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Abstract: The origins of the formation of plant symbolism in 
Christian temple art have been investigated, particularly on 
the example of the texts of the Holy Bible. The primary con-
notations of the garden‟s symbolism in Christian sacral art are 
analyzed as an expression of the idea of a lost paradise, con-
templation of the images of which is possible in the space of 
temples. Plant symbolism is revealed in the holistic art sys-
tems of the Sophia of Kyiv and St. Cyril‟s Church in Kyiv.  
The fundamental values of plant symbolism in St. Sophia‟s 
Cathedral and St. Cyril‟s Church are highlighted by the idea 
of the continuity of Christian semiotics with the Old Testa-
ment Judaism and the combination of local pre-Christian tra-
ditions. 
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Introduction 
 
A unique communication code is symbolic sys-
tems, an essential component of the language of 
philosophy. A symbol is one of cultural commu-
nication‟s most essential means of encoding and 
transmitting information. A symbol is a tool by 
which the content of a thought is expressed 
through the acquisition of appropriate forms (pic-
torial, action) so that the content becomes a uni-
versal dimension. Symbolic communication is a 
cognitive-semantic, ideal-semantic, and moral-
axiological exchange of information. The sym-
bolic dimension of language represents of the 
metaphysics of the presence of the transcendent, 
as well as of mentally internalized cultural texts, 
the pragmatic load of which has a multifaceted 

semantic potential for unfolding in the process of 
cognition. For symbolism filled with philosophi-
cal meanings, not only is its transcendent feature 
important, indicating the absoluteness of the ide-
al sphere, but also direct evidence of its exist-
ence, which determines the culture by its level of 
development. Symbols express in a laconic form 
the semantic depth of philosophical and religious 
concepts and the versatility of artistic images. In 
the individual process of cognition, a symbol has 
the potential to act as a conventional means of 
combining the conscious and the unconscious, 
the rational and the mystical, the scientific and 
the artistic. 

Symbolism is one of the main cultural identi-
ty factors, which has absorbed a centuries-old 
heritage of traditional connotations and is being 
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reinterpreted in modern socio-cultural circum-
stances. Symbols represent ideas of higher ab-
straction that are difficult to describe verbally, 
contain philosophical ideas or religious doctrines 
in a concentrated form, manifest of the eternal in 
the temporal, and have a multidimensional 
pragmatic potential for shaping the current cul-
tural discourse. 

Religious art is a special discourse of symbol-
ism; functioning, which combines the concepts 
of certain religions and the form of their figura-
tive embodiment. A separate type of symbol is 
sacred, whose main characteristic is the designa-
tion of the supernatural in the respective religious 
system. Initially, the subject of a symbolic narra-
tive is a certain religious object (abstract concept, 
object, person, action, etc.), which is later trans-
formed into a symbolic figurative and sensual 
form with a plurality of connotative meanings in 
a communicative situation. In complex symbolic 
structures, in particular, in religious art, their in-
dividual segments act as autonomous semantic 
objects and artistic and figurative phenomena. 
Sacred symbolism plays an important role in the 
formation of not only the consciousness of a reli-
gious person but also in the cognition of cultural 
and religious traditions that have been formed 
over the centuries. 

In the language of religious art, the symbol 
distinguishes and marks the conceptual begin-
nings of the religious worldview in a figurative, 
sensual, and aesthetically artistic way, giving it a 
systematic unity. The language of architecture is 
special, as it represents in monumental forms the 
concepts of the human vision of the universe of a 
certain historical epoch. Temple architecture,  

starting from the most ancient civilizations, 
symbolically expressed a religious vision of the 
world, in which the structuring was based on the 
example of the division of the world into earthly 
and heavenly, profane and sacred. The concept 
of the temple as an imago mundi (Latin for „ im-
age of the world‟), the postulate that the sanctu-
ary reproduces the essence of the universe, was 
also accepted by Christian sacred architecture, 
which symbolically reproduces the Heavenly 
Jerusalem as it is presented in the texts of the Bi-
ble and theological tradition. 

Symbols in the language of religious architec-
ture not only convey certain meanings and values 
but also help a believer to psychologically enter a 
religious cult, emotionally experience the ritual 

actions performed, and create an atmosphere of 
the importance of the event performed. Temple 
architecture establishes a correspondence be-
tween different planes of existence and building 
forms.  

