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Abstract.

Unul dintre cele mai importante proiecte post-codda presupune rescrierea marilor
naraiuni ale literaturii europene din perspectiva “céalt”, marginalizat in trecut
dar capabil Tn cele din urthsa isi exprime propriul punct de vedese¢ sa confere
textului original o dimensiune cu totul nrauRomanul lui Jean Rhys, Wide Sargasso
Sea, apafne Tn mod evident acestei categorii de tekteonst: Tntr-o reconstituire a
intregii istorii din spatele Doamnei Rochester,parsonaj secundar n textul scris de
Charlotte Bronté; departe de a fi in continuare damna# la o perpetd tacere si
construitz exclusiv prin prisma nebunigi bestialititii, aceasta capta in sfagit o
identitate autenti&é si 0 voce proprie. Analiza acestui text are n vedexrtat
explorarea modalifzilor in care scrierile post-coloniale interdoneaz cu textele ce
tin de canonul occidental c&t punerea n evidegt a relaiei complexe dintre sing
alteritatesi a naturii contradictorii a identizii umane.

The contemporary literary field is characterisethboy the production
of an impressive number of new texts, originatirapt a much wider area than
the one witnessing the creation of the canonicadtenanarratives, and by an
increasingly insistent questioning of all the asptioms underlying the
development of the literary canon. Current reagirartices no longer involve
the mere study of style, narrative techniques aratter construction, but
encourage the tendency to reread classical texkeihght of their true cultural
implications and especially of their Western Euapeoint of origin, in a
successful attempt to demonstrate that a canoroduped by the intersection
of various readings and reading assumptions legiéichin the privileging
hierarchy of a “patriarchal” or “metropolitan” casyt of “literature.* This
conclusion triggers the emergence of a new awasenéghe literary text,
providing the necessary background for a post-calaeconstruction of the
approach to various discourses and of the caneiff.it$ is however quite

! Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Hellen TiffinThe Empire Writes Back. Theory and
practice in post-colonial literatured_.ondon & New York: Routledge, 1999) 176
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obvious that the subversion of a canon involves emtran the mere
replacement of a given set of discourses with atleerthe inversion of their
inner balance of powers; the post-colonial intrudkso needs to be able to
resort to alternative reading practices in ordegiasp the true scope of the
mechanisms organising the particular canonicalstexthin the scope of his
preoccupations.

It is important to take into account the fact ttie# complexity of the
canon demands the use of an equally complex dréafmaaratus and the ability
to apply a wide range of techniques to an impresbody of texts. The post-
colonial project involves the rejection of the abai to universalism made on
behalf of canonical Occidental literature and thgemapt to prove the
limitations of its outlook, above all its inabilitto surpass the boundaries
imposed by cultural and ethnic difference. This endchieved by means of a
close examination of the strategies by means ofchvhdther cultures are
represented in literature, highly revelatory of W&ys in which such texts are
often evasively and crucially silent on significamtatters concerned with
colonisation and imperialism. As far as the impotrtssue of difference as a
carrier of cultural value is concerned, the posto@l critic needs to
foreground questions of cultural difference andedsity and examine their
treatment in relevant literary works. A crucial espconsists in the celebration
of hybridity and of the simultaneous integrationvafious individuals in more
than one culture and in the development of a petsfge applicable to all
literatures, whereby states of marginality, pluyaind perceived “Otherness”
are regarded as sources of energy and potentiageha

It follows that a truly lucid understanding ofelirry history depends to
a large extent on the ability to reinterpret ithe light of texts whose place has
been insufficiently linked to the expansion of Eped and on the constant
appreciation not only of the role of literature time production of cultural
representation but also of the crucial part playsdimperialism in the
representation of Europe to the Europeans in geradrangland to the English
in particular. The concrete procedures presuppdmiedhis critical practice
entail first of all the reading of the canon aspt@yphonic accompaniment to
the expansion of Europ&”and the inherent revaluation of the previously

2 Peter BarryBeginning TheoryAn introduction to literary and cultural theoflanchester &
New York: Manchester University Press, 1995) 198
% Edward Said, “Overlapping Territories, Intertwiniistories” inTwentieth-Century Literary
;I'heory. AReader. Ed. K.M. Newton (London: Macmillan, 19992

Id.
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neglected imperialist implications of various textshus becomes increasingly
clear that many English literary works promote défsliand assumptions
regarding other geographic regions and other ethroaps that can reveal a
surprising amount of details about the constructibmentities in the course of
the imperialist enterprise.

