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Abstract
This paper demonstrates a way to examine the transformation of the territorial shape of the region. The official 
symbols (flags and emblems) of modern administrative units of Ukraine were analyzed for the usage of heraldic 
symbols of historical regions that lost their administrative status a century before. The results confirm more 
or less constant symbolic reproduction of historical regions, but their spatial shapes has changed under the 
influence of new administrative boundaries. Simultaneously, in certain cases historical heraldry loses its former 
meaning and is involved into the development and strengthening of identities with new administrative regions 
rather than historical ones.
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Introduction

A system of administrative regions (prin-
cipalities, voivodeships, viceroyalties and 
governorates), which roughly reflected 
physiographic, ethnographic, and economic 
spatial differences, existed on the territo-
ry of modern Ukraine during the 15th-16th 
centuries under different political regimes. 
Although the boundaries, and sometimes 
the administrative centres of these regions 
have been repeatedly adjusted and changed,  

in general they were relatively stable enti-
ties. This administrative system was finally 
abolished in the 1930s, when former large 
regions were split into the smaller first-order  
administrative units, called oblasts. 

However, former administrative regions 
(now widely known in Ukraine as historical, 
historical-geographical, or ethnographic 
regions) continue to exist in the people’s minds 
and are constantly reproduced in symbols 
and institutions. Their names are reflected 
in the names of enterprises and companies 
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(Gnatiuk, 2014; Gnatiuk & Melnychuk, 2019), 
settlements and neighbourhoods, brands and 
trademarks, beauty contests and universities, 
media and sports clubs, political parties and 
NGOs (Homanyuk, 2016, 2017, 2019, 2020). 
They continue to live in national geographical 
and historical education and are revitalized 
in the schemes of economic and socio-geo-
graphical regionalization (Gnatiuk & Melny-
chuk, 2019). They are used like attractions for 
tourists, or like weapons by political actors 
in their races, and their heraldic symbols 
adorn modern emblems and flags of territori-
al communities. It seems that the key reason 
for such popularity of historical regions is the 
possibility of belonging to something ancient, 
eternal and apparently something more than 
just an administrative oblast. A name, appeal-
ing to the historical region, seems to increase 
the importance of the denotation, bring it to 
the interregional level, and also artificially 
make it older (Homanyuk, 2017).

However, this informal ‘afterlife’ of his-
torical regions does not mean that they con-
stantly remain the same as it was a century 
before, in particular regarding their territori-
al shape. The results of previous researches 
testified the change of perceived boundaries 
of several Ukrainian historical regions: they 
are markedly adapting to modern adminis-
trative boundaries (Gnatiuk & Melnychuk, 
2019) or in some other way interfere with 
them (Homanyuk, 2016, 2017, 2019, 2020). 
Similar processes of transformation of terri-
torial shape under the influence of adminis-
trative reform were identified and described 
in Czechia (Šerý & Šimáček, 2012; Vaishar  
& Zapletalová, 2016; Marek, 2020b). 

The issue of regional boundaries 
is important because shaping of boundar-
ies is considered to be an important part 
of region institutionalisation process (Paa-
si, 1986, 1991). Moreover, border can also 
be seen as an important constituent in the 
process of identifying communities in gener-
al (Paasi, 2002). This article deals with the 
changes in territorial shape of historical 
regions investigating the contemporary use 
of historical heraldic symbols. The research 

is focused primarily on cognitive dimension 
of a regional identity, ‘identity of region’, 
although it is strongly interconnected with 
the affective dimension of a regional iden-
tity, ‘regional consciousness of people’ (e.g., 
Paasi, 1986: 132; Paasi, 2002: 139), although 
these aspects of regional identity are close-
ly interconnected and the described spatial 
patterns of the identities of informal histori-
cal regions can be compared with the spatial 
patterns of peoples identifications with the 
same set of regions.

The research questions are following: 
1. Whether and how the heraldic symbols 

of historical regions, being among crucial 
elements of their identities, are reproduced 
in contemporary territorial symbols? 

2. In which way modern administrative 
system influences the understanding, 
reproduction and transformation of the 
territorial shapes of the informal historical 
regions?

3. How the use of historical heraldic symbols 
for institutionalization of modern regions 
correlates with other markers of identity 
of a region like toponyms, as well as actual 
people’s regional consciousness?
In this way, the following goals are 

pursued: (1) to demonstrate the usability 
of regional heraldic symbols in the study 
of transformation of identity of region, 
in particular its territorial shape, (2) to compare 
the results with previous findings obtained 
with the use of other methods – direct survey 
focusing at people’s regional consciousness 
(Melnychuk & Gnatiuk, 2018) and such 
markers of identity of a region as toponyms 
(ergonyms) (Gnatiuk & Melnychuk, 2019), and 
(3) contribute to a better understanding of the 
truly intricate concept of region, in particular 
the processes of its formation, reproduction, 
transformation, and disappearance (Semian, 
2016; Zimmerbauer et al., 2017; Marek, 
2020b). These research questions will 
be examined using the example of the several 
historical regions of the Right-Bank Ukraine.
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Theoretical and methodological 
background

New regional geography considers regions 
as spatial structures (Giddens, 1984), histor-
ically contingent dynamic processes (Pred, 
1984) and social constructs (Cresswell, 2013) 
that exist only if they are in people’s conscious-
ness (Zimmerbauer, 2011, Marek, 2020a) and 
depend on people and their communications 
(Neumann, 1994). Thus, the concept of region 
as a social construct involves an enormous 
influence of the cultural, historical and geo-
graphical context which plays a cardinal role 
in the formation of regions (Graham, 2000; 
Kasala & Šifta, 2017). According to the insti-
tutionalisation of region theory (Paasi, 1986, 
1991, 2001, 2002, 2009, 2011; Paasi & 
Metzger, 2017), identity of a region emerges 
due to boundaries, symbols, and institutions, 
being key features of every region. In this way, 
region is not static, but constantly becoming 
(Pred, 1984): once established, it is continual-
ly reproduced, gradually transformed in indi-
vidual and institutional practices, and may 
disappear (Marek, 2020b).