By following certain symbolic imagery and 
structured space, the temple is considered to be 
filled with a special sacred power. In ancient 
temples, we see a direct comparison between 
architectural proportions and cosmic models, 
emphasizing the idea of the spiritual descent of 
divine grace into the earthly world. The geomet-
ric symbolism of the temple is based on a verti-
cal vector, similar to a sacred tree or a sacred 
mountain that unites the world of gods and peo-
ple. The temple is a symbol of spiritual aspira-
tions and achievements; it contains cosmic sym-
bolism, which represents a model of understand-
ing the universe of a particular civilization. For 
example, in the language of sacred architecture, 
all-round shapes express the idea of heaven, the 
square is the earth, and the triangle symbolizes 
the interaction between earth and sky. In the 
symbolic language of architecture, a temple is a 
form of reflection on the theme of the universe as 
a whole. Symbols combine a wide variety of ob-
jects into one text, while natural language only 
partially and consistently expresses what sym-
bols represent in a single moment through a spe-
cific form. The structure of symbols in the lan-
guage of architecture is a model of space through 
immersion in which a person can reach the 
knowledge of the transcendent world. 

The originality of the symbolic worldview 
can also be traced in Ukrainian sacred church 
architecture, particularly through floral symbol-
ism in the decoration of churches. 
 
 

Floral Symbolism in Ecclesiastical Art, origi-
nating from the advanced civilizations of the 
Near East, occupies an essential position by as-
sociatively and symbolically expressing the 
abundance and beauty of the paradise garden. 
The aspiration to recreate on Earth the state of 
heavenly existence as the abode of God and 
saints led to the embellishment of church interi-
ors with floral imagery and symbols. Christian 
art, during its process of formation and develop-
ment, creatively borrowed from Jewish and Near 
Eastern traditions in understanding floral sym-
bolism as the concept of recreating the paradisia-
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cal existence that the faithful sought in their 
earthly pilgrimage. 

The article aims to investigate the primary 
meanings of floral symbolism in ecclesiastical art 
by analyzing comprehensive texts within the in-
terior space of Kyiv Sophia and Kyrylivska 
Churches in Kyiv. 

In the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem, 
flower carvings were ordered to be made on the 
walls, as stated: “And he carved all the walls of 
the house round about with carved figures of 
cherubims and palm trees and open flowers, 
within and without” (English Standard Version 
Bible, 2001, 1 Kings 6:29). Furthermore, the 
doors were crafted with two-winged doors made 
of olive wood, featuring carvings of cherubim, 
palm trees, and hanging flowers, all covered in 
gold: “And he made two doors of olive wood; 
and he carved on them figures of cherubim, palm 
trees, and open flowers, and overlaid them with 
gold, and spread gold on the cherubim and on the 
palm trees” (English Standard Version Bible, 
2001, 1 Kings 6:32). The bronze pillars at the 
entrance to the Holy of Holies, which only the 
high priest had the right to enter once a year (on 
the Day of Atonement) to offer sacrifices for the 
entire Israelite nation, were decorated with lilies 
and pomegranates: “And he made chains like a 
necklace and put them on the tops of the pillars; 
and he made one hundred pomegranates and put 
them on the chains. Then he set up the pillars 
before the temple, one on the right hand and the 
other on the left; he called the name of the one on 
the right hand Jachin, and the name of the one on 
the left Boaz.Moreover, there were network pil-
lars in front of them. Each with wreaths on the 
capitals, on the top of each of them, and the work 
of the pillars was finished with lilies” (English 
Standard Version Bible, 2001, 1 Kings 7:18-22). 
The so-called “Sea,” a significant molded vessel 
located in the Temple courtyard, served the pur-
pose of purification for the priests and symbol-
ized the tumultuous world ocean that God sub-
dued. It was additionally adorned with lily flow-
ers as decorative elements (English Standard 
Version Bible, 2001, 1 Kings 7:26). 

The golden temple menorah, with its lamps 
continuously burning before the presence of the 
Lord in the Holy of Holies, had seven branches 
resembling stalks with flowers. “Six branches 
shall go out from its sides: three branches of the 
menorah from one side and three branches of the 

menorah from the other side. Three cups shaped 
like almond blossoms, with buds and flowers, 
shall be on one branch, and three cups shaped 
like almond blossoms, with buds and flowers, on 
the other branch – thus for the six branches going 
out from the menorah. On the menorah itself, 
there shall be four cups shaped like almond blos-
soms, with their buds and flowers. There shall be 
a bud under the two branches going out from it, a 
bud under the next two branches going out from 
it, and a bud under the last two branches going 
out from it – thus for the six branches going out 
from the menorah” (English Standard Version 
Bible, 2001, Ex. 25:32-35). 

Therefore, when the ancient Hebrews entered 
their grand Temple, they primarily saw plant im-
ages associated with heavenly-paradisiacal exist-
ence, an immutable and beautiful abode of God, 
which all believers aspired to enter after their 
earthly pilgrimage. 

