bliss (unconscious though it be in the, and according to, your 
crude conceptions); after which- life as a Dhyan Chohan for a whole 
Manvantara, or else óAvitchi Nirvanaô and a Manvantara of misery and 
Horror as a ---- you must not hear the word nor I- pronounce or write 
it...enough. I have said too much already. 
 

Following a great cycle the soul would first be placed in a ólongô nirvana of bliss 

(though still temporary), followed by going through an entire round/manvantara as 

a god-like being (Dhyan Chohan). 

Mahatma Letter No. XXV, written on 2 February 1883, seemed especially 

important to Blavatskyôs soteriology as it suggested that the monadôs main purpose 

was to evolve through this vast eternal universe through the various globes, 

kingdoms, races and rounds. And yet, despite the ambiguity of having no final 

soteriology, Blavatsky would occasionally suggest that an amnesic state of 

absolute rest existed which was a concept similar to the Eastern concept of 

absorption though she never seemed to commit to this soteriological end. At one 

point, she even defined nirvana óas a State of Absolute Rest and assimilation with 

Parabrahm ð it is Parabrahm itselfô though elsewhere this conclusion was 

ignored.111 

A belief in a ófinal Nirvanaô was also included, though the name is 

ambiguous as the soul never came to a final rest in any permanent sense, but 

instead continued to óresume its pre-cyclic state of atomic distribution.ô112 The term 

Nirvana is another word which Blavatsky had óborrowedô from its original Eastern 

context, though she again redefined its meaning to fit her own ideologies.  

According to the Victorian Orientalist Samuel Beal (by whom Blavatsky was heavily 

influenced), the term Nirvana was óa condition incapable of beginning or ending 

(without birth, without death).ô113 It is illogical to say that nirvana is temporary in its 

                                                             
111 Ibid., p. 198. 
112 Ibid., p. 67. 
113 Samuel Beal, Abstract of Four Lectures on Buddhist Literature in China (London: Trubner & Co., 
1882), p. 145. 
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original context as nirvana was by very definition outside of human time and 

understanding. In a letter written to her sister on 11 December 1877, Blavatsky 

expressed that this term had been incorrectly interpreted by all Oriental scholars 

noting that ónirvana is a word which none of our Orientalists have as yet rendered 

with any degree of accuracyé [it] means the ultimate, the complete destruction of 

the human individuals.ô114  

Later in Mahatma letter no. XXV, Blavatsky expressed her disagreement 

with the óabsurdô translation of nirvana as óannihilationô and went on to explain that 

time was merely an illusion (maya) and óonly that actually exists in eternity which is 

subjective, in the spiritual world, the Subjective of the very highest grade, in which 

there is no more any trace of human thinking, but everything is divine and pure: it is 

without beginning, as without end, it always was. This is Nirvanaéô115 Blavatsky 

understood that the Eastern definition of nirvana was that this state existed outside 

of time; however, in order to make this concept fit into her progressive evolutionary 

time scheme of eternal motion, nirvana ironically became a temporary state.   

Blavatsky further maintained that the subjective world (Avitichi, Devachan. 

etc.) was ultimate reality and the objective world (earthly) was merely an illusion. 

Despite this definition of ónirvanaô as destruction and a state of timelessness, 

Blavatskyôs use of this word remains obscure and sometimes she explained that 

nirvana occurred on Earth and at other times she seemed to connect it to the 

subjective world (such as Devachan). One thing remains clearðnirvana was 

connected to Blavatskyôs cosmological process of evolution and rebirths which 

occurred continuously throughout eternity in an infinite duration: 

This, as we know, is repeated endlessly throughout ETERNITY. Each man of 
us has gone this ceaseless round, and will repeat it for ever and ever. The 
deviation of each oneôs course, and his rate of progress from Nirvana to 
Nirvana is governed by causes which he himself creates out of the 
exigencies in which he finds himself entangled. This picture of an eternity of 
action may appall the mind that has been accustomed to look forward to an 
existence of ceaseless repose.116 

Blavatsky admitted that her eternal cosmology would not be appealing to many 

Westerners; yet, her construction of this eternal progression revealed something 

                                                             
114 Letter 100 (written on 11 December 1877), The Letters of H. P. Blavatsky: 1861 ï 1879 
(Wheaton, IL: The Theosophical Publishing House, 2003), p. 380. 
115 The Letters of H. P. Blavatsky, p. 380. 
116 The Mahatma Letters, p. 68. 
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about her deep seated beliefs. This prompts the question, óWhat was the true 

purpose behind her version of nirvana?ô Some light can be shed on this question 

through the writings of modern South Asian scholar Steve Collins. Collins 

(seemingly agreeing with Blavatskyôs above definition) noted that Nirvana was óthe 

ultimate aim of Buddhismô which is most commonly seen as a ófreedom from 

rebirthô as well as a form of óliberationô; however, these notions refer óto a place 

(metaphorically), state, or condition where there is no death because there is also 

no birth, no coming into existence, nothing ñmadeò by conditioningéand therefore, 

no time.ô117 

As opposed to Buddhist notions that had a period of activity that ended in 

nirvana, Blavatskyôs soteriology was an endless journey that alternated between 

periods of time (objective/historical world) and timelessness 

(subjective/mythological world), reflecting her Spiritualist roots. Instead of reaching 

one final destination (such as nirvana was), the soul was continuously evolving 

throughout all eternity through this complex system of rounds, root races, and sub-

races. Collins went on to explain his belief that nirvana was the doctrine that gave 

life any real soteriological meaning and justice within Buddhist theology: 

the problem of evil and injustice is understood as part of the cosmic scheme 
of karma, cause and effect, a scheme in which, ultimately, there is no 
injustice, for all get their just desserts. But the sequence of lives as a whole, 
the very fact of conditioning and karma, finds its own resolution, its own 
avoidance of meaningless chronology, in the possibility of Release. Such a 
final endécannot be imagined: but that is not its purpose. Nirvana provides 
the full stop (period) in the religious storyéit is the moment of ending which 
gives structure to the whole.118 
 

Blavatskyôs use of a temporary ónirvanaô left her with a ómeaningless chronologyô 

which she tried to justify throughout the Mahatma letters. As Collins noted, nirvana 

was meant to be the culmination of life; however, in Blavatskyôs cosmology, the 

Buddhist soteriological goal of nirvana is lost. This then prompts the question: 

What is the soteriological point of life in a time scheme that never provides the soul 

with a final release or liberation (to say nothing of óeternal lifeô)? Why did Blavatsky 

create a confusing ideology with an apparent infinite number of chances for 

redemption? 

