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A photographic project by artist
Dornith Doherty, Archiving Eden
considers the scientific, ecological,
and philosophical implications of
seed banks. The images range
from documentary style to lyric
compositions, including X-rays of
seeds and the use of lenticular
panels.
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(the secret life of flowers)
text and images: Selena de Carvalho

Cemeteries are complex multilayered sites where flowers become
a symbolic language for connecting
to ghosts; they enable the invisible
labour of mourning. Rural cemeteries
are often sites of refuge.
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The pansy project
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British Artist Paul Harfleet plants pansies
at sites of homophobic and transphobic
abuse; he finds the nearest source of
soil to where the incident occurred and
generally without civic permission plants
one unmarked pansy.
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Scherer explores the relationship of
man versus his natural environment.
Through her installations she
examines the boundaries between
plant culture and nature. What does
“natural” mean in the Anthropocene
and is man not also nature or a
parasitic species on the rest of his
environ- ment?

The ancestors of plants could not have
moved from the water onto the land
some 500 million years ago without
striking up a relationship with fungi.
Today, nearly all plants depend on the
symbiotic mycorrhizal fungi that live in
their roots.
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If Doctors said this was your last
Spring, what would you do? “Last
Flowers” is a collaborative project
where a photographer responds
to a text about death, public and
private property, transgression, and
the flora of the Spring.
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thousands of meadowland plants in
the Jil Sander showroom for Milan
Design Week, 2019. In parallel to
this artwork, Linda Tegg produced
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by her, David Fox, Federico Torra,
that documented aspects of the
artwork’s creation and disbandment.
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The Camo Coat Collection explores
camouflage within everyday
life and ritual from an AfroFuturist perspective, highlighting
methodologies of conceptual,
spiritual, and physical protection in
pattern and textile.
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Deeply entwined with his home
town, Israel’s art explores the
iconography of L.A. His Trompe
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markers pose questions about the
important of “minor landmarks” in
our construction of identity.
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Glasshouses as venues for
the display of exotic plants,
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The pansy
project
British artist Paul Harfleet plants pansies at sites
of homophobic and transphobic abuse; he finds
the nearest source of soil to where the incident
occurred and generally without civic permission
plants one unmarked pansy. The flower is then
documented in its location, the image is entitled
after the abuse. Titles like “Let’s kill the Bati-man!”
and “Fucking Faggot!” reveal a frequent reality of
LGBTQ+ experience, which often goes unreported
to authorities. This simple action operates as a
gesture of quiet resistance; some pansies flourish,
others wilt in urban hedgerows.
Paul Harfleet
For Stonewall. Christopher Street, New York, 2019 © Paul Harfleet

