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The Pre Raphaelite Language Of Flowers

The Pre Raphaelite Language of Flowers

The Pre Raphaelite movement, renowned for its vivid and intricate art, also embraced a rich symbolic language that
extended beyond visual imagery—most notably through the language of flowers. This poetic and secretive mode of
communication allowed individuals to convey messages, sentiments, and emotions subtly and often poetically.
Understanding the Pre Raphaelite language of flowers offers a fascinating glimpse into Victorian culture, where
symbolism and hidden meanings played a vital role in social interactions, love, and art. In this comprehensive guide, we
will explore the origins, symbolism, and significance of the Pre Raphaelite language of flowers, providing insights into
its historical context and cultural relevance.

The Origins of the Language of Flowers

Historical Background

The language of flowers, also known as floriography, gained popularity during the Victorian era (1837–1901). Amid
strict social codes and moral decorum, flowers became a covert means of communication—allowing individuals to
express feelings that could not be spoken aloud.

The Pre Raphaelite Brotherhood, founded in 1848 by Dante Gabriel Rossetti, John Everett Millais, and William Holman
Hunt, was deeply influenced by medieval and romantic ideals, emphasizing symbolism, beauty, and emotional
expression. Their artworks often reflected layered meanings, including the use of floral symbolism to convey complex
messages.

Connection to the Pre Raphaelite Artistic Philosophy

Pre Raphaelite artists sought to return to the detailed realism and vibrant colors of early Renaissance art, emphasizing



truth to nature. The inclusion of symbolic flora in their works served multiple purposes:

Enhancing narrative depth1.
Communicating hidden messages2.
Reflecting romantic ideals and moral themes3.

This integration of floral symbolism was not only artistic but also culturally significant, embedding layers of meaning
that viewers of the time could interpret.

Key Flowers in the Pre Raphaelite Language of Flowers

The Pre Raphaelite movement often featured a specific set of flowers, each carrying particular meanings. Below is an
overview of some prominent floral symbols and their associated messages:

Roses

Red Rose: Love, passion, sacrifice1.
White Rose: Purity, innocence, secrecy2.
Pink Rose: Grace, admiration, joy3.
Yellow Rose: Friendship, jealousy, infidelity4.

Lilies

White Lily: Purity, virginity, innocence1.
Stargazer Lily: Ambition, prosperity2.
Tiger Lily: Wealth, pride, confidence3.

Violets

Modesty, faithfulness, humility1.

Daisies
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Innocence, purity, new beginnings1.

Pansies

Thoughtfulness, remembrance, free-thinking1.

Ivy

Fidelity, eternity, loyalty1.

Forget-me-not

Remembering loved ones, true love1.

Foxglove

Energetic life, insincerity, caution1.

The Symbolism of Flowers in Pre Raphaelite Art and Literature

Flowers as Narrative Devices

Pre Raphaelite artists and writers used flowers to deepen narrative layers, often embedding symbolic messages within
their works. For example:

Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s paintings frequently included floral motifs representing love and longing.1.
Poetry and prose employed flower symbolism to evoke romantic or moral themes subtly.2.

Conveying Emotions and Moral Lessons

Flowers served as allegories for virtues and vices, aligning with Victorian morals and religious sentiments:

White lilies for purity and divine grace1.
Thorny roses symbolizing the pain of love2.



Wilted flowers indicating loss or mortality3.

Personal Messages and Secret Codes

Victorians often exchanged floral bouquets with specific arrangements to communicate sentiments—an art of
floriography that allowed for discreet expression.

The Role of Flowers in Pre Raphaelite Literature

The Pre Raphaelite poets and writers integrated flower symbolism into their works. Notable examples include:

Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s poems, which often referenced flowers to symbolize love, beauty, and mortality.1.
Christina Rossetti’s poetry, where flowers like roses and lilies reflected purity and longing.2.
William Morris’s writings, emphasizing the natural beauty and moral symbolism of flowers.3.

