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  Context


  Jean Rhys was born in Dominica, one of the Windward Islands in the Caribbean, in 1890. The daughter of a Welsh doctor and a white Creole mother, Rhys grew up in the final days of England's colonial heyday, a time that witnessed the waning of an aristocratic and exploitative Creole culture. Her parents' heritage situated Rhys between two competing ideologies—one that sought to exoticize Caribbean life and one that incorporated the racial pluralism of West Indian values. Rhys was further influenced by the black servants who raised her and introduced her to the language, customs, and religious beliefs of the native Caribbeans.


  While Wide Sargasso Sea reflects the distinct sensibilities of a West Indian writer, it also bears the stamp of European modernism. At sixteen, Rhys left her home in Dominica and moved to England, aligning herself more closely with her father's Welsh heritage. A feeling of displacement that characterizes both Rhys's own life and the lives of her characters left her unable to root herself to her ancestors' home.


  Throughout the 1920s, Rhys traveled in Europe as a bohemian artist, living sporadically in Paris, where she became familiar with the innovative works of modern artists and writers. This period of wandering placed Rhys on the outskirts of conventional society. Thus marginalized, she began to question the codes and traditions of the male-dominated urban environment. Plagued by poverty, illness, and alcoholism, she felt firsthand the psychological and physical toll of being a single woman in a patriarchal culture—a theme she explores in much of her writing.


  Rhys's first four novels—Postures or Quartet (1928), After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie (1930), Voyage in the Dark (1934), and Good Morning Midnight (1939)—mirror her own life, with heroines who lead drifting, alienated lives as stigmatized outsiders. While these early novels met with some success, they never went far in establishing Rhys as a leading European modernist.


  With some reluctance, Rhys settled down in England, a country for which she felt little fondness. She more or less disappeared from the literary scene until the 1960s, when her work was rescued from obscurity. The 1966 publication of Wide Sargasso Sea, twenty-seven years after the appearance of her last novel, reflects the culmination of her earlier heroine sketches, while shifting focus away from an industrial European context and back to a nineteenth-century Caribbean landscape.


  When Rhys read Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre as a young girl, she began to imagine the Caribbean upbringing of the character Rochester's infamous Creole wife, Bertha Mason. Years later, Rhys recalled, "I thought I'd try to write her a life." The result is one of literature's most famous prequels, a novel that seeks to humanize the racially pejorative characterization of a West Indian madwoman. An aesthetic experiment in modernist techniques and a powerful example of feminist rewriting, Wide Sargasso Sea gives voice to a marginalized character and transforms her original tragic demise into a kind of triumphant heroism.


  As a West Indian writer, Rhys seeks to uncover an alternate truth, exposing the limits of a literary canon that assumes a shared white heritage in its audience. She writes this conflict into the very dialogue of her novel, creating, in the characterization of Mr. Mason, an unflattering picture of patriarchal entitlement. When Annette describes her sister's marital problems—specifically her husband's tyrannical behavior—Mr. Mason responds coldly "That's her story. I don't believe it"; he effectively silences the Creole woman's voice. Rhys aims to restore this voice with her text. She intended Wide Sargasso Sea to stand on its own, apart from Brontë's novel, as a challenge to the canon.


  If Rhys's novel breaks thematic conventions by foregrounding the story of Antoinette / Bertha, it also innovates stylistically, adopting narrative, temporal, and aesthetic schemes that reflect a cultural and racial pluralism. Entrenched in the literary concerns of the mid-twentieth century, Wide Sargasso Sea features a web of symbols and images that underlies its dream- like plot and informs its feverish snatches of dialogue. Delving into the psyche of her principal characters, Rhys examines their fragmented identities and unconscious fears, focusing on an inner world that mirrors the impressions of an evocative physical landscape. The tripartite structure of the novel, with its shifts in narrative voice and jumps through time and space, affords the book a complex, porous surface that differs markedly from the linear progression found in its nineteenth-century counterpart. Championed by postcolonial, feminist, and modernist critics alike, Wide Sargasso Sea struggles against dominant traditions and espouses the cause of the under-represented.


  Wide Sargasso Sea has generated heated debate among these literary critics, resisting easy categorization within the context of twentieth-century fiction. As a postcolonial work, the novel indicts England's exploitative colonial empire, aligning its sympathies with the plight of the black Caribbeans. However, Rhys's narrator—a white Creole—remains a step removed from racial oppression, and struggles primarily against the dictates of patriarchy. For this reason, the character is a touchstone for feminist theorists. That Wide Sargasso Sea is a rewriting of Jane Eyre—a text long upheld as a triumph of feminist liberalism—complicates the feminist debate. Rhys's text also invites psychoanalytic readings, through its experimentation with narrative and exploration of the unconscious. In its formal techniques and thematic sources, Rhys's novel incorporates modern and postmodern devices of fragmentation, while drawing, at times, on Romantic notions of sublimity, passion, and the supernatural.


  Plot Overview


  Antoinette's story begins when she is a young girl in early nineteenth- century Jamaica. The white daughter of ex-slave owners, she lives on a run-down plantation called Coulibri Estate. Five years have passed since her father, Mr. Cosway, reportedly drunk himself to death, his finances in ruins after the passage of the Emancipation Act of 1833, which freed black slaves and led to the demise of many white slave owners. Throughout Antoinette's childhood, hostility flares between the crumbling white aristocracy and the impoverished servants they employ.


  As a young girl, Antoinette lives at Coulibri Estate with her widowed mother, Annette, her sickly younger brother, Pierre, and gossiping servants who seem particularly attuned to their employers' misfortune and social disrepute. Antoinette spends her days in isolation. Her mother, a beautiful young woman who is ostracized by the Jamaican elite, spends little time with her, choosing to pace listlessly on the house's glacis (the covered balcony) instead of nurturing her child. Antoinette's only companion, Tia, the daughter of a servant, turns against her unexpectedly.


  One day, Antoinette is surprised to find a group of elegant visitors calling on her mother from Spanish Town, the island's version of a sophisticated metropolis. Among them is an English man named Mr. Mason who, after a short courtship, asks for Annette's hand in marriage. When Mr. Mason and Annette honeymoon in Trinidad, Antoinette and Pierre stay with their Aunt Cora in Spanish Town.


  In the interim, Mr. Mason has had the estate repaired and restored to it to its former grandeur, and has bought new servants. Discontent, however, is rising among the freed blacks, who protest one night outside the house. Bearing torches, they accidentally set the house on fire, and Pierre is badly hurt. As the family flees the house, Antoinette runs desperately towards Tia and her mother. Tia throws a jagged rock at Antoinette, cutting her forehead and drawing blood.


  The events of the night leave Antoinette dangerously ill for six weeks. She wakes to find herself in Aunt Cora's care. Pierre has died. Annette's madness, which has revealed itself gradually over the years, has fully surfaced after the trauma of the fire. When Antoinette visits her mother, who has been placed in the care of a black couple, she hardly recognizes the ghostlike figure she encounters. When Antoinette approaches, Annette violently flings her away.


  Antoinette then enrolls in convent school along with other young Creole girls. For several years, she lives at the school with the nuns, learning everything from proper ladylike deportment to the tortured histories of female saints. Antoinette's family has all but deserted her: Aunt Cora has moved to England for a year, while Mr. Mason travels for months away from Jamaica, visiting only occasionally.


  When Antoinette is seventeen, Mr. Mason announces on his visit that friends from England will be coming the following winter. He means to present Antoinette into society as a cultivated woman, fit for marriage. At this point, the end of Part One, Antoinette's narration becomes increasingly muddled, jumping from present- tense descriptions of her life in the convent to muddled recollections of past events.


  Antoinette's husband, an Englishman who remains nameless, narrates Part Two. After a wedding ceremony in Spanish Town, he and Antoinette honeymoon on one of the Windward Islands, at an estate that once belonged to Antoinette's mother. He begins to have misgivings about the marriage as they approach a town ominously called Massacre. He knows little of his new wife, having agreed to marry her days before, when Mr. Mason's son, Richard Mason, offered him £30,000 if he proposed. Desperate for money, he agreed to the marriage.


  When the couple arrives at Granbois, Antoinette's inherited estate, the man feels increasingly uncomfortable around the servants and his strange young wife. Hostility grows between the man and Christophine, Antoinette's surrogate mother and a servant who wields great power in the house. The man soon receives a menacing letter from Daniel Cosway, one of old Cosway's illegitimate children. Venomous in tone, letter warns of Antoinette's depravity, saying that she comes from a family of derelicts and has madness in her blood. After reading this letter, the man begins to detect signs of Antoinette's insanity.


  Antoinette, sensing that her husband hates her, asks Christophine for a magic love potion. Christophine grudgingly agrees. That night, when the man confronts Antoinette about her past, they argue passionately. He awakes the next morning believing he has been poisoned, and he later sleeps with the servant girl, Amelie, who helps him recover. Sitting in the next room, Antoinette hears everything.


  The next morning, Antoinette leaves for Christophine's. When she returns, she seems to be totally mad. Drunk and raving, she pleads with the man to stop calling her "Bertha," a name he has given her without explanation. Antoinette then bites her husband's arm, drawing blood. After she collapses and falls in bed, Christophine rails at him for his cruelty. That night, he decides to leave Jamaica with Antoinette.


  Antoinette narrates Part Three from England, where she is locked away in a garret room in her husband's house, under the watch of a servant, Grace Poole. A hidden captive, Antoinette has no sense of time or place; she does not even believe she is in England when Grace tells her so. Violent and frenzied, Antoinette draws a knife on her stepbrother, Richard Mason, when he visits her. Later she has no memory of the incident. Antoinette has a recurring dream about taking Grace's keys and exploring the house's downstairs quarters. In this dream, she lights candles and sets the house ablaze. One night, she wakes from this dream and feels she must act on it. The novel ends with Antoinette holding a candle and walking down from her upstairs prison.


  Character List


  
    Antoinette - The daughter of ex-slave owners and the story's principal character, based on the madwoman Bertha from Charlotte Brontë's gothic novel Jane Eyre. Antoinette is a sensitive and lonely young Creole girl who grows up with neither her mother's love nor her peers' companionship. In a convent school as a young woman, Antoinette becomes increasingly introspective and isolated, showing the early signs of her inherited emotional fragility. Her arranged marriage to an unsympathetic and controlling English gentleman exacerbates her condition and pushes her to fits of violence. Eventually her husband brings her to England and locks her in his attic, assigning a servant woman to watch over her. Delusional and paranoid, Antoinette awakes from a vivid dream and sets out to burn down the house.

  


  
    Annette - Antoinette's young and beautiful mother. Annette is the second wife first to Alexander Cosway and later to Mr. Mason. The white Jamaican women ostracize Annette because of her beauty and outsider status—she is originally from Martinique. A disembodied presence throughout the book, Annette shows signs of madness and melancholy in her daughter's earliest recollections. Often the subject of gossip, she feels abandoned, scared, and persecuted. After the fire, Mr. Mason leaves Annette in the care of a black couple who reportedly humiliate her and mock her condition. Annette dies when Antoinette is at the convent school.

  


  
    Rochester - Antoinette's English husband who, though never named in the novel, narrates at least a third of the story. Rochester, the youngest son of a wealthy Englishman, travels to the West Indies for financial independence, as his older brother will inherit his father's estate. When Rochester arrives in Spanish Town he comes down with a fever almost immediately. He is pressured into marrying Antoinette, although he has only just met her and knows nothing of her family. He soon realizes the mistake he has made when he and Antoinette honeymoon on one of the Windward Islands. Eventually, they abandon the Caribbean lifestyle Rochester has come to abhor. They move back to England, where he locks his deranged wife in an upstairs garret.

  


  
    Christophine - A servant given to Annette as a wedding present by her first husband, Alexander Cosway. Christophine, like her mistress, comes from Martinique and is therefore treated as an outsider by the Jamaican servant women. A wise and ageless figure, Christophine is loyal to both Annette and her daughter, and she exercises an unspoken authority within the household. Christophine practices obeah, a Caribbean black magic, with which she tries to help Antoinette regain first her husband's love and then her sanity.

  


  
    Mr. Mason - One of the elegant English visitors who visits Antoinette's mother at Coulibri Estate. Mr. Mason is a wealthy Englishman who comes to the West Indies to make money. Captivated by his second wife's beauty, he intends to become even more prosperous by restoring Coulibri. He is confident in his authority to control the servants, believing them harmless and lazy and dismissing his wife's fears of revolt. Mr. Mason effectively abandons Annette and her daughter after the fire.

  


  
    Aunt Cora - The widow of a prosperous slave owner. Aunt Cora lives alone in Spanish Town. Unlike Antoinette's own mother Annette, Cora nurtures and cares for Antoinette, and eventually enrolls her in a convent school. But eventually Cora, too, abandons Antoinette when she moves to England for a year. On her return, Cora tries to ensure Antoinette's financial independence by giving her a silk pouch and two of her treasured rings. Ill and in bed, Cora tells her niece that she does not trust Richard and that she fears that the Lord has forsaken them.

  


  
    Alexander Cosway - Antoinette's deceased father. Alexander Cosway was a debased ex-slave owner known for fathering illegitimate children, squandering the family's money, and drinking himself into a stupor. His family lived on Jamaica for several generations as detested plantation owners; according to his bastard child, Daniel, madness ran in their genes. By the time Mr. Cosway died, leaving his second wife and their two children on their own, the Emancipation Act had led to the ruin of his sugar plantation and the end of his fortune.

  


  
    Amelie - A young half-caste servant who accompanies Antoinette and her husband to Granbois. The lovely and cunning Amelie snickers at her newlywed employers with a sort of knowing contempt, using her thinly veiled amusement to unsettle them. When Antoinette slaps Amelie for an impudent comment, Amelie slaps Antoinette back, calling her a "white cockroach" and smiling suggestively at her husband. Later, Amelie feeds and comforts Antoinette's husband, then sleeps with him. When he offers Amelie a gift of money the following morning, she refuses it and announces that she is going to leave Massacre and go to Rio, where she will find rich, generous men.