interviewee Paul Harfleet
interviewer Joey Orr
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string of homophobic abuse on a warm summer’s day was the catalyst for
this project. The day began with two builders shouting; “it’s about time we
went gay-bashing again isn’t it?”; continued with a gang of yobs throwing
abuse and stones at my then boyfriend and me, and ended with a bizarre and
unsettling confrontation with a man who called us ‘ladies’ under his breath.
Over the years I have become accustomed to this kind of behaviour, but I
came to realise it was a shocking concept to most of my friends and colleagues.
It was in this context that I began to ponder the nature of these verbal attacks
and their influence on my life. I realised that I felt differently about these experiences depending on my mental state so I decided to explore the way I was made
to feel at the location where these incidents occur.
However, I did not feel it would be appropriate to equate my personal
experience of verbal homophobic abuse with a death or fatal accident; I felt
that planting a small unmarked living plant at the site would correspond with
the nature of the abuse: A plant continues to grow as I do through my experience. Placing a live plant felt like a positive action, it was a comment on the
abuse; a potential ‘remedy’.
The species of plant was of course vitally important and the pansy instantly seemed perfect. Not only does the word refer to an effeminate or gay
man: The name of the flower originates from the French verb; penser (to think),
as the bowing head of the flower was seen to visually echo a person in deep
thought. The subtlety and elegiac quality of the flower was ideal for my requirements. The action of planting reinforced these qualities, as kneeling in the street
and digging in the often neglected hedgerows felt like a sorrowful act.
Paul Hartfleet talks to Joey Orr, Andrew W. Mellon Curator for Research
at the Spencer Museum of Art in Lawrence, Kansas.
Joey Orr: Before we talk about The Pansy Project, I wonder if you might say something about your relationship with plants and gardening more generally.
Paul Harfleet: Before The Pansy Project, my interest in plants was fleeting. As
a child, I was fascinated by the natural world, especially insects and birds. This
interest is something I explore in a picture book I wrote and illustrated to introduce The Pansy Project to wider audiences. Pansy Boy tells the story of a boy that
loves to draw and write and is “potentially gay.” Bullied at school, he searches for
a solution: “In the gardens of Kew, he read for hours, and learned the language
of the flowers.” Inevitably he goes on to plant pansies around the school.
Whilst writing the book, I had a memory that was remarkably prescient
of what I do now. At our family home was a neglected garden, and I felt an inexplicable need to tidy it. There was a path by the side of the house with a border
overgrown with weeds. I decided to remove these undesirable plants. Scuttling
on my hands and knees, I remember pulling the plants out of the earth, occasionally being distracted by ground beetles and woodlice. I recall I saw a purple
petal emerging from the undergrowth. It was a little violet. I continued to weed,
preserving these little cousins of the pansy. When complete, there was a border
lined with lilac, purple, and mauve. I felt a huge sense of pride at my achievement as the violets continued to grow during that spring, decades ago.
JO: Your work always begins with a simple statement: “I plant pansies at the
site of homophobic abuse.” From what I know about the beginning of The Pansy
Project, you were living in Manchester at the time, and you were the brunt of
homophobic abuse on three separate occasions in one day, one with a boyfriend
at the time. When relaying this information to your shocked friends, you realized
that many people were largely unaware that these were daily experiences for
some. Although the project has undoubtedly expanded to address other kinds
of gender-based and transphobic abuse, its origin is rooted in your personal ex82 antennae

Paul Harfleet
Paul Harfleet getting ready to plant pansies at Spencer Museum of Art, Lawrence, Kansas, 2018. Photo: Nick Krug © Paul Harfleet

perience and set in motion by an action—the planting of a pansy. How did
you arrive at planting pansies as your response to homophobic abuse?
PH: Fifteen years ago, I graduated with an MA in Fine Art (Equivalent to a
postgrad) in Manchester. My practice had developed away from painting to
sculpture and installation. I was interested in The Poetics of Space by Gaston
Bachelard, the notion of the uncanny, memory, and the domestic in general.
I was drawn to the potential for horror and fear in mundane locations and
wanted to make work that explored these themes.
I began collecting dead insects, particularly flies. I mounted a fly on a
piece of paper on which I had previously typed with the word “flew,” which
was then framed. This small work was a punch line to a non-existent joke and
appealed to my gallows sense of humour. This was my disposition at the time.
These three homophobic attacks occurred in one day, and I believe it’s my
sense of humour that ultimately influenced my response.
I began thinking about how I remembered the locations of these incidences and how complex my emotions were when I walked past them. Monuments and public sculptures were of interest as they were designed to remember and are sanctioned by the local council. I was especially drawn to the
guerrilla nature of roadside memorials and how each intervention inspired by
grief altered its immediate environment in an emotional way. They’re manifested by the grief-stricken, though they also serve the purpose of alerting
authorities to potential road safety issues.
83

in 2010. The Guardian newspaper called it “part installation, part guerrilla gardening project, part memorial.” In some ways, it seems like a really radical
reclaiming of the pansy epithet for the Project to garner an award for ornamental gardening. Your larger scale plantings often serve more as public awareness than specific memorializations. Can you speak to how larger,
more designed installations are in conversation with the project as a whole
or your broader artistic interests?

A friend at the time reassured me that the pansy was
the only choice. I settled on
it, and I have come to love
its multiple meaning as both
the name of the plant and a
term of homophobic abuse.
In French, it translates to
‘thought’ or ‘think’ and was
used in France as a ‘wish
you were here’ emblem on
postcards.

