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     GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS,

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

EASTER AND THE EASTER LILY

By Heather Bywater, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

Throughout European civilizations there has long been a festival associated with the spring equinox. Many pagan religions worshiped a spring fertility goddess. Goddess worship in pre-Christian Indo-European cultures goes back many thousands of years. The purpose of these festivals was to celebrate the awakening of nature after the long dead of winter, a celebration of life over death. The early Christian church adopted this festival as the observance of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, again, a celebration of the triumph of life over death.

In Europe, the name of this Spring Goddess was known variously as Ostra to the Scandinavians and Eostrea or Eastre to the Anglo-Saxons and central Europeans. The early Christians also adopted this name for their celebration.

Though the pagan festival was typically based on a solar calendar, the early Christian religion, in common with their Jewish origins, used a lunar system. Because of this, Easter became a moveable feast and was celebrated on the first Sunday after the first full moon that occurs on or after the vernal equinox of March 21. Therefore, Easter Sunday can fall on any date between March 22 and April 25. 

The lily has been a symbol of motherhood considered sacred since ancient times. It was the sacred emblem of the Sumarian goddess Lilith and the Phoenician fertility goddess Astarte. In Roman mythology it is said that when Juno was nursing Hercules the excess milk that fell to earth became lilies. The milk that remained in the heavens became the Milk Way. Impressive!

The Easter lily (Lilium longiflorum) as we know this lily today, is native to the Japanese islands of Ryukyu, Okinawa, Amani and Erabu. They were first introduced into England in 1819. It is doubtful that the Easter lily tradition was prevalent in western Europe prior to that time and the lily did not become popular as a symbol of Easter in the United States until the 1880’s. Commercial production was started in Bermuda in the 1850’s, but was ruined by virus and nematode infestation in the late 1890’s. Thereafter, commercial production of the bulb, known formally as the Bermuda Lily, was moved to Japan though some production was carried on in the southern Oregon coast.

The outbreak of World War II resulted in a scarcity of the bulb and a consequent increase in price. After World War II, there was a surge in the number of growers in the Oregon-California border region, an area that today produces about 95% of worldwide production of bulbs for the Easter Lily market. Bulbs are dug in the fall. The largest are shipped to commercial greenhouses in the United States and Canada and the smallest bulblets are planted back for the next year’s crop.

In the most of the United States the Bermuda Lily naturally blooms in the summer. To become an “Easter” lily the bulbs have to be forced. The bulbs are potted and placed in a non-freezing cool damp environment for about 1000 hours. After sprouting, the plants are moved to a warmer environment and monitored and may have to be moved back to a cooler greenhouse should they not develop adequately in time for the Easter market. 

This is the best lily to plant in our area. They are hardy to about 20 degrees. Easter lilies appreciate morning sun and afternoon shade or filtered shade. Once planted in the ground, their blooms will appear sometime in April or May. Divide in fall about every three years after tops die and replant immediately. 

When you buy an Easter lily, look for a plant that has foliage about twice the height of the pot with flowers in various stages of bloom. Check for any signs of yellowing, disease or insect infestation. In the home keep the plant away from drafts, heating ducts or any other sources that may dry out the plant. Water as needed, but don’t overwater. Indirect light is preferable to a sunny window location. Removing the anthers will extend the blooming life of the flower. As with all lilies, avoid getting pollen on your clothing when handling the blooms or disposing of the dead flowers. The pollen stains are very difficult to remove. If you should get pollen on fabric use sticky tape to remove it in preference to brushing. Be aware that all parts of the lily are poisonous to cats.

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension Aransas County Office, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is co-located with the offices of Texas Cooperative Extension. The gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, seven days a week.
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