  


  
    Sandi Cosway - One of Alexander Cosway's bastard children. Sandi helps his half-sister, Antoinette, when she is harassed on her way to school. Although Antoinette would like to call him "Cousin Sandi," Mr. Mason scolds her for acknowledging her black relatives. According to Daniel Cosway, Sandi is "more handsome than any white man" and is well received by polite white society. Daniel also suggests that Sandi and Antoinette were sexually involved as young children. Indeed, Antoinette's fragmented memory of a goodbye kiss with Sandi supports this possibility that the two may have been intimate at some point.

  


  
    Daniel Cosway - Another of Alexander Cosway's bastard chidren. Daniel writes a letter to Rochester that informs him of the madness that runs in Antoinette's family. The half-white, half-black Daniel is a racially split counterpart to the culturally split Antoinette.

  


  
    Richard Mason - Mr. Mason's son by his first marriage. After studying for several years in the Barbados, Richard moves to Spanish Town, where he negotiates Antoinette's marriage arrangements after his father's death. He persuades the nameless English gentleman to marry his stepsister, offering him £30,000 and rights over the girl's inheritance. Later, Richard visits the couple in England and hardly recognizes Antoinette as the madwoman locked in the attic. She flies at him in a delusional rage, cutting him with a secretly obtained knife.

  


  
    Tia - Maillotte's daughter and Antoinette's only childhood friend. At the water pool, Tia betrays Antoinette by taking her pennies and stealing her clothes. Tia's disloyalty manifests the allure and corrupting power of money in the text. Like Mr. Mason and Mr. Rochester, she appears to covet money more than a loving relationship, whether it be a childhood friendship or a marriage.

  


  
    Pierre - Antoinette's mentally and physically disabled younger brother. While not explicitly stated, it is suggested that Pierre's illness is a result of inbreeding and physical decline in the Cosway family. When the house at Coulibri is set on fire, Pierre is trapped in his burning room for some time, and he dies soon after.

  


  
    Mr. Luttrell - One of Annette Cosway's only friends after the death of her husband. Mr. Luttrell lives at Nelson's Rest, the estate that neighbors the Cosway home. Suffering financial hardship in the wake of the Emancipation Act, in sudden desperation he shoots his dog and swims out to sea, never to be seen again. Distant relatives finally reclaim Mr. Luttrell's abandoned estate.

  


  
    Baptiste - One of servants at Granbois, the overseer of the mansion. Baptiste is a dignified man of advanced age.

  


  
    Godfrey - One of the old Cosway servants who stays on after the master's death. Godfrey is considered a greedy and untrustworthy "rascal," at least in Annette's view. He makes constant allusions to death and damnation.

  


  
    Sass - One of the servants who has been at Coulibri for several years, ever since his mother abandoned him there as a child. Sass leaves the estate when Annette's money runs out, but he returns when Mr. Mason arrives. Annette distrusts Sass, believing him to be greedy and self-serving.

  


  
    Grace Poole - A woman who answers an advertisement placed by Mrs. Eff for a servant to look after the deranged Antoinette. Grace is promised twice as much as the other household servants as long as she keeps her mouth shut and guards Antoinette well. Sharing the same garret space with Antoinette, Grace drinks frequently, often falling asleep with the garret key in plain view of her captor and charge.

  


  
    Leah - The cook employed by Antoinette's husband. Leah is one of only three servants who know about the woman in the attic.

  


  
    Mrs. Eff - An incarnation of Mrs. Fairfax and the head housekeeper at Thornfield Hall. While Mrs. Eff never appears in the novel, Grace mentions her in her conversation with Leah.

  


  
    Mother St. Justine - The head instructor at the convent school. Mother St. Justine tells the girls about the lives of female saints, instructs them on manners and cleanliness, and teaches them how to be proper Christian ladies.

  


  
    Mannie - A groom. Mannie is one of the new servants who Mr. Mason brings to Coulibri.

  


  
    Maillotte - Like Christophine, a black servant who distinguishes herself by not being Jamaican. Maillotte is Tia's mother and Christophine's only friend.

  


  Analysis of Major Characters


  
    Antoinette


    The character of Antoinette derives from Charlotte Brontë's poignant and powerful depiction of a deranged Creole outcast in her gothic novel Jane Eyre. Rhys creates a prehistory for Bronte's character, tracing her development from a young solitary girl in Jamaica to a love-depraved lunatic in an English garret. By fleshing out Brontë's one-dimensional madwoman, Rhys enables us to sympathize with the mental and emotional decline of a human being. Antoinette is a far cry from the conventional female heroines of nineteenth- and even twentieth-century novels, who are often more rational and self-restrained (as is Jane Eyre herself). In Antoinette, by contrast, we see the potential dangers of a wild imagination and an acute sensitivity. Her restlessness and instability seem to stem, in some part, from her inability to belong to any particular community. As a white Creole, she straddles the European world of her ancestors and the Caribbean culture into which she is born.


    Left mainly to her own devices as a child, Antoinette turns inward, finding there a world that can be both peaceful and terrifying. In the first part of the novel we witness the development of a delicate child—one who finds refuge in the closed, isolated life of the convent. Her arranged marriage distresses her, and she tries to call it off, feeling instinctively that she will be hurt. Indeed, the marriage is a mismatch of culture and custom. She and her English husband, Mr. Rochester, fail to relate to one another; and her past deeds, specifically her childhood relationship with a half-caste brother, sullies her husband's view of her. An exile within her own family, a "white cockroach" to her disdainful servants, and an oddity in the eyes of her own husband, Antoinette cannot find a peaceful place for herself. Going far beyond the pitying stance taken by Bronte, Rhys humanizes "Bertha's" tragic condition, inviting the reader to explore Antoinette's terror and anguish.

  


  
    Christophine


    As a surrogate mother, Christophine introduces Antoinette to the black culture of the Caribbean and instills in her a sensitivity to nature and belief in the practices of obeah. Significantly, it is Christophine's voice that opens the novel, as she explains Annette's exclusion from Spanish Town society; Christophine is the voice of authority, the one who explains the world to Antoinette and explains Antoinette to the readers. With her words gliding from a French patois to a Jamaican dialect and back into English, her command of language corresponds with the power of her words and her ability to invoke magic. She seems omniscient, intimately linked with the natural and tropical world and attuned to animal and human behavior.


    Christophine, much like Antoinette and her mother, is an outsider. Coming from Martinique, she dresses and speaks differently from the Jamaican blacks. She is a servant, but, unlike the other black servants who live at Coulibri, she remains loyal to the Cosway women when the family's fortunes dwindle—an alliance at which the other servants sneer. Like Antoinette and her mother, Christophine becomes the subject of cruel household gossip, although she still commands some household respect because of her knowledge of magic.


    A wedding present from the old Mr. Cosway to Annette, Christophine is a commodified woman, but is still fiercely self-willed. She provides a contrast to Annette in that she exercises complete independence from men and implicitly distrusts their motives. When Mr. Rochester arrives at Granbois, he immediately senses Christophine's contempt, and he associates her with all that is perverse and foreign about his new Caribbean home and his indecipherable Creole wife. A threat to Rochester's English privilege and male authority, Christophine calmly monitors his attempts to assert dominance. She instructs Antoinette that "woman must have spunks to live in this wicked world." Christophine adopts an increasingly assertive role in protecting Antoinette when Rochester begins to challenge his wife's sanity. Ultimately, Christophine advises Antoinette to leave her increasingly cruel husband, citing her own independence as an example to emulate. Having had three children by three different fathers, Christophine remains unmarried, saying "I thank my God. I keep my money. I don't give it to no worthless man." Christophine's final confrontation with Rochester establishes her as Antoinette's more lucid spokeswoman.

  


  
    Mr. Rochester


    Mr. Rochester, Antoinette's young husband, narrates more than a third of the novel, telling, in his own words, the story of Antoinette's mental downfall. His arrival in Jamaica and his arranged marriage to Antoinette is prefigured in the first part of the novel by the appearance of Mr. Mason, another English aristocrat seeking his fortune through a Creole heiress. However, unlike Mason, Rochester remains nameless throughout the novel, referred to only as "that man" or "my husband." In a novel in which naming is so important, Rochester's anonymity underscores the implied authority of his account. He is the nameless creator and, as a white man, his authority and privilege allow him to confer identity on others. For instance, he decides to rename his wife, calling her "Bertha" in an attempt to distance her from her lunatic mother, whose full name was Antoinette. Later, he takes away Antoinette's voice along with her name, refusing to listen to her side of the story. As he continues to fragment her identity, he creates the new name of "Marionetta," a cruel joke that reflects Antoinette's doll-like pliability. He ultimately refashions Antoinette into a raving madwoman and treats her as a ghost. Having totally rejected his Creole wife and her native customs, Rochester exaggerates his own cool, logical, and distinctly English rationale; he asserts his total English control over the Caribbean landscape and people.


    Rochester's narration in Part Two reveals that he and his estranged wife are actually more similar than dissimilar. Both characters are essentially orphans, abandoned by their family members to fend for themselves. As the youngest son, Rochester legally inherits nothing from his father, who already favors the older child. Antoinette, who was persistently neglected by her mother in favor of her brother, Pierre, receives an inheritance that is tainted, at best. She is left with the burdens of a divided cultural identity, the hatred of the blacks, the contempt of the whites, and the responsibility of a dilapidated estate. Both Rochester and Antoinette struggle for some sense of place and identity, and enter the arranged marriage with apprehension and anxiety. Rhys creates further parallels between her two antagonists in their bouts with fever and their twinned experiences with dreamed or actual forests.

  


  Themes, Motifs & Symbols


  Themes


  The Oppression of Slavery and Entrapment


  The specter of slavery and entrapment pervades Wide Sargasso Sea. The ex-slaves who worked on the sugar plantations of wealthy Creoles figure prominently in Part One of the novel, which is set in the West Indies in the early nineteenth century. Although the Emancipation Act has freed the slaves by the time of Antoinette’s childhood, compensation has not been granted to the island’s black population, breeding hostility and resentment between servants and their white employers. Annette, Antoinette’s mother, is particularly attuned to the animosity that colors many employer-employee interactions.


  Enslavement shapes many of the relationships in Rhys’s novel—not just those between blacks and whites. Annette feels helplessly imprisoned at Coulibri Estate after the death of her husband, repeating the word “marooned” over and over again. Likewise, Antoinette is doomed to a form of enslavement in her love for and dependency upon her husband. Women’s childlike dependence on fathers and husbands represents a figurative slavery that is made literal in Antoinette’s ultimate physical captivity.


  The Complexity of Racial Identity


  Subtleties of race and the intricacies of Jamaica’s social hierarchy play an important role in the development of the novel’s main themes. Whites born in England are distinguished from the white Creoles, descendants of Europeans who have lived in the West Indies for one or more generations. Further complicating the social structure is the population of black ex-slaves who maintain their own kinds of stratification. Christophine, for instance, stands apart from the Jamaican servants because she is originally from the French Caribbean island of Martinique. Furthermore, there is a large mixed-race population, as white slave owners throughout the Caribbean and the Americas were notorious for raping and impregnating female slaves. Sandi and Daniel Cosway, two of Alexander Cosway’s illegitimate children, both occupy this middle ground between black and white society.


  Interaction between these racial groups is often antagonistic. Antoinette and her mother, however, do not share the purely racist views of other whites on the island. Both women recognize their dependence on the black servants who care for them, feeling a respect that often borders on fear and resentment. In this manner, power structures based on race always appear to be on the brink of reversal.


  The Link Between Womanhood, Enslavement, and Madness


  Womanhood intertwines with issues of enslavement and madness in Rhys’s novel. Ideals of proper feminine deportment are presented to Antoinette when she is a girl at the convent school. Two of the other Creole girls, Miss Germaine and Helene de Plana, embody the feminine virtues that Antoinette is to learn and emulate: namely, beauty, chastity and mild, even-tempered manners. Mother St. Justine’s praises of the “poised” and “imperturbable” sisters suggest an ideal of womanhood that is at odds with Antoinette’s own hot and fiery nature. Indeed, it is Antoinette’s passion that contributes to her melancholy and implied madness.


  Rhys also explores her female characters’ legal and financial dependence on the men around them. After the death of her first husband, Antoinette’s mother sees her second marriage as an opportunity to escape from her life at Coulibri and regain status among her peers. For the men in the novel, marriage increases their wealth by granting them access to their wives’ inheritance. In both cases, womanhood is synonymous with a kind of childlike dependence on the nearest man. Indeed, it is this dependence that precipitates the demise of both Antoinette and Annette. Both women marry white Englishmen in the hopes of assuaging their fears as vulnerable outsiders, but the men betray and abandon them.


  Motifs


  Madness


  Madness in Wide Sargasso Sea is intricately linked with images of heat, fire, and female sexuality. Madness is Antoinette’s inheritance: her father was mad, according to his bastard son Daniel, as was her mother, Annette. Antoinette’s upbringing and environment exacerbate her inherited condition, as she feels rejected and displaced, with no one to love her. She becomes paranoid and solitary, prone to vivid dreams and violent outbursts. It is significant that women like Antoinette and her mother are the most susceptible to madness, pushed as they are into childlike servitude and feminine docility. Their madness consigns them to live invisible, shameful lives. The predominance of insanity in the novel forces us to question whose recollections are trustworthy. The fragmented memory of a madwoman like Antoinette opens up the possibility for alternate stories and imagined realities.


  Disease and Decline


  In the Caribbean portrayed in the novel, an atmosphere of sickness reflects the perverse and unnatural subjugation of blacks by whites and of women by men. Repression explodes into fevers, fits, and madness, so that the body says what the mouth cannot. Both Antoinette and Rochester suffer near-fatal fevers, as if to mark their feelings of persecution and fear of the outside world.


