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Creativity and Holiness: Étienne 
Gilson and Nikolai Berdyaev on the 

Artist and the Saint
Lisa Radakovich Holsberg

Writing in Paris in 1931, Russian Or-
thodox religious philosopher Nikolai 
Berdyaev noted that “the greatness 
of creative genius is not correlative to 
moral perfection.”1 In the Orthodox 
religious culture of Berdyaev’s day, 
the summit of personal moral and re-
ligious perfection was found solely in 
holiness crafted through asceticism 
and prayer. Still in Paris, but later, in 
1953, French Catholic historian of phi-
losophy Étienne Gilson wrote, “To all 
appearances the way of the artist is 
seldom a road to sanctity. . .  One sim-
ply does not expect to meet sanctity on 
the highways of art.”2 Despite these 
somewhat deprecating words, neither 
of these religious philosophers was 
hostile towards art. On the contrary, 
they both held the highest respect and 
no small measure of devotion toward 
art and artists. Berdyaev asserted, “Art 
is absolutely free. Art is freedom, not 
necessity,” and, indeed, “The final 
depths of all true art are religious. Art 
is religious in the depths of the very ar-
tistic creative act.”3 Gilson claimed that 
“one verse of Virgil, Racine or Blake is 
enough; one musical phrase of Haydn . . . 
[witnesses] to the presence of a higher 
order of reality.” This witness stimu-
lates “a properly religious emotion . . . an 
indirect and fleeting contact with the 
divine.”4 With two such powerful and 
religiously evocative expressions of 
appreciation for art, it is worth explor-
ing how Gilson and Berdyaev regard-
ed the relationship between artistic 
creativity and holiness.

Both Berdyaev and Gilson wrote com-
paring the artist and the saint. Their 
works demonstrate the close compan-
ionship of art and religion, although 
the two thinkers employed different 
vocabulary, terminology, and reli-
gious and philosophical frameworks. 
Gilson was a Roman Catholic histori-
an of philosophy and a Neo-Thomist, 
drawing on Aristotelian categories 
of ontology, epistemology, ethics, 
and philosophy. Berdyaev, on the 
other hand, was a Russian Orthodox 
philosopher in the more speculative 
stream of Russian religious philos-
ophy, inspired by the voluntarism 
and spirit of German idealism, who 
asserted the primacy of freedom over 
being. Following Berdyaev’s 1923 ar-
rival in the French capital, Gilson and 
Berdyaev were both members of an 
international Parisian intellectual so-
ciety, and the religiously ecumenical 
nature of this society was reflected in 
their own close personal and profes-
sional relationships: Berdyaev’s wife 
Lydia was a Roman Catholic, and Or-
thodox theologian Vladimir Lossky 
earned his PhD under Gilson at the 
Sorbonne. In their own work, Gilson 
and Berdyaev represented different 
nationalities, religious backgrounds, 
and philosophical approaches. Not-
withstanding these differences, we 
shall see that in their comparisons of 
the artist and the saint, their assertions 
bear striking similarities, pointing to a 
shared interest among Roman Catho-
lic and Russian Orthodox thinkers of 
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the early- to mid-twentieth century 
regarding the mysteries of creativity 
and holiness.

Étienne Gilson

Étienne Gilson (1884–1978) trained as 
an historian of philosophy and was 
one of the principal proponents of the 
Roman Catholic current of “existen-
tial Thomism” in twentieth-century 
France. In 1951, Gilson stepped away 
from his typical scholarship to pen 
a small volume on art and creativity 
entitled L’école des muses [Choir of Mus-
es]. This book is not a philosophy per 
se, but a series of literary-philosoph-
ical reflections focused on significant 
pairings of male artists with female 
muses in history: Petrarch and Laura, 
Baudelaire and Madame de Sabatier, 
Wagner and Mathilde Wesendonck, 
and others. Gilson’s biographer Lau-
rence K. Shook describes Choir of Mus-
es as “a thoughtful, philosophical and 
psychological study of great art in its 
relation to erotic love on the one hand 
and religious reflection on the other.”5 
It is most likely that Gilson wrote it as 
a way of working through the loss of 
his beloved wife Thérèse, who died in 
late 1949.

