
49Euxeinos 17/2015

Between ‘Mother Homeland’ and Saint Mary: The Indepen-
dence Monument on the Maidan in Kiev

by Wilfried Jilge, Leipzig / Vienna

transnational places of remembrance in the 
Christian-Orthodox tradition – such as 

the national symbols, images and monuments 
referring to certain images of the mother of 
God in the present paper – are particularly 
revealing for understanding national cultures 
of remembrance in post-Soviet Ukraine. this 
assumption is based on the premise that the 
functions, interpretations and connotations 
linked to transnational places of remembrance 
(or to the veneration of Mary) indeed always 
point beyond the boundaries of a nation (and 
after 1991 a nation state), but always have ru-
dimentarily had a national starting point dur-
ing both the socialist and post-socialist era.1 

This relationship also applies in modified 
form to the period of the Ukrainian Socialist 
Soviet Republic, because a specifically Soviet-
Ukrainian identity developed in this period 
– in particular during more liberal phases of 
Soviet nationality policy –, which indeed has 
national connotations. After 1991 state his-
tory policy was able to draw on this in modi-
fied form as a link in order to bridge regional 
differences in the culture of remembrance 
and national identity. for instance, in the de-

1  Here I refer to my considerations on 
transnational places of remembrance expressed 
during the preparation of the dfG project based 
at the Leipzig Centre for the History and Culture 
of East Central Europe “Zwischen religiöser 
tradition, kommunistischer Prägung und 
kultureller Umwertung: transnationalität in den 
Erinnerungskulturen Ostmitteleuropas seit 1989” 
(Between religious tradition, communist legacies 
and cultural re-interpretation: transnationality in 
the cultures of remembrance in Eastern Central 
Europe since 1989), which was coordinated by 
Agnieszka Gąsior and directed by Stefan Troebst.  
Regarding the concept of “transnationality” I 
draw on Kiran Patel’s definition of “transnational 
history”: Kiran Patel: transnationale Geschichte 
– ein neues Paradigma? In: geschichte.transnational 
(http://geschichte-transnational.clio-online.net/
forum/2005-02-001.pdf). – I thank the art historian 
dmytro Horbachov (Kiev) for information on the 
cult of Mary.

Stalinization phase of Ukrainian national com-
munism (1956 to 1972) nationally connoted 
images of femininity can be found in Soviet-
Ukrainian graphic and poster art, which link 
motives of pagan Slavic mythology with icon-
ographic elements of pictures of the mother 
of God, in order to symbolize Soviet Ukraine 
and to visualize Ukrainian narratives of origin 
and religious traditions that are still allowed 
within the Soviet sphere. A typical example 
is the poster by Tymofii Liashchuk with the 
heading “Soviet glorious Ukraine, be praised 
from gender to gender!” from 1967. It portrays 
a young woman dressed in the Ukrainian folk 
tradition, who is holding her child on her left 
arm. the child casts an adult-like glance to 
the beholder and doubtlessly evokes imagina-
tions of the mother of God with a child. the 
background reflects both stylistic elements of 
iconic art as well as scripture and ornaments 
of Ukrainian graphic design which were ad-
opted from the non-Soviet tradition. the small 
triangles which, for example, represent the 
blossoms of plants in Liashchuk’s depiction or 
in the form of a sun surround the child’s head 
with a halo, refer to motherhood and fertility 
and hence the significance of the mother as the 
basis of one’s roots and gender. 
the wide-spread (historical-)political usage 
of elements of Marian devotion, as is also the 
case with the Independence Monument in 
Kiev, is not only characteristic for Ukraine, 
but also for other post-Soviet states and can 
be seen in the context of the nationalization 
of religion and sacralization of the nation.2 
The particular significance of transnational 
places of remembrance in Ukraine which refer 
to the cult of Mary results from the fact that 
2  See Martin Schulze Wessel (ed.): 
Nationalisierung der Religion und Sakralisierung 
der Nation im östlichen Europa. Stuttgart 2006 
(=Forschungen zur Geschichte und Kultur des 
Östlichen Mitteleuropa, 27).
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state history policy must at least rudimentarily 
consider a wide range of (regionally) different 
national, Soviet-Ukrainian, Soviet and Russo-
phile cultures of remembrance and linguistic 
cultures when selecting national symbols. this 
is the only way to ensure that these symbols 
are widely accepted. If it wishes for its history 
policy to promote broadly based national inte-
gration, the state cannot fall back on a domi-
nant national church and interpretation when 
exploiting Christian traditions related to the 
sacralization of the nation due the pluralism 
of the Orthodox churches existing in Ukraine. 
In the discourse regarding the Independence 
Monument of Kiev Ukrainian connoted im-
ages of the mother of God are used, which are 
visually indistinct and thus subject to interpre-
tation. In the following I will briefly present 
such images and thereby provide evidence for 
the arguments above. 