The realisation that the values and order of theidant world are
made visible and dominant precisely through theuedxpresentation of the
Other entails the necessity of replacing traditioapproaches to world
literature with a study of the way in which cultsreecognize themselves
through their projections of “otherness.The most relevant result of the
application of these reading practices consisteeremergence of a completely
new perspective on various canonical texts andeahbdvn their reconstruction
in the shape of considerably different but at thene time equally convincing
and often considerably more revealing versions duite clear that these new
versions need to reflect the position and pointietv of the Other and it is no
accident that the most appreciated post-colontatdiy texts are those in
which some of the master narratives of Europe awritten from the
perspective of previously marginal and more or lsgenced characters,
usually representatives of an inferior race, abescase of Caliban and Friday,
or of an inferior sex, as is the case of Estetlamention only some of the
notable protagonists of these texts. However reaidekthe production of texts
in which these characters are finally granted thance of a personal and
arguably authentic voice, the projects involving tlewriting of their various
stories seem to raise relatively few problems wt@mpared with the attempt
to reconstruct the evolution of a much more prolagotigure.

Indeed, although invariably defined in terms ofithi@aferiority in
relationship with the white male protagonists oéithtexts of origin, these
protagonists were not altogether deprived of a evaxc authentic identity,
especially when contrasted with a considerably mmarginal character,
whose deviation from the norm seems to be excliysaiculated in terms of
mental sanity. The universality of madness is th@nnreason behind the
apparent difficulty of placing the first Mrs. Rodter of Bronté’slane Eyren
the same category as the more notorious protagomiseady mentioned.
Confined to the limited space of an attic and te #wen more limited
dimension of madness, Mrs. Rochester is in facusaneously constructed in

® Homi Bhabha, “The Location of Culture” ihiterary Theory: An AnthologyEds. Julie
Rivkin and Michael Ryan (Malden & Oxford: Blackwell998) 941
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terms of gender, sexuality, race and class and@seamerges as a much more
revealing image of the Other than she might injtiseem. The post-colonial
narrative rewriting her complete story not only émagizes the relevance of
these profound differences, but actually succeegsadviding its readers with a
new awareness of the true significance of Othermeghe construction of
identity.

Jean Rhys’sWide Sargasso Sea the result of the already familiar
post-colonial practice stimulated by the desiregwrite the master narratives
of Western discourse from the perspective of aipusly silenced and ignored
Other. Taking into account literature’s relevanogoag the recognised forms
of cultural control, it becomes quite clear that tendency of writers from the
former colonies to rewrite the major texts of thaoaial centre, far from
stemming from a lack of original ideas or from mhcoplayfulness, can be
perceived as an act of symbolic liberation. Althougpt actually setting the
madwoman in the attic free, Rhys’s rewritingJaine Eyrereveals glimpses of
its protagonist’s true identity by removing theieas masks imposed by others
and by allowing Bertha’s voice to be heard and wstded for the first time.
Far from simply amplifying a marginal figure, JeRhys’s novel succeeds in
re-inventing an identity for Rochester's mad wife reclaiming a voice and a
subjectivity for a silenced character, and ultimhate subverting the authority
of the original text by means of a complex rewogkat historical data, cultural
references and literary allusions and a subtletmumesg of the meta-text of the
dominant metropolitan discourse. In its attemptoltow the true evolution of
Bertha’'s identity, the text raises significant issurelated to colonisation,
gender relations and racial conflict, explores themes of miscegenation,
Creolisation, displacement and alienation and abal/edeconstructs many
familiar assumptions concerning the relationshipwieen the ruler and the
subaltern.

The telling of a story from a new point of viewedonot necessarily
involve radical changes in the original text butncaften appear as a
deconstructive project aimed at exploring the wsgigaps and silences in a
text rather than at modifying actual elements prese its structure. Such a
project seems indeed to be the only viable solutiothe case of a character
such as Bertha Mason, whose presencdaine Eyreis limited to several
fugitive and violent apparitions and to the twotamces in which Edward
Rochester briefly presents his wife. The first spelssage comprises in just a
few sentences all the elements perceived as rdldyathe male protagonist,

110

BDD-A3673 © 2005 Ovidius University Press
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.28 (2025-08-04 10:48:17 UTC)



Wide Sargasso Sea/ Ovidius University Annals of Philology XVI, 127245 (2005)
including Bertha’s family history of madness, theprudent marriage and the
true nature of the bride:

Bertha Mason is mad; and she came of a mad faidilyts and maniacs

through three generations! Her mother, the Creolas both a

madwoman and a drunkard! As | found out after | hed the daughter:

for they were silent on family secrets before. Baytlike a dutiful child,

copied her parent in both poirits.
However unfavourable such an account might seegnsaspicion of its being
the result of a strong bias on the part of the malgect is clearly undermined
by the fact that all Bertha’s intrusions in thetternfirm her husband’s story
and contribute to shape the image of a despicaklagtre, whose numerous
flaws seem to represent just as many invertedaesf Jane’s virtues.