In Choir of Muses, Gilson notes that the 
artistic vocation resembles a religious 
vocation, for it is not like a profession 
one might select from a variety of op-
tions, such as that of lawyer or doctor, 
but is more like “a priesthood that 
the poet exercises.”6 For Gilson, one 
does not choose to become a priest or 
an artist. Rather, one is chosen. It is a 
call that one may accept or reject. Gil-
son asserts that neither of these calls 
is generally welcomed by the chosen 
one’s families nor by the “world”—
indeed, both vocations share a com-
mon contemptus mundi. Religious and 
artistic vocations are both spiritual, 
“springing from the soul’s depths,” 

and of an order that is not of this 
world.7 

Like a priest, Gilson believes that an 
artist is called to reveal the presence 
of a secret reality. This secret reality 
is the beauty that a thing could be, in 
the concrete, if transformed by the art-
ist into an “image wrought by man,” 
where art may achieve that which na-
ture only attempted. The secret reality 
imposes itself on the artist as an abso-
lute. The artist is the one who “sees” 
this inner, secret beauty and translates 
this “stammering” into “intelligible 
speech.” In this act, which is a kind 
of transubstantiation, Gilson con-
cedes that art is a “kind of religion.”8 
Moreover, the formation of the artist 
is comparable in some aspects to the 
way of the contemplative saint. The 
artist embarks on a life of self-abne-
gation and asceticism, sacrificing her-
self and even those she loves to the 
work of creating art. Gilson supports 
his position by citing Swiss poet C. F. 
Ramuz, who noted in 1915 that, “the 
artist and the saint are one and the 
same. Self-sacrifice, world renuncia-
tion, acceptance of insult and priva-
tion, states of grace, a rule, disciples. 
. . . Parallelism of the two mysteries. 
To be in God. The truths of the Gospel 
transferred to aesthetics, so to speak.”9 
Ramuz was an artist who, like many 
others, resorted to the language of re-
ligion to describe artistic experience.

Yet is this experience truly religious? 
More specifically, is this experience 
one of sanctity, of holiness? For Gil-
son, despite the sensibly perceived 
and experientially manifested simi-
larities between religious and artistic 
experiences, the answer is clear: no. 
Not completely. Gilson feels that the 
religious analogies used to describe 
artistic experience affect the artist, 
who may mistakenly think of himself 
as a magus, a hero, or a kind of saint. 
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But this is not a necessary conclusion. 
According to the Gospel injunction, 
“You, therefore, must be perfect, as 
your heavenly Father is perfect” (Mat-
thew 5:48), the artist, in fact, differs 
significantly from the saint. For the 
saint seeks perfection in himself, and 
Gilson says, “he is perfect in the mea-
sure of his achievement.”10 The artist’s 
perfection, however, is not in herself. 
Her perfection rests instead in the per-
fection of the work of art.

For Gilson, the vocation of the artist is 
very clear: it is a call to make things—
visual art, music, dance, poetry, and 
so forth. As a disciple of Thomas 
Aquinas, Gilson holds that Being is 
the first philosophical, metaphysical 
principle. According to Thomistic 
reasoning, the human being performs 
four different kinds of acts: being, 
knowing, doing, and making. Being is 
presupposed and asserted for all acts. 
Knowing encompasses knowledge, 
noetics, epistemology, logic, gram-
mar, language, and so forth. Doing 
is the domain of action or ethics and 
is concerned with morality. Making, 
however, is what Gilson calls factivity: 
the production of beings and objects 
that have the capability to subsist in-
dependently outside of their cause 
or maker. Artistic creativity belongs 
squarely in the realm of making. It is 
true that one can think of a statue, a 
novel, a symphony. Gilson agrees that 
this is certainly cognition: “To think of 
an idea, concept or notion is enough to 
cause it to be.”11  Yet this being exists 
internally, only in the mind. For the 
novel to exist in the external world, it 
has to be written. In other words, it has 
to be made. 