                                                             
117 Steve Collins, óNirvana, Time, and Narrativeô, History of Religions, 31.3 (1993), 215Ƅ46 (p. 230). 
118 Collins, óNirvana, Time, and Narrativeô, pp. 233Ƅ34. 
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 While French suggests Blavatskyôs disdain for Christianity and hell, this 

seems too simplistic.119 While this disdain might be part of the reason, there seems 

to be more to it. It should be concluded that Blavatskyôs eternal chronology (while 

not giving any final release or nirvana) instilled value into two of the main purposes 

that have been identified as integral to her philosophy of time: 1) the divinity of the 

Masters which suggests that every soul has the potential to become divine, 

implying a pseudo-Darwinian spiritual ósurvival of the fittestô soteriological goal 

(survival as opposed to annihilation in the eighth sphere); and 2) the 

transcendental nature of the ancient wisdom tradition as a saving knowledge (i. e. 

gnosis) able to assist the soul in its evolution into a higher level or round. This 

ógnosisô provided the practitioner with two abilities: 1) the ability to manipulate 

elements of nature (such supernatural powers as those claimed by both Blavatsky 

and Olcott) and 2) the ability to evolve at a quicker pace, which was the 

soteriological purpose of humanity according to Blavatsky.  

 In his study on the nature of Blavatskyôs Masters and their connection to 

macro-history, French has noted a similar conclusion:  

Consequently, the enlightened esotericist is able to shorten the trajectory of 
his or her personal development by stepping upon the path to Master-
shipéthe Masters benevolently deign to assist those few aspirants 
possessed of sufficient insight and resourcefulness to initiate the journey of 
the óDeifying Visionô withinétheir primary soteriological task is to provide a 
living example of a sophiology not dependent upon institutionalized religion 
or science; they, like Hermes incarnate the necessity for a tertium quid [a 
third way].120 
 

This óthird wayô mentioned above was a combination of these elementsðscience 

and theology along with mythology and history. Notwithstanding the implications of 

Frenchôs statement, the soteriological role of the Masters was not just to provide an 

ideal example or to emancipate the world from religious bigotry or scientific 

materialism, but rather their existence (if it could ever be proved) served to validate 

the existence of this vast evolutionary scheme that Blavatsky was putting forth in 

her writings. If the Masters did exist there would be proof that human beings were 

                                                             
119 Brendan James French, óThe Theosophical Masters: An Investigation into the Conceptual 
Domains of H. P. Blavatsky and C. W. Leadbeaterô, 2 vols (unpublished doctoral thesis, University 
of Sydney, August 2000), I, 210. 
120 Brendan James French, óThe Mercurian Master: Hermesô Gift to the Theosophical Societyô, 
Aries, 1.2 (2001), 168Ƅ205 (pp. 185Ƅ86). 
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part of this larger chain of spiritual evolution which would in turn substantiate 

Blavatskyôs ancient wisdom tradition as the one Truth (as well as elevate the status 

of Blavatsky as a key initiate). For example, her Masters became an integral part of 

her time scheme as they assisted humanity in their evolution; thus, the main goal 

of time seemed to be based on Spiritualism i. e., the eternal progression (and the 

evolution) of the soul. 

 

IV. Conclusion  

Three purposes and implications of Blavatskyôs eternal time scheme have been 

identified in this chapter and they remain crucial for understanding Blavatskyôs 

overall philosophy of time. The first purpose for Blavatskyôs philosophy of time was 

that it served to demarcate her Theosophical Society from mainstream 

Spiritualism. This was accomplished through her septenary division of the soul, 

belief in annihilation, her belief in reincarnation, her belief in the role of the Masters 

within this cosmology, and her Oriental/Western esoteric cosmology. She also 

reconceptualized Spiritualist themes, such as turning Andrew Jackson Davisô 

Summerland into Kama-Loka. Also, her cyclical view of history went against 

Christian Spiritualism, which largely held to a linear view of historical events. 

Blavatskyôs use of Oriental terms also served to further separate her Theosophical 

Society from Spiritualism, at least from a superficial perspective. 

While Blavatsky attempted to distinguish her Theosophical Society from 

both Spiritualism and Spiritism during this time period, it has been suggested that 

she combined the world-views of both of these two philosophies. Blavatsky 

believed in the limited Spiritist (and a mainstream Spiritualist) soteriological view of 

the universe. This maintained that humanityôs spirit evolved until it had reached 

perfection. At the same time this was only accomplished after a series of 

incarnations with help from the supernatural (the difference being that in 

Spiritualism this evolution was spiritual and in Spiritism this evolution was 

physical). Theosophy, on the other hand, believed that adepts and initiates 

possessed the power and ability to manipulate the óastral lightô and communicate 

simply by using oneôs individual will from the natural world. By combining these two 
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beliefs, Blavatskyôs Theosophy could be seen as a combination of occultism 

(Western Esotericism) and Spiritism, only óOrientalizedô.  

The second purpose was that her belief that time proved the existence and 

superiority of her highly evolved Masters. Her cosmology gave the Masters a 

valuable role in the evolutionary process in order to guide humanity and teach 

them the gnosis (the ancient wisdom tradition). At the same time, her Masters 

instilled her cosmology with a defined purpose to evolve spiritually advanced souls 

through the various root-races and rounds; thus, her cosmology and her Masters 

were metaphysically connected to one another and became associated with her 

óavataric evolution,ô which would figure prominently in her later Secret Doctrine.  

The third purpose for Blavatskyôs philosophy of time during this stage was to 

make it extremely vast and complex so that it necessitated the existence of an 

ancient wisdom tradition. This implication was inherent in the Eastern time scheme 

that she began to engage during this time. Her fascination with Eastern sources 

gave her the framework to develop her own cosmology that placed a heavy 

emphasis on revealing an ancient wisdom tradition as opposed to focusing on the 

attributes of a God or any other deity. Eastern cosmology also provided Blavatsky 

with an already established framework rooted in antiquity (i. e., Eastern texts). 

 Also noteworthy was that in order to prove the necessity/purpose for her 

philosophy of time, Blavatsky maintained that the people of India were a more 

highly evolved race; therefore, any communication from these people would be 

more advanced than other Western cultures, whether it came from Egypt or 

Western Spiritualism. This instilled Blavatskyôs Masters and her ancient wisdom 

tradition with authority as representative of the fifth round. She also attempted to 

confuse her readers through her use of vast periods of time, her use of different 

words to express the same ideas, and her continually changing definitions of 

certain terms. It should be noted again that this entire vast cosmology was laid out 

primarily in a private correspondence. While the occasional letter was printed in the 

Theosophist, it was the publication of one particular Society member named Alfred 

Percy Sinnett that would publicly connect this cosmology to the Theosophical 

Society. It all began in 1883, with the publication of Esoteric Buddhism which 

forever changed the trajectory of the Theosophical Society.  

