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ABSTRACT
Taking as a point of departure the description and depiction of the anima ragionevole e

beata ðsensible and blessed soulÞ in Ripa’s Iconologia, this essay inquires, from a semiotic

point of view, into the labyrinthine development of the Christian imaginary of the soul,
considered one of the sources of the cultural semiotics of modern and contemporary

subjectivities. Placed between the Greek model of visual representations of psyché, in-

carnated by countless fleeting but visible beings ðsirens, birds, butterflies, snakes, etc.Þ,
and the Jewish model of a vital breath that, having to resemble the divine one, must shun

any iconic rendering, the Christian imaginary of the soul develops—in parallel with the

Christian theology of the soul—paradoxically, seeking to combine its depiction and, si-
multaneously, the denial of it.

Our own notion of the human person is still basically the Christian one.

—Marcel Mauss ð1985, 19Þ

Subjectivity can be studied and comprehended not only as philosophical

concept or psychological feature but also, and perhaps essentially, as

semiotic construct that societies and cultures outline and shape through

complex accumulations of signs. These signs, be they symbols, icons, or in-

dexes, isolated or intertwined to compose texts or even galaxies of texts, delimit
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the boundaries and therefore the meaning of subjectivities and at the same time

allow them to manifest themselves to become tangible objects in social arenas.

Therefore, these same signs can be analyzed to retrieve the limits and identities

of such subjectivities and the complicated interplay they engage and hold

within a historical epoch, a social context, a cultural background and, last but

not least, the features, limits, and identities of other subjectivities.1

This essay will focus in particular on religious subjectivities, on the way in

which religious cultures, animating certain religious groups and societies, instill

in individuals the idea of their spiritual uniqueness, an idea that interacts, then,

with self-awareness at all levels. The hypothesis that motivates the essay is that

religions have played a primary role in nurturing the concept of human in-

dividuality, especially through that mighty cultural meme and figure that is

“the soul.”2 Variously denominated, articulated in its internal semantics, and

represented through several devices, the idea of a spiritual principle that singles

out the individual and determines its uniqueness not only in the immanent

dimension but also in the transcendent one seems to characterize a vast ma-

jority of religious cultures. At the same time, the evolution of this idea closely

parallels that of other principia individuationis in the secular sphere. The

challenge of the semiotician who wants to understand societies through their

signs is, therefore, to collect a coherent corpus of symbols, icons, indexes, and

texts that manifest this idea of the soul, compare them across epochs and reli-

gious civilizations, and come up with some criteria for their typological ar-

rangement ðLeone 2012a, esp. vol. 1Þ.
There is maybe nothing that defines the core business of semioticians more

deeply than the attempt to show the cultural determinations of what seems

unproblematic and almost natural ðParmentier 1994, 175–92Þ. The idea of

spiritual individuality is so rooted in most contemporary civilizations, be they

religiously inspired or not, that it is almost impossible to imagine an epoch

in which human beings did not have a soul, or rather did not conceive of

themselves as bodies providing a sensorial envelope for an animating and in-

1. Literature on the semiotics of subjectivity is abundant. On semiolinguistic enunciation and subjectivity,
see Benveniste 1966, 1971; for a survey of Benveniste’s theory of enunciation, see Ono 2007; for an effective
synthesis of this tradition of studies, see Manetti 1998, 2008; for an interesting phenomenological approach
on the semiotics of enunciation, see Coquet 2007; on Benveniste and subjectivity, see Powell 2009. Other
semiotic approaches to subjectivity include Queiroz and Merrell 2005; Kockelman 2006; Sonnenhauser 2008;
and Cobley 2009; for a survey, see Leone, forthcoming b.

2. By “meme” I mean the “autonomous particle of meaning that circulates in a culture considered as
semiotic system”; a meme is therefore, in a semiosphere, what a seme is in the semantic plane of a text. On the
definitions of semiosphere and seme in, respectively, Jurij M. Lotman’s and Algirdas J. Greimas’s semiotics, see
the “Methodological Prelude.”
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dividuating spiritual principle. The affirmation of Christianity—of its theology

and imaginary—throughout the West has had a deep impact on the consoli-

dation of such a cultural meme ðJüttemann, Sonntag, and Wulf 1991Þ. Yet his-
torical research, together with structural scrutiny, shows that the Christian idea

of the soul does not spring magically from nothing but rather from a complex

reelaboration of a labyrinthine amount of previous cultural materials, of signs,

discourses, and texts that, shaped by preceding civilizations, were reshaped in the

extraordinary cultural fabric of the new religion.

Methodological Prelude
Cultural semioticians skate on thin ice. They must establish the outline, and

therefore the limits, of a civilization; single out and select some cultural artifacts

as texts of such civilization; analyze these texts so as to find out whether they

share a common denominator as regards a particular cultural object ðin this case,
the conception and the consequent representation of subjectivityÞ; comprehend

and describe the structural features of such common denominator in order to

elaborate a typological scheme that might be subsequently compared with those

relating to other civilizations, their texts, and their conceptions and representa-

tions of the same cultural object. In other words, they must construct a typo-

logical comparison of cultural determinations. Hence, they constantly run the

risk of arbitrarily setting the limits of civilizations, single-handedly sorting out

texts so as to confirm the semiotician’s initial hypotheses and prejudices in a

vicious hermeneutic circle and developing typologies and comparisons that

brutally force the complexity of history into reductive structural schemes.

As regards the specific topic of the present essay, is it really possible to single

out, analyze, and describe, the semiotics of Greek, Jewish, and Christian sub-

jectivities? Observing these three civilizations in greater depth, don’t their cul-

tural frontiers, texts, conceptions, and representations explode in a pyrotechnic

variety of nuances that defy any attempts at structural typing? Moreover, isn’t

the notion of “subjectivity” itself, and even more that of “religious subjectivity,”

unusable as the cornerstone of a comparative construction? Can religion really

be adopted as a largely unproblematic framework for human representation

in general? Confronted with such extremely thin ice, the semiotician has two

options: ð1Þ either give up skating and so renounce the vertiginous pleasure of

gliding through civilizations and epochs in search of the essence of man, or

ð2Þ acquire suitable skates and the skill to use them.

Extending this metaphor, what are the methodological skates of semiotics

when attempting a structural and typological comparison of religious cultures?
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The methodological contention of this essay is that such skates do not exist yet;

they must be fabricated through suitable bricolage of three semiotic traditions:

Lotmanian ðschool of Moscow-TartuÞ, Greimasian ðstructuralist semioticsÞ,
and Peircean ðinterpretative semiotics; Leone 2012bÞ. From Russian semioti-

cian Lotman, cultural semiotics should borrow the idea that civilizations, in-

cluding religious civilizations, can be characterized as semiospheres, that is, as

semiotic macrostructures that feature both systemic coherence and unsystem-

atic idiosyncrasies ðLotman 1990Þ. On the one hand, systemic coherence allows

the semiotician, upon thorough cultural analysis, to single out and define, at

least hypothetically, what Lotman calls the “text of a culture,” that is, the typo-

logical matrix that characterizes a civilization and gives rise to the abstract core

of all its manifestations across various kinds of signification ðLotman 1992Þ. On
the other hand, unsystematic idiosyncrasies account for the fact that the limits

of a semiosphere, as well as its core cultural mechanism, are never stable but are

subject to continuous—sometimes dramatic—change under the pressure of such

idiosyncrasies, whose presence and activity ultimately depend on the untamable

creativity of human language.

The cultural semiotician should neither focus exclusively on systemic co-

herence, oblivious of unsystematic idiosyncrasies, nor concentrate only on the

latter, neglecting the former. The cultural semiotician should always be, on the

contrary, squint-eyed: looking for similarities in difference while looking for

differences in similarity.

However, if Lotmanian semiotics provides an inspiring general framework

for the semiotic, typological, and comparative analysis of cultures, it hardly

offers specific directions on how to concretely conduct analyses of this kind.

How should the semiotician set the limits of a semiosphere, single out the texts

of a corpus in relation to it, develop a typological reading of this corpus, and,

thereby, compare it with that extracted from the semiospheres of other epochs

and civilizations?

In order to answer such questions, the cultural semiotician should rely on two

specific methods. First, the structural one, as developed by Franco-Lithuanian

semiotician Algirdas J. Greimas on the basis of Ferdinand de Saussure’s semi-

ology, Louis Hjelmslev’s glossematics, and other structuralist trends; such a

method is very suitable to describe and analyze the regularities of a culture, that

is, culture seen in a static, systemic light. Second, the cultural semiotician should

rely on the interpretative method, as developed by Umberto Eco as well as by

North American semiotic anthropology on the basis of Charles S. Peirce’s phi-

losophy of signification ðEco 1976, 1979; Singer 1984, 1991; Parmentier 1994Þ;
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such a method is extremely apt to evoke and explain the metamorphoses of a

culture, that is, culture seen in a dynamic, idiosyncratic light.

If Lotman’s theoretical concept of semiosphere offers an enlightening se-

miotic framework for the typological and comparative reading of cultures,

Greimas’s analytical notion of “isotopy” contributes an operational tool for

determining the cultural regularities of a semiosphere. Originally, such a no-

tion ðand toolÞ was not elaborated for the study of macrostructures, such as

semiospheres, but for the analysis of microstructures, such as texts ðliterary
texts, for instance; Greimas and Courtés 1982, s.v. “Isotopy”Þ. Starting from the

hypothesis—a foundational one both in Hjelmslev’s glossematics ðHjelmslev

1953Þ and in Greimas’s generative semiotics ðGreimas 1987Þ—that the expres-

sive and the semantic planes of language feature isomorphic arrangements, it is

presupposed that the structural analysis of the expression of language ðin the

case of verbal language, a hierarchic arrangement of phonemes or graphemes,

decomposable along their distinctive featuresÞ offers a model for the structural

analysis of its content ða hierarchic arrangement of “sememes,” decomposable in

“semes”Þ.
From this point of view, exactly as decoding the phonic chain of a verbal

utterance consists in singling out and connecting its phonemes upon deter-

mining which of their traits are pertinent and which are not, so deciphering the

semantic level of a text consists in singling out and connecting its sememes

upon determining which of their semes are pertinent ðtechnically, “nuclear
semes”Þ and which are not ðtechnically, “contextual semes”Þ. In simpler words,

according to the Greimasian perspective, interpreting a text—that is, finding

out its meaning—consists in drawing the imaginary line that connects the

nuclear semes of the text. The isotopy of a text is nothing but this line, the line

of coherence running through its semantic plane. The Greimasian vision does

not exclude that a text might be traversed by two or even multiple isotopies

ðtechnically, bi- or pluri-isotopic textsÞ; in fact, these texts might be the rule,

rather than the exception, in human communication. However, the Greima-

sian vision ðand methodÞ claims that there is a rational way to describe and

analyze the isotopies of a text and also to determine which of them are hier-

archically predominant ði.e., which ones should stand out in the interpretation

of a text; Greimas 1988Þ.
The challenge that the Greimasian cultural semiotician faces stems from the

methodological hazard of applying the notion ðand toolÞ of isotopy not only

to microtexts ðas Greimas mostly did, although he also contributed to the foun-

dation of sociosemiotics; 1990Þ but also tomacrotexts, and specifically to cultures
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considered as texts, that is, in Lotman’s language, to semiospheres. Can one for-

mulate hypotheses on the isotopies of, for instance, “the Russian civilization,”

exactly as one formulates hypotheses on, for instance, the isotopies of Anna

Karenina?Does not such applicationof amicrosemiotic tool at themacrolevel run

the risk of turning isotopies into stereotypes? The ice is thin, the risk evident. But

if it cannot be avoided, it can at least be contained.

