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VEROVANJA IN MITIČNE PREDSTAVE O SMRTI

IN POSMRTNEM ŽIVLJENJU

BELIEFS AND MYTHOLOGICAL NOTIONS

OF DEATH AND LIFE AFTER DEATH
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SLAVIC FOLK CONCEPTIONS OF DEATH

ACCORDING TO LINGUISTIC DATA

Svetlana M. Tolstaya

IZVLEČEK

Slovanski ljudski koncepti smrti glede na lingvistična dejstva

Avtorica navaja nekaj temeljnih idej in semantičnih modelov, ki se kažejo v besednjaku in frazeologiji “o
smrti” v slovanskih jezikih.
1. Koncept duše in interpretacija smrti kot “ločitev duše od telesa, njen odhod iz telesa” in podobne izraze
je mogoče najti v izrazih (povezanih z umirajočo osebo) kot, na primer, “nekdo ima dušo v svojem nosu”
(srbščina), “v zobeh” (bolgarščina) itd.
2. Eden najpomembnejših konceptov v “besedilu o smrti” je ideja poti, zato smrt opisuje tako veliko glago-
lov gibanja. Umirajoča oseba tako “gre narazen”, “leti”, “potuje”, “je na poti” itd.
3. Interpretacija smrti kot vrnitve na zemljo, ki je bila element in material za ustvarjenje človeka (primerjaj
z Genezo), predstavlja semantično osnovo naslednjih izrazov: “iti v črno zemljo”, “iti pod črno zemljo”,
“biti poročen s črno smrtjo”, “jesti zemljo” itd.
4. Naslednja ideja o smrti je koncept konca, sklenitev življenja, izčrpanje virov, življenjskih moči in pripa-
dajočega časa. S tem v zvezi so povezani naslednji izrazi: “priti do konca”, “končati se”, “biti zunaj let”,
“pojesti življenje nekoga” itd.
5. Krščanske koncepte smrti kot poti v novo življenje ali novo rojstvo lahko opazimo v izrazih, kot so, na
primer, “rešiti se” v bolgarščini, roditi se, “da umreš” itd.
6. Včasih je zunanji simptom umiranja ali specifičnost pogrebne šege uporabljen kot izrazni motiv. Na pri-
mer “zaviti z očmi”, “dati roke skupaj”, “imeti ‘kolivo’ v ustih” itd.

Ključne besede: umiranje, umrla oseba, duša, pogrebne šege, pot, zemlja, besednjak o smrti
Key words: dying, deseased person, soul, funeral rites, route, earth, vocabulary of death

Comparative poorness of verbal representation of such an important fragment of
the traditional world picture as folk concepts of death and the corresponding rituals and
everyday behavior has more than once been pointed out by scholars investigating Slavic
folk culture. Such poorness is even more evident against the background of the developed
terminology and phraseology of the wedding ritual and matrimonial beliefs. It is normal-
ly accounted for by the consecration of the theme of death, by the danger of direct nom-
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ination of the very phenomenon of death, the deceased, the other world etc. «The vocabu-
lary of death» comprises mostly euphemistic designations and idioms based on non spe-
cific vocabulary, nevertheless justified by the whole system of concepts concerning life
and death, correlated with the ritual of leave-taking of the deceased, burial and remem-
brance. To a considerable extend the sphere of the meanings (concepts) elaborated in the
vocabulary and phraseology of death coincides in various Slavic languages, which fact,
considering their etymological community, allows to reconstruct ancient Slavic beliefs
relating to death and, so to say, the whole «text of death».

It seems that the only «specific» area in the Slavic vocabulary of death are the
words containing the common Slavic root *mür-/mer-/mor, from which the «key words»
*súmürtü ‘death’ and *-mürěti ‘to die’ represented in all the Slavic languages are de-
rived. Nevertheless, even these words, as shown by V. V. Ivanov (Èâàíîâ 1987) and V. N.
Toporov (Òîïîðîâ 1991), in the Indo-European retrospective turn out to be not void of
inner form, i.e. semantically derived and reduced to be primary meaning ‘to disap-
pear’, a corresponding verb (alongside with the meaning ‘to die’) heaving been regis-
tered in ancient Hittite texts. Such semantic development ‘to disappear’ → ‘to die’ is
convincingly explained as an ancient euphemism (while opposite direction of semantic
development seems unlikely).