 



168 

 

 

Figure 2: Evolution of óManô through Root Races and Globes 

Taken from the The Mahatma Letters to A. P. Sinnett, compd. by A. T. Barker 

(New York: Frederick A. Stokes Co., 1924), p. 85. 

, 
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CHAPTER 5 
From Confusing Cosmology to Chronological Cycles:    

Esoteric Buddhism  (1883), The Theosophist  and the Development 
of Blavatskyôs Philosophy of Time  

 
The cosmological system put forth in the previous chapter was not part of any one 

unified, logical system. Rather, it had been disseminated through handwritten 

letters sent primarily to two individuals ð A. P. Sinnett and A. O Hume. Access to 

these mysterious letters was restricted primarily to these two figures and they were 

not made available to the average Theosophist.1 Indeed, public access to the 

Mahatma letters was not widespread until the early twentieth century. Most 

individuals living in the nineteenth century would have known their contents solely 

through Sinnettôs Esoteric Buddhism (1883) and through the occasional letter that 

was reprinted in the Theosophist (especially in the series óFragments of Occult 

Truthô). While Esoteric Buddhism summarized the philosophical Mahatma letters, 

this was a follow up to Sinnettôs earlier work The Occult World (1881), which 

reprinted some of these earlier letters and recounted his first encounters with H. P. 

Blavatsky. 

 

I. Esoteric Buddhism  

Esoteric Buddhism (1883) is a fascinating book that addresses the place of 

reincarnation on different planetary spheres, cosmic cataclysms, and a process of 

spiritual evolution that spans vast periods of time. This work was Alfred Percy 

Sinnettôs compilation of the Mahatma letters that appeared covertly, written by 

Blavatsky as she developed her own cosmological structure of time and spiritual 

evolution. Esoteric Buddhism was based upon the Mahatma letters that Sinnett 

had received between the years 1880 and 1883; he summarized them into a 

methodologically systematic work that would be palatable and accessible to the 

general public.  

                                                             
1 One early member C. C. Massey attempted to obtain copies of these letters, but was ultimately 
denied access to them. C. C. M., óThe Metaphysical Basis of Esoteric Buddhismô (n. pub.], [1883?]), 
p. 6. For further information on the life of C. C. Massey see Jeffrey D. Lavoie, A Search For 
Meaning in Victorian Religion: The Spiritual Journey and Esoteric Teachings of Charles Carleton 
Massey (Bethlehem, PA: Lehigh University Press).  
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Esoteric Buddhism remains one of the most important Theosophical writings 

on Blavatskyôs overall philosophy of time and cosmology. One of the main 

purposes of this book was to present Blavatskyôs elaborate spiritual evolution to a 

more mainstream audience. It was in this summary that the uniqueness of 

Blavatskyôs time-scheme became most obvious. This work combined Eastern 

concepts (which were borrowed from the Orientalists given Blavatskyôs elementary 

comprehension of Sanskrit), comparative mythography (notably Godfrey Higgins) 

and Spiritualist views of progression and spiritual evolution which she would default 

to in her letters. It was in Esoteric Buddhism that her eclectic view of time became 

obvious and was combined into one distinctive and fascinating system, becoming a 

foundation for future Theosophical ideologies. Blavatskyôs time scheme, when 

understood in light of her highly-evolved Masters, provided the reader with the 

ability to understand time (activity/inactivity) and begin to control not just this 

present life, but thousands of future incarnations as well. It was in this book that 

this system first became distinguishable, though it would become more fully 

articulated by1888 in Blavatskyôs major work The Secret Doctrine. It is important to 

recognize that Sinnettôs work was the only major voice for disseminating the 

Mastersô teaching in the early 1880s. 

 

1. The Life of A. P. Sinnett  

Sinnett is an intriguing character in his own right. Born in north London on 18 

January 1840, he was the youngest son of five children. Alfredôs father made a 

living through journalism and literature, but he died relatively young at age 45 (in 

1844) when Sinnett was only five years old. This left Sinnettôs mother as the sole 

provider, a role she fulfilled by using her literary talents and óindefatigable 

industryô.2 Sinnett described his mother as a ówoman of quite exceptional literary 

talent and of unusual mental cultureô.3 As a result of his familyôs poverty, Sinnett 

attended the cheapest schools in the Camden and Kentish Town area where they 

resided. Eventually, through an exhibition procured by his aunt Sarah Fry, Sinnett 

attended the London University School at Gower Street. His schooling would not 

last long, due to his inability to grasp the Latin language. Sinnettôs mother 

                                                             
2 Autobiography of Alfred Percy Sinnett (London: Theosophical History Centre, 1986), p. 4. 
3 Ibid., p. 10. 
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eventually withdrew him from the school and the young Alfred procured a job as a 

mechanical draughtsman.4    

 Sinnett entered the world of journalism, starting as an assistant sub-editor 

for The Globe, though after a short time he was dismissed. Alfred then began 

working as a freelance writer, writing articles in various publications such as the 

Morning Chronicle, Birmingham Daily Gazette and the Manchester Guardian.5 He 

became better known in journalistic circles, and in 1865 he was invited to become 

the editor of the Hong Kong Daily Press. This senior three-year appointment in 

colonial journalism would be the turning point in his career. After returning to 

London, on 6 April 1870, Sinnett married Patience óPattyô Edensor. Patty had a 

remarkable dedication towards faithfully recording the events of both her and 

Alfredôs life in various diaries that she kept. She managed to fill 31 volumes, which 

Sinnett frequently cited throughout his autobiography, though these diaries have 

been lost over the years. 

In 1872 Sinnett was offered the editorship of The Pioneer ð the leading 

English daily newspaper in India. As a leading organ of Anglo-Indian public 

opinion, The Pioneer provided the medium that would connect Sinnett to Blavatsky. 

Sinnett had already heard about her first major book Isis Unveiled (1877) from a 

ógreat friendô John Herbert Stack. Upon hearing that its authoress was moving to 

India, Alfred decided to seek them out writing a note in his paper about Blavatsky 

and Olcott ð the founders of the Theosophical Society.6 Shortly afterwards, Olcott 

contacted Sinnett, initiating a steady correspondence between himself and the 

Theosophists. Sinnett soon afterwards invited Blavatsky to visit with him and his 

wife at their house in Simla.  

On 4 December 1879, this meeting occurred and the events surrounding 

this occasion are recorded by Sinnett in his publication The Occult World (1881). 