On the one hand, only the vastness and internal differentiation ðalong both
synchronic and diachronic linesÞ of the selected semiospheric corpus can

guarantee the soundness of an isotopic reading; the semiotician should not

characterize the features of an entire civilization on the basis of the analysis of a

single text belonging to it. At the same time, the semiotician should not aim at

exhaustiveness either: a semiospheric corpus is such exactly insofar as it is the

product of a pondered and careful selection, of a “semiospheric log,” meth-

odologically and epistemologically similar to a geological log.

On the other hand, the semiotician should always present the isotopic

reading of a semiosphere as a hypothesis, which can be either corroborated or

falsified when other texts of the same semiosphere, not included in the corpus,

are considered by different semiospheric logs. Does a semiotician characterize

the Russian civilization—on the basis of a semiotic analysis of several of its

literary, pictorial, cinematographic, and so on, texts—as crossed by an isotopy

of paralyzing nostalgia? Does this characterization lead to the comparison with

other semiospheres and their own configurations and manifestations of feel-

ings and passions? Other scholars will be able to either corroborate such a

hypothesis, showing that other texts in the same semiosphere confirm such

reading, or to falsify it, arguing that different, more nuanced isotopies run

through the same semiosphere and that not only one but several isotopies of

nostalgia characterize the Russian civilization ðto the point that one should talk
about “Russian civilizations” and therefore rethink the comparison with other

semiospheres entirelyÞ.
However, in this case too, the latter, objecting scholar should not simply claim

that the isotopic hypothesis of the former is not correct but should instead

indicate on which texts other hypotheses might and should be formulated. In

other words, just as the isotopic reading of a literary text can be disputed only by

showing that it neglects to single out and connect certain important sememes in

the text—and by suggesting a more encompassing way of doing it—so the

isotopic reading of a cultural macrotext, of a semiosphere, can be disputed only

by demonstrating that it fails to single out and connect certain important cul-

tural memes in the semiosphere—and by suggesting amore comprehensive way
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of doing it. This is how the process of isotopic reading of a semiosphere can be

evaluated: through the indication ofmore texts that, in the semiosphere, confirm

such reading ðcorroborationÞ or through the suggestion of different isotopies

that, in the semiosphere, account for more texts ðfalsification and elaboration of
a new hypothesisÞ.3

The following paragraphs will therefore propose some hypotheses about a

possible isotopic reading of the cultural role of religious subjectivity in the

semiospheres of the Greek, Jewish, and Christian civilizations. Such a reading

will also lead to additional hypotheses about ways to connect, compare, and

contrast these isotopies. Based on semiospheric logs in such civilizations and

not on an impossible exhaustive knowledge of them, these hypotheses of iso-

topic reading will therefore be open to either corroboration or falsification, but

always having as their background the firm awareness that no isotopical read-

ing can effectively do the complexity of a civilization justice.

This is the third, and final, point that this methodological prelude will raise:

Peirce’s evocation of the human signification as bound to a process of un-

limited semiosis is perhaps the best antidote against any ossifying reading of

cultures. Human language is a source of cultural stability just as it is a resource

of cultural change, so that any structural characterization of a civilization can

only stem from a painful, albeit necessary, process of culturological taxidermy.

The signs of the Christian soul will be analyzed through several steps, be-

ginning with a concise overview of the Greek iconography—and imaginary—of

psyché, dwelling in particular on a little studied figure of its representation: the

mouth as a bodily fissure of communication between life and death, as a channel

through which psyché can leave the body and begin its postmortem existence.

Next, the same figure will be retrieved, albeit with some different features, from

the Jewish imaginary of the vital breath, also in the context of narratives that

depict the passage from life to death. Finally, both semiotic schemes—the Greek

and the Jewish one—will be compared with each other and with the Christian

semiotics of the soul, which also adopts the figure of the open mouth as frontier

between the animated and the soulless body but interprets it in unprecedented

ways. In sum, the essay offers a tentative first step toward an articulated semiotic

typology of religious subjectivities, of religious ways of imagining the relation

3. The structuralism of the Lotmanian-Greimasian cultural semiotics could therefore correspond to the
second type of structuralism in the famous typology of Raymond Boudon: theories of type 2 are applied to
indefinite objects ða whole culture cannot be defined as one defines, for instance, a system of kinshipÞ but are
nonetheless verifiable ðBoudon 1968Þ.
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between matter and spirit, life and death, immanence and transcendence, in-

dividuality and indistinctiveness.

Distillation: Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia
Like most Greimasian semiotic research, this essay too will start from a dic-

tionary analysis—not a contemporary dictionary, however, nor one based on

words, but that extraordinary synthesis of Christian visual culture that Cesare

Ripa ð1603Þ distilled at the dawn of modernity in his Iconologia, whose entry

“Anima ragionevole e beata” ðsensible and blessed soulsÞ reads:
A very gracious damsel, she will have her visage covered with a very thin

and transparent veil, a clear and luminous dress, a pair of wings on her

shoulders, and a star on top of her head. Although the soul, as theolo-

gians say, is an incorporeal and immortal substance, it is nonetheless

represented in such a way that humans, bound to those corporeal senses,

can understand it, not in a dissimilar way from the one in which God and

the Angels are usually represented, albeit they too are incorporeal sub-

stances.

It is depicted as a very gracious damsel, for it was made by the Crea-

tor—who is the source of every beauty and perfection—in his likeness.

Her visage is represented as veiled so as to denote that she is, as Saint

Augustine says in the Book on the Definition of the Soul, substance that is

invisible to the human eyes, and substantial form of the body, in which

she is not perceptible, but can be comprehended only through certain ex-

terior actions.

The clear and luminous dress is supposed to denote the purity, and

perfection of her essence. There is a star over her head, because the

Egyptians meant by the star the immortality of the soul, as Piero Va-

leriano reports in the 44th book of his Ieroglyphics.

The wings on the shoulders denote, thus, its agility, and spirituality, as

well as its two powers of intellect and will.4

4. All translations are mine unless otherwise noted.

“Donzella gratiosissima, hauerà il volto coperto con vn finissimo, e trasparente velo, il vestimento
chiaro, & lucente, à gl’homeri vn paro d’ale, & nella cima del capo una stella.
Benche l’anima, come si dice da’ Teologi, sia sustanza incorporea, & immortale, si rappresenta

nondimeno in quel miglior modo, che l’huomo legato à quei sensi corporei con l’imaginatione, la può
comprendere, & non altrimenti, che si sogli rappresentare Iddio, & gl’Angeli, ancorche siano pure
sostanze incorporee.
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This verbal text proposes a visual definition weaving together several Grei-

masian isotopies, both those rediscovered in the multiple stratifications of

Christian culture and those absorbed by it frompast andparallel civilizations and

then reelaborated. The wood engraving ðfig. 1Þ that accompanies the text seeks

Figure 1. Cesare Ripa’s depiction of the “reasonable and blessed soul” ð1603, 22Þ.
Photograph by the author.

Si dipinge donzella gratiosissima, per esser fatta dal Creatore, che è fonte d’ogni bellezza &
perfettione, à sua similitudine.
Se gli fa velato il viso per dinotare, che ella è, come dice S. Agostino nel lib.de definit. anim. Sustanza

inuisibile à gl’occhi humani, e forma sustantiale del corpo, nel quale ella non è evidente, saluo che per
certe attioni esteriori si comprende.
Il vestimento chiaro, & lucente è per dinotare la purità, & perfettione della sua essenza.
Se le pone la stella sopra il capo, essendo che gl’Egitij significassero cõ la stella l’immortalità

dell’anima, come riferisce Piero Valeriano nel lib. 44. De’ suoi Ieroglifici.
L’ali à gl’homeri denotano cosi l’agilità, e spiritualità sua, come anco le due potenze intelletto e

volontà.” ðRipa 1603, 21–22Þ
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to translate this tangle of semantic characterizations into an ideal typical image.

As will be seen, Ripa’s entry, as with every definition, is semiotically interest-

ing not only because of the isotopies that it includes but also for those that it

excludes. The semiotic analysis of this “distillation” of the Christian imaginary

of the soul will allow the recuperation and description, at least to a certain

extent, of its previous transformations.5 As in many studies of textual semi-

otics, this one too starts from the end of the text: “The wings on the shoulders

denote, thus, its agility, and spirituality, as well as its two powers of intellect and

will.”6

Volatility
In condensing several centuries of Christian images of the soul, Ripa’s Icono-

logia underlines its agility, a semantic characteristic that is transposed in the

figure of the wings not only in the verbal text but also in the visual one that

translates and accompanies it, a figure further emphasized by its plastic rhyming

with the posture of the damsel’s arms and by the celestial reference to the star.

This line of semantic coherence crosses the entire history of Christianity, but

is not at all born with it. Both from the Greek culture and, in a different way,

from the Jewish one, Christianity has inherited the idea of a principle of indi-

vidualization that has the characteristics of volatility, in the sense of lightness,

of agility, of longing for what is superior and ethereal, but also in the sense of

a disquieting slipperiness.

5. Needless to say, the structural semiotic analysis of this verbal-visual text is incomplete if it is not situated
in relation to the framework of a textual genre and its historical context. As regards the former, space
constraints do not allow the essay to dwell on the fundamental connection between Ripa’s verbal and visual
distillation of the Christian imaginary of the soul and the genre of emblems, flourishing in the seventeenth
century and frequently offering representations of psyché. On this connection, see Buschhoff 2004, 164: “Im
Kontext der religiösen Liebesemblematik des 17. Jahrhunderts erscheint der antike Psyche-Typus von
besonderer Relevanz, der die Seele als weibliche Gestalt mit langem Gewand und Flügeln beschreibt. In der
Renaissance wiederentdeckt, ersetze dieser Typus die Eidolon-Darstellung. Cesare Ripas Iconologia von 1603
zeigt die Anima als verschleiertes Mädchen mit Flügeln und einem Stern auf dem Haupt.” See also Praz 1939,
134–38; Knipping 1974, 53–55, 64–65, 70–71. The same constraints prevent the article from expounding on the
relation between Ripa’s distillation and Egyptian hieroglyphics. The Egyptian civilization had developed a
tremendously rich imaginary of the afterlife, which influenced subsequent civilizations ðAssmann 2006Þ;
however, Ripa most probably did not have direct access to it, but rather to the products of the “hieroglyphic
frenzy” of the late sixteenth and especially the seventeenth centuries ðfor a classic study, see Giehlow 1915; for a
survey, Iversen 1958 and 1961Þ. On the figure of the star, in particular, see Buschhoff 2004, 163: “Mit dem
Attribute des Sterns bedient sich Ripa nach eigener Angabe einer ägyptischen Hieroglyphe der Unsterblichkeit,
die Pierius Valerianus im 44. Buch seiner Hieroglyphica erläuterte und die auf Gott hindeutet”; see also Henkel
and Schöne 1967.

6. “L’ali à gl’homeri denotano cosi l’agilità, e spiritualità sua, come anco le due potenze intelletto e volontà”
ðRipa 1603, 22Þ.
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Signs of the Greek Psyché
The role that the concept of psyché plays in the semantics of Greek culture is

carved out differently in comparison with that of the Christian soul ðCollignon
1875; Roscher 1909, 3, pt. 2:3201–37; Icard-Gianolio 1994Þ. Nevertheless, the
latter receives from the former not only the isotopy of volatility but also some

of the figures that manifest it. Above all it inherits a feature that the archetype

of the triumphant soul of Ripa in a way conceals. Be it in the Greek iconog-

raphy of psyché or in the Christian one of the soul, the figuration is not

emblematic but narrative: the occasion of representing the vital principle of

man, indeed, is not abstract but related to a story of death. It is in its visual

narrative or rather in that of the passage from life to death that this iconog-

raphy emerges and consolidates as a response to the disturbing mystery of a

vanishing subjectivity ðIcard-Gianolio 1994, 584; see also especially Chantraine
1980, 1294–95, s.v. “psyché”Þ.