Paul Harfleet
Beaten. Jayhawk Motel, 1004 N 3rd St, Lawrence, Kansas, 2018 © Paul Harfleet

It wasn’t long before I decided that planting a live flower at the site where I experienced the abuse. The nature of the flower was essential, and I remember
immediately thinking of the pansy. I resisted this choice initially as I wanted the
intervention to have more visual impact. A friend at the time reassured me that
the pansy was the only choice. I settled on it, and I have come to love its multiple meaning as both the name of the plant and a term of homophobic abuse. In
French, it translates to ‘thought’ or ‘think’ and was used in France as a ‘wish you
were here’ emblem on postcards. This emphasised its meaning and highlighted
how language evolves and shifts from place to place in an arbitrary way.
JO: This idea of the uncanny has me thinking about the Royal Horticultural Society gold medal you and your brother Tom Harfleet won for Best Conceptual
Garden for The Pansy Project Garden at the Hampton Court Palace Flower Show
84 antennae

PH: From the first incarnation of The Pansy Project, I have been invited to explore large installations, to a certain extent a result of the festival ‘machine’
desiring a large scale manifestation of The Pansy Project, something that is
perhaps more visible than the small scale intervention the project is defined
by. Each time I embraced these opportunities to highlight the project and promote it to wider audiences. However, I was keen to retain an artful response
to these invitations.
This resulted in a defining moment in the history of the project. At
the Manchester City Art Gallery in 2005, an installation had been arranged
as part of the Queer Up North festival. Two thousand specially grown pink
pansies arrived outside the gallery, with a group of volunteers expecting my
instruction on how and where to place the flowers. I suggested positioning
them in a rectangle on the paved area outside the gallery. When they were
all in place, I was utterly underwhelmed; the flowers looked like a municipal
planting scheme that could appear in any park.
I was defeated by the task and retreated home to understand the
problem. The festival seemed concerned but supportive. I thought I’d made a
terrible mistake and betrayed the conceptual integrity of the work. That night
I dreamt of visceral military scenes. I saw blood-forming streams in battlefields and woke up with the phrase “thin pink line” in my head. I was vaguely
aware of the phrase “thin red line” as a military term. After some research, I
discovered it had originated from a British infantry regiment that fought during the Crimean War. The “red” referred to the colour of the British uniforms.
This led to the similar “thin blue line” in reference to the police service. These
poetic terms were an opportunity to overlay the meaning of the flower again
and emphasise the activism of The Pansy Project and its battle to fight crime
and injustice.
My dream had suggested a visual solution to the positioning of the
flowers—a thin pink line of pansies delineating the gallery’s architecture. I
went to the gallery and discovered that the pansies perfectly fit around a key
architectural feature of the building. This subverted the municipal mundaneness of the rectangle of flowers and transformed the plant into an anthropomorphic symbol of resistance. Each flower in the temporary installation
would later go on to mark a site of homophobia. The idea of their potential
was vital. The possibly twee nature of this anthropomorphism refers directly
to the naming of the flower. After all, they are named pansies after ‘pensées,’
as it is their ‘faces’ that appear to bow as if in deep thought.
This became a system I would later adopt. I have made several large
‘thin pink lines’ of pansies, including in Liverpool in 2006 and at the London
Lesbian and Gay Film Festival in 2007. The installations came to delineate
the last routes people took toward the location of a fatal attack; the plants
becoming temporary memorials to those that had died as a result of homophobia. The complexity and expense of these interventions had limited the
exploration of them. However, in this context, my brother Tom Harfleet suggested we submit a garden design for the RHS Hampton Court Palace Flower
Show in 2010.
At the time, the RHS wanted to explore the possibilities of gardening
as an art-form. The conceptual garden category enabled us to access this
85

Paul Harfleet
The Pansy Project Garden. RHS Hampton Court Palace Flower Show. 2010 © Paul Harfleet
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At heart, The Pansy Project is a poetic and absurd
response to often brutal and
violent homophobia. Sometimes humour arises from
this tragicomedy. I think it
echoes a truth of LGBTQ+
experience.