Around the fall of 1880, Sinnett began to receive correspondence from some 

hidden Tibetan masters.7 Sinnettôs writings seemed to have been written with the 

                                                             
4 Ibid., pp. 4Ƅ5. 
5 Ibid., p. 10. 
6 Ibid., p. 15. 
7 For the progression in the definition of the Masters and their successive Hinduization, then 
Tibetanization, see Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, óThe Coming of the Masters: The Evolutionary 
Reformulation of Spiritual Intermediaries in Modern Theosophyô, Constructing Tradition: Means and 
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approval and support of these Masters (and thereby Blavatsky), even though the 

accuracy of Esoteric Buddhism would later be questioned by both Theosophists 

and critics alike. In spring of 1883, Sinnett decided to move back to London, where 

he joined the London Lodge of the Theosophical Society.   

 Sinnett had organized, summarized, and published the óMahatma Lettersô he 

had received in his book Esoteric Buddhism, printed in June 1883. Initially, Sinnett 

had a direct link to the Masters, using Madame Blavatsky as his medium; however, 

after several years Sinnett began to notice that the Masterôs inclinations always 

seemed to align with Blavatskyôs.8 This, along with Blavatskyôs lack of appreciation 

and her belittling attitude towards him, created a rift between the two. Sinnettôs own 

personal views on the authorship of the Mahatma Letters were recorded in his 

autobiography: óI had, even then, the gravest doubts as to the genuine character of 

these blue pencil notes, but I was somehow drawn into the conversazioni and I am 

not surprise [sic] to find in the diary a remark to the effect that I did not speak up to 

my usual level.ô9 As already suggested, Sinnett wrote his autobiography by looking 

at his wifeôs diaries that had been kept during this time period so that he was able 

to fairly recollect the events that transpired during these early days of the 

Theosophical Society. This provides a general context for understanding Esoteric 

Buddhism and its role in the early Theosophical Society. 

 

2. Time in Esoteric Buddhism : Cosmological Terminology  

There was a very slight difference between the concept of time found in the 

Mahatma letters and the concept of time in Esoteric Buddhism and though the 

differences are minor and likely come from transcription errors, they deserve 

mentioning. These slight discrepancies have prompted James Santucci, the editor 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
Myths of Transmission in Western Esotericism, ed. Andreas B. Kilcher (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 
161Ƅ178. 
8 Autobiography of Alfred Percy Sinnett, p. 30.  
9 Ibid., p. 29. Looking at Sinnett and his publications, it appears that Sinnettôs faith wavered back 
and forth, but the important aspect here is that even at this early stage he had ógrave doubtsô that 
the pencil notes were written by the masters. He appears to have been suspicious even in the early 
days. He wrote in 1905: óThe correspondence as a whole was terribly contaminated by what one 
can only treat as Madame Blavatsky 's own mediumship in the matteréThe extracts I published in 
The Occult World were selected with great care and they, I feel sure, reflected the Master's thought 
with sufficient accuracy. But it must always be remembered that correspondence from a Master, 
precipitated through the mediumship of a chela cannot always be regarded as His ipsissima verba 
[very words].ô See Curuppumullage Jinarajadasa, The Story of the Mahatma Letters (Adyar: 
Theosophical Publishing House, 1946), p. 25. 
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of Theosophical History, to ask the question: who was the real synthesizer ð 

Sinnett or Blavatsky? Santucci views Sinnett as an independent worker pulling 

together these doctrines for his own purposes, yet given the óminorô nature of these 

changes, this hidden agenda seems unlikely.10 Rather, it seems much more logical 

that most of these changes were due to transcription errors or other careless 

copying mistakes. Despite minor differences, Esoteric Buddhism drew largely upon 

the terms employed in the Mahatma letters and merely attempted to systematize 

their philosophy. It presented a cosmological structure that consisted of an eternal 

spiritual evolution occurring within the objective and subjective realm, though (like 

the Mahatma letters) no definitive numerical figures were given out (i. e., days, 

months, years, etc.).  

  

Cosmological Chro nology  

The first key element of time in Esoteric Buddhism was that it was eternal, it had no 

beginning and no ending.11 Man began as a monad and continued through seven 

root races on each of the seven globes. Each race lasted for a duration of roughly 

one million years, a number that Sinnett had derived from a representative number 

used in Mahatma letter No. XIII.12 Of those one million years, only 12,000 of them 

were lived in objective existence, i.e. time spent on the (physical) globes. The rest 

of that time would be spent mainly in the subjective (spiritual) sphere of Devachan 

(though if one was exceptionally wicked in one incarnation one might end up in 

Avitchi for a short period). This meant that out of one million years, 988,000 years 

were spent reaping the effects of karma.13 In Mahatma Letter No. XIV (9 July 

1882), written to A. O. Hume, this number appears to be slightly different. It is said 

that each man will live in all his lives upon our planet (in this Round) for 77,700 

years, and will be placed in the subjective spheres 922,300 years, though the 

reason for this discrepancy seems to have been due to a transcription error made 

by Sinnett (or possibly by A. T. Barker in his compilation of these letters). Karma 

                                                             
10 James Santucci, óEditorôs Notesô, Theosophical History, 13.4 (2007), 1Ƅ2. 
11 A. P. Sinnett, Esoteric Buddhism , 3rd ed. (London: Tübner & Co., 1884), p. 181.  
12 Ibid., pp. 119Ƅ20. Sinnett was quick to remind the reader that this was a rough number and 
served more as an illustration that as an exact figure. 
13 The Mahatma Letters, p. 83. It appears that Sinnett had altered this number, switching the term 
óraceô with a óround.ô  
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was the deciding factor in determining where the monad resided upon death, the 

length of time that it stayed in its destination, and the intensity of its afterlife. 

In The Secret Doctrine, karma would become the integral metaphysical 

solution for reconciling reincarnation and science without depending on the 

providence of God. Wouter Hanegraaff hypothesized that  

Blavatsky had not yet solved this problem [reconciling reincarnation and 
science] when she wrote Isis Unveiled, but subsequently realized that karma 
provided the long sought-for answer.  The index to Isis Unveiled listed a 
considerable number of references to metempsychosis, reincarnation and 
transmigration, but only three to karma (plus a fourth to the appendix added 
in 1886...). In The Secret Doctrine, on the other hand, karma had definitely 
moved to the centre stage, while reincarnation and its cognates were 
mentioned far less oftenéShe presented it (karma) as the universal law of 
nature which safeguards cosmic justice within an encompassing 
evolutionary framework [this is the cosmological framework of time and 
soteriology that this chapter describes].14 

As noted in the Mahatma letters, there were seven divisions of races on each 

globe. There were seven root races, but within these seven root races were 7 sub 

races, and within the seven sub races there were 7 branch races: 

 

 

 

If each monad in each race incarnated once, the total number of incarnations in 

each globe would be 343 (7 branch races x 7 sub races x 7 root races); however, 

each monad incarnated typically at a minimum of two times and some even more 

frequently.15 In the Mahatma letters, it was also said that óone life is lived in each of 

the seven root-races; seven lives in each of the 49 sub-races- or 7 x 7 x 7 = 343 

and add 7 more. And then a series of lives in offshoot and branchlet races; making 

the total incarnations of man in each station or planet 777.ô16 In Esoteric Buddhism, 

there was no way to ascertain how many incarnations one would have on each 

globe except that it was more than 343. After death the monad (now stripped 

                                                             
14 Wouter Hanegraaff, New Age Religion and Western Culture: Esotericism in the Mirror of Secular 
Thought (Albany: State University of New York Press), p. 482. 
15 Sinnett, Esoteric Buddhism, pp. 50Ƅ51, 117.  
16 The Mahatma Letters, pp. 83, 119. The reason behind the change here is unknown. 

