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INTRODUCTION

Flowers have been used to convey messages of love, friendship, celebration and condolence since time immemorial. In the Victorian era, when polite conversation was constrained by a strict moral code, flowers offered a way to reveal the secrets of the heart without having to utter a word.

Encyclopaedias with alphabetical lists of flowers and their associated meanings included feeling-to-flower translations, so that every emotion could be quickly transposed into floral form. If it’s love you’re keen to convey, your choices are endless, but more nuanced states of mind are taken care of too. Feeling forsaken? Turn to F – all you need are anemones.

The meanings the floral encyclopaedias gave to each flower were derived from a wide range of sources. Some borrowed from English and European folklore or Greek and Roman mythology. Some are associated with the plant’s healing properties or use in traditional medicine. Others were inspired by the qualities or appearance of the flower, in keeping with the Christian custom of seeking the message of God in the form and attributes He’d bestowed on each of his creations.

The huge popularity of such collections suggests that almost every important Victorian exchange was conducted via posies and nosegays, but while it’s difficult to know how much the system was really used, it’s clear that a thorough knowledge of flowers and their symbolism was seen as a virtue.

In our age of direct, digital communication, The Little Book of Floriography offers a tiny taste of a past way of life. But it also attempts to provide ideas for those who’d like to learn the art of self-expression through flowers for modern times, sharing traditional meanings that still have resonance today and exploring the stories behind them.
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A POTTED HISTORY OF FLORAL SYMBOLISM
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“For the flowers have their angels... For there is a language of flowers. For there is a sound reasoning upon all flowers. For elegant phrases are nothing but flowers.”

Christopher Smart
(Jubilate Agno, written 1759 to 1763)





ANCIENT ORIGINS

Ancient Egyptians made flower wreaths and garlands for the tombs of their loved ones, and decorated jewellery and ceramics, with the sacred lotus flower, which represented the sun god Ra, father of all creation.

In ancient Greece and Rome, flowers played an important symbolic role in society, both as a mark of status and to signify happiness and success. Laurel crowns were awarded to victorious athletes and floral headdresses were worn at weddings and exchanged as tokens of affection.

Chloris, Greek goddess of flowers (known as Flora in Roman legend), is said to have created many blooms, including the rose, larkspur and crocus, and appears in Botticelli’s masterpiece Primavera surrounded by spring blooms.

Plants and flowers appear throughout Greek and Roman mythology, often springing up in the places where the blood or tears of the gods had been spilled.

“(While she spoke, her lips breathed out vernal roses): ‘I, called Flora now, was Chloris.”

Ovid’s Fasti – Book five.



PRETTY AS A PICTURE

Flowers appear symbolically in religious paintings from the Middle Ages onwards. Red flowers, most often roses, represented the blood of Christ or symbolised his representatives on Earth – the monarchy. Edward III, King of England from 1327 to 1377, adopted the rose as his emblem.

Religious artworks often included lilies to represent the purity and maternal love of the Virgin Mary, such as Lorenzo Lotto’s Madonna and Child with Saint Jerome and Saint Nicholas of Tolentino, painted in 1521.

By the middle of the Renaissance floral art was in full bloom and flowers and became the sole subject of many works of art. Paintings like the iconic Bouquet (1603) by Flemish artist Jan Brueghel the Elder are a celebration of the diverse beauty of nature’s offering.

“Mary is the lily in God’s Garden.”

– Saint Bridget of Sweden (1303 - 1373)



EASTERN INFLUENCE

While Renaissance Europeans were busy admiring floral still lifes, over in the Ottoman Empire, tulip mania had taken hold. The period from 1718 to 1730 became known the Tulip Era, and it was the height of fashion to cultivate them. The flowers became a potent symbol of status and wealth, with some individual flowers selling for the price of a house.

The fashion for floriography in the UK seems to have been imported from tulip-mad Turkey by English aristocrat, poet and feminist Lady Mary Wortley Montague, who accompanied her English ambassador husband to the country in 1717 and wrote home about the Eastern customs she witnessed.

Her letters, published with great popular appeal in 1763 after her death, described a rhyming mnemonic system called the selam, which paired objects with sentiments or feelings.

“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 even inking your fingers.”

- Lady Mary Wortley Montague



VICTORIAN VALUES

The seed of this idea for a means of wordless communication flourished in the fertile soil of Victorian polite society, where the outward expression of ardent feelings was seen as unseemly.