This literary use of floral symbolism reinforced the movement’s themes of romanticism, moral virtue, and spiritual
longing.

How the Pre Raphaelite Language of Flowers Influences Modern Culture

Revival and Popularity

Interest in Victorian floral symbolism experienced a resurgence in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, influencing:

Fashion: floral motifs and symbolic jewelry1.
Literature: modern poetry and novels referencing floriography2.
Art: contemporary artists exploring floral symbolism3.

Contemporary Interpretations

Today, the language of flowers remains a popular theme in:

Wedding decor and bouquets, where specific flowers convey personal messages1.
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Romantic gestures, where giving particular flowers expresses unspoken feelings2.
Art and design, inspired by Pre Raphaelite aesthetics and symbolism3.

Practical Guide: Using the Language of Flowers Today

Understanding the symbolism behind flowers can enhance personal gestures and artistic expressions. Here are some
tips:

Choose flowers based on the message you want to convey:1.
Red roses for passionate love2.
White lilies for purity or sympathy3.
Violets for modesty or faithfulness4.
Combine flowers thoughtfully to craft a layered message5.
Use floral symbolism in gifts, decor, or personal art projects for meaningful communication6.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of the Pre Raphaelite Language of Flowers

The Pre Raphaelite language of flowers exemplifies how art, literature, and culture intertwine to create a nuanced
system of communication. Its roots in Victorian floriography reflect a society fascinated with symbolism, morality, and
hidden truths—themes that resonate even today. Whether in the delicate petals of a painting or the arrangement of a
bouquet, flowers continue to serve as powerful symbols of love, virtue, and human emotion.

By understanding this floral language, we gain insight into historical social customs, artistic expression, and the
timeless human desire to communicate beyond words. The legacy of the Pre Raphaelite approach to floral symbolism
persists, inspiring modern artists, writers, and lovers to find profound meaning in the beauty of flowers.

References and Further Reading

Floriography: An Illustrated Guide to the Victorian Language of Flowers by Jessica Roux1.
The Language of Flowers by Vanessa Diffenbaugh2.



Pre-Raphaelite Art and Its Significance by Elizabeth Prettejohn3.
Online resources on Victorian floriography and symbolism4.

Explore the lush symbolism of flowers today, and let their silent messages speak volumes about your feelings and
artistic inspirations.

The Pre-Raphaelite Language of Flowers: Unlocking Hidden Meanings and Artistic Symbolism

The Pre-Raphaelite language of flowers represents a fascinating intersection of art, symbolism, and cultural expression
during the Victorian era. Rooted in the broader Victorian obsession with floral symbolism, the Pre-Raphaelite movement
elevated the language of flowers from mere botanical curiosity to a sophisticated form of visual and literary
communication. This guide explores the origins, key features, and enduring significance of the Pre-Raphaelite language
of flowers, unveiling how artists and poets used blossoms as encoded messages of love, morality, and social
commentary.

Introduction to the Pre-Raphaelite Movement and its Relationship with Floral Symbolism

The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, founded in 1848 by Dante Gabriel Rossetti, John Everett Millais, and William Holman
Hunt, sought to return to the detailed, vibrant, and symbolic qualities of early Renaissance art—prior to the influence of
the High Renaissance masters like Raphael. Their works often embraced vivid realism, complex iconography, and a
fascination with nature’s symbolic language.

Floral symbolism was not new to Victorian society; it had been a popular means of covert communication for centuries.
However, the Pre-Raphaelites incorporated the language of flowers with an artistic rigor that imbued their work with
layered meanings, often intertwining moral messages, romantic sentiments, and social critique. Their paintings, poetry,
and illustrations frequently featured specific flowers, each carrying a precise connotation, forming a visual lexicon that
complemented their themes.