Root  Race:                                                                1  (out of 7)  

Sub Race:               1               2               3                4                5              6               7                                      

Branch Race:   1234567  1234567     1234567   1234567   1234567   1234567   1234567              
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down) would enter a period of gestation before reaching Devachan and then the 

monad would be reincarnated.17 

While in Esoteric Buddhism Sinnett suggested certain calculations 

associated with certain time periods, he stopped short of actually doing the 

multiplication out in most instances, but the Theosophical critic Arthur Lillie was not 

as accepting and proceeded to multiply out the following figures:  

At all his 4,802 deaths man passes into a paradise of happiness and rest, a 
world of effects, the average life there being probably 8,000 years between 
each re-incarnation, Thus the life of man in this world of effects which is 
called Devachan, is 4,802 x 8,000 = 38,416,000 years. This seems a very 
long time, but in a conversation I had on the subject, (1) I was informed that 
although the Brothers were shy as to giving exact quotations in figures, it 
was yet understood that the probable duration of a finished soul on the 
planets was more like 70,000,000 years.18 

It is unfortunate that Lillie did not identify the individual with whom he had this 

alleged conversation about these time divisions. What remains obvious at this 

stage is Blavatskyôs large view of time and evolution as well as the fact that even 

her critics took her chronology seriously and attempted to make sense of it. 

Each of the root races would recur on each of the seven globes labelled A, 

B, C, D, E, F, and G.19 As previously mentioned, one round consisted of a 

completed journey through each of these globes. In each progressive round the 

óspirit to matterô composition of the monad changed, as explained in the Mahatma 

letters. Also, as in the Mahatma letters, there was a point during the middle of the 

fifth round where each monad underwent a karmic judgment.20 If the Ego was 

judged to not be worthy of continuing its spiritual evolution due to its karma, then it 

was sent to the eighth sphere of pure matter for dissolution.  

Following the seventh round was a pralaya followed by the merging of the 

seventh race with Nirvana. After merging into Nirvana the monad was reborn into 

óthe higher systems,ô but there is no indication as to what this means. This is the 

overall structure of cosmology and time presented in Esoteric Buddhism.   

                                                             
17 Sinnett, Esoteric Buddhism, pp. 88Ƅ89.  
18 Lillie, Koot Hoomi Unveiled, pp. 16Ƅ17.  
19 For the first time in the history of this world Blavatsky reveals that there are seven spheres in the 
objective world and seven spheres (lokas) in the subjective realm (devachan), though the septenary 
division of Devachan is only mentioned in passing in Esoteric Buddhism. The Mahatma Letters, p. 
78. 
20 Sinnett, Esoteric Buddhism, pp. 166Ƅ67. 
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3. The Response to the Philosophy of Time in Esoteric Buddhism : East vs. 

West  

Since the Theosophical Society was relocated to the East in 1879, it absorbed 

many elements of Indian culture, but to what degree remains a continued subject 

of debate. Joscelyn Godwin has remarked on the coherency of the cosmological 

system presented in Esoteric Buddhism, critiquing that óthe explanation in Sinnettôs 

Esoteric Buddhism of rounds, root races, and sub-races was anything but lucid.ô21 

A similar response was reflected by contemporaneous readers in the nineteenth 

century, leading to several questions being submitted to the editor of the 

Theosophist (Blavatsky), requesting some clarifications of its doctrines (which will 

be explored below). Two Theosophists attempted to defend Esoteric Buddhism: 

the Indian Theosophist Mohini Mohun Chatterji (1858ï1926) and Laura C. 

Holloway-Langford (1848ï1930) in their book Man: Fragments of Forgotten 

History; however, as this work was published in 1884, it falls outside the 

chronological parameters of this chapter.22 What remains relevant to 1883 were the 

articles published in The Theosophist following the publication of Sinnettôs Esoteric 

Buddhism. This series of articles proved that this time-scheme elicited much 

attention from Theosophists and other interested parties. 

 Several booklets were written by leading Theosophists in order to engage 

the teachings put forth in Esoteric Buddhism. The first was óA Letter Addressed to 

the Fellows of the London Lodge of the Theosophical Society by the President and 

a Vice-president of the Lodgeô published by Anna Kingsford and Edward Maitland. 

In this privately circulated booklet Kingsford categorized the teachings put forth as 

the SǕnkhya and that ówe find, indeed, Buddhism the germ of all the apparently 

novel doctrines contained in Mr. Sinnettôs book from which doctrines, as presented 

by him, I am compelled to dissent; for Buddhismérepresents an esoteric and 

spiritual philosophy of which Mr. Sinnettôs version is a materialised reproduction.ô23 

This booklet accused these teachings of being materialistic Buddhism. Subba Row 

responded to this with his own booklet defending its teachings; however, Rowôs 

                                                             
21 Joscelyn Godwin, Atlantis and the Cycles of Time: Prophecies, Traditions, and Occult 
Revelations (Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 2011), p. 73. 
22 Ibid., pp. 73Ƅ74.  
23 Anna Kingsford, óA Letter Addressed to the Fellows of the London Lodge of the Theosophical 
Society by the President and a Vice-president of the Lodgeô ([n. p.], [n. pub.], [1883?]), pp. 46Ƅ47. 
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defense was countered by a curious pamphlet printed by C. C. Massey titled óThe 

Metaphysical Basis of Esoteric Buddhismô; in this booklet, Massey goes further in 

his categorization of this Buddhism by suggesting a direct school which had the 

same source ð the Swabhavikas.24 

 Despite this categorization by certain members of the London Lodge that 

Blavatskyôs teachings were Eastern, not everyone agreed with this analysis. Arthur 

Lillie, a colonel in the British army and an early critic of the Theosophical Society, 

wrote a small pamphlet criticizing the supposed Buddhist doctrines found in 

Esoteric Buddhism. He claimed that they were not consistent with any known 

Eastern belief system that he was aware of. He was stationed in India (around 

Azimgurh) throughout the Santal rebellion of 1855 and the Great Indian Rebellion 

of 1857. His premise was that the Buddhism of Esoteric Buddhism was not the 

Buddhism of Tibet at all.  