Although administrative regions may 
be gradually transforming in terms of sym-
bols and institutions, they usually keep their 
territorial shape and are typically perceived 
on the basis of their official boundaries 
(Marek, 2020b). Such stability of borders 
complicates the study of regions as dynam-
ic formations, creating the illusion of their 
certainty and inalterability. Not surprisingly, 
administrative reforms (amalgamation, split-
ting, or total liquidation of administrative 
regions) are considered as important factor 
influencing both transformation of the iden-
tity of the region and regional consciousness 
of population, as they affect a wide range 
of key regional features, including boundar-
ies, institutions and symbols (Paasi, 2009, 
2011; Raagmaa, 2002; Zimmerbauer et al., 
2012; Zimmerbauer & Paasi, 2013). In partic-
ular, regions that have lost administrative/de 
jure status, or have never had such a status, 
are of special interest for researchers focus-

ing at the processes of emergence, evolution 
and disappearance of regions, as their per-
ceived boundaries became flexible. As Marek 
(2020b) points out, “focusing on regions 
without official status can help to reveal how 
and why people construct their perceptual 
regions, and how and why these subjective 
images develop over time”.

Relict (or phantom) boundaries remain 
political and cultural barriers visible 
in different forms of contemporary economic, 
social and political activity and can be used 
in the construction or reanimation of territorial 
identities (Kolosov & Więckowski, 2018). 
In particular, they may reveal themselves 
in such phenomena as election behaviour; 
among the brightest CEE examples may 
be electoral patterns in Poland, Romania 
and Ukraine (Kowalski, 1999; Zarycki 1999, 
2015; Kowalski, 2019; Dobysh & Yatsenko, 
2020). As Kowalski puts it “the term relict 
border can be assigned, not only to cultural 
frontiers, but also to all informal boundaries 
that represent the heritage of an old political 
(and administrative) system” (Kowalski, 2020). 
There is evidence from different national 
contexts that identities of historical (informal) 
regions, as well as regional consciousness 
of population, are saved in people’s minds 
for long time intervals (Chromý, Kučerová, 
& Kučera, 2009; Vukosav, 2011; Šerý & 
Šimáček, 2012; Vaishar & Zapletalová, 2016; 
Vukosav & Fuerst-Bjeliš, 2016; Melnychuk 
& Gnatiuk, 2018; Marek, 2020b), and 
may be quickly re-established under the 
favourable circumstances (Raagmaa, 2002). 
In this sense, the evolutionary continuity 
of a society is very important: if the continuity 
of regional communities is preserved, the 
continuity of the relationship of belonging 
is usually maintained (Šerý, 2014). 

However, perceived boundaries of such 
regions may significantly transform under the 
influence of the new administrative system 
or other factors. The selective spatial shift 
of phantom borders was revealed in Poland 
(Jańczak, 2015). Although the perceptual 
cores of traditional historical regions are 
quite stable in the collective memory  
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and are clearly defined, at least certain 
parts of their borders are unclear and fuzzy, 
often converging with modern administrative 
boundaries, which often ignore old (historical) 
boundaries (Šerý & Šimáček, 2012; Vaishar 
& Zapletalová, 2016; Nowak, 2018; Marek, 
2020b). In this way, the territorial shapes 
of old historical regions are transformed, 
while certain newly emerged administrative 
regions may strengthen their identity due 
to the most eroded consciousness concerning 
these historical regions and their boundaries 
(Gnatiuk & Melnychuk, 2019; Marek, 2020b). 
According to Marek (2020b), the more 
radical the administrative changes (in terms 
of toponyms and boundary mismatches), the 
fuzzier the collective perceptions of historical 
boundaries become, as well as peoples’ 
consciousness of historical regions. In some 
cases, initially integral perceptual region 
may split into two or more regions, and the 
initial perceptual core may also change, 
as it happened with Taurida/Tavria region 
in the Southern Ukraine (Homanyuk, 2016, 
2017, 2019, 2020). Moreover, homonymous 
regions determined for various purposes may 
mutually spatially overlap or supplement each 
other (Semian, 2012). Boundaries of different 
scales are intrinsic element of territorial 
identity; however, they “are not fixed lines 
in space but their allocation, delimitation 
and demarcation, their regime and functions 
strongly depend on their interpretation 
by the people, their symbolic role” (Kolosov  
& Więckowski, 2018).

In view of this, as was shown by Gnatiuk 
and Melnychuk (2019) on the Ukrainian case, 
modern administrative regions may be clas-
sified as ‘anchor’ (which grasp the identity 
of a particular historical region, while identi-
ties of other historical regions are gradually 
disappearing), and ‘swing’ (where identities 
of several historic regions continue to coex-
ist and/or principally new identity of a region 
is emerging). In the case of Czechia, there 
are certain ‘schizophrenic regions’ as well, 
where identities of both Bohemia and Mora-
via are essentially reproduced and per-
ceived to the present-day (Chromý, 2003;  

Marek, 2015). It was supposed that likeli-
hood of these scenarios is influenced by fac-
tors like (1) initial predominance of identity 
of one historical region within the modern 
administrative region, (2) location of modern 
regional capital (central city) within the limits 
of initially dominating historic region, and (3) 
semantic link between the name of modern 
administrative region or its central city and 
the name of historical region (Gnatiuk & Mel-
nychuk, 2019). Transformation of perceived 
regional boundaries may be driven also 
by naming and renaming of the settlements, 
state and municipal entities, media, public 
education, mass events, certain (geo)politi-
cal projects, as well as by commodification 
of a regional toponym at the market of goods 
and services (Vukosav & Fuerst-Bjeliš, 2016; 
Homanyuk, 2016, 2017, 2019, 2020; Gnatiuk 
& Melnychuk, 2019; Marek, 2020b). 

