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Yuliia Khlystun. Programs of paintings of Orthodox churches of 

Eastern Ukraine at the end of the 20th - beginning of the 21st century, 

cultural dimension  the qualifying scientific work on the rights of a manuscript. 

Dissertation for the Philosophy Doctor degree in specialty 034 Cultural studies

Volodymyr Dahl East Ukrainian National University, Ministry of Education and 

Science of Ukraine.  Kyiv, 2024. 
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In the work, for the first time, a cultural analysis of the programs of 

frescoes of Orthodox churches in Eastern Ukraine of the end of the 20th - 

beginning of the 21st centuries was carried out. Fixation and scientific 

understanding of samples of paintings of Orthodox churches of this region and 

period is extremely relevant due to their insufficient study, persistent perception of 

the East of Ukraine mainly as an industrial, not a cultural region, and full-scale 

Russian aggression against Ukraine, which leads to the destruction of churches and 

their interior decoration. 

The author improved the interpretation of the term "painting program of an 

Orthodox church", which is presented as a complex of interconnected iconographic 

plots that reflect the spiritual and cultural values of Orthodoxy, as well as the 

historical and cultural traditions of a specific region, and is built according to the 

principles inherent in the organization of cultural space (for example, architectural, 

hierarchical). The author argues how the architecture of the temple, its dedication, 

the theological meaning of the purpose of the temple, the wishes of the customer, 

the previously created model chosen for imitation, the iconostasis that forms a 

compositional unity with the temple painting, the spiritual and artistic atmosphere, 

local traditions and cultural and historical situation. The program of the painting of 

the Orthodox church is strictly hierarchical, aimed at forming and structuring the 

religiosity of the inner world of the person inside the church. 

Since the painting of the Orthodox church is a text, from the point of view 

of semiotics, it contains all three types of signs proposed by the American scientist 

Charles Pierce: iconic, indexical and symbolic. The analysis of semiotic signs in 

monumental church painting contributes to a more detailed "reading" of the 

painting of the Orthodox church, revealing the hidden semantics of iconographic 

subjects, and a deeper understanding of the Eastern Christian worldview. The work 

proposes a classification of sacred symbols that are found in the paintings of 

Orthodox churches in Eastern Ukraine. It is proposed to divide the symbolic signs 

of modern Ukrainian monumental church painting into the following types: 

personifying, liturgical, apocalyptic, mystical, abstract-spiritualistic, decorative, 
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landscape and symbolic elements. The work analyzes the use of the most/least 

common iconographic subjects in the paintings of Orthodox churches in eastern 

Ukraine. In the specified period, interest in early Christian symbolism and its 

interpretation is observed. Among the symbolic images, "apocalyptic" signs are 

quite common, carrying the semantics of the end of time and the Second Coming 

of Christ. 

The author found that the iconographic subjects of 

Last Judgment", "Crucified Jesus Christ" and "God of hosts", written in 1885-1896 

for the Kyiv Volodymyr Cathedral. "The Last Judgment" is depicted on the 

western wall, the scenes "Crucified Jesus Christ" and "God of hosts" are located 

most often in the vaults of the central and side parts of the temple. 

The study showed that in the monumental paintings of Orthodox churches 

in the east of Ukraine from the 20th century to the beginning of In the 21st century, 

general trends characteristic of the painting of Orthodox churches of this historical 

period, built both on the territory of Ukraine and on the territory of other countries 

(the emphasized importance of the dedication of the church, interest in early 

Christian symbolism, Byzantine icon painting style and frescoes, the influence of 

the visual turn on church art), as well as the individual features inherent in the 

temples of this region, are connected, first of all, with the creative decisions of icon 

painters and customers in drawing up painting programs. 

The dome and the altar of the Orthodox church were considered by the 

author as not identically sacred parts of it and at the same time the most sacred 

temple spaces, which is reflected in the programs of their paintings. In the temple, 

which is sacred in its purpose, at the same time there are differences in the 

expression of holiness. From the point of view of the cultural approach, these 

differences can be marked by the binary opposition "sanctus  sacer". Thus, both in 

the under-dome and in the altar space of the Orthodox church there are reflections 

of the main church dogmas and religious truths, which emphasizes their sacredness 

in the sense of sanctus. At the same time, the painting of the sacred space of the 

dome reflects the Orthodox teaching, which is open to every Christian, while the 
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painting of the altar emphasizes that this is a place of service for the "initiated", 

accessible only to priests who perform church rites, mainly the Eucharist.  