This making of the work of art asserts 
its own authority over the artist. It 
is an ethical absolute demanding its 
own measurement of excellence. The 
artist’s existence as artist is oriented 

solely to the making of the work of art. 
According to Gilson, the artist more 
than any other religious human being 
is torn between the demands of two 
absolutes: the one of the work of art 
and the other of God. For the saint, or 
for those less blessed with artistic gifts, 
the choices of life are much simpler. 
Gilson writes that the “quasi-sancti-
ty”—the very real asceticism—of the 
artist differs from that of the saint. 
This is confusing for the artist, he ad-
mits, whose life is “so good a copy of 
sanctity that he is apt to deceive him-
self about its real nature.” Yet it re-
mains that the artist pours herself out 
in self-sacrifice into the being she has 
begotten, not in the holy perfection of 
herself. The artist is completely ab-
sorbed in the creation of a work of art 
and in doing so risks making an idol 
of that work. Drawn to holiness and 
also drawn to art, the artist harbors 
the fear that if she chooses sanctity she 
will cease to be an artist. Gilson states: 
“God is a temptation against art as 
art is a temptation against God.”12 As 
long as the work of art is the reason 
for the artist’s existence, if it functions 
as the final end of the artist’s aspira-
tions, she will never reach sanctity.

Even so, Gilson does not revoke his 
assertion that an artist’s life is a voca-
tion, a response to a divinely-ordained 
call. In a telling illustration, Gilson af-
firms the spiritual calling of the artist’s 
life even when the artist is thrust into 
a torment of self-doubt. Referring to 
a French novelist, Gilson writes: “Yet 
perhaps [the artist’s] only mistake 
is to think himself mistaken. . . . Re-
member Léon Bloy’s letter to a friend 
in 1915: ‘I might have become a saint 
and a miracle-worker. I became a man 
of letters. I did not do what God want-
ed of me, that is certain.’” In response 
to this assertion, Gilson roundly ob-
jects: “No, it is by no means certain. 
If God had willed it, Léon Bloy would 

10 Ibid., 190–91.
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have been a saint, but the surest way 
of making his sanctity certain would 
obviously have been not to dower him 
with the vast prophetic imagination 
and the literary gifts in the first place. 
Once he had them it was scarcely pos-
sible not to use them. So it is not cer-
tain—but it is possible.” Gilson then 
ruminates, “It may be that, of all the 
gifts God gives to man, the most bitter 
to offer in sacrifice is creative genius. 
Does God even desire the sacrifice of 
a gift so beautiful and so divine?”13 It 
is noteworthy that the artist Léon Bloy 
seemed to think so, demonstrating the 
conflict a religious artist can feel be-
tween sanctity and art.

For Gilson, art is spiritual and pos-
sesses a “spirituality, absolute in its 
own order,” which nonetheless flows 
into the “ocean that contains all spiri-
tuality.”14 Art resembles religion, but 
it is not religion. However, the dis-
tinction is often elusive. Gilson admits 
that it “is small wonder that certain 
artists practice their art as if it were a 
religion. Better a wrong religion than 
none at all.” He acknowledges that in 
the face of a secular culture, “It is nat-
ural that those who have nothing else 
should at least have that in order to 
experience what a properly religious 
emotion can be, an indirect and fleet-
ing contact with the divine.”15 Art is 
not religion, but it can sometimes act 
like it.

Nikolai Berdyaev

Nikolai Berdyaev, born in Kiev in 
1874, published his seminal text Smysl 
Tvorchestva (The Meaning of the Creative 
Act) in 1916 while he was still living in 
Russia.16 Although this book emerged 
quite early in his career, he claims in 
his much later autobiography that the 
earlier book contained in raw form all 
of his “dominant and formative ideas 
and insights.”17 The Meaning of the Cre-

ative Act was born, Berdyaev writes, 
“of a great passion . . . in a state of 
almost feverish intellectual excite-
ment. All the themes to which I devot-
ed my life and work were contained 
or pre-figured in this book: I spoke 
there of man’s personality, freedom 
and creativeness, of his greatness and 
dignity, and of his tragic and afflicted 
situation, of God’s desire for man and 
of man’s desire for God.”18 His prolif-
ic oeuvre demonstrates his reworking 
of these themes over the next thirty 
years.

