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The Lotus-a Buddhist Flower

by R. O. Smith

The Lotus is one of
the longest cultivat-
ed and most loved
flowers in all the
Orient; a water
plant native to Asia,
it holds an age-old
position in all cul-
tures  especially
Buddhism.

Known to sci-
ence by the Latin
name " Nelumbo
Nucifera Gaertn"
and belonging to
the Nymphaeaceae
family, it is found
throughout Asia in

lakes and pools, its graceful
shapes and lovely colours adding
to the enjoyment of the scene.

Its shapely petals, stamens and
seed box form a brilliantly
coloured flower all supported by
a long stem which often curves
up and rises gracefully above the
surface of the water; its leaves,
which can be so green and
translucent when in the sunlight
form a setting, a feast for the
eyes. Its seed box with its flat
top, is a boon for the artist and
craftsman to exercise his imagi-
nation and flair.

The Lotus is used in Buddhist
art and decoration and Buddhas
are represented as meditating, sit-
ting on a base decorated by its
shapely petals. Buddhist monas-
teries and other buildings often
have this as an interesting motif
lending an attractive decoration.

A simile of the Lotus (or
Pandarika), from the Anguttara
Nikaya of the Buddhist scriptures
illustrates the attitude one should
adopt towards the world as ' like
the lotus flower springs up in the
muddy water, grows in it, and,
rising above it so one who has
spewed out greed and hatred,
though born in the world and
remaining in it, yet manages to be
unsullied by the world.'

The Lotus is believed to have
originated in tropical India, and
spread as far as China where its
seeds have been found in a seven
thousand -year-old Neolithic site
in Yaoxian, Zhejiang province.

It is in China where its beauty
can be seen at its best, often
accompanying the most exquisite
and colourful galleries and pago-
das. Here, arranged and screened
by carefully positioned rocks and
trees, it all makes a truly beautiful
scene for the beholder.

In China, the name Lian is

often part of a girl’s name and it
shows the importance the Lotus has
in Chinese life.

The Lotus image is important
for Buddhist art and its name was
chosen for the Bailian, or White
Lotus sect - a Chinese religious order
popular during the Song and Yuan
Dynasties.

In Thailand the ' Loy Krathong'
ceremony is where the water spirits
are thanked after the harvest by mak-
ing a float decorated with lotus
petals and with an incense stick and
a lighted candle. People living near-
by float this out on to rivers and
lakes. A little money is added as
merit but further downstream small
boys catch them and take the money.
Water spirits were worshipped in the
Khemer Kingdom and this ceremony
happens in China too!

The plant has use as a food; the
roots can be eaten raw or cooked.
They also provide lotus root starch.
The roots are boiled and mixed with
sugar to make an ecasily digested
food for children and invalids. The
seed embryos are well known as a
tranquilliser used to strengthen heart
action and reduce blood pressure.
The seed itself is both a tonic medi-
cine and a gourmet food used in the
making of choice pastries, desserts
and soups.

The Lotus needs long summers
as they flower best in temperatures
between 23 and 30 degrees centi-
grade. Europe is a little too cool for
Lotus cultivation.

Many varieties have now been
developed, white, pink, lavender,
even some that start as bright rose
then turn to pink, there are single
flowers, double flowers and even a
seedless variety which has two thou-
sand petals to each flower! The sta-
mens and pistils have become entire-
ly petalized to give a mass of colour.

The Lotus, a symbol of purity and
beauty.
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2 Queens Parade
Green Lanes, London N8 ORD
Tel. 020 8348 7772/ 07717173414
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