The monument on the reconstructed In-
dependence Square3

the Independence Square (Maidan nezalezh-
nosti) at the main post office of Ukrainian cap-
ital spans to both sides of the Khreshchatyk, 
the central promenade of Kiev. Until 1991 the 
entire square was called “Square of the Great 
Socialist October Revolution”. On the right 
side of the street behind the conservatorium 
lies the uneven side (named after the uneven 
house numbers) of the square. during Soviet 

3  In the following chapters on the 
Independence Monument I partially draw on 
two of my essays in modified and supplemented 
form: see Wilfried Jilge: Kulturpolitik als 
Geschichtspolitik. Der “Platz der Unabhängigkeit” 
in Kiev. In: Osteuropa 53 (2003), Issue 1, pp. 33-57 
and Wilfried Jilge: Cultural Policy as the Politics of 
History. Independence Square in Kiev. In: Alfrun 
Kliems/Marina dmitrieva (eds.): the Post-Socialist 
City. Continuity and Change in Urban Space and 
Imagery. With the Assistance of Louise Bromby and 
Christian Dietz. Berlin 2010, pp. 140-155.

times the central feature of the square, the 
monument to honor the “Great Socialist Oc-
tober Revolution” consisting of a Lenin statue 
and four bronze figures, was supposed to por-
tray the deserving heroes of the revolution. 
Briefly after the failed coup d’état in August 
1991 the monument was destroyed in order to 
symbolically underpin the change in power. 
Not until August 2001 was an independence 
monument capped by a female figure erected 
in this spot. This monument will be briefly 
analyzed in the following.  
One striking element of the independence 
monument is the more than 60 meter high   

Monument to honor the „Great Socialist October Revo-

lution“. 1986.  Source. Ukraina. ed. L. M. Kravchuk. 

Moskva 1986.
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Corinthian column made of white granite 
with a golden capital. Of the three types of 
columns (doric, Ionic, Corinthian) the Corin-
thian column is based on the Roman tradition. 
It is supposed to embody the glory, power and 
steadfastness of the state. According to the re-
sponsible artist, Anatolii Kushch the indepen-
dence of Ukraine is supposed to be symboli-
cally eternalized by these antique shapes. In 
public discussions Kushch’s antique column 
was strongly criticized, described as “38 me-
ters of conformism” and appropriately associ-
ated with the Soviet-imperial design and the 
premises of socialist realism. According to the 
critique, this stands in contrast to the demo-
cratic aspirations of the state. Columns and 
socialist realist shapes were also frequently 
used in other competitive projects. Central el-
ements of the Independence Monument and 
the monumental depiction of national history 
expressed in the ensemble of monuments as 
well as the non-transparency of the decisive 
competition for the final design of the Inde-
pendence Square in 2000 doubtlessly reflected 
the authoritarian tendencies during President 
Kuchma’s second term in office.  

The Oranta Ukraine figure on the Inde-
pendence Monument
According to its creator, the figure of a young 
woman enthroned on the column represents 
the main symbol of the independence of 
Ukraine. the author claims that it is supposed 
to embody the  “Oranta-Ukraine”, “Oranta 
victress”4 or “Maria Oranta”, which refers to 
the monumental fresco image with the au-
tonomous (i.e. depicted without a child) Oran 
4 Minutes of the extended meeting of the 
Art Expert Council on issues of monumental 
sculpting at the Ministry of Culture No. 1 on 12 
July 2001, handed to the author by “Kyïvproekt” in 
November 2002.

Mother of God (Latin: Orans; in Ukrainian 
and Russian texts frequently: “Oranta”) in St. 
Sophia’s Cathedral of Kiev. Already during 
her emergence in the 11th century she was re-
garded as the patron saint of Kiev, the capital 
of the medieval Kievan Rus’ and venerated in 
the national tradition as the protector of the 
Ukrainian people. the nationalization of the 
praying mother of God is a good example for 
the conversion of a symbol of general Eastern 
Slavic, Orthodox sacral culture into a pro-
nounced national symbol. At the same time, 
it underscores the connection of the indepen-
dent Ukrainian state to the Kievan Rus’ and 
refers to the Christian traditions of Ukraine.5

