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When my husband and I bought our first house a few years ago, we had a lot of work to do. There were walls to paint, windows to replace, floors to sand, and seemingly endless boxes to unpack. It seemed that there was no shortage of tasks to take on to make our indoor living space actually inhabitable. Despite all that, the first thing I did once we moved in was head to the backyard to try to make something out of the sad little patches of dirt where it seemed all hopes of a garden had been abandoned long ago.

When planning my garden, I did what most gardeners do: I considered the color, shape, and structure of the plantings, flowering and nonflowering alike—and I also thought about which ones might attract more birds and butterflies. I was overwhelmed but elated by the idea of creating an outdoor space from scratch. The possibilities seemed as endless as beginning a new drawing on a blank page. Creating an outdoor composition of plants gave me a sense of freedom—the only limitations were the climate and our property line.

If I’d been a gardener 150 years ago, I may have had another factor to consider: floriography, the practice of using flowers and floral arrangements to send coded messages. During Queen Victoria’s reign, from her coronation in 1838 to her death in 1901, floriography, or the language of flowers, was a fascination that swept England and then spread worldwide.

The interest in floriography was not unique to the Victorians, but it may have been the only time the meanings of flowers were so obsessively woven into all aspects of the sociocultural environment. For thousands of years and across civilizations, flowers have held one significance or another in literature, the decorative arts, religion, and economics. Certainly, flower bouquets existed long before the Victorian era, but they were created primarily for medicinal or superstitious purposes. The Victorians turned flowers and gardening into a passionate hobby. They kept extensive gardens on their properties, practiced horticulture in greenhouses, and even propagated new species. They journeyed worldwide in search of exotic plants and cultivated rare or newly found specimens in terrariums, a Victorian invention created for the purpose of transporting plants home from far-flung locations.

The history of books about floriography is also a complex one. According to Beverly Seaton’s The Language of Flowers: A History (1995), the first known book that combined illustrations of flowers with poetry about them was Guirlande de Julie (Garland for Julie), which was created in 1641 by Charles de Sainte-Maure, the Duke of Montausier, who was also the tutor of King Louis XIV’s eldest son, the dauphin Louis. The duke commissioned the book as a winter birthday gift for his fiancée, Julie d’Angennes, as flowers were not available during the season.

The idea of the language of flowers was first imported to Europe by the English aristocrat and poet Lady Mary Wortley Montagu via letters. While traveling in Turkey in 1717 and 1718, she wrote to her family and friends in England, describing her journey. The letters were shared among friends, but weren’t made public until 1763, one year after Montagu’s death. In one of the letters to her friend Lady Rich, Montagu shares a poem that she refers to as a Turkish love letter. She writes, “There is no colour, no flower, no weed, no fruit, herb, pebble, or feather, that has not a verse belonging to it; and you may quarrel, reproach, or send letters of passion, friendship, or civility, or even of news, without ever inking your fingers.” Seaton points out that Montagu was incorrectly describing sélam, a secret Turkish love language used by women in a harem to communicate with outside lovers (apparently, they would never have sent objects to one another). Despite Montagu’s misinterpretation, the idea sparked an interest in sending messages via coded objects that would have meaning to the letters’ recipients. Another person credited with introducing floriography to Europe was the French author and traveler Aubry de La Mottraye. In Sweden, he had published his own account of sélam in 1724, but the popularity of the trend has been more closely attributed to Montagu because of her succinctly written description. This was the beginning of floriography, but the practice was slow to develop.

Sometime between 1784 and 1818, it became common practice for men to give women books like Guirlande de Julie as New Year’s gifts. In December 1819, the first book on the subject, Le langage des fleurs by Louise Cortambert was published with the likely intention of a New Year’s distribution. While the book was popular, communicating via a floral vocabulary didn’t become a full-blown trend until Queen Victoria married Prince Albert in 1840. During the ceremony, she carried a small bouquet of snowdrops (allegedly Albert’s favorite flower) that charmed the public. The popularity of flower posies soared, both as a wedding accessory and a means of discrete communication among the members of the upper class. Queen Victoria’s wedding ushered in some other lasting bridal traditions, too. Prior to her choice of a white gown, wealthy brides wore an elaborate dress—in any color—created for the occasion, while less well-off brides wore their best dress. Most royal ceremonies were conducted at night, but Victoria and Albert were married in the afternoon, resulting in a change in that custom as well.