  Images of disease, rot, and illness also suggest the moral and financial decline of Antoinette’s family. Disease works as a kind of moral retribution, in that the Cosway family, after generations of abuse, inherits a legacy of alcoholism, madness, and deformity (the young boy Pierre is degenerate). Antoinette naïvely believes her family’s cure lies abroad, in England. On the night of the fire, she leans over the crib of her sleeping brother to assure him that, once Mr. Mason takes them to England, he will “be cured, made like other people.” However, England offers no cure, as Antoinette herself further deteriorates when she is there.


  Death


  Death seemingly hovers over Antoinette’s every moment. One of the first memories she recounts from her childhood is that of her mother’s poisoned horse, lying dead in the heat and swarming with flies. This image creates a mood of sinister anticipation and points to an evil undercurrent haunting Coulibri. The death of the horse also foreshadows the deaths of Pierre, Antoinette’s mother, Aunt Cora, and Mr. Mason, all of which leave Antoinette without a family. So attuned to death’s presence in her childhood tale, Antoinette foreshadows her own violent end.


  At Coulibri, allusions to zombies and ghosts further contribute to the eerie mood. Christophine’s supernatural tales, drawn from voodoo legends, share Antoinette’s fascination with death. Antoinette incorporates these superstitions, using a stick as a protective talisman and believing that her mother has become a zombie—a body without a soul. It is Antoinette’s faith in an invisible world that accounts for her peculiar preoccupation with death.


  Magic and Incantation


  In his decision to take Antoinette away from Jamaica, Rochester bitterly thinks to himself, “No more false heavens. No more damned magic.” The Windward Islands, where Granbois is located, are home to the magical, syncretic religions of their black inhabitants. Christophine’s unique powers, which command respect from her peers, derive from her expertise in obeah practices and her knowledge in casting spells. Antoinette incorporates Christophine’s superstitious beliefs, leading her to read signs and symbols in the natural world. On the night of the fire, for instance, Antoinette shrinks in horror when she sees her mother’s parrot burn alive, believing it is bad luck to kill a parrot or watch one die. This knowledge of magic is Antoinette’s one source of power and independence.


  Fire


  Fires recur throughout the novel, representing destruction, damnation, and smoldering passions. In Part One, Antoinette describes the fire that burned down Coulibri Estate and triggered her mother’s collapse into madness. In Part Two, Rochester describes the use of candles at night, paying particular attention to the moths that burn themselves in the flames. These descriptions not only recall the grotesque death of Annette’s bird, but they also mirror Antoinette’s perverse fascination with fire and foreshadow her own tragic end.


  Symbols


  Birds


  Coco, Annette’s pet parrot, enacts Antoinette’s own doom. With his wings clipped by Mr. Mason—notably, an Englishman—the bird is shackled and maimed, mirroring Antoinette’s own flightless dependency. As Antoinette recalls, “[Coco] made an effort to fly down but his clipped wings failed him and he fell screeching. He was all on fire.” This passage presages the apocalyptic dream that ends the novel, including Antoinette’s fiery fall from the attic. As omens and warnings, birds invite Antoinette to invest meaning and significance in the natural world. When she sees a cock crowing alongside Christophine’s house, Antoinette thinks, “That is for betrayal, but who is the traitor?” As with the parrot, the appearance of the cock portends danger.


  Forests and Trees


  Antoinette’s recurring forest dream introduces a cool, dark, unknown landscape that contrasts sharply with Jamaica’s colorful brightness. A nightmare that is also a premonition, the dream takes place among “tall dark trees” that lead to an enclosed stone garden. Following a sinister and faceless man, Antoinette finds herself in a foreign place that portends her future captivity in England. Another forest omen resides in the name of the honeymoon estate, Granbois, which translates into “great forest.” Like Antoinette’s dream, this name foretells her move to the cold forests of England. It is here at Granbois that her husband loses himself in the woods, stumbling upon the haunting ruins of a stone house. Rochester’s eerie experience in the forest echoes his wife’s dream; in fact, it provides the second half of her nightmarish prediction. In the forest, he seems to be gazing upon the consequences of his own actions: a ruined house in the woods, a clear image of his English estate that will be burned and abandoned.


  The Garden


  Antoinette compares the garden at Coulibri Estate to the biblical Garden of Eden, with its luxurious excess and lost innocence. In her own words, the garden has “gone wild,” assaulting the senses with its brilliant colors, pungent odors, and tangling overgrowth. The flowers look vaguely sinister; Antoinette describes one orchid as being “snaky looking,” recalling the biblical fall and man’s decline into greed and sensuality. The decadent Creole lifestyle as portrayed in the novel—predicated upon exploitation, wealth, and ease—finds its natural counterpart in the fallen garden.


  Summary & Analysis


  Part One, Section One


  Summary


  Antoinette and her family do not fit in with the white people in Spanish Town. According to Christophine, the Jamaican ladies do not approve of Antoinette's mother, Annette, because she is too beautiful and young for her husband, and because she comes from Martinique (which was then a French colony, whereas Jamaica was an English colony). When Antoinette asks her mother why so few people visit them at Coulibri Estate since her father's death, her mother makes excuses about the road being bad and travel being difficult.


  Annette's only friend is a neighbor named Mr. Luttrell, who suddenly and mysteriously shoots his dog and swims out to sea, never to return. His house is abandoned, and his tragedy incites widespread gossip. Annette, who has little money and whose clothes become increasingly shabby, rides her horse every day even though the servants jeer at her. One day, Antoinette finds her mother's horse lying dead under a tree. Godfrey, a servant, confirms that the animal has been poisoned.


  A doctor from Spanish Town comes to check on Pierre, Antoinette's disabled younger brother. After the doctor's visit, Antoinette's mother is suddenly changed: She never leaves the house but walks up and down the glacis, or verandah, in plain view of the laughing servants. As her mother grows stranger and more distant, Antoinette spends time in their overgrown garden. She also visits with the servant, Christophine, who sings her songs from her island home of Martinique.


  The other women from the bayside are terrified of Christophine, who reportedly has magic powers. When Antoinette asks her mother about Christophine, Annette replies that Christophine was a wedding present from Antoinette's father, and that she has been with them a long time. Annette assures her daughter that Christophine has her reasons for staying with them, and that her presence has protected them in many ways. When Antoinette reminds her mother that the servants Godfrey and Sass stayed with them after her father's death, her mother snaps at her, saying that Sass would leave them any day and that Godfrey is a deceitful and lazy rascal. Antoinette begins to worry that Christophine might leave them. She then fans her mother, who looks tired and ragged, but her mother turns away and asks to be left alone.


  Analysis


  Narrated by Antoinette, Part One of Wide Sargasso Sea focuses on her childhood at Coulibri after the death of her father, Alexander Cosway. Antoinette's vague and fragmentary memories focus on glimpses of tropical landscape, descriptions of her mother, and examples of her childhood isolation. Racial tensions and the disapproval of the white Jamaican ladies pervade these memories. Danger lurks in all of these scenes; in fact, the novel begins with the explicit warning, "when trouble comes, close ranks." Rhys sets a tone of eerie silence in this West Indian landscape—the calm before the storm of racial violence.


  In a state of disrepair and decay, the Coulibri Estate represents the downfall of the colonial empire and the aftermath of its exploitative reign in the West Indies. The bizarre tale about Mr. Luttrell speaks to the mood of apprehension among the island's whites, who fear the revenge of the black ex-slaves. Antoinette, as the narrator, seems particularly preoccupied with morbidity and decay. The text is replete with images of death and rotting, such as the flies that hover over the carcass of Annette's poisoned horse.


  Religious symbols and imagery also dominate the novel's opening passages. Godfrey constantly speaks about a Lord who makes no distinction between blacks and whites. Remembering the garden, Antoinette compares it to the Garden of Eden in the Bible. Like Eden, Antoinette's garden is a symbol of corrupted innocence: it has given itself over to wildness and a savage overgrowth that marks the entire estate. It is in this atmosphere of impurity and decay that Antoinette and her mother become increasingly isolated and misanthropic.


  Antoinette and her mother are complete outsiders in their community, not unlike Christophine. Like Christophine, Annette is a foreigner in Jamaica, having lived in Martinique; she wears the French Caribbean fashions that other Jamaican women avoid. Antoinette feels as estranged as her mother when others call her a "white cockroach" and when Tia accuses her and her family of not being like "real white people." Accepted by neither white nor black society, Antoinette feels great shame.


  Part One, Section Two


  Summary


  The main figures in Antoinette's life are her mother, Pierre, Christophine, Godfrey, and the servant boy, Sass, who does, indeed leave them as Antoinette's mother had predicted. One day, a little girl follows Antoinette, calling her a "white cockroach" and singing "go away." Antoinette seeks refuge near the old wall at the end of the garden, and she moves up against its mossy surface. Christophine finds her after several hours and takes her home. The next morning, Maillotte, Christophine's friend, brings her daughter, Tia, to play with Antoinette. The two girls start meeting every morning and walking together to the bathing pool, where they play until midday. Antoinette's mother never asks where she has been.


  Tia sees the pennies that Christophine has given Antoinette, and she bets three pennies that Antoinette cannot turn a somersault under water. Antoinette turns the somersault, but comes up choking, so Tia takes the pennies anyway. The girls trade insults, Antoinette calling Tia a cheat and Tia calling Antoinette's family poor and trashy. When Antoinette's back is turned, Tia disappears, taking her friend's clothes and leaving her own dirty dress in their place. Antoinette puts on her friend's dress and walks home, feeling sick and angry.


  When Antoinette arrives at the house, she is surprised to find visitors—two young ladies and a gentleman. Filled with shame and awed by their beautiful clothes, Antoinette runs to her room and hides until she hears them leave. When she emerges from her room, her mother questions her about her dress and, learning it belongs to Tia, orders Christophine to burn it. Christophine finds no clean dresses for Antoinette to change into, and is able to come up with only an old muslin one. As Christophine cleans and dresses Antoinette, she tells Antoinette that the recent visitors are new neighbors, relatives of old Mr. Luttrell. Distrustful of these new people, Christophine calls them "trouble."


  That evening, Antoinette's mother will not even look in her direction, which convinces Antoinette that her mother is ashamed of her. After having a nightmare about being chased in a forest, Antoinette awakes crying, and her mother scolds her for waking her brother. The next morning, Antoinette senses that their lives are about to change. Her mother somehow finds the money to buy pink and white muslin, and she has new dresses made for herself and for Antoinette. Animated and lively, Annette rides her borrowed horse every day and returns in the evening, tired from various social functions. Antoinette spends little time at the house during the day. She explores areas of the Coulibri Estate that she has never seen, preferring her solitude to the company of people.


  Analysis


  Persecution and refuge figure prominently in this section, most notably when Antoinette describes being followed by a young black girl who sings, "go away white cockroach, go away." Insulting refrains such as this one become lodged in Antoinette's mind and resurface in her adult life. She becomes paranoid about being followed, watched, and tracked—a fear that haunts her forest dream. Feeling persecuted, she seeks refuge from the cruel world of human beings by surrounding herself in nature's fold, curling up against the velvety moss wall of the family's garden and trying to disappear. Antoinette is fascinated with nature and is very attuned to its presence. As her elaborate descriptions suggest, nature is a central character in the story, and perhaps her only friend.


  Tia's betrayal of Antoinette when they bet pennies emphasizes the importance of money and currency in the novel's central relationships. The pennies serve as a symbol of capitalism, though ironically they are gifts from Christophine—a figure seemingly far removed from such capitalism. The fact that Tia envies Antoinette's pennies, and even betrays her friend to obtain them, reveals Tia's acceptance of white ideals and the capitalist system. Money symbolizes the altered—even degraded—values of the island people, and it accounts for the kind of corrupted innocence that Antoinette recognizes in the family garden. As white people who do not have money, Antoinette and her mother can no longer command the respect of the black community, in which gold purchases allegiance. When Antoinette and Tia exchange clothing, their roles are symbolically reversed; without money, Antoinette is no longer entitled to the nicer clothing of a white Creole girl. Annette feels shame when she looks at her shabby daughter, because Antoinette represents, in that moment, the extent to which the Cosway family has fallen in social rank.


  According to Christophine, the new white families who move into Mr. Luttrell's old estate bring trouble to their lives. These families further upset a tenuous social balance by highlighting the difference between prosperous English whites and poor, powerless white Creoles. Antoinette's forest dream and the heavy footsteps that she hears behind her represent the approach of new English colonials, who have come to the islands to make their wealth and to reap the rewards from the old slave owners' misfortunes. While her mother begins to re- emerge herself in this propertied society, Antoinette spends less and less time at Coulibri, feeling unsettled and apprehensive about the new arrivals.


  Part One, Section Three


  Summary


  Antoinette serves as bridesmaid when her mother weds Mr. Mason in Spanish Town. She sees smiling white guests, whom she has overheard earlier at Coulibri Estate condemning Mr. Mason's choice of bride. These guests called Antoinette's mother a penniless widow, whose first husband was a drunken lecher and whose children are either odd or idiotic—although the guests do concede that Annette is a beautiful dancer. Antoinette remembers overhearing that Mr. Mason only came to the West Indies to make money.


  While her mother honeymoons in Trinidad, Antoinette and her brother stay with their Aunt Cora in Spanish Town. When they all return to Coulibri, the place looks pristine and dignified. Mr. Mason employs new servants, whom Antoinette fears for their talk of Christophine's obeah (voodoo) practices; they speak of blood, curses, and death.


  After a year of marriage, Annette and Mr. Mason begin to argue about whether to leave Coulibri. Annette pleads with her husband to move because she feels hated at the Estate. He laughs, assuring her that the servants are harmless, that the blacks are too lazy to be threatening. As Antoinette explains later, Mr. Mason, an Englishman, cannot understand Creole fears and apprehensions.