When he wrote The Meaning of the Cre-
ative Act, Berdyaev had just emerged 
from an intense spiritual experience 
that consisted initially of a very neg-
ative state of soul and mind. Weighed 
down by his sense of the sinfulness of 
humanity, he realized that such a po-
sition would render him perpetually 
disabled and immobilized in wretch-
edness. He recalls that he was then 
seized “by a tumultuous force” that 
wrenched him away from this op-
pression and flooded him with light. 
He wrote in Dream and Reality that he 
“knew then that this was the exalting 
call to creativity: henceforth I would 
create out of the freedom of my soul 
like the great artificer whose image I 
bear.”19 The paralysis of despair was 
transfigured by his insight into the re-
lationship of creativity and freedom, 
the experience of transformative light, 
and a sense of divine call. 

This spiritual experience of appre-
hending creativity as integral to the 
nature of humanity made in the im-
age and likeness of God undergirds 
Berdyaev’s philosophy of the creative 
act. For Berdyaev, the human cre-
ative act is not limited to artistic cre-
ativity—it includes scientific, mathe-
matical, and social creativity among 
others—but is best expressed by the 
example of art. For Berdyaev, what is 
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most important about the creative act 
of art in particular is that it demon-
strates a “victory over the heaviness 
of ‘the world’—[art is] never adap-
tation to ‘the world.’” Indeed, every 
creative artistic act is “a partial trans-
figuration of life.”20 As Berdyaev de-
veloped this theme over the years, he 
described the creative act as a flight 
out of this objectified world and into 
eschatological eternity, similar to 
what Lutheran theologian Paul Til-
lich points to with his symbol of kai-
ros.

To be sure, Berdyaev acknowledges 
the value of the mystery of Christian 
repentance and the traditional ascetic 
way of renunciation. He defines ascet-
icism as a technique of religious expe-
rience, a method for overcoming “this 
world” in order to achieve the greater 
goal: the acquisition of the divine life.21 
But, Berdyaev points out, asceticism is 
negative in its technique: it says no in 
order to obtain a yes in another world. 
As a negative technique, it possesses 
great power and value. However, as-
ceticism also possesses the risk of not 
bearing fruit. For Berdyaev, a focus on 
asceticism and repentance may lead 
to feebleness and to a “thickening of 
the darkness within oneself,” which 
would encourage what he considers 
the greatest sin: the spiritual suicide 
of despair. If despair results, then 
the purpose of repentance and ascet-
icism—that of a revolutionary break-
ing-in toward “another world”—is 
lost. There remains only “one way 
of salvation from spiritual death”: 
the way of “a creative shaking of the 
spirit.” Berdyaev writes, “In a myste-
rious and wonderful way,” Christian 
repentance “is reborn into creative 
impulse and renews the fainting and 
fading spirit, [and] frees its construc-
tive powers.”22 For Berdyaev, then, 
both renunciation and creativity are 
religious paths.