Transformation of perceived territorial 
shape (boundaries) may be studied based 
on (1) directly investigated individual percep-
tions using Lynch-type mental maps (Lynch, 
1960), when respondents are asked to draw 
their perceptions of a region at the map 
(Siwek & Kaňok, 2000; Semian, 2012; Šerý & 
Šimáček, 2012; Chalupa, 2015; Marek, 2015; 
Markeliuk, Gomaniuk, & Sarkisov, 2019; 
Marek, 2020b), (2) regional consciousness 
of population, asking people about their iden-
tification with the region, their knowledge 
on the region and attitudes to the region 
(Siwek & Kaňok, 2000; Šerý, 2014; Vaishar 
& Zapletalová, 2016; Melnychuk & Gnatiuk, 
2018), and (3) markers of identity of a region 
– regional features (symbols and institutions) 
(Więckowski, 2021). 

Among the identity markers, attention 
was paid primarily to toponyms, semantically 
related to the name of region, as the latter 
is considered to be the most important 
regional symbol (Paasi, 1986, 1991; Raagmaa, 
2002; Semian, 2012; Simon et al., 2010). 
Such categories of toponyms like names 
of businesses, companies, public associations, 
local action groups and geographically-tied 
events, containing or reflecting in some way 
the name of the region, have shown to be 
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valuable instruments of delineating the 
boundaries of vernacular regions (Zelinsky, 
1980; Reed et al., 1990; Oliinyk & Gnatiuk, 
2013; Melnychuk et al., 2014; Gnatiuk, 2014; 
Semian et al., 2016; Vukosav & Fuerst-Bjeliš, 
2016; Gnatiuk & Melnychuk, 2019). However, 
other regional symbols, both historical and 
newly invented, are also suitable for such 
researches (Paasi, 2001). Graphic symbols 
play an important role in the process of reg- 
ional identity formation, institutionalization 
of region and in region’s marketing, they often 
become key images associated with a region 
and are widely (although not always in the 
right way) used by local development actors 
(Šifta, 2016; Šifta & Chromý, 2017). A system 
of regional symbols constitutes an essential 
part of regional perceptual portrait, and the 
latter may be used to determine the level 
of regional social and economic development 
(Mezentsev & Mezentseva, 2005). Through 
graphic symbols, including heraldic elements, 
historical informal regions continue to live 
as part of the identity of modern regions, e.g. 
only a few of contemporary Ukrainian regions 
have completely new emblems without the use 
of any ancient symbols of historical regions 
or cities (Grechylo, 2004). Homanyuk (2016) 
supposed that the similarity of emblems 
of the Taurida governorate and the city 
of Kherson somehow affected the gradual 
equation of Tavria to the modern Kherson 
oblast. In Czechia, a close relationship was 
found between regional product labelling 
and the formation of regions and their 
identities (Kašková & Chromý, 2014). In this 
way “regional symbols and meanings often 
bring together the past, present and future 
of a region” (Paasi & Zimmerbauer, 2011). 

Data, methods, and cases

In this study, the official symbols (flags and 
emblems) of modern administrative units 
of Ukraine (oblasts and districts), which 
originated basically in 1990-2000s, were 
analyzed for the usage of heraldic symbols 
of historical regions.

Hereinafter, we use an original term 
‘oblast’ for the Ukrainian first-level admin-
istrative units in order not to confuse them 
with the other types of regions, e.g. historical, 
physiographic, etc. However, we use a term 
‘district’ for the second-level administrative 
units, originally called ‘raions’, as a more 
convenient for English-speaking audience. 
Another remark is that we worked with a sys-
tem of districts that existed in Ukraine, with 
certain adjustments, since 1920s until the 
recent adoption of a new administrative divi-
sion at this level (Resolution of the Verkhovna 
Rada of Ukraine No 3650 of 17.07.2020 “On 
the formation and liquidation of districts”).

For better understanding the research 
results, it is also crucial to know who, when, 
and why created the heraldic symbols 
of modern Ukrainian oblasts and districts. 
During the Soviet era, these administrative 
units had neither emblems nor flags. In inde-
pendent Ukraine, the issue of creating mod-
ern symbols for administrative units has been 
repeatedly brought up at the annual scien-
tific conferences of the Ukrainian Heraldic 
Society (UHS), established in 1990. The Law 
on Self-Government, adopted in 1997, provid-
ed that oblasts and districts may have own 
coats of arms and flags that should reflect 
local historical, cultural, socio-economic 
and other features and traditions, and must 
be approved by the relevant self government 
body (oblast or district council). Simultaneous-
ly, the UHS developed general recommenda-
tions for the creation of a comprehensive sys-
tem of territorial and municipal emblems and 
flags, and provided advisory and practical 
assistance during the creation and approval 
of local symbols. In most cases, a district 
or oblast council announced a competition, 
open for participation of local community 
members, including ethnographers, activists, 
artists, and professional heraldry special-
ists (Grechylo, 2004). However, the absolute 
majority of territorial community has never 
been involved into the process of creation 
of local territorial symbols. Furthermore, 
very often approved territorial symbols were 
elaborated by the UHS experts who had high 



594 Oleksiy Gnatiuk • Anatoliy Melnychuk

Geographia Polonica 2021, 94, 4, pp. 589-607

professional skills but no direct relationship 
to the particular oblast or district. Typically, 
the authors of heraldry of districts have been 
advised by the UHS to take into account the 
oblast symbols (if already approved), and this 
could contribute to the uniformity of district 
heraldry in some oblasts. To summarise, 
creation of the modern territorial symbols 
in modern Ukraine was rather top-down than 
down-top process, although a lot of realized 
and approved ideas had local origin. This 
mean that modern heraldry of oblasts and 
districts reflects more the identity of the 
region constructed ‘from above’ than the 
regional consciousness of local population, 
while the latter is better reflected, e.g., by the 
names of private enterprises (cf. Gnatiuk  
& Melnychuk, 2019).

Descriptions of the historical and 
contemporary territorial Ukrainian heraldic 
symbols were taken from the scientific works 
by Andrii Grechylo, the President of Ukrainian 
Heraldry Society (Grechylo, 2000, 2004, 
2008, 2010), the edition “Ukraine: coats 
of arms and flags” (Kysliak & Neskoromnyi, 
2010), and the website of the Ukrainian 
Heraldry Society (UHS, 2020). 