5 the references to the images of the mother 
of God cannot be discussed in entirety here. An 
additional construction element of the monument 
project which was intended by the artist and already 
decided in a directive by the Ukrainian President 
in 2002, but not yet realized, draws on Ukrainian-
Cossack motives in the image of the Sheltering-
cloak Madonna (Pokrova). In semi-circle in the 
back of the figure “Oranta-Ukraine” a “pantheon 
of national glory” consisting of twelve sculptures 
is planned, which is supposed to symbolize 
the continuity of the Ukrainian state through 
“national heroes” from the medieval Kievan Rus’ 
(e.g. the “founder of the state” Volodymyr the 
Holy or yaroslav the Wise) to the Cossack era (e.g. 
“founder of the Cossack state of Ukraine” such as 
Hetman Bohdan Khmel’nyts’kyi or Hetman Ivan 
Mazepa) on to the phase of modern attempts at 
state-building in Ukraine 1917-1921. According to 
Anatolii Kushch the “Oranta-Ukraine” – similarly 
to the Pokrova – is supposed to take the “heroes” 
depicted in the pantheon under her protection (see 
conversation by Wilfried Jilge with Anatolii Kushch 
on 20 November 2012). Among other things, this 
motive plays on the particular significance of the 
veneration of the Sheltering-cloak Madonna among 
the Zaporizhzhian Cossacks. In the 17th and 18th 
century protonational-Ukrainian colored Pokrova 
icons originated in Cossack Ukraine – also under 
Latin-western influence –, which differed from 
Russian “Pokrova” icons. for example, in one of 
the best known Pokrova icons Cossack officers 
are taken under protection by the mother of God 
– without the presence of the Orthodox clergy 
or tsar or tsaritsa, in order to emphasize the 
independence of the Zaporizhzhian Sich towards 
the Russian tsar. the image of the Sheltering-

Wilfried Jilge
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Altogether the “Oranta Ukraine” can be seen 
as one of several examples of how the image of 
the praying mother of God (and other images 
of the mother of God) emerges in the context 
of the tensions between national re-evaluation, 
the orientation towards religious traditions, 
and Soviet heritage in post-Soviet Ukraine. 
For example, the female figure also refers to 
the Soviet tradition. A lady, who carries a 
sheaf of wheat with lifted hands, is supposed 
to symbolize Soviet Ukraine, as is the case for 
example with the monument erected in 1958 
at the “Exposition of the Achievements of the 
National Economy of the Ukrainian Socialist 
Soviet Republic” in Kiev. the monument of 
the woman who carries a palm branch with 
lifted hands – as can be seen on the Square of 
Glory in the southern Ukrainian city of Kher-
son for instance – is a typically Soviet symbol 

cloak Madonna, which historically constitutes a 
formal further development of the autonomous 
mother of God Orans, and the image of the praying 
mother of God itself or hybrids provide the basis 
for monuments, e.g. the “Mother-Ukraine and 
All Holy Mother Mary”, which were erected after 
1991 in cities and villages in various regions of 
Ukraine. the examples from central, southern 
and western Ukraine available to the author are 
mostly dedicated to state independence or the 
veneration of the Sheltering-cloak Madonna as 
a (up to now Ukrainian-nationally connoted) 
patron saint of a city or region. In particular the 
Pokrova, which is linked to Cossack traditions, as 
well as the corresponding festival of the Pokrova 
on 14 October, which is accompanied by national 
commemoration days, are among the very popular 
and widely accepted national events involving 
symbolic culture, because they vary with regard to 
their meaning. for the history and meaning of the 
Pokrova in Cossack Ukraine, see Serhy Plokhy: tsars 
and Cossacks. A Study in Iconography. Cambridge: 
Harvard Univ. Press 2002 (=Harvard Papers in 
Ukrainian Studies), p. 21, 65. For the significance 
of the images of the mother of God Pokrova and 
Orans during the Maidan protests in late 2013/
early 2014 Wilfried Jilge: Geschichtspolitik auf dem 
Majdan. Politische Emanzipation und nationale 
Selbstvergewisserung. In: Osteuropa 5-6/2014 (= 
Themenheft „Zerreißprobe. Ukraine: Konflikt, 
Krise, Krieg“), pp. 239-257, here: 249-250.

of victory. Ultimately the female figure can 
also be associated with the massive monu-
ment of “Mother Homeland” rising from the 
shore of the dnieper in Kiev. the use of this 
type of female figure illustrates the attempt of 
the artist to convert a Soviet monumental tra-
dition into a nationalistic tradition. the refer-
ence to the Soviet tradition is underscored by 
the palm branch in the lady’s hand which was 
originally used by the artist. Only during the 
revision of the project after the competition 
did the artists opt for a branch of a snowball 
bush, which is regarded as the heraldic em-
blem of Ukraine and is supposed to underline 
the national character of the monument.  
One main element in the discourse concern-