Berdyaev’s first iteration of his phi-
losophy of creativity was met with 
suspicion by his fellow Russian Or-
thodox believers. He recalls in his au-
tobiography, for instance, that Sergei 
Bulgakov called this philosophy “de-
monic,” “titanic,” “humanistic,” and 
“nearly akin to anti-Christ” (Bulgakov 
later revised this position).23 Berdyaev 
denies that his philosophy of creativi-
ty is counter to the teachings of Chris-
tianity. Rather, he sees it as a Christian 
fulfillment of what it means to be cre-
ated in the image and likeness of God, 
and to obey the will of the creator 
God. Berdyaev insists that “human 
creativity is not a claim or a right on 
the part of man, but God’s claim on 
and call to man. God awaits man’s 
creative act, which is the response to 
the creative act of God.”24 Man’s cre-
ative act is one that is not adjusted to 
the claims and needs of this world, 
but rather an active response to divine 
invitation and expectation. Moreover, 
Berdyaev points out that although ac-
tual saints and mystics have certainly 
dwelled in Russian monasteries, the 
majority of the monastic practitioners 
of this “moderate asceticism” are in 
fact not actual saints and mystics at 
all, but rather human beings greatly 
adapted to the ways of “this world.’”25 
Needless to say, such an atypical as-
sessment of monastic accommodation 
to the world did not endear Berdyaev 
to his fellow Russian Orthodox, in 
Russia or in exile. 
 
For Berdyaev, the creative artistic ge-
nius and the saint alike sacrifice in 
their renunciation of the world. They 
also exert tremendous spiritual effort 
in following their respective ascet-
ic disciplines. However, Berdyaev 
boldly declares that the sacrifice of 
the creative genius goes even further 
than that of the saint, because it entails 
greater risk. For the creative genius, 
there is no ordering of his personal 
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life, no assured position or salvation. 
Berdyaev writes that, in fact, “the way 
of creative genius means casting off 
from all the safe coastlines.” Because 
of this risk, it is necessary to recognize 
the religious way of creative genius 
as well as the religious way of saint-
hood. Berdyaev continues: “The cult 
of saintliness should be complement-
ed by the cult of genius, for the way 
of genius involves sacrificial heroism 
and the creative ecstasy of genius is 
no less religious than the ecstasy of 
sainthood.”26 It should be noted that 
Berdyaev’s language of “genius” in 
this early work bears the mark of a 
romantic streak that diminished as his 
thought matured; however, through-
out his life he insisted on the elevat-
ed quality of the creative act that he 
points to here through the example of 
artistic genius.

Berdyaev illustrates his point by com-
paring the Russian writer Alexander 
Pushkin with the Russian Saint Sera-
phim of Sarov. Berdyaev states that the 
Russian soul “may be equally proud 
of Pushkin’s genius and of the saintli-
ness of Seraphim.” Yet, he writes, the 
contemporary religious conscious-
ness only recognizes the religious way 
of the saint, not that of the creative 
genius. This religious consciousness 
only sees Pushkin’s “religious frailty, 
his sinfulness and imperfection,” and 
does not realize that these qualities 
are what make Pushkin a poet-genius 
and not a saint.27 It would have been 
better, reasons this same religious 
consciousness—sounding much like 
the logic of Léon Bloy cited earlier—if 
two saints, rather than one poet and 
one saint, had existed. But, echoing 
Gilson’s objection to Bloy, Berdyaev 
challenges: is this so? If Pushkin had 
been a saint, then Russia and the entire 
world would have been deprived of a 
great genius and would have suffered 
an immense loss of creativity. Push-

kin, writes Berdyaev, “created great, 
immeasurable values for Russia and 
the world but did not create himself. 
The creativeness of a genius is a sort of 
self-sacrifice. The work of a saint is first 
of all an ordering of himself. We may 
say that Pushkin destroyed his soul in 
the creative outflowing of his own ge-
nius. Seraphim saved his soul by spir-
itual effort within himself.” Berdyaev 
deeply believes that “before God the 
genius of Pushkin, who in the eyes of 
men seemed to lose his own soul, is 
equal to the sainthood of Seraphim, 
who was busy saving his.” Berdyaev 
states unequivocally that “the way 
of genius is another type of religious 
way, equal in value and in dignity 
with the way of the saint.” Indeed, 
says Berdyaev, “For God’s purposes 
in the world, the genius of Pushkin is 
just as necessary as the sainthood of 
Seraphim. What a loss it would have 
been had the genius of Pushkin not 
been given us from above—a whole 
group of saints could not make up for 
such a loss. . . . It would have been a 
religious crime before God and before 
men if Pushkin, in fruitless effort to 
become a saint, had ceased to write 
poetry.” Berdyaev reaffirms: “The 
idea of a calling is essentially a reli-
gious and not a ‘worldly’ idea, and 
the fulfillment of a call is a religious 
duty.”28 If God calls one to the artistic 
creative act, then consenting to create 
is, above all, the fulfillment of God’s 
command.