Attention was focused on five historical 
regions of the Right Bank Ukraine: Podolia, 
Bratslavschyna (Bratslav region), Volhynia, 
Galicia (Halychyna) and Kyivschyna (Kyiv 
region). These regions were chosen for the 
analysis due to large territory coverage, suffi-
ciently clear evolution of their administrative 
structures together with corresponding his-
torical heraldry, and the presence in contem-
porary public discourse in Ukraine. E.g. we did 
not consider the former Belz voivodeship and 
its heraldry due to small size of its territory 
and almost total absence of this historical 
region in the national media space beyond 
the narrow-focused scientific literature. 
The following is a brief and somewhat simpli-
fied description of (1) political and administra-
tive development of these regions and (2) key 
elements of their heraldry. Typical examples 
of the described historical heraldic symbols, 
as well as examples of their use in modern 
territorial emblems, are shown at Figure 1. 

The relict boundaries of historical adminis-
trative regions, overlapped with the modern 
administrative division (until 17.07.2020) are 
present at Figure 2.

Podolia and Bratslavschyna. Podolia 
as a separate principality is known since 
1340s. In 1434, Podolian voivodeship of the 
Kingdom of Poland was established within 
the Western Podolia, while the Eastern 
Podolia remained under the rule of the Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania until 1566, when it was 
separated as a Bratslavian voivodeship. 
Since 1569, both voivodeships became 
administrative units of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth. After the second partition 
of Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (1793), 
both voivodeships were transformed into 
the eponymous viceroyalties of the Russian 
Empire, and in 1796 these viceroyalties were 
merged into single Podolian governorate 
finally liquidated in 1925.

The golden face of the sun constantly was 
the central element of the historical Podolian 
heraldry. Its first written mention dates back 
to the Battle of Grunwald, when the flag 
of Podolian regiment was described as the 
image of the golden face of the sun on the red 
field. Subsequent descriptions and drawings 
depicted the emblem of Podolian voivodeship 
like a golden face of the sun on a white field. 
The emblems of Podolian viceroyalty and 
Podolian governorate retained “the golden 
sun with a face and sixteen rays” as the main 
element, but the white field was replaced with 
a blue one, as conventional heraldic norms 
prohibited placing metal figures on a metal 
field. The emblem of Bratslavian voivodeship 
looked like a silver cross with a blue shield with 
a silver crescent in the centre. The emblem 
of Bratslavian viceroyalty had a completely 
different appearance – a golden castle with 
towers on a red field. 

Volhynia. In the middle of the 10th cen-
tury, Volhynian land became part of Kyivan 
Rus, and in the end of the 1150s it was 
transformed into the Volhynian principali-
ty. Volhynian voivodeship was established 
in 1566 as a part of the Grand Duchy of Lith-
uania, to be part of the Polish-Lithuanian  
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Commonwealth in 1569, but as part of the 
Polish Crown. After the second partition 
of Poland, the voivodeship was transformed 
subsequently into the Volhynian viceroyal-
ty (1793) and Volhynian governorate (1795). 

In 1921, the western part of the governorate 
was ceded to Poland and became a territorial 
core for the re-established Volhynian voivode-
ship that existed until 1939, while Volhynian 
governorate was finally liquidated in 1925.

Podolia

Bratslavschyna

Volhynia

Kyivschyna

Galicia

HISTORICAL EMBLEMS
EXAMPLES OF 
MODERN USE

Podolian voivodeship
       (1434-1793)

Podolian governorate
        (1796-1925)

Podolian viceroyalty
      (1793-1796)

Volhynian voivodeship
       (1566-1793)

Volhynian governorate
        (1796-1925)

Volhynian viceroyalty
       (1793-1796)

Volhynian voivodeship
        (1921-1939)

Bratslavian voivodeship
       (1566-1793)

Bratslavian viceroyalty
      (1793-1796)

Kyivan voivodeship
     (1566-1793)

Kyivan viceroyalty
     (1793-1796)

Kyivan governorate
      (1796-1925)

Ruthenian voivodeship
        (1434-1772)

Kingdom of Galicia and 
Lodomeria (1772-1918)

Kalynivka district

Nemyriv district

Lokachi district

Myronivka district

Tysmenytsia 
     district

Zhovkva 
 district

Western Ukrainian People's 
     Republic (1918-1919)

Figure 1. Examples of heraldic symbols of historical regions and their use in modern territorial emblems

Source: authors’ compilation based on Grechylo (2010) and Ukrainian Heraldry Society  
(http://uht.org.ua/en).
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Traditional heraldic symbol of Volhynia 
– a silver cross on a red shield – constantly 
appeared on the emblems of Volhynian 
territorial units with certain modifications 
and additions of the Polish and Russian state 
symbols respectively. The shape of the central 
heraldic figure, the so-called Volhynian 
cross, changed over the centuries, while the 
combination of colours was stable, except for 
the emblem of Volhynian viceroyalty, where 
a red cross was depicted on a golden shield.

Kyivschyna. The Kyivan principality was 
shaped in the middle of the 9th century 
around the city of Kyiv. Later, in the 10th-12th 
centuries, it became the political core 

of Kyivan Rus. After the Mongol invasion, the 
Kyivan principality joined the Grand Duchy 
of Lithuania, and in 1471 it was transformed 
into Kyivan voivodeship as a part of the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania and from 1569 
as part of the united Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth. After the transfer of Kyiv 
to the control of the Moscovy in 1667, the 
centre of the voivodeship moved to Zhytomyr. 
On the lands controlled by Russia, first Kyivan 
governorate was formed in 1708, which 
in 1781 was divided into Kyiv, Chernihiv, and 
Novhorod-Siverskyi viceroyalties. In 1796, 
Kyiv, together with the right-bank lands 
of Kyivan voivodeship, annexed by the Russian 
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Empire, was transformed into the second Kyiv 
governorate that existed until 1925. Modern 
Kyivska oblast was formed in 1932, but until 
1954 it also encompassed the area of the 
modern Cherkaska oblast.

