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    Born to a Welsh doctor and his white Creole wife in Dominica, British West Indies, Jean Rhys spent her childhood in a world defined by change as colonial and race relations shifted and intensified around her. Following her father’s death, Rhys moved to England to attend an all-girls school. She had trouble fitting in with her British peers, however, and soon left to become a chorus girl and dancer. Married three times, Rhys’s adult life was defined by heartache and instability. She turned her hand to writing early but did not publish any of her work until she met the English writer Ford Maddox Ford (1873-1939) while her first husband, Jean Lenglet, was in prison. She then published four short novels and a collection of stories in the 1920s and 1930s before experiencing a period of slow production following the start of the Second World War. She published Wide Sargasso Sea in 1966. The novel won her international recognition and is now considered her masterpiece.

  


  
    WIDE SARGASSO SEA


    RESPONDING TO JANE EYRE (1847) IN FICTION


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Rhys, J. (1966) Wide Sargasso Sea. In: D. Athill, ed. (1985) The Complete Novels. New York: W. W. Norton & Co., pp. 463-574.


      	1st edition: 1966


      	Themes: race, colonialism, gender, marriage, love, desire, power, manipulation

    


    Wide Sargasso Sea was written while Rhys was experiencing a period of ill health and isolation, and returns to the universe of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) to tell a different story: that of the character Brontë called Bertha Mason, the “madwoman in the attic”. Renaming the “madwoman” Antoinette, Wide Sargasso Sea follows its protagonist through an ideologically confusing childhood as the daughter of a former slave owner in a world on the brink of change. It then continues to follow her through her first encounters with the unnamed Rochester figure, through their marriage and initial period of lustful happiness, and into the turmoil of dishonesty and suspicion which poisons their marriage and steers her life towards its tragic end.


    Generally accepted as one of the singular masterpieces of 20th-century fiction, Rhys’s final novel predates the field of postcolonial studies by nearly twenty years and gave rise to a whole series of novels which similarly “write back” to or against major canonical works from the Victorian period.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    PART ONE: A COMPLICATED CHILDHOOD


    Recalling the events of her childhood at the very beginning of Wide Sargasso Sea, Antoinette Bertha Mason, née Cosway, introduces both the complex race relations and the feelings of alienation which define much of her life: “They say when trouble comes close ranks, and so the white people did. But we were not among their ranks” (p.465). Detailing memories of the family horse being killed and of a young black playmate, the daughter of slaves, stealing her clothes after swimming, Antoinette contextualizes her first statement in a general sense of unease. Her family is white, but not a part of the white community. Neither are they black or part of any other local community. These unnamed tensions do not come to a head, however, until a group of former slaves burns down the family estate in the dead of night, killing Antoinette’s infant brother, Pierre, driving her mother into madness, and leaving Antoinette in the care of her step-father, Richard Mason.


    In accordance with her step-father’s wishes, Antoinette goes to live with her Aunt Cora and attend the Mount Calvary Convent in Spanish Town, Jamaica. She enjoys the convent, calling it her “refuge” (p.490), but also admits that she felt “bolder, happier, more free. But not so safe” (p.492).


    Richard Mason visits her often while she is at the convent but does not bring up the question of marriage until his final visit, when he talks about bringing an English friend to see her. Antoinette is consumed by “a feeling of dismay, sadness, loss” (p.493). She dreams she is wearing a long white dress and being led through the dark by a sinister stranger. “I dreamed I was in Hell,” she says (ibid.).


    PART TWO: TWO VOICES


    Both Antoinette and her new husband (who is never named in the novel) act as narrators in Part Two of Wide Sargasso Sea, with the Rochester figure’s narration of their married life bookending Antoinette’s section in the middle. His narration begins in a cynical tone which seems to reinforce Antoinette’s dread from the end of Part One and to undermine any lingering sense of hope Rhys’s protagonist held: “So it was all over,” he writes, “everything finished, for better or for worse” (p.495). And then, later, “I played the part I was expected to play” but “it meant nothing to me. Nor did she, the girl I was to marry” (p.502). Rhys does not describe the wedding itself; instead, she includes a flashback scene in which Antoinette tries to refuse her future husband’s proposal. When pressed further, Antoinette justifies her attempted refusal by saying “I’m afraid of what may happen” (p.504), but her suitor eventually convinces her: “‘I’ll trust you if you’ll trust me. Is that a bargain?’ […] She did not answer me. Only nodded” (ibid.).


    The couple travel through Jamaica to reach the family property at Granbois, with Antoinette’s husband recovering from a severe fever. Their married life begins there. Fuelled by lust and what he perceives as the beautiful exoticism of his new wife and their surroundings, Antoinette and her husband settle into an uneasy kind of happiness.


    However, this happiness does not last long and a letter soon arrives from a supposed relative named Daniel Cosway, besmirching Antoinette’s character by insinuating that she is both mad and unchaste. Rhys’s male narrator initially brushes the letter off, but the accusations sink into his subconscious. Hoping to restore their married bliss, Antoinette goes to Christophine, her childhood nurse and a practitioner of Obeah (a Voodoo-like religion originating in the Caribbean), for a love potion. Her husband becomes convinced that she is trying to poison him. He grows cruel and decides to take Antoinette away to England without consulting her.


