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For the Nature of Art Symbol

Summary

It is impossible not merely to solve philosophic, methodological, es-

thetic, literature studying or other widely important problems of cultural
heritage but even to try to bring them up for discussion without establish-
ing what the notion of a symbol is. A symbol is an all-embracing cate-
gory of culture. In some epochs we observe a tendency of acute scientific
interest towards the symbol studies. Sometimes such interests become
somewhat a scientific habit.

There are several favorable factors that put symbolism in a privileged

position:
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e Firstly they are the achievements of psychological, neo-neo-
Freudistic and neo-Jungian scientists of today, mainly the fact that it
is possible to keep a unconscious work under observation according
to those icons, faces and scenarios that are estimated not to the im-
mediate notion but are substitutive “signs” of the situations, the per-
sons which they cannot percept-receive or do not want to;

e Modernist and surrealistic poetic experiments that have opened
quite a new world for a creative perception; this is a non-figurative
world, a world of dreams the meaning of which could be “deter-
mined” by those who would be able to resolve their structures that are
“symbolic” in their essence.

e The third factor that has drawn interest to the symbol studies,
are ethnological researches. Here we shall mention the hypothesis by
Lucien Levi-Brule about the structure and function of the “primitive
mentality”. Lucien Levi-Brule considers that the “primitive mental-
ity” was a pre-logical mentality, as there was observed “mystic-
participation” in it. This hypothesis awakened wild interest of phi-
losophers and aroused enthusiasm for symbols and myths researches.
Actually this trend (fashion) was coming from those philosophers,
etymologists, linguists that had set a goal to show the symbolic nature
of not only the language but of all the forms of mental activity of a



human being, beginning from mythical-ritual forms ending in art and
science.

A symbol in its nature belongs to the class of signs. A symbol is a
unique specific kind of a sign in which a non-sentient idea content is ex-
pressed by means of a sentient-visual icon.

The content brought by the symbol is very complicated. Its elucidation
needs a definite competence and skill. Generally elucidation of the mean-
ing of a symbol needs a specified context. One and the same thing in dif-
ferent contexts can appear as the symbolization of different contents.

Characteristic features of a symbol are: polysemantizm, (e.g. black
color symbolizes death, sorrow, darkness, lack of education) and syn-
onymity (e.g. a pigeon, as well as a branch of a palm tree, both of them
symbolize peace).

“Material-body” of a symbol is processed in a sentient-iconic form. It
brings visual, concrete, iconic content that is often schematic, always de-
mands interpretation, is open to the interpretation and is always conceiv-
able.

A symbol is always characterized with multiple and complicatedly av-
eraged connection between an immediately given exterior, not basic sen-
tient iconic content and a very important basic content (the latter is the
notion of the main idea, the inner being of the symbol). In other words a
symbol denotes a deeper and wider, though often abstract content, by
means of a visual icon.

One of the characteristic features of a symbol is the thing that it has a
structuring, modeling nature. This feature of a symbol is revealed in its
ability to construct its own reality, its own world by itself.

It is true that reality is backwards displayed in a symbol but this real-

ity is not a copy, a photo of an actuality, a symbol is the only way that
takes us to the point of formulation of the objective opinions about real-
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ity, objects and human lives. It may be said that a symbol is not a repre-
sentation of already ready, given reality expression or its imitation but it
is a disclosure of the potential of the reality, revealing all the sides and
aspects of it. Thus it seems as if it gives rise to pre-modeling of the uni-
verse.

A symbol is required and needed in absolutely all the spheres of men-
tal activities (science, art, religion, and politics) but this does not mean
that all the spheres of mental activities of a human being are symbolic as
E. Cassirer and S. Langer think. There are used symbols as well as non-
symbolic forms in all the spheres of mental activity. A symbol, to our
mind, is an attempt to express a principally non-sentient mental content
by a visual icon.

Just this is where we must search for the main condition necessary for
the symbol because, let us say, the concept (reasonable or mental) in it-
self is not a symbol at all. A symbol is only a sentient-visual icon where
expression of a principally non-sentient mental content will be endeav-
ored.

