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HOLLYHOCK/WILD GINGER (AOI)
Sutra Table, c. 1875
FIND THIS IN THE ASIAN ART GALLERIES

The Tokugawa Family crest is made of three leaves of Wild 
Ginger—sometimes mistakenly identified as hollyhock—or Aoi 
in Japanese. Actually, it is not really a ginger either, but shares 
many common features with those plants. No matter what it 
was, the stylized leaf was the exclusive symbol of the ruling 
militant clan of the Edo period (1615–1868), and they strictly 
controlled the use of this crest. However, as governing powers 
shifted in the twentieth century, it came to identify the Edo 
period, especially in historical dramas. In Japanese folk culture, ginger plants—with their beautiful 
heart-shaped leaves of dark green—were believed to have great protective powers. 

Over the centuries, flowers and plants have played crucial and fascinating roles in 
the symbolism of world cultures. Communicating complicated meanings such as 
perfection, power, innocence, nobility, and sensuality, these blossoms and leaves  
are integral to a nuanced understanding of the art which includes or features them. 
This tour will help you discover these often overlooked, but revealing details.

LOTUS
Vishnu, The Preserver, with His Consorts, Lakshmi and Sarasvati, c. 1115 
FIND THIS IN THE ASIAN ART GALLERIES

Throughout much of Asia, the lotus is regarded as a symbol of purity for its ability to 
grow beautiful, unblemished blossoms from mucky riverbeds of the dirtiest waters. 
In Hindu and Buddhist art, divine figures often sit upon lotus thrones—of stylized 
single or double open blooms—representing their perfected spiritual state. Here, 
Vishnu stands on a double lotus flower. According to some sacred Hindu texts, the 
first lotus flower arose from the navel of Vishnu, and at the center of that blossom 
sat Bramha, the great creator god. Thus, lotuses are associated with both deities.
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TULIP
Jan Brueghel the Younger, Still Life with Flowers, 17th Century
FIND THIS IN THE EUROPEAN ART, 13TH-18TH CENTURIES GALLERIES

Likely originating in Turkey or central Asia, the tulip is closely 
associated with the Netherlands today, and for good reason. These 
flowers were imported there during the seventeenth century, 
causing a sensation and resulting in “tulip mania.” With this came a 
spike in prices, with one particularly rare tulip bulb being valued for 
the same amount as a new luxury car today. Tragically, the inflated 
market for these flowers collapsed soon after, with thousands of 
investors losing their life savings.

LAUREL
Elisabeth Louise Vigée-LeBrun, Julie As Flora, Roman Goddess of Flowers, 1799
FIND THIS IN THE EUROPEAN ART, 13TH-18TH CENTURIES GALLERIES

Although here Julie LeBrun, the artist’s daughter, carries a basket 
of flowers on her head, far more interesting is the laurel wreath 
she holds in her right hand. In the ancient Classical world this 
was a symbol of victory, and for the Romans, laurel leaf wreaths 
also represented immortality. These associations are especially 
appropriate for a portrait of a young woman who is dressed as 
Flora, the immortal goddess of flowers and springtime. In ancient 
Greece, the priestess of Apollo at Delphi reputedly chewed laurel 
leaves to induce the enthusiasmos or trance from which she uttered 
her famed prophecies. Those who received promising omens from 
her were crowned with laurel wreaths as a symbol of Apollo’s favor. 
In addition to their symbolic associations, laurel, or laurus nobilis in 
Latin, is the same spice as the bay leaves which are commonly added to sauces.

PEONY
Henri Lebasque, Still Life with Peonies, c. 1920
FIND THIS IN THE EUROPEAN & AMERICAN ART, 19TH-20TH CENTURIES GALLERIES

The peony is named after Paeon, who was a student of the 
Greek god Asclepius, the deity of medicine and healing. 
However, he became so skilled at saving lives that the god 
became murderously jealous of him. Zeus, the king of the 
gods, saved Paeon by turning him into a peony. During the 
1800s, an elaborate system of symbolism associated with 
blooming plants evolved into the “language of flowers.” In 
addition, they were often seen as symbols of love fulfilled. 
Thus they frequently were given to married women by 
their husbands. However, the language of flowers varied 
considerably and in some cases peonies were thought to symbolize power. In addition, because 
mischievous nymphs were believed to hide amongst petals, it sometimes bore the meaning of 
bashfulness or shame.



Cover: Jan Breughel the Younger, Still Life with Flowers, 17th century, Oil on panel, Gift of Dr. Gordon and Adele Gilbert
Inside: Elisabeth Louise Vigée-LeBrun, Julie As Flora, Roman Goddess of Flowers (detail), 1799, Museum purchase

DAFFODIL
Tiffany Studios, Daffodil Lamp with Iris Base, 1906
FIND THIS IN THE AMERICAN ART, 19TH-21ST CENTURIES GALLERIES

During the Victorian era, daffodils carried several meanings. The most obvious, as 
it blooms in the Spring around Easter, is rebirth and new beginnings. However, 
other books on the language of flowers lists it as symbolizing regard, chivalry, 
or female ambition. Regardless of meaning, daffodils were among the favorite 
flowers of Louis Comfort Tiffany (1848-1933), appearing in lamps and in many 
other decorative arts. At his estate on Long Island, thousands of them grew 
across the grounds. Louise Comfort Tiffany Gilder (1887-1974), one of Tiffany’s 
twin daughters, remembers that she and her siblings were forbidden to touch most 
flowers. However, daffodils were so plentiful that he allowed them to pick whatever they wanted.

POPPY
Georgia O’Keeffe, Poppy, 1927
FIND THIS IN THE AMERICAN ART, 19TH-21ST CENTURIES GALLERIES

Unlike many earlier artists, O’Keeffe was not uninterested in the 
symbolism of flowers. Instead, her very modern approach was to 
the paint this poppy oversized, thus—in her words—to make viewers 
be “…surprised into taking time to look at it… I will make even busy 
New Yorkers take time to see what I see of flowers.” The flower 
she has chosen to paint appears to be the Oriental Poppy (papaver 
orientale), native to the Caucasus, northeastern Turkey, and northern 
Iran. Imported into the United States during the eighteenth century, 
Oriental Poppies were popular spring-blooming garden flowers. Given that poppy blossoms last 
only a day or two—and assuming that she worked from a live flower—O’Keeffe probably painted 
this canvas sometime in May or June.

UNKNOWN FLOWER
Sowei Helmet Mask, 20th Century
FIND THIS IN THE AFRICAN ART GALLERY

Worn by women in the Sande Society, Sowei masks are symbols of ideal womanhood. 
Although carved by a man, this mask’s appearance was dictated by women. They 
likely specified that he include the flower on its back—which appears to be a waterlily. 
Although we often associate waterlilies with temperate climates—and the paintings 
of Claude Monet (1840-1926)—waterlilies are common throughout Africa, often with 
blooms in intense shades of blue and fuchsia. Although the symbolism and identity 
of the flower on this mask remains a secret of the Sande Society, specific flowers have long held 
meaning throughout the African continent and were sometimes used to convey messages.