Christian sacred architecture borrowed nu-
merous structural elements from temple architec-
ture of the Ancient East, specifically, it drew 
from the Old Testament directives regarding the 
embellishment of holy places, the symbolic sig-
nificance of which pertained to the intention of 
portraying transient earthly replicas of the eternal 
heavenly reality. 

During the construction and decoration of the 
St. Sophia Cathedral in Kyiv and other sanctuar-
ies of Kyivan Rus, a conceptual model of the 
Christian church had already been established, 
which underwent a long evolution, starting from 
the ancient sacred structures of the Ancient Near 
East and the Jewish-Old Testament understand-
ing of the place of worship to the One God, as 
expressed in the narratives of the Old Testament 
and represented in the Tabernacle and the mag-
nificent Jerusalem Temple, which was constantly 
rebuilt or restored from the time of King Solo-
mon to Herod the Great. It was natural that the 
ancient Kyivans embraced the idea of a Christian 
church from Byzantium, which, in theological 
treatises, architectural forms, and various aspects 
of interior decoration, had a cohesive organic 
paradigm of sacred architecture as a model of the 
Heavenly Jerusalem, to which the faithful as-
pired in their earthly pilgrimage. 

The idea of the temple as a paradise garden is 
one of the fundamental concepts in Christian sa-
cred architecture. To embody this idea, a series 
of artistic, ornamental, and ritual-cultural factors 
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were carefully considered, each endowed with 
profound symbolic meaning. The semantics of 
these factors can be traced throughout the exten-
sive history of the development of the temple 
concept as a dwelling place of the gods, a realm 
of heavenly bliss, and an image of eschatological 
perspective that emerges as a source of hope and 
solace during the earthly lives of the faithful. 
They are granted the opportunity to contemplate 
the Edenic realm within the semiotic framework 
of the temple space. 

The vegetal imagery found in the ancient 
mythological narratives of the Near East, depict-
ing an idyllic and blissful existence, was un-
doubtedly derived from observations of nature. 
The coolness of gardens, the majesty of trees, 
and the vibrant colors of plants became associat-
ed in human perception with the abode of gods 
and the hope of attaining such a realm after the 
toils and trials of earthly life. A garden with lush 
vegetation represented not only a place of physi-
cal and psychological relaxation and aesthetic 
pleasure but also served as an ancient symbol of 
paradise within architectural temple structures. 

In the earliest civilizations, templegardens 
served as the focal points of cities, where the 
main paths converged and the prayers of inhabit-
ants and pilgrims were directed, with the inten-
tion of attaining a glimpse of paradise and the 
hope of eternal existence in Eden after death. 
This concept of the garden as an image of para-
dise has been inherited by Christian sacred archi-
tecture. Trees offer humans shelter and coolness, 
bear fruits, and provide solace, they reach to-
wards heavenly heights, indicating the direction 
to the celestial realm. They are deeply rooted, 
symbolizing the steadfast wisdom of humanity, 
which honors the earth and turns to God. Flowers 
fill the human heart with beauty and inspiration, 
often lacking in earthly life. 

In the biblical books, we can find rich sym-
bolic imagery of trees and flowers. Let‟s provide 
just a few quotes from the Holy Scripture. In the 
Book of the Prophet Jeremiah, we read: “Blessed 
is the man who trusts in the Lord, whose trust is 
the Lord. He is like a tree planted by water that 
sends out its roots by the stream and does not 
fear when heat comes, for its leaves remain 
green, and is not anxious in the year of drought, 
for it does not cease to bear fruit!” (English 
Standard Version Bible, 2001, Jeremiah 17:7-8). 
In the Book of Sirach, “the godly children” are 

compared to “a rose planted by flowing waters” 
(English Standard Version Bible, 2001, Sirach 
39:13). The poetic Psalm 92 compares: “The 
righteous shall flourish like the palm tree, and 
grow like a cedar in Lebanon. Those who are 
planted in the house of the Lord shall flourish in 
the courts of our God. They shall still bear fruit 
in old age; they shall be fresh and flourishing, to 
declare that the Lord is upright; He is my rock, 
and there is no unrighteousness in Him” (English 
Standard Version Bible, 2001, Ps. 92:12-16). 

It can be said that nature, trees, and flowers, 
including cultivated garden complexes, brought 
humanity closer to the world of divine paradise 
existence. 

Particular attention should be paid to the plant 
ornaments in the interiors of the Saint Sophia 
Cathedral in Kyiv, the main church of Kyivan 
Rus, which stands as an enduring spiritual arche-
type and a meaningful image that permeates all 
spheres of our culture throughout the centuries. 