Such actual, for the Hittite language, i.-e. inner form has, of course, been wholly
erased in the Slavic ground and the verb *-mürěti is undoubtedly non-motivated in
Slavic languages. Nevertheless, the ancient semantic model ‘to disappear’ → ‘to die’
with certain semantic filiations like ‘be missing, be lost’ → ‘to die’ (or semantically cor-
related causative row: ‘to destroy’ → ‘to kill, to put the death’) turns out to be actual
also for the Slavic languages and is encountered in a considerable layer of so-called
«secondary», i.e. motivated vocabulary of death. I mean such verbs involved in the field
of death as *tęreti (sę) ‘to lose, be lost’, *gubiti (sę)/ *gúbnoti/*gybati (se) ‘to destroy, be
destroyed’, *propasti/*propadati ‘to be missing’, *tratiti ‘to spend’, *konücati (se)/
*konüciti (sę) and some others, e.g. *gladiti.

All these verbs with the common main meaning ‘to disappear, to be missing’ or
(causative) ‘act so that something /somebody disappears, is missing’ (and their deriva-
tives) may, in various Slavic languages, have the meaning ‘to die /to put to death, to
kill’. Being unable to quote here the necessary illustrative material, I would just like to
point out that this semantic connection ‘to disappear’ → ‘to die’ is confirmed and sup-
ported by the connection between opposite (antonymous) meanings: ‘to find /be found’
and ‘to bear /be born’ (words with the meaning ‘to find /be found’ have in a few Slavic
languages the meaning of ‘to bear /be born’, Òîëñòàÿ 1997). Such correlation of
words and meanings reflects, characteristically of the Slavic folk culture, the mirroring
opposing concept of birth and death, two polar marks of human life (see Òîëñòàÿ
1990). It should be also noted that the verbs nominating burial in the Slavic languages
*chorniti, *chovati, *pretati are indirectly connected with the same semantic sphere of
«losing~finding». On the one hand, we find antonymous correlation ‘to lose /have
lost’~‘to keep / have kept’ (i.e. ‘not to lose’ / ‘not to have lost’), and on the other hand
there is semantic opposition ‘to hide’~‘to find’.
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Such essential, for the folk tradition, category, as a contraposition of good, natu-
ral, self death to bad, unnatural death, is also reflected in the vocabulary of death. The
very common Slavic word *súmürtü originally used to denote a natural, good, right
death (which is expressed by the prefix *sú-/*su-, meaning ‘good’ and ‘own’). Unnatu-
ral, bad death is denoted by the verbs *gubiti (sę)/ *gúbnoti/*gybati (sę) ‘to destroy, be
destroyed’ with the primary meaning ‘to bend’, and further, possibly, leading to the
notion ‘crooked’, having stable negative connotations and interpreted as ‘something
wrong, bad, dangerous’ (Æóéêîâà 1998; Òîëñòàÿ 1998).

Let us briefly examine a few more motifs and semantic models reflected in the vo-
cabulary and phraseology of the Slavic languages, being key ones the folk concept of
death.

1. Let us begin with the cardinal, for the given sphere, concept of the soul and
interpretation of death as separation of soul from the body. According to Serbian be-
liefs, a living person’s soul is «tied» to the body (whence expressions âåçàíà äóøà,
«tied, i.e. corporal soul»), while after death it frees itself from the body (it is nominated
ñëîáîäíà äóøà «free soul»). See ×àjêàíîâè� 1994.5: 72. This concept interprets
death as «separation» of the body from the soul, as the breach of the bond, which bond
is sometimes perceived as christening or matrimonial bond, whence the Serbian ex-
pressions like ðàñêðåñòèòü ÷åëîâåêà ñ äóøîé «unchristen somebody with the soul»,
ñâÿùåííèê ðàñêðåùèâàåò óìèðàþùåãî ñ äóøîé «the priest unchristens the dying
person with the soul» (Vukanović 1986: 304).

