
summer. The wreath conveys 
eternity or resurrection be-
cause the circle has no begin-
ning and no end. The next 
figure is summer and shows 

flowers in their prime. She is 
holding a basket of roses 
which convey beauty and love. 
The third figure is fall and 
holds a basket of sunflowers 
which  convey worshipping  
God because sunflowers, 
when they are young, are al-
ways facing the sun. The final 
figure is winter and  conveys 
old age and death. Notice the 
old man to the left of the heav-
ily clothed figure. 

The current exhibition at the 
Cahoon Museum of American 
Art is called Reawakenings: 
Emerging from Winter into 
Spring. For that exhibition,  I 
put together a presentation on 
how ancient civilizations cele-
brate going from winter into 
spring. 
 
 Because ancient civilizations 
did not have the contemporary 
ways of telling time such as 
clocks, calendars, etc. they 
relied on the phases of the 
moon and changing of the 
seasons. 
 
In many ancient civilizations 
these changing of the seasons 
became connected to the four 
ages of man:  birth, growth, 
decline and death. 
 
These observation of changes 
allowed many civilizations to 
create elaborate religions 
around these symbols. 

Therefore, elaborate symbols 
were connected to these 
changes emerged. 
 
Even though there are many 
rich an-
cient civili-
zations 
who cele-
brated 
going from 
Winter into 
Spring, I 
have nar-
rowed it to 
down to 
four an-
cient civilizations who grasped 
these symbols and in many 
ways still believe in the sym-
bols. They are: Celtic, Chinese, 
Egyptian, and Greco/Roman. 
 
The art work above is called 
The Masque of the Four Sea-
sons by Walter Crane and has 
many symbols related to it. 
The first figure to the left is the 
personification of spring and 
she passes a flower wreath to 

As mentioned above, civiliza-
tions connected the four sea-
sons to the four ages of man. 

In this work to the right, the 
artist shows early childhood, 
youth, maturity, and old age. 

The young child is holding 
some type of trap which indi-

cates his interest in learn-
ing. The young man holds a 
musical instrument which 
conveys passion and life 
long learning. The mature 
man looks bored to death 
by all he has learned while 
the old man looks like he is 
ready to die. What message is 
the artist telling us? 

E M E R G I N G  F R O M  W I N T E R  
 I N T O  S P R I N G  
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• Wreath conveys 
eternity or resur-
rection because 
the circle has no 
beginning or no 
end 

• Tree conveys vigor, 
productiveness, 
diffused knowl-
edge and progres-
siveness 

• Obelisk conveys 
pointing the soul 
towards heaven   

• Palm branch con-
veys resurrection 

Valentine de Boulogne, The Four 
Ages of Man, c.1629, National 

Gallery, London 



The interesting thing about 
the Celtic Civilization is that it 
was totally absorbed by the 
Irish but we still have hints of 
the Celtic civilization in their 
art, literature and music. 
What are some symbols re-
lated to the Celtic Civilization 
in regards to moving from 
winter into spring? 
 
The animals in the middle of 
the cross are dogs. In the 
Celtic tradition, dogs are the 
symbols of loyalty and protec-
tive vigilance.  On  top  of 
each arm of the cross, we 

find the Celtic knot which is a 
symbol of unity. Since they 
contain open circles, it con-
veys  joining of the upper and 
lower worlds. 
 
Knots ward off evil spirits. 
 
The two figures are symbols 
of mother earth.   
 
The Serpents with erect 
heads are symbols of human 
wisdom. You will notice that 
both earth goddesses have 
two snakes on each side of 
each figure. Two snakes to-
gether is a symbol of death. 

 
 
 
 

4.Lughnasada – autumn 
equinox 

The Wheel of Life also de-
scribes cycle of life (birth, 
youth, maturity, and death). 

This Wheel of Life includes 
the knot which is a symbol of 
unity. Since they have open 
circles, it conveys  joining of 
the upper and lower worlds. 

A symbolic circle of time and 
represents the transitional 
points during the year: 

1.Samhain – winter solstice 

2.Imbolc  - spring equinox 

3.Beltane – summer solstice 

 

 The tree of life conveys vigor, 
productiveness, diffused 
knowledge and progressive-
ness. 

It is the point of union be-
tween heaven, earth and wa-
ter. 

The tree in the Chinese civili-
zation conveys longevity. 

The family tree that we all 
know so well  is based on the 
concept of the tree of life. 