horticultural world in a way that I had not considered. The entire structure of a
flower show is a theatrical device that asks the visitor to suspend their disbelief
as they wander through the showground, viewing a tableau of a garden that
only exists for a week.
The successful submission led to The Pansy Project Garden. It was intended to be read as sculptural intervention, rather than a garden, proper. A
critical decision we made from the beginning is that we wanted the ‘garden’ to
appear to be rising from the grounds as if the flower show itself had been interrupted or subverted by the ‘earthquake’ referencing structure we used as a
symbol of homophobia. The pansies appeared to grow through the structure’s
cracks, which added to the temporal nature of the piece. The abstracted brutalist beauty of the work invited visitors to ask about the ‘garden,’ enabling us to
tell the story of The Pansy Project.
Simply as an object, the uncanniness of The Pansy Project Garden in the
garden show context was evident. The notion of the uncanny refers to the notion of the familiar made ‘unfamiliar.’ The mundane associations of the pansy
as a hum-drum garden staple transformed into a symbol of activist work alters
how this plant is viewed in the context of the flower show and in the unexpectedly sculptural artwork. As long as the viewer remembers the renewed meaning
of the pansies, they may experience a sense of return when they see a pansy
again in its ‘usual’ context, so I consider the larger-scale works to exist as part
of the conversation.
JO: Your gesture of planting a pansy is poetic and also functions as a memorial, resistance, awareness, and activism. The tension between some of these
functions makes your work very productive. How is an ephemeral act of resistance, for example, also a memorial? What tensions or overlaps in the work have
seemed productive or surprising to you?
PH: While planting at sites where I’d experienced the abuse, I was surprised to
find myself emotionally moved by the experience. I knew immediately that the
act was both defiant and healing. I sensed that this work would evolve into an
ongoing artwork, so I named it The Pansy Project. Titling it in this way invited the
viewer to consider the scope of the work and the potential it has for activism
and outreach. It’s implicit within the title.
I believe the work can function in many different ways. The simple act
of planting pansies at the site of homophobia becomes the mantra that infuses
everything I do with The Pansy Project. I see this less as a tension and more as
a harmonic note that emanates from the simple act of planting a flower at the
site of hatred. The fact that the work can be seen simultaneously in many ways
is something that helps spark conversation. When I travel, and people come
across the work for the first time, they are invited into it. The contrast between
the simplicity of the action and how the work can be interpreted is a constant
surprise and is incredibly gratifying to me.
This also allows the work to be seen from different perspectives, from
street art, guerrilla gardening, activism, anthropology, psychogeography, and
queer art. It’s been amazing to see the way The Pansy Project has been viewed
through different lenses.
JO: There are different ways for people to encounter your work: the project as
a whole as a public outreach and social justice campaign, street-level interventions, and the resulting series of images. I was aware of the project and images
over a decade ago, but it was not until our work together in 2018 that I could
experience the plantings firsthand. Prior to your visit, you sent us a document
that was essentially a map of past hate crimes in our area. The first planting you
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Paul Harfleet
Paul Harfleet photographing at Jayhawk Motel, 1004 N 3rd St, Lawrence, Kansas, 2018,
photo: Ryan Waggoner © Spencer Museum of Art

did was very early in the morning, and the police showed up. You were lying on
the ground photographing the pansy, and apparently, several people driving by
notified the police that there was a body on the side of the road. That image
is “Beaten.” Jayhawk Motel, 1004 N 3rd St, Lawrence, Kansas. The planting of the
pansy does not take too long, but it takes longer for you to get the shot you
want. Encountering the images and being present for the plantings are very different experiences. I spent a lot of time that day seeing you on the ground at the
site of these incidents. You were carefully generous, responsive, and respectful
of the stories you told and in your dealings with the participants. As hopeful
as the project can seem, it can also feel very dark and overwhelming. Can you
speak specifically to your intentions and experiences planning for and leading
up to the plantings?
PH: At heart, The Pansy Project is a poetic and absurd response to often brutal
and violent homophobia. Sometimes humour arises from this tragicomedy. I
think it echoes a truth of LGBTQ+ experience: humour is a device that has the
capacity to help us survive mentally in a world that has largely condemned us.
This is something I bring to the experience of planting as part of a tour. I’m sensitive to the needs of the audience. We have moments of reflection when I’ve
planted, and we then walk on to the next location. At this point, I’ve been lying
belly down on the ground, so it’s natural for me to make light of being covered
89