There exist various notions about the exact location of the soul in the body, as
well as about the manner in which it leaves the body in the moment of death. Most fre-
quently it’s believed that the soul leaves the body through the mouth (Serbians have a
proverb Äóøà jåäíà âðàòà èìà, (i.e. «there is only one door for the soul»), but it
might also be the nose (Serbians say about a dying person Äóøà ìó ó íîñó ñòîjè «he
has his soul standing in his nose», (×àjêàíîâè� 1994/2: 62), or äîøëà äóøà ó íîñ
«the soul has come up to the nose»); cf. Serbian folk curse Äóøà òè íà íîñ äà
èçëàçèëà (Pirot, Çëàòêîâè� 1989: 32). It might also be the throat (or a hollow on the
neck): äîøëà äóøà ïîä ãðëî «the soul has come up to the throat»; Bulgarians consid-
er the teeth to be the last refuge of the soul before death, so they say about the dying
person íîñè äóøàòà â çúáèòå ñè «he wears his soul in his teeth» or äóøàòà ìó å äî
çúáèòå «his soul has come up to the teeth» or äúðæà äóøàòà ñè çàä çúáèòå «he
keeps his soul behind his teeth» (ÔÐÁÅ 1: 285-286).

It might be the eyes: Silesian Poles used to believe that the eyes burst in the mo-
ment of death, and that is how the soul comes out of the body (Moszynski 1967: 594; cf.
also ×àjêàíîâè� 1994/5: 108). It may be also the nails: Bulg. äóøà è ïîä íîêúò
îñòàÿ «the soul holds on but under the nail». Czechs believe it to be the elbow: mit
duši v lokti «he has his soul in his elbow», Serbians believe it to be the bones: Äóõ ìó ñå
ó êîñòè çàáèî «his spirit has hidden in his bones», Çàïåêëà ìó ñå äóøà ó êîñòèìà
«his soul has been baked in the bones», Jåäâà íîñèì ó êîñòèìà äóøó «I can hardly
wear my soul in my bones» (×àjêàíîâè� 1994/5: 72). Russians also consider the soul to
gradually «run out» of the body, cf. the expression â ÷åì òîëüêî äóøà äåðæèòñÿ
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«what is there to keep the soul» (though it might also have a different inner meaning,
underlining bodily diminution, insufficiency). Russian dial. Äóøà êîðîòêà ñòàëà
«the soul has become short», Ukrainian äóøà íà îäíié íèòö³ äåðæèòüñÿ «The soul
holds on to a thread» (ÔÑÓÌ 1: 277) etc.

East-Serbian (from Pirot) curses might also nominate the ribs as the place of
souls the departure: Äóøà òè íà ðåáðî èçëåçëà «your soul has come to your rib» etc.
(Çëàòêîâè� 1989: 32). The same texts may have, in accordance with the general «low-
ered» stylistics of the curses and their characteristic «non-normativity», the motif of the
soul’s departure through the anus (Äóøà íà äóïå äà òè èçëàçè êàä ïîjäåø íà îíèjà
ñâåò - the same), which is in accordance with the folk concept of death of wizards,
witches etc.