The work also compared the structure of the painting program of the 

Orthodox church and the hierarchy of Christian ethical values. The hierarchy of 

temple painting can be compared with the hierarchy of Christian virtues. The idea 

of spiritual improvement and ascent from one virtue to another is emphasized by 

the multi-level painting of the temple and the meaningfulness of each level. The 

three-part structure of the temple painting clearly illustrates the teaching of virtues 

of three levels: fundamental, mental and spiritual. Such a hierarchy of Christian 

ethical values was developed by many church fathers, in particular by St. John 

Cassian the Roman. 

The study showed that it is the "lower" part of the temple that reflects the 

fusion of spiritual and religious traditions, cultural influences and the individual 

creative vision of the artist, creating a personal spiritual atmosphere of the temple, 

it is always distinguished by the variety of the choice of subjects, both in the 

paintings of temples and in the paintings of chapels. 

In the work, the systematic study of programs of painting of Orthodox 

churches of Ukraine and the study of the peculiarities of the perception of the 

painting styles of the Orthodox church in the context of the influence of visual 

culture received further development. The use of one or another style in the 

painting of an Orthodox church can affect not only the perception of the images 

themselves, but also the formation of the worldview of the person who is in the 

church. 

It was found that in modern temple paintings (in isolated cases) the so-

called 3D style is used. Its appearance, on the one hand, is due to the desire to give 

greater meaning to iconographic images and subjects, on the other hand, it draws 

the attention of the viewer to these images themselves, transferring them from the 

imaginary to the visual, which ultimately, lowering the symbolic level 

characteristic of icon painting, can contribute to the return to the pagan perception 

of the temple. 



10 
 

A substantiated idea of the mutual influence of the spiritual attitudes of 

society on the features of the temple decoration. The relationship between the 

painting program of the Orthodox church and its iconostasis is determined in the 

work, first of all, by their Christocentricity - one of the main characteristic features 

of the Orthodox iconostasis. The program of painting the temple is a continuation 

of the disclosure of the theme of the iconostasis. The dogma of the Incarnation of 

Jesus Christ is central to both the structure of the iconostasis and the painting 

program of the Orthodox church, regardless of its purpose and dedication. 

Orthodox churches, she divides them according to the level of complexity into 

simple, programs of medium complexity and complex programs, taking into 

account the number of levels of "upper" and "lower" painting, as well as by 

content, namely by the number of topics that are used in the painting of the temple. 

Among the painting programs of the Orthodox churches of Eastern Ukraine, the 

work highlights several of the most common types of programs by theme: 

programs with a predominance of various evangelical subjects, programs with the 

Passion and Easter cycle as the main part of the painting, programs with a 

predominance of life cycles and images of saints, programs with images of major 

holidays and saints, complex programs and random programs. 

The conclusions formulated in the research process and the obtained results 

can be used: 

 in research work   during further cultural studies of monumental church 

painting, for example, for studying the lost cultural heritage of Ukraine, since some 

of the temples included in this work turned out to be completely or partially 

destroyed as a result of a full-scale war; 

 in the educational process   during the study of the educational 

discipline "History of Artistic Culture", in the process of highlighting relevant 

topics from cultural studies or art history, when compiling a lecture series on 

iconography, as well as disciplines devoted to the study of temple painting in 

theological schools and seminaries; 
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during restoration works in temples with damaged paintings;

 for compiling an excursion program, which includes a visit to the 

preserved Orthodox churches of Eastern Ukraine; 

 in the further development of programs for the painting of Orthodox 

churches in Ukraine. 

Key words: temple painting program, monumental painting, culturological 

dimension, sacred, art, culture, symbol, painting, iconography, icon painting, 

culturology, Ukraine, God, rationality, values. 
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