Symbols differ according to what kind of mental content they are en-
trusted to express. For the basis of the symbols classification we must
consider a human being’s mental activity in different spheres of culture.
The thing is that in all the spheres of human beings’ mental activities be it
science, art or religion there is a principally non-sentient mental content
that needs marking and signing. These are the very functions entrusted to
symbols. Here we must mention that these markings are of different
types. Let us say when we have to do with the symbols for mathematics,
chemistry and logic we see that they are marked with conventional signs.
They can be called symbols only because they are the signs of a non-
sentient content while the signs for science have no independent mean-
ings, the latter ones are dependent on the context. Each scientist is free
and unlimited to choose a symbol form. Let us say that it is all the same
what the external appearance of a differential or integral sign is; how hy-
drogen will be marked —H or Cu. The main thing is that the symbol for
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the science is a convenient scientific instrument, easy to be remembered
and easy to be drawn.

A scientific symbol excludes diversified interpretations. It is true that
mathematical signs had had symbolic meanings from the beginning but
today they are released from it.

The content brought by scientific symbols, according to Kant’s termi-
nology, is reasonable and not mental. It may be said that the symbols of
separate sciences are conventional signs while their connections (mathe-
matical, logical and chemical formulas) are something like “models”
(“schemes” according to Kant’s terminology) that are entrusted to “visu-
ally” express the reasonable content structures.

Personally we have to do with the symbols only when a sign denotes
(points out, expresses) the content that is not reasonable, but cognitive,
cogitative, principally non-visual and not “fitted-in” reasonable catego-
ries. Thus a true symbol is the sign which tries to express the content that
cannot be expressed by a scientific language.

Any content of consciousness, which is “fitted-in” the time and space
forms and reasonable categories, is principally an understandable content
for the science. It is well expressed in schemes, models, and formulas.
While a symbol itself is called up to express such a content which cannot
be “fitted-in” the time and space forms and reasonable categories. These
are the contents understanding of which with reason or “cool mind” will
not be enough, such are religious, moral or artistic directions, but those
that can be conceived only by feelings, emotion, and belief are essential,
are considered to be of value nature. And the values are understood by
the value consciousness and not by the reasonable-logical consciousness.
True symbols are the very forms of value consciousness. It may be said
that a true symbol is a sign, an icon that expresses values.

Symbols of such type are unified into one class by their common function

- gnoseological, a function of consciousness. Let us recollect that this func-
tion is granted an especial meaning in romanticism, later in symbolism.
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A symbol for a science is being declared as the means of understand-
ing of the inaccessible. For Shelling and his followers according to
gnoseological concept art stands higher than the science. And truly, a
symbol is able to not merely illustrate the ideal content implied in it but it
undoubtedly demands acts of understanding, comprehension, notion and
revelation of it.

But the thing is that the gnoseological function for the true symbol is
an only one of its functions and it is not considered to be a basic, leading,
or an attributive function. Its main issue is to give us possibility to feel
the ideal content expressed by the symbol adequately, to see its lure, to
make us like it and turn it into a thing of belief and hope. With all the en-
suing consequences it is easily seen that the true symbols are directed not
only and not mainly to the capability of a man to understand but to a
man’s willfulness and feeling-emotional ability. A true symbol has to do
with a personality, as a whole, as a living, practical, ethical, religious,
understandable and esthetic wholeness of subjects, in other words a sym-
bol has to do with a person himself and not with his separate abilities.

A symbol, taken as a principle of generalization, as a content-
formalized structure, is obligatory for a creative work. Its absolutization
brings us to the point that the artistic thinking approaches religious emo-
tional experience, religious-dogmatic understanding of the sense of the
creative work. Both senses are expressed concentrated by Jacque
Mariten’s well-known principle “Disclosure of the Invisible Things by
Means of the Visible Things”.

Characterizing features of art symbols can be grouped in the following
manner:

1. An art symbol is a peculiar special type of a sign;

2. An art symbol denotes and is the sign of not concrete things but
of ideas;

3. An art symbol not merely denotes these or those ideas, but de-
mands our attitude towards itself, impels us to feel it;
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4. In the content of an art symbol together with the idea the value of
an idea is implied as well;

5. One needs not only mind but also sense to understand, to percept
an art symbol;

6. The form of an art symbol is structured with the primacy of
senses;

7. An art symbol has an intellectual-emotional nature;

8. An art symbol is an icon essentially constructed to overcome the
universe by consciousness; It may be said with full competence that ac-
tually it brings notion contents;

9. In art symbols there is accomplished a synthesis of conscious-
ness forms;

10. An art symbol is a unity of various aspects. Gnoseological, ex-
istential, axiological, semiotic layers are gathered in one whole;

11. An art symbol is not reduced to the sum of aspects; its more
than simply a sum,;
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