Separation of the soul from the body can be interpreted as the action of either
the soul itself or the dying person or some other «third» subject. In the former case, the
soul, as a rule, «comes out» (the standard expression about death in Polesye: äóøà
âûøëà) or «goes away» (äóøà óõîäèò - about the dying person, Zakarpatye, Sinevir).
Moreover, the soul may «fly away» (East-Slavic), «fall down» (Serb. äîê ìó äóøà íå
èñïàäíå - Òðèïêîâè� 1967: 5), «break off» (Òåøè� 1988: 144-145); cf. also Old-Rus-
sian èçðîíè äóøó èç õðàáðà òåëà («Ñëîâî î ïîëêó Èãîðåâå»), Rus. Karel. äóøà
âûïàäàåò «the soul falls out» about a dying person (ÑÐÃÊ 2: 13). When the dying
person is the agent, he «parts with», «separates with» the soul, «bids farewell» to it, «lets
out, spews, exhales» the soul, «climbs down the soul» (Vologda dial. ñäîáëÿåòñÿ ñ
äóøåíüêè ñïóñòèòüñÿ - Áðàãèíà 1980), îòäàåò Áîãó äóøó «gives the soul to God».
Serbians say about the agony that the person «collect the soul» or «fights with the soul»
(agony being interpreted as the fight between the angel and the death, the fight be-
tween the angel and the devil for the human soul). See ÃÅÌÁ 49: 163.

«The third» party of the act may be God who takes the soul (Serb. óçìå ìó Áîã
äóøó «God will take his soul»), an Angel or Archangel, a saint sent by God to take the
soul out of the person and bring it to heaven, or Death, devil, an evil spirit that «grab»
the soul with a scythe, hooks, a knife, a sabre etc. (Byelor. Gomel. àíõàë çà ïðàâûì
âóõàì, íå÷èñòü çà ëåâûì, õòî ç éèõ ïåðàìîæà, òîé äóøó áÿðý).

Relatives of the dying person take care to, according to a folk expression,
ïðîïóñòèòü äóøó «let the soul through», while it is leaving the body, therefore unfas-
ten the clothes, open the windows, the doors, the chests, and in the case of a difficult
agonizing death they raise up the tie-beam, take to pieces the ceiling or the roof. The
expression ñòîðîæèòü äóøó or êàðàóëèòü äóøó ‘to guard the soul’ is connected
with the known up to now custom of putting a vessel of the water at the head of dying
person’s bed and make sure, by the waving of the water, that the soul has left the body.

It is quite often that in similar expressions the word äóøà ‘the soul’ is substituted
by äóõ ‘the spirit’: äóõ âûøåë, äóõ âîí, èñïóñòèë äóõ «the spirit went out, the spirit got
out, let the spirit out» etc. Peasants of Vologda region, while throwing some earth onto the
coffin, used to say: «äóõ âîí, ñëóõ âîí, âèä âîí» «the spirit out, hearing out, seeing out».

The spirit, the air, the vapour, in folk concepts, are the substance of the soul, its
material embodiment. Though sometimes similar context might echo the Christian
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concept of the soul based on the triad body-soul-spirit, in Polesye beliefs, expressions
äóõ íà íåáî èäå, à äóøà â çåìëþ «The spirit goes to the heaven, and the soul goes to
the earth» or äóøà, âîíà ø÷î, âîíà íèêóäà íå ïîïàäàå, çãíèâàå «the soul does not
get anywhere, it rots» (PA, Rovno region, Glinnoye).

2. The second essential motif of the «the text of death» is the route. The fact
that it is not a concept introduced by scholars understanding the ritual of burial as
rite de passage, but a category inherent in the folk culture itself, is justified by the
vocabulary and phraseology connected with the idea of movement and route, widely
represented in all the Slavic languages. The verb õîäèòü ‘to go’, as well as its deriv-
atives and synonyms, is in the centre of these nominations of death. They say about
the dying person that he îòõîäèò «going off», about the deceased person - îòîøåë
«went off» (Âîò ó íàñ ó ñîñåäêè ìóæèê îòîøåë, ìîëîäîé åùå áûë). Tambov dia-
lects have óõîäèòüñÿ in the meaning of ‘to be drowned’ (Ó íàñ óõîäèëàñü îäíà
ìîëîäåíüêàÿ, òàê åå ñõîðîíèëè), and óõîæèêè are ‘the drowned ones’; the same
dialects present a rare usage of the verbs óëåòåòü, îòëåòåòü «to fly off» in the
meaning ‘to die’ (Ó ìåíÿ äâà ìóæà óëåòåëè; Íà÷àë îáèðàòüñÿ, çíà÷èò ñêîðî
óëåòèò îò íàñ) (Ìàõðà÷åâà 1997); it is possible that similar usage has been af-
fected by common expressions like äóøà îòëåòåëà, óëåòåëà «the soul has flown
off». The verb óáðàòüñÿ «to be removed» is known in the same meaning: Ó ìåíÿ
ñûí óáðàëñÿ, ìîëîäîé òàêîé áûë, 32 ãîäà «My son was removed, he was so young,
32 years old» (Tambov).

