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To Jean, as always, for always being there!


Introduction
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I suspect that even when men and women first walked upon the earth, a gentleman would offer a lady a flower. This probably happened most on those days when the weather was fine, few volcanoes were erupting, and there was plenty of food in the cave.

When we reached the more civilized days of Greece, Rome, and Ancient Egypt, many of the wealthier citizens celebrated important occasions with the presentation of flowers to their lady (or man) friends. The rose was thought to be sacred to many of the Greek gods and was grown in gardens as well as in containers. The rose was not only a symbol of joy, it also symbolized secrecy and silence. Over the centuries, the culture of the rose changed, and today it’s the perfect emblem of love and romance.

The evolution of flowers as symbols required the letters of Lady Mary Wortley Montague, who accompanied her husband, the ambassador to Turkey, to his post in 1717. Her letters from the Turkish Embassy were published in 1763, shortly after her death. These letters, which made her famous, described all aspects of Turkish life, including the world of diplomacy, of trade, of the streets, of life in the seraglios, and all about the language of flowers.

Being an educated woman, she didn’t approve of the reasons behind the floral code—a little-known fact, except by some researchers and biographers. She knew that the language of flowers was developed because the women in the Ottoman Seraglio were basically illiterate and the only way they could secretly communicate was by using the floral code. Lady Montague described that code with scorn, but her opinion was soon lost and the language of flowers became the rage of England and Europe, reaching its peak in the Victorian era.

One reason the floral code became so popular was the number of common, rare, and decidedly exotic flowers that were featured in the flower stalls in England and much of Europe. During the heyday of the Victorians, finding a flower to match the code was among the easier things to accomplish.

Interestingly, it is said the Victorians were prudish people, but some researchers point out that a few of the books that defined the various floral codes were decidedly erotic in their entries and are very difficult to find today in the world of used books and rare editions.

The business of Victorian publishing was competitive, and when a new dictionary of flowers appeared, it often gave new definitions to many of the flowers featured in the book. So a user had to be sure that the recipient had the same book on his or her shelf that the sender used to make the bouquet.
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