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Preface

This book is a heartfelt plea. Written on behalf of the pansy, and pursued in hope and optimism, it has a single purpose: to elevate the pansy to a reimagined role of elegance and secure its place in at least a few more hearts and gardens for some years to come.

Pansies have not always been my favorite. I saw them quite differently when I was a child. To be honest, I didn’t really see them at all—or at least not as I do now. They were always just there: down low, beneath the shrubs, filling pots, on racks at the hardware store, and in unkept flower beds throughout my hometown. And they were always in just three colors, red, yellow, and purple. Pansies seemed so common to me then. I was not yet aware that they held secrets, or that there were centuries of history behind the little blossoms with the signature dark blotch. My love of pansies did not begin until many years later when an esteemed grower and mentor I was working for at the time introduced me to an entirely different side of this ubiquitous flower.

The pansies and violas that awakened my passion were not red, yellow, or purple. They were a multitude of hues in between, with markings and textures that I had never before seen in a pansy, or any other flower. They ranged from burgundy, vermilion, and mauve to terra-cotta, bronze, and antiqued gold. There were shades of pale blush, smoky apricot, and creamy lemon yellow, and the colors were spread across the petals in splashes, streaks, and tiny rivers, with intricate veining and penciling. Some were striped like fierce little tigers watching you from within the garden walls, while others were ruffled and flounced, determined to be seen. It wasn’t until their beauty lured me in for a closer look that I realized the air around them was permeated with a scent reminiscent of chocolate. I had been unaware of the intoxicating fragrance some pansies and violas possess. And that was it. The path before me shifted dramatically, and I was embarking on a deliciously aromatic, velvet-lined journey into past centuries with a heartfelt determination to preserve the future of these tenacious little flowers.

[image: photograph]
After being nudged down the pansy rabbit hole, my curiosity became insatiable. Every time I found an answer, it prompted further questions. I bought every book I could find that spoke of the pansy, including countless old garden books with snippets of text referencing their curious past. Nearly all the books I gathered were published within an eighty-year span, from the 1830s to the 1910s. While a few additional books were written throughout the 1900s, I was able to find only two that were truly substantial. They were published in 1958 and 1990 by authors who, like myself, were passionate about these little flowers and felt the need to speak up on their behalf. I further scoured articles and interviews, searching archival logs of former pansy societies and historical online libraries. I visited antiquarian booksellers in the United Kingdom, ordered volumes from small shops in Europe, and received calls from kind booksellers in Canada happy to discuss the condition of a particular volume’s illustrated plates. I had to know why there was such a sudden end to the frenzied craze that had surrounded the pansy for decades. I also needed to know how to bring it the recognition and attention it so very much deserves today.

The hours I was not engrossed in literary searches and studies were spent in my garden, documenting the thousands of pansies and violas I was growing throughout my years of trials. I aimed to learn which were the most beautiful and unique, which were the most fragrant, which could be grown for cut flowers, and which would bloom in the heat of summer and the cold of winter. I was not trialing them as a nursery or breeder would, but rather as an enthusiast and a small-scale flower farmer, so my standards and measures of success were different. Because I wanted to know exactly how pansies did under average circumstances, in an average garden, grown by an average person, I did not provide them with the extreme protection or kind of care a commercial grower would. It is these flowers that you will find lovingly photographed throughout this book. Grown by me, on my little farm, on my little island, in the Pacific Northwest, and I am fully confident that you are equally capable of growing them.

I can now say that it was only by hearing about this flower from the many voices of the past that I have been able to see it for all that it is. I do not believe any other flower holds as much history, sentiment, potential, perseverance, and character as the pansy. I have done my best to fill these pages justly so you will come to believe it too.
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Pansy ‘Phosphorus’ from A History and Description of the Different Varieties of the Pansey, or Heartsease, now in Cultivation in the British Gardens, Sinclair & Freeman, 1835.





Chapter 1

The History of the Pansy and Viola

Pansy or Viola?

What is the difference between a viola and a pansy? Technically, all pansies are violas, but not all violas are pansies. Both are members of the botanical family Violaceae, and distinguishing between the two can be quite confusing and extremely difficult, if not on occasion near impossible due to centuries of cross-pollinating and hybridization. While Viola is Latin for the whole genus, it has also been applied to a section within that genus. If this wasn’t confusing enough, the term violetta has been used to reference specific violas that are heavily fragrant and compact. The violas I will be referencing in this book are all within the section Melanium.