There are many themes in Berdyaev’s 
work that echo the position of Gilson. 
The artistic genius is one who makes a 
sacrifice of herself, the artist is divine-
ly called to her vocation in the way 
the saint or the priest is called, and 
the artist and the saint both renounce 
the world in some way and practice a 
form of asceticism. Both Gilson and 
Berdyaev assert that the divine will 
does not ordain that all human beings 

26 Ibid., 173–76.

27 Ibid., 170–71.
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should choose to become saints rather 
than become artists or geniuses. Like 
Gilson’s response of no to Léon Bloy, 
Berdyaev affirms the artistic genius of 
Pushkin over a copy of the holiness of 
Saint Seraphim. Both Berdyaev and 
Gilson go to some lengths to come 
to terms with the mystery of artistic 
creativeness, the comparable ascetic 
disciplines and self-sacrifice of both 
the artist and the saint, and the use 
of religious language to describe the 
experiences of both artistic creativity 
and holiness. 

There is a significant difference in Gil-
son and Berdyaev’s positions, howev-
er. For Gilson, the scholastic catego-
ries of his reasoning require that the 
artist is to serve art as the telos, or end, 
of her existence. The perfection of the 
art determines the acquisition of vir-
tue and perfection in the artist as art-
ist—not as human being. Perfection 
as a human being requires a different 
telos: sainthood. Despite his respect 
and love for the artist as well as for 
the dignity of the artist’s vocation, the 
highest way in human life, for Gil-
son—even if just barely above that of 
the artist—remains that of the saint. 

Berdyaev, however, says something 
quite different. For him, the way of 
holiness as understood by the re-
ligious consciousness of his day is 
worn out, petrified, and no longer 
fully spiritually useful. Another spir-
itual way is necessary. This way is the 
creative act. To consent to the creative 
act is to embark on a path of holiness. 
To his critics, who question the theo-
logical justification for his philosophy 
of creativity (and accuse him of hu-
manism, heresy, or worse), Berdyaev 

replies with the following: God awaits 
man’s creative act. This is a call from 
God, not a claim on the part of man.29 
In a rather ingenious response to the 
charge of his alleged lack of biblical 
warrant, Berdyaev retorts that there 
is no revelation in Holy Scripture re-
garding the creativity of human be-
ings because Scripture is God’s reve-
lation, and “creativity is a matter for 
man to reveal. God is silent on this 
matter and expects man to speak.”30 
Creativity, for Berdyaev, is an over-
coming of “this world,” which is a 
biblical warrant itself. Theologically 
and philosophically, creativity is a 
transfiguration of humanity and the 
world, foreshadowing a new heaven 
and a new earth which are to be pre-
pared for by both God and humanity, 
a humanity made in the image and 
likeness of God and called to share 
in God’s creative activity. Later in the 
twentieth century, Berdyaev’s radical 
expression of God’s need for the cre-
ative act of human beings was echoed 
by the Jewish religious philosopher 
Abraham Joshua Heschel and by the 
Lutheran theologian Dorothee Soelle, 
who both affirmed that “God has no 
other hands but ours.”

The philosophical categories, distinc-
tions, and confessional orientations 
of Gilson and Berdyaev colored their 
positions on the artist and the saint 
differently, yet the two thinkers were 
similar in many respects. The similar-
ities and the differences of these two 
twentieth-century European thinkers 
present an opportunity to reconsider 
in our own age, with more clarity and 
religious awareness, the relationship 
of creativity and holiness as well as 
the vocations of artist and saint.

28 Ibid., 171–72.

29 Berdyaev, Dream 
and Reality, 204.

30 Ibid., 204.
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