There is another verb noted in Polesye, áðîäèòü «to wander», denoting the state
of the agonizing dying person. The motif of «the water route» is present in Perm dialect
expressions óéòè çà ðåêó, óéòè çà Êàìó, òîò áåðåã âèäàòü «to go over the river, to
go over the Kama, the other bank can be seen» (about the dying person) (Ïîäþêîâ
1991: 65). The way after death can be directed either upwards (Rus. Arkhangel. íà
ãîðó ñîáèðàåòñÿ «is going up the mountain», about the dying person, ÀÎÑ 9: 82) or
downwards (Perm. óéòè êíèçó ‘to die’, Ïîäþêîâ 1991: 67).

Eastern Slavs often say about the dying person that he is ñîáèðàåòñÿ â äîðîãó,
äèâèòñÿ íà äîðîãó «getting ready for the journey, looking at the road» (PA, Brest region,
Rubel), óæå íà äîðîçå «already on the way» (PA, Brest region, Khoromsk), èäåò â
äàëåêóþ äîðîãó «is leaving on a far journey» (Zakarpatye, Sinevir). It was customary in
the Vologda region to place the dying person onto the floor along the floor-boards ÷òîá
åìó ïî ïóòÿì áûëî «so that he is on his way». Bulgarians used to name the dying person
ïúòíèê «a traveller» (Âàêàðåëñêè 1938: 258), and the special loaf of bread baked just
after death, was called ïúòíèíà, and it was believed that, after the ritual breaking up of
the loaf, the soul of the deceased «started on its route» (Ëîçàíîâà 1997: 42). In Polesye,
while nailing the coffin, they wished the deceased person «a happy journey». All the Slavic
traditions prohibit crying, bewailing, keening during the agony, with the stable motiva-
tion: «the dying person ought not to be disturbed on his route».

However, the verbs of the movement are more frequent in full constructions with
the designated aim, the ultimate point of the route. This ultimate point is usually de-
fined as «home»: the dying person ñîáèðàåòñÿ äî äîìó, äî äîìó ïîãëÿäàå, èäåò â
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äîðîãó äî äîìó «is going to leave for home, looking forward to his home, going on his
way home». The inevitability of death is thus alluded to: äà äîìó òðå èöè êàëèñü
«some time it is necessary to go home», òðåáà äîäîìó óæå èòè åìó «he has to go
home already» (PA Gomel region, Ruchayevka), about the deceased: ïiøîâ äî äîìó
(PA, Rovno region, Svaritsevichi), óæå [ïîøåë]  íà âå÷íûé äîì «already [gone] to the
eternal home» (PA, Kiev region, Kopachi).

The aim of the route may also be meeting one’s deceased relatives, joining the
assembly of ancestors, described in the following expressions: ïîøåë äî äåäîâ, äî
æîíêè, äî ðîäûíû, ïîøåë äî ñâîèõ, äî âñåõ ñâîèõ, ïîøåë äî ñâîåãî ðîäà, äî
ñâîåãî äîìó, óæå ñ íåáîø÷èêàìè ãîâîðûò, ç ïðîäêàìû çà ðóêó çäîðîâàåòñÿ
«gone to the grandfathers, to one’s wife, to the family, to one’s own people, to all one’s
people, gone to one’s kin, to one’s home, already talking with the deceased, greeting
the ancestors by the hand» (PA, Brest region), íà ñâîé õëåá ïîøëà, íà ñâîå
ìåñòîæèòåëüñòâî «gone to eat one’s own bread, to one’s own place of abode» (Vo-
logda region) etc. An adapted to Christianity variant of such beliefs is reflected in
phrases like îòïðàâèëñÿ ê Áîãó íà íåáåñà, íà òîò ñâåò ñîáðàëñÿ «gone to God in
heaven, getting ready for the other world».

