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In the mid-19th century, the constraints of social etiquette necessitated the development of a sophisticated, non-

verbal communication system. This system, known as floriography or the language of flowers, allowed 

individuals to convey complex emotional states and social intentions through the exchange of botanical specimens. 

Mandy Kirkby's "A Victorian Flower Dictionary: The Language of Flowers Companion" serves as a modern

empirical record of this historical semiotic system. By synthesizing historical literature, botanical data, and cultural

analysis, the dictionary provides a technical framework for understanding how floral arrangements functioned as

encoded messages.

The practical scope of floriography extends beyond mere aesthetics; it was a disciplined social protocol.

Understanding the technicalities of this language requires an examination of the underlying mechanisms—how

specific species were selected, the secondary meanings derived from their physical orientation, and the literary

citations that validated their symbolic weight. This article provides an in-depth analysis of these components,

drawing on the data provided in Kirkby's documentation and the broader historical context of Victorian

communications.

Core Concepts and Theoretical Framework of Floriography

To understand the language of flowers, one must first recognize it as a semiotic system where the botanical 

specimen is the signifier and the assigned emotion is the signified. This relationship was not arbitrary but was

instead constructed through a combination of folklore, physical characteristics (morphology), and classical

mythology.

The Taxonomy of Sentiments

The Victorian communication model relied on a binary encoding system. Flowers were rarely neutral; they were

generally classified as expressing either a positive sentiment (devotion, innocence, hope) or a negative one

(jealousy, disdain, rejection). Mandy Kirkby identifies 50 key flowers that formed the core lexicon of this language.

For example:

•  Daffodils (Narcissus): Signify new beginnings and unrequited love, often tied to their early spring emergence.

•  Daisies (Bellis perennis): Represent innocence and purity, a link derived from their simple structure and white 

petals.

•  Lilacs (Syringa): Specifically indicate the first emotions of love, particularly in their purple variations.

•  Periwinkles (Vinca): Represent tender recollections and the permanence of memory.

The Role of Botanical Morphology

The physical attributes of a plant—its color, scent, and growth habits—frequently dictated its symbolic value. This is 

known as the Doctrine of Signaturesin a social context. A flower that droops (like the Snowdrop) might represent

consolation or hope in adversity, whereas a flower with thorns (like the Rose) represents the inherent dangers or

pains associated with love. Kirkby’s dictionary emphasizes these botanical realities, ensuring that the reader

understands the physical basis for the metaphorical meaning.



Technical Analysis: The Mechanics of Floral Messaging

The transmission of a message via floriography was a multi-variable process. It was not enough to simply choose 

the correct flower; the technical executionof the delivery altered the message’s metadata. The following factors

were critical in the algorithmic decoding of a Victorian bouquet:

1. Orientation and Positional Variables

The physical orientation of the flower provided a secondary layer of meaning, effectively acting as a modifier in a 

linguistic string. If a flower was presented upright, it expressed the standard dictionary definition. If presented 

upside down, the meaning was inverted. For example, a rose bud with its thorns but no leaves signified "I fear, but

I hope," whereas the same bud stripped of its thorns meant "There is everything to hope."

2. Hand Delivery Protocol

The hand used to present the bouquet functioned as a logical operator:

•  The Right Hand: Indicated an affirmative response or an active declaration of the sentiment.

•  The Left Hand: Indicated a negative response or a rejection of the sentiment being offered.

3. Temporal and Spatial Context

Where the flower was worn also modified the message. A flower pinned over the heart expressed love, while the 

same flower worn in the hairsignified caution. This spatial positioning ensured that the recipient could decode the

sender's intentions with high precision, assuming both parties were using the same reference dictionary.

Comparison & Evaluation Table: Floral Sentiments and Classifications

The following table evaluates several prominent flowers documented by Kirkby, comparing their common Victorian

meanings, botanical origins, and their literary significance.



Flower Species Victorian Meaning Botanical Trait 
Correlation

Primary Literary 
Association

Daffodil New Beginnings / Regard Early spring blooming cycle Wordsworth's Romanticism

Daisy Innocence / Purity Diurnal opening/closing Chaucerian references

Lilac First Emotions of Love Fleeting bloom period Whitman (Elegy/Memory)

Periwinkle Tender Recollection Evergreen foliage Rousseau (Confessions)

Red Rose Love and Desire High fragrance/Red 
pigmentation

Burns (A Red, Red Rose)

Yellow Rose Infidelity / Jealousy Historical lack of pigment 
depth

French floral dictionaries

Case Study: The Integration of Literature and Botany

One of the defining features of Mandy Kirkby's work is the inclusion of citations in literature. This provides a 

"proof of concept" for the symbolic meanings. In the Victorian era, the validation of a flower’s meaning often came 

from its use in poetry or prose by contemporary authors. For instance, the use of the Pansy (derived from the 

French pensée, meaning thought) was solidified by Shakespeare’s Hamlet, where Ophelia states, "And there is

pansies, that's for thoughts."