That explains the proliferation of figures of volatility, many of which the

Greek culture too borrows from past civilizations. From the Archaic period,

there appear funerary sirens, such as the Athenian ones now housed in the

National Museum of Athens ðfig. 2Þ and in the Louvre ðfig. 3Þ, both endowed

with large wings and bird paws and tails ðSalinas 1864Þ. The second one, a

terra-cotta figurine dating from the first century BCE, presents a rather peculiar

posture found also in the Archaic period statuary.7 An abundant literature

stimulated byGeorgWeicker’smonographDer Seelenvogel in der alten Literatur

und Kunst ð1902, and see also 1895Þ has demonstrated that these funerary si-

rens do not limit themselves to immortalize the funerary crying by transfixing it

but rather are Archaic period representations of psyché ðBaumeister 1889, s.v.

“Seirenen,” 1642–46Þ Some, perhaps based on an Egyptian model, even depict it

with a bird’s head, like the clay seal of Cretan origin known as the “eagle woman”

ðHogarth 1902; see fig. 4Þ.
In a more recent epoch, the narrative dimension of the iconography of

psyché becomes prevalent. This does not limit itself to depicting, like in the

artifacts examined above, the slipperiness of the soul in its mortal destiny but

rather constructs around this isotopy the complex scaffolding of a story. This is

certainly the case with the Attican belly-shaped amphora with black figures

dating from 550–540 BCE ðfig. 5Þ. On its back there is a psyché ðfig. 6Þ with a

7. The chiefly comparative goal of the present essay and journal space constraints do not permit a fully
articulated semiotic analysis of all the artifacts included in the corpus but rather only a hint of the results of such
analyses, whose step-by-step procedures must therefore be hidden in the background of the essay.
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female head and a body entirely of a bird. The iconographic type has not

changed, but the narrative setting has: the volatility of psyché is not depicted

only as a potentiality but rather as an act of flying, and the topological structure

of the image transforms its spatial position into a clue for the construction of a

story. Almost leaning on the tip of the warrior’s lance, psyché seems to precede

his advancing toward the battleground, as if to indicate that there the warrior

will lose his own psyché or will tear it away from others, without possible

alternatives. The gaze of the warrior, furthermore, underlined by the position

Figure 2. Funerary siren, Archaic period, pantelic marble, 24 cm high, Athens,
National Museum, inventory number ði.n.Þ 774 ðfound by Salinas in 1863Þ. Reproduced
from Baumeister ð1885, 1644Þ.
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of his head, and staring exactly at the point in space where psyché hovers,

appears dreamy, lost before the fatality of battle.

In other subsequent representations, the theriomorphic nature of psyché is

accentuated and specified: its volatility is depicted not through winged sirens

but through actual birds, each with its specific range of connotations. In a

Figure 3. Funerary siren, first century BCE, terracotta, 22.5 cm high, Paris, Louvre, i.n.
Myr 148 ðfound by École Française d’Athènes in 1883Þ. Reproduced from Baumeister
ð1885, 1645Þ.
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lekythos now in the National Museum of Athens, for instance, a cock stands on

a funerary stone ðfig. 7Þ. Weicker ð1905, 207Þ demonstrated how this bird,

whose comb and spurs remind one of those of a warrior, lends itself to rep-

resenting in effigy the psyché of the dead in battle. In the Greek imaginary, in

fact, the slipperiness of psyché characterizes almost all of its figures—including

chthonic ones, like the snake—but is specified every time according to the

particular figure that is chosen and according to the narrative context into

which it is inserted. Indeed, from the time of Homer, psyché was evoked as

smoke, dream, bat, bee, and fly, until finally appearing, with copious iconog-

raphy, in the form of nocturnal butterfly, to the point that both Aristotle and

later Hesychius of Alexandria call the nocturnal butterfly “psyché.” If Homer,

Aristotle, and Hesychius all link psyché with something that flies, this does not

Figure 4. Clay seal, Archaic period, Mycenaean house in Kato Zakros, eastern Crete
ðfound by the British School of Athens in 1901Þ, in a drawing by Émile Gillieron.
Reproduced from Hogarth ð1902, 79Þ.
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mean there has not been any transformation in the figurative isotopy of vol-

atility running through the Greek civilization. However, fluctuations of this

isotopy are never so dramatic as to challenge its essential coherence. In Homer

psyché appears under the shape of a light and fleeting thing, compared to

smoke or dreams in Odyssey 11.220–22 and bats in Odyssey 24.6–9 ðDihle
1982Þ; in Aristotle and Hesychius a different figure is adopted to convey the

Figure 5. Attican belly-shaped amphora with black figures, signed by the potter Exékias,
550–540 BCE, 44.5 × 30.5 cm, Paris, Louvre, i.n. F 53 ðfound in Vulci in 1883Þ. Reprinted
with the permission of the photo agency of the Réunion des Musées Nationales, Louvre,
Paris.
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same semantic feature: psyché becomes a nocturnal butterfly in Aristotle’s His-

tory of Animals ð5.19.550b; Hesychius, Glossary, s.v. “yuc»”Þ. References to the

volatility of psyché can be found in Greek popular beliefs ðRohde 1950, 574–85Þ,
as well as in Orphic ðAristotle, De anima 1.5.410bÞ, Pythagorean ðDiogenes

Figure 6. Image on the back of the Attican belly-shaped amphora with black figures.
Reproduced from Gerhard ð1843, cviiÞ.

Figure 7. Lekythos, 24 cm high, National Museum of Athens ðexcavations of EretriaÞ, i.n.
1158. Reproduced from Weicker ð1905, 207Þ.
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Laertius, Vitae philosophorum 8.21Þ, and neo-Pythagorean ðPorphyry, De antro
nympharum 23–25Þ philosophical doctrines, Plato ðPhaedo 105 d–e, Phaedrus 245
c–eÞ, and the Stoics ðCicero, Tusculanae disputationes 1.18.31.42–43. 77; see

Turcan 1959; Vermeule 1979, 18–19Þ.
It is always in relation to this volatility that another semantic feature, shared

by birds and the souls of the dead, originated. If the flight of the former offered

to fortune-tellers a matrix from which to extract indications about the future

ðManetti 1993Þ, the same characteristic was attributed to the volatility of psyché

depicted in the form of a bird, an analogy already underlined by Schrader

ð1907Þ: “The mysterious unpredictability of the coming and going of birds in

space, where the abode of immortals was believed to be, made them look, more

than other animals, as suitable to offer allusions about the gods’ will or the

obscurity of the future.”8

The iconography of psyché as winged siren or volatile animal is too vast to

be exhaustively explored here and has already been made the subject of an

abundant literature. A particular configuration, however, remains to be ana-

lyzed, one which is very significant for the light it sheds on the relationship

between the two different but interweaved imaginaries of the Greek psyché

and the Christian soul. An amphora of Sicilian origin ðfig. 8Þ presents on the

back, at right, a scene that has been unanimously interpreted as Eos taking the

corpse of his son Memnon away from the battle field, so that his killer Achilles

does not defile it. On the front, there appears a scene that has been deciphered

by many as representing two demons that transport the corpse of a warrior,

even though on the identity of the latter, Memnon or Sarpedon, there has been

no agreement.9 Either way, what is of interest is that in both scenes, psyché

abandoning the corpse of the killed warrior is depicted in the form of volatile

being, a sort of dove in the first case, a figurine of warrior with lance and shield

8. “½Ihr� unberechenbares und geheimnisvolles Kommen und Gehen aus dem und in den Raum, in
welchem man den Sitz der Unsterblichen wähnte, ließs sie vor anderen Tieren geignet erscheinen, dem
Menschen über den Willen der Götter oder über das Dunkel der Zukunft Andeutungen zu machen” ðSchrader
1907, 141Þ.

9. Helbig ð1864, 175Þ opts for Sarpedon: “Vi si vedono sulla parte nobile due giovani alati, in piena
armatura, con elmo, corazza, gambali, spade ed asta, i quali portano colle mani un giovane ignudo ucciso nella
battaglia, Ipno dunque e Tanato che salvano il corpo di Sarpedonte. Si riconosce nel corpo di questo il rosso del
sangue che stilla dalle ferite, l’una delle quali si vede sulla coscia, l’altra sul petto, mentre sopra di lui svolazza
nell’aria l’e‡δwloν dell’eroe, alato, in piena armatura, con scudo ed asta” ðone can see on the noble part ½of the
vase� two winged young men, fully clothed for the battle, with helmet, cuirass, jambs, swords, and spears, who
carry in their hands a naked young man killed in battle; Hypnos and Thanatos, then, saving the corpse of
Sarpedon. One recognizes in his body the red of the blood that drips from his wounds, one of which is visible on
his thigh, the other on his chest, while over him flies about in the air the e‡δwloν of the hero, fully clothed for
the battle, with shield and spearÞ; see also Meier 1883; Reinach 1899, 347.
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in the second. Three aspects of this eidolon must be highlighted.10 First, it does

not represent in effigy a generic idea of psyché but rather a specific psyché,

namely, a warrior psyché, that maintains the individual characteristics of the

body with which it was associated. Second, the posture and directionality of the

figurinemake it seem to leap upward, lance at rest. And third, similar to the dove

in the twin scene, this warlike eidolon seems to come directly out of the open

mouth of the corpse.

This configuration is not unique and can be found later, for instance, in a

scene engraved on an Etruscan mirror ðfig. 9Þ. Eduard Gerhard ð1867, 73,
114–15Þ interprets such configuration as an Entführungsscene ðkidnapping
sceneÞ, specifically that of Eos kidnapping Cephalus, but it is possible to deci-

pher it as a scene of “corpse removal,” that of Eos saving Memnon’s dead body

fromdefilement byAchilles, especially if one reads as psyché the bird represented

at the bottom on the right of the mirror, here too in proximity to the mouth of

the deceased.11

A further specification of this iconography of psyché is found in an image

painted on a fragment of kylix ðfig. 10Þ. From the bottom border of the frag-

ment, in the center, there emerges the profile of the head of a warrior covered by

a helmet; he falls facing upward, clenching a shield with the right hand. In the

adjoining area, on the right, another shield can be seen distinctly, perhaps that

of the killer, the victorious warrior. Paul Hartwig ð1891, 340Þ, who has analyzed

10. See the entry “Aidolon” in the Thrēskeutikē kai ēthikē enkyklopaideia. Vol. 1. Athens: Martinos,
1962–68.

11. See the entry on “Memnone” in the Enciclopedia Treccani dell’Arte Antica, http://www.treccani.it
/enciclopedia/

Figure 8. Amphora from the Bourguignon collection in Naples, of Sicilian origin.
Reproduced from the iconographic scheme provided in Reinach ð1899, 347Þ.
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this fragment exhaustively, recognizes in it the deadly battle between Hercules

and Eurytus, narrated in the Bibliotheca of pseudo-Apollodorus ð3.10.5Þ. It is
necessary to underline, in this context, the presence of a male winged figurine

that, hovering horizontally over the head of the dying warrior, presses his

forehead with its left, while with its right seems to direct its fingers, like a forceps,

toward the mouth of the dying one. Scholars are unanimous in identifying this

figurine as that of an evil demon, probably a ker, who kidnaps the psyché of the

Figure 9. Etruscan mirror, currently missing ðfound in Rome in 1840Þ. Reproduced from
the iconographic scheme provided in Gerhard ð1867, pl. 361Þ.
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warrior, tearing it out of his mouth. The impression of such an extractive effort

is highlighted by the posture of the wings, which seem upturned in an attempt

to imprint on the flight of the figurine an upwardmobility, an élan that distances

it from the near corpse. The impression is further corroborated by analogous

examples. Consider, for instance, the two iconographies, analyzed by Witte

ð1833Þ, depicting the killing of Alcyoneus at the hand ofHeracles ðfig. 11Þ. In the
first case, an evil ker attacks the giant in an attempt to draw his life out of his

mouth, while the unfortunate resists twisting his head. In contrast, in the second

case, similar to that of the amphora ðfig. 8Þ in the Bourguignon Collection, the

winged figurine does not seem at all hostile but seems instead to accompany, if

not personify, the psyché of the defeated warrior that abandons the body.