Lillie argued that Esoteric Buddhism contained the óBuddhism of the South 

altered, and, indeed, stultified to fit in with the teachings of a French book of magic 

written by a gentleman under the pseudonym of Eliphas L®vi.ô25 He concluded that 

Blavatskyôs use of certain terms was not in keeping with Buddhist interpretations. 

Lillie also noted that the following terms were either added or taken out of context: 

Blavatskyôs unique interpretation of karma, annihilation, septenary constitution of 

the soul, the after-life locality of Kama rupa, Devachan, and her 

reconceptualization of reincarnation. He went on to describe the soteriology 

presented in Esoteric Buddhism as óBuddhismétransformed into American 

Spiritualismô due to what Lillie perceived as its óillogicalô view of karma which óhas 

given up the main tenet of Buddhism to supply a want felt by the members of the 

Theosophical Society.ô26 

It is curious that a similar sentiment was expressed by the Eastern guru 

Swami Vivekananda who had become offended by Henry Olcott, claiming that the 

Theosophical Society was nothing more than an óIndian grafting of American 

Spiritualism ð with only a few Sanskrit words taking the places of ghostly raps and 

taps, and Mahatmic inspiration that of obsession by ghostsô; he further noted that 

                                                             
24 C. C. M., óThe Metaphysical Basis of Esoteric Buddhismô, pp. 23-34. 
25 Lillie, Koot Hoomi Unveiled, pp. 1, 4, 5, 7 
26 Ibid., p. 5. 
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the Indians have óno need or desire to import religions from the West.ô27 Thus, the 

Easterners noted the distorted Western elements in Blavatskyôs philosophy 

(óBlavatskyismsô) and the Westerners noticed a distorted Eastern view. What both 

of these parties failed to realize was the originality of Blavatskyôs philosophy, 

especially as it related to time and that it also presented a pseudo-scientific myth 

for the Victorian Age. She had succeeded in creating a chronology that 

incorporated a vast breadth of global intellectual knowledge that validated the 

superior status of her revelations. Esoteric Buddhism represents a milestone in 

Blavatskyôs cosmology as it was the first attempt (by Sinnett) to compile the 

contradictory writings of the Mahatma letters into one unified system. Though other 

later attempts were made by Theosophists it seemed that the interest that this work 

elicited revealed the value of this cosmology. While the Mahatma letters present 

Blavatskyôs private teachings primarily written to two individuals, contemporaneous 

with these letters Blavatsky also published a monthly periodical which was 

intended for public circulation that deserves further consideration. 

 

II. The Theosophist  

When the Theosophical Society relocated to India in February 1879, a means of 

communicating the Eastern exploits of the Society and connecting its fledgling 

branches in a cost-effective manner was required.28 It was soon decided that in 

order to disseminate its teachings and give news updates, the Theosophical 

Society would create their own publication with its main purpose being to function 

as the official organ of the Theosophical Society. They established a monthly 

newspaper titled the Theosophist. Olcott noted in his diary that:   

The Theosophist was founded in October 1879 and there appeared its first 
ten volumes 429 pages (royal 8vo) of translations from the Sanskrit, and 
935 pages of original articles on Eastern religions, philosophical, and 
scientific subjects, mainly by writers of Oriental birth; several hundred 

                                                             
27 Swami Vivekananda, óStray Remarks on Theosophyô, in The Complete Works of Swami 
Vivekananda, ed. by (same as above) 9 vols (Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1955), III, 207Ƅ27 (pp. 
208Ƅ09). 
28 In fact, in a letter in the British Museum written by H. S. Olcott  in November 1880 it is noted that 
ó[t]he monthly expenses for postage and stationeryðthe postage of the journal The Theosophist 
includedðdo not exceed the sum of 50 Rupees month(!!)ô Mahatma Letters, VII, 65 (lines: 5Ƅ10), 
ADD:452898. 
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lectures were given by myself, besides hundreds more by our colleagues in 
India, America, and Ceyloné29 
 

Despite Olcottôs direct involvement, Blavatsky was the editor of this periodical that 

disseminated the teachings of Theosophy on a monthly basis while also utilizing 

the experience and literary talents of veteran publishers Sinnett and Olcott. The full 

title of this periodical was The Theosophist: A Monthly Journal devoted to Oriental 

Philosophy, Art, Literature and Occultism: Embracing Mesmerism, Spiritualism, 

and Other Secret Sciences, demonstrating the Oriental shift in Blavatskyôs 

philosophy while still noting an óembracingô view of Western philosophies such as 

Mesmerism and Spiritualism.  

 The Theosophist allows the researcher to understand some of the key 

sources that influenced Blavatsky during her early years in India.30 Each article 

printed in The Theosophist from this time period was meticulously reviewed and 

edited by Blavatsky herself and she even occasionally added her own commentary 

in the editorial notes at the bottom of the page. These editorial comments illustrate 

how she assimilated and interpreted these diverse articles and sources into her 

own philosophical framework. Indeed, these editorial notes provide a valuable 

gauge for Blavatskyôs own philosophy during the early 1880s, yet they remain an 

almost untapped resource of information by modern researchers. 

 

1. Esoteric Buddhism  and the Theosophist : A Reaction against this 

Cosmological Chronology    

Sinnettôs compilation of the Mahatma letters in Esoteric Buddhism caused quite a 

commotion in the pages of The Theosophist, resulting in a series of articles titled 

óSome Inquiries Suggested by Mr. Sinnettôs ñEsoteric Buddhism,òô which ran from 

September to November of 1883. In this series, certain clarifications were made, 

including an explanation for the discrepancy between the nature of the moon and 

the spheres, the destruction of the human race, the birth of Buddha, and the 

Nebular theory (an idea which would figure prominently in Blavatskyôs Secret 

Doctrine [1888]). As noted previously, these articles prove that following the 

                                                             
29 Henry S. Olcott, Old Diary Leaves: The Only Authentic History of the Theosophical Society: Third 
Series, 1883Ƅ1887 (London: The Theosophical Publishing Society, 1904), p. 335. 
30 Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, Helena Blavatsky (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 2004), p. 52. 
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publication of  Esoteric Buddhism there was widespread interest in clarifying and 

understanding its chronology. 