Bertha’s presence in the text reinforces the pokirtal claim that the
position of the central subject can be best definea dialectical relationship
with the Other, usually differentiated by classsera@r gender. It is interesting
to note that in Bertha's case some differencessareadical that she is no
longer recognizable as a human being. She is tescrirom the very
beginning in ambiguous terms, and even before d@ogua physical dimension
her presence is revealed by a “curious, distiratnél mirthless laugh,” and
“eccentric murmurs,” that is by inarticulate sounldat fail to constitute proper
speech: “I heard thence a snarling, snhatching soahdost like a dog
quarrelling.” QE, 208) Moreover, when she finally becomes visikier
physical description is characterised by the piiofusof references to the
animal realm and by the same impossibility of dfgsgy her as either human
or bestial: “What it was, whether beast or humaindyeone could not, at first
sight tell: it grovelled, seemingly, on all four$;snatched and growled like
some strange wild animal.”JE, 291) This initial confusion is however
replaced by the conviction that there is nothingnho to the creature apart
from its clothing and its madness, which justiftee terms employed in all
further references: “the clothed hyena rose up,stodd tall on its hind-feet,”
“the maniac bellowed: she parted her shaggy loaks ther visage and gazed
wildly at her visitors,” “the lunatic sprang andagpled his throat viciously,
and laid her teeth to his cheekJE 291)

Bertha’s inability to produce a coherent discoueseen more than her
repulsive and clearly sub-human aspect and heemidbehaviour, seems to

® Charlotte BrontéJane Eyre(London: Penguin Books, 1994) 290. All furtherereinces are
to this edition, hereafter cited a¥e, followed by page number, and will be given
parenthetically in the text.
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constitute an undisputable proof of her completk laf human attributes. It
could be argued however that the absence from dke df Bertha’'s own
version of the story, although ostensibly due to imability to formulate
anything apart from the “fiercest yells,”J§, 292) can be alternatively
interpreted as a proof of the other’s inability (owwillingness) to understand
her words and acknowledge them as human. Whatéeerdason for this
absence of authentic communication, it is highlpaative of the coloniser’s
failure to understand and accept the particularitiethe colonised and of his
tendency to dismiss them as mere proofs of hisiddggtand yet more
arguments in favour of his own superior naturghits becomes increasingly
clear that the main function of this perpetuallgrsced character is not simply
to render indeterminate the boundary between huamananimal, but above
all to provide a background against which the mgotast’'s qualities acquire a
new dimension. The fact that the first visual emteu between Jane and
Bertha is mediated by a mirror further emphasizes gignificance of their
relationship: “At that moment | saw the reflectiohthe visage and features
quite distinctly in the dark oblong glassJH 281)

An equally salient textual proof of Bertha's role the delineation of
Jane’s image consists of Rochester's emphatic mi&sen of the two
completely opposed figures: “look at the differen€Cempare these clear eyes
with the red balls yonder — this face with that knaghis form with that bulk.”
(JE, 292) Once the initial feelings of horror and disgare surpassed, this
fragment displays striking resemblances to the atag of savagery
constructed by the colonizer, in which the masqieraf terror unveils the
mask of the “savage” as the face of the coloniziensklf® However, if
Bertha’'s savage state of being plays a crucial parthe protagonist's
evolution, reinforcing the essentially civilizedtaege of Jane’s self, it is only
through her physical obliteration that Jane findpginess. Indeed, apart from
her obvious usefulness as a term of comparisos,ghiticular novel clearly
demands that Bertha is kept silent and ultimatalyifalated, and it is only by
becoming the protagonist of a completely differeatrative that she can
finally be understood.

" Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Three Women’s Textsl aa Critique of Imperialism” in
Feminisms: An Anthology of Literary Theory and iCi#m Eds. Robyn R, Warhol and Diana
Price Herndl (New Brunswick: Rutgers Universityess, 1991) 803

8 Gareth Griffiths, “The myth of authenticity. Repeatation, discourse and social practice” in
De-scribing Empire. Post-colonialism artéxtuality. Eds. Chris Tiffin and Alan Lawson
(London & New York: Routledge, 2001) 72
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The ambivalent word ,mask,” arguably the moshgigant element in
Rochester’s discourse, inevitably suggests thatteviea is glimpsed idJane
Eyre may not be the real Bertha Mason and triggersidsgre to discover the
hidden truth, or at least to hear a different \@rsof the story. Jean Rhys’s
rewriting translates Bertha’s madness as the migedyoppression of a white
Creole woman married for her wealth and then regiedi dislocated from her
island home in the Caribbean and imprisoned in rgligh manor. It is quite
interesting to note thaiVide Sargasso Sedoes not simply provide a new
version of the story, but actually succeeds in dilegp together two apparently
opposed points of view. Thus, if idane EyreBertha’s narrative is only
constructed from the perspective of Edward Rochestel depends on the
suppression of any alternative voices, in the newehthe speaking voice is
divided between husband and wife, emerging with akgstrength and
providing the reader with two different but ultirat compatible and equally
significant versions of the story. Moreover, whileeserving the marriage plot
delineated in the Victorian novel, the post-colbteéxt succeeds in embedding
it within a concrete colonial context and thus eagphing the cultural
dimension of Bertha Antoinette Mason, the white diman Creole, and of her
ostensibly anonymous husband. Indeed, Rhys’s nowatains a complex
presentation of a particular historical categoigady based on an accurate
knowledge of the mentally deranged Creole heires$¢le early nineteenth
century, whose impressive dowries, far from enguriheir happiness,
represented little more than an additional burden.

As far as the protagonists’ spatial coordinatescancerned, there is no
denying the fact that the complex cultural dimensid the Caribbean space,
almost universally perceived as the ultimate uridrthe diverse? plays a
crucial part in the formation of her personalityherl particular nature of
Caribbean identities, products of numerous prosesdéemigration, has led
various theoreticians to the conclusion that theillbaan is not so much a
geographical location but a cultural constructiasdd on a series of mixtures,
languages and communities of peopleall of which contribute to the
complexity of the various characters present in teet. The figure of
Antoinette is moreover a strong argument in favoluthe idea that personal
identity retains only the appearance of intimacyd arannot avoid being

° Ania LoombaColonialism / PostcolonialisrfLondon & New York: Routledge, 1998) 82
1% Antonio Benitez-Rojo, “The Repeating Island” irvkin and Ryan 979
1 Carole Boyce Davies, “Migratory Subjectivities” Rivkin and Ryan 1003
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determined by politics of imperialisthas well as by spatial location. As a
white Creole whose childhood coincides with theiqeeof slave emancipation
in Jamaica, Antoinette is not only caught betwdenEnglish imperialist and
the black native but also experiences a doubletiejg being accepted neither
by the representatives of the colonial center nothHe marginalized Negro
community. This lack of belonging is obvious frohetvery beginning of the
novel, the first sentences containing a brief yeigpant reference to the
exclusion of the Mason family from the protectiviecke of Jamaican elite:
“They say when trouble comes close ranks, and somtite people did. But
we were not in their ranks?

The attitude of the white population is moreoverrored by that of a
less privileged community, and Antoinette’s abilito understand and
appreciate elements belonging to a different celamd mentality makes her
perfectly aware of the similar feelings of most niems of the black race: “I
never looked at any strange Negro. They hated hegy Tcalled us white
cockroaches.”WSS$ 20) The first appearance in the text of the phraghite
cockroach,” later to become a veritable leitmofitlee entire novel, indicates a
clear reversal of the traditional relationship betw the colonizer and the
colonized. Its subsequent reiterations play an eweme significant part,
revealing the true condition of the Creole andft that racial superiority is
no guarantee of successful integration in the wimbeld, not even with the
combined help of wealth and marriage to an Engjesfitleman:

It was a song about a white cockroach. That's nat'$ what they call

all of us who were here before their own peoplafiica sold them to the

slave traders. And I've heard English women calldmte niggers. So

between you | often wonder who | am and where is aoyntry and

where | belong and why was | ever born at &lISS 85)

By no means a mere suggestion of economic inféyiom of racial impurity,

the derogatory phrase employed by black peopleattagls and Europeans
alike perfectly delineates the drama of the whadendican Creole, a perfect
repository of the obsessive desire of the membedecolonised communities

12 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Three Women’'s Textsla Critique of Imperialism” in
Feminisms: An Anthology of Literary Theory and iCi#m Eds. Robyn R, Warhol and Diana
Price Herndl (New Brunswick: Rutgers Universityess, 1991) 803-4

13 Jean Rhyswide Sargasso Séhondon: Penguin Books, 1993) 15. All further refeces are
to this edition, hereafter cited a&/SS followed by page number, and will be given
parenthetically in the text.