There is no way here to expand the vast field of the Greek imaginary and

iconography of psyché. It is sufficient to underline that, on the basis of these few

examples, a typology is delineated that, mutatis mutandis, resurfaces later in

Ripa’s Christian iconography. It is up to the semiotician to describe this typology

not only from a diachronic perspective but also from a structural point of view.

A distinction can be perceived, first of all, between generic representations

of psyché—for instance, winged sirens and other volatiles, in which the ana-

Figure 10. Fragment of kylix, National Museum of Palermo, i.n. 2351, in a drawing by
Carmelo Giarizzo. Reproduced from Hartwig ð1891, 340Þ.
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logical correspondence between the identity of the deceased and that of its

psyché on the run is nonexistent or rather bland—to the point that there is no

link whatever between the gender of the deceased and that of the effigy of its

vital principle—and later depictions that, instead, are a simulacrum, in the

sense that they attribute to the eidolon that abandons the body an identity that is

analogous to that of the deceased.12 Whereas in the first case the body of psyché

is a so-called objective enunciation of it, in the second case it is a subjective

enunciation in which somatic and functional characteristics are transmitted and

maintained in the passage between life and death. As will be seen, the theology,

iconography, and imaginary of Christianity are prey to the same dilemma: how

much subjectivity is there in the soul after death?

Figure 11. Iconographic schemes of the killing of Alcyoneus at the hand of Heracles, from
depictions on vases of Nolan provenience. Reproduced from Witte ð1833, pl. DÞ.

12. The issue of the gender of visual representations of religious subjectivity, and in particular of the soul,
would deserve a specific essay; see Leone 2012a, esp. “L’âme au feminin” ð2:421–87Þ.
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Second, in the series of images presented above, another structural distinc-

tion can be perceived between a psyché conceived as an active subject, capable of

autonomously escaping the dead or dying body and hovering outside of it, and a

passive subject, or even an object of operations, that is, a psyché chased, seized,

extracted, and moved in space and time as well as subjected to axiologically

opposite forces, to quarrels between good and evil demons, as is quite evident in

the iconography of the kerostasia,13 or in that of the psychostasia.14 This essay

will dwell also on the Christian prolongations of this dichotomy.

Third, it is necessary to underline that to these structural tensions corre-

spond several plastic, figurative, and iconic configurations, which translate the

diverse conceptions of psyché into visual forms. Its depictions are, indeed,

always volatile, yet according to an articulated typology of flights, each a kinetic

expression of a precise imaginary.

Finally, there emerges the idea of a body wrapping outlined by precise

borders, going beyond which, either autonomously or rather surrendering to

the action of the demons, psyché abandons the body and determines ipso facto

its status of corpse. The point of no return of this crossing between the living

and the dead body is the mouth according to the Homeric indication in the

ninth canto of the Iliad: “but the life of a man cannot come back, it cannot be

uplifted or captured by force, once the frontier of teeth has been crossed.”15

Signs of the Jewish Vital Principle
The other pillar of the Christian imaginary of the soul, Jerusalem, imagines the

mouth as a fissure of communication between the living body and the soulless

one, emphasizing the directionality of the entrance as much as that of the exit.16

For instance, in the Babylonian Talmud, Avodah Zarah 20b reads, “It is said of

the Angel of Death that he is all full of eyes. When a sick person is about to

depart, he stands above his head-pillow with his sword drawn out in his hand

and a drop of bile hanging on it. As the sick person beholds it, he trembles and

opens his mouth ½in fright�; he then drops it into his mouth. It is from this that

13. In Greek mythology, keres were female death spirits. During the fight of Achilles and Hector in the Iliad,
Zeus weighs twin keres, “two fateful portions of death,” in his golden scales; this procedure is known as the
kerostasia ðIliad 22.208–13; see Morrison 1997Þ.

14. Psychostasia ðweighing of soulsÞ is a method of divine determination of the fate of souls, characteristic
of both the Greek ðespecially in the IliadÞ and the Christian imaginaries of the soul.

15. “¢νδròj δe� yuc¾ p£liν ™lqei~ν oÜte leϊst¾ oÜq’ ˜let», ™peˆ ¥r keν ¢μe…yetai ›rkoj ÐδÒνtwν”; for a
study of the same figure in ancient Egyptian mortuary contexts, see Finnestad 1978 and Roth 1992.

16. “Jerusalem” is by no means to be interpreted as a toponime but rather as a synecdochical reference to
the Jewish civilization ðStrauss 1967Þ.
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he dies, from this that ½the corpse� deteriorates, from this that his face becomes

greenish.”17

With characteristic typological verve, the Jewish categorization of ways of

dying, also exposed and commented on in depth in the Talmud ðBerakhot 8aÞ,18
amounts to 903 ways, a number calculated according to the Kabbalah.19 The

Talmud describes two of them, the most difficult and the gentlest one. Both

descriptions convey not only the intention of highlighting the subjective vari-

ability of death but also the fact that such variability is translated into an

extractive imaginary, in which it is depicted according to different degrees of

resistance to detachment, always through that life/death channel of communica-

tion that is the mouth. The two extremes, the most difficult death and the easiest,

are hence evoked with splendid extractive images: “Similarly it has been taught:

Nine hundred and three species of death were created in this world. For it is said:

The issues of death, and the numerical value ofToza’oth is so. The worst of them is

the croup, and the easiest of them is the kiss. Croup is like a thorn in a ball of

wool pulled out backwards. Some people say: It is like ½pulling� a rope through the
loopholes ½of a ship�. ½Death by a� kiss is like drawing a hair out of milk.” Also in

the Talmud, Baba Batra 17a explains that “Six there were over whom the Angel of

Death had no dominion, namely, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Moses, Aaron and

Miriam. Abraham, Isaac and Jacob we know because it is written in connection

17. All Talmudic citations are from the Soncino Press Babylonian Talmud.
18. It is certainly problematic to speak of the Talmud as some kind of relatively stable voice or position or

authority, when precisely the opposite is almost its dominant defining characteristic. However, the immense
Talmudic corpus shows a certain regularity in its ways of articulating the semantic field of “death” ðhence, the
possibility of singling out isotopies in the Talmudic imaginary of the vital breath and its departureÞ; for
instance, in considering the various ways of dying as punishments for specific wrong behaviors ðSabbath 31b,
Yoma 64a, Erubin 29aÞ; in regarding such ways of dying as good or bad omens ðKethuboth 103b, Sanhedrin
47aÞ; in setting special rules to be observed in the presence of a dead body ðBerachot 3b and 17b, Sabbath 152b,
Chagigah 5bÞ or prescriptions for burial ceremonies ðKethuboth 8b, Mo’ed Katon 25a, Berachoth 18a,
Kethuboth 17aÞ; or in specifying how the last wishes of a dead person should be fulfilled ðErechin 15b, Succah
49b, Ta’anith 21z, Bernachoth 58bÞ, etc. A classical introduction to this field is Price 1920. See also one of the
most recent comprehensive studies on the matter, Kraemer 2000, 115: “Ancient rabbinic Judaism remained
relatively constant in its beliefs concerning death over the course of its history, from the second to sixth
centuries”; for a more nuanced view, see Kister 1991, which nevertheless focuses on Evel Rabbati, a post-
Talmudic tractate on mourning.

19. This numerical value derives from Psalms 68:20, which reads: “Our God is a God of salvation; and to
GOD, the Lord, belongs escape from death” ðRSVÞ. The English word escape translates the Hebrew “ תוצאות ”
½towtsa’ah�, which other English versions translate as “issues” ðthe King James Version, for instanceÞ and the
Septuagint as “δišyoδoi.” In Gesenius’s Lexicon “ תוצאות ” means both ‘a going out’, and metaphorically ‘a going
forth from danger’, that is, ‘deliverance’; and ‘the place fromwhich ðany person or thingÞ goes forth’, hence ‘a gate’
ðEzek. 48:30Þ; ‘a fountain’ ðProv. 4: 23Þ; also ‘the place of exit and termination of any thing’ ðNum. 34:4–5; Josh
15:4Þ. The numerical value is obtained through the typical cabalistic method of gematria, and in particular through
the so-calledMispar gadol system, according to which the final forms ðsofitÞ of the Hebrew letters are considered a
continuation of the numerical sequence for the alphabet, with the final letters assigned values from 500 to 900.
Thus: “ תוצאות ”5 4001 61 11 901 61 4005 903. Literature on gematria is extensive; a classic survey is Gandz
1932–33; see also Rawn 2008.
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with them, in all, of all, all; Moses, Aaron and Miriam because it is written in

connection with them ½that they died� by the mouth of the Lord.” Death by the

mouth of the Lord, by a kiss of God, hence corresponds to the least degree of

extractive friction that is conceded to humans in the difficult passage from life to

death. While for most this occurs when the Angel of Death introduces a drop of

bile into the mouth of the dying one, for those very few chosen ones who die by

the mouth of the Lord, such directionality is inverted: they simply return to God,

having been kissed by him, the vital breath that they had received from him.20

Maimonides dwells with customary profoundness on the implications of this

type of death in the third book of the Guide for the Perplexed, dedicated to “How

God is venerated by the perfect man,” writing,

The meaning of this saying is that these three died in the midst of the

pleasure derived from the knowledge of God and their great love for

Him. When our Sages figuratively call the knowledge of God united with

intense love for Him a kiss, they follow the well-known poetical diction,

“Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth” ðSong i. 2Þ. This kind of

death, which in truth is deliverance from death, has been ascribed by our

Sages to none but to Moses, Aaron, and Miriam. The other prophets and

pious men are beneath that degree: but their knowledge of God is

strengthened when death approaches.21

The Jewish culture too has produced an iconography, mostly confined in

texts not meant to be used in the synagogue. In one of these, a Haggadah of

Spanish origin dating from the second half of the fourteenth century, splen-

didly illuminated with 142 illustrations and known as the Haggadah of Sa-

rajevo, on folio 26 recto there appears an illustration of Exodus 12:29–31 that

seems to refer to the theme of the topology of the mouth as a fissure of

communication between life and death ðfig. 12Þ.22 The famous passage de-

scribes the tenth plague of Egypt, when the Lord kills all the firstborn over-

night. The image, to be read from right to left, is divided into two sections of

equal dimensions. In the first one, on the right, five children lie in their beds

20. A comprehensive survey of the literature on the Jewish figure of the “kiss of god” is Fishbane 1994; a
curious reversal of the axiology of the “kiss of God” is to be found in J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series, which
counts among its evil creatures the Dementors, who can perform the Dementor’s Kiss, whereby the Dementor
latches its mouth onto a victim’s lips and sucks out the person’s soul.

21. The Guide for the Perplexed. Trans. by Michael Friedländer. New York: Dutton. http://www.sacred
-texts.com/jud/gfp/gfp187.htm. See also Oppel 1911.

22. Literature on the iconography of this haggadah is copious; see Roth 1963; Bunčić 2011; and especially
Kogman-Appel 1996 and 2006.
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under colorful blankets, sheltered by the vaults of their homes. Here the variety

of colors is due not only to the verve of the illuminator but also to the necessity

of indicating that God, as the biblical passage reads, kills all the firstborns

with no distinction between those of the poor and those of Pharaoh. The

second part of the image, on the left, depicts Pharaoh and his dignitaries; the

screams that arise from Egypt wake them in the middle of a cobalt blue night.