In official documents of the Grand Duchy 
of Lithuania, the emblem of Kyivan principality 
was depicted a walking bear on a blue 
or white shield. Under the Polish rule, the 
regional symbol changed radically to the 
image of Archangel Michael with a lowered 
sword. The emblems of Kyiv viceroyalty and 
Kyivan governorate inherited the figure of the 
archangel Michael as the main symbol, but 
in slightly modified form (in silver clothing, with 
a flaming sword and a silver shield raised).

Galicia. The Galician Principality with 
a centre in Halych was formed in 1084. In 
1199-1203 and 1241-1349 it constituted 
a part of the united Kingdom of Galicia-
Volhynia, and later was absorbed by the 
neighbouring Kingdom of Poland: Ruthenian 
voivodeship was established in 1434, and 
Belz voivodeship in 1462. After the partition 
of Poland in 1772, the Kingdom of Galicia and 
Lodomeria was created as a part of Austria-
Hungary, which existed until 1918, when the 
Western Ukrainian People’s Republic was 
proclaimed within its eastern part settled 
predominantly by Ukrainians. In 1920-
1939, the territory of Galicia was under 
the rule of Second Polish Republic and was 
divided between Lviv, Stanislav and Ternopil 
voivodships, which are roughly corresponding 
to the modern oblasts.

The oldest and most authentic heral-
dic symbol of Galicia is a jackdaw, which 
is mentioned since the 11th century and 
first clearly depicted in the description 
of the flag of the Galician regiment of the 
Ruthenian voivodeship in the Battle of Grun-
wald: “black jackdaw with a crown on head 
in a white field”. In fact, jackdaw (‘halka’ 
in Ukrainian) probably gave a name to the 
city of Halych and thus to the whole region. 
When the region was included to the Austri-
an crown, the emblem was changed to three 
golden crowns. However, as early as 1804, 
the black jackdaw reappeared on the coats 

of arms of Galicia and Lodomeria together 
with three crowns. 

A golden lion can be considered an alter-
native symbol of Galicia. It is believed that the 
golden lion on a blue shield was used as the 
emblem of the Galicia-Volhynia Principality 
in the 13th century. Later, the golden lion 
became a symbol of the city of Lviv, Lviv land, 
and Ruthenian voivodeship. In 1918-1919, 
the golden lion on a blue shield became the 
state emblem of the Western Ukrainian Peo-
ple’s Republic. Due to the durable role of Lviv 
as the principal city of Galicia, the golden lion 
has become, perhaps, the most recognizable 
regional symbol.

Results

District-scale symbols

Historical symbols of Podolia (golden face 
of sun on a blue field, or just golden face of sun) 
are present on the flags and emblems of 18 
out of 26 districts of Vinnytska oblast (69.2%) 
and 14 of 20 districts of Khmelnytska oblast 
(70.0%). At the same time, outside these two 
oblasts, Podolian symbols are never used, 
including those districts of Ternopilska, Odes-
ka, Cherkaska and Kirovohradska oblasts 
that previously belonged to the Podolian  
administrative units (Fig. 2).

There are also internal differences in the 
use of Podolian heraldic symbols within 
Vinnytska and Khmelnytska oblasts. In the 
southern part of Khmelnytska oblast, which 
belonged to Podolia, Podolian symbols are 
used in 10 districts out of 11 (90.9%); the only 
exception here is Khmelnytskyi district, where 
symbols are derived from the emblem of the 
central city. In the northern part of Khmel-
nytska oblast, which historically belonged 
to Volhynia, 3 out of 9 districts (33.3%) use 
only Podolian symbols, the other 3 districts 
(33.3%) use Volhynian symbols, and one dis-
trict (11.1%) uses symbols of both historical 
regions, the remaining 2 districts do not use 
heraldic symbols of historical regions.

Vinnytska oblast shows the following 
patterns of Podolian symbols use: within 
the territory encompassed by both Podolian 
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voivodeship and Podolian governorate – 
in 5 districts out of 6 (83.3%); within the 
territory encompassed by the Bratslavian 
voivodeship and Podolian governorate – 
in 13 districts out of 16 (81.3%); within 
the territory encompassed by Bratslavian 
voivodeship but not by Podolian governorate 
– in 2 districts out of 5 (40.0%).

Thus, the key factor defining the use 
of Podolian heraldic symbols is belonging 
of the territory to the pair of oblasts, Vinnytska 
and Khmelnytska, which in contemporary 
borders together cover most of the historical 
Podolia. The factor of belonging of the territory 
to the historical Podolian administrative units 
acts as secondary and, factually, determines 
only the internal differentiation of the use 
of Podolian heraldic symbols within these two 
oblasts; historical Podolian territories, which 
nowadays are located outside these two 
oblasts, do not use Podolian symbols.

The historical symbols of Bratslavschyna 
are used nowadays exclusively within Vinnyts-
ka oblast and exclusively within the former 
Bratslavian voivodeship. None district of Vin-
nytska oblast outside the former Bratslavian 
voivodeship uses Bratslavian symbols and 
none district of other oblasts that was part 
of Bratslavian voivodeship uses Bratslavian 
symbols. Thus, in this case, both factors – 
belonging to the modern region and to the 
historical region – have equal power.

In general, Bratslavian heraldic symbols 
are used much less often than Podolian. They 
are present only in 6 out of 20 districts of Vin-
nytska oblast that belonged to Bratslavian 
voivodeship (30.0%). At the same time, Podo-
lian symbols are used in 14 of these districts 
(70.0%), and the other 2 districts use symbols 
of both Podolia and Bratslavschyna. Even in the 
territory that was encompassed by Bratslavi-
an voivodeship but not included into Podolian 
governorate, Podolian symbols are used more 
often than Bratslavian (2 and 1 district out  
of 5, respectively).

The historical symbol of Volhynia (silver 
cross on a red field, sometimes just a silver 
cross) is most represented in Volynska (10 
out of 15 districts, 66.6%) and Rivnenska 

(11 out of 17 districts, 64.7%) oblasts. 
However, this symbol is also used in other 
oblasts within the territories that belonged 
to historical Volhynia: (1) in the north 
of Khmelnytska oblast – in 4 out of 9 districts 
that were part of Volhynian voivodeship 
and/or governorate, (2) in the north 
of Ternopilska oblast – in 2 out of 5 districts 
that belonged to Volhynian voivodeship and/
or governorate, (3) in Zhytomyrska oblast – 
in 2 out of 16 districts, covered by Volhynian 
governorate, (4) in 1 district of Lvivska oblast 
that was partially covered by Volhynian 
voivodeship.