From time to time, there can be met expressions connected with archaic notions
about the vegetable kingdom as the locus of the dead. Thus, an old woman from Ol-
tush, a Polesye village, said about herself: ß õóäêî ïîåäó â ãàé «I shall soon go to the
grove» (PA, Brest region); in Kaluga dialects there has been registered an expression
ñîáèðàåòñÿ â áåðåçêè «going to leave to the birches», which means ‘close to death’. In
Siberian dialects ïîéòè â áåðåçîâûé (â çåëåíûé) ãàé «to go to the birch (green) gar-
den» means ‘to die’; Russians in Lithuania say ïîä áåðåçû ïîðà «it is time to go under
the birches»; in Novgorod region óéòè ïîä åëêó «to go to the fir-tree» means ‘to die’
(see Ïîäþêîâ 1991: 71). A Yaroslav phrase ïîðà íà âåíèêè «time to go to the besom»
with the same meaning is also interesting (it is connected with the custom of putting
besoms into the coffin).

3. The semantic models mentioned above suppose vertical linear movement of
the soul - from the dead body up to the heaven above. They are opposed by the phrase-
ology understanding death, so to say, a corporeal point of view, i.e. as the way of the
person from the face of the earth into its entrails, as coming back into the element and
substance from which the human being has been created (cf. from the Orthodox Chris-
tian burial service «ÿêî çåìëÿ åñè è â çåìëþ îòûäåøè» «thou ait like the earth and
into the earth thou shalt go»).

Carpathian Rusyns say ïîéòè äî ÷îðíî¿ çåìëi «go to the black earth» meaning
‘to die’; Serbians say îí îäå ïîä öðíó çåì�ó «he goes under the black earth»; Bulgar-
ian curses: ×òîá òåáÿ âçÿëà ÷åðíàÿ çåìëÿ! «May the black earth take you!»; Èäè òû
â ÷åðíóþ çåìëþ! «Go into the black earth!» etc. Slovenes say about the deceased per-
son «he has been wed to the black earth» or «he is in the arms of the black earth»; and
Greeks say «he has been eaten by the black earth» (see Òîëñòîé 1997), cf. Perm. çåìëþ
íàêîðìèòü «to feed the earth» meaning ‘to die’ (Ïîäþêîâ 1991: 62). Kashubs simi-
larly say «he has long been grinding the earth» (Sychta 6: 221). There is a group of sim-
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ilar phrases in the Czech containing the word hlina, which in the given case also means
‘the earth’: «there is already a pile of clay upon him», «he is in the black clay», «he is
grinding, puddling the clay», «he has gone to Hlinsk» etc. All these expressions mean
‘he is already dead, in the grave’ (Zaorálek 1947: 109-110).

Kashubs speak about old age thus: «earth is already coming upon me», «earth is
pulling him», «he is growing into the earth» (Sychta 6: 221). It can be heard in Polesye
about very old people that they «smell of earth» (PA, Kiev region, Kopachi), or they
«getting ready to go into earth» (PA, Brest region). The Perm dialectal expression äî
ïåñêó «until the sadn» means ‘until death’; they say about very old people ïåñîê íà
ãëàçà ñûïëåòñÿ «sand is pouring onto one’s eyes» (Ïîäþêîâ 1991: 67), cf. also
Novgorod. ãëàçà ïåñêîì çàñûïàòü «to pour sand onto one’s eyes»; Arkhang. ïåñêó íà
ãëàçà ïîëîæèòü «to put some sand onto one’s eyes» (ÀÎÑ 9: 82) etc.

