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The specificity and essential features of the Christian symbolism of death in Russian religious philosophers of the 19th-20th centuries are considered. It is noted that the low degree of elaboration of this topic creates
the problem of translating Christian symbols in religious studies courses in modern Russian universities. The
insufficient degree of development of such aspects of Christian symbolism as the establishment of the source
of origin, the specificity of the image and the identification of the essential features of the Christian symbolism
of death based on the study of the works of representatives of Russian religious philosophy is emphasized.
The connection between the dual understanding of death that developed in Russian religious philosophy in
the 19th-20th centuries and the specificity of the depiction of Christian symbols of death in religious art is
revealed. The presence in Russian philosophy of both theological and psychological points of view on the
interpretation of Christian symbols of death is noted. Based on the study of the works of L.P. Karsavin, N.A.
Berdyaev, P.A. Florensky, S.N. Bulgakov, B.P. Vysheslavtsev, I.A. Ilyin and A.F. Losev, such Christian symbols of death as a cross, a solar eclipse, the head (skull) of Adam, a grain of wheat, an hourglass (time), a
door, a flower are revealed. Examples of the embodiment of Christian symbols in religious art are given, it is
concluded that the symbols of death in Russian religious philosophy are simultaneously symbols of resurrection.
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[И.М. Греков, О.А. Орленко Христианская символика смерти в трудах представителей русской
религиозной философии]
Рассматривается специфика и сущностные черты христианской символики смерти в русских религиозных философов XIX-XX вв. Отмечается, что невысокая степень разработанности данной темы
создает проблему трансляции христианских символов в учебных курсах религиоведческой направленности современных российских вузов. Подчеркивается недостаточная степень разработанности таких
аспектов христианской символики, как установление источника происхождения, специфики изображения и выявления сущностных признаков христианской символики смерти на основе исследования трудов представителей русской религиозной философии. Раскрываются связь между двойственным пониманием смерти, сложившимся в русской религиозной философии в XIX-XX вв., и спецификой изображения христианских символов смерти в религиозном искусстве. Отмечается наличие в русской философии как теологической, так и психологической точек зрения на интерпретацию христианских символов смерти. На основе исследования работ Л.П. Карсавина, Н.А. Бердяева, П.А. Флоренского, С.Н.
Булгакова, Б.П. Вышеславцева, И.А. Ильина и А.Ф. Лосева, выявляется такие христианские символы
смерти, как крест, солнечное затмение, голова (череп) Адама, пшеничное зерно, песочные часы
(время), дверь, цветок. Приводятся примеры воплощения христианских символов в религиозном искусстве, сделан вывод, что символы смерти в русской религиозной философии одновременно выступают
символами воскрешения.
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Any religion, including Christianity, contains symbols that are understandable to its adherents, as well as scientists studying religious problems. Christian symbols are present in
religious painting, architecture and sculpture, influencing the religious feelings of believers.
The topic of studying Christian symbolism was repeatedly raised in the works of P.A. Florensky, L.P. Karsavin, I.A. Ilyin, S.N. Bulgakov, N.A. Berdyaev, B.P. Vysheslavtsev and A.F.
Losev, whose life fell on the 19th-20th centuries. N.A. Berdyaev emphasized that “classical
examples of symbolism are given by mystics and artists, not philosophers, in descriptions
of spiritual experience, and not in teachings” [2], thus pointing to religious art as a true repository of religious symbols. Russian thinkers were especially interested in the study of
Christian symbols of death, which was due to the religious and mystical nature of their philosophy and the revolutionary events in Russia at that time.
In modern Russian higher education, there is a problem of translating Christian symbols. It is expected that students should familiarize themselves with the content of this topic
in the courses of religious studies, philosophy of religion, cultural studies and some other
disciplines. However, many aspects of Christian symbolism still remain insufficiently studied
in science for several reasons: firstly, in modern Russian society there is an unspoken ban
on discussing the topic of death, and secondly, the experience of the mystical experience of
death is difficult to express in language; thirdly, for a long time in the history of our country,
the works of Russian thinkers containing information about Christian symbols were banned
by the censorship; fourthly, in most sources devoted to Christian symbols, including the
Christian symbols of death, scientists only single out a number of Christian symbols which
are most often found in religious art. However, a number of such modern Russian authors
as Hieromonk Iriney (Pikovsky), S. Bulanov, Yu. Pushchaev, carry out in their works the
study of the cross as one of the most important Christian symbols of death.