in dirt. This helps dilute the profound sense of despair the work can summon.
The hardest thing for me is the research I need to do before arriving at
a location. I begin by finding well-known experiences of homophobia online. I
find out as much as I can. The stories are harrowing and can have a massive
impact on the survivors and worse, the families of those that have not survived.
What helps me is that I know I’ll be marking these locations with flowers, and
I’ll be engaging with communities that have been impacted by homophobia and
transphobia. Ultimately, we all need to know that our experiences are heard
and that our community matters.
Audiences fundamentally understand that The Pansy Project was born
from my own experience. The Pansy Project allows us to come together in a way
that is unique to art. It allows conversation, interaction, and the acknowledgement of shared experiences in the face of an ever more unjust and cruel world.
It is this sense of solidarity that bolsters my sense of well being. I’m privileged
to be in a position where I can facilitate a unique way of exploring our histories.
JO: Although planting happens at street level and is fleeting and ephemeral, the
perspective you get while photographing the pansy from the ground makes it
visually monumental in many of the resulting images. Can you give some insight
into your own experiences making such formidable images of this garden flower? Could you also talk about your strategy for titling the images?

Paul Harfleet
Top: Jævla Homo!
Kvitsøygata, Stavanger
Wall Painting part of
Nuart Festival, Stavanger, Norway 2019
© Paul Harfleet
Below: Homosexuals are
perverts, they’re a sickness, Palce du Molard,
Geneva, 2018
© Paul Harfleet
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PH: As I said earlier, I initially resisted the pansy as I thought the flower lacked
impact. The natural way for me to address this was to make the images I captured as monumental as possible. This also helps locate the planting in its geography. When I’m taking a photograph, I’m searching for street furniture or iconic
architecture that can remain recognisable in the background whilst the pansy is
crisp in the foreground.
Creating an image that transforms a little pansy into an iconic flower
against a city skyline tends to give this small intervention significance. The image
speaks to how these stories are marginalized and overlooked and is often in contrast to how the planting seems in the location. The pansies themselves become
a version of a portrait. Each flower has a personality. Its position, condition, and
colour add a narrative. Some look strong, others deflated. This process is where
my aesthetic sense comes to the fore. I can often spend hours trying to get the
composition correct. As the pansy rarely endures in its location, the photograph
becomes a long-lasting memorial to the crime that occurred. Once the images
are on my website or exhibited, the picture becomes assimilated into The Pansy
Project as a body of work, the repetition of which contributes to the reading of the
work as both anecdotal history and a fifteen-year record of activism.
JO: I’ve always understood that you plant the pansies in the closest available soil
on the site, but I notice you have actually painted some of them at the base of
exterior walls. What brought on this new strategy? Does it change the process
for you? Is this a shift in the work we might see further developed in future
projects?
PH: This was a pragmatic response to a situation at the Nuart Festival in Stavanger, Norway last year. For various reasons, we weren’t able to get pansies
in time for my appearance at the festival. As the time approached, I faced the
reality of not having the one thing I needed to complete my work.
It seemed that my only option was to paint pansies at sites of homophobia rather than plant. As this was a street art festival, it felt like an appropriate
context to explore. It was important to paint them life-size to reference the usual process and paint them close to locations of homophobia. I actually found the
process invigorated something in the work. The street art festival audience was
91

able to access the work more easily as ‘art.’ Lying on the ground in the location,
painting certainly had a similar impact on the documentation of the plantings. I
was still capturing a trace of an experience that was similarly emotive for me.
The delicate little paintings have a similar quality to the flower, and the
diminutive size contrasted starkly with the larger murals that made up the festival. The paintings also last longer and speak a language of horticultural illustration that was appealing. I am continuing to explore painting in locations, as it
offers an additional language to the concept and frees me from always relying on
the plant’s availability.
The efficiency of planting a pansy at the site of homophobia will always
be the primary act. The simplicity of the concept anchors the occasional deviation
from the core practice.
JO: I never knew the image of a pansy was used as a “wish you were here” emblem
on postcards, as you described earlier. This reminds me of Richard Terdiman’s
work, in which he claims that the tension between the past and present prevents
either from eclipsing the other. I feel like The Pansy Project does that, too. The
pansy images mark your memory work, while the titles acknowledge the harm
without erasing or overtaking it.
PH: I’m fascinated by how memory impacts our personal narratives and how this
is relevant to the way LGBTQ+ history is captured. This was clearly demonstrated
to me after my recent visit to New York. 2006 was the first time I visited the city
to plant pansies at various sites, including one at the Stonewall Inn to mark the
1969 riots. When I returned home, I was frustrated to discover that my pictures of
the Stonewall pansy were terrible. I vowed to one day go back. During the fiftieth
anniversary year in 2019, I returned to re-plant and re-photograph the location
with a newly planted pansy. This was the first time I’d felt it necessary to do this.
I was driven by the need to have this site represented properly within The Pansy
Project’s archive.
When I came to plant my pansy again, I was struck by the uncanny repetition of my own action. I was planting a pansy again, digging into the same
ground where I once had dug, replacing a plant, long since lost. This experience
became conceptually layered and complex, almost like an actor repeating the
performance of a play in the same venue. I managed to capture a much more satisfying photograph and went on to plant more around the city. Since my trip, further research on the details of the stories that surround Stonewall have revealed
conflicting details of the events. In their book Art & Queer Culture, Catherine Lord
and Richard Meyer state:
There is little agreement, however, on precisely what happened at the Stonewall riots, how many people were involved, how long the stand-off lasted, how
many members of the tactical police force were called to the scene, and so
forth. Adding to the event’s unstable status within the historical record is the
fact that no photographic images of the riots exist.

