
This article is part of a weekly series 
published in the Batavia Daily News by 
Jan Beglinger, Agriculture Outreach 
Coordinator for CCE of Genesee County. 

 
 
 

Master Gardener Corner:  The Cheerful Pansy  

Originally run week of April 18, 2017 
 
With their bright, cheerful colors and little clown 
faces, who doesn’t like pansies?  They can be planted 
in the garden or used in early spring containers for a 
splash of color.  Pansies are an old-fashioned favorite 
that is still very popular today, one of the reasons 
that the National Garden Bureau has designated 2017 
as the “Year of the Pansy.” 
 

People tend to use the names pansy, viola and violet 
interchangeably.  Modern pansies are viola hybrids 
and are officially known as Viola x wittrockiana.  The 
American Violet Society has classified modern pansies as having large flowered blooms with two slightly 
overlapping upper petals, two side petals and a single bottom petal, with a slight beard in its center.  Viola 
tricolor, commonly referred to as “Johnny-jump-up,” is a European wild flower and one of the pansy 
ancestors along with several other viola species. 
 
Pansies are sold and grown as cool-season annuals, but they may self-sow in the garden if happy.  There 
are more than 250 cultivars of pansies and most of the modern cultivars are part of a series from a 
particular breeder or company.  A series consists of several cultivars that vary in color but have similar 
qualities such as hardiness, form, markings, etc.  Pansy flower sizes range from 1 to 4 inches in diameter. 
 
Blue is an uncommon color in flowers, but pansies come in many shades of blue; from a true blue to dark 
blues and violet blues.  Pansies also come in a range of other colors including purple, white, burgundy, 
orange, yellow, black and pastel shades of apricot, peach and pink.  Blooms can be a single solid color or 
combinations of bi-colors and tri-colors. 
 

Pansies perform best in cool spring and fall weather as they do not tolerate warmer temperatures and 
humidity.  Plant them in full sun or partial shade.  Too much shade will result in spindly pansies.  As the 
season progresses, hot afternoon sun will shut down flower production.  Pansies prefer rich, well-drained 
soil that is high in organic matter.  Be sure pansies are growing in a well-drained location as they are 
susceptible to saturated soils.  They have been known to overwinter successfully only to die when the 
snow begins to melt and the soil is too wet. 
 

Pansy plants are very hardy and can be set out a month before the last frost is expected.  The ideal 
temperature range for growing pansies is around 40 degrees F at night to 60 degrees F during the day.  If 
growing your own plants from seed, harden plants off for about a week before planting them outside.  
Pansies will flower longer if spent flower heads are removed and not allowed to set seed.  Most pansies 
will stop or slow flowering as nighttime temperatures begin to rise in the summer.  If you want to try to 
keep them in the garden for fall, cut the plants back and mulch to conserve moisture during the hottest 
summer months.  Move pots to a shady area.  Once cooler fall weather returns they should revive and 
start to bloom again. 



 
Pansies do not have a long shelf life when grown in 6-packs for sale.  When buying pansies look for 
younger plants that are compact.  Pansies stretch out quickly and once they do, they will not perform as 
well after you plant them.  Look for plants with fewer blooms and healthy looking foliage and roots.  When 
you find good packs, pop a few plants out and inspect the roots.  The roots should be a bright white and 
not brown. 
 
Space pansies 6 to 10 inches apart.  To help roots get off to a good start and minimize stress, water at 
planting and during the establishment period.  Mulching can help retain moisture and reduce the number 
of weeds.  Weeds will compete with your pansies for nutrients and moisture.  They can also cause pansies 
to be spindly.  Adding a time release fertilizer to the soil at planting is encouraged, as this increases their 
vigor and the number of flowers.  Avoid high levels of nitrogen as it can cause soft growth that can lead to 
rot. 
 
The “trailing pansy” is a new category of pansy.  These pansies were bred to produce long, graceful stems 
with many flowers.  They can be used in hanging baskets or as a spreading groundcover.  The Plentifall 
pansy series measure up to 1.5 inches across and they are also fragrant.  Cool Wave pansies are fast-
growing, with blooms that measure up to 2 inches across.  WonderFall pansies are suitable for containers 
and will cover lots of ground in garden beds. 
 
Pansies are charming, cheerful cool-weather flowers that are perfect for spring gardens. 
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