Victorians loved romanticism and sentimentality in art and literature, but adhered to a rigid code of etiquette that disapproved of direct expression. Obvious flirtation; direct questions, particularly about relationships; and any other comments that could possibly be perceived as immodest or indiscrete were highly frowned upon. A small bouquet of flowers was a common social gift among upper society at the time, and the Victorians became inspired to assemble these floral compositions to convey their exact sentiments to the recipient in a manner appropriate to the social situation. Of course, for a messaging system to work properly, there needs to be an established set of definitions, a code that people everywhere can acknowledge, agree upon, and use. The exploding popularity of floriography made it nearly impossible to create a precise system of sorts, to assign one universal meaning to every flower. But that didn’t stop the Victorians from trying.

The popularity of floriography contributed to the publication of a host of dictionaries, primarily aimed at women, cataloging the meanings of flowers. Each had a specific bent, be it literary, scientific, or recreational, and the lists of flowers and their significance varied from book to book. Some dictionaries were for pure pleasure, like Kate Greenaway’s illustrated Language of Flowers (1884), which simply lists the flowers with their assigned meanings, then offers a selection of flower-themed poems at the back. Others, such as Henry Phillips’s Floral Emblems (1825), attempt to give more of an explanation behind the symbology by including small pieces of tangentially related historical information or an excerpt from a poem about the flower. In Elizabeth Washington Wirt’s famous Flora’s Dictionary (1832), she combines the sentimentality of the flower list and poetic excerpts with plenty of historical notes, but rarely addresses the reasoning behind their symbols. These dictionaries contain only a few examples of coded bouquets and, according to Seaton, there doesn’t seem to be any proof that this method of communicating was practiced, but rather, only discussed extensively.

The flowers mentioned in these books are rarely illustrated alongside their respective poems or annotations. As a gardener and an illustrator, I found this, and the inconsistency of interpretation, both disappointing and frustrating, so when I was asked by my editor at HarperCollins whether I might like to create a contemporary floriography dictionary, I jumped at the chance.

In creating this modern volume, I chose fifty of the most enduring and popular varieties for gardening and floral arrangements today. In researching these flowers and their symbology, I discovered an astounding amount of variance in their meanings and uses, all of which seemed to change based on date, location, and writer. I realized there was so much more to learn about the plants beyond their associations. I spent hours combing through medieval manuscripts, squinting at nearly incomprehensible Old English in spiky Gothic lettering. Look at Raphael Holinshed’s The Chronicles of England, from William the Conquerour (who began his reigne ouer this land, in the yeare after Christes natiuitie 1066) vntill the yeare 1577 (1585) or Henry Lyte’s A niewe Herball, or Historie of plantes (1578) if you want to see what I mean. I sifted through countless antique herbal remedy and poetry books, scans of nineteenth-century newspapers and journals, and modern research papers intended for scientists only. Some of these sources shared threads of a common narrative about the flowers, while others were dubiously translated from ancient languages or presented as fact by secondhand half stories filled with details from unspecified poets. I also discovered that if an opinion exists, and one almost always does, there’s probably a treatise about it. Of course, the people who wrote these ancient books and journals aren’t here to answer questions, leaving the rest of us to rely on conjecture and our best guesses. Suffice it to say, there were more than a few inconsistencies among these materials.

That said, I aimed to select the information that seemed the most universally agreed upon in both art and science, or that which had the oldest available resource that could be cross-referenced with newer materials. When credible opinions and definitions varied, I point that out in this book’s entries. I also aimed to select interesting stories that were unique to specific flowers. I don’t think it would come as a surprise to know that there are countless books and journals dedicated solely to many of the plants and subjects in the book.

With each entry, I offer an overview of the flower’s history and how its names and meanings were assigned through science, folklore, myth, and ancient medicinal uses. Some of the subjects, such as the Victorians’ penchant for Orientalism or the influence of the Age of Enlightenment on Victorian ideals, are too complex to attempt to cover in detail, but I acknowledge these practices in their respective entries and make them part of the overall context of floriography. Whenever possible, I’ve added anecdotes, literary references, quotations, and compelling facts to provide a fuller picture of a flower’s significance and place in culture. When creating illustrations for the book, I tried to match the flowers with the definitions selected based on my research.