114

BDD-A3673 © 2005 Ovidius University Press
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.28 (2025-08-04 10:48:17 UTC)



Wide Sargasso Sea/ Ovidius University Annals of Philology XVI, 127245 (2005)
for an identity” and as such a symbol of post-colonialism. Caugiwéen two
different worlds and rejected by both, Antoinetigeriences throughout the
novel the impossibility of integrating in any ofettcultures whose various
elements blend in the formation of her identity #imel increasing awareness of
the inevitable failure of her marriage to a Europea

The complexity of Antoinette’s wedded life (juskdi her mother’'s
before her) can in fact only be understood in tbatext of the encounter
between the colonizing male and the colonized feraald the failure of both
marriages can be blamed on the irreconcilable réiffees between the cultural
backgrounds of the spouses, being predeterminedhby estranged and
problematic nature of the colonial encounter. luldobe argued that in
Antoinette’s case such an interpretation is reral@ngalid by the similarities
between husband and wife, both marked by their coessful relationships
with their families, one of them being constantijected by an increasingly
alienated mother, the other being denied any filusapport and expected to
acquire a fortune in the colonies. However, thamilar fate as dispossessed
children does not guarantee any mutual understgndiimce the ultimate
object of Rochester's hatred is not the family tkiépatches him to the
colonies in order to acquire a fortune at the obst loveless marriage, but the
woman whose wealth provides him with a new status.

Moreover, frustration is by no means their mosnsigant common
feature, as both protagonists share a profoundtitgdecrisis, alternatively
expressed by means of the thematics of NarcisstiOadipus> Antoinette’s
evolution is marked by frequent references to warimnages of mirroring, one
of the most suggestive reflecting her refusal toept either the imminent
changes brought about by the disappearance ofltherder or the power of
racial difference:

| saw Tia and her mother and | ran to her, forwhs all that was left of
my life as it had been. We had eaten the same fdegt side by side,
bathed in the same river. As | ran, | thought, Il e with Tia and | will

be like her. Not to leave Coulibri. Not to go. Ndthen | was close | saw
the jagged stone in her hand but | did not sedhnew it. | did not feel it

either, only something wet, running down my factdked at her and |
saw her face crumple up as she began to cry. Wedstt each other,

4 Simon During, “Postmodernism or post-colonialismlay” in Postmodernism: A Reader
Ed. Thomas Docherty (London and New York: Harvegideatsheaf, 1993) 458
1> Gayatri Chakravorty Spivalp.cit, 804
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blood on my face, tears on hers. It was as if | sayself. Like in a

looking-glass. (VS$ 38)
The failure of Antoinette’s attempt to join Tia aratlopt a new identity
represents a new confirmation of the complexityradial tension, but the
significance of this fragment also resides in thespntation of the role of the
Other in the understanding of the Self and of thgifity of the boundary that
separates them.

The Creole’s impossibility to integrate emerges éeer both from
Antoinette’s confrontation with her black Other af@m her revelatory
contemplation of her “favourite picture, ‘The Mille Daughter’, a lovely
English girl with brown curls and blue eyesWgS 30) an image of the
idealized white self which, just like the black si@n, is ultimately
incompatible with Creole identity. An equally sifjoant if less spectacular
detail consists in the presence in the text oftttraplex mechanisms by which
the figures of mother and daughter mirror each roéiseequally disconnected
and fragmented beings, deprived of any clear sehskentity. Indeed, the fact
that they share two versions of the same namae, phgsical beauty, and the
nature of their marriages reinforce the idea thHwairt evolutions can be
perceived as two version of the same story andAhaette’s downfall clearly
anticipates her daughter’s similar fate.