W H E E L  O F  T H E  Y E A R   

P a g e  2  

T R E E  O F  L I F E   
Your time has 
come, now hasten 
little snowflakes, 
To vanish quite 
away; 
The spring-tide 
hours are sounding 
gentle warnings 
Forbidding you to 
stay. 
~ M. E. Hathaway 

R E A W A K E N I N G S :  

C E L T I C  C R O S S  

Celtic Cross,  Oakdale Cemetery, Wilmington, NC 



see it in many cemeteries. It marks 
sacred ground like the one to the right 
at Oakland Cemetery in Atlanta and 
marks the final resting place of the 
Confederate dead 

The obelisk conveys pointing the soul 
to heaven and like so many ancient 
symbols, they were buried by the 
Christians who see it as a resurrection 
symbol. If you visit Victorian cemeter-
ies that include Christian burials, you 
will see many things pointing the soul 
to heaven like the obelisk 

Palm Sunday which is a pre-
figuration of Christ’s resurrec-
tion after Cavalry. If you attend 
a Christian church, you are 
usually handed palm branches 
as part of the service. 
 
Also, coconuts, which contains 
the seeds of the palm tree 
convey immortality and resur-
rection. In Egyptian iconogra-
phy, seeds of any type of plant 
are very important because 
they convey the next life or 
resurrection.  

 Palm Trees which grow in hot, 
dry climates like Egypt convey 
victory, ascension, regenera-
tion and immortality. 
 
The palm leaf which is repre-
sented very broad and long is 
seen in many burial chambers 
because of its connection to 
regeneration and immortality. 
 
The palm leaf symbol is also 
adapted by the Christians and 
is used by the Christians during 

If you are familiar with Ancient 
Egyptian hieroglyphic charac-
ters that you see in Egyptian 
burial chambers, the Ankh 
reads as "eternal life”. 
 
The Egyptian Civilization was 
one of the first that really be-
lieved in an after life and 
planned accordingly. This feel-
ing of after life was adapted by 
the Christian who also in-
cluded many symbols related 
to eternity like the Latin Cross. 
 
The Ankh also represents the 
male triad and the female unit, 
under a decent form. 

The Ankh is known as key of 
life, the key of the Nile or crux 
ansata (Latin meaning "cross 
with a handle"). Because of the 
loop on the handle, the de-
parted soul could hang around 
his or neck and have easy 
access to it in case they had to 
open the door to the afterlife. 
 
If you know anything about the 
burial practices of the kings 
and queens of  Egypt, they 
prepared for the after life by 
filling the burial chambers with 
everything they needed in the 
after life.  

E G Y P T I A N  O B E L I S K   

P A L M  T R E E S  

P a g e  3  I S S U E  6 9  

Spring  comes: 
the flowers learn 
their colored  
shapes. 
 
Maria 
Konpnicka 

 Because a major part of Egypt is the 
Nile and they were one of the first 
civilizations that celebrated and de-
fined going from death a new life, 
there are many symbols related to this 
ritual. What are some? 

1.Obelisk 

2.Ankh 

3.Palm tree 

In the Egyptian Civilization, the obelisk 
marked the  final resting place of a 
king . That is the reason that you now 

 

 

       A N K H    



Dead.  He is usually seen on the grave 
of a military hero as is the case on this 
one. The significance of the sword 
pointing downwards is that the per-
son’s battle here on earth is over and 
he will now have eternal life. 
 
He is also sometimes seen with the 
Archangel Gabriel who is the messen-
ger Angel. Gabriel let the Virgin Mary 
know that she is going to have a baby 
and also will announce the second 
coming—”Blow  Gabriel Blow”. 
 
The symbol on the other gravestone is 
the flag which is also seen on a mili-
tary grave and conveys victory, self-
assertion, thought or ideal, identifica-
tion, and nationalism. 
 
Please continue sending these won-
derful gravestone markers. I enjoy 
interpreting them.   

Larry UptheGrove sent me the picture 
of a gravestone marker to the right. 

He honored me in his email message 
when he said that he read every word 
of  last month’s  Waterhouse Symbol-
ism Newsletter on tea even though he 
has no interest in the subject of tea. 

For those that are new to the newslet-
ter, every newsletter is on my website 
at www.tinyurl.com/waterhousesymbolism 

thanks to Gale Wall. 

The image on the left gravestone is the 
Archangel Michael who is the war angel and 
you usually see him with a sword of some 
kind. He sometimes is portrayed in front of 
mausoleums with his huge sword drawn 
and the idea is that he is protecting the  
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NOTES FROM THE EDITOR 

My two favorite seasons of the year is spring 

and fall because we can so clearly see the 

transition of nature. As part of the exhibition 

“Reawakenings: Emerging from Winter into 

Spring”, our book club discussion was about 

Henry David Thoreau’s “The Journal 1837-

1861”. Thoreau is such a beautiful writer and 

provides us with such an amazing description 

of emerging from winter into spring and de-

scribes those subtle changes. 
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The mission of Waterhouse Symbolism is to 
research and document symbols locally, regionally, 
nationally and internationally.  

What are your ideas 
for future newsletters? 

Gravestone markers in Harwell City Cemetery, 
Hartwell, GA 
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