Reflecting on the specifics of the Christian symbol, P.A. Florensky pointed out in his
work: “Thus, the whole point is that the image of an object is not at all an object as an image,
is not a copy of a thing, does not double the angle of the world, but points to the original as
its symbol” [14, p. 79], emphasizing that Christian symbols should not be a copy of the transcendental world and God denoted through them, which would violate one of the main prohibitions in Christianity. According to the thinker, religious symbols have a historically stable
character and are not a product of human imagination, their source is God, which, according
to the philosopher, is proved by the fact that the same religious symbols are found in the
culture of different peoples of the world. Another Russian thinker, A.F. Losev, considered
the problem of determining the symbol to be one of the most important problems facing
modern scientists. According to A.F. Losev, the concept of a symbol has not been purposefully studied in Soviet science for a long time, as together with some other concepts it was
considered generally accepted: "What could be simpler than the fact that A indicates B and
is its symbol?" [8, p. 247]. The thinker called religious symbols "the intuition of the possibilities contained in the present," thereby defining the essence of a religious symbol, indicating
the existence of a true spiritual world in a temporary earthly world, and also noted such
qualities of a religious symbol as sensibility, ideality and artistry. Discussing the types of
religious symbols in various religions, the modern Russian philosopher and culturologist A.L.
Dobrokhotov notes that "intense symbolic imagery" is a characteristic feature of Christianity,
in contrast to other monotheistic religions, or rather, such currents as Orthodoxy and Catholicism. Thus, the Russian philosophers P.A. Florensky and A.F. Losev emphasized the
transcendental origin of a religious symbol, defining a symbol as a sign designed to remind
a person of the existence of an outside world into which he will pass at the end of his earthly
life. The peculiarity of the religious symbol, in their opinion, was precisely that it had to indicate the existence of the transcendental world, and not create it anew.
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In religious art, we find a fairly large number of Christian symbols, among which the
most common are the sun, lion, cross, star, burning bush, dove, crown of thorns, lamb,
anchor, eagle, calf, angel. Another characteristic feature of the Christian symbol in religious
art is its polysemy. The same biblical character or the same biblical event can be represented by different Christian symbols. Conversely, the same Christian symbol can denote
different events from the Holy Scriptures, depending on the context of its use. So, according
to A.F. Losev: “Unlike allegory, image, emblem, etc., the symbol is conceptually inexhaustible, since it “captures many deep connections” [9]. For example, symbols of Jesus Christ in
religious art, according to B.P. Vysheslavtsev, are the baby, the cross, the star, the crown
of thorns, the vine and the lamb. Speaking about the specifics of a religious symbol, A.F.
Losev emphasized the complexity and depth of understanding of this term. The concept of
a symbol, in the opinion of this thinker, is not reducible to any of its individual qualities, but
includes the entire totality of these qualities, even despite the schematic representation of a
religious symbol in art. One of the most common symbols of Jesus Christ in religious art is
the sun: "The Lord Himself, as the source of all light, goodness and bliss, is figuratively
called the Sun in Holy Scripture (Psalms LXXXIII, 12)" [1, p. 269].
Thus, Russian philosophers believed that the specificity of the invention of the Christian symbol lies in the simplicity and sketchiness of its invention. As signs of a religious
symbol, philosophers called the historical stability of its existence and the ambiguity of its
use.
However, in Russian philosophy there were attempts to interpret the Christian symbol
from various points of view, so the Russian thinker B.P. Vyshe-Slavtsev wrote that: “plunging
into the depths of our own subconsciousness, we find there a subterranean stratum of all
layers of our life. This is an emotional-subconscious memory that stores everything and
remembers everything, but from which the conscious-intellectual memory is able to extract
only a little...” [4, p. 272], thereby referring us to the doctrine of the collective unconscious
of the representative of the psychoanalytic direction of the philosophy of С. Jung, with whose
work he was familiar. Psychological interpretations of Christian symbols can also be found
in the works of P.A. Florensky.