The element that is most interesting, however, is the thin luminous rays that,

in the right part of the image, penetrate the vaults of the Egyptian houses and

inexorably strike the mouths of the firstborns, tracing out garish dark signs on

them. Scholars have suggested that these signs should be interpreted as depicting

rats or vampires attacking the dead ðBunčić 2011, 76Þ. However, it is not im-

probable that the illuminator knew of the Jewish image of the Angel of Death

and that, by depositing drops of dark ink on themouths of the children in effigy,

he wanted to reproduce the gesture of the Angel, who introduces drops of bile

into the mouth of the dying ones.23

23. See Kogman-Appel 1996, 119: “Die Sarajevo-Haggada ðAbb. 9Þ folgt hier der Darstellung der meisten
anderen sephardischen Haggadot: die toten Erstgeborenen sind in ihren Betten dargestellt. Wir sehen fünf
Menschen, die in zwei senkrechten Reihen angeordnet sind. Es fehlt der Todesengel, dem wir in der Goldenen

Figure 12. Haggadah of Sarajevo, depicting Exodus 12:29–31, from the second half of the
fourteenth century, 228 × 162 × 37 mm, folio 26 recto. Reprinted with the permission of
the National Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina.
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Some of the structural traits singled out in the Greek imaginary of psyché

seem at least comparable with those that emerge from the verbal and visual

texts produced by the complex and variegated Jewish semiosphere analyzed

here. These include the idea of a body wrapping that at the moment of death

turns into a frontier through which the passage between life and death is

manifested; the emphasis on the mouth and on the rich semantic field that

surrounds it—from breath to word—as crucial fissure of such a passage; the

imaginary of a subjective variability of such passage, manifested through dif-

ferent extractive configurations; and finally, the notion of an agency of such

extraction that is normally exterior to the subject and antithetical to it, dele-

gated to the Angel of Death and its poisonous power.

There are, nevertheless, also many differences, only some of which can be

singled out here. While in Athens, the gap between life and death is dilated into

an aerial space where icons of volatility proliferate, in Jerusalem such a gap

seems contracted into a solid imaginary, without figures or swirls.24 In fact,

when the Mosaic description of the creation of man speaks of a spirit or breath

with which he was endowed by his Creator ðGen. 2:7Þ, such spirit is mostly

conceived as inseparably connected, if not totally identified, with the lifeblood

ðGen. 9:4; Lev. 17:11Þ. And it is, instead, subsequently through contact with

Persian or Greek thought that the idea of a disincarnated soul, with its own

individuality, takes root in Judaism and finds its expression in later biblical

texts, until being categorized by biblical literature as ruah, nefesh, and nesha-

mah, to indicate the spirit in its primitive form, in its association with the

body, and in its activity as connected to the body, respectively.25

The second crucial difference is that, in an ideal Greimasian semiotic

square, the narrative configuration of “the kiss of God” seems to emphasize, at

least asymptotically, the neutral semantic axis /nonlife/-/nondeath/, on whose

visual representations Calabrese ð1991Þ wrote memorable pages.26 It is not

24. Here, as before, “Jerusalem” and “Athens” are to be interpreted as as synecdochical references to the
Jewish and the Greek civilization ðStrauss 1967Þ.

25. A classic examination of this taxonomy is Staples 1928; for a more extensive treatment, see Murtonen
1958; and Lys 1959, 1962; see also Wright 2011, 37.

26. The so-called Greimasian square ðin reality, the elaboration of a logical diagram dating back at least to
Aristotle ðBonfiglioli 2008ÞÞ is a square-shaped diagram that visualizes the internal articulation of a semantic
category, meant as opposition between two semes, for instance /life/-/death/, /male/-/female/, /freedom/-
/necessity/, etc. ðin structuralism, indeed, meaning is usually conceived of as stemming from difference and
differentiationÞ. In the case of /life/-/death/, for instance, the semiotic square multiplies the analyst’s possibilities

Haggada ðfol. 14Þ begegnen. Vor den Mündern der Toten können wir einen schwarzen Atemhauch erkennen.”
A similar iconography is in the Rylands Haggadah ðfol. 18Þ, the so-called Brother Haggadah ðfol. 6Þ, and the
Bologna-Modena Mahzor ðfol. 6Þ; see Kogman-Appel 2006.
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impossible for men who annihilate themselves in the knowledge of God to slip

without friction out of their body, “as a hair drawn out of milk.”

Signs of the Christian Soul
Many of the elements of these imaginaries are combined and modified in the

Christian semiosphere, whose theology and iconography of the soul lean on

both the Greek and the Jewish pillars and simultaneously construct a peculiar

thought and figurativeness, in which the gap between life and death seethes

with volatile figures and at the same time continuously alludes to the possibility

of a soul that, image of God, would return to him without mediations ðBousset
1965, 136–69Þ.27

Early Christian art depicts the archangel Michael and the devil competing

for the soul of Moses, according to verse 9 of the Letter to Judas; moreover,

verbal and visual representations of the journey of the soul among the perils

of the afterworld date from as early as the fourth century. In the immense

Christian theology and iconography of the soul, however, stand out those ex-

egeses and depictions that, magisterially studied by Von Donat de Chapeaur-

ouge, revolve around Luke 16:19–31, the parable of the rich man and Lazarus,

here in the Revised Standard Version ðRSVÞ:

27. Festugière ð1957, 201Þ seems to indicate earth, and not heaven, as the designated place of rest for the
soul after death in the Greek imaginary of the afterlife: “Et la Terre, grâce au déroulement des Saisons, ne
cessera pas de s’offrir à l’homme comme une génératrice de nouveaux fruits. Et il en sera ainsi éternellement,
puisque la Terre est éternelle, comme le Monde, comme ce Tout dont la ‘durée de vie’ est le Temps Éternel,
l’Aiôn. La petite Psyché, à la sortie du corps, à l’heure de gagner l’Hadès, peut bien éprouver un moment de
terreur: mais le sage accepte l’ordre immutable des choses. Cet ordre est bon. Le monde est heureux. Tout est
bien” ðAnd the Earth, thanks to the unfolding of Seasons, will not cease to offer itself to men as a generator of
new fruits. And it will be so eternally, for the Earth is eternal, like the World, like Everything whose ‘duration of
life’ is the Eternal Time, the Aion. The little Psyché, egressing the body, at the moment of reaching the
Hades, might well feel an instant of terror: but the wise man accepts the immutable order of things. Such order is
good. The world is happy. All is goodÞ; see also Cumont 1942, 197. The Christian iconography of the
“enlivenment of man,” illustrated by Genesis 2:7 ð“then the LORD God formed man of dust from the ground,
and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being”; RSVÞ, indicates how the Greco-
Roman imaginary of the return of psyché to the earth has been supplanted by the Jewish imaginary of a vital
breath that, infused by God in man at creation, returns to him at death. Byzantine Octateuchs contain splendid
depictions of the moment of inflation of the soul into man: Weitzmann and Bernabò 1999, 25–28; see also
Weitzmann and Kessler 1986, 115, illustration 20, “Beseelung Adams” ðthe animation of AdamÞ, Venice, ca. 1220.

of exploring this semantic category by articulating it into four positions, which correspond to as many semes or
particles of meaning: /life/, /death/, /nonlife/, and /nondeath/. Simultaneously, it identifies three types of
relations between such semes: opposition ð/life/-/death/ and /nonlife/-/nondeath/Þ, contradiction ð/life/-/
nonlife/ and /death/-/nondeath/Þ, and presupposition ð/nondeath/-/life/ and /nonlife/-/death/Þ; and three types
of dynamic vectors: axes ðcorresponding to relations of oppositionÞ, schemes ðcorresponding to relations of
contradictionÞ, and deictic axes ðcorresponding to relations of presuppositionÞ. In analyzing the isotopy of a
text ðor even of a cultureÞ, the Greimasian semiotician seeks to find out how textual structures embody such
semantic relations into narratives ðbroadly construedÞ, discourses, and figures. The semiotic square therefore
provides a visualization of the semiotician’s hypotheses concerning the isotopic interpretation of a text. See
Louis Hébert, “The Semiotic Square.” Signo: Theoretical Semiotics on the Web, http://www.signosemio.com
/greimas/semiotic-square.asp.
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There was a rich man, who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who

feasted sumptuously every day. And at his gate lay a poor man named

Lazarus, full of sores, who desired to be fed with what fell from the rich

man’s table; moreover the dogs came and licked his sores. The poor man

died and was carried by the angels to Abraham’s bosom. The rich man

also died and was buried; and in Hades, being in torment, he lifted up his

eyes, and saw Abraham far off and Lazarus in his bosom. And he called

out, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy upon me, and send Lazarus to dip the

end of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am in anguish in this

flame.” But Abraham said, “Son, remember that you in your lifetime

received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but

now he is comforted here, and you are in anguish. And besides all this,

between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, in order that those who

would pass from here to you may not be able, and none may cross from

there to us.” And he said, “Then I beg you, father, to send him to my

father’s house, for I have five brothers, so that he may warn them, lest

they also come into this place of torment.” But Abraham said, “They

have Moses and the prophets; let them hear them.” And he said, “No,

father Abraham; but if some one goes to them from the dead, they will

repent.” He said to him, “If they do not hear Moses and the prophets,

neither will they be convinced if someone should rise from the dead.”

Interpretations of this evangelical passage diverge since antiquity. Tertullian, in

the seventh chapter of De anima, spots in it a proof of his thesis on the corpo-

reity of the soul: “Unless the soul possesses a corporeality of its own, the image

of a soul could not possibly contain a figure of the corporeal substance. . . . For

what is incorporeal is incapable of being hold and kept in any way. . . . There

must be a body, through which punishment and relief can be experienced.”28

Augustine, however, disagrees, and in the twenty-first book of the City of God

writes, “I would rather say that spiritual beings will burn without a body of

their own, as that rich man burned in hell when he screamed: I am tortured by

this flame. . . . In the same way was incorporeal the flame by which he was

burned, the drop he asked for, as well as the images in the dream of those who

sleep, or even more the incorporeal beings for those who have an intuition in

28. “Si enim non haberet anima corpus, non caperet imago animae imaginem corporis. . . . incorporalitas
enim ab omni genere custodiae libera est, immunis et a poena et a fouella. . . . Per quod enim punitur aut
fouetur, hoc erit corpus” ðTertullian, De anima 7, in Patrologia Latina ½PL� 2:641–752b, at 656–57Þ.
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ecstasy, although such beings have the appearance of a body.”29 All Christianity

has been divided for centuries over such question.

Origen follows Tertullian’s interpretation in the sixth chapter of the Epistola

ad Gregorium, according to which “only of God it can be supposed that he

exists without material substance and without any relation with a corporeal

projection.”30 Of the same opinion are Faustus of Riez, Hilary of Poitiers, and

John Cassian.