  One night on the glacis, Annette and Aunt Cora tell Mr. Mason that Coulibri is no longer safe, and that they must leave immediately. Again, however, he dismisses their worries. Antoinette goes to bed and awaits Christophine's goodnight, but Christophine does not come. Frightened, Antoinette wishes she still believed in her magic stick, a shingle that served as her protective talisman. She awakes in the middle of the night when her mother rushes in and orders her downstairs to the drawing room.


  Downstairs, Mr. Mason tries to calm the gathering household. When he opens the door to the glacis, a roar of angry voices fills the room. Black servants congregate outside, beneath the glacis, and throw rocks at Mr. Mason when he tries to pacify them. As Annette frets over whether to leave Pierre sleeping, the servant Mannie notices smoke emerging from the children's rooms. Annette immediately runs to rescue her son, returning with Pierre in her arms and her hair partially burned. Annette had trusted Pierre to Myra's care, but the servant had left to join the protest outside. Just as Annette had feared, her servants have been disloyal—even dangerous—and she screams at Mr. Mason for his naïve trust in the blacks.


  With the house in flames, the family rushes out onto the glacis to the roars of the assembled crowd. Annette, however, stays inside in order to rescue her parrot, Coco. Mr. Mason struggles with Annette, finally dragging her outside to the horses that their groom, Mannie, has prepared for a speedy escape. Suddenly, the screaming stops and Antoinette looks up to see her mother's parrot fall off the glacis railing, ablaze and attempting to fly on wings that Mr. Mason had clipped. The bird falls to a fiery death as the stunned rioters begin to disband. Scrambling to enter the carriage, the family is stopped by an angry servant, but Aunt Cora curses him and he steps aside. Turning back to look at the house, Antoinette sees Tia and Maillotte; she runs to them, hoping to stay with them at Coulibri. Tia throws a jagged rock at Antoinette, who stares at her old friends in horror as blood pours from her forehead.


  Analysis


  The wedding scene is one of many instances of overhearing and overseeing in the novel. By quoting bits of overheard conversation, Antoinette allows us to see her and her mother as others see them. The women at the wedding condemn the family as strange, talking of a six-foot snake they saw at the house—a symbol of the evil that resides at Coulibri.


  This section also introduces us to Mr. Mason's prejudices about the blacks of the West Indies, as well as his miscomprehension of the Creole position. In the somewhat upturned Caribbean world, the servants are in control while Creole whites like the Cosways live in fear. Mr. Mason, however, misjudges the ex- slaves as harmless and childlike, and he is supremely confident that, as a white Englishman, he is safe from all harm. He cannot understand how his wife feels subject to the very people she is meant to control.


  Antoinette and her mother, by contrast, have a very instinctive awareness of the rising animosity among the servants. They sense rage and danger all around, as Antoinette feels that that the "the sky and sea were on fire"—an ominous description that foreshadows the burning of the house. Indeed, on the night of the fire, Antoinette has an unsettling premonition of evil. Superstitious and greatly influenced by Christophine's lore, Antoinette yearns for her protective stick and thinks of her nurse's warning "that the glacis was not a good place when night was coming." Such superstitions reveal Antoinette's integration into her black Caribbean surroundings. Raised by Christophine, Antoinette shares the older woman's obeah sensibilities and, as a child, sees everything around her as living. This worldview contrasts sharply with the rational, logical, and scientific thinking of a man like Mr. Mason, who does not believe that the servants are a threat until they literally run him out of his house on the night of the fire.


  The episode with Annette's parrot, Coco, symbolically mimics the life of Annette and her daughter. The bird symbolizes the bound captivity of both mother and daughter—the figurative clipping of their feathers by insensitive English husbands who see them as threatening free spirits. Coco's fall from the burning glacis prefigures Antoinette's fall from the battlements of Rochester's English home.


  Furthermore, the question of identity arises when Antoinette runs from the house and sees her reflection in Tia's face. Just as parallels are made between the mother figures Annette and Christophine, so are Antoinette and Tia paired as closed friends, even sisters. Annette and Antoinette, seeking to define themselves, often look at their respective counterparts as reflections. When Tia throws the rock at Antoinette, she shatters the reflected image. This act metaphorically represents Antoinette's movement away from her black childhood and her eventual emergence into the white Creole world of Spanish Town.


  Part One, Section Four


  Summary


  Antoinette wakes from a six-week long fever and finds herself in Spanish Town, under Aunt Cora's care. Antoinette's brother, Pierre, has died from the fire, and her mother is living in the country. When Antoinette visits her mother with Christophine, Antoinette can barely recognize her. When Antoinette approaches her mother, Annette violently thrusts her away.


  Antoinette enrolls in a convent school in Spanish Town. On the way to school her first day, two adolescent bullies follow and taunt her, saying she as is crazy as her mother, and threatening to hurt her. Suddenly, from across the street, a tall boy runs to protect Antoinette—a boy whom she recognizes as Sandi, her half-brother and one of her father's illegitimate children. Sandi sends Antoinette's tormentors running. When Antoinette enters the school, she collapses in tears. Kindly nuns rush to comfort her, placing her in the custody of a fellow student, the beautiful Louise de Plana.


  Antoinette spends her time at the convent cross-stitching and learning about female saints from Mother St. Justine. Lessons inculcate the ideals of cleanliness and virtuous womanhood, and Mother St. Justine frequently cites Louise de Plana as an exemplar of beauty and grace. Antoinette often thinks of her mother, but knows nothing of her mother's condition. No one reports to Antoinette about her mother's well being: Christophine has left the family to live with her son, Aunt Cora has moved to England for a year, and Mr. Mason has begun traveling extensively abroad. As a resident of the convent, Antoinette adapts to the monotonous daily routine of meals, lessons, and prayer.


  About every eighteen months, Mr. Mason visits Antoinette, bearing lavish gifts of clothes and jewelry. When she is seventeen, he announces on his visit that she will leave the convent to live with him and present herself to society. After this visit, Antoinette has a second dream about a forest, although this time she follows the faceless man in her dream rather than run from him. This man leads her into a garden and up some steps, as she resists and cries. When Antoinette wakes from the dream, she is shivering with fear and tells a concerned nun that she dreamed of hell. The kind nun gives her hot chocolate. As Antoinette drinks, she thinks of her mother's funeral, which occurred over a year ago; only she, Mr. Mason, and Christophine attended. Antoinette's thoughts of her mother merge with fragments of her nightmare.


  Analysis


  The sudden opening of the narrative, six weeks after the night of the fire, suggests that Antoinette has been in a timeless, empty delirium. The narrative becomes increasingly fragmented as the story progresses, suggesting Antoinette's inability to follow an orderly, linear, "western" notion of timekeeping. Time seems to pass more organically for Antoinette. Raised by the ageless naturalist, Christophine, Antoinette is attuned to the seasons, with little grasp on concrete realities of time and place. Rather, Antoinette's consciousness travels freely and openly from one associative thought to the next, integrating scents and sounds.


  Aunt Cora's care of Antoinette is a rare instance of family nurturing, and one of the few times Antoinette receives maternal care from anyone other than her nurse, Christophine. This maternal care ends, however, when Aunt Cora sends Antoinette away to school. Seemingly rejected on all sides, Antoinette enters the convent reluctantly, but finds, within its cold, thick walls, a refuge from the harsh world outside. When Antoinette enters the convent crying, a nun washes her face, an act symbolizing ritual purification. In this world of women, the forces of patriarchy and racial hatred cannot harm Antoinette. Numbed by the routines of her "safe" Christian environment, she retreats into herself and forgets her past, rarely thinking of her mother or Coulibri. Antoinette appears to have found her ultimate peace in her family of "mothers," or nuns.


  Just as Antoinette is settling into this lifestyle, the world of male negotiation disrupts her peace. Mr. Mason attempts to cajole his stepdaughter with gifts of clothing and jewelry, using money to manipulate her into his marriage scheme. He sees Antoinette primarily as an opportunity to do business with other white gentlemen. Always attuned to the impending evil that surrounds her, Antoinette has the forest dream again, although this time it is more elaborate—as if to suggest that her danger is more imminent.


  Part Two, Section One


  Summary


  Immediately after their wedding in Jamaica, Rochester and Antoinette spend several weeks in the Windward Islands at a small estate that belonged to Antoinette's mother, Annette, located near a town called Massacre. As they travel from Massacre to the honeymoon, they are caught in a downpour, driving Rochester, Antoinette, and a half-caste servant named Amelie to take shelter under a mango tree.


  Antoinette recognizes a black woman named Caroline standing outside a hut on the far side of the road. Ignoring Rochester's protestations, Antoinette bolts across the street in the rain. He watches her critically and questions his hasty decision to marry a woman about whom he knows nothing. Only a month after arriving in Jamaica—three weeks of which Rochester spends in bed with fever—he finds himself with a Creole wife.


  Antoinette returns to the tree where Rochester waits. She invites him to join her in her friend Caroline's house, but he refuses. Finally, the rain stops and the caravan continues on its way to Antoinette's family estate, called Granbois. Ill at ease in the strange tropical climate, Rochester concludes that "everything is too much"—too lush, too green, too fragrant. He reflects on the financial transaction that precipitated his marriage: the £30,000 that was unquestioningly paid to him. This money allows Rochester to be independent of his father and older brother in England and saves him from financial disgrace.


  When they arrive at Granbois, Rochester finds the house awkward and run-down. Antoinette introduces him to the many servants, whom she greets with warmth and enthusiasm. Among the servants are Christophine, Antoinette's old nurse; Baptiste, a dignified man; and Hilda, Baptiste's perpetually giggling daughter. At his first sight of Christophine, Rochester feels her distrust.


  Antoinette then leads Rochester through the empty, neglected rooms. He finds a refuge in his private dressing room, which formerly belonged to Mr. Mason. After viewing Granbois, Rochester drafts a letter to his father, assuring him that "all is well and has gone according to [his father's] plan" regarding the marriage transaction.


  Analysis


  Antoinette's husband remains nameless throughout Wide Sargasso Sea, but readers of Jane Eyre will recognize him as one of Brontë's characters, Rochester. Based on Brontë's hero, the English gentleman narrates almost the entirety of Part Two, giving voice to his perspective on the marriage with Antoinette and the events that lead him to lock her inhumanely in the attic. Rochester's villainous actions, while never condoned, are at least somewhat explained by his own suffering, confusion, and feelings of alienation.


  Part Two opens with the ominous statement, "So it was all over." Hardly the words of a giddy newlywed, these first lines betray Rochester's immediate apprehensions regarding his hasty marriage to a woman whom he hardly knows. From his perspective, we see the idiosyncrasies of his Creole bride and the strangeness of the lush and wild tropical landscape. The trip away from Spanish Town and the honeymoon to a remote Windward Island reflects a movement away from the more colonial and "civilized" areas of the Caribbean to a more remote, pristine area of the West Indies, where nature dominates human affairs and views. As they move away from Spanish Town, Rochester's privilege as a white Englishman diminishes; he becomes an alien outsider, outnumbered by a community that is indifferent and hostile. His feeling of being watched in this section mirrors Antoinette's own paranoid fears in Part One. Here, Rochester, too, reads contempt in the faces of the black servants.


  Rochester searches for traces of England in the strange world around him: he compares the red tropical land to parts of England, and finds books by Byron and Scott on the bookshelf. He tries to imagine his wife as a young English girl in an attempt to comfort himself in his decision to marry her. When Antoinette hands him a drink of water, Rochester imagines that "looking up smiling, she might have been any pretty English girl." He already wonders about the truth of her pure English descent, marveling at her interactions with the black servants and silently disapproving of her refusal to assert rank with them. He feels physically uncomfortable in the hot climate of the Indies: although mostly recovered from his fever, he still imagines that the green hills are closing in around him. From the outset of his story, Rochester often feels antagonized by a natural landscape that he associates with his wife and her Creole background.


  As a small estate passed from mother to daughter, Granbois represents the Cosway women's inheritance. Significantly, it is far removed from Spanish Town, the white nexus of power in the West Indies. More intimately linked with the natural world and the Afro-Caribbean culture of magic, the Creole women in the Cosway family find their home on the outskirts of the colonial outposts. Necessarily, Rochester is an outsider in such a place. Even its very name, Granbois, which means "great forest," contributes to its atmosphere of isolation and mystery. As an allusion to Antoinette's recurring forest nightmare, the name foretells of violence and danger. That Granbois is located near the ominous-sounding Massacre further enhances its sense of threat.


  Part Two, Section Two


  Summary


  Rochester recalls his brief courtship with Antoinette, when he played the part of an admiring suitor although he felt no love at all. No one seemed to detect the falsehood except the black servants. Rochester remembers little of the actual wedding ceremony except for the cold marble of the church and the corresponding chill in Antoinette's hand. At the party afterward, the servant women eyed him with cold suspicion.


  Rochester dozes off with these memories and then wakes to dine with his wife, who has dressed elegantly for dinner. All through the meal, Rochester is struck by Antoinette's beauty. Moths and beetles continually fly into the candle flames and burn to death as the couple eats. Antoinette asks Rochester about England, referring to a Creole woman's claim that London "is like a cold dark dream." The couple argues about which place is more "unreal" and "dreamlike," England or the West Indies. After dinner, Antoinette and Rochester take a moonlit walk on the veranda. She tells him about one frightful night she spent at Granbois as a girl, when she awoke to find two huge rats staring at her from her windowsill.


  The next morning, Christophine serves Rochester and Antoinette breakfast in bed. Rochester complains to Antoinette about Christophine's blunt, aggressive manner of speaking, but Antoinette defends her. Rochester then reaches over to touch the petals of a pink rose, which drop from the plant as he comments on the short life of beautiful things.


  Several weeks of fine weather pass, and Rochester begins to forget his misgivings. He spends his days at the bathing pool, and in the afternoons Antoinette joins him. The couple watches the sunset every evening from a thatched shelter. Antoinette describes the history of Granbois, praising its overseer, Baptiste, who is a native of the island. Rochester knows better than to voice his distrust of the servants whom his wife so ardently protects.