Nadia Nikitenko (2003) rightly emphasizes 
the significance of the ornaments in Saint Sophia 
Cathedral not only on a purely aesthetic level but 
also in a profound conceptual theological dimen-
sion, which was intended to instill hope for eter-
nal bliss in the faithful who contemplated the 
imagery and ornamental language conveying 
Christian doctrine. “The elevated atmosphere of 
triumph and festivity is created by luxurious or-
naments reminiscent of precious fabrics used to 
adorn royal chambers. The ornaments generous-
ly cover the vaults, walls, and columns of the 
entire cathedral. Emphasizing its architectural 
forms and framing the narratives, they enhance 
the visual and symbolic impact of their percep-
tion. As symbols of a blossoming paradise gar-
den, they depict the image of the heavenly world 
and evoke a joyful sense of the miracle of salva-
tion received” (Nikitenko, 2003, p. 53). In the 
exploration of the history of art research, regard-
ing the frescoes of Saint Sophia Cathedral, par-
ticularly in the works of D. Ainalov and Ye. 
Redin, the scholars make the following observa-
tion: “Regarding the rich ornamentation of the 
vaults and towers of the cathedral, Ainalov and 
Redin limit themselves to a brief comment: ...in 
the vegetal ornamentation that generously adorns 
the entire cathedral, they see a „mixture of orna-
mental forms from classical and Eastern art, such 
as Persian art”. According to their conviction, the 
motifs of the vegetal ornamentation were bor-
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rowed from Byzantine art, influenced by Eastern 
art, and known in the ornaments of Serbian and 
Bulgarian art, which derive from classical orna-
mentation.” In our opinion, the conclusions of 
these early researchers, despite the importance of 
their work, somewhat overlook the theological 
and symbolic aspects of the cathedral‟s interior, 
which are more significant than purely formal 
comparisons and the influence of local cultural 
and artistic traditions. 

Nadiia Nikitenko (2018) analyzes the seman-
tics of ornaments in the decor of the main altar, 
tracing allusions to biblical and liturgical-poetic 
images that create a coherent text representing 
heavenly reality: “The conch of the apse is an 
image of the celestial vault, in which the Oranta 
is depicted, framed by a bright floral-leafy orna-
ment. This rich ornament on a golden back-
ground obviously corresponds to the inscription 
above the Oranta, which refers to the Heavenly 
Jerusalem. Not without reason, the ornament 
contains 25 medallions, which are associated 
with the 25 stanzas of the Akathist Hymn, in 
which the Virgin Mary is glorified as the Un-
shakeable Wall of the Kingdom” (p. 30). 

It is also worth noting that the author of the 
Book of Revelation had in mind the actual ap-
pearance of the Mount of Olives, which is well 
known from the texts of the Old and New Tes-
taments and is particularly significant in the his-
tory of the Jewish people and Christian narra-
tives. This oronym is first mentioned by the 
prophet Zechariah: “And his feet shall stand in 
that day upon the mount of Olives, which is be-
fore Jerusalem on the east, and the mount of Ol-
ives shall cleave in the midst thereof toward the 
east and toward the west, and there shall be a 
very great valley; and half of the mountain shall 
remove toward the north, and half of it toward 
the south” (English Standard Version Bible, 
2001, Zech. 14:3-4). Ezekiel assigns special sig-
nificance to the summit of the Mount of Olives 
in his eschatological prophecies: “And the glory 
of the Lord went up from the midst of the city, 
and stood upon the mountain which is on the east 
side of the city” (English Standard Version Bi-
ble, 2001, Ezek. 11:23). From the height of the 
range of the Mount of Olives, which extends 
from north to south opposite the wall of the Old 
City on the other side of the Kidron Valley, a 
magnificent panorama of the Temple Mount is 
revealed (in blue , mainly when there were no 

high-rise buildings in the new districts of Jerusa-
lem), and in golden (today represented by the 
Dome of the Rock shrine, and in the time of 
Christ - the gilded decoration of the Second 
Temple, which was beautifully built and adorned 
by Herod the Great), colors, we see the main al-
tar of St. Sophia‟s Cathedral in Kyiv, which are 
in harmony with the biblical semantics of the 
Heavenly Jerusalem, the symbolic representation 
of which was taken from the actual appearance 
of the ancient holy city. 