would demand. Without context, these images lose their power. With context,
they become a visualisation of a ‘discussion’ between objects separated by a few
feet and fifty years.
This speaks to the fallibility and mystery of our memories and how the history we create is often problematic and can fail to represent a definitive truth of
events. The Pansy Project does not need to tell every detail of a story. It implies a
violent event through the title of the picture. The intervention acts as a symbol of
a story, not always revealed, and suggests that a place of trauma can be acknowledged and transformed into a location of healing and activism.
JO: I noticed the picture you took in front of the White House during your visit to
D.C., “Don’t ask that guy – he wants to hang them all!” – President Trump comments on
the Vice President’s views on gay rights. White House, Washington D.C., is in conversation with some of your other messaging on social media in response to events
and policies resulting from rising nationalism across the world. I wonder if you
might comment on The Pansy Project in this specific moment and also the future
of the project and how you see it developing.
PH: Fifteen years ago, I would not have predicted that violence against us would
continue and even escalate. Work like mine tells the story of the battle of prejudice against us that many believe was won years ago. There’s no doubt there is
currently a rise of the right-wing. Our human rights are being challenged, and
violence continues. Queer culture is one success story. From RuPaul’s Drag Race
to the Oscar-winning Moonlight, we must continue to create a complex and rich
queer culture that shares our stories with the heteronormative masses and brings
our communities together to ensure our hard-fought for rights are preserved.
The Pansy Project is a small contribution to this. I will continue to develop,
explore, and evolve my work. I’m currently making my photographs ready for exhibition. I’m keen for my pictures to access the gallery and museum. There I can
share our experiences of being queer on the streets with the world.

Paul Harfleet is a London, UK based artist, who founded The Pansy Project in 2005. Over the last fifteen years his work has been included in numerous exhibitions and festivals. The Pansy Project has been included in multiple publications including Trespass: A History of Uncommissioned Urban
Art, published by Taschen. Pansy Boy, a book he wrote and illustrated was published by Barbican Press in 2017 and was short-listed for the Polari
First Book Prize in 2018. During the pandemic of 2020 his work shifted to explore a queer reading of ornithology in a project called Birds Can Fly.

The photographic documentation is limited to some images taken after
the riots captured by Village Voice photographer Fred W. McDarrah. Amongst
them is an interior of broken furniture piled up inside the Stonewall Inn, a fascinating relic of a historical event that only tells part of the story. These once functional objects, broken and useless, speak of the violence that had just occurred.
When these photographs are viewed together, the images refer to, but
do not depict, the Stonewall riots. These are both ‘photographic memorials’ to
violence that began in June 1969 and continue to have significance today. Neither
show the protagonists involved, nor do they share details that a historical record
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Joey Orr is the Andrew W. Mellon Curator for Research at the Spencer Museum of Art where he directs the Integrated Arts Research Initiative. He previously served as the Andrew W. Mellon Postdoctoral Curatorial Fellow at the MCA Chicago, as associate editor for the Journal for Artistic Research, and as special issue co-editor of the Journal of American Studies (Cambridge University Press) and Visual Methodologies. His writing has appeared in publications including Art Journal Open; Art in the Public Sphere; Art
Papers; BOMB; Emotion, Space & Society; Hyperallergic; Images; Journal of American Studies; QED; Sculpture; and Visual Methodologies.
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