  At night, Rochester often lies awake looking at Antoinette. Sometimes she awakes and whispers tales of her unhappy childhood. In the daylight hours, she is happy and playful, looking in the mirror and singing Christophine's songs. At night, however, Antoinette talks about death and tells Rochester that, if he told her to die, his words would kill her. She submits to him sexually and begins to hunger for sex as much as he. Afterward, Antoinette seems more lost, crying when Rochester whispers, "You are safe." He feels no real tenderness for her, only lust, and he tries to ignore her morbid preoccupations and her naïve incomprehension of a world beyond the islands.


  Summary


  In this section, dreams and deceptions muddle reality, forcing us to ask what is real and what is not. Both feelings and the physical landscape deceive. At the wedding, deceit reigns, as Rochester feigns his love for Antoinette. He fools everyone except the servants with his mask of congeniality, love, and admiration. Like these feelings, the physical landscape is false, at least for Rochester. When he and Antoinette argue about which land is more "real," England or the West Indies, he says that the West Indies is a dreamlike and unreal place. He feels like a zombie or sleepwalker in this land, much like Antoinette's own mother during her final days at Coulibri. Reality seems elusive and ungrounded, tangled with dreams and deceit.


  Animals and plants dominate the imagery of this section, a glimpse of the natural world that offers insight into Rhys's principal characters. Antoinette's story about rats, for example, manifests her fear of being watched and followed. The repeated images of petals falling from blooming flowers reflect the fragility of Antoinette's beauty and the quick collapse that one careless touch might cause. The moths and beetles that fly into the candle flames during the couple's first dinner at Granbois recall the feverish state of both characters: both Rochester and Antoinette have suffered near-fatal fevers in the past, as if to represent their emotional volatility and their inability to cope with a strange and menacing outside world. These images of death by fire also echo Coco the parrot's fate at Coulibri and presage Antoinette's own death at the close of the novel.


  Antoinette and Rochester both appear overwhelmed by the lush tropical world. Rochester, who is not used to the powerful sights and scents of a living natural environment, feels particularly assaulted by its onslaught. The night, with its bright stars and fragrant flowers, operates to heighten the mood of mystery and sensuality that marks the couple's first nights together. As they begin to hunger for one another physically, Rochester and Antoinette succumb to the powerful and primitive atmosphere of their isolated surroundings. Sexually free, Antoinette also feels emotionally free as she explores her inner gloom. It is only at night that Antoinette whispers her secret sadness to her husband, hiding behind the safety of darkness.


  Part Two, Section Three


  Summary


  Rochester receives a note from a man named Daniel Cosway, one of Alexander Cosway's bastard children. The note informs Rochester of Antoinette's depraved background: her father was a detestable, wicked slave owner and her mother a spoilt woman who died a dangerous lunatic. Daniel Cosway writes that he considers it his Christian duty to warn Rochester about his new wife. Daniel advises Rochester to visit him in the nearby town of Massacre.


  After reading the letter at the bathing pool, Rochester walks back to the house, sweating and trembling, and he crushes an orchid along the way. He overhears Amelie and his wife arguing. When Amelie makes a snide comment about Rochester, Antoinette slaps her; the two fight until Rochester intervenes, and then Amelie leaves the room, singing about a "white cockroach." In her anger, Antoinette tears up a bed sheet with scissors.


  When Christophine enters, Antoinette asks her if what Amelie has said is indeed true—that Christophine is leaving. Christophine confirms that she is going to work with her son, leaving the estate and its unfriendly master. Amelie reenters the room, smiling mischievously at Rochester, but Christophine threatens Amelie. After both servants exit, Antoinette tries to explain to her husband how painful it is to be rejected by both the blacks and the English, but he cannot understand.


  Later that day, as Rochester walks in the forest, he begins to think that his father, his brother, and Richard Mason have deliberately tricked him into marrying a lunatic, that "they all knew." As he prepares to head home, he encounters a girl who screams at the sight of him and runs away. Left alone in the chilly and dark forest, Rochester loses his way. Finally, Baptiste appears and leads Rochester back, dismissing his questions about zombies and the seemingly haunted road. Finding Antoinette's door bolted, Rochester goes to his room, where he drinks alone, reading a chapter on obeah in a book called The Glittering Coronet of Isles.


  Analysis


  The introduction of Daniel Cosway deepens Rhys's exploration of inherited suffering. With a white father and a black mother, Daniel represents the racially split counterpart to Antoinette's culturally split identity; he is even more dramatically torn between the races than his fully white sister. Like Antoinette, whose mother disowns and rejects her, Daniel is also rejected, as a bastard son. He also suffers the indignities of his parentage and is powerless to change his inherited stigma. As rejected children, Daniel and Antoinette share their sense of isolation, displacement, and anger.


  Although Daniel claims he is motivated by a charitable Christian kindness, his letter betrays a deeply rooted spitefulness. Attacking everyone from his own family members to distant acquaintances, Daniel's letter bears the stamp of one who is alone and threatened. Not knowing what to believe, and unequipped to trust his own instinct, Rochester clings to the worst suggestion in Daniel's message, confirming his suspicion that he has been "had." Rochester, too, feels that the world is against him, and he begins to view Antoinette and Christophine as his enemies. Furthermore, Antoinette herself, like Daniel and Rochester, feels mistreated. She feels abused and abandoned by everyone, from Christophine to Amelie to Rochester. Like Mr. Mason before him, Rochester is unsympathetic to Antoinette's plight—that is, her peculiar relationship to the black community that both embraces and reviles her.


  Rochester's walk into the forest echoes Antoinette's recurring nightmare. Like his wife, he feels confused and alone as he enters the woods. The landscape comes to represent his interior world as he stumbles forward on a path that he does not recognize or understand, feeling watched on all sides and cruelly deceived. The small girl who screams and runs when she spots Rochester in the woods aggravates his feelings of isolation and strange alienation. He is a terror to women, who seem to recognize evil in him. Interestingly, Rochester's own mother is never mentioned; he seems totally uninitiated into the world of women. When Rochester returns to Granbois and finds Antoinette's room bolted, it is as though he is closed off from all sides. Reading the book about obeah practices only serves to increase Rochester's feelings of persecution. We later see that, in his lunatic wife, he unknowingly creates the sort of zombie that the obeah book discusses, practicing his own magic and depriving her of her essential spirit.


  Part Two, Section Four


  Summary


  Antoinette rides her horse past the "Mounes Mors" rocks—the "Dead Ones"—to Christophine's new house. Feeling that Rochester has become cold and angry, Antoinette seeks Christophine's advice on how to win him back. Christophine tells Antoinette to leave her husband, but Antoinette refuses.


  Believing that women are fools to rely on their husbands, Christophine herself remains single and independent. She has had three children, all by different men, and has held onto her money. When Christophine urges Antoinette to take her inheritance and leave, she is shocked to learn that, according to English law, Antoinette's wealth now belongs to her husband. Undeterred, Christophine advises Antoinette to go to Martinique under the pretence of visiting a cousin. Antoinette takes the idea a step further, proposing that she go to England, a place whose existence Christophine questions.


  However, Antoinette dismisses these fanciful thoughts and admits the real reason for her visit. She asks Christophine for a love potion. Christophine counters that white people should not play with magic, and that the potion will only make Rochester desire her, not love her. Instead, Christophine urges Antoinette to simply talk to Rochester, to explain her background and her feelings. Having already tried to reason with him, Antoinette says that he will not listen. She continues to plead for the potion.


  Surprisingly, the old woman complies, drawing designs into the earth and rubbing them out mysteriously. Christophine leads Antoinette inside the small house to begin a ritual or incantation that we never see. Antoinette notices, as she enters the room, a heap of chicken feathers piled in a corner, and she later hears a cock crowing, a sign of betrayal. Riding away, Antoinette wonders how to interpret this sign as she presses the mysterious potion, wrapped in a leaf, against her skin.


  Analysis


  This section, narrated by Antoinette, affords a glimpse of her own impressions regarding Rochester, England, and her current unhappiness. Her narration draws Christophine back toward the center of the plot, whereas Rochester's narration has pushed Christophine to the margins. This focus on Christophine shifts the balance of power away from the white estate of the Creole landowner to the simple, two-room dwelling of a black ex-slave. Crossing lines of race and class, Antoinette's journey to Christophine's home reflects an instability in the traditional structures, and it invites a reversal of roles in which the ex-slave plays the part of knowing patriarch and the Creole heiress begs for her help.


  European and Afro-Caribbean ideas of womanhood clash in the conversation between Christophine and Antoinette. Though Christophine urges independence, Antoinette cannot break from her husband, on whom she is financially and socially dependent. Like Coco, Antoinette has had her wings clipped by an Englishman. It is for this reason that Christophine questions why Antoinette would even want to go to England. That Christophine even doubts England's existence echoes Antoinette's earlier conversation with Rochester over "unreal" or "imaginary" places. However, Christophine knows that Antoinette's total dependence on Rochester is not imaginary, and she urges Antoinette to escape.


  Premonitions of evil haunt Antoinette's thoughts and the surrounding landscape. The movement away from Granbois to the "Mounes Mors" rocks, or "Dead Ones," forecasts the plot's downward trajectory from the life of the forest to the spiritual death that awaits both Rochester and Antoinette. Indeed, Antoinette herself senses the evil that awaits her: she sees signs of betrayal in the cock crowing, and she feels that England will be a cold and unwelcoming place. Like her haunting forest dreams, these premonitions suggest that Antoinette possesses a sort of sixth sense—a gift that ties her to the supernatural, magical world of Christophine. However, Antoinette's whiteness and her European heritage render her unfit for the use of obeah magic; indeed, Christophine senses something taboo in giving Antoinette the potion. The exchange of money—a colonial accessory of power—for the rights to a spiritual ceremony sullies the transaction and seems to spoil the potion, subverting its effects. It seems that nothing can protect Antoinette from her downfall; evil haunts her actions and her surroundings.


  Part Two, Section Five


  Summary


  Rochester receives a second letter from Daniel Cosway, ordering him to come visit at once. Annoyed, Rochester questions Amelie about Daniel's intentions. Amelie says, in Daniel's defense, that "he lives like white people" and that he reads the Bible. A moment later, however, she contradicts herself, saying that Daniel is "a bad man" who should never visit Granbois; instead, she urges Rochester to visit Daniel in his home in Massacre.


  Rochester visits Daniel in his sweltering one-room home. With little introduction, Daniel launches into his life's story. He describes his dead white father, Alexander Cosway, as a despicable philanderer who cruelly rejected him. When Daniel approached Cosway at sixteen, Cosway denied his paternity, calling Daniel's mother a "sly-boots" and Daniel a money-grubber, even throwing an inkstand at him. This encounter was Daniel's last with his father.


  Daniel then assures Rochester that Rochester has been duped, that he has trusted all of the wrong people. Daniel claims that Christophine is the most deceitful of all, as a master of obeah magic. Numbed by these revelations, Rochester prepares to leave when Daniel mentions Sandi, the son of his half- brother, Alexander. Daniel insinuates that Antoinette began sleeping with Sandi as a young girl and. When Rochester moves to the door, Daniel asks for him for a bribe. For £500, Daniel will keep these damaging reports to himself. When Rochester makes no move to pay him, Daniel threatens to spread the word concerning Antoinette's sexual past. Emerging into the bright daylight, Rochester mounts his horse and quickly rides away.


  Analysis


  As with Antoinette's visit to Christophine, Rochester's visit to Daniel marks a reversal of the racially dictated power structure: the white Creole and English colonial seek help from the less privileged. In Daniel's home, Rochester has no choice but to listen to Daniel, whereas at Granbois, Rochester can exercise complete patriarchal control, ignoring whomever he pleases, including his wife. Before he visits Daniel, Rochester must first swallow his pride and admit his own doubts and vulnerability. Unlike Antoinette, who eagerly visits Christophine's home in search of comfort and wisdom away from Granbois, Rochester must be threatened into visiting Daniel. He is loath to lend credence to an uneducated islander, a mixed-race Creole.


  Unlike Antoinette, Rochester fails to intuit danger around him. When Antoinette sees a cock crowing outside Christophine's house, she immediately wonders if her old nurse can be trusted. Antoinette recognizes that the animal is a sign, thinking, "That is for betrayal." Rochester, on the other hand, does not look for symbols in the natural landscape; as an outsider, he fails to correctly read the language of the West Indies. When he leaves Daniel's house, Rochester, too, encounters an animal, a black and white goat with "slanting yellow-green eyes." However, he does not recognize the animal's symbolic value as a representation of Daniel's mixed race and contrary nature.


  Most of Daniel's actions revolve around money, including his relationship to women. Just as Christophine avoids marriage in order to keep her money to herself, Daniel remains single. He aims to remain financially independent, as he explains, "I don't have to please no woman. Buy me this and buy me that—demons incarnate in my opinion." Yet, moments later, Daniel himself adopts a subservient, stereotypically female role when he asks Rochester for money in exchange for his own discretion; money perverts even Daniel's gender role. Indeed, most of the interaction in Rhys's novel appears money-driven: Rochester and Mason marry for financial reasons, just as Christophine and Daniel shun marriage for financial reasons. Having brought their voracious appetite for wealth to the West Indies, the whites infect the islands with a disease that afflicts everyone from Tia to Daniel to Rochester. Like Tia's friendship, Daniel's advice and loyalty has a price. Money taints most characters' motives involving marriage, friendship, and family relations.


  Part Two, Section Six


  Summary


  Rochester sits with Antoinette at night, drinking rum and listening to the noise of the insects. She pleads with him to stop ignoring her and asks him why he hates her. He assures her he does not hate her, that only greatly worries about her—but he admits to himself he is lying. They discuss Rochester's Christian God and Antoinette's belief in "two deaths."