Cassiodorus’s De anima, in the sixth century, agrees instead with the Au-

gustinian interpretation: “The former ½the rich man� has never spoken with any

corporeal tongue, and the latter ½the poor man� did not have any finger, from

which drops could fall and relieve the fire of the squanderer.”31 The same trend

can be followed in Rabanus Maurus’s Tractatus de animae and Claudianus

Mamertus’s De statu animae.32 Among the Greek church fathers, Basil in the

OMILIA EIΣ TO, Prósece seautó ð“understand through the incorporeal

soul, which lives in you, that God is incorporeal”Þ33 and Gregory of Nyssa in the
De mortuis ð“the spirit too is without matter, it cannot be seen; it can be

understood only through belief”Þ manifest the same opinion.34

The chain of references could be followed right into contemporary theol-

ogy.35 It is necessary, however, to at least mention here the way in which images

depict this debate,36 and in this the chronological perspective must yield to the

structural one. Let one consider, as one example, a late medieval fresco from

Denmark ðfig. 13Þ. The axiology of the parable is rendered by a bipartition—on

the left, the death of the rich man and, on the right, that of Lazarus. In both

cases, the Greek formula of the soul that leaves the body through the mouth is

adopted ðBeckett 1926, 79, 361Þ. It is not at all a unique iconography, if one

29. “Dicerem quidem sic arsuros sine ullo suo corpore spiritus, sicut ardebat apud inferos ille dives, quando
dicebat: Crucior in hac flamma. . . . Sic ergo incorporalis et illa flamma qua exarsit et illa guttula quam poposcit,
qualia sunt etiam visa dormientium sive in ecstasi cernentium res incorporales, habentes tamen similitudinem
corporum” ðAugustine, De civitate Dei 21.10.2, in PL 41:725Þ.

30. “cum solius Dei . . . id proprium sit, ut sine materiali substantia et absque ulla corporeae adjectionis
societate intelligatur subsistere” ðOrigen, Epistola ad Gregorium 6, in Patrologia Graeca ½PG� 11:170Þ.

31. “Caetereum nec ille lingua locutus est, quam constat esse corpoream; nec ille digitos habuit, unde
cadentibus guttis incendium divitis temperare potuisset” ðCassiodorus, De anima 4, in PL 70:1289cÞ.

32. Rabanus Maurus, Tractatus de animae, in PL 110:1109–20; Claudianus Mamertus, De statu animae
ðTurnhout: Brepols, 2010Þ.

33. “ 'Asèμatoν νóei tòν Veòν ™k th~j ™νuparcoÚsηj soi yuch~j ¢swμ£tou”; PG 31:216; see Fedwick 1996;
for a critical edition of the Greek text, Basil 1962 and 2012.

34. “ 'w0 ste kaˆ taÚtην ¢u~lÒν te ei~νai kaˆ ¢eiδh~ kaˆ ¢sèμatoν”; PG 46:509; see Gregory of Nissa 1967–98,
1991.

35. Chapeaurouge 1973, 9: “Die theologische Kontroverse über die Materialität der Seele” ðthe theological
controversy about the materiality of the soulÞ.

36. Schiller 1966, 470–71; Kemp 1972; Chapeaurouge 1980; Cormack 1997; Buschhoff 2004, 163–64: “Die
Seele im kirchlichen Verständnis und ihre künstlerische Darstellung” ðthe soul in the understanding of the
Church and its artistic representationÞ.
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considers a depiction of the martyrdom of Saint Alban ðfigs. 14a–14bÞ in the

English psalter dedicated to him, in which the soul comes out of the mouth of

the saint’s cut-off head, as shown in the bottom-right corner ðGoldschmidt

1895; Pächt 1960Þ;37 or a representation of Saint Scholastica’s death ðfigs.
15a–15bÞ, produced roughly two decades later, in which the soul is once again a
bird that flies from the mouth of the saint toward the heavens; or a capital

column in the basilica of Vézelay ðfig. 16Þ, dating from the second half of the

twelfth century, in which the depiction of the parable of the rich man and

Lazarus distinctly shows the soul of the former torn away from him by demons

through his mouth ðSalet and Adhémar 1948Þ.
Further emphasis on this iconographic formula is seen later in Byzantine

representations, for instance, on the southern and western walls of the Saint

George Chapel in the Serbian Orthodox monastery of Hilandar on Mount

Athos, where a cycle of frescos from the third quarter of the fourteenth century

translates into images the Canon of the Agonizing ðe„j yucοrraγοu~νtajÞ,
attributed to the martyr and poet Andrew of Crete ðfig. 17Þ. The third scene

represents the moment of the departure of the soul, mentioned in the second

verse of the sixth canto. The soul of the monk, in the form of a naked figurine,

flings itself upward with the help of an angel, while its right foot still remains

entangled in the mouth of the deceased ðDjurić 1964, 68Þ.38

37. The image is meant to illustrate Psalms 25:1: “A Psalm of David. To Thee, O LORD, I lift up my soul.”
38. On the presence of this figurative detail in the frescos of Sušica in Macedonia, see Babič 1962.

Figure 13. Late medieval fresco in the refectory of the Carmelite convent in Elsinore,
Denmark. Reproduced from Beckett ð1926, 362Þ.
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Figure 14a. Saint Alban Psalter, produced before 1123. Reproduced from Pächt ð1960,
416, pl. 99Þ.
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The theme of the mouth as a fissure of communication between life and

death, immanence and transcendence, is even more evident in the fresco of the

Serbian Orthodox monastery of Dečani, in Kosovo, dating from 1347–48 and

depicting the parable of the rich man and the poor Lazarus ðfig. 18Þ.39 In this

tripartite narrative, a couple of angels, on the left, carries the soul in arms of the

poor—whose soulless body lies on a miserable mat just below—toward the

skies, barely hinted at by a whitish curve in the top center of the image.40 On a

marble bed, in the center, an angel grasps the soul of the damned rich man

through his mouth with a pitchfork, almost prefiguring the infinite scorching

heat that he will suffer in hell, evoked in the bottom-right corner.

Christian theology, and thus Christian iconography, is divided, at times sid-

ing with the party of the subjective corporeity of the soul and at times contort-

ing itself into paradoxical depictions in which the immateriality of the soul is

39. Cvetković 2011, 34, and bibliography in n. 88.
40. See, on this particular figure, Underwood 1975, 208, 238–39.

Figure 14b. Saint Alban Psalter, detail.
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Figure 15a. Stuttgart Psalter, ca. 1150, Cod. Hist. Fol. 415 der Württembergischen
Landesbibliothek Stuttgart, fol. 25r. Reproduced from Löffler ð1928, 49, pl. 24Þ.
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represented through the denial of any subjectivity.41This is the case of the splendid

Dormition of the Theotokos depicted in aMacedonian fresco ðfig. 19Þ dating from
around 1299, in which the Greek formula of the passing of the soul through the

mouth is associated with the willingness of denying its materiality, with the par-

41. In no way does this essay mean to suggest that Christian iconography is a simple translation of
Christian religious literature and its exegesis. On the contrary, religious iconography, not only in Christianity
but also in other religious civilizations, frequently contradicts its verbal sources, thus revealing and transposing
into images its inner contradictions ðLeone, forthcoming aÞ. This is the case also with the Christian visual
imaginary of the soul.

Figure 15b. Stuttgart Psalter, detail.
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adoxical result of subverting the correspondence of gender42 between the Virgin

and the figurine of her soul.43

Conclusion
This essay can only hint at the complex and fascinating textual adventures

forged at the crossroad between Greek, Jewish, and Christian cultures. And

42. On the gender of visual representations of religious subjectivity, and in particular of the soul, see Leone
2012a, esp. “L’âme au feminin” ð2:421–87Þ.

Figure 16. Capital of the fourth column in the south nave of the basilica of Vézelay, second
half of the twelfth century. Photograph by the author.

43. According to Babič ð1962, 332–33Þ, the figurative detail of the soul of the Virgin coming out of her
mouth at the moment of her dormition so as to be received in the arms of her son Jesus—a detail that, as has
been shown, can be found in a fresco of Saint Nicola of Prilep as well as in one in Sušica, Macedonia—derives
from Greek and Roman models through the mediation of Byzantine illustrated psalters, for instance, folio
102 of the Chludov Psalter in Moscow ðHistorical Museum, Cod. Add. Gr. 129, ninth centuryÞ, where one can
see a human figure lying down, its soul coming out of the mouth; the image is accompanied by the capture
“the soul of man” ðBabič 1962, fig. 22Þ.
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only one of the isotopies offered by Ripa’s verbal and visual distillate has been

unraveled, that of the volatility of the soul, and regarding this, only a handful of

texts have been cherry-picked, centered on the figure of the mouth as the

fissure of the vital principle.44 Other isotopies should be perused, other texts

analyzed, and each of them needs to be situated in their own context, examined

in their own semantic and expressive structure ðLeone 2004, 2010, 2012aÞ.
Both historical-cultural and semiotic-typological study of the religious imag-

inaries of the soul are fundamental to understanding their legacy in subsequent

conceptions of subjectivity, a subjectivity that existed well before that the

corresponding word became a keyword in the modern and especially post-

modern debate on individuality, agency, recognition, responsibility, and so on.

One of the main objectives of an anthropologically oriented semiotics is to

point out, through textual and contextual, synchronic and diachronic, his-

torical and typological analysis, that the profile of the concept of subjectivity is

as variable as its etymology, with many metamorphoses in its long and complex

mutation. The “subject,” as some societies and cultures conceive it today, did

not exist in the same form in other epochs and civilizations, not with the same

boundaries, characteristics, competencies ðMauss 1985Þ. Yet, history shows no
absolute fractures in the unfolding of the human predicament. Traces of the

features of the current idea—and representations—of subjectivities can be

detected in the past, through that slow but continuous transformation of signs,

discourses, and texts through which ancient cultures are transmogrified into

the modern ones, and these into contemporaneity.

In the mare magnum of these expressions that give voice to humanity and

leave its fingerprints through history, the semiotician can only humbly work

with the archaeologist, the historian, the anthropologist, and elaborate models

44. The partiality of the proposed analysis is even more relevant, if one considers that Ripa’s entry does not
end with the description of the iconography of the “sensible and blessed soul” but continues with that of the
“damned soul.” Significantly, this continuation does not mention the wings or any other sign of volatility
anymore, as if the moral fall of the soul entailed also the loss of its capacity of flying.

Two eleventh-century psalters, one in the Vatican ðVat. Barb. Gr. 372, dating from 1092, fol. 167 versoÞ, the
other in London ðAdd. Gr. 19352, dating from 1066, fol. 137, fig. 23Þ, adopt the same figure in order to illustrate
Psalms 103:15–16: “As for man, his days are like grass; he flourishes like a flower of the field; for the wind passes
over it, and it is gone, and its place knows it no more” ðRSVÞ. Moreover, in a thirteenth-century psalter from
the monastery of Dionysiou at Mount Athos ðms. 65, fol. 11 versoÞ an angel receives the personification of a
soul and helps it to come out of the mouth of a deceased monk ðBabič 1962, 333Þ. Also, in the Serbian psalter of
Munich, fourteenth century, folio 153 recto, the death of the just one is depicted in the same way, in order to
illustrate Psalms 118:2–3 ðother occurrences of this iconography can be found in Tikkanen 1895, 29/32/99, figs.
38/44/100Þ. Among the Latin manuscripts, the Hortus Deliciarum ðend of the twelfth centuryÞ employs the
same figure so as to represent, again, the death of the rich man. Finally, the illustrated novel Barlaam and
Josaphat ðfourteenth-century ms., Par. Gr. 1128, fol. 58Þ also contains the figure of the mouth as transition
passage between life and death ðDer Nersessian 1937, 2:247, pl. 63, 1:45, 47Þ.
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that retrace the thread of such transformations with more cogent coherence by

individuating the inner mechanisms, the salient passages, the leaps and gaps

through which forms and concepts mutate in the passage from one civilization

to another. Tracing back the mechanism that animates this concept one cannot

just start with Christianity but with its roots, with Athens and Jerusalem,

Figure 17. Southern wall of the chapel of Saint George in the Serbian Orthodox monastery
of Hilandar, Mount Athos, third scene from the Canon of the Agonizing fresco cycle,
third quarter of the fourteenth century. Reproduced from Djurić ð1964, pl. 10Þ.
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investigating how the Christian imaginary of the soul borrows elements from

previous religious ideologies so as to construct its own articulation of the di-

alectics between interiority and exteriority, distinction and indistinctiveness,

autonomy and dependence.