The Origins of the Victorian Language of Flowers
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Before delving into the specifics of the Pre-Raphaelite approach, it’s essential to understand the Victorian context of
floral symbolism:

Historical Roots: The language of flowers gained popularity in the 19th century, influenced by works like "Le Langage1.
des Fleurs" (The Language of Flowers) by Charlotte de Latour (1819) and other Victorian-era manuals.
Purpose: It provided a discreet way to express feelings that could not be openly spoken—romantic interest,2.
condolences, or social critique.
Common Flowers and Meanings:3.
Red Rose: Love and Passion4.
White Lily: Purity and Virginity5.
Forget-Me-Not: True Love and Remembrance6.
Violets: Modesty and Humility7.
Daffodil: Unrequited Love or New Beginnings8.

The Victorian language of flowers became a cultural phenomenon, influencing poetry, jewelry, and art, especially
among the Pre-Raphaelites who elevated these symbols into complex artistic motifs.

The Pre-Raphaelite Approach to the Language of Flowers

While Victorian manuals provided a standardized lexicon, the Pre-Raphaelites personalized and expanded upon this
symbolism through their detailed, naturalistic style and thematic depth. Their approach can be characterized by:

Use of Specific Flower Combinations: Artists and poets often combined flowers to convey nuanced messages.1.
Integration into Mythology and Literature: Flowers were incorporated into mythological references or literary2.
allusions to deepen meaning.
Emphasis on Realism and Detail: Their meticulous botanical accuracy meant that each flower’s symbolism was3.
reinforced through authentic depiction.

Key Features of the Pre-Raphaelite Flower Language



Symbolic Significance of Individual Flowers1.

Pre-Raphaelite works often feature specific flowers, each carrying a particular message:

Red Rose: Deep love, passion, sacrifice1.
White Lily: Purity, innocence, spiritual awakening2.
Violet: Modesty, faithfulness, humility3.
Poppy: Sleep, death, remembrance4.
Iris: Wisdom, hope, faith5.
Forget-Me-Not: Remembrance, true love6.
Jasmine: Grace, elegance, amiability7.
Hibiscus: Delicate beauty, fleetingness8.
Bird of Paradise: Exotic beauty, aspiration9.

The Use of Flower Arrangements and Context1.

The arrangement of flowers in Pre-Raphaelite works was deliberate, often reflecting the themes of the piece or the
emotions of the characters. For example:

A bouquet of white lilies and red roses might symbolize purity intertwined with passionate love.1.
A single violet might suggest modest hope or humility.2.
An abundant display of wildflowers could evoke pastoral innocence or fleeting beauty.3.

Color and Botanical Accuracy1.

Pre-Raphaelite artists paid close attention to color symbolism:

Red: Passion, love, sacrifice1.
White: Innocence, spiritual purity2.
Yellow: Friendship, hope3.
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Blue: Fidelity, serenity4.
Purple: Royalty, mystery5.

The botanical accuracy served to strengthen the symbolic message, making the flowers’ meanings more immediate
and authentic.

Examples of Pre-Raphaelite Works Featuring the Language of Flowers

Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s “Elaine” (1865)

Features a young woman holding a lily and a rose.1.
Lily symbolizes purity and spiritual love.2.
Rose signifies earthly love and passion.3.
The combination suggests a tension between spiritual and romantic love, reflecting Elaine’s complex character.4.

John Everett Millais’ “Ophelia” (1851-1852)

Includes an array of wildflowers, each with symbolic significance:1.
Pansies: Thoughts or remembrance2.
Violets: Faithfulness or humility3.
Nasturtiums: Patriotism or conquest4.
The floral details deepen the tragic narrative through their layered symbolism.5.

William Holman Hunt’s “The Lady of Shalott” (1850)

Incorporates poppies and lilies:1.
Poppies evoke sleep and death, foreshadowing the tragic ending.2.
Lilies reinforce themes of purity and innocence.3.