  When Rochester mentions his conversation with Daniel Cosway, Antoinette calls Daniel a liar and insists there is another side to the Cosway story: the "true story" of her family. Antoinette begins this story by describing her father's death and her family's ensuing poverty and isolation. She speaks of her mother's shame in her, of Christophine's loyalty, and of her own oppressive sadness.


  When Antoinette describes the fire and calls Coulibri a place "sacred to the sun," Rochester begins to suspect she is lying. Perhaps sensing his doubt, she changes her subject. She describes her stay in Aunt Cora's house, where she recovered from her fever, but she glosses over Pierre's death and her mother's hatred for Mr. Mason (her mother blamed him for the fire and even tried to kill him, after which Antoinette was placed in the care of a black couple). When Antoinette recounts her harrowing last visit with her mother, at the house of the caretakers, she becomes quiet and starts murmuring, then laughing in a way that troubles Rochester.


  Calling Antoinette "Bertha," Rochester questions her about her morning trip to Christophine's. He agrees with Christophine's suggestion that he and Antoinette spend time apart, which prompts Antoinette to become pensive and quiet. As they ready for bed, Rochester again calls Antoinette "Bertha," a name she hates but demurely accepts. She pours out two glasses of wine and hands one to her husband, which we later learn contains the obeah potion.


  Analysis


  Night has now fallen at Coulibri Estate. Earlier, when Antoinette and Rochester visit the homes of Christophine and Daniel, respectively, the day's light is dazzling. Symbolic of reason and "enlightenment," the daytime setting mirrors the characters' quest for insight and guidance. The darkening night in this section symbolizes a shift towards the irrational, enigmatic world of passion and violence.


  The scene opens with Rochester pushing a telescope to one end of the table to make room for a decanter of rum. Used to chart the course of the skies during transatlantic voyages, the telescope enabled European explorers to find their way to the West Indies. When Rochester pushes it aside, he symbolically rejects the European means of knowledge and colonial power. In the telescope's place he puts rum, a specifically Caribbean alcohol; he surrenders himself to the intoxications and enchantments of a foreign place. At a few points during his conversation with Antoinette, Rochester asks his wife to postpone their talk until daylight, thinking to himself, "But this is not the place or the time . . . not in this long dark veranda with the candles burning low and the watching, listening night outside." Nonetheless, Rochester continues to listen and pour rum, ceding control to the delirious effects of the night, the alcohol, and eventually, the potion.


  Antoinette herself searches for truth, but cannot find it. She asks her husband to explain why he hates and ignores her, but he will not answer. Rochester evades her questions, either responding with a question of his own or answering enigmatically. When asked why he never kisses her, he says, "I have a reason," then whispers, "My God"; but Antoinette cannot understand his God. She wants a concrete answer, not an abstract reference to something she cannot feel or see. When telling Rochester of her childhood in Coulibri, Antoinette describes in detail a wrought-iron handrail, saying, "It was curved like a question mark and when I put my hand on it, the iron was warm and I was comforted." The handrail seems to pose its own question and then provides its own answer, guiding Antoinette up and down the stairs and offering support; she can hold onto its answer. Antoinette cannot, however, hold onto her husband's answers, and she finds no comfort in the floating questions about her marriage.


  Antoinette's tale about her mother's demise has an eerie similarity to her own life. When she recalls seeing the black caretaker abuse her mother, she says, "Then she seemed to grow tired and sat down in the rocking-chair. I saw the man lift her up out of the chair and kiss her." Several paragraphs later, when Antoinette grows silent and limp, Rochester reenacts this scene: "I put my arms round her to help her up," he writes, "I kissed her, but she drew away." Antoinette appears to be transforming into her mother, a powerless and manhandled woman.


  Part Two, Section Seven


  Summary


  Rochester wakes early the next morning feeling suffocated, having dreamt that he was buried alive. Cold and sick, he staggers to his dressing room and vomits, and he continues to vomit the rest of the day. He believes he has been poisoned. He enters Antoinette's room and hatefully watches her sleep. Detecting a smile on her lips as she dreams, he covers her face with a torn sheet, as though he were covering a dead person.


  Rochester runs outside to the forest and finds himself near the ruined house he had seen on his earlier forest walk. He sleeps for several hours, waking when it is already late and chilly. He heads back to Granbois, where he shuts himself in his dressing room. The servant Amelie comes to care for Rochester, bringing him food and wine and cradling him as though he were a child. She tells him, "I am sorry for you," then begins to laugh merrily. Rochester pulls Amelie down onto the bed with him. Not until the next morning does he consider Antoinette, who has been listening to his sexual play with the servant through the thin partition between their rooms.


  As Amelie dresses the next morning, Rochester offers her money, which she accepts without a word of thanks. She details her plans to leave Granbois and travel to Rio to find rich men. After Amelie exits the room, Rochester hears Antoinette leave the house on horseback.


  Antoinette does not return for three days. On the third day, Rochester writes a letters to his friend in Spanish Town inquiring about Christophine, who had earlier been arrested for practicing obeah. Rochester learns that Christophine has disappeared after being released from jail, and that the local police are on the lookout for any trouble.


  As Rochester sits in his hammock at dusk, Antoinette returns home and goes immediately upstairs to her room, without uttering a word to her husband. He follows her inside the house and tries to enter her room, pushing her blocked door partially open. He sees her lying in bed, furiously ringing her hand-bell as she summons Baptiste and Christophine (Rochester has already spotted Christophine in the kitchen).


  When Antoinette opens the door, she looks crazed and unkempt. She grabs for a bottle of rum and accuses Rochester of being no better than the slaveholders he condemns, having slept with a servant and sent her away. Antoinette cries when Rochester calls her "Bertha," accusing him of trying to transform her through obeah magic. She says she hates him for ruining the one place she loved. When Rochester grabs Antoinette's wrist, she sinks her teeth into his arm. Ferocious and wild-eyed, she curses him, and then begins sobbing when Christophine enters the room. Rochester walks to the veranda and hears Christophine comfort his wife, speaking softly and singing.


  Analysis


  Ironically, the love potion that Antoinette gives her husband sends him into the arms of another woman, Amelie. A concoction brewed in the Caribbean and instilled with foreign wisdom, the potion is not compatible with Rochester's system. When he becomes violently ill, it is as though he is purging himself of any desire or compassion towards Antoinette. Indeed, he begins to hate her even more. Treating her like a corpse, he covers her with a sheet as she sleeps. He seems to enact her "first death" as described by Antoinette in an earlier conversation, when she says, "There are always two deaths, the real one and the one people know about." Rochester appears to adhere to this formula by figuratively "killing" Antoinette.


  Rochester's encounter with Amelie begins benignly, with Amelie playing a maternal role. Just as Aunt Cora nursed Antoinette back to health from her childhood fever, Amelie appears, at first, as a kind of missing mother. Rochester recalls, "she cut some of the food up and sat beside me and fed me as if I were a child." However, he perverts the transaction by sleeping with and then paying the girl. Money taints Amelie and Rochester's relationship as much as it does Rochester and Antoinette's (he married Antoinette for her money). Whereas Amelie takes Rochester's money and leaves to find other rich men in Rio, Antoinette cedes to her husband all legal rights to her inheritance, becoming his financial captive. Money frees Amelie from Rochester, but it entraps Antoinette.


  Antoinette's absence from Granbois leaves Rochester alone with servants who become increasingly hostile and cold. However, in England later, we see that Rochester will be the one to leave his spouse for long stretches of time at his own estate—a reversal of roles. Another later reversal involves the confinement of Antoinette. At Granbois, Antoinette shuts herself in her room, using furniture to block the door and keep her husband out. In England, she later is locked inside a room rather than actively locking others out.


  As the fight escalates between the couple, Antoinette moves dangerously close to incarnating her mother's madwoman image. Just as Annette had threatened to kill Mr. Mason, so Antoinette threatens Rochester's life with a broken bottle, becoming frenzied and unruly. Rochester watches in horror as Amelie and Antoinette fight, noting, "Amelie, whose teeth were bared, seemed to be trying to bite." Antoinette fulfills Amelie's violent intentions when she sinks her teeth into Rochester's arm, satisfying the stereotypical image of the wild Caribbean woman.


  Part Two, Section Eight


  Summary


  Christophine blames Rochester for Antoinette's hysterical state. Christophine has been caring for Antoinette since Antoinette fled Granbois the morning after Rochester's tryst with Amelie. Over the last few days, Christophine has cared for, fed, and calmed Antoinette. Undressing Antoinette for bed, Christophine has seen evidence that Rochester is rough with her. Christophine says she knows all about crimes of passion.


  Rochester accusingly asks Christophine what she has done to make his wife seem so transformed. Christophine scoffs at Rochester when he calls Antoinette his wife. She knows that he married Antoinette for the money and that he tried to fool her into loving him, getting her hooked on sex to control her. Christophine accuses Rochester of trying to "break [Antoinette] up," calling her names like "Bertha" and "Marionette" to further fragment her. Christophine also blames Rochester for intending for Antoinette to hear him having sex with Amelie, another deliberate attempt to harm her. Rochester silently admits to all of these charges.


  Rochester then presses Christophine again to tell him why Antoinette is so changed. Christophine admits to giving Antoinette some rum to soothe her. On hearing this, Rochester accuses Christophine of turning his wife into a drunk. Christophine, in turn, pleads with Rochester to try loving Antoinette. Hearing that he will not, Christophine asks him to return half of Antoinette's dowry and to put Antoinette in Christophine's care.


  Rochester considers this option until Christophine mentions a remarriage for Antoinette, at which point Rochester orders Christophine out of his house and threatens to call the police. He decides to take Antoinette to see doctors in Spanish Town. Christophine spits on the floor in anger, suspecting that Rochester will conspire with the doctors to declare Antoinette mad and lock her away, just as Mr. Mason treated Antoinette's mother.


  After Christophine leaves, Rochester writes to his father that he and his wife are returning to Jamaica for "unforeseen circumstances," insinuating that his father knows what he means. In his mind, Rochester accuses his father of never caring for him and of conspiring to get rid of him. As Rochester writes, a cock crows outside his window, and he throws a book at it. Drinking rum, he sketches a childlike drawing of a house, surrounded by tress, with a stick-figure woman looking out from a window.


  Analysis


  The confrontation between Christophine and Rochester pits the feminine world of the tropics against Rochester's more rational and masculine—according to Rochester's worldview—English culture. Both culture and gender collide in this encounter. Authoritative and defiant, Christophine breaks every colonial taboo: she is a black servant who condemns and humiliates a wealthy white man. She becomes his judge, demanding that he explain his tryst with Amelie. Generations of white slave owners before Rochester have slept with their servants, but the times have now changed; a new order has replaced the old one. Rochester, who is trying to emulate the more powerful Englishmen before him, is surprised that he is held accountable for such an act. His manhood and the privilege of his race consistently fail him with Christophine, who emasculates him with her demand that he confess. In this regard, Christophine challenges the colonial power structure.


  When Christophine accuses Rochester of "breaking" Antoinette, he remains speechless, not responding to her litany of questions. Christophine assumes total control of their dialogue; all Rochester does is repeat her words to himself silently. Christophine thus silences Rochester just as Rochester silences Antoinette by refusing to listen to her. Rochester becomes Christophine's speechless marionette, her puppet, much as Antoinette is his marionette. Indeed, Rochester explicitly identifies with Antoinette when he imagines himself in the place of his wife. Antoinette's words invade his narrative thoughts as he contemplates what she must have said to Christophine about his affair with Amelie. Christophine's dialogic control aligns Rochester—albeit for a short time—with his powerless wife.


  As Rochester listens to Christophine, he is inundated with many different voices, from Antoinette's to Daniel's. Rhys thus offers a glimpse into Rochester's unconscious and his unspoken thoughts. Often, Rochester is too self- restrained and rational to expose his inner self. The letter he writes to his father, for example, betrays little of Rochester's anger and resentment, but is instead formal and proper in tone. The only time Rochester does express his unconscious is when he absentmindedly doodles a drawing. As though his innermost thoughts were struggling to spell out a warning, the picture that he draws coincides with the future that he chooses; the reader of Jane Eyre recognizes the significance of Rochester's scribbled picture of a woman staring out from the attic window.


  Part Two, Section Nine


  Summary


  On a cool, cloudy day, Rochester senses the approaching hurricane season. He wonders if anyone pities him for being married to "a drunken lying lunatic." He does not love Antoinette but wants to control her, at least make her his madwoman. He thinks of her as a shameless, crazy whore "gone her mother's way," and he aims to hurt her by taking her away from the island she loves. He has already arranged their trip to England.


  On the day of their departure, Antoinette remains expressionless. Once so rapturous about the tropical landscape, she now seems indifferent. She no longer sings the island songs or recites its lore, but instead looks silently at the sea. Rochester, on the other hand, feels some sadness as they leave Granbois. Looking at Antoinette, he asks her silently to forgive him, but retracts when he sees hatred in her eyes. He stares at her in order to force the hatred out of her eyes, making her eyes appear blank and lifeless.


  A young boy carrying baskets suddenly begins to sob as they prepare to leave. Rochester recoils at the boy's raw emotion. When he asks the servants what is wrong, none respond. With an indifferent tone, Antoinette tells Rochester that the boy loves him and that she herself promised the boy that Rochester would never leave him. Rochester is enraged that she made a promise in his name. Still sounding indifferent, Antoinette apologizes for her misconduct. She remains unmoved even as she parts from Baptiste—proof for Rochester that she is fully crazy. He is anxious to lock her away in England so that she can become "a memory to be avoided."


  Analysis


  In this section, descriptions of the island bear increasing similarity to England, mirroring Rochester's movement back to his own terrain. Just as Rochester wills all emotion out of Antoinette's eyes, so he wills all tropical elements out of the landscape. He commands the "brazen" sun to leave the sky as he repeats the words "no sun, no sun." He thus forces his own impressions on the landscape, which begins to appear more cool and gray. In a sense, Rochester has gained as much mastery over the land as he has already gained over Antoinette. Indeed, he explicitly conflates Antoinette with the land when he describes her as a tropical tree broken by the wind; he serves as the wind that has forcibly uprooted her from her native soil. Rochester has asserted control over the tropics.