But if the image of the sun in religious art, according to the representatives of Russian
philosophy, symbolizes Jesus Christ, then the solar eclipse symbolizes His torment and
death on the cross. A.F. Losev considered a symbolic solar eclipse during the funeral of
Aksinya in the "Quiet Don" by M.A. Sholokhov. In the culture of different peoples, the night
was recognized as a symbol of death and the end of life, and black meant mourning and
grief, so the relatives of the deceased wore clothes of this color for his funeral. However,
according to I.A. Ilyin and S.L. Frank to compare death with the beginning of evil and darkness is not correct, since death in Russian philosophy is of a dual nature. On the one hand,
it is a punishment for the sin committed by the first people, on the other hand, it entails
posthumous resurrection as the highest value for a believing Christian. In the book of Ecclesiastes, we find confirmation of a positive attitude towards natural death in Christianity: "A
name is better than good butter, and the day of death is better than the day of his birth" (7:
1). Therefore, a solar eclipse in religious art symbolizes both death and the Resurrection of
Jesus Christ at the same time. The image of the sun was used in the design of the tombstones of the dead, as a reminder of the posthumous resurrection.
One of the main Christian symbols of death and resurrection in Russian philosophy
was the image of the cross. Emphasizing the importance of this symbol for believing Christians, N.A. Berdyaev wrote that the death of Jesus Christ on the cross and the Resurrection
are the main events of the New Testament, and the cross itself is a symbol that believing
Christians wear on their bodies: the image of Christ Crucified and Humiliated acquires the
highest meaning, the Cross becomes sweet, sweetest, the Gospel teaching is the verb of
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eternal life...” [5, p. 5]. The resurrection of Jesus was the first example of the victory over
death by inspiring Christians.
In addition to the solar eclipse and the cross, a symbol of death and resurrection in
religious art, reflected in the works of representatives of Russian religious thought, was the
image of the head (skull) of Adam, located at the feet of Jesus Christ, on the iconographic
or sculptural image of his crucifixion. The book of Genesis speaks of the punishment that
must follow in case of violation of the prohibition established by God “on the day on which
you eat of it, you will die by death” (Gen. 2:17). But disobeying God, the first people tasted
the forbidden fruit and became mortal. The systematizer of theological knowledge, St. Luka
Voyno-Yasenetsky, interpreted this symbol as follows: "Because of Adam we all die, from
Adam we are all infected with sin leading to death, and only with help of Christ we will all
come to life: only Christ redeemed us with His blood from the original sin of our ancestors"
[12, p. 98]. Russian religious thinker L.P. Karsavin wrote in his Poem about Death: “But the
fact of the matter is that the sins of others are not alien to me, but my own. All of us, although
each in his own way, add to our “want” the same, imperceptible, like a thin thread, “not”. In
him, even in him, we are all one Adam” [7]. We also find the mention of the head (skull) of
Adam as a symbol of death in the Sophiology of Death by Father Sergius Bulgakov: “Adam's
humanity in Christ, of course, could, by the power of union with the Divine, appear free from
the inner necessity of death and remain immortal by the power of this, but it was free to
succumb to violent death, from crucifixion, as the death of the Lord on the cross testifies to”
[11, p. 22].
Another symbol of death in religious art, according to Russian thinkers, is a grain of
wheat. In the work “Death is a friend and an enemy. The disciple Paul's Decision” B.P.
Vysheslavtsev interpreted this symbol as the emergence of a new, more perfect form of
existence through the through the end of the old one. A grain that has fallen into the ground
soon gives rise to a sprout, which by its appearance terminates the existence of the grain,
which earlier gave rise to the existence of a sprout. Like a grain, death opens up before a
person the possibility of continuing life in the afterlife: “This antinomy has not yet been completely resolved by theology and has not been realized by ordinary church consciousness.