Family: Violaceae

Subfamily: Violoideae

Tribe: Violeae

Genus: Viola (pansies, violas, violettas, and violets)

Section: Melanium

Species: V. tricolor (heartsease)

V. cornuta

V. lutea

V. ×wittrockiana (garden pansy)

(V. tricolor crossed with V. lutea)

     V. ×williamsii (viola and violetta)

        (V. ×wittrockiana crossed with V. cornuta)



[image: photograph]
Illustration of V. cornuta from Acta horti bergiani : Meddelanden från Kongl, Svenska Vetenskaps-Akademiens Trädgård Bergielund, Band II, No 1, 1892.


There are currently over six hundred recognized species in the genus Viola, yet most of us have heard of only a few. Viola odorata and V. tricolor are the most familiar and most present in historic texts, literature, and art. Viola odorata (sweet violet) has long been grown and remarked on for its fragrance. Think of My Fair Lady and Eliza Doolittle’s humble beginning as a flower seller in Covent Garden waving about a hand-tied, sweetly scented bunch of purple flowers. Viola tricolor, which possesses a gentler and quite different fragrance, is the Viola species most often referenced in poetry and prose throughout the centuries. According to one legend, the Greek god Eros loved little white pansies, so Aphrodite, the goddess of love, turned them into three colors to halt his affections. Viola tricolor was also known to be a favorite flower of Queen Elizabeth I. At court, paintings and other artifacts of the time show many examples of violas and pansies, including embroidery on the queen’s gowns. When she was still Princess Elizabeth and just eleven years old, she even coverstitched the flowers on a prayer-book cover for Katherine Parr, the final wife of Henry VIII.

The Importance of the Past

You can’t really know where you are going until you know where you have been. —Maya Angelou

I believe that knowing the history will always yield a better understanding of the present and a clearer and more reliable path to the future. This can be said of people, of places, of things, even of animals, and also of flowers like the pansy and the viola. As a grower, understanding how a flower thrives in its native environment is crucial for ensuring it thrives in the environment in which you intend to grow it. It’s also important to understand how it has been hybridized and what traits it has taken on, as these factors significantly affect the type of care it will need.

Animals and plants are often bred to serve a specific purpose, but as time passes and other options prove superior, it is possible for their original intent and history to be overlooked or even forgotten. A few years ago, we lost our greater Swiss mountain dog after eleven incredible years with him. The Swissy was originally bred as a working dog—“the poor man’s horse,” as I had heard on more than one occasion—often pulling carts laden with milk for farmers who could not afford a draft horse. We have never needed to move milk carts on our little farm, so he was simply our companion and farm protector. But the fact that his genetics allowed him to pull incredible amounts of weight was important for us to know so we could ensure his happiness and safety.

When I decided to remain within the pansy rabbit hole, digging further and further down rather than finding my way back up, I knew that understanding the past of the pansy was going to be an important part of championing its future. Pansies and violas have a long and multifaceted history. They were held in high esteem within art and literature, having been given the reputation in folklore of being a key ingredient in love potions. They were also considered a highly sentimental flower and were incorporated into décor and fashion for centuries, their presence bringing constant joy and remembrance. Pansies and violas have a long history in apothecary as well, and are currently making a comeback as an edible ingredient of beauty in restaurants.

While more modern ways of doing things will often render older versions obsolete, it doesn’t necessarily mean those things are no longer able to serve their original purpose. I am an avid collector of antiques, furniture included. I have often found the older styles of things to be more reliable and possess superior longevity, even if they are not as fast or convenient. I prefer a manual coffee grinder, while my husband prefers an electric one. My manual grinder will last indefinitely, while I’ve already had to replace our electric grinder twice. I prefer to type on my 1956 Olympia SM3 typewriter rather than my MacBook. I can take it anywhere I want and type out letters or thoughts with no power or printer needed, and I won’t need to replace it due to outdated software. My typewriter served its purpose for decades before I existed and will continue to serve that purpose for decades after I am gone.

When the pansy craze ended in the early twentieth century, their use as a cut flower seemed to end with it. They were further pushed aside to make room for flowers that were newly accessible as a result of progressive strides in global transport. No longer present in florist shops, their future was almost entirely relegated to bedding and borders. For decades since, they have been hybridized to be as compact as possible, suited to their resigned position beneath the shrubs. But drawings of the pansy and viola from previous centuries show a natural long-stem growth habit. By embracing this original habit, the pansy reclaims its usefulness as a cut flower. Had I not understood how the pansy naturally grew when allowed to, I could not have understood its potential as a particularly lovely cut flower.

I was further intrigued to find that in the same span of years that I had been pursuing the long forgotten potential of the pansy, there were scientists in Violaceae research actively working to update its taxonomy. Their scientific study shows the viola may actually have some origins in South America. Despite it being one of the most popular flowers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, there is still plenty to learn, and I am excited to see what else is uncovered.