  That Antoinette appears lifeless seems to confirm her earlier description of "two deaths": she is a living corpse, a hollow shell. It is as if Rochester has appropriated obeah magic to his own cruel purposes. By thinking and wishing Antoinette dead, he has made her lifeless. Rhys thus manifests the dangerous power of the unconscious mind, as well as the close link between fantasy and reality.


  An emblem of feeling, the sobbing boy shows how cruel Rochester has become. The boy exposes his emotions with an openness that the Englishman scorns. Rochester, shut off from the world of feeling, cannot comfort the boy or even communicate with him. The boy "hasn't learned any English that [Rochester] can understand," even though Antoinette says that the boy has been trying hard to learn it. The boy's inability to communicate with Rochester highlights the cultural and linguistic blocks between the Englishman and the natives. It is this misunderstanding that makes Rochester pitiless and harsh.


  Part Three, Section One


  Summary


  At Rochester's home in England, the servant Grace Poole watches over Antoinette in the attic. Rochester's father and brother have since died, leaving him to inherit the family's fortune. He has Mrs. Eff, another servant, pay Grace Poole double her wages if she promises not to speak about Antoinette to the others in the household. Although Grace is suspicious about the odd nature of her employment, Mrs. Eff assures Grace that the master of the house is a gentle and generous man who returned from the West Indies miserable and pitiable. Only five servants remain in the household, the others having been dismissed. Grace assumes they were dismissed for spreading rumors about Rochester and his Creole wife. Grace feels safe and comfortable in the house, but fears her charge, Antoinette, whom she finds fierce and unruly.


  When Antoinette wakes in the morning, she is cold and shivering. She wonders why she has been sent to this room. At first, she thought that it was a temporary arrangement and figured that she could convince Rochester to free her. But Rochester has never once visited her. Antoinette sees only Grace, who sleeps with her in the attic, counting her money at night before drinking alcohol and falling asleep. The room is sparsely furnished, with only one window, which is too high for Antoinette to look through. In an adjacent room hangs a tapestry in which Antoinette believes she sees her mother. There is no mirror in her attic prison; without her reflection, Antoinette cannot remember who she is.


  The room with the tapestry leads to a locked passageway through which Antoinette hears Grace speak with another servant, Leah, without understanding what they are saying. Antoinette is haunted by the sound of whispering voices. After Grace has drunk herself to sleep, Antoinette easily obtains the keys, and she walks into an outside world that she believes is made of cardboard. Walking through the house, she does not believe she is in England, but instead thinks that she and the others have lost their way on a long ocean voyage. Antoinette remembers that, on this voyage, Rochester caught her embracing a young man who brought her food. She recalls becoming hysterical, only to be calmed by something that an unknown man gave her to drink.


  Analysis


  Throughout the novel, Rhys prioritizes the narrative voice of the outsider. It is therefore Rochester's voice that takes precedence over Antoinette's when they are in the West Indies, as he is the more alien, estranged character in that world. When the action moves to England, Rochester disappears from the narrative, and Rhys concentrates on Antoinette's experience.


  Rochester's disappearance from the narrative further suggests that he now hovers over the plot as the mastermind puppeteer, peering down into what Antoinette thinks of as her cardboard prison. He seems to be spying on her just as generations of Brontë's readers have done. This act of watching develops into a kind of pitiless voyeurism in which we, like Rochester, look in at the madwoman he has created.


  Imprisoned, Antoinette overhears the disembodied voices of Grace and Leah just as she has earlier overheard the gossip of the Spanish Town ladies and the sexual play between Rochester and Amelie. Throughout her life, Antoinette gathers information when she is nearly invisible, either unseen or unacknowledged. She remains on the outskirts of most interactions, never invited to tell her own version or share her own opinions. It is this silencing that Rhys aims to redress with her novel, by giving Antoinette her own narrative voice.


  Rochester's estate in England recalls the estate of Coulibri after the death of Mr. Cosway. At Rochester's house—which, although never explicitly named in Wide Sargasso Sea, is known to readers of Jane Eyre as "Thornfield Hall"—the old servants have all been sent away, just as Coulibri emptied after the death of Mr. Cosway. Suspicion pervades both estates. Just as Annette distrusted the black servants, so Rochester distrusts his own English ones. He offers money to Grace Poole in exchange for her silence and discretion. Transformed into a cynical realist, Rochester understands and accepts human greed, even though he previously condemned it in Daniel Cosway. He knows his command over his servants is tenuous, as was the Cosway's at Coulibri; authority cannot be assumed, but must be bought.


  In one passage, Rhys allows us to hear Grace's private thoughts, revealing a similarity between Grace and Antoinette. Grace, like Antoinette in her time at the convent, fears the world outside of Thornfield Hall, feeling safe behind its thick stone walls. In showing Grace's vulnerability, Rhys gives her a reason for playing such a detestable part in Antoinette's cruel captivity. While Rhys never condones Grace's immoral actions, she does explain them, lending a fairness to her rewriting of Brontë's text.


  Antoinette's narrative in Part Three works to humanize our conception of the Creole madwoman as shaped by Brontë's novel. Given the emptiness of Antoinette's days and her isolation from the outside world, she necessarily loses track of time and place. Otherwise, Antoinette seems to be lucid, as she questions the reasons for her captivity and abuse. We feel firsthand the horror of her entrapment, which calls to mind the slavery in her native land. The ocean voyage from the Caribbean to England, while reversing the direction of the transatlantic slave routes, recalls such images of terror, confusion, and discomfort. Interestingly, the barbarity of Antoinette's enslavement takes place on the western island that Rochester believes to be the seat of civilized logic and reason.


  Part Three, Section Two


  Summary


  One morning, Antoinette awakes with her body mysteriously aching and her wrists red and swollen. She has no memory of what happened. Grace tells Antoinette that her brother came to visit her the night before, and she scolds Antoinette for misbehaving. At first, Antoinette cannot think of who her brother is, but she then realizes Grace must mean her stepbrother, Richard Mason. Antoinette begins frantically searching for a letter that she wrote to Richard and then hid, in which she begged him to rescue her from her garret prison.


  According to Grace, Richard did not recognize Antoinette when he came into the room. Almost immediately, Antoinette rushed at him with a knife, and she later bit him. Antoinette had secretly bought the knife the day before, when she had been allowed outside. Seeing trees and grass all around her, she had thought she had finally arrived in England, not understanding that she has been in England all along. When Grace fell asleep under a tree, Antoinette traded her locket for a knife.


  Grace says that she warned Richard not to visit, but that he insisted. She overheard Richard saying, "I cannot interfere legally between yourself and your husband," at which point Antoinette flew at him with the knife. After the attack, Richard fainted. Antoinette begins to remember the look of shock on her brother's face when he first saw her. She insists that her brother would have recognized her had she been wearing her red dress from Jamaica, which hangs from the closet.


  Suddenly pitying Antoinette, Grace asks her if she knows how long she has been held captive. Antoinette responds that time is not important. She gazes instead at her red dress and imagines she smells a bouquet of natural scents. She remembers wearing the red dress the last time she saw her cousin, Sandi, who visited her when the disapproving Mr. Mason was away. On Sandi's last visit, they kissed, which Antoinette remembers as "the life and death kiss."


  That night, Antoinette dreams for the third time that she steals the keys from Grace, unlocks the door, and enters the passage to the rest of the house, carrying candles. In the dream, she goes downstairs and enters a red room that reminds her of a church. When she lights all her candles, she thinks of Aunt Cora's house and becomes suddenly angry, knocking a candle into the drapes.


  Soon, in the dream, there is a wall of flames behind her. Moving away from the flames and the sounds of yelling, Antoinette goes back upstairs and out to the battlements, where she watches the red sky and sees fragments of her life pass before her. She dreams she hears Rochester crying the name "Bertha"; looking to the ground, imagines the bathing pool at Coulibri. She sees Tia taunting her from the ground and coaxing her to jump. As Antoinette is about to jump, she wakes, screaming, from her dream. Feeling that she must enact the dream, she steals Grace's keys and heads down the passage with a candle in her hand.


  Analysis


  Rhys has adapted the scene of Richard Mason's visit from Jane Eyre, but has altered the perspective. No longer is the scene from the viewpoint of Jane, the young English girl to whom the captive woman is a frightening monster; instead, Rhys allows Antoinette to speak. Antoinette reveals just how confused and dislocated she feels. That she does not remember attacking Richard Mason suggests the extent of her fragmentation: it seems that she and the raving madwoman are two distinct entities, locked in combat over the woman's identity.


  What troubles Antoinette most about Richard Mason's visit is that he does not recognize her. Without a mirror in the attic, Antoinette can no longer view her reflection and confirm her own identity. She has slowly become Rochester's creation, renamed "Bertha Mason" and transformed into a madwoman. Richard's non- recognition of Antoinette recalls Antoinette's own non-recognition of her mother when she visited her mother at the house of the caretakers. Richard's look of horror confirms that Antoinette has followed in her mother's footsteps.


  Antoinette's attachment to her red dress is particularly poignant. She clings to the dress as a reminder of her past, believing she can smell the Caribbean landscape in its folds. It is by touching and staring at the dress that she loses herself in to her sensory, organic world of memories. Significantly, the dress is red—a color that symbolizes the passion and destruction that led to her current captivity.


  For Antoinette, money and time have no meaning. Never concerned or interested in money, Antoinette has lost all of her own wealth ever since Rochester assumed control of her finances. Rather than buy the knife, Antoinette barters for it with her locket, reverting to a more primitive system of exchange. Like money, time has no relevance for Antoinette; she says that it is does not matter. Both time and money are constructs that have little bearing on her world of images or on the Caribbean sights and sounds for which she longs.


  In forestalling Antoinette's fatal jump foretold by Brontë's novel, Rhys grants her protagonist a final moment of triumph. Antoinette appears active and defiant, about to enact her dream. She is finally allowed to speak, and Rochester must listen: the fire is her voice of rage.


  Rhys's novel suggests that Antoinette's paranoia about being followed and watched is legitimate. The reader of Jane Eyre becomes complicit in the watching; Antoinette feels these eyes upon her, viewing her as a ferocious lunatic. Even Antoinette watches herself in horror, as she dreams that she looks at herself in the mirror and sees not herself but a ghost. Rhys thus constructs a world of scrutiny, as we spy Antoinette from all different angles: from Grace Poole's viewpoint, from Rochester's, from Antoinette's own—and also from our own, as readers of Jane Eyre. Like a mirror reflected an infinite number of times, Rhys's narrative web continues to grow outward, incorporating a multiplicity of voices and competing perspectives. She thus confirms Antoinette's anxiety that eyes are always upon her.


  Important Quotations Explained


  
    
      1. There is no looking glass here and I don't know what I am like now. I remember watching myself brush my hair and how my eyes looked back at me. The girl I saw was myself yet not quite myself. Long ago when I was a child and very lonely I tried to kiss her. But the glass was between us—hard, cold and misted over with my breath. Now they have taken everything away. What am I doing in this place and who am I?

    


    This passage, narrated by Antoinette in Part Three, reflects several significant themes regarding her captivity in Thornfield Hall. Delivered in the present tense, these lines suggest the immediacy of Antoinette's situation and place us within the attic alongside Rhys's heroine. While Antoniette is unable to follow the passage of time, she remains acutely perceptive about her immediate surroundings, maintaining a lucidity that often breaks the surface of her madness. For instance, she notices the absence of a mirror, as it would provide her with a reflection of herself and a reassurance of her existence. An important motif throughout the novel, mirrors underscore the important questions of identity that pull at Rhys's central characters. Annette, Antoinette's mother, constantly looked for her own reflection—a habit adopted by her daughter, and one that indicates their shared need to be visible in a world that neither accepts nor invites them. By putting Antoinette in a mirrorless prison, alone save for a taciturn guard, Rochester exacerbates her feeling of disconnection. He has already deprived her of her name, calling her Bertha and effectively erasing her existence as Antoinette. Without a name, she does not know what to call herself; without a face, she becomes a ghost. As a child, Antoinette tried to kiss her reflected image, uniting the two halves of her split cultural identity, but she came up against the hard, separating glass. Antoinette's lifelong desire to close this gap—to become a visible, accepted member of any community—informs this passage and accounts for her inability to grasp and master reality.

  


  
    
      2. I hated the mountains and the hills, the rivers and the rain. I hated the sunsets of whatever colour, I hated its beauty and its magic and the secret I would never know. I hated its indifference and the cruelty which was part of its loveliness. Above all I hated her. For she belonged to the magic and the loveliness. She had left me thirsty and all my life would be thirst and longing for what I had lost before I found it.

    


    Spoken by Rochester, these lines appear at the close of Part Two, at the point when he prepares to leave the Caribbean and decides to bring Antoinette with him. His sudden and largely unexplained decision to render his wife lifeless and mad—to "force the hatred out of her eyes"—makes Rhys's Rochester a more complex and psychologically interesting character than his Brontë prototype. Rochester's willingness to believe Daniel Cosway's sensational stories and his need to confirm his misgivings prompt him to reflect, on receipt of the first incriminating letter, that "I felt no surprise. It was as if I'd expected it, been waiting for it." Like Antoinette, Rochester suffers from paranoia, suspecting that everyone, including his father, Richard Mason, and his own young bride, are laughing at him. The nagging suspicion that he stands on the outside of a well-kept conspiracy drives Rochester to self-contempt, hatred, and an irrational need to regain control. Turning this anger on Antoinette, he seeks to assert his power by becoming her puppeteer, a godlike tyrant who can kill her with his words alone. Rochester symbolically enacts her death at the end of this section of the novel, covering her with a sheet "as if [he] covered a dead girl."