The inscription (the 6th verse of Psalm 45 in 
synagogue tradition, which is Psalm 46 in Chris-
tian tradition) - “God is in the midst of it, it shall 
not be moved; God shall help it when the morn-
ing dawns” (translated by Ivan Ohiyenko), holds 
a special significance. It is positioned above the 
central apse‟s conch in the cathedral. Its deep 
analysis was conducted by Sergei Averintsev 
(2004), who referred to the continuous heritage 
of Christian semiotics from ancient and Jewish 
traditions. He states, “The entire psalm is con-
structed on the contrast between two images: the 
worldly chaos and the unshakable God-protected 
city. Around this city, elemental cataclysms and 
war storms rage... But for the city and the house 
of God, all these cosmic forces become a source 
of consolation, as they are securely protected by 
the presence of God... The inscription is placed 
above the head of the mosaic figure of the Virgin 
Orans in the conch of the apse and is clearly 
connected in meaning with this figure” (Aver-
intsev, 2004, p. 35). Furthermore, the scholar 
concludes based on the symbolism of St. Sophia 
and a deep textual analysis: “The „Mother of 
God‟ is a „city‟ because her virtue is symbolical-
ly associated with the integrity, invulnerability, 
and orderliness of a city. We recall that in the 
Byzantine hymnography, attributed to Roman 
the Melodist, and possibly even earlier, the 
Mother of God is referred to as the „twelve-gated 
city‟ of the Apocalypse” (Averintsev, 2004, p. 
37). Therefore, the inscription above the head of 
the Orans signifies “Mother of God, but to the 
extent that she is the Guardian of the City, or ra-
ther, to the extent that she is the City, an image of 
spiritualized matter, an image of human commu-
nity embodying the cosmic meaning; a church 
community, but to the extent that it is directed 
towards the union of the heavenly and the earth-
ly; a temple building, but to the extent that it is, 
as an „icon,‟ the cosmic House of Wisdom, sim-
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ultaneously turned towards the city, providing it 
with meaningful support and a hopeful expecta-
tion of victory over visible and invisible ene-
mies” (Averintsev, 2004, p. 38). Although the 
46th Psalm was called “the song of Zion” and it 
was assumed that the mentioned city refers to 
Jerusalem, it can be understood in a broader 
sense as the celestial city, the Heavenly Jerusa-
lem. 

The fragment of the “Zion” psalm in the cen-
tral cathedral of Kyivan Rus signifies the special 
status of the capital city as an authentic sacred 
center of Slavic culture, following the pattern 
and analogy of ancient cities in the Near East, 
where the focal point was the sacred precinct 
representing and symbolizing the heavenly 
abode of gods, often through the presence of 
plants and water. Therefore, in Kyiv‟s Saint So-
phia Cathedral, the ornamental plant motifs serve 
the same idea - the concept of the church as an 
earthly replica of the Heavenly Jerusalem (in the 
Christian interpretation of sacred architecture). In 
verses 4-5 of the same 46th psalm, there is an 
analogy to a celestial river, which says, “The wa-
ters thereof roar and be troubled, the mountains 
shake with the swelling thereof. There is a river, 
the streams whereof shall make glad the city of 
God, the holy place of the tabernacles of the 
Most High” (English Standard Version Bible, 
2001, Psalm 46:4-5). Here, we see a gentle river 
that fills the city of God with life, contrasting the 
chaotic waters that pose a threat to humanity, as 
often encountered in Near Eastern myths and 
biblical narratives. At the beginning of the Book 
of Genesis, we also read about a peaceful river: 
“And a river went out of Eden to water the gar-
den, and from thence it was parted, and became 
into four heads” (English Standard Version Bi-
ble, 2001, Gen. 2:10). In the final chapter of the 
Book of Revelation, the concluding book of the 
Bible, the imagery of a life-giving river emerges 
again: “And he showed me a pure river of water 
of life, clear as crystal, proceeding out of the 
throne of God and of the Lamb. In the midst of 
the street of it, and on either side of the river, was 
there the tree of life, which bare twelve manners 
of fruits, and yielded her fruit every month: and 
the leaves of the tree were for the healing of the 
nations” (English Standard Version Bible, 2001, 
Rev. 22:1-2). As we can see, the image of the 
heavenly river is mentioned in the first and last 
books of the Holy Scriptures, which recount the 

loss of paradise by the first humans and the 
promise of the Heavenly Jerusalem in the after-
life following the end of the world and the Final 
Judgment. Therefore, the verse about the highest 
protection of the city by the Almighty God fol-
lows the mention of the river, whose waters, 
along with the vegetation, are associated with 
paradise - a place of refreshment and joy, where 
the Lord and the righteous dwell. 