There exists a widely spread belief, according to which a person should die on the
ground, so it was customary in numerous local traditions to take the dying person
down from the bed onto the ground or at least onto the floor, especially during an ago-
nizing death. Serbians thought that the dying person should by all means «grab the
earth», «seize the earth», for being separated from mother earth, he cannot die.

Eastern Slavs and Russians in particular have an expression çåìëÿ íå
ïðèíèìàåò «the earth won’t admit», which represents a very ancient concept concern-
ing good, natural, «one’s own» death and – bad, «not one’s own», «evil» death. It was
forbidden to bury in the earth those who died of unnatural reasons – self-murderers,
hanged people, drowned people. Such category of the deceased people and correspond-
ing beliefs and rituals have been thoroughly investigated by D. K. Zelenin (Çåëåíèí
1995), who, using a Northern Russian dialect term called such deceased people
çàëîæíûå. According to folk beliefs, every time a çàëîæíûé deceased person is bur-
ied in the earth, he is coming back to the ground, which just is that «the earth won’t
admit»; he is not prone to decay and, by nights, gets out of the grave and harms people.
Such beliefs have given origin to a special burying practice: such dead bodies were not
buried in the earth, but they were thrown out into deserted places or left on the place
of death, heaped up with twigs and branches of trees, brushwood, stones etc. to prevent
them from «walking». Serbians thought that «the earth won’t admit» great sinners -
perjurers, murderers, transgressors of property laws etc. Bodies of such sinners were
burnt after their death, and the custom was preserved in some places up to the 20th

century (Ôèëèïîâè� 1959).
The corporeal image of death gives origin to nominations of death based on the

outward observed symptoms like î÷è â ãîðó ïîäîøëè «eyes gone up» (Polesye), ãëàçêè
âñòàëè «eyes stopped» (Russia); íà ëåâó ñòîðîíó ãëàçà âûâåðíóëèñü «eyes turned
out to the left» (Arhkangelsk region, Êàñïèíà 1996: 49) cf. the proverb «ëîæèñü ïîä
îáðàçà äà âûâîðà÷èâàé ãëàçà» («lie down under the icons and turn your eyes out»,
ÀÎÑ 9: 82); íîãè ïðîòÿíóë «stretched one’s legs» (Russia), çàäðàöü (àäêiíóöü) íîãi
(Byelorussia, Þð÷àíêà 1972: 235), Pol. zadarł gegi «put one’s feet up», SW) etc., as
well as characteristic features of the very funeral rites, e.g. ñëîæèòü ðóêè «to fold
arms» (Ó ìåíÿ ìóæ ðàíî ñëîæèë ðóêè â 31 ãîä «My husband folded his arms early -
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at age of 31», Tambov region, Ìàõðà÷åâà 1997); òðåáà ðàáèöü ïàêà ðóêè ñêëàäåø
«one has to work until folds one’s arms», PA, Gomel region, Ruchayevka), Rus. ïîä
îáðàçà ëå÷ü (ïîëîæèòü) «to lie/lay down under the icons», Rus. Perm. ïîðà
ïîëîòåíöå ãîòîâèòü, ðóêè íà ãðóäü ïîëîæèòü, ðàñòÿíóòüñÿ âäîëü ëàâêè «time
to get the towel ready; to put the arms on one’s chest; to spread oneself along the
bench»; Bulg. «he carries kolivo in his mouth» (ÔÐÁÅ 1: 749) etc.