Thus, despite the concentration of Vol-
hynian heraldic symbols within Volynska and 
Rivnenska oblasts, these symbols are distrib-
uted outside their borders as well within the 
territories encompassed by the historical Vol-
hynia. At the same time, districts outside the 
former Volhynian administrative units, do not 
use Volhynian symbols. In particular, this con-
sideration refers to a pair of districts in the 
north of Volynska and Rivnenska oblasts, 
which were part of Brest voivodeship and 
successively of Slonim, Lithuanian and Grod-
no governorates. Thus, in the case of Vol-
hynian symbol, the key factor of its modern 
use is the affiliation of the territory to the 
historical Volhynian administrative units, 
while the affiliation to modern oblasts seems 
to play a much smaller role. The other inter-
esting fact is that Volhynian symbol is used 
roughly equally in the modern Rivnenska and 
Volynska oblasts, while the name of the lat-
ter emphasizes its claim to be the successor  
of historical Volhynia.

It seems that belonging to Volhynian 
voivodeship is a more influential factor than 
belonging to Volhynian governorate: Volhyn-
ian symbols are now used in 68.3% of dis-
tricts that were part of Volhynian voivode-
ship, in 48.3% of districts that were part 
of Volhynian governorate, and in only 26.7% 
of districts that belonged to Volhynian gov-
ernorate, but not to Volhynian voivodeship. 
But this hypothesis is questioned by the 
north-eastern corner of Rivnenska oblast and 
the north-western corner of Volynska oblast, 
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which belonged to Volhynian governorate but 
did not belong to Volhynian voivodeship: here 
Volhynian symbol is used by at least a half 
of the districts. However, the essential point 
to remember is that the Volhynian voivode-
ship of the Second Polish Republic included 
the entire present-day Volynska and Rivnens-
ka oblasts. An alternative hypothesis may 
be the factor of territorial affiliation to Zhyto-
myrska oblast. Indeed, the spatial continuum 
of districts that use Volhynian symbol ends 
just on the western border of Zhytomyrska 
oblast; in particular, historical Volhynian her-
aldry is not used in the extreme west of it, 
which was covered not only by Volhynian 
governorate, but also by Volhynian voivode-
ship. In view of this, the use of Volhynian sym-
bol in 2 districts of the Zhytomyrska oblast  
is an exception to the rule.

Historical symbol of Kyivschyna (Archangel 
Michael) is used in modern territorial 
emblems and flags surprisingly rarely. Except 
for the city of Kyiv, it was found in only 3 out 
of 26 districts of Kyivska oblast (11.5%), all 
in its southern part, and in 3 out of 23 districts 
of Zhytomyrska oblast (13.0%). Thus, the use 
of Kyevan heraldic symbol is not limited to the 
modern Kyivska oblast, but its occurrence 
in other regions is unequal. In Zhytomyrska 
oblast, Kyivan symbols are present even 
in the part that belonged to the Volhynian 
governorate (2 districts, one of them uses 
both Kyivan and Volhynian heraldic symbols), 
but in Cherkaska oblast, including its right-
bank part, which until the middle of the 20th 
century was under the direct administrative 
influence of Kyiv, no cases of use of Kyivan 
symbols were recorded. This is consistent 
with the heraldry analysis at the oblast scale 
(see following subsection): Zhytomyrska 
oblast is positioned as a crossroad of several 
historical/ethnographic regions, while 
Cherkaska oblast builds its own identity 
rather as Shevchenko’s and Cossack’s land. 
Within the former Kyivan voivodeship, Kyivan 
symbols are used by the city of Kyiv and 
4 districts (8.8% of the total number), within 
the former Kyivan governorate – by the city 
of Kyiv and 6 districts (9.8% of the total 

number). Outside of their limits, the use 
of Kyivan symbols has not been recorded.

The historical heraldic symbols of Galicia 
are used exclusively in two oblasts – Lvivska 
(17 out of 19 districts, 89.5%) and Ivano-
Frankivska (5 out of 14 districts, 35.7%); 
exactly these two oblasts are completely 
located within the boundaries of historical 
Galicia. However, Galician symbols have 
become much more widespread in Lvivska 
oblast, which accounts for 77.3% of all cases. 
The reason for this disproportion may be the 
more flat relief in Lvivska oblast compared 
to Ivano-Frankivska oblast. As it can be seen 
from the map, Galician symbols are typical 
for the lowland parts of both oblasts, while 
mountainous districts prefer symbols that 
reflect features of local natural landscapes 
(relief, flora, or fauna).

The other difference is that two oblasts use 
different symbols of Galicia: in Lvivska oblast 
the image of a golden lion is unalterable, 
while in Ivano-Frankivska oblast 2 districts 
use the image of a golden lion, 2 other dis-
tricts use a black jackdaw, and 1 district uses 
three golden crowns. In summary, the golden 
lion is present in 86.4% of cases, the black 
jackdaw in 9.1% of cases, the golden crowns 
in 4.5% of cases. The most probable explana-
tion for this disproportion is that the golden 
lion is now perceived not only as a symbol 
of Galicia, but primarily as a symbol of Lviv 
and Lvivska oblast, which impedes its use 
in other ‘Galician’ oblasts. In turn, a tendency 
to use the black jackdaw in Ivano-Frankivska 
oblast may be explained by the origin of this 
symbol that comes from the ancient emblem 
of the city of Halych, located nowadays exactly  
in Ivano-Frankivska oblast.

Heraldic symbols of Galicia are completely 
absent on the district emblems and flags 
in Ternopilska oblast, including those districts 
that belonged to historical Galicia. The only 
common feature for the district heraldry 
of Ternopilska oblast and the district heraldry 
of Ivano-Frankivska and Lvivska oblasts is the 
widespread use of national Ukrainian colours 
– blue and yellow. Possible reason for such 
a situation is similar to the cause of selective 
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use of heraldic symbols in Lvivska and Ivano-
Frankivska oblasts: golden lion and black 
jackdaw have already been claimed by these 
two oblasts, while Ternopilska oblast has 
no own Galician heraldic symbol to use.

