Piotr Ernest Jan Scheffler (1739 – c.1809)

T

he genus Schefflera in the family Araliaceae was
described by J R and G Forster in Characteres
Generum Plantarum (1776) in honour of "Scheffler,
Medicus et Botanicus Gedanensis", but for many
years there has been confusion about the identity of
the person acclaimed. Further research has shown
that it was named for Piotr Ernest Jan Scheffler
(Johann Peter Ernst von Scheffler or one of the
many other variations of his name), physician and
botanist of Gdańsk and later of Warsaw, who
contributed plants to Gottfried Reyger's book
Tentamen Florae Gedanensis.

From 1782 he lived in Warsaw as adviser to Bishop
Michal Poniatowski, head of the Ministry of
Education and brother of the king, and an associate
of the Metallurgical Commission for the search for
mineral deposits. He became quite deeply involved
in freemasonry and the Circle of the Rosicrucian
Order, and from 1805 was a member of the Friends
of the Sciences in Warsaw. His several published
papers were on natural science and mineralogy.
King Stanislaw Poniatowski conferred upon him the
title of baronet and mine councillor and he was also
an honorary professor of the Jagiellonian University
in Cracow. The exact date of Scheffler's death in
Warsaw is unknown, but is thought to have been
around 1809.

Piotr Ernest Jan Scheffler is one of the almost
forgotten figures of the Polish Enlightenment. He
was born in Gdańsk (Danzig) on 23 September
1739, and although the names of his immediate
family are not known, he was almost certainly a
descendent of the renowned Gdańsk physician
Johann Scheffler (1606–1675) who co-authored the
first Polish Pharmacopoeia, the official list of
recipes for medicinal preparations. Piotr completed
his medical studies at the University of Königsberg
on 27 June 1761, and a year later obtained his
doctorate. The university was also an active centre
of chemical research, and Scheffler would have met
and been influenced by some of the professors
working in that field.

It is known from a letter written by George Forster
to his fiancée Teresa Heyne on 13 October 1784,
that he (Forster) was then staying with his "old
friend" Scheffler in Warsaw, and that they had met
earlier in London when Scheffler had journeyed
through countries of Western Europe to England in
the early 1770s. George and his father Johann
Reinhold Forster (who was born a few kilometres
south of Gdańsk) were botanists on James Cook's
second voyage. The Resolution anchored at Dusky
Bay, Queen Charlotte Sound on 27 March 1773 – too
late in the season to obtain many plants in flower but there were some, including Schefflera digitata,
which they described and illustrated.

After graduating, Scheffler returned to Gdańsk
where he worked as a physician and a natural
history teacher. In 1763 he was admitted to the
Society of Nature Researchers and by 1778 he had
become treasurer. On the society's membership list
published that year he is noted as a correspondent
of the Royal Society of Sciences in Göttingen, a
member of the London Society for the Advancement
of Arts, Manufacture and Trade, and of the Berlin
Science Association.

Schefflera digitata
Schefflera, in the Araliaceae or ivy family, is a
genus of about 200 tropical and subtropical
species of trees and shrubs. New Zealand's only
species is endemic. Schefflera digitata (Latin
digitatus 'finger', referring to the palmate leaf)
is sometimes known as seven-finger. A small
spreading tree up to 8 m tall, or an epiphyte
(mainly on tree-fern trunks), it prefers damp,
sheltered and partly shady sites in lowland to
low-montane forest throughout New Zealand.
Mature leaves usually have 7–10 thin, textured,
serrated leaflets on a long stalk. Clusters of
small greenish flowers are produced in late
summer and the fruits, when mature, are dark
purple. Commonly known as patē, it was used
by early Māori as a soft wood for fire making by
friction.
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