This book is for the contemporary flower lover, but it also considers the past and future. By the 1880s attitudes toward sentimentality were changing and the popularity of the language of flowers was beginning to wane, increasingly considered an old-fashioned, gimmicky amusement. Many Victorian hobbyist gardening and bouquet-giving practices were on the decline as well. When World War I began in 1914, cultivating flowers on a grand scale ended abruptly. Greenhouses were needed for food storage and converted into victory gardens. The collective focus shifted to furthering war efforts or supporting burgeoning interests in social movements such as women’s suffrage and improved working conditions. Women, particularly in England, began to make up a significant part of the industrialized workforce as men went off to war. This isn’t to say that people entirely stopped caring about gardening or attending flower shows, but social and political strife along with scientific advancement seemed to break the spell once cast by horticultural beauty and discovery, and a floral code.

Happily, the beauty of flowers and the romance they inspire has stayed with us. Meanings may have been attributed to them, but they also have stories to tell. I hope reading about these flowers inspires you to try gardening, grow a fragrant flower inside, or visit some historic gardens in your area that are still flourishing today. There could even be a garden in your current city that you didn’t know about. Somewhere in your life is a blank page, waiting to be filled with flowers.
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Acacia



Robinia pseudoacacia



PURPLE: Significance uncertain

ROSE: Friendship

WHITE: Elegance

YELLOW: Concealed or secret love
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The acacia’s extraordinary blossoms are papilionaceous, that is, resembling butterfly wings in form, a delightful characteristic. The term was beloved by the Victorians. In Floral Emblems, horticulturist Henry Phillips writes, “graceful to sight, and elegant hang the papilionaceous blossoms of this favorite flowering shrub.” In Flora’s Dictionary, Elizabeth Washington Wirt fondly notes the rose acacia’s “copious, large, pink-petaled, papilionaceous blossoms.”

The word acacia comes from the Greek root akakía, which roughly translates as “thorny Egyptian tree.” The acacia, as it’s described in the Victorian language of flowers, refers to the black locust tree, which has no relation to the Australian acacia tree (also known as the wattle), although both species are known to bear long sharp spines on their branches. Of the many species of the black locust bearing spiky branches, the yellow-flowered spiny acacia (Robinia spinosa) native to Russia and China was often used to line the tops of outer city and village walls as a defense to keep out intruders. In A General System of Gardening and Botany, the nineteenth-century Scottish botanist and explorer George Don writes that in Beijing, “they [stuck] the bushes in clay on the tops of their walls, to prevent persons from getting or looking over them” and that the shrub was “well adapted to grow as impenetrable hedges, on account of its long branches and long thorns.” The wood of the tree is sturdy and rot resistant. It has not only been put to great use as timber, but was also frequently used by Native Americans for making bows for hunting.

In Europe, especially in rural areas of France and Italy, acacia petals are often used in pancakes and fritters in spring, for this is when the flowers are beginning to bloom and are at their most tender and fragrant. The scent of the acacia is sweet, similar to that of honey, while its flavor varies from delicate and floral to slightly peppery. There are many recipes for these desserts to be found online, including locust-flower fritters from Jacques Pépin’s book Heart & Soul in the Kitchen.

Acacia petals are also used to flavor simple syrups and liquors as well as to make tea. The syrup or liquor can be made by steeping the flowers in boiling water, before adding sugar, while the tea can be made with fresh or dried flowers that are then boiled or steeped in hot water. The flowers may be edible, but the remaining parts of the tree are toxic and should be avoided. Some homeopathic herbal remedies say that when boiled, the seed pods and bark can be ingested in small quantities to help with digestive issues and convulsions, but this is not advised.
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Light-leaved acacias, by the door,

Stood up in balmy air,

Clusters of blossomed moonlight bore,

And breathed a perfume rare.