 Though the Mahatma letters had been summarized by Sinnett in Esoteric 

Buddhism, it should also be noted that large portions of the original Mahatma 

letters had been published earlier in The Theosophist under the title óFragments of 

Occult Truthô. Later critiques of this book provoked Blavatsky to rush to the defense 

of Sinnett. Blavatsky explained that óit was not in the contemplation, at the outset of 

the work begun in óFragments,ô to deal as fully with the scientific problems of 

cosmic evolution, as now seems expected. A distinct promise was made, as Mr. 

Sinnett is well aware, to acquaint the readers of this Journal with the outlines of 

Esoteric doctrines andðno more.ô31 The justification for this reluctance to divulge 

information was further explained: óA good deal would be given, much more kept 

back, especially from the columns of a magazine which reaches a promiscuous 

publicô.32 There existed a clear pedagogical difference between the purpose of the 

Mahatma letters and the Theosophist, at least according to Blavatskyôs above 

remark ð one was private the other public.  

 These óInquiriesô were published in the September issue of The Theosophist 

in 1883 and were the result of ómany points that perplexedô one particular reader 

identified merely as an óAn English F.T.S.ô. Only a few of these responses are 

relevant to Blavatskyôs conceptualization of time which further expounded certain 

elements of Blavatskyôs cosmology.33 Blavatsky continued to combine mythology 

and history, defending her universal cosmological chronology of Esoteric 

Buddhism, maintaining that this scheme was consistent with empirical history.34  

Previous scholars such as Trompf and French have presumed that 

Blavatskyôs cyclical view of time were her way of protesting against scientific 

materialism and philosophical positivism, but it seemed that Blavatskyôs direct 

reference of biblical figures such as Noah, Enoch, etc. and their chronology proved 

that her argument was much larger ð she was attempting to refute the entire linear 

chronology of Western Christianity which she believed dominated nineteenth-

                                                             
31 H. P. Blavatsky, óReply to an English F. T. S.- Answersô, The Theosophist, 4.12 (1883), 295Ƅ310 
(p. 296). 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., p. 301. 
34 The Mahatma Letters, pp. 89, 94. 
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century Western culture.35 The roots of this purpose were deep-seated and were 

exhibited as early as Isis Unveiled, for, as one critic remarked, a more appropriate 

title would have been The Horrors of Christianity Unveiled and the Excellencies of 

Hinduism Praised. 36 Also, it was during the early 1880s that the stance of the 

Theosophical Society and its relationship to Christianity was being questioned by 

such early Christian Theosophists as Anna Kingsford, Edward Maitland, óH. X.ô (A. 

O. Hume), C. C. Massey and even George Wyld, who resigned as president of the 

London Lodge of the Theosophical Society on 2 July 1882. Wyldôs resignation was 

due to his belief that the ideals of the Society had changed considerably and 

thereby denigrated Christianity.37 The stance Blavatsky took on Christianity 

became an important topic from this time period that had implications which would 

affect many members of the early Theosophical Society.  

 The implications of Blavatskyôs chronology were indirectly connected to this 

topic. The connection between cyclical time and Christianity has been discussed 

by the modern Indian historian Thomas Trauttman. Trauttman summarized the 

Christian presuppositions towards biblical chronology in the nineteenth century and 

its early interactions with Eastern chronology. He noted that óthe western response 

to ancient Indian conceptions ... arose before the vast expansions of traditional 

European conceptions of time, more especially before the expansions, in the mid-

nineteenth century, of human time from the narrow limits of the biblical 

chronology.ô38 He went on to observe that two main critiques were suggested by 

these early Christian Westerners ð óthe vast length of the agesô and ótheir 

cyclicity,ô suggesting that the main critique was that cyclical time belittled the 

significance of each individual life in favour of advocating a linear chronology that 

was ófilled with a sequence of unique eventsé[forming] a single cycle, of fall and 

                                                             
35 Trompf noted that Blavatskyôs cyclical time revealed the progression of mankind ónot the unilineal 
evolutionism of such ñblind leaders of the blindò as Huxley, Comte or the London materialists.ô 
Trompf, óMacrohistory in Blavatskyô, p. 279; Brendan James French, óThe Theosophical Masters: An 
Investigation into the Conceptual Domains of H. P. Blavatsky and C. W. Leadbeaterô, 2 vols 
(unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Sydney, 2000), I, 116Ƅ17. 
36 Carl T. Jackson, The Oriental Religions and American Thought: Nineteenth-Century Explorations 
(Westport, C Greenwood Press, 1981), p. 160.   
37 C. C. Massey, For Private Circulation Only: The British Theosophical Society and Resignation of 
G. Wyld (n. p., n. d. [1882]), p. 1. 
38 Thomas R. Trautmann, óIndian Time, European Timeô, in Time: Histories and Ethnologies, ed. by 
Diane Owen Hughes (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1995), pp. 167Ƅ97 (p. 176). 
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redemption, Paradise lost and Paradise regained.ô39 Instead of embracing a 

soteriological view of a unique string of events moving towards a final solution (i. e. 

the Second Coming of Christ), Blavatsky held an opposing theory: that cycles were 

the key towards understanding history and cosmology, but this belief in cyclical 

time seemed to divest life of any meaning, or did it?  

Trautmann identified that one of the main implications of an Eastern cyclical 

time scheme was that it placed a greater emphasis on discovering eternal truth 

than it did on understanding the attributes of gods or deities. This focus on the truth 

appealed to Blavatsky, whose philosophy of time has already been shown to have 

been directly connected to her ancient wisdom tradition. Trautmann suggested the 

following connection between the implications of cyclical time, reincarnation, and 

truth: 

éthe doctrine of world ages shows an unmistakable tendency in the texts to 
expand without limit, creating, as I have said, an eternity within time through 
which the transmigrating soul must be needlessly reborn.  This expansive 
tendency expresses not only the endlessness and pointlessness of samsara 
[the wheel of rebirth] but the location of truth and liberation from samsara in 
an eternity outside time. The transmigration doctrine establishes a principle 
superior to the gods, a moral law that is impersonal and to which all 
persons, whether divine or human, are subject. This contributes to the 
formation of an idea of Truth (or the religious law, or the teachings of the 
Buddha, and so forth) that is uncreated and eternal, having ultimately no 
person as its source and lying beyond time.40 
 

Trautmannôs description of this óidea of Truthô as eternal, untraceable, and lying 

beyond time validates one of the main purposes of time in Blavatskyô s system. 