One of the few tangible consequences of her mar@msists in the
possibility of shifting the feelings of displacenieand problems of identity
onto an English gentleman forced to deal with ttrange otherness of the
West Indies and of his new wife. His first contadth the place closely
mirrors the settler's arrival in new land, incluginthe reluctance to
acknowledge the presence of other people who niighé a prior claim to a
space he only now discovers and the frustratiggéred by his own incapacity
to reveal its secrets: “It was a beautiful placevild, untouched, above all
untouched, with an alien, disturbing, secret loweds. And it kept its secret.
I'd find myself thinking, ‘What | see is nothingl-want what ithides— that is
not nothing.” WS$ 73)

His initial impressions of Antoinette consist ofrgliar references to the
strangeness of her obviously non-European setdt, f@vealed by her large and
disconcerting eyes: “Long, sad, dark alien eyeso(erof pure English descent
she may be, but they are not English or Europetiergi (WSS 56) Although
apparently a trivial detail, it nevertheless amiates her failure to fit in his
European frame of reference and his subsequenénepdo subordinate the
place and its inhabitants to his paradigm, to toedlh as blank spaces on which
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the newcomer is free to inscribe his own expeatatiomodifying them
according to the selfish logic of domination andidce and reconstructing the
Others as creatures of European Willhe strategies he uses to dominate his
wife can be perceived as the private manifestabbran ideological and
political structure promoting imperialist dominatity An accurate reading of
the text and above all of the nature of this mggimust take into account the
crucial relationship between patriarchal and inmgdest domination and the
way in which they both contribute to Rochester’bjsation of his wife.

Rochester’s evolution is shaped from the very b@goby his inability
to reconcile his own English identity with the nawf the colonies or at least
to understand the place, which he refuses to agsesglser terms than those of
colonial stereotypes. The outcome of the marriagiself predetermined by
their different approaches to the very space inctvlihey are to spend their
honeymoon. The destructive racism which separaggsshcially from the
black population and epistemologically from the w@Hturopean elite deprives
Antoinette of the possibility of any authentic senef belonging to a
community and encourages her to reassert the amgection left to her, the
Caribbean landscape. However, it is precisely thassuring landscape that
marks the first instance of her alienation in relaship with her husband, for
whom it represents the Otherness he feels obligedepress in order to
maintain his Eurocentric perspective intatt.

Unable to recognize himself in what he sees amédatbned by the
possibility of eventually becoming his own objettfear, he looks for another
in the person of his wife, whom he sets out toragate to the place and the
people who have frightened him into almost seeingsklf'® The description
of his first immersion into the new landscape cor#ta clear indication of his
feelings for his wife and of the differences betwethe two of them:
“Everything is too much, | felt as | rode wearilftea her. Too much blue, too
much purple, too much green. The flowers too red,mountains too high, the
hills too near. And the woman is a stranger. Hela@ing expression annoys
me.” (WSS 59) The failure of their marriage emerges witrerevgreater

'8 \Veronica Marie Gregglean Rhys’s Historical ImaginatioReading and Writing the Creole
(Chapel Hill & London: University of North Carolif@ress, 1995) 105

" Glyne A. Griffith, Deconstruction, Imperialism and the West Indian &lofKingston:
University of the West Indies Press, 1996) 120

®bid., 117

% Nancy Rebecca Harrisonlean Rhys and the Novel as Women's T&tiapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1988) 197
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strength from the fact that the colours from whioh recoils are the ones
Antoinette chose in her childhood embroideries: “@&a colour the roses as
we choose and mine are green, blue and purple. rbeald, | will write my
name in fire red, Antoinette Mason, née Cosway, MoDalvary Convent,
Spanish Town, Jamaica, 1839WES 44) Rochester’'s hatred of the very
elements used by Antoinette to emblematize her @etf to represent her
identity”® thus anticipates his subsequent efforts to destrem in an attempt
to deal with his own displacement.

These initial intimations of an imminent disastere aapparently
dispelled by the happiness characterizing the fitage of their married life,
but the experience of similar situations alreadgoemtered in the text reveals
the illusory nature of this harmony. One of the miagseresting features this
relationship shares with Antoinette’s equally urtassful experience with Tia
consists in its obviously colonial character, tidyalifference consisting in the
change in Antoinette’s status. Previously consedichs the white colonizer
initiated into the native’s way of life by her Negcompanion Tia, she now
emerges as the colonized woman the male colomesrtb enlighten with his
accounts of England and Europe. From his positsoa gepository of European
culture, Rochester is tempted to resort to a famdolonial device granting her
the mental capacity of a child and reinforcing éwen superiority by means of
the same process both he and Antoinette’s stepfatheployed in the
representation of members of an inferior race.