Taking as a point of departure—after the model of Greimas’s analysis of the

semantics of dictionaries—Ripa’s condensed definition of the Christian ico-

nography of the soul, one of its lines of semantic coherence ðisotopiesÞ, that

Figure 18. “The rich man and Lazarus,” fresco from the Serbian Orthodox monastery of
Dečani, Kosovo, 1347–48. Photograph by the author.

Figure 19. “Dormition of the Theotokos,” fresco in Saint Nicola of Prilep, Macedonia,
ca. 1299. Photograph by the author.
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of volatility, was particularly examined: for the Greeks, the Jews, and then for the

Christians, the principle of agency that inhabits the body is not a stable, per-

manent feature, but a fleeting element, and one whose slipperiness is all themore

emphasized in narratives of death. It is in these narratives, indeed, seeking to

represent that ineffable instant that is the passage from life to death, from exis-

tence to nonexistence, that the imaginary of the inner principle of life manifests

itself with dramatic urgency. If the human body is inhabited, or even “possessed”

by a principle of agency that determines the peculiarities of its existence, what

happens to that body when death comes to determine its immobility and inex-

orable deterioration? And most importantly, what happens to the principle held

by this body? How much of the individuality of human existence survives the

abrupt transition between life and death? Each civilization answers these ques-

tions with different signs, representations, and narratives, which seek to propose

abductions about what can neither be deduced nor induced.

The Greeks, as it was pointed out, most often depict a vital principle that

lacks the gravity of its corporeal receptacle and is therefore able to fly away at

the moment of death, a moment that can be euphoric or dysphoric depending

on whether such ethereality is conceived as anguishing fleetingness or as lib-

eration. In any case, the Greeks seldom renounce to give an incarnation to

the bodiless principle of life that abandons the body: a variegated typology of

embodiments—and depictions—of psyché derives from such imaginary, where

all the signs of the Greek soul are characterized by volatility, but then vary as

regards the extent to which they manifest a somatic correspondence between

the dying body and its fleeting psyché. The Jews, on the contrary, do not

attribute a corporeal figure to the principle of life, since such corporeal figure is,

indeed, the body itself. When life ceases, the visibility of such principle through

the body ceases as well, and what matters is rather to envisage the dynamics of

circulation of this principle, the going into and coming out of the body at the

moments of creation/birth and death, respectively. The Jewish imaginary there-

fore does not multiply the visible figures of the soul but rather the invisible op-

erations to which it is subjected at the moment of creation ðhence the reflection,
which the Christian iconography will subsequently manifest also visually, of the

“enlivenment of Adam”Þ and, above all, at the moment of death ðhence the

articulation of a typology of ways of dying, and themystical reflection on the “kiss

of God”Þ. The meager iconography of the Jewish imaginary of death does not

represent the soul departing from the body but rather the operations of a tran-

scendent, invisible agent that gives or takes back that invisible principle that hehad

infused into a visible body.
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As has been demonstrated, the Christians inherit from the Greeks both the

idea of the extreme volatility of the soul and the obsession for its representa-

tion. They too give rise, mainly in the Christian iconography, to a various range

of signs and narratives that materialize the immateriality of the soul at the

moment of its departure from the body, with degrees of correspondence be-

tween the individuality of the former and the distinctiveness of the latter that

vary as well. Yet, Christianity, and especially the “logocentric” discourse of its

theology, remains quite wary of the legitimacy of representing the invisible

principle of life that the body, when alive, shares with its invisible creator. What

follows from this juggling between Greek hypericonicity and Jewish hyper-

aniconicity is perhaps not schizophrenia but certainly contradiction, paradox,

and representative sophistication.

A semiotic anthropology of religious cultures must pinpoint the splendid

variety through which human groups have imagined, signified, and commu-

nicated the sacred throughout the ages. What are, indeed, these civilizations if

not conglomerates of signs clustered by a certain “family resemblance,” by a

certain style and bend of the human imagination? And yet, the articulation of

such variety into harmonious typologies, meant to increase our intelligibility of

the abundance of signs that populate the world and its history, immediately

leads to the detection of analogies, similarities, and continuities and to singling

out what crosses the epochs and the civilizations and constitutes, indeed, the

fundament of humanity. That our subjectivity is expressed through the signs of

language, that they are able to fly in the ethereal space that separate bodies, and

that they somehow linger in that space, alive, even after the body is dead, are

fundamental characteristics of the modern imaginary of subjectivity, novel en-

actments of an ancient dream.45

References
Assmann, Jan. 2006. Erinnertes Ägypten: Pharaonische Motive in der europäischen Religions-

und Geistesgeschichte. Berlin: Kulturverlag Kadmos.

Babič, Gordana. 1962. “Les fresques de Sušica en Macédoine et l’iconographie originale de

leurs images de la vie de la Vierge.” Cahiers archéologiques 12:332–36.

Basil. 1962. L’homélie de Basile de Césarée sur le mot “observe-toi toi-même.” Ed. Stig Y.

Rudberg. Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell.

Basil. 2012. Nosce te ipsum—animam tuam—Deum: Predigt 3 des Basilius Caesariensis in der

Übersetzung des Rufinus; kritische Ausgabe des lateinischen Textes mit Einleitung,

griechischer Fassung und deutscher Übersetzung. Ed. Heinrich Marti. Berlin: De Gruyter.

45. The influence of the Christian imaginary of the soul on the modern and contemporary conceptions of
language as “the soul of man” should be the object of a specific essay.

154 • Signs and Society

https://doi.org/10.1086/670169 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1086/670169


Baumeister, Karl August. 1889. Denkmäler des klassischen Altertums, zur Erläuterung

des Lebens der Griechen und Römer in Religion, Kunst und Sitte, vol. 3, Rechenbrett-

Zwölfgötter. Munich: Oldenbourg.

Beckett, Francis. 1926. Danmarks Kunst: Gotiken. Copenhagen: Koppels.

Benveniste, Émile. 1966. Problèmes de linguistique générale. Vol. 1. Paris: Gallimard.

———. 1971. Problèmes de linguistique générale. Vol. 2. Paris: Gallimard.

Bonfiglioli, Stefania. 2008. “Aristotle’s Non-logical Works and the Square of Oppositions in

Semiotics.” Logica Universalis 2ð1Þ: 107–26.
Boudon, Raymond. 1968. A quoi sert la notion de “structure”? Essai sur la signification de la

notion de structure dans les sciences humaines. Paris: Gallimard.

Bousset, Wilhelm. 1965. Die Himmelsreise der Seele. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buch-

gesellschaft.

Bunčić, Aleksandra. 2011. “The Sarajevo Haggadah: Iconography of Death in Jewish Art and

Tradition.” Ikon 4: 73–81.

Buschhoff, Anne. 2004. Die Liebesemblematik des Otto van Veen: Die “Amorum Emblemata”

ð1608Þ und die “Amoris Divini Emblemata” ð1615Þ. Bremen: H. M. Hauschild.

Calabrese, Omar. 1991. “Rappresentazione della morte e morte della rappresentazione.” In

Semiotica delle Passioni, ed. Isabella Pezzini, 97–108. Bologna: Esculapio.

Chantraine, Pierre, ed. 1980. Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue grecque, vol. 4, Phi–

Omega, Index. Paris: Klincksieck.

Chapeaurouge, Donat de. 1973. “Die Rettung der Seele. Genesis eines Mittelalterlichen Bild-

themas.”Wallraf-Richartz-Jahrbuch:Westdeutsches Jahrbuch für Kunstgeschichte 35:9–54.

———. 1980. “Die Rettung der Seele: Biblische Exempla und mittelalterlische Adaption.”

Vestigia Bibliae 2:35–88.

Cobley, Paul. 2009. “Preface.” Semiotica 173 ðmonographic issue on “Subjectivity”Þ: 369–76.
Collignon, Maxime. 1875. “Sur un groupe d’éros et psyché trouvé en Grèce.” Revue arché-

ologique 30:201–4.

Coquet, Jean-Claude. 2007. Phusis et logos: Une phénoménologie du langage. Saint Denis:

Presses Universitaires de Vincennes.

Cormack, Robin. 1997. Painting the Soul: Icons, Death Masks, and Shrouds. London: Re-

aktion Books.

Cumont, Franz Valery Marie. 1942. Recherches sur le symbolisme funéraire des Romains.

Paris: Geuthner.

Cvetković, Branislav. 2011. “The Living ðand theÞ Dead: Imagery of Death in Byzantium and

the Balkans.” Ikon 4:27–44.

David, Madeleine V. 1965. Le Débat sur les écritures et l’hiéroglyphe aux XVIIème et

XVIIIème siècles: et l’application de la notion de déchiffrement aux écritures mortes.

Paris: SEVPEN.

Der Nersessian, Sirarpie. 1937. L’Illustration du roman de Barlaam et Joasaph, d’après les

clichés de la Frick Art Reference Library et de la Mission Gabriel Millet au Mont-Athos.

2 vols. Paris: De Boccard.

de Witte, Jean Joseph Antoine Marie. 1833. “La mort d’Alcyonée.” Annales de l’Institut de

correspondance archéologique 5:308–18.

Signs of the Soul • 155

https://doi.org/10.1086/670169 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1086/670169


Dihle, Albrecht. 1982. “Totenglaube und Seelenvorstellung im 7. Jahrhundert vor Christus.”

In Jenseitsvorstellungen in Antike und Christentum: Gedenkschrift für Alfred Stuiber, ed.

Theodor Klaus, 9–20. Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum 9. Münster: Aschendorffsche

Verlagsbuchhandlung.

Djurić, Vojislav J. 1964. “Fresques médiévales à Chilandar.” In Actes du XII Congrès inter-

national d’études byzantines, ed. Comité yougoslave des études byzantines, 59–68. Bel-

grade: Naučno Delo.

Eco, Umberto. 1976. A Theory of Semiotics. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

———. 1979. The Role of the Reader: Explorations in the Semiotics of Texts. Bloomington:

Indiana University Press.

Fedwick, Paul Jonathan. 1996. Bibliotheca Basiliana Universalis: A Study of the Manuscript

Tradition of the Works of Basil of Caesarea. Vol. 2. Turnhout: Brepols.

Festugière, André-Jean. 1957. “La mosaïque de Philippopolis et les sacrophages ‘au Pro-

méthee.’ ” La Revue des arts 7:195–202.

Finnestad, Ragnhild Bjerre. 1978. “The Meaning and Purpose of Opening the Mouth in

Mortuary Contexts.” Numen 25 ð2Þ: 118–34.
Fishbane, Michael. 1994. The Kiss of God: Spiritual and Mystical Death in Judaism. Samuel

and Althea Stroum Lectures in Jewish Studies. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Gandz, Solomon. 1932–33. “Hebrew Numerals.” Proceedings of the American Academy for

Jewish Research 4:53–112.

Gerhard, Eduard, ed. 1843. Auserlesene griechische Vasenbilder: Hauptsächlich etruskischen

Fundorts. Vol. 2. Berlin: Reimer.

———. 1867. Etruskische Spiegel. Vol. 4. Berlin: Reimer.

Giehlow, Karl. 1915. “Die Hieroglyphen-kunde des Humanismus in der Allegorie der Re-

naissance.” Jahrbuch der Kunsthistorischen Sammlungen des Allerhöchsten Kaiserhauses

32 ð1Þ: 1–232.
Goldschmidt, Adolph. 1895. Der Albanipsalter in Hildesheim und seine beziehung zur sym-

bolischen kirchensculptur des XII. jahrhunderts. Berlin: Siemens.

Gregory of Nissa. 1967–98. Sermones, 3 vols. Ed. Günter Heil et al. Leiden: Brill.

———. 1991. Discorso sui defunti. Ed. Giuseppe Lozza. Turin: Società Editrice Inter-

nazionale.