The concept of life-giving rivers mentioned in 
biblical texts received a new interpretation in 
Christian churches through the construction of 
baptisteries. Baptisteries, derived from the Greek 

rd  apti teri n  and the atin 
word “baptisterium,” refer to structures or rooms 
designated for the sacrament of baptism. In an-
cient Rome, the term was originally used in a 
secular context to denote a pool for bathing and 
swimming or a plunge bath in Roman frigidari-
ums (cooling rooms in thermal baths). From the 
3rd to the 4th century, the term started to be used 
to designate places or cultic spaces for the recep-
tion of the sacrament of baptism. Another name 
that can be encountered is “fotisterion” (the 
“house of enlightenment”), as baptism was un-
derstood as the enlightenment of an individual 
for a new life (English Standard Version Bible, 
2001, Jus. Mart. “Apology,” I, 65). 

Most likely, during the 1st to the 4th century, 
baptisms were performed either in open bodies 
of water or in thermal baths. It was only at the 
beginning of the Constantinian era when the 
number of individuals eager to become Chris-
tians increased significantly that separate struc-
tures for this sacrament began to be constructed. 
Historians note that there were at least six bap-
tisteries in Chersonesos during the 8th to 10th cen-
turies. The most famous among them is the so-
called Rotunda of 600 AD, also known as the 
“Church of Vladimir,” where it is believed that 
Vladimir the Great was baptized. In the monu-
mental architecture of Kyivan Rus, baptisteries 
were also constructed within the general space of 
the main church (such as the St. Sophia Cathe-
dral in Kyiv, the Church of the Saviour at 
Berestove, the Illinska Church in Chernihiv, and 
others). 

In the St. Volodymyr‟s Cathedral in Kyiv, on 
the fresco “The Baptism of St. Prince Vo-
lodymyr” by Viktor Vasnetsov, characterized by 
clear centrality, harmonious colors and light, the 
Baptizer of Kyivan Rus is depicted in a hexago-
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nal baptismal font on a raised platform. 
Here is a description of a specially arranged 

baptismal place in the Kyrylivska Church in Ky-
iv: “In the southern part of the narthex, a baptist-
ery was located... The presence of the baptistery 
is confirmed by the following findings: remains 
of a semi-circular niche (apse) with a diameter of 
137 cm, wall fragments located 18-20 cm from 
the ancient floor, a width of 130 cm, as well as 
remnants of the floor discovered during the re-
search conducted by M. Kholostenko in 1950-
1955. This researcher believed that the eastern 
wall of the baptistery constituted a niche-apse 
within the thickness of the wall between the 
southern pier and the pilaster and was construct-
ed up to the level of the slate cornices (a similar 
niche was present in the Uspensky Cathedral of 
the Eletsky Monastery in Chernihiv, but instead 
of projecting outside as a small apse, it was only 
within the walls of St. Sophia‟s Cathedral)” (Ni-
kitenko, 2003, p. 79). 

During restoration work in 1977, beneath lay-
ers of later additions, small fragments of fresco 
compositions were discovered on the side parts 
of the pier and pilaster in the baptistery. These 
frescoes were created in the 12th century. Re-
searchers determined that the ancient plaster base 
in these areas and other adjacent surfaces was 
applied simultaneously. Therefore, the baptistery 
was constructed before the commencement of 
the painting work. The “death” of a person to the 
old life in sin and their “birth” into a new, saved, 
heavenly existence is also an integral part of cre-
ating an analogy to the cosmic reality of the 
heavenly realm in a Christian church. 

In St. Kirill‟s Church, there are preserved 
plant ornaments on the walls, totaling 3311, with 
various depictions but a common symbolic 
meaning - the reflection of paradise‟s existence. 
“The ornaments of Kirill‟s church are intended 
not only to decorate the temple but also to em-
phasize its architecture, divide compositions, and 
soften the stern features of the fortress-like struc-
ture. It is worth noting that the diversity of fres-
coed Kirill‟s ornaments, their skillful drawing, 
and colorful execution do not distract from the 
overall painting when observed. Therefore, the 
ornaments exist in a harmonious pictorial sym-
phony with the main frescoes, and their disap-
pearance from the walls would undoubtedly de-
stroy this polyphonic enchanting harmony... A 
widely used ornament consisted of circles with 

stylized five-petal flowers inscribed within them. 
The space between the circles is filled with three-
petal flowers” (Bezverkhyi et al., 2001, p. 387). 