Although the apparent disparity between his wifercomplete
intellectual development and his superior undedstepnmight be perceived as
a drawback in their relationship, it soon beconlearcthat while Antoinette’s
acceptance of her own ignorance and her recepssgeioehis teachings would
probably have saved their marriage, her refusahdopt his point of view
provides him with a new argument against her silityals a wife: “If she was
a child she was not a stupid child but an obstinate She often questioned me
about England and listened attentively to my answeut | was certain that
nothing | said made much difference. Her mind wesady made up.”"WS$
78) Although the fixed ideas he accuses her ofesgt another version of his
own equally distorted view of the Caribbean spawé tzer reluctance to accept
his perspective derives from her natural incapawitthink outside an already
established system of reference, it is quite unidedable that his ego is deeply
affected by his own impossibility to influence hemd that she is meant to

2 Veronica Marie Greggp.cit, 86
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remain nothing but a stranger who shares neitrgethmughts nor his feelings:
“she was a stranger to me, a stranger who didhiok or feel as | did.”\(VS$
78)

However, the true nature of their marriage can drdyunderstood on
the background of a particular historical contexdtl @f a complicated web of
dependency, in which the economic aspect acquiresoinent dimension.
Almost all the human relationships present in gx &re marked by the idea of
possession and dependence: Christophine, an afigaretependent woman
feared and respected by all the other charactisjtially nothing more than
Annette’s wedding present from her first husbandd antoinette’s own
marriage is little more than one of the numeroustreets characteristic of
patriarchal societies, whereby women, signs andnoodities pass from one
man to anothef" In this particular situation, Antoinette, her merts
plantation and all the wealth provided by her sidpdr pass from her closest
male relative to her husband, in the classic seemérthe European gentleman
dispatched to the colonies to acquire an heireskeed, the unwritten letter to
his father clearly reveals his views on the trignsicance of the transaction:
“The thirty thousand pounds have been paid to mthowt question or
condition. (...) I have sold my soul or you have siblénd after all is it such a
bad bargain?”WS$ 59) The first signs of tension emerge with thebdand’s
tendency to attribute his own views to his wife,owhhe accuses of producing
this alternative interpretation of the marriagetcact: “I have not bought her,
she has bought me, or so she thinkg/SG 59) It could indeed be argued that
it is not the mercenary nature of his marriage thatures his frustrations, but
the fear, obviously triggered by the associatiorpoiver and wealth, that his
male superiority might be questioned.

It moreover seems that the passage of all finanaral territorial
possessions from his wife’'s family to him, markitige first stage of the
development of the marriage into a colonial allggois not enough to
counteract his frustrations, his inferiority compleand his feelings of
displacement. Indeed, in order to overcome his msacurity he needs to fully
assume the role of the colonizer by renaming ArtidénBertha, in a desperate
attempt to change the impenetrable Creole Otherishencapable of
understanding into a more familiar reality: “Bertisanot my name. You are
trying to make me into someone else, calling marngther name." WSS 121)
Although incapable of changing Antoinette into bwen version of the perfect

L Luce Irigaray, “Commodities amongst ThemselvesRinkin and Ryan 574
119

BDD-A3673 © 2005 Ovidius University Press
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.28 (2025-08-04 10:48:17 UTC)



Wide Sargasso Sea/ Ovidius University Annals of Philology XVI, 127245 (2005)
wife, he succeeds in splitting her personality degriving her of a significant
part of her identity: “Names matter, like when hewdn’t call me Antoinette,
and | saw Antoinette drifting out of the window lviher scents, her pretty
clothes and her looking-glass\WS$ 147) His act can be thus read as a new
reflection of the imperial tendency to rename \astas of the world such as
India, America, Australia, and Antoinette’s verynhe, the West Indies, whose
inhabitants were consequently disinherited in ortterbe “placed” within
colonial discours® and as such practically severed from their trixese

The colonial nature of their relationship is alsmphasized by his
tendency to project all his negative features am teeaccentuate her alienation
by transferring to her his own sense of displacendnving her further away
from her fragile sense of identity. Taking into awgot the fact that the
objective of the colonial discourse is to constitue colonized as a population
of degenerate types in order to justify conqé@st,could be argued that he
needs to construct her as mad and perverted foputmoses of justifying his
appropriation of all her fortune and his attemptghange her according to his
will. However, the true complexity of this procesan only be grasped in
reference to his own confusion and anxiety abagipbssible degeneration into
a savagé? which he attempts to solve by gradually transfognher into a
repository of his own flaws. Thus, after repeatedjecting Antoinette and
eventually choosing to sleep with her mulatto mael not only repudiates his
wife on grounds of her scandalous behaviour, bsb alondemns her to
perpetual solitude: “She thirsts famyone— not for me. (...) Vain, silly
creature. Made for loving? Yes, but she’ll havelower, for | don’t want her
and she’ll see no other. WSS 135-136)

