Symbols in
Brompton Cemetery
Many of the symbols found in cemeteries and graveyards
represent rebirth, resurrection, or the natural cycle between
birth and death – perfect as we emerge from winter and look
forward to the arrival of spring!
The following pages explore a few of the symbols found
around Brompton Cemetery and find signs of life among
memorials for the dead. We hope that they will inspire you to
look more closely at images found on memorials as well as
reading the text.
Brompton Cemetery was opened in 1840 and is still a working
cemetery. The memorials in the cemetery represent changing
fashions in memorialisation that have occurred over the last
180 years. Some of the symbols depicted have even older
roots and reference ancient cultures and beliefs.
Whilst the pandemic keeps us close
to home why not explore your local
cemetery? This pdf includes some
common symbols that you might see
but you could find something more
unusual. At Brompton Cemetery as
well as the lovely local cats who visit
us we also have a number of cats
depicted on headstones!
Enjoy searching for signs of spring!

Daffodil (Narcissus pseudonarcissus)
And then my heart with pleasure fills,
And dances with the daffodils.
I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud
William Wordsworth

One of the first flowers that bloom in the early spring, daffodils
are seen by many as a symbol of hope. Daffodils are often
found growing in cemeteries and their cheery yellow blooms
are a welcome sight on grey days.

On memorials
How to identify: Linear leaves growing from
base, trumpet-shaped flower.
Meaning: Daffodils are used to symbolise
rebirth and resurrection.

She turned to the sunlight
And shook her yellow head,
And whispered to her neighbour:
"Winter is dead.”
Daffodowndilly
A.A. Milne

Lily (Lilium)
The modest Rose puts forth a thorn,
The humble sheep a threat’ning horn:
While the Lily white shall in love delight,
Nor a thorn nor a threat stain her beauty bright.
William Blake

Lilies have been cultivated since antiquity. They
have a great symbolic value in many cultures
and feature widely in art and literature. Lilies are,
perhaps, the flower most associated with
funerals.

On memorials
How to identify: A tall stem with narrow, long,
lance-shaped leaves, trumpet-shaped flower.
Meaning: Lilies symbolise purity, chastity and
the radiance of the soul. They are also a symbol
of the resurrection. On memorials they suggest
that the soul of the deceased has returned to a
state of innocence.

Palm
The image of palms brings to mind
milder temperatures than a British
winter!
During Victorian times, with botanical
exploration at its height, houses were
filled with exotic plants.
The very design of Victorian houses reflected the infatuation
with houseplants – bay windows were not only architecturally
appealing, but they also maximised the amount of light
entering a room. Palms were particularly popular due to their
striking appearance.
Along with being a popular houseplant the palm branch is
also a symbol of victory, triumph, peace, and eternal life.
As well as associations with
Jesus’ triumphal entry to
Jerusalem palm branches were
popular symbols for the
Victorians because of their
connection with the ancient
world. In ancient Egypt palms
were carried in funeral
processions to represent
eternal life. In ancient Rome the
palm branch was a regular
attribute of the goddess Victory.

On memorials
How to identify: Elegant
fronds.
Meaning: The palm is a symbol
of victory, triumph, peace and
eternal life.

Butterfly
We delight in the beauty of the
butterfly, but rarely admit the
changes it has gone through to
achieve that beauty.
Maya Angelou

Some of the most colourful and beautiful insect visitors to
cemeteries, butterflies have a fascinating lifecycle. During
their short lifespan they undergo four life stages and achieve
a complete transformation or metamorphosis.
Butterflies are extremely valuable indicators of the state of the
environment. Twenty two species of butterfly have been
recorded in Brompton Cemetery since 1998.

On memorials
How to identify: Butterflies
found on memorials can be
realistic or stylised. Look out for
patterns that echo the lines of
butterfly wings.
Meaning: Butterflies are used
to symbolise resurrection. They
also remind us of the natural
cycle between birth and death.

Serpent
The Victorians were fascinated by the lives and deaths of the
ancient Egyptians. It was fashionable to incorporate their
signs and symbols onto graves and monuments and
examples can be found in Brompton Cemetery.
With their ability to slough their skin and apparently
reincarnate themselves, serpents represented eternal life for
the Egyptians. There are plenty of serpents to be found in
Brompton Cemetery - some of the most impressive examples
can be seen on the catacomb gates.
Queen Victoria loved serpentine
jewellery and her engagement ring from
Prince Albert featured a coiled serpent,
symbolising Albert’s everlasting love for
his bride to be.

On memorials
How to identify: Naturalistic forms,
sometimes shown as a circle.
Meaning: Snakes symbolise life and
health. Shown swallowing its own tail
(ouroboros) it represents eternity and the
cycle of life and death.
Circles can be found elsewhere in the
cemetery in the form of wreaths. Here
the circle again represents eternity and
this is reinforced by the evergreen
foliage of which they are composed.

To learn more about Brompton Cemetery, visit
www.royalparks.org.uk/parks/brompton-cemetery
@BromptonCemetery