Oblast-scale symbols

The heraldic symbols of several modern 
Ukrainian oblasts are directly derived from 
the heraldry of one or more historical regions 
under analysis (Fig. 3):
• The central figure of the both emblem 

and flag of Lvivska oblast is a golden 
(yellow) crowned lion – a historical symbol 
of the Ruthenian Kingdom, Ruthenian 
voivodeship and Lviv land, constituting 
a part of Galicia. 

• The emblem and flag of Ivano-
Frankivska oblast contain the image 
of another historical symbol of Galicia – 
a black jackdaw in a golden crown with 
outstretched wings. 

• The emblem and flag of Khmelnytska 
oblast testify to its belonging to the two 
historical regions: Podolia (golden face 
of sun, blue field) and Volhynia (red field). 
It worth noting that Podolian identity 
is brought to the fore both by the number 
of symbols (two Podolian and one Volhyn-
ian) and by their subordination (the Podo-
lian sun is located in the centre, against 
the background of both coloured fields).

• The emblem and flag of Vinnytska 
oblast combine heraldic symbols of two 
historical regions – Podolia (golden face 

Vinnytska (4)

Khmelnytska (3)Lvivska (1) Ivano-Frankivska (2)

Volynska (5) Rivnenska (6)

Zhytomyrska (7)

Ternopilska (8)

1

2
3

4

5 6 7

8

Oblasts with modern symbols 
derived from heraldry of the 
historical regions under analysis

Oblast with modern symbols 
referring to the historical regions 
under analysis

Numbers near the oblast names 
correspond to the numbers on the map

Figure 3. Use of heraldic symbols of historical regions in the emblems and flags of administrative oblasts

Source: authors’ analysis; pictures of emblems and flags based on the web-site of Ukrainian Heraldry 
Society (http://uht.org.ua/en) and official web-sites of oblast councils.

http://uht.org.ua/en
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of sun on a blue field) and Bratslavschyna 
(silver cross with a blue shield with a silver 
crescent).

• The design of the emblem and flag 
of Volynska oblast derives from the main 
heraldic symbol of historical Volhynia – 
a silver (white) cross on a red field. 

• The same Volhynian symbol – a silver 
(white) cross on a red field – appears 
on the emblem and flag of Rivnenska 
oblast. 

• The emblem of Zhytomyrska oblast con-
tains the symbols of four informal regions 
simultaneously: Kyivschyna is represented 
by silver Archangel Michael, Volhynia – 
by a silver cross, Podolia – by a golden sun, 
and Polesia, as a part of the Grand Duchy 
of Lithuania (although Polesia is not a for-
mer administrative region, and thus is not 
typically considered as a historical region) 
– by a horseman with a shield (Pahonia, lit. 
‘Chase’). However, it should be noted that 
historical Podolia never encompassed, 
even partially, modern Zhytomyrska 
oblast, and the interpretation of Pahonia 
as Polesian emblem is quite disputable 
issue. The central figure of the emblem, 
a silver open city gate with three towers 
on a blue field, comes from the emblem 
of Zhytomyr. Unlike the emblem, the flag 
of Zhytomyrska oblast is based exclusively 
on the emblem of Zhytomyr and does not 
contain any symbols of historical regions.

• The modern symbols of Ternopilska 
oblast are not directly connected with 
the heraldry of the historical regions. 
However, according to the justification, 
the three fortress towers on the emblem 
and flag symbolize not only a large 
number of castles and fortresses, but 
also three historical lands, parts of which 
are included into the contemporary 
Ternopilska oblast – Galicia, Volhynia and 
Podolia.
At the same time, emblems and flags 

of other oblasts do not use the heraldic 
symbols of the historical regions covered 
by this research.

Discussion

The results of the study confirm vitality 
of informal historical regions and their con-
stant symbolical reproduction just accord-
ing to the theory of regional institualization 
(Paasi, 1986). Heraldic graphic symbols, link-
ing the region to a broader historical and 
geographical context (Paasi & Zimmerbauer, 
2011), are proved to be widely used by local 
administration in region’s institutionaliza-
tion and branding process (Šifta, 2016; Šifta 
& Chromý, 2017). Three levels of a region, 
‘given’, ‘made’ and ‘perceived’ (Semian, 
2016) are traced here: local power bodies 
(councils, administrations) represent through 
graphic heraldic symbols their perceived idea 
of a region, and these symbols are entering 
everyday practices of other actors, including 
ordinary people.

However, not all historical regions are 
reproducing with equal success. While 
Volhynian, Podolian and Galician symbols are 
widely used in modern practice, Bratslavian 
and, especially, Kyivan heraldic symbols are 
much less common. Unfortunately, previous 
researches did not consider exactly these 
two historical regions, and therefore, it is 
impossible to conclude how universal such 
a pattern is, or the problem lies in the 
chosen identity markers (historical heraldry). 
It may be supposed that the presence 
of the central city name (Kyiv) in the name 
of the region (Kyivschyna) reduces the range 
of possible spatial interpretations, firmly 
binding perceptual region to the specific 
oblast (Kyivska). Also, special status of Kyiv 
as a city-region may create obstacles 
to the use of the heraldic symbol of the 
capital in the surrounding oblast. In case 
of Bratslavschyna, it seems that Podolian 
identity gradually displaces the Bratslavian 
one, as they are no more perceived as equal, 
but the second is subordinated to the first 
(second-level identity).