Wilfried Jilge

Oranta Ukraine. Photo Carmen Scheide
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ing the meaning of the “Ukraine Girl” is the 
image of the Berehynia (English: protector). 
the eclectically connoted cult surrounding 
the Berehynia in post-Soviet Ukraine links ar-
chaic-pagan beliefs and values of the “Mother 
of the Moist Earth”, which can be seen as the 
embodiment of the “Great Goddess”, with 
matriarchal myths, the Christian cult of Mary, 
folkloristic motives as well as character traits 
from literary and historical personalities from 
the national tradition. the “Mother Earth“ 
symbolizes the feminine representation of the 
nation common not only among the Eastern 
Slavs by symbolically linking the mother fig-
ure with one’s roots, nation and homeland.6 

Since the end of the 1980s/early 1990s patriotic 
Ukrainian writers, artists and ethnographers 
(e.g. in novels) have been making efforts to 
popularize the image of a Berehynia in the na-
tional Ukrainian colors as part of the “national 
idea” and expression of the Ukrainian matri-
archy which has existed since ancient times.7 
they drew on the fact already emphasized 
by Soviet ethnography and Soviet art histori-
ans that in pagan times the female Goddesses 
nowadays associated with the Berehynia were 
depicted as women standing frontally to-
wards the beholder with lifted hands and thus 
demonstrated a strong similarity to the fresco 
of the praying mother of God in St. Sophia’s 
Cathedral in Kiev. the image of the praying 
mother of God which was wide-spread di-
rectly after the acceptance of Christianity can 
6  For the significance of the female 
Goddesses in Slavic mythology relevant here, see 
Susanne Ramm-Weber: Mit der Sichel in der Hand. 
Mythos und Weiblichkeit in der sowjetischen Kunst 
der dreißiger Jahre.  Köln, Weimar, Wien 2006, pp. 
28-33.
7  For the semantic field of Ukraine in the 
Ukrainian context and the popularization of the 
Berehynja in the early 1990s: see Oksana Kis’: Kogo 
oberegaet Bereginia, ili Matriarkhat kak muzhskoe 
izobretenie. In: Zerkalo Nedeli <www.zn.ua/
newspaper/articles/43179>

therefore also be viewed as an attempt by the 
church to facilitate the adoption of the cult of 
Mary by means of an iconography already 
generally known among the pagan Slavs and 
thus to promote the establishment of Christi-
anity in an environment strongly character-
ized by matriarchic ideas. the creator of the 
Independence Monument uses the reference 
to the Berehynia in order to place the “Oran-
ta”, which is popular among the Eastern Slavs, 
into a Ukrainian connoted pagan-religious 
tradition and thus give it a national touch. At 
the same time, the Berehynia associated with 
“Mother Earth” constitutes, on the one hand, 
an associative link between Soviet notions of 
motherhood and femininity (as reflected in 
the above mentioned monuments) and the 
Christian religious and national presentations, 
on the other hand. the image of the Berehynia 
ultimately serves as a symbolic bridge to the 
Christian traditions revived in the post-social-
ist era and national re-interpretations of the 
mother and Mary cult discussed here. 
the Berehynia thereby stands, on the one 
hand, for the absolutization of the reproduc-
tive functions of women as the “guardian of 
the tribe” and, on the other hand, she is re-
garded as the preserver of all spiritual val-
ues of the nation and symbolizes Ukraine par 
excellence.8 the Berehynia cult links a patri-
archal post-Soviet mother cult with a trans-
national, i.e. starting from a national, cult of 
Mary, which simultaneously incorporates 
Christian and general Eastern Slavic as well as 
Soviet elements. President Kuchma stressed 
this central meaning of the independence 
monument when it was erected: the monu-
ment is reminiscent of the “image of the Oran-
8  See Oksana Kis’: Modeli konstrujuvannja 
gendernoї identyčnosty žinky v sučasnij Ukraїni 
[Models for constructing a gender identity in 
contemporary Ukraine]. In: Ї [Ji] 27 (2003), pp. 37-
58.
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ta as the guardian [Berehynia] of our Ukrai-
nian roots”, which forms of the “essence of the 
national idea”.9 The figure of the “Ukraine” 
thus also stands for the Berehynia cult, which 
has been popularized by folklore artists and 
ethnographically oriented traditionalist writ-
ers and frequently used by politicians since 
independence. The cult aims to define certain 
social values (the patriarchally defined role of 
women, ethno-nationally founded interpreta-
tion of history as a basis of identification) and 
to legitimize the nation by means of sacraliza-
tion. It is therefore not astonishing that the 
popular depiction of women or the Berehynia 
in Ukraine nowadays was used in the major-
ity of projects submitted in the competition for 
the Independence Monument. 

Translated by Michael Dobbins

9  Cit. in ibid. p. 44.
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