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What’s in a name?

A pansy is a bright sweet flower; it might be pure white with a spot of deep purple at the center.  A pansy is delicate; its blooms, radiant but short-lived.  It eagerly turns its face always to the sun, seeking the warmth.  Pansies positively smile.  Henry James’s Pansy likewise eagerly turns towards any possible signs of warmth, following the source of pure energy, if not of light.  Pansy submits, smiles, and desires only to please, to win true warmth.  Smiles are commonly understood to be signs of submission.  Pansy wants only a chance to be happy, and obediently bows her head to authority, justifying through her astonishing perfection of its realization the dogma of the Church.  Is Pansy a representation of woman’s search for happiness through submission?  Is her father, who cruelly locks her up when she as much as thinks of straying, the representation of male dominance?   Henry James is supposed by some critics to be effete, as evidenced by his understanding of his Pansy, and her peculiarly “feminine” position.   It is not obvious to me how an author cannot be on close terms with his characters; and odd that an author should be understood so strongly through one of his minor characters.  But whether or not James should be expected to feel thoroughly the emotions of his creations, Pansy is drawn as the prettiest, most expectant, brightest, eager and deserving little flower.  The reader yearns for the sympathetic warmth of Isabel to envelop Pansy, much as the sun imparts life to a garden full of smiling blooms.  If people seriously can connect the name “Pansy” with a reference to the slang “pansy”, denoting homosexual, then it should be acceptable to imagine James imagining instead the motions of a little, bright flower as its face eagerly and submissively follows the sun in its arc through the sky.   Perhaps James used to sit in a garden when he thought of how his character might be planted so that all she could do was follow the energy exerted upon her.   