Just how often Victorian lovers really sent messages using the language of flowers is unclear, but the notion certainly captured the public imagination and it became a literary craze. The first dedicated book of floriography was Le Langage des Fleurs by Charlotte de Latour, in 1819, and almost 500 others followed, mostly combining the meanings with poetry and whimsical illustrations.




“The language of flowers has recently attracted so much attention that an acquaintance with it seems to be deemed, if not an essential part of a polite education, at least a graceful and elegant accomplishment.”

Catherine H. Waterman
- Flora’s lexicon; an interpretation of the language and sentiment of flowers; with an outline of botany, and a poetical introduction, 1839.





MODERN MEANING

Though many of the sentiments carried by flowers can now be quite freely conveyed in words, the appeal of symbolism is as strong as ever. The global floristry industry is booming too, estimated to be worth around 50 billion US dollars, and florists are keen to help customers imbue their blooms with deeper meaning.

Two recent royal occasions demonstrated that the language of flowers lives on. At the wedding of the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge, Princess Catherine reportedly based her choice of blooms for her bridal bouquet on their Victorian meanings and included myrtle, meaning hope and love, which appeared in Queen Victoria’s own wedding bouquet in 1840.

At the state funeral of Queen Elizabeth II in September 2022, the choice of flowers and wreaths also conveyed a poignant message, including rosemary for remembrance and sweet peas, the late Queen’s birth flowers, which mean thank you and goodbye.
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LOVE, FRIENDSHIP & ROMANCE
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By far the most popular sentiment to send by way of floral messenger was love. The blooms in this chapter can be used to convey everything from maternal devotion to passionate, romantic longing.
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Aster

(Michaelmas)

Aster

MEANING

Love, daintiness
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Named after the Greek word for star after the ways its point-tipped petals burst outwards from a central point, the aster’s delicate form may be why it’s symbolic of daintiness. One legend says asters sprang up where the tears of the Greek goddess Astara fell. Another associates it with the Greek goddess of love, which is why it’s sometimes known as the herb of Venus.

ORIGINS

Asia and Europe, though the alpine aster is native to North America.
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Banksia

(White honeysuckle /White bottlebrush)

Banksia

MEANING

Long-lasting love and endurance, renewal and rebirth
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Indigenous peoples of Australia identified the energy-giving properties of this plant and drank the nectar or steeped the bark in water to make a reviving drink. The plant’s woody, nutrient-storing base also means it’s able to regenerate itself after wildfires, linking it to renewal and fresh starts.

ORIGINS

Native to the shrublands and rainforests of Australia and South Africa.
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Camellia

Camellia japonica

MEANING

Longing for you (pink), you’re a flame in my heart (red), you’re adorable (white)

[image: ]

Wearing camellias became popular in Victorian England after the success of the 1848 Alexandre Dumas novel La dame aux Camelias, in which the heroine of the story wears one to indicate availability to her lovers. In China and Japan the flower is linked to eternal love because of the way the leaf-like protective structures are never parted from the petals, falling away along with them.

ORIGINS

Southern China, Vietnam, Japan and Indonesia, now grown widely in Australia, the US and Europe.
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Carnation

Dianthus caryophyllus

MEANING

Fascination, female love, mother’s love (if yellow: rejection)
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Traditionally given on Mother’s Day, the link to maternal love is thought to originate in the story that red carnations appear where Mary’s tears made contact with the earth as Jesus was crucified. White carnations represent innocence and yellow carnations were a definite romantic rejection. Oscar Wilde made the unnaturally dyed green carnation a secret symbol of homosexuality in 1890s London.

ORIGINS

The Mediterranean region but grown all over the world.
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Clover

(White)

Trifolium

MEANING

Think of me
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White clover flowers are a symbol of ethereal beauty. Arthurian legend tells the story of an ancient Welsh goddess named Olwen who was so beautiful that white clover sprang up wherever she walked. Four-leaved clovers are also a symbol of good luck, as they were said to be a sign of the presence of fairies, who could bring good fortune.

ORIGINS

Temperate and subtropical regions of the world.
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Daisy

Bellis perennis

MEANING

Innocent love, childbirth and fertility

[image: ]

In folklore of numerous cultures the daisy is associated with the purity and innocence of childhood. According to Celtic legend, when an infant died, daises would spring up all over the land to help bring
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