But in the 15th chapter, the disciple Paul outlines its solution in the words: "it will not come
to life unless it dies" and "it is sown in corruption, it rises in incorruption", "a spiritual body is
sown, a spiritual body is raised." The meaning of Christianity as a religion consists in gaining
eternal life through the passage of death. P.A. Florensky spoke about the grain of wheat as
a symbol of death. He in his work "Iconostasis" said: "One can say that the more ontological
the vision, the more universal the form in which it will be expressed, just as the sacred words
about the most mysterious are the simplest: father and son, birth, rotting and sprouting
grain..." [13]. In addition to B.P. Vysheslavtsev and P.A. Florensky "grain of wheat" acted as
a symbol of death in the works of S.L. Franc. This thinker interpreted the grain of wheat as
"...effectively and vital overcoming of world nonsense with the true meaning of life" [17]. A
grain of wheat that has fallen into the ground is a “sacrifice” that must be made for the sake
of human rebirth. According to A.F. Losev, image of grain symbolizes the "new message".
The hourglass (time) is a symbol of the finiteness of a person, their perishability and
death in religious art. In the work "Mystic of Rainer Maria Rilke" S.L. Frank pointed out that
the entire history of mankind is something other than the "rebellion of the kingdom of time."
“Time is “the deepest pain ”of God, and He put in it“ a woman, abundant Death, ”a terrible
bacchanalia of cities, the madness of kings” [16]. Exploring the inscriptions on ancient Roman tombstones, P.A. Florensky concluded that the ancient Romans considered the terms
time and death synonymous: “do not grieve, mother, about my death, Time wanted it, it was
my time” [15, p. 533].
In the works of I.A. Ilyin and S.N. Bulgakov's Christian symbol of death is the door. So
in his article “On Death and Immortality,” I.A. Ilyin compared death with the “great door”: “it
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is still some kind of mysterious, given to us by God “measure of all things” or all human
affairs. We need it not only as a pattern-maker or as a great door for the final departure; we
need it first of all in life itself and for life itself” [6, p. 87]. S.N. Talking about death, S.N.
Bulgakov also called the transition of the soul of the deceased into the afterlife the opening
of the door: “Only death itself can open the door to this area” [3].
Another symbol of death in Christianity is a flower. The image of a rose in religious art
quite often symbolizes death. The presentation of flowers can be seen as a symbol of birth
or death, depending on the context. Here again we meet with such a characteristic of the
Christian symbol as its polysemy. In various images, a rose can symbolize completely opposite concepts. The image of a rose as a symbol of death was used by L.P. Krasavin. A.F.
Losev said that the image of plants, in particular, cypress or juniper, was used by the Romans as symbols of death or associated funeral and grief. But the cypress as a plant taken
by itself is in no way connected by itself with the idea of death. “Consequently, its substrate
is not at all the death of a person, but is a living plant tissue” [10].
In the Russian religious philosophy of the 19th-20th centuries, not only the symbols of
death were reflected, but also the collective image of death, obtained on the basis of the
mystical experience of the dying and the image of death, which received its design in medieval art in which death was depicted as a skeleton chained in armor with a sword or other
melee weapons. P.A. Florensky and S.N. Bulgakov described in their writings the mystical
image of death, in which she appeared in the form of a transcendental being with various
attributes, and also named a number of people between life and death, to whom death appeared in a similar image.
Thus, Russian religious thinkers reasoned in their writings about the origin and essential features of Christian symbols. They attached great importance to the need to study
Christian symbols for all people, tried to interpret them from theological and psychological
points of view. Representatives of Russian philosophy emphasized the supernatural nature
of the origin of Christian symbols, pointed out that their main purpose is to remind believing
Christians about God and the true transcendental world. In their works, they named a number of such essential features of the Christian symbol as: polysemy, sensuality, historical
stability, impossibility of rational explanation, independence from empirical experience. The
specificity of the depiction of Christian symbols in the works of Russian thinkers was declared to be the simplicity and sketchiness of the image, which was associated with the
prohibition established in Christianity on the creation of a copy of God. Death in Russian
philosophy was portrayed not only with the help of symbols, but also figuratively, thanks to
the stories of people who are between life and death and the image of death, which developed in European medieval art under the influence of wars, plagues and hunger. As Christian symbols of death in religious art, Russian thinkers called a solar eclipse, a cross, the
head (skull) of Adam, a grain of wheat, an hourglass (time), a door, a flower. A feature of
the Christian symbols of death in Russian philosophy was the recognition of them as symbols of resurrection, which was explained by a special attitude towards death as a transition
from earthly life to the grave. The results obtained in the course of studying the works of
Russian thinkers can be included in the training courses on religious topics in universities.
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