4. The next semantic model of nomination of death stresses the concept of the end,
the completion of one’s life, of «exaustiveness» of one’s life resources (lot), of the life forc-
es and assigned time. The verbs êîíàòü and êîí÷àòüñÿ are central in the group; they
are used to denote agony and death in all the Slavic languages (let us note that the original
semantics of these verbs again brings us back to the concept of «disappearance»; both
êîí÷àòüñÿ and èñ÷åçíóòü mean ‘to cease to exist’). Beside these verbs, there are synon-
ymous expressions describing various aspects of the «end», e.g. Serb. dial. ïðåáðèíóî ñâå
áðèãå «all his cares have been left behind him», or îñòàâèî êàøèêó «put his spoon
aside» (Òåøè� 1988: 145), Rus. Volog. îòðÿõíóëñÿ îò æèçíè «shuffled off life»; about
old people: îòæèâàåò, äîæèâàåò, ÷óæîé âåê æèâåò «living through the remainder
of one’s days; living somebody else’s life» (Poles. ÷óæóþ æèçíü çàåäàåò «eating some-
body else ‘s life»), âûøåë èç ãîäîâ «run out of one’s years»; áåçãîäîâûé «having no
years», cf. about one’s death ÷àñóåòñÿ «living out the hours». According to folk beliefs, a
human being’s earthly existence is measured and every violation of one’s measure of time
(not living long enough up to one’s measure or, vice versa, a too long life) is considered to
be dangerous for the person as well as for the whole society.

The Christian idea of death as the end of the earthly route and transition to a
new eternal life, as a second birth is basic for such nominations of death as Bulg. ñïàñè
ñå «saved oneself», ðîäè ñå «was born» (Âàêàðåëñêè 1939: 10). Russian duhkobors
«do not call a Christian’s extinction - death, but a change (èçìåíåíèå), and so do not
say our brother is dead, but our brother has changed» (evidence of the beginning of the
19th century, Òèõîíðàâîâ 1862: 12 of spec. pagin.).

A few cultural metaphors can be pointed out, being used in the vocabulary of
death. Thus, the concept that a man has his counterparts in the world of nature has
produced such phrases as çàêàòèëàñü åãî çâåçäà «one’s star has set», primarily corre-
lated with the phenomenon of death and connected with the belief that at the moment
of one’s birth a new star is lighted in the sky, and at the moment of one’s death it is
extinguished. The same image of life as light and death as darkness is present in Pole-
sye phrases äîãîðåëà ñâå÷êà «the candle is gone out» (about one’s death) and óæå
âàøà ñüâè÷êà äîãàðûâàå «your candle is burning out» (your life is at an end) or in
Perm. expression ñâå÷à ïîãàñëà «the candle is gone out», i.e. ‘death has come’
(Ïîäþêîâ 1991: 70). A Serbian expression ïîñjåêëî ñå ìó äðâî «his tree is felled» is
connected with a folk belief, according to which a man has a counterpart in the world
of trees, and, if the tree is felled, the man will die.

Among the stable and widely met in the vocabulary of death metaphors is the one
describing death as a sleep, according to the Russian proverb «ñîí ñìåðòè ñâîé» (i.e.
«sleep and death are closeones»). The image has served as the basis for such well-known
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expressions as óñíóòü âå÷íûì ñíîì «fall to eternal sleep», óñîïøèé «the late»,
óñïåíèå «Assumption» and, moreover, it is being developed as an ordinary picture of
sleep, bed, lying in bed etc., cf. Perm. ðàñòÿíóòüñÿ ïîäîëü ëàâêè, ïîñòåëèòü
ïîñòåëüêó, åëîâûì îäåÿëîì óêðûòüñÿ «to stretch oneself along the bench, to make
one’s bed, to cover oneself with fir blanket» meaning ‘to die’ etc. (Ïîäþêîâ 1991: 70).

The presented examples of phraseology and vocabulary concerning death, should
they be taken outside the ritual context and the context of beliefs, might be interpreted
as ordinary linguistic metaphors, euphemistic substitutions of the verb óìèðàòü
(óìåðåòü) ‘to die’, produced by the taboo on the direct nomination of death and the
process of dying; however, the very character of such substitutional nomination brings
out the deep roots of such «secondary» vocabulary of death in the cultural concepts, its
direct connection with the beliefs and ritual practice, its cultural foundation and se-
mantic depth.
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