The Cultural and Artistic Significance of the Language of Flowers in Pre-Raphaelite Art



The Pre-Raphaelites used floral symbolism not just for aesthetic richness but also to:

Embed moral and spiritual messages: Flowers conveyed virtues or vices, emphasizing moral lessons.1.
Create layered narratives: Combining visual symbols with poetry or mythological references added depth.2.
Engage viewers in covert communication: Viewers who understood the symbolism could decipher hidden messages,3.
creating an interactive experience.

The Language of Flowers in Pre-Raphaelite Poetry and Literature

Poets associated with the movement, such as Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Christina Rossetti, often employed floral
symbolism in their works:

Christina Rossetti’s “In the Bleak Midwinter”: Uses imagery of winter flowers to evoke themes of humility and1.
spiritual longing.
Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s poetry: Frequently references flowers to symbolize love, beauty, and mortality.2.

Modern Interpretations and Legacy

Today, the Pre-Raphaelite language of flowers continues to influence art, literature, and popular culture:

Fashion and Jewelry: Floral motifs with symbolic meanings remain popular.1.
Literature and Film: Flower symbolism is used to convey complex emotional states.2.
Botanical Studies: The detailed botanical accuracy of Pre-Raphaelite art inspires appreciation for floral diversity and3.
symbolism.

How to Recognize the Pre-Raphaelite Language of Flowers in Art and Literature

Look for detailed depictions of flowers, especially those with specific symbolic connotations.1.
Notice the arrangement and number of flowers—these often encode messages.2.
Pay attention to the context: the narrative, characters’ expressions, and accompanying poetry or inscriptions.3.
Consider the color scheme: colors often reinforce the symbolic message.4.
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Conclusion

The Pre-Raphaelite language of flowers exemplifies the movement’s dedication to combining natural beauty,
symbolism, and moral storytelling. By meticulously depicting flowers with specific meanings, the Pre-Raphaelites
created a layered visual language that communicated complex ideas about love, virtue, mortality, and spirituality. Their
work invites viewers and readers alike to look beyond surface beauty and explore the hidden messages woven into
every petal and stem. As an enduring legacy, the floral symbolism of the Pre-Raphaelite era offers a rich vocabulary for
understanding the nuanced interplay between art, nature, and human emotion.

Questions & Answers About the pre raphaelite language of flowers

No Question Answer

1 What is the significance of the language
of flowers in Pre-Raphaelite art?

In Pre-Raphaelite art, the language of flowers was used to convey
complex emotions, moral messages, and poetic symbolism, allowing
artists to embed hidden meanings and deepen the narrative of their
works through floral motifs.

2 Which flowers were commonly used by
Pre-Raphaelite artists to symbolize love
and fidelity?

Roses and ivy were frequently used; roses symbolized love and
passion, while ivy represented fidelity and eternal attachment in Pre-
Raphaelite works.

3 How did the Pre-Raphaelite movement
influence the popular understanding of
floral symbolism?

The movement popularized the Victorian language of flowers,
integrating it into art and literature, which helped elevate floral
symbolism from mere decoration to a nuanced form of
communication and storytelling.

4 Are there specific poems or literary
sources that inspired the Pre-Raphaelite
use of the language of flowers?

Yes, works like William Shakespeare’s plays, John Keats’ poetry, and
Victorian floricultural manuals influenced the Pre-Raphaelite artists’
understanding and application of floral symbolism.



5 How can viewers interpret floral motifs
in Pre-Raphaelite paintings today?

Viewers can analyze the specific flowers depicted and their traditional
symbolic meanings to uncover hidden messages about love, loss,
purity, or morality embedded within the artwork.

6 Did the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood
develop their own unique floral
symbolism, or did they adopt existing
Victorian conventions?

While they largely adopted Victorian floral symbolism, the Pre-
Raphaelites often personalized and emphasized certain motifs to
reflect their specific themes, aesthetic ideals, and literary
inspirations.

Pre-Raphaelite, language of flowers, Victorian symbolism, floral symbolism, William Morris, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, floral
poetry, botanical symbolism, 19th-century art, romantic symbolism
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