Greimas, Algirdas Julien. 1983. Structural Semantics: An Attempt at a Method. Trans. Daniele

McDowell, Ronald Schleifer, and Alan Velie. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

———. 1987. On Meaning: Selected Writings in Semiotic Theory. Trans. Paul J. Perron and

Frank H. Collins. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

———. 1988. Maupassant: The Semiotics of Text; Practical Exercises. Trans. Paul Perron.

Amsterdam: Benjamins.

———. 1990. The Social Sciences: A Semiotic View. Trans. Paul Perron and Frank H. Collins.

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Greimas, Algirdas Julien, and Jacques Courtés. 1982. Semiotics and Language: An Analytical

Dictionary. Trans. Larry Crist et al. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Hartwig, Paul. 1891. “Herakles and Eurytos on a Cylix at Palermo.” Journal of Hellenic

Studies 12:334–50.

156 • Signs and Society

https://doi.org/10.1086/670169 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1086/670169


Helbig, Wolfgang. 1864. “Monumenti antichi posseduti da’ sigg. Peytrignet e Piot.” Bullettino

dell’Instituto di Corrispondenza Archeologica, nos. 1–2:172–84.

Henkel, Arthur, and Albrecht Schöne. 1967. “Index Rerum Notabilium zu den ‘Hier-

oglyphica’ des Horapollo.” In Emblemata: Handbuch zur Sinnbildkunst des XVI. und

XVII. Jahrhunderts, vol. 1, col. 2108. Stuttgart: Metzler.

Hjelmslev, Louis. 1953. Prolegomena to a Theory of Language. Trans. Francis J. Whitfield.

Baltimore: Waverly.

Hogarth, David George. 1902. “The Zakro Sealings.” Journal of Hellenic Studies 22:76–93.

Icard-Gianolio, Noëlle. 1994. “Commentaire” on the entry “Psyché.” In Lexicon iconog-

raphicum mythologiae classicae, vol. 7, Oidipous–Theseus, 583–85. Zurich: Artemis.

Iversen, Erik. 1958. “Hieroglyphic Studies of the Renaissance.” Burlington Magazine 100

ð658Þ: 15–21.
———. 1961. The Myth of Egypt and Its Hieroglyphs in European Tradition. Copenhagen:

Gad.

Jüttemann, Gerd, Michael Sonntag, and Christoph Wulf, eds. 1991. Die Seele: Ihre Geschichte

im Abendland. Weinheim: Psychologie Verlags Union.

Kemp, Wolfgang. 1972. “Seele.” In Lexikon der christlichen Ikonographie, vol. 4, ed. Engel-

bert Kirschbaum et al., 138–42. Rome: Herder.

Kister, Menahem. 1991. “Metamorphoses of Aggadic Traditions” ½in Hebrew�. Tarbiz 60 ð2Þ:
213–20.

Knipping, John Baptist. 1974. Iconography of the Counter Reformation in the Netherland:

Heaven on Earth. Nieuwkoop: De Graff.

Kockelman, Paul. 2006. “Agent, Person, Subject, Self.” Semiotica 162:1–18.

Kogman-Appel, Katrin. 1996. “Der Exodyszyklus der Sarajevo-Haggada: Bemerkungen zur

Arbeitsweise spätmittelalterlicher jüdischer Illuminatoren und ihrem Umgang mit Vor-

lagen.” Gesta 35 ð2Þ: 111–27.
———. 2006. Illuminated Haggadot from Medieval Spain: Biblical Imagery and the Passover

Holiday. University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press.

Kraemer, David. 2000. The Meanings of Death in Rabbinic Judaism. London: Routledge.

Leone, Massimo. 2004. Religious Conversion and Identity: The Semiotic Analysis of Texts.

New York: Routledge.

———. 2010. Saints and Signs: A Semiotic Reading of Conversion in Early Modern Cath-

olicism. Berlin: De Gruyter.

———. 2012a. Sémiotique de l’âme: Langages du changement spirituel à l’aube de l’âge

moderne. 3 vols. Berlin: Presses Académiques Francophones.

———. 2012b. “FromTheory toAnalysis: Forethoughts onCultural Semiotics.”Versus114:23–38.

———. Forthcoming a. “The Iconography of the Giving of the Law: A Semiotic Overview.” In

Law, Culture, and Visual Studies, ed. Anne Wagner and Richard K. Sherwin. Berlin:

Springer.

———, ed. Forthcoming b. Semiotica delle soggettività ð“I Saggi di Lexia” 7Þ. Rome: Aracne.

Löffler, Karl. 1928. Schwäbische Buchmalerei in romanischer Zeit. Augsburg: Filser.

Lotman, Iurij Michajlovich. 1990. Universe of the Mind: A Semiotic Theory of Culture. Trans.

Ann Shukman. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Signs of the Soul • 157

https://doi.org/10.1086/670169 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1086/670169


———. 1992. La semiosfera: L’asimmetria e il dialogo nelle strutture pensanti. Trans. Si-

monetta Silvestroni. Venice: Marsilio.

Lys, Daniel. 1959. Nèphèsh: Histoire de l’âme dans la révélation d’Israël au sein des religions

proche-orientales. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France.

———. 1963. Rûach, le souffle, dans l’Ancien Testament, enquête anthropologique à travers

l’histoire théologique d’Israël. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France.

Manetti, Giovanni. 1993. Theories of the Sign in Classical Antiquity. Trans. Christine Rich-

ardson. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

———. 1998. La teoria dell’enunciazione: L’origine del concetto e alcuni più recenti sviluppi.

Siena: Protagon.

———. 2008. L’enunciazione: Dalla svolta comunicativa ai nuovi media. Milan: Mondadori

Università.

Mauss, Marcel. 1985. “A Category of the Human Mind: The Notion of Person; the Notion

of Self.” Trans. D. W. Halls. In The Category of the Person: Anthropology, Philosophy, His-

tory, ed. Michael Carriters, Steven Collins, and Steven Lukes, 1–25. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.

Meier, P. I. 1883. “Sopra un’anfora della collezione Bourgignon in Napoli.” Annali dell’In-

stituto di Corrispondenza Archeologica 55:208–24.

Morrison, J. V. 1997. “Kerostasia, the Dictates of Fate, and the Will of Zeus in the Iliad.”

Arethusa 30 ð2Þ: 276–96.
Murtonen, A. 1958. The Living Soul: A Study of the Meaning of the Word Naefaeš in the Old

Testament Hebrew Language. Helsinki: Societas Orientalis Fennica.

Ono, Aya. 2007. La Notion d’énonciation chez Émile Benveniste. Limoges: Lambert-Lucas.

Oppel, Arnold, ed. 1911. Das Hohelied Salomonis und die deutsche religiöse Liebeslyrik.

Berlin: Rothschild.

Pächt, Otto. 1960. The St. Albans Psalter. Studies of the Warburg Institute 25. London:

Warburg Institute.

Parmentier, Richard J. 1994. Signs in Society: Studies in Semiotic Anthropology. Bloomington:

University of Indiana Press.

Powell, Mava Jo. 2009. “Benveniste’s Notion of Subjectivity in the Active Metaphors of

Ordinary Language.” Semiotica 67 ð1–2Þ: 39–60.
Praz, Mario. 1939. Studies in Seventeenth-Century Imagery. Vol. 1. London: Warburg In-

stitute.

Price, Julius J. 1920. “Rabbinic Conceptions about Death.” The Open Court 34 ð7Þ: 440–48.
Queiroz, João and Merrell, Floyd. 2005. “Abduction: Between Subjectivity and Objectivity.”

Semiotica 153 ð1/4Þ: 1–8.
Rawn, Jonathan David. 2008. Discovering Gematria: Foundational Exegesis and Primary

Dictionary. Hixson, TN: Gematria.

Reinach, Salomon. 1899. Répertoire des vases peints grecs et etrusques. Vol. 1. Paris: Leroux.

Ripa, Cesare. 1603. Iconologia, overo descrittione di diverse imagini cavate dall’antichità, e di

propria inventione. Rome: Appresso Lepido Facij.

Rohde, Erwin. 1950. Psyche: The Cult of Souls and Belief in Immortality among the Greeks.

Trans. W. B. Hillis. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

158 • Signs and Society

https://doi.org/10.1086/670169 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1086/670169


Roscher, Wilhelm Heinrich, ed. 1909. Ausführliches Lexikon der griechischen und rö-

manischen Mythologie. 6 vols. Hildeseim: Olm.

Roth, Cecil. 1963. The Sarajevo Haggadah. New York: Harcourt, Brace & World.

Roth, Ann Macy. 1992. “The psš-kf and the ‘Opening of the Mouth’ Ceremony: A Ritual of

Birth and Rebirth.” Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 78:113–47.

Salet, Francis, and Jean Adhémar. 1948. Jean La Madeleine de Vézelay: Étude iconographique.

Melun: Librairie d’Argences.

Salinas, Antonio. 1864. “Notice sur deux statues nouvellement découvertes à Athènes, près de

l’Hagia Trias.” Revue archéologique 5 ð9Þ: 361–70.
Schiller, Gertrud. 1966. Ikonographie der christlichen Kunst. Vol. 1, Inkarnation, Kindheit,

Taufe, Versuchung, Verklärung, Wirken und Wunder Christi. Gütersloh: Gütersloher

Verlagshaus G. Mohn.

Schrader, Otto. 1907. Sprachvergleichung und Urgeschichte: Linguistisch-historische Beiträge

zur Erforschung des indogermanischen Altertums. Vol. 2. Jena: Costenoble.

Singer, Milton B. 1984. Man’s Glassy Essence: Explorations in Semiotic Anthropology. Bloom-

ington: Indiana University Press.

———. 1991. Semiotics of Cities, Selves, and Cultures: Explorations in Semiotic Anthropology.

Berlin: De Gruyter.

Sonnenhauser, Barbara. 2008. “On the Linguistic Expression of Subjectivity: Towards a Sign-

Centered Approach.” Semiotica 172:323–37.

Staples, William E. 1928. “The ‘Soul’ in the Old Testament.” American Journal of Semitic

Languages and Literatures 44 ð3Þ: 145–76.
Strauss, Leo. 1967. Jerusalem and Athens: Some Preliminary Reflections. New York: City

College.

Tikkanen, Johan Jakob. 1895. Die Psalterillustration im Mittelalter. Vol. 1, Die Psalterillus-

tration in der Kunstgeschichte. Helsinki: Finnischen Litteratur-Gesellschaft.

Turcan, Robert. 1959. “L’âme-oiseau et l’eschatologie orphique.” Revue de l’histoire des re-

ligions 155:33–40.

Underwood, Paul A. 1975. Studies in the Art of the Kariye Djami and Its Intellectual Back-

ground. Vol. 3. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Vermeule, Emily. 1979. Aspects of Death in Early Greek Art and Poetry. Berkeley: University

of California Press.

Weicker, Georg. 1895. “De Sirenibus quaestiones selectae.” Doctoral thesis, University of

Leipzig.

———. 1902. Der Seelenvogel in der alten Literatur und Kunst. Leipzig: Teubner.

———. 1905. “Hähne auf Grabstelen.” Athenische Mitteilungen 30:207–12.

Weitzmann, Kurt, and Massimo Bernabò, eds. 1999. The Byzantine Octateuchs. Vol. 2.

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Weitzmann, Kurt, and Hebert L. Kessler. 1986. The Illustrations in the Manuscripts of the

Septuagint. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Wright, Archie T. 2011. “The Spirit in Early Jewish Biblical Interpretation: Examining

John R. Levison’s Filled with the Spirit.” Pneuma 33 ð12Þ: 35–46.

Signs of the Soul • 159

https://doi.org/10.1086/670169 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1086/670169