    PART THREE: UP IN FLAMES


    Antoinette is the sole narrator of Part Three, in which she is held prisoner in her bedroom in the Rochester figure’s English home and guarded there by a servant named Grace Poole. Suspended in a kind of dream state, she reflects on her situation:


    “When I first came I thought it would be for a day, two days, a week perhaps. I thought that when I saw him and spoke to him I would be wise as serpents, harmless as doves. ‘I give you all I have freely,’ I would say, ‘and I will not trouble you again if you will let me go.’ But he never came.” (p.567)


    Becoming increasingly desperate, Antoinette begins to focus on fire as a way to warm herself against the country in which she finds herself, which seems cold to her in both Brontë’s novel and her own story. Foreshadowing the end of Brontë’s novel in her own, Antoinette has a recurring dream about escaping her room and freeing herself with fire and then fleeing “the heat and the shouting” (p.574) by jumping into the open air. She brings her narrative full circle by imagining her childhood playmate in a seemingly prophetic vision of her own end: “All this I saw and heard in a fraction of a second. And the sky so red. Someone screamed and I thought, Why did I scream? I called ‘Tia!’ and jumped and woke” (ibid.)

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    ANTOINETTE COSWAY


    Antoinette Bertha Mason, née Cosway, is the white Creole daughter of a former slave owner and his wife. A timid child, she has complex feelings about her position as a member of the white ruling class in 19th-century Jamaica but is unable to see the extent of her privilege. Feeling excluded by both the white and black communities around her family, she even envies the sense of belonging she perceives among her black peers: “They hated us. They called us white cockroaches” (p.469) she says before recounting a story of a girl her own age following her and singing “Go away white cockroach, go away, go away” (ibid.).


    Antoinette is described as a beautiful woman with long dark hair which falls “smoothly far below her waist” (p.504) and eyes her husband describes as “too large and […] disconcerting. […] Long, sad, dark alien eyes” (p.496).


    ANTOINETTE’S HUSBAND (THE UNNAMED ROCHESTER FIGURE)


    The male protagonist in Rhys’s novel is never named and, though clearly meant to represent the same person as Brontë’s hero, has not yet become the Rochester Brontë’s readers know so well. Here identified as a second son who stands to inherit neither money nor property from his father, the Rochester figure in Rhys’s novel gets his money and power from marriage—in other words, from the dowry Antoinette brings with her from her step-father.


    He is fickle and allows himself to be manipulated into turning against Antoinette even though he had previously promised to protect and trust her.


    His physical features are almost never described, except for one passage in which he jokes about a frangipani wreath not suiting his “handsome face” (p.500). Antoinette responds, “You look like a king, an emperor” (ibid.), symbolically placing her husband in the role of the colonial ruler in their marriage.


    CHRISTOPHINE


    Christophine is a woman from Martinique whom Antoinette introduces to her husband as “my da, my nurse long ago” (p.499), and who had been her mother’s slave, a wedding gift from her marriage to Antoinette’s father.


    Antoinette says of Christophine that “Her songs were not like Jamaican songs, and she was not like the other women. She was much blacker – blue-black with a thin face and straight features. She wore a black dress, heavy gold earrings and a yellow handkerchief – carefully tied with two high points in front.” (p.467).


    A practitioner of Obeah, Christophine is generally feared and respected by the other members of their community. She unsettles Antoinette’s husband.


    ANNETTE


    Antoinette’s mother is described as an extraordinarily beautiful woman and a wonderful dancer. Twice married, she is fiercely defensive of her sickly infant son and leaves Antoinette feeling somewhat overlooked as a result. After the destruction of their home and Pierre’s death she tries to harm herself, Antoinette, and her husband Richard Mason. She is taken away and dies soon afterwards.


    PIERRE


    Pierre is Antoinette’s sickly infant brother whom Daniel Cosway describes as “an idiot from birth” (p.506). Conscious of his fragility, Antoinette writes that he sleeps in a crib long after he should have grown out of one and “was so thin that I could lift him easily” (p.478).


    AUNT CORA


    Described by Antoinette as “an ex-slave owner who had escaped misery” (p.473), Aunt Cora is the widow of an English gentleman who moved back to Jamaica to live in Spanish Town after his death. Resilient and practical, she stands up to the black crowd which gathers after the family home burns down in Part One, protesting their need to get Pierre to a doctor. Antoinette describes her as smelling “of vanilla” (p.479).


    RICHARD MASON


    “A very wealthy man” (p.472), Antoinette’s stepfather is naïve about the severity of racial tensions at the beginning of the novel and ignores his wife’s pleas that they move elsewhere.


    Antoinette describes him fondly but also specifies that she “still called him ‘Mr Mason’ in my head. ‘Goodnight white pappy,’ I said one evening and he was not vexed, he laughed” (p.476).


    TIA


    Tia is the black daughter of a friend of Christophine’s, and is Antoinette’s only childhood friend. Antoinette describes her with awe, stating that “fires always lit for her, sharp stones did not hurt her bare feet, I never saw her cry” (p.469).


    However, Tia is more cognizant of the racial divide between them and has a more complicated opinion of Antoinette, which ultimately leads her to strike her with a stone on the night of the fire.


    DANIEL COSWAY


    Describing himself as Antoinette’s “brother by another lady” (p.515), Daniel Cosway is partially based on the Shakespearean character of Iago. He sends Antoinette’s husband the letter besmirching her character and plants seeds of doubt in his mind regarding her chastity and sanity.
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