Returning to the image of the Oranta from St. 
Sophia of Kyiv, whose image is framed by heav-
enly text and ornamental attributes, let us turn 
our attention to another depiction of the Mother 
of God from the Kirill‟s Church, which is part of 
a composition attributed to Ivan Yizhakevych - 
the “Procession to Paradise”. This iconographic 
representation is divided into two parts. In the 
first part, an angel is depicted turning towards the 
Apostle Peter, who leads people to salvation with 
an anchor cross, towards the gates of the Heav-
enly Kingdom. The second part, above the de-
scribed scene, portrays the actual paradise: “The 
plane on which the composition is depicted is 
divided into two parts by a window opening. On 
the left are the doors to Paradise, which can be 
accessed by stairs. At the doors stands a guardian 
- a six-winged seraph, whose red wings signify 
fervent love for God. On the opposite side is the 

ther  d  tanding n either ide r han-
gels. The Mother of God has opened her palms 
as if indicating her readiness to embrace all the 
righteous into her embrace. The background of 
the composition is lavishly adorned with flowers, 
grapevine garlands, birds and intricate lacework 
of trees with green, pink, and blue leaves. Such a 
combination creates an impression of a delicate, 
lace-like tapestry” (Bezverkhyi et al., 2001, 
p. 385). 

Nadia Nikitenko (2014) reveals the symbol-
ism of geometric and plant ornamentation in St. 
Sophia of Kyiv: “Two magnificent ornamental 
friezes run along the cornice that separates the 
figure of the Oranta from the „Eucharist‟: the up-
per one is of a geometric type, while the lower 
one is of a floral nature. Particularly striking is 
the exquisite upper ornament, laid out in light 
white lines against a dark blue background, cre-
ating an impression of sparkling iridescence. The 
ornament above the „Eucharist‟ resembles a 
conch frieze, but its motifs are not separated; in-
stead, they form a continuous vine, which is the 
thread of the overall pattern. This motif embod-
ies the symbol of unity between Christ and the 
apostles depicted in the „Eucharist‟: „I am the 
vine; you are the branches‟ (English Standard 
Version Bible, 2001, John 15: 5). As a symbol of 
infinity, the ornament emphasizes the timeless 
and transcendent nature of the Eucharistic sacri-
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fice” (Nikitenko, 2014, p. 83). 
Let us add something to the previously quoted 

conclusion. From the perspective of Christian 
symbolism, which continues the tradition of the 
Old Testament and Jewish symbolism, the 
grapevine, together with wheat, holds the highest 
position in the “symbolic hierarchy” of plants. 
As it is known, symbolic references to a particu-
lar image are often given based on its external or 
natural characteristics. Therefore, considering 
that the grapevine, especially in the Near East 
and Southern European regions, vigorously en-
twines trees, creating shady arbors and canopies, 
it has acquired interesting significance in early 
Christian apocryphal literature, written in the 
genre of revelation (similar to the canonical last 
book of the Holy Scriptures, the Book of Revela-
tion of John the Theologian). In the “Shepherd of 
Hermas,” the grapevine is described as a symbol 
of mutual brotherly assistance between the 
wealthy and the poor members of the Christian 
Church. The rich (grapes) clothe the poor (the 
tree), who, in turn, envelop them with sincere 
prayers and, at the same time, enable them to 
perform good deeds, which develop their spiritu-
ality and help them progress towards the King-
dom of Heaven the texts of the Church Fathers 
compare the grapevine to the Church, and in 
wine, considering the context of Acts 2:12-18 
(And they were all amazed and perplexed, saying 
to one another, “What does this mean?” But oth-
ers mocking said, “They are filled with new 
wine”. However, Peter, standing with the eleven, 
li ted hi  i e and addre ed them  nd he ad-
dressed them: “Men of Judea and all who dwell 
in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and give 
ear to my words. These people are not drunk, as 
you suppose, since it is only the third hour of the 
day. But this is what was uttered through the 
prophet Joel: „And in the last days it shall be, 
God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit on all 
flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall 
prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, 
and your old men shall dream dreams; even on 
my male servants and female servants in those 
days I will pour out my Spirit, and they shall 
prophesy!‟‟ (English Standard Version Bible, 
2001, Acts 2:14-18) and Ephesians 5:18: “And 
do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauch-
ery, but be filled with the Spirit.” In these pas-
sages, the Church Fathers see the fervor of the 
Holy Spirit and the symbol of Christian unity 

(individual grapes being transformed into one 
cup of wine). 