—GEORGE MACDONALD

“Songs of the Spring Nights,” from The Disciple, and Other Poems, 1867
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A FEAST OF FLOWERS

In Plant Lore, Legends, and Lyrics, Richard Folkard writes that garlands and chaplets (flower crowns) were commonly used by the ancient Egyptians to decorate themselves, their homes, and their altars. These often included anemones and chrysanthemums, and blooms from trees including acacia, olive, myrtle, and others. Folkard shares an anecdote written by Roman author, naturalist, and philosopher Pliny the Elder (AD 23–79), who says that at feasts, guests and attendants were adorned with wreaths, and homes and wine cups were adorned with flowers. It was a frequent custom for both Greeks and Romans to mix the flowers of their chaplets in their wine, then drink to the health of their friends.

One story recounts a feast held by Cleopatra and attended by Mark Antony, who, due to his fear of being poisoned, would never eat or drink at her table without his tester sampling first. Cleopatra ordered a chaplet of flowers, the edges of which were dipped in a deadly poison, to be prepared for the Roman general. Her own chaplet was mixed with aromatic spices. When the party had become lively from drink, Cleopatra raised a toast to Antony’s health, took off her chaplet, rubbed the blossoms into her goblet, and drank off the contents. Antony was about to follow her example but, just as he raised the fatal cup to his lips, Cleopatra seized his arm, exclaiming, “Cure your jealous fears and learn that I should not have to seek the means of your destruction, could I live without you.” Then, she ordered a prisoner to be brought before them, who, on drinking the wine from Antony’s goblet, died instantly in their presence.
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Azalea



Rhododendron



Temperance
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In 1603, after the shogunate arrived in Edo (feudal Tokyo) with their warrior caste of samurai, trade and travel between Japan and other countries ceased. This isolation had the effect of focusing societal concentration on a specific variety of practices and solidifying their place within the Japanese cultural identity. This was especially true for floriculture, the cultivation of flowering plants primarily for their ornamental qualities. Both upper and lower classes were able to enjoy the practice. Large gardens were a symbol of prestige, so samurai, who were high-ranking members of society, began to hire farmers to create and tend to elaborate flower gardens on their properties.

During the 1600s, Ito-Ihei III of the Somei area gained prominence as a skilled gardener and nurseryman and developed his knowledge of azaleas, many of which which are native to Japan. Sometime between 1682 and 1684, he began distributing them in the surrounding area. In 1692, he wrote Kinshumakura, an illustrated guide to azaleas that included more than three hundred cultivars he had developed, and enhanced their popularity in Japan.

In the mid-1840s, Scottish botanist Robert Fortune first brought the azalea, in the form of seeds, to England. Fortune had been sent to China by the British East India Company to spy on the Chinese and steal their secrets to tea production and horticultural practices. He managed to smuggle home a variety of seeds and plant cuttings. Some of these other plants included the yellow rose, kumquat, winter jasmine, and wisteria.

Azalea belongs to the Rhododendron genus of the Ericaceae family, which includes edible plants such as blueberries, huckleberries, and cranberries. Azaleas, however, are highly toxic. In fact, they are so toxic that even the honey they produce has proved to be poisonous. In Chinese culture, azaleas are referred to as sixiang shu, which translates to “thinking-of-home bush,” and they were often featured in the poetry of the prominent Tang dynasty poet, Du Fu (712–770).

Ornamental plants that can be grown in many colors and are easy to hybridize, azaleas became a staple of the English Victorian garden. Not only were they commonly available for purchase in an endless variety of sizes and colors through florists’ catalogs, but they also appeared in some turn-of-the-century books on floral arrangement as the primary, and sometimes only, flower in Christmas and Easter flower baskets and table arrangements. In Henry Phillips’s Floral Emblems, he writes that azaleas prefer poor, dry soil and do not fare well in the often overly fertilized soil of English gardens; therefore, they are an appropriate symbol of “temperance” for their ability to take only what they need to survive.
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There is no difference between knowledge and temperance; for he who knows what is good and embraces it, who knows what is bad and avoids it, is learned and temperate.



—SOCRATES

Treasury of Thought: Forming an Encyclopedia of Quotations from Ancient and Modern Authors, 1884
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MISS MAUDIE’S MOST PRIZED FLOWER

In To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee often uses flowers symbolically. Azaleas, for example, are the sympathetic character Miss Maudie’s most prized possessions. As the azalea is available in various colors, it’s been said that it represents her kindness and racial tolerance, which other characters in the novel lack. Lee writes that Miss Maudie “loved everything that grew in God’s earth, even the weeds.”

