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In the rigid social hierarchy of the 19th century, communication was often constrained by stringent protocols of
etiquette, particularly regarding the expression of romantic or personal sentiments. This environment gave rise to
floriography, or the language of flowers—a complex semiotic system where botanical specimens served as
signifiers for specific emotional states, intentions, and social responses. While the practice has roots in Ottoman
'selam' traditions, it reached its zenith during the Victorian era through the publication of various floral dictionaries.
Among the most significant modern syntheses of this historical practice is Mandy Kirkby’s "A Victorian Flower
Dictionary,"which serves as a primary reference for understanding the historical, literary, and cultural significance
of these floral codes.

The Theoretical Framework of Floriography

To understand floriography from a technical standpoint, one must view it as a non-verbal communication protocol
. In this system, the 'message’ is encoded into a physical bouquet (often referred to as a tussie-mussieor

nosegay) and decoded by the recipient using a shared lexicographical standard—the flower dictionary. The
effectiveness of the communication relied on three primary variables:

¢ Taxonomic ldentification: The precise species or variety of the flower. For instance, a yellow rose carried a
drastically different meaning (infidelity or jealousy) compared to a red rose (romantic love).

¢ Physical Condition: The state of the bloom (bud vs. full bloom) and its health (withered vs. fresh) altered the
nuance of the message.

 Positional Orientation: The manner in which the flower was presented or worn. A flower offered with the right
hand expressed an affirmative response to a question, while the left hand indicated a negative response.

The Semiotics of Botany

The Victorian language of flowers is a classic example of semiotic encoding. In linguistics, a sign consists of the
signifier (the physical form) and the signified (the concept it represents). In floriography, the signifier is the
biological organism (e.g., Galanthus nivalis), and the signifiedis the abstract concept (e.g., Hope). This
relationship was rarely arbitrary; it was often rooted in the plant's biological characteristics, its classical mythology,
or its medicinal properties.

For example, the Daffodil (Narcissus) symbolizes "new beginnings." This is technically grounded in its phenology
as one of the first geophytes to emerge following the winter dormancy period, signaling the vernal equinox.
Conversely, the Forget-Me-Not (Myosotis) derives its meaning from folklore, but its persistence in the wild and its
blue hue—traditionally associated with fidelity—reinforced its symbolic status as a marker of enduring memory.

Technical Analysis of Core Floral Signifiers

The following analysis breaks down the primary flowers mentioned in Mandy Kirkby's research, evaluating their
botanical properties alongside their Victorian socio-cultural meanings.

1. Daffodil (Narcissus): The Symbol of Regeneration



Daffodils are categorized by their trumpet-shaped corona and six tepals. In the Victorian lexicon, they signaled new
beginnings and unrequited love. The technical depth of this meaning often shifted based on the number of stems
provided; a single daffodil was sometimes viewed as a sign of misfortune, whereas a bunch represented joy and
regard.

2. Daisy (Bellis perennis): The Emblem of Innocence

The daisy represents innocence and purity. This stems from its physiological trait of closing its ray florets at night
and opening them at dawn (the "day's eye"). In the Mandy Kirkby framework, the daisy is described as a "loyal
love," suggesting a relationship that is simple, transparent, and devoid of the complexities of high-society intrigue.

3. Lilac (Syringa): The First Emotions of Love

Lilacs, specifically the purple variety, were used to denote the first emotions of love. The fleeting nature of their
bloom period—often lasting only a few weeks in spring—served as a metaphor for the precarious and intense
nature of early infatuation. White lilacs, however, were shifted toward youthful innocence or purity.

4. Periwinkle (Vinca minor): Tender Recollection

The periwinkle’s evergreen nature and hardy growth patterns made it an ideal candidate for symbolizing tender
recollection and pleasures of memory. Its ability to thrive in shaded, often overlooked areas of a garden mirrored
the Victorian sentiment of nursing private, cherished memories of past relationships.

Comparative Evaluation of Floral Lexicons

The following table provides a technical comparison of flower meanings as categorized in major 19th-century
dictionaries versus the synthesis found in modern scholarship like that of Mandy Kirkby.



Flower Species

Victorian Primary

Secondary/Nuanced

Botanical/Historical Basis

Meaning Meaning

Amaryllis Pride / Splendid Beauty Timidity Named after a
shepherdess in Virgil's
Eclogues.

Anemone Forsaken / lliness Expectation Petals close during rain,
suggesting protection or
sadness.

Camelia Admired Loveliness Perfection (Red) / Longing Symmetrical flower

(White) structure implies perfection.

Honeysuckle Bonds of Love Devotion Vining habit physically
'clings' to structures.

Lavender Distrust Purity / Silence Historically used to scent
linens; also associated with
snakes.