Violas, particularly Viola odorata, can confidently be traced as far back as the fourth century BCE, where they were used for their medicinal benefits throughout Greece and sold for their fragrance in Athens. They have been praised by poets for just as long. They were present in the garden of Calypso on Ogygia in The Odyssey, written around the seventh century BCE, and their medicinal use was present throughout the Middle Ages.

In the early to mid-sixteenth century, German botanists Otto Brunfels and Leonhart Fuchs first referred to herba trinitatis, the medieval Latin name for Viola tricolor. Published between 1530 and 1536, the multivolume Herbarum vivae eicones by Brunfels was considered revolutionary at the time, as it went beyond just the medicinal use of flowers, and both the descriptions and illustrations (woodcuts by Hans Weiditz) of the plants were based on firsthand observation rather than ancient texts. In addition to being a botanist, Leonhart Fuchs was also a practicing physician. He took botany into a more scientific study with his book, De historia stirpium commentarii insignes (1542), which focused on the habitats and traits of the plants themselves, rather than simply passing along their traditional use, as had been done in centuries past. Fuchs sought out three talented artists to illustrate his book. Albrecht Meyer painted the plants from nature in watercolor, Heinrich Füllmaurer then transferred the paintings to woodblocks, after which Veit Rudolph Speckle cut and printed them. The illustration of the V. tricolor in Fuchs’s book shows the long stems true to its original habit, a habit that has passed to many of its descendants despite ongoing hybridization efforts to make them more compact.

[image: photograph]
Illustration from De historia stirpium commentarii insignes, Leonhart Fuchs, 1542.


Around that same time, French botanist Jean Ruel (Ruellius) made mention of the pansy as pensea in his book De natura stirpium (1536), referring to it as an odorless viola. The little flower was also gaining notoriety in the Netherlands, where Rembert Dodoens (Dodonaeus) wrote about V. tricolor in his book Florum, et coronariarum odoratarumque nonnullarum herbarum historia (1568). The book contained 108 woodblock illustrations of many flowers, including V. tricolor, and fascinatingly, those woodblocks still exist today in a museum in Antwerp. In 1629, the renowned English botanist John Parkinson wrote of V. tricolor being called by many names, including V. flammea, V. multicolor, Flos trinitatis, and Herba clauellata, pointing out that the English commonly referred to it as Harts ease and pansy, from the French pensée.

During this time, the viola, no longer confined to the studies of botany and medicine alone, was being grown ornamentally across France, England, and the Netherlands. By the mid-seventeenth century, it had gained popularity in Italy, Denmark, Sweden, and Poland as well. Throughout the eighteenth century, the viola continued to flower true in color and habit to its origination as a wild flower, and it wasn’t until the nineteenth century that extensive ornamental cultivation of it took place. While the pansy was already in cultivation from the Viola lutea by the seventeenth century, it also continued to hold habits and colors very close to its wild origins. As with the viola, it wasn’t until the early nineteenth century that the garden pansy we know today was extensively cultivated and perfected. It first took place in England, where V. lutea and V. tricolor were growing wild in abundance at the time.

[image: photograph]
Viola tricolor, commissioned by Emperor Rudolph II, between 1596 and 1610.
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Illustration from Flora Londinensis, 1777.


The Origination of the Garden Pansy

These little Ladies’ Delights have infinite variety of expression; some are laughing and roguish, some sharp and shrewd, some surprised, others worried, all are animated and vivacious, and a few saucy to a degree.

—Alice Morse Earle, American historian and author of Old Time Gardens(1901)

Understanding the garden pansy requires a closer look at Viola tricolor, V. lutea, and V. cornuta.

Viola tricolor, the original heartsease, boasts two upper petals of light to deep purple and three lower petals of yellow to orange with distinct rays around the eye. It grows native in meadows, fields, hedgerows, woodlands, and sandy banks throughout Europe. It is, along with V. lutea, a parent plant to the garden pansy we know today.

Viola lutea, also known as the mountain pansy, is native to western and central Europe. Lutea is Latin for yellow, and most flowers do bloom in soft shades of yellow, though they can occasionally be purple as well. These sweet blooms prefer rocky landscapes and have a gentle creeping habit.

Viola cornuta is native to the Pyrenees regions of France and Spain, allowing it to tolerate warmer conditions better than other violas. It is often called the horned pansy or tufted pansy, and its root base grows in more of a gathered clump than the other species. This allows the plants to be divided every three or four years and grown as perennials accordingly. The horn at the back of the viola reflects its hardiness: the more pronounced the horn, the more vigorous the plant. Viola cornuta played a significant role in the hybridization of the viola, the pansy, and the violetta. Its superior tolerance of warm weather and perennial growing habit were key in cultivating
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