In spite of the various pretexts he provides ireottd justify his attitude,
both this fragment and the presentation of the redittory feelings he
experiences at the time of their departure indithée it is not her supposed
madness or promiscuity that he resents but the tfzatt far from being
dependent on his power and superior knowledgegcshgnues to belong to a
different world she alone understands and from Wwhige feels excluded:

2 Michael Parker and Roger Stark&gstcolonial literatures. Achebe, Ngugi, Desai, b
(London: Macmillan, 1995) 3

% Homi Bhabha, “The Other Question: The Stereotyq# @olonial Discourse” iTwentieth-
Century Literary Theory. A Readdtd. K.M. Newton (London: Macmillan, 1997) 295

24 Bridget Orr, “The only free people in the empirender difference in colonial discourse”
in Tiffin and Lawson 155
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| hated the mountains and the hills, the rivers tr&drain. | hated the
sunsets of whatever colour, | hated its magic aedsecret | would never
know. | hated its indifference and the cruelty whiwas part of its
loveliness. Above all | hated her. For she belongedhe magic and
loveliness. She had left me thirsty and all my lifeuld be thirst and
longing for what | had lost before | found WES$ 141)
Although Rochester accuses Antoinette and “all ¢fieers who know the
secret” WSS 141) of either refusing or failing to share thkimowledge, the
fact that their secret is kept from him is due ts lbwn inability and
unwillingness to pause and unravel their particutsion of the stor§? His
willingness to love and forgive her at the pricémfie human tear"WS$S 136)
further reinforces the fact that her only salvati@s in her acceptance of his
own norms, in the adoption of an attitude ratifiogdhis European outlook.

Her failure to act in accordance with these termd give up the last
traces of her identity promptly triggers his demmsto dislocate her from her
familiar surroundings and to deprive her of any ramtion with her own
image: “She’ll not laugh in the sun again. Shefit mress up and smile at
herself in that damnable looking-glass. So pleasedsatisfied.” (WSS 136)
After having successfully taken possession of health, silencing her voice
and denying her the right to her real name, Roehestcomplishes his role as
colonizer by denying her access to her own selhef€ is no looking-glass
here and | don’'t know what | am like now. (...) Wlaan | doing in this place
and who am 1?” WSS 147) It thus becomes increasingly clear that the
fulfillment of Rochester’'s desire to impose his mobf view on both the
narrative and Antoinette involves her transformatitom a speaking subject
into an object, an Othéf,a locked-away madwoman completely lacking the
narrative capability which would have representacuadeniable proof of her
sanity.

Separated from all the elements of her previous lifie protagonist
seems indeed to retain no traces of her own histag/to fully assume the
stance of the mad woman in the attic, the only id@taalidating such an
assumption being the reference to the red dreaswgsbol of the self. The fact
that the garment chosen by Antoinette as the tefleof her true identity is
the one worn during her last encounter with herattallover and the act of
admitting this illicit relationship can be read a<lear assertion of herself as

% Kathy Mezei, “And It Kept Its Secret: Narrationelhory, and Madness in Jean Rhys' Wide
Sargasso SeaCritique. Vol. 28, 1987, 197
?®bid., 195
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Caribbean. The very description of the dress ctutes an attempted
recuperation of the only space the protagonistidantify with: “As soon as |
turned the key | saw it hanging, the colour of fmed sunset. The colour of
flamboyant flowers. (...)The smell of vetivert andrigipani, of cinnamon and
dust and lime trees when they are flowering. Thelkaf the sun and the smell
of the rain.” WS$ 151) The red dress moreover reinforces her piaten
resistance to both psychological colonization ahgsjtal imprisonmenf and
as such reveals the limitation of all critical apgches that invariably confine
Rhys’s heroines to the predestined role of victira,role that actually depends
on their own adoption of a certain uniform.

The one element connecting the various hypostasé#seovictimized
Creole woman present in the text eventually praeebave very little to do
with social or racial status and consists in anaa@mly trivial detail, that is in
their partiality for a certain colour. Indeed, thdite clothes preferred by
Annette, the muslin dress meant to replace thestwmien by Tia, the elegant
garment admired by Rochester and the dresses wgrnthé helpless
protagonists of Antoinette’s dreams, apart fromirtlsgmbolic reference to
white as a marker of racial prestige, constituentbelves as indicators of the
female characters’ involvement in their own subgettindeed, however clear
the distinction between the oppressor and the