    Rochester's hatred of the natural landscape stems from his inability to read it or commune with it. While his servants and his wife find an abundance of meaning in their surroundings, Rochester sees it as an alien, feeling bombarded by its beauty and excess. Rejecting its elaborate contours and intricate meanings, he speaks of the "mountains, and the hills, the river and the rain," refusing to color these nouns with adjectives and descriptions. He reverts to simple nouns, adopting a sparer language and holding the landscape's secret at a safe, controllable distance. His wife's beauty, like that of her home, threatens to bewitch and ensnare Rochester. This passage, more palpably than elsewhere, exposes the logic, however despicable, of his cruel need to gain dominance.

  


  
    
      3. Our parrot was called Coco, a green parrot. He didn't talk very well, he could say Qui est la? Qui est la? And answer himself Che Coco, Che Coco. After Mr. Mason clipped his wings he grew very bad tempered. . . .

         I opened my eyes, everybody was looking up and pointing at Coco on the glacis railings with his feathers alight. He made an effort to fly down but his clipped wings failed him and he fell screeching. He was all on fire.

    


    These two passages, along with numerous other allusions to birds and captivity, act as premonitions and serve to draw parallels between a highly symbolic natural world and the characters who inhabit it. Eerie and grotesque, descriptions of dead, rotten, and dying animals litter the first and second parts of the novel. Annette's poisoned horse, left to rot and swarming with flies, provides the first in a series of images that prefigure Antoinette's tragic abandonment and violent death. Coco, Annette's beloved parrot and the only possession that she attempts to rescue from the fire, emerges as a key symbol of women's captivity within the novel. Unable to "talk very well," the parrot mirrors the inability of women to gain voice in a patriarchal society. When he does speak, the parrot uses a French patois that aligns it with a female world embodied by Christophine, Martinique, and natural magic. His repeated question, "Qui est là," translates to "Who is there?" and underscores the paranoia, persecution, and issues of identity that trouble both Antoinette and her mother. Responding to itself, "I am Coco," the parrot repeatedly asserts its own name and fixes it own identity, reciting a mantra that, like an incantation, works as protection. Mr. Mason's unexplained impulse to clip the bird's wings indicates the white, male, English need to control.


    Describing the events of the Coulibri fire, Antoinette recalls Coco's gruesome death in vivid detail. She experiences, perhaps, an unconscious presentiment of her own final moments, falling from the burning battlements of Thornfield Hall. In the dream that precedes and inspires her death, Antoinette thinks back to Coco, imagining herself as a wild incarnation of the tropical bird: "The wind caught my hair and it streamed out like wings. It might bear me up, I thought, if I jumped to those hard stones." Just as the gathered servants point and stare at the flaming bird, generations of readers have imagined the ghoulish image of a Creole madwoman and watched her death with a voyeuristic complacency.

  


  
    
      4. 'He has no right to that name,' she said quickly. 'His real name, if he has one, is Daniel Boyd. He hates all white people, but he hates me the most. He tells lies about us and he is sure that you will believe him and not listen to the other side.'

         'Is there another side?' I said.

         'There is always the other side, always.'

    


    When Rochester approaches his wife with Daniel Cosway's sensational reports, Antoinette attempts to plead her case, arguing that she and her family have been unfairly persecuted and unjustly defamed. She responds to Rochester's unflattering insinuations by debunking Daniel's dubious credibility and exposing his ulterior motivations. Urging her husband to weigh the evidence with objective fairness, Antoinette points to Daniel's half-caste status and illegitimate birth as cause for his venomous accusations. Claiming that her half-brother has "no right to that name," Antoinette raises the important issue of naming and identity—an issue that pervades her story and spells out her tragedy. As Antoinette seeks to define herself, to find her "real name," she discovers that she is, in a sense, nameless—a girl whose mother rejects her and whose peers deride her. In the convent, the young Antoinette was preoccupied with the appearance of her own name and sought to make herself visible when she stitched on a cloth, "Antoinette Mason, nee Cosway." Given by men, her father and stepfather, Antoinette's names signal patriarchy and a changing of hands. As she searches for her own "real name," Antoinette suffers the indignity of others' naming: she is called, in turn, "the white cockroach," "Bertha," and "Marionette."


    Confronted with Rochester's accusations, Antoinette reminds him to consider "the other side," asking him to listen to her own story, though he refuses. She offers to tell Rochester the truth about her mother, but he clings obstinately to Daniel's exaggerated tales and to the belief that he has been intentionally deceived. When Antoinette assures her husband that there is always another side, she speaks to the very cause of Rhys's feminist and postcolonial rewriting. As a book that adopts the perspective of a marginalized and exoticized literary figure, Wide Sargasso Sea promotes an awareness of other versions.

  


  
    
      5. How can one discover the truth, I thought, and that thought led me nowhere. No one would tell me the truth. Not my father nor Richard Mason, certainly not the girl I had married. I stood still, so sure I was being watched that I looked over my shoulder. Nothing but the trees and the green light under the trees. A track was just visible and I went on, glancing from side to side and sometimes quickly behind me. This was why I stubbed my foot on a stone and nearly fell. The stone I had tripped on was not a boulder but part of a paved road. There had been a paved road through this forest. The track led to a large clear space. Here were the ruins of a stone house and round the ruins rose trees that had grown to an incredible height. At the back of the ruins a wild orange tree covered with fruit, the leaves a dark green. A beautiful place.

    


    Almost immediately upon his arrival at Granbois, Rochester begins to question his hastily conceived and financially motivated marriage to Antoinette. Feeling painfully alone and shamefully duped, the young man follows a path from the dilapidated house into the woods, encountering an abandoned old house and losing himself in the overgrowth. Bathed in an eerie green light, the forest surrounds him but withholds its secret. Rochester comes no closer to discovering "the truth," to understanding his wife, or to finding his place on the island. Suffering from paranoia—a feeling that he shares with Antoinette—Rochester senses he is being watched, and the forest becomes a metaphor for his psychological wanderings. Invested with symbols and meanings, the hushed scene projects Rochester's inner world and mysteriously replicates Antoinette's recurring forest nightmare. In both her unconscious mind and his conscious act, a feeling of inevitability and fated doom colors the landscape and pulls them onward. In Rochester's case, the ruins of a stone house prefigure the burned remains of Thornfield Hall, as he unwittingly gazes upon a tragic fate that he himself will engineer. Rhys is thus even-handed in exposing the psychological sufferings of both characters. Rather than focusing primarily on Antoinette's victimhood, Rhys shows the parallel fears and struggles both Antoinette and Rochester face.
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    Falling action · Rochester decides to symbolically "kill" Antoinette by pushing her to childlike imbecility
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  Study Questions & Essay Topics


  
    Study Questions


    
      
        1. Consider the role of parent-child relationships in Wide Sargasso Sea, examining themes of power, identity, and abandonment.
      


      Rhys gives us few examples of healthy parent-child relationships in the novel, creating a fictional world in which family—like nationality, race, and gender—becomes dangerously unstable and fragmented. All identities are disrupted in the novel, leaving Rochester and Antoinette to struggle alone with a daunting question: "Who am I?" Both characters are rejected by their parents and thrust into a world that does not embrace or affirm them. Parallels to their situations appear throughout the novel, particularly in the situation of Daniel, whose father, Alexander Cosway, treats him with open contempt. Unnatural and grotesque, this childhood rejection aggravates these characters' sense of isolation. Questions of family in the novel also highlight the legacy of slavery and the paternal role taken by slave owners, who exploited and abused their "children."

    


    
      
        2. How do the characterizations of Antoinette and her mother restructure the way we think of "madness"? Does the downfall of these two women seem more related to a genetic trait or the cruelty of others? Is Antoinette's "madness" really caused by Rochester, or does his treatment of her merely exacerbate her condition?
      


      Antoinette and her mother appear to be driven to madness by a world in which they are neither accepted nor loved. Rhys thereby suggests that insanity is less a genetic trait than an environmentally triggered one. In doing so, she contests the notion that emotionally unstable people are biologically inferior or tainted. Rhys suggests that female "hysteria," a condition applied as a label to many women in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, results from the repressive and suffocating dependence of women in a world of men. Her characterizations of Antoinette and Annette, both associated with the racially mixed world of the West Indies, attribute insanity to a sadness exacerbated and cultivated by others—a sadness that stems from their cultural displacement rather than their exotic background. Rhys thereby humanizes the image of the raving Creole heiress that Brontë paints in Jane Eyre, inviting us to sympathize with the mental breakdown of a lonely, misunderstood woman.

    


    
      
        3. Why does Christophine turn Antoinette on to liquor? How do we account for the fact that Antoinette seems on the verge of madness after she has gone to Christophine for help? Is her old nurse complicit in Antoinette's sudden decline?
      


      Christophine plays both a maternal and paternal role in Antoinette's life, providing comfort and protection, but sometimes abusing her power and influence. Christophine's motives are not always clear, and there is some suggestion that she cannot be implicitly trusted. For instance, when Annette tells her daughter that Christophine "had her reasons for staying" with them, she undercuts Christophine's loyalty and suggests that her actions are simply self-serving. Later, when she has received the potion from Christophine, Antoinette hears the cock crowing, and begins to wonder if the old woman has betrayed her. When the love potion makes Rochester flat-out sick rather than merely sick with love, Christophine's honesty comes into a question, and we wonder if she has not deliberately harmed him. Christophine's decision to give Antoinette sleeping drugs and then feed her alcohol is also suspicious, suggesting that she does play a part in the woman's decline.

    

  


  
    Suggested Essay Topics


    
      1. Compare and contrast Antoinette and Rochester's religious and spiritual beliefs. How do their ideas regarding fate, death, and salvation shape their actions and behaviors? Do they feel empowered by or at the mercy of a divine order?
    


    
      2. Does Rhys's ending serve as a subversive rewriting of Brontë's fiction? Does Wide Sargasso Sea pay homage to Jane Eyre or does it aggressively critique the literary classic? Can Rhys's novel truly be appreciated as a work on its own?
    


    
      3. Compare Antoinette and Rochester's attitudes towards servants. How do questions of social class shape the power dynamics operating between characters?
    


    
      4. Compare and contrast the characters of Rochester and Antoinette. How are they different, and in what ways are they similar? How do their different cultural and social backgrounds account for the failure of their relationship?
    

  


  Review & Resources


  
    Quiz


    
      1. Where is Christophine from?


      
        A. Jamaica

        B. Martinique

        C. England

        D. France

      

    


    
      2. What is the name of Antoinette's disabled brother?


      
        A. Pierre

        B. Daniel

        C. Sandi

        D. Alexander

      

    


    
      3. With what does Antoinette sleep to protect herself from harm?


      
        A. A pet parrot

        B. A magic pebble

        C. A handmade doll

        D. A stick

      

    


    
      4. Who negotiates the marriage between Antoinette and Rochester?


      
        A. Aunt Cora

        B. Richard Mason

        C. Mr. Fraser

        D. Alexander Cosway

      

    


    
      5. What happens to Amelie after she sleeps with Rochester?


      
        A. She leaves Granbois to travel abroad

        B. Christophine puts a spell on her

        C. Antoinette fires her

        D. She is arrested by the Massacre police

      

    


    
      6. What picture does Rochester absentmindedly draw?


      
        A. A dying horse

        B. A flaming sunset over bright blue waters

        C. A house with a woman at the window

        D. A house on fire

      

    


    
      7. What does Aunt Cora give to Antoinette before she marries Rochester?


      
        A. Two rings

        B. Annette's wedding dress

        C. Her blessing

        D. A gold locket

      

    


    
      8. What is the name of Annette's parrot?


      
        A. Myra

        B. Beke

        C. Maillotte

        D. Coco

      

    


    
      9. How many letters does Sandi Cosway send to Rochester?


      
        A. One

        B. Two

        C. Three

        D. None

      

    


    
      10. According to Annette, why does no one visit Coulibri Estate from Spanish Town?


      
        A. It is cursed

        B. They fear Christophine

        C. The Cosways are too poor

        D. The road is too damaged

      

    


    
      11. How does Rochester threaten Christophine?


      
        A. With a knife

        B. He says he will fire her

        C. With the police

        D. With Antoinette's well-being

      

    


    
      12. Who is Sandi Cosway?


      
        A. Antoinette's half-brother

        B. Antoinette's cousin

        C. Antoinette's father

        D. Tia's brother

      

    


    
      13. Who falls, burning, off a house?


      
        A. Antoinette

        B. Rochester

        C. Coco

        D. Annette

      

    


    
      14. Why does Rochester rename Antoinette?


      
        A. It was her mother's real name

        B. It sounds too French

        C. He discovers her true name is Bertha

        D. Because that's what Sandi called her

      

    


    
      15. Who gets Antoinette drunk first?


      
        A. Rochester

        B. Grace Poole

        C. Christophine

        D. Baptiste

      

    


    
      16. What animal announces the changing weather?


      
        A. The cock

        B. The serpent

        C. The cockroach

        D. The parrot

      

    


    
      17. How many living children does Christophine have?


      
        A. One

        B. Three

        C. She is not sure

        D. She will not tell

      

    


    
      18. Who finally persuades Antoinette to get married?


      
        A. Richard Mason

        B. Mr. Mason

        C. Rochester

        D. Mr. Fraser

      

    


    
      19. What advice does Christophine give to Antoinette concerning Rochester?


      
        A. She tells her to go to Martinique

        B. She tells her to use obeah magic

        C. She tells her to go back to Jamaica

        D. She tells her to act aloof

      

    


    
      20. Why does Annette want to leave Jamaica?


      
        A. She wants to see England

        B. She misses Martinique

        C. She is tired of being mistreated by the white Creoles

        D. She is scared of the black servants

      

    


    
      Answer Key:


      1: B; 2: A; 3: D; 4: B; 5: A; 6: C; 7: A; 8: D; 9: D; 10: D; 11: C; 12: A; 13: C; 14: A; 15: C; 16: A; 17: A; 18: C; 19: A; 20: D
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