Pope Benedict XVI (2011), a brilliant scholar 
of the patristic corpus and a great admirer of the 
classical Church tradition, during his sermon at 
the Holy Mass in Berlin on September 23, 2011, 
analyzes the grapevine as a “symbol of vitality 
and a metaphor for the beauty and dynamism of 
Jesus‟ relationships with His disciples and 
friends”. He draws the following theological 
conclusion from the biblical text: “„As you are 
united with me, so you are united with one an-
other.‟ This belonging to one another and to Him 
is not merely an ideal symbolic relationship, but - 
I would say - a biological, life-giving condition 
of belonging to Jesus Christ. This is what the 
Church is, this communion of life with Him and 
for one another, a communion that is rooted in 
baptism, deepened and receives increasing vitali-
ty in the Eucharist. „I am the true vine‟ actually 
means: „I am in you, and you are in me‟ - an un-
precedented identification of the Lord with us, 
His Church”. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Therefore, the plant ornaments in a Christian 
church primarily serve a symbolic function, be-
ing endowed with connotative characteristics of 
the paradise garden as an overall idea of the tem-
ple - a place separated from the secular space and 
inhabited by God (or gods in polytheistic reli-
gious systems). The formation of the model of 
Christian sanctuaries can be traced from the an-
cient temples of the Ancient Near East, which, 
among other things, expressed through lush veg-
etation the lost paradise existence and the long-
ing for eternal bliss that humans sought, as seen 
in various mythical narratives (such as the Epic 
of Gilgamesh). The concept of the temple as a 
paradise garden was adopted by the Jews during 
the formation stage and the formation of the 
temple cult in Jerusalem. The First and Second 
Temples featured distinct plant ornaments (pal-
mettes) in their decoration, and the central seven-
branched menorah held one of the primary sym-
bolic meanings as the embodiment of the Tree of 
Life from Eden. In Christian liturgical worship 
and the embellishment of churches, the ancient 
tradition of using plant symbolism was contin-
ued. It is also worth noting that plant ornaments 
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in Christian churches serve significant aesthetic, 
decorative, and visual-spatial functions (such as 
vertical ornaments creating an effect of “growth” 
towards the celestial realm). A vivid and artisti-
cally rich example of lavish plant symbolism is 
the adornment of the Kyiv Sophia and 
Kyrylivska churches. On the one hand, it was a 
reception of the already established Byzantine 
model of interior decoration in Christian church-
es. On the other hand, it incorporated the local 
significance of vegetation in pagan religious 
cults and folk rituals. 

 
 

References 
 
Averintsev, S. (2004). o ro umіnnya mіstu 

napysu nad konkhoyu tsentra noї apsi-
dy yїvs'koї ofії (Towards understand-
ing the meaning of the inscription 
above the conch of the central apse of 
Kyiv Sophia, in Ukrainian). In ofіya-
Logos. Slovnyk (Sofia-Logos. Diction-
ary, in Ukrainian) (pp. 278-316). (2nd 
ed.). Kyiv: Duh i Litera. 

Benedict XVI (2011). Sermon during the divine 
service at the Olympic Stadium in Ber-
lin. Retrieved October 10, 2019, from:  
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedic
t-xvi/en/homilies/2011/documents/hf_-
ben-xvi_hom_20110922_olympiasta-
dion-berlin.html  

Bezverkhyi V. et al. (2001). Kyiv. Sightseeing 

Guide. Kyiv: Centre d‟Europe. 
English Standard Version Bible. (2001). ESV 

Online. Retrieved March 15, 2023, 
from https://esv.literalword.com/ 

Nikitenko, N. M. (2003). Sviata Sofiia Kyivska: 
Istoriia v mystetstvi (Holy Sophia of 
Kyiv: History in art, in Ukrainian). Ky-
iv: Akademperiodyka.  

Nikitenko, N. M. (2014). Narodzhennia nauky 
pro mo aїky ta fresky ofії yіvs'koї  
Fenomen N. Kondakova, D. Aynalova 
ta Ye. edіna (The birth of the science 
of mosaics and frescoes of Sophia of 
Kyiv: The phenomenon of N. Konda-
kov, D. Ainalov, and E. Redin, in Ukra-
inian). In ofіya yіvs'ka  і antіya  

us  kraїna  ophia of yiv  y-
zantium. Rus. Ukraine (4), in Ukraini-
an) (pp. 51-10 . y  ati nal ad-
emy of Sciences. 

Nikitenko, N. M. (2018). Sofiys'kyi sobor: 
Putivnyk (Sophia Cathedral: Guide-
book, in Ukrainian). Kyiv: Zadruga. 

Ostashchuk, I. B. (n.d.) Baptysteri (Baptistery, in 
Ukrainian). In Velyka ukrayins'ka 
entsyklopediya (Great Ukrainian Ency-
clopedia, in Ukrainian). Retrieved Oc-
tober 10, 2019, from http://vue.gov.-
ua/Baptysteri 

The Shepherd of Hermas. Retrieved October 10, 
2019, from http://www.earlychristian-
writings.com/text/shepherd.html  

 
  