Zinnia Thoughts of Absent Friends Lasting Affection Known for being a hardy,

long-lasting bloom in harsh
heat.

The Mechanics of Message Construction: The Tussie-Mussie

Constructing a floral message required more than just selecting a flower; it required an understanding of floral
arrangement mechanics. A Victorian tussie-mussie was a circular bouquet, often held in a silver or porcelain
"posy holder." The arrangement followed a specific structural hierarchy:

Step-by-Step Procedure for Encoding Sentiments

1. Selection of the Central Bloom (The Core Sentiment): The center of the bouquet contained the primary
message. If one wished to express "devotion," a Heliotrope would be placed at the center.

2. Surrounding Foliage (The Contextual Support): Secondary flowers were added in concentric circles. Ferns
(Sincerity) or Ivy (Fidelity) were frequently used as backing to reinforce the primary message.

3. Fragrance Integration: Scent played a biological role in message retention. Highly fragrant flowers like Stocks
(Lasting Beauty) or Mignonette (Your Qualities Surpass Your Charms) were added to ensure the message was
sensory as well as visual.

4. The Presentation Protocol: As noted previously, the hand used to present the bouquet served as the final 'bit'
of data in this communication stream.

Mathematical Model of Combinatorial Meanings

In a complex bouquet, the total meaning (M) can be represented as a function of the individual meanings of the
flowers (f1, f2, ... fn) adjusted by their arrangement and the recipient's knowledge base (K). While Victorian
dictionaries provided a standard, the subjective nature of interpretation meant that ambiguity was a constant risk—
a "communication failure" in technical terms.

M=:21f¢ro°

Where w represents the weight of the flower based on its size and position in the bouquet. A central bloom has a
higher w than a peripheral sprig of baby's breath.



Practical Implementation: Case Studies in Floriography

Case Study A: The Rejected Suitor

A gentleman sends a bouquet consisting of Yellow Roses (Jealousy/Infidelity) and Snapdragons (Presumption/
Deception). Technically, this bouquet functions as a formal accusation. The recipient, understanding the protocol,
might respond by returning a single Straw, which historically indicated a breaking of the contract or relationship.

Case Study B: The Declaration of First Love

A suitor provides a nosegay with a Purple Lilac (First Emotion of Love) at the center, surrounded by Lily of the
Valley (Return of Happiness) and Blue Violets (Faithfulness). The structural integrity of this message is high; all
components point toward a positive, burgeoning romantic engagement. The technical solution for the recipient to
accept this would be to wear the flowers over the heart.

Troubleshooting and Operational Challenges

Despite the elegance of the system, Victorian floriography faced several operational challengesthat modern
researchers like Mandy Kirkby highlight:

¢ Lexicographical Variance: Different dictionaries (e.g., those by Robert Tyas vs. Charlotte de la Tour) often
assigned conflicting meanings to the same plant. This created a "protocol mismatch" where the sender and
receiver used different versions of the code.

< Botanical Availability: Seasonal constraints meant that certain messages could only be sent during specific
months, limiting the "bandwidth" of the communication system.

» Degradation of Signal: Flowers wilt. If a bouquet was delayed in transit, a withered bloom might inadvertently
change the meaning from "Vitality" to "Grief" or "Death."

Comparison of Dictionary Interpretations



Flower De laTour (1819) Kirkby / Modern Resolution of Conflict

Synthesis
Basil Hatred Good Wishes / Hatred Meaning depends on
geographic region (ltaly vs.
England).
Hyacinth (Blue) Constancy Play / Games Shift from classical myth
(Hyacinthus) to visual
interpretation.

The Resurgence of Floriography in Modern Contexts

In the contemporary era, there is a measurable resurgence in the use of floral dictionaries for branding, wedding
planning, and fine art. This is not merely an exercise in nostalgia but a technical application of symbolic marketing
. Modern romantics and designers utilize Mandy Kirkby’s dictionary to add layers of hidden meaning to public
events, essentially 'hiding in plain sight' complex emotional narratives within decorative choices.

The transition from a necessary social tool for repressed communication to an aesthetic choice reflects the

evolution of human interaction. While we now possess high-bandwidth digital communication, the low-bandwidth,
high-sentiment nature of a floral arrangement offers a unique tactile and olfactory dimensionthat  digital data
cannot replicate. The dictionary provides the metadata required to transform a simple biological product into a
sophisticated vessel of human history and emotion.

Ultimately, the study of floriography through the lens of a Victorian dictionary reveals a society deeply invested in
the nuance of expression. It reminds us that every element of the natural world was once a word in a silent
language, waiting to be read by someone with the right key. As we continue to integrate these historical insights
into modern botany and design, the technical precision of the Victorian flower dictionary remains an essential guide
for navigating the complex intersection of nature and human sentiment.
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