Miss Maudie not only has many sides to her personality, like the many shades of azalea, but she also does her best to look out for those in her neighborhood and to care for her garden and herself, a symbol of temperance. Lee writes, “Miss Maudie hated her house: time spent indoors was time wasted. She was a widow, a chameleon lady who worked in her flower beds in an old straw hat and men’s coveralls, but after her five o’clock bath she would appear on the porch and reign over the street in magisterial beauty.”
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Buttercup



Ranunculus acris



Ingratitude, childishness
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During the Victorian era, the buttercup was popular as an easy-to-grow ground cover or garden-border filler, but there’s not much evidence of wide use in bouquets. In Henry Phillips’s Floral Emblems, he writes that, although the buttercup is a cheerful-looking addition to gardens and meadows, “it enters so frequently into the sports of infancy,” which is why the flower came to symbolize childishness. A centuries-old children’s game is to hold the flower of a yellow buttercup under the chin of a friend. If the chin glows bright yellow it means the person likes butter.

The buttercup’s reflective ability can be attributed to a unique cellular makeup that allows the top surface of its petals to reflect yellow light with an intensity similar to glass. In addition to reflecting bright yellow light, the buttercup can reflect large amounts of UV light, which attracts pollinating insects. Alas, we must pity the poor unsuspecting bee seduced by this vibrant flower that appears to be glistening with nectar. Like the singer in “Build Me Up Buttercup,” the popular 1968 song written by the British soul group the Foundations, the bee would be let down by an object of desire.

The buttercup is an ancient, wild meadow flower in the Ranunculus genus, which comprises more than six hundred different species. Seed fossil records of extinct varieties of ranunculus from the Pliocene Borsoni formation in the Rhön Mountains of Germany indicate that the buttercup may be between 2.6 and 5.3 million years old. The Latin word ranunculus means “little frog” or tadpole, and like a frog, these plants are often described in medieval botanical manuscripts as being found growing near water.

While the flower of the buttercup is primarily a bright yellow color that has a shiny appearance, a handful of species occur with white, orange, red, or purple flowers. Most buttercups have solid, dark-green leaves, but some have green leaves with white spots and others have dark-purple leaves that can look almost black. Buttercups were once known in medieval Europe as king’s cups because of their resemblance to a crown. In A niewe Herball, English botanist Henry Lyte described a black-leaved water crowfoot called “leopards claws” and a golden crowfoot that he called a “butter flower.” He doesn’t specifically state why it was called a butter flower, but does write of its shiny, gold, cup-shaped blossom.

[image: image]

Most buttercup species in the Northern Hemisphere bloom from April to May, which, according to Flora’s Dictionary, is “the season when the best butter is made.” This may be one source of the lore behind its common name. Another theory for the name—albeit a falsehood—was that buttercups, which were eaten by cows, gave butter its yellow hue. The truth is that the plant is quite toxic, with a bitter taste and the ability to cause blistering in the mouth; animals rarely eat it.

Despite its toxicity, its ability to blister skin made buttercups useful medicinally in the sixteenth century, when it was crushed and applied to growths and lesions to make them fall off. The dried and powdered root could be inhaled in small quantities to aid with sinus problems, too. Earlier, the ancient people of the Native American Nez Perce tribe consumed the roots and seeds of the buttercup after cooking and drying them as an antidote to the flower’s poisonous petals, but whether this worked or not is unclear—and not an advisable remedy.

[image: image]

THE MEADOWS ARE YELLOW WITH BUTTERCUPS

George Augustus Moore (1852–1933) was an Irish novelist and man of letters. Credited with paving the way for modern realism and bringing French naturalism to fiction. Because he took on real issues, including extramarital sex, prostitution, and lesbianism, his work was repeatedly banned from British circulating libraries and booksellers due to its “immorality.”

Nonetheless, Moore’s books were popular with the Victorians, who clearly relished reading about the multitude of subjects forbidden from conversation according to the formal etiquette of their day. His novel A Mere Accident (1887) tells the story of a young man well practiced in self-denial who is drawn to the church, yet he falls in love with a beautiful woman and is overcome with desire for her. The following is an excerpt from that novel that Victorians must have loved for its suggestion of stirring passion amidst a colorful spring setting—buttercups included.