This óTruthô was Blavatskyôs reconceptualized prisca theologia, which she had 

attempted to unveil in her 1877 work Isis Unveiled and which she would put forth in 

her 1888 work The Secret Doctrine. It is curious that Blavatskyôs view of time 

evolved into what it became in these Mahatma letters; however, it seemed as far 

back as Isis Unveiled that she was focused on óunveilingô the truth of all reality. Her 

fascination with Eastern sources and time gave her the framework to develop her 

own cosmology, one that placed a heavy emphasis on prioritizing the teaching/law 

over the nature of gods, whether personal or otherwise. A cyclical cosmology 

seemed to have been the missing element in Blavatskyôs philosophy of time that 

                                                             
39 Ibid.  
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provided her with both an established framework rooted in antiquity (i. e., Eastern 

texts) and which emphasized what she had been emphasizing for so long ð the 

revelation of absolute truth which she had access to as an initiate of the Masters. 

Blavatsky seemed to find what she was looking for through her visit to India. 

Given her emphasis on a law rather than a law-giver, Blavatsky rejected the 

linear biblical chronology and its implications for a history whose existence 

revolved around a relationship with a divine being. Biblical history was not 

congruent with her personal soteriology, which took the Spiritualist law of 

progression and brought it into the physical world (with theories of physical 

evolution not just spiritual) including an descent/ascent evolution into a god-like 

being after a duration of multiple cycles and numerous periods of time spent in 

both the subjective and objective worlds.  

 

2. The Previous Writings of Blavatsky: Other Shifting Philosophies  

Blavatsky continuously attempted to assimilate her earlier teachings (especially Isis 

Unveiled) within these new teachings put forth in the Mahatma letters and the 

Theosophist, especially through the series óFragments of Occult Truthô; however, 

these sources contained some seeming discrepancies. These issues drew a 

response from Charles Carleton Massey (1838ï1905), the head of the London 

branch of the British Theosophical Society who later resigned membership in 1884. 

Massey published some remarks in the 8 July 1882 issue of Light Magazine in an 

article titled óIsis Unveiled and the Theosophist on Reincarnationô.41 The 

inconsistencies between the views of reincarnation between Isis and the 

óFragments of Occult Truthô were an issue that haunted Blavatsky. This prompted 

her to develop her septenary constitution of the soul which allowed certain parts of 

the soul to reincarnate, thereby providing for this discrepancy and explaining that 

                                                             
41 óBy-the bye you must not trust Isis literally. The book is but a tentative effort to divert the attention 
of the Spiritualists from their preconceptions to the true state of things. The author was made to hint 
and point out in the true direction, to say what things are not, not what they are.ô The Mahatma 
Letters, p. 45. Cf.: óShe [Blavatsky] is a fanatic in her way, and is unable to write with anything like 
system and calmness, or to remember that the general public needs all the lucid explanations that 
to her may seem superfluous. [Isis] really ought to be re-written for the sake of the family 
honouréDonôt you see that everything you find in Isis is delineated, hardly sketchedƄnothing 
completed or fully revealed.ô The Mahatma Letters, pp. 129Ƅ31. Cf. also: óMany are the subjects 
treated upon in Isis that even H. P. B. was not allowed to become thoroughly acquainted 
withénamely that the óseptenaryô doctrine had not yet been divulged to the world at the time when 
Isis was written.ô The Mahatma Letters, pp. 182Ƅ83. 
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Isis Unveiled was focusing on the entirety of the soul which could not reincarnate. 

In his article, Massey reprinted Blavatskyôs belief that these two teachings could 

not contradict each other because they came from the same source ð óthe Adept 

Brothersô.   

Massey responded with his own doubts even though he considered himself 

a ólong-suffering student of the mysteriesébut after all, two and three will not make 

just four; black is not white, nor, in reference to plain definite statements, is ñYesò 

equivalent to ñNo.òô42 In Mahatma letter No. XVII written on June 1882, Blavatsky 

connected Buddhaôs exceptional nature with the earlier teachings put forth in Isis: 

óBuddha is a sixth round being and is one in a billion and since He sacrificed 

Nirvanic bliss and Rest for the salvation of his fellow creatures and will be re-born 

in the highest- seventh ring of the upper planet. Till then He will overshadow every 

decimillenium (let us rather say and add ñhas overshadowed alreadyò a chosen 

individual who generally overturned the destinies of nations, See Isis, Vol. I pp. 34 

and 35 last and first para.on the pages).ô43 In Mahatma Letter No. XXIV, written in 

autumn of 1882, Blavatsky assimilated the information she presented in Isis into 

her present cosmological structure, noting that Isis does not contradict this 

teaching, but rather concealed it not having been aware of the septenary doctrine 

when Isis was written. This serves to prove the statement that Blavatskyôs 

philosophy in the 1880s was still being formulated. 

 

III. Conclus ion  

It was following these Mahatma letters and their compilation and summary in 

Esoteric Buddhism that Blavatsky realized what she had created in the Mahatma 

letters. This surprise was evidenced in Sinnettôs autobiography: óThe catastrophe 

[of the Hodgson report- see note below], in my opinion, justified the regret I had 

freely expressed when Madame Blavatsky announced her change of plans and her 

intention of coming to Europe, to play a part in the unexpected enthusiasm which 

                                                             
42 C. C. Massey, óIsis Unveiled and the Theosophist on Re-incarnationô, Light Magazine, 2.79 
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185 

Esoteric Buddhism had excited.ô44 Esoteric Buddhism must be seen as the turning 

point in Blavatskyôs philosophy of time for, once Sinnett took the time and energy to 

bring all of the Mahatma letters together, this unusual cosmology prompted 

Blavatskyôs own elaboration, which she would give in her later writings and most 

fully in her The Secret Doctrine. 

Blavatskyôs philosophy of time throughout this period was contradictory but 

there were some key features that are clear: each soul underwent seven journeys 

around seven spheres. Each of these seven journeys were called rounds and 

during each round the composition of the body was different, moving from a 

physical composition to a spiritual one. While on these spheres, the soul was 

incarnated into seven root races for an unspecified amount of sub-races.  After a 

completed journey through all seven spheres a cataclysm would occur. This would 

be followed by a period of rest during which time the soul was placed into the 

subjective sphere of devachan, a temporary nirvana, or it went to kama loka to be 

refined. If the soul had been exceptionally evil, it would be sent to avitchi and 

undergo a period of temporary punishment. This cyclical cosmology had 

implications on Blavatskyôs soteriology which focused on the law rather than the 

lawgiver. All of these concepts would be further expanded in 1888, when Blavatsky 

published her magnum opus, The Secret Doctrine, which will be explored in the 

next chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
44 Autobiography of Alfred Percy Sinnett, p. 28. The Hodgson report was an evaluation release by 
the Society for Psychical Research that would severely tarnish Blavatskyôs reputation. 
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Figure 3: The Cosmological Chronology of Esoteric Buddhism 

 

 

Large amounts of time are 

spent in the afterlife.  Out 

of 1,000,000 years on a 

globe (subjective world-

cause), 988,000 of them 

will be spent in the 

objective world (effect). 