On the other hand, the results illustrate 
ongoing transformation of the territorial 
shape of regional identities. For example, 
Podolia has clearly ‘retreated’ in the south 
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and southeast, but expanded to the north 
of Khmelnytska oblast, while Volhynia fac-
tually has ‘lost’ Zhytomyrska oblast. These 
patterns in general coincide with the pat-
terns of people’s regional consciousness 
(Melnychuk & Gnatiuk, 2018) and the study 
of ergonyms derived from the names of his-
torical regions (Gnatiuk & Melnychuk, 2019). 
The biggest differences between the results 
obtained using different methods concern 
Ternopilska oblast (except for the extreme 
north): ergonyms point out the simultaneous 
presence of Galician and Podolian identities, 
and study of regional consciousness demon-
strate self-identification of people with these 
two regions, while heraldic symbols indicate 
total absence of any identities of historical 
regions. However, this apparent contradic-
tion may be not critical as both patterns indi-
cate a refusal to unambiguously define the 
oblast’s affiliation to one historical region. 

Anterior conclusions (Gnatiuk & Melny-
chuk, 2019; Marek, 2020b) suggest that the 
most ambiguous and fuzzy regional identi-
ty is observed in the administrative regions 
with (1) the most radical administrative 
changes in terms of boundary mismatch-
es, where (2) none of identities of historical 
regions had initially dominated, and where 
(3) modern administrative centre is located 
near the phantom boundary between histor-
ical regions. This study generally confirmed 
these observations, as well as earlier pro-
posed classification of modern Ukrainian 
administrative oblasts as ‘anchor’ or ‘swing’ 
(Gnatiuk & Melnychuk, 2019). In particu-
lar, typical anchor oblasts are: (1) Vinnytska 
and Khmelnytska oblasts – strong Podolian 
identity, (2) Volynska oblast – strong Volhyn-
ian identity, (3) Lvivska and Ivano-Frankivska 
oblasts – strong Galician identity. On the 
other hand, Ternopilska and Zhytomyrska 
oblasts were confirmed to be swing: in both 
cases the oblast emblems point at belonging 
to several historical regions at the same time, 
and heraldry of historical regions is rarely 
used at the district level. Ambiguous situa-
tion is observed in Rivnenska oblast: while  
previous research classified it as swing 

(wavering between Volhynia and Polesia), the 
present one classifies it rather as an anchor 
oblast, strongly identified as a part of Volhyn-
ia. Probably, the situation is influenced by the 
hierarchical construction of the Ukrainian 
heraldic system: the emblems of districts 
often develop the main idea of the oblast 
emblem, and the emblem of Rivnenska oblast 
uses Volhynian heraldic symbols, which stip-
ulates for their use at the level of districts. 
Anyhow, some difference between the two 
identity markers is quite expected as differ-
ent action actors may define different spa-
tial limits of the same (homonymous) region 
(Semian, 2012, 2016). With regard to Kyivska 
oblast, certain conclusions cannot be drawn 
due to aforementioned extremely rare use 
of historical heraldic symbols associated  
with Kyivschyna.

However, the use of historical heraldic 
symbols not only illustrates reproduction 
of historical regions and their identities, 
although in transformed spatial shapes, but 
also sometimes emphasizes differentiation 
between the modern oblasts, contributing 
to the development and strengthening 
of new regional identities. In particular, 
selective use of Galician heraldic symbols 
in Lviv and Ivano-Frankivsk oblasts (golden 
lion and black jackdaw respectively) depict 
the division of the Galician symbolic heritage 
between the modern regions. In this manner, 
it is impossible nowadays to speak about 
purely Galician symbols, as they become 
more and more oblast-specific. Besides, 
there is evidence that some principally new 
heraldic symbols of the modern Kyiv oblast 
are emerging, e.g. viburnum blossom appears 
on the emblems in 6 districts of Kyiv oblast 
as a regional symbol.

Conclusions 

The use of heraldic symbols as a marker 
of identity of a region showed results similar 
to other methods. Nevertheless, observed 
differences may be explained by the 
hierarchical construction of the heraldic 
system and the involvement of different 
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actors or, to be precise, their representations 
of the same region, in case of different 
markers – e.g. local power bodies in case 
of heraldic symbols, private businesses 
in case of ergonyms, and ordinary people 
in case of direct survey.

The study once again confirmed the 
validity of the theory considering a region 
as a social construct and a dynamic process. 
The identity of historical regions, which do not 
de jure exist on the map for almost a century, 
is reproduced as their symbols are actively 
used by modern administrative regions in the 
process of their own institutionalization, 
uniting the present and the past of a territory. 
On the other hand, the spatial shape 
of identity of historical regions has changed 
under the influence of new administrative 
boundaries. Contemporary informal regions 
share the names and basic graphic symbols 
with their original prototypes (historical 
regions), but differ from them in terms 
of spatial boundaries. 

Although historical heraldic symbols are 
widely represented in contemporary territo-
rial heraldry, their use depends on a partic-
ular region. In some cases (Kyivschyna, Brat-
slavschyna) too rare use of them suggests 
weakening of identity of respective historical 
region and hence its gradual disappearance. 
However, such conclusions cannot be drawn 
from the use of a single identity marker (e.g. 
heraldic symbols), as it was illustrated on the 
example of Ternopilska oblast. Some observa-
tions indicate that regional graphic symbols 
may change (as it is supposed for Kyivschy-

na) or be divided between new administra-
tive regions growing at the grounds of the 
same informal region, like symbolical heri-
tage of Galicia has been divided between 
contemporary oblasts. The findings point out 
that for successful use in different modern 
administrative units (regions), symbols and 
a name of historical region should be univer-
sal (i.e. not tied to particular city or another  
small location).

In the context of the above, promising area 
of further research includes more detailed 
analysis of contemporary symbols in ‘swing’ 
administrative regions. Another yielding field 
is represented by graphic symbols of regions 
that have never been administrative units 
and thus never had own heraldic symbols 
(e.g. Polesia or Donbas in Ukraine). Unlike 
historically-rooted heraldry, such symbolic 
elements may be too vague for unambiguous 
definition; however, it is possible to solve this 
puzzle involving both statistical methods and 
in-depth case-studies. Investigation in these 
directions will shed more light on formation 
and reproduction of regions and further 
contribute to never-ending but unreservedly 
needed discussion on the conceptualization 
of region.

Editors‘ note:
Unless otherwise stated, the sources of tables and 
figures are the authors‘, on the basis of their own 
research.
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