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Jus t  a s  t hat 

puzzled savage who 
has picked up—a 
strange cast-up 
from the ocean?—
something 
unearthed from 
the sands?—or 
an obscure object 

fallen down from the sky?—intricate in curves, it gleams 
first dully and then with a bright thrust of light. Just as he 
turns it this way and that, turns it over, trying to discover 
what to do with it, trying to discover some mundane 
function within his own grasp, never dreaming of its 
higher function.

so also we, holding art in our hands, confidently 
consider ourselves to be its masters; boldly we direct 
it, we renew, reform and manifest it; we sell it for 
money, use it to please those in power; turn to it at 
one moment for amusement—right down to popular 
songs and night-clubs, and at another—grabbing the 
nearest weapon, cork or cudgel—for the passing needs 
of politics and for narrow-minded social ends. But art is 
not defiled by our efforts, neither does it thereby depart 

from its true nature, but on each occasion and in each 
application it gives to us a part of its secret inner light.

But shall we ever grasp the whole of that light? Who 
will dare to say that he has dEFiNEd art, enumerated 
all its facets? Perhaps once upon a time someone 
understood and told us, but we could not remain 
satisfied with that for long; we listened, and neglected, 
and threw it out there and then, hurrying as always to 
exchange even the very best—if only for something new! 
and when we are told again the old truth, we shall not 
even remember that we once possessed it.

one artist sees himself as the creator of an independent 
spiritual world; he hoists onto his shoulders the task of 
creating this world, of peopling it and of bearing the all-
embracing responsibility for it; but he crumples beneath 
it, for a mortal genius is not capable of bearing such a 
burden. Just as man in general, having declared himself 
the centre of existence, has not succeeded in creating a 
balanced spiritual system. and if misfortune overtakes 
him, he casts the blame upon the age-long disharmony 
of the world, upon the complexity of today’s ruptured 
soul, or upon the stupidity of the public.

another artist, recognizing a higher power above, 
gladly works as a humble apprentice beneath God’s 
heaven; then, however, his responsibility for everything 
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one day dostoevsky threw out the enigmatic remark: 

“Beauty will save the world”. What sort of a statement is 
that? For a long time i considered it mere words. How 

could that be possible? When in bloodthirsty history 
did beauty ever save anyone from anything? Ennobled, 
uplifted, yes—but whom has it saved?

There is, however, a certain peculiarity in the essence 
of beauty, a peculiarity in the status of art: namely, 
the convincingness of a true work of art is completely 
irrefutable and it forces even an opposing heart to 
surrender. it is possible to compose an outwardly 
smooth and elegant political speech, a headstrong 
article, a social program, or a philosophical system on 
the basis of both a mistake and a lie. What is hidden, 
what distorted, will not immediately become obvious.

then a contradictory speech, article, program, 
a differently constructed philosophy rallies in 
opposition—and all just as elegant and smooth, and 
once again it works. Which is why such things are both 
trusted and mistrusted.

in vain to reiterate what does not reach the heart.
But a work of art bears within itself its own 

verification: conceptions which are devised or stretched 
do not stand being portrayed in images, they all come 
crashing down, appear sickly and pale, convince no one. 
But those works of art which have scooped up the truth 
and presented it to us as a living force—they take hold 
of us, compel us, and nobody ever, not even in ages to 
come, will appear to refute them.

so perhaps that ancient trinity of truth, Goodness 
and Beauty is not simply an empty, faded formula as we 
thought in the days of our self-confident, materialistic 
youth? if the tops of these three trees converge, as the 
scholars maintained, but the too blatant, too direct 

that is written or drawn, for the souls which perceive 
his work, is more exacting than ever. But, in return, 
it is not he who has created this world, not he who 
directs it, there is no doubt as to its foundations; the 
artist has merely to be more keenly aware than others 
of the harmony of the world, of the beauty and ugliness 
of the human contribution to it, and to communicate 
this acutely to his fellow-men. and in misfortune, 
and even at the depths of existence—in destitution, in 
prison, in sickness—his sense of stable harmony never 
deserts him.

But all the irrationality of art, its dazzling turns, 
its unpredictable discoveries, its shattering influence 
on human beings—they are too full of magic to be 
exhausted by this artist’s vision of the world, by his 
artistic conception or by the work of his unworthy 
fingers.

archaeologists have not discovered stages of human 
existence so early that they were without art. right back 
in the early morning twilights of mankind we received 
it from Hands which we were too slow to discern. and 
we were too slow to ask: For WHat PurPosE have 
we been given this gift? What are we to do with it?

and they were mistaken, and will always be 
mistaken, who prophesy that art will disintegrate, that it 
will outlive its forms and die. it is we who shall die—art 
will remain. and shall we comprehend, even on the day 
of our destruction, all its facets and all its possibilities?

Not everything assumes a name. some things lead 
beyond words. art inflames even a frozen, darkened 
soul to a high spiritual experience. Through art we are 
sometimes visited—dimly, briefly—by revelations such 
as cannot be produced by rational thinking.

like that little looking-glass from the fairy-tales: 
look into it and you will see—not yourself—but for one 
second, the inaccessible, whither no man can ride, no 
man fly. and only the soul gives a groan . . . 

One day Dostoevsky threw out the enigmatic remark: 
“Beauty will save the world.” 
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stems of truth and Goodness are crushed, cut down, 
not allowed through—then perhaps the fantastic, 
unpredictable, unexpected stems of Beauty will push 
through and soar to tHat VEry saME PlacE, and 
in so doing will fulfil the work of all three?

in that case dostoevsky’s remark, “Beauty will save 
the world,” was not a careless phrase but a prophecy? 
after all HE was granted to see much, a man of fantastic 
illumination.

and in that case art, literature might really be able 
to help the world today?

it is the small insight which, over the years, i have 
succeeded in gaining into this matter that i shall attempt 
to lay before you here today.

read the rest of the speech here: http://www.
nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1970/
solzhenitsyn-lecture.html
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