CHAPTER V.



But if in the morning he were strong, Kitty was more beautiful than ever, and they walked out in the sunlight. They walked out on the green sward, under the evergreen oaks where the young rooks are swinging; out on the mundane swards into the pleasure ground; a rosery and a rockery; the pleasure ground divided from the park by iron railings, the park encircled by the rich elms, the elms shutting out the view of the lofty downs.

       The meadows are yellow with buttercups, and the birds fly out of the gold. And the golden note is prolonged through the pleasure grounds by the pale yellow of the laburnums, by the great yellow of the berberis, by the cadmium yellow of the gorse, by the golden wall-flowers growing amid rhododendrons and laurels. . . .

       Pansies, pale yellow pansies!

       The sun glinting on the foliage of the elms spreads a napery of vivid green, and the trunks come out black upon the cloth of gold, and the larks fly out of the gold, and the sky is a single sapphire, and two white clouds are floating. It is May time.
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Calla Lily



Zantedeschia aethiopica



WHITE: Feminine modesty
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The calla lily is most commonly white, but is also cultivated in yellow, pink, green, orange, and a purple that is so dark that it is almost black. In Victorian times, white was the only color that seemed to hold any significance, although florists today have broadly assigned joy or gratitude to yellow, admiration to pink, and royalty or strength to dark purple.

The name calla lily is misleading, as the flower is neither a part of the calla nor the lily families. The flower belongs to the Araceae family, a group of flowers that grow with a single spikelike spadix, a fleshy stem covered in tiny, closely clustered flowers. The word calla comes from the Greek word kallos, meaning “beautiful,” while the word lily comes from the Old English word lilia, which had been used during the sixteenth century as an adjective meaning “white, pure, and lovely.”

In Roman mythology, Venus was said to have been so jealous of the beauty of the calla lily that, in an attempt to mar its appearance, she caused a huge yellow pistil to sprout from its center. According to Flora’s Dictionary, the calla lily was enjoyed in Victorian gardens for its strong “agreeable” fragrance and striking alabaster color. The combination of its elegant, vaselike shape and bright yellow spadix often inspired Elizabeth Washington Wirt to compare it to a “beautiful antique lamp” used for burning incense during her day. The flower has been a popular choice for wedding bouquets and table centerpieces since that time, too. It also has been closely associated with spring, Easter, and the resurrection of Jesus, tying it to symbols of holiness, purity, and rebirth. For these reasons it has also become a traditional floral choice at funerals.

The calla lily, along with the sunflower, was a symbol of the nineteenth-century Aesthetic art movement, which placed emphasis on the appeal of visual and written art rather than any deeper symbolic meaning. Adherents “subscribed to the notion that by surrounding oneself with beautiful things one would become beautiful,” according to the Art Institute of Chicago. Oscar Wilde, a prominent supporter of this movement, was known to place calla lilies and sunflowers on his dining table when entertaining.

The white calla lily was not only a favorite flower of Georgia O’Keeffe, but also one of the artist’s signature subjects and the flower most closely associated with her work. Having grown up on a farm, O’Keeffe felt a deep connection to nature, especially flowers. In a letter to American photographer Anita Pollitzer, she asks, “Anita, do you feel like flowers sometimes?” Art historian Marjorie Balge-Crozier suggested in Georgia O’Keeffe: The Poetry of Things that the artist’s close-up paintings of flowers weren’t merely studies of form or potential allegories for female sexuality, but possibly self-portraits as well.
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Can it be

That modesty may more betray our sense

Than woman’s lightness? Having waste ground enough,

Shall we desire to raze the sanctuary

And pitch our evils there?



—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

Measure for Measure, act 1, scene 2, 1604
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The calla lilies are in bloom again.

Such a strange flower, suitable to any occasion.

I carried them on my wedding day

and now I place them here

in memory of something that has died.



—KATHARINE HEPBURN

as Terry Randall, Stage Door, 1937




These lines are among the most famous Katharine Hepburn ever uttered, first in the Broadway play The Lake (1933) and again in 1937, when she starred in the film Stage Door. While the play was a critical flop and one of her biggest failures, the film was a box-office success, whereupon the lines became one of her signature catchphrases.
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