The Tussie-Mussie System

The Tussie-Mussie (or posy) was a small, hand-held bouquet specifically designed to deliver a specific message. 

Technically, the construction of a Tussie-Mussie required a central "theme" flowersurrounded by supporting

greenery and secondary blooms that refined the message. An analysis of these arrangements reveals a

sophisticated level of "botanical engineering" where the scent profile was also considered to ensure the message

was pleasant to the recipient, even if the underlying sentiment was one of warning or rejection.

Practical Implementation: Creating Expressive Arrangements

For modern practitioners or "modern-day romantics," as Kirkby describes them, the process of creating a Victorian-

style arrangement follows a specific workflow. This procedure ensures that the historical integrity of the message

remains intact.

Step-by-Step Arrangement Protocol

1.  Define the Core Objective: Determine the primary emotion or message you wish to convey (e.g., Gratitude, 

Devotion, New Beginning).

2.  Select the Focal Species: Choose a flower that matches the primary sentiment. Reference A Victorian Flower 

Dictionary to ensure the meaning is historically accurate.

3.  Integrate Complementary Modifiers: Add secondary flowers that either amplify or specificy the core 

message. For example, adding Ivy (Fidelity) to a Red Rose (Love) creates a message of "Faithful Love."

4.  Account for Aesthetic Balance: While the message is paramount, the arrangement must adhere to Victorian 

visual standards—compact, circular, and often finished with a lace doily or silk ribbon.

5.  Verification of Meaning: Cross-reference the final composition against a dual dictionary (Meaning-to-Flower 



and Flower-to-Meaning) to ensure no unintended negative signals are present.

Troubleshooting Symbolic Conflicts

A significant challenge in floriography is the polysemyof certain flowers—where one flower may have multiple,

sometimes contradictory, meanings depending on the source. The following table outlines common symbolic

conflicts and their technical resolutions.



Conflict Type Example Flower Competing Meanings Technical Resolution

Color Variation Hyacinth Sport/Play vs. Sorrow Use White for "Loveliness" 
and Blue for "Constancy." 
Avoid confusion by 
specifying hue.

Cultural Dissonance Marigold Grief vs. Cruelty Look at the accompanying 
foliage. Paired with 
Cypress, it emphasizes 
mourning.

Regional Variance Lily Purity vs. Death Depend on the specific 
species (e.g., Lily of the 
Valley for return of 
happiness).

Systemic Limitations and Historical Evolution

While floriography provided a nuanced channel for communication, it was not without its operational challenges. 

The primary failure mode was the lack of a universal standard. Different authors published different dictionaries; 

Mandy Kirkby’s modern interpretation seeks to harmonize these historical discrepancies into a single, authoritative 

reference. During the Victorian era, if the sender used The Language of Flowers by Robert Tyas and the recipient 

used Flora Symbolica by John Ingram, the resulting misinterpretation could lead to significant social friction.

The Digital Resurgence

In the contemporary digital era, the resurgence of interest in Kirkby's dictionary and Vanessa Diffenbaugh’s 

associated novel suggests a collective desire for tangible, high-context communication. In a world of

instantaneous and often shallow digital interaction, the deliberate, slow-paced nature of botanical messaging offers

a meaningful alternative. The "technical" aspect today lies in the curation of these meanings for special events like

weddings, funerals, or anniversaries, where the symbolic depth adds a layer of intentionality that modern floral

commercialism often lacks.

The enduring legacy of the Victorian flower dictionary is its ability to transform the natural world into a structured

linguistic tool. By categorizing the emotional resonance of 50 distinct flowers, Mandy Kirkby has preserved a vital

piece of human social history. This dictionary does not merely list definitions; it serves as a technical manual for a

bygone era of subtlety and grace. For the modern reader, it offers a framework for understanding how art, nature,

and literature converge to facilitate the expression of the human experience.

As we analyze the historical, literary, and cultural significance of these botanical symbols, it becomes clear that

floriography was more than a hobby—it was an essential social technology. It required a deep understanding of

botany, a mastery of contemporary literature, and a precise adherence to social protocol. Whether used to signal a

new beginning with a bouquet of daffodils or to offer a tender recollection with periwinkles, the language of flowers

remains one of the most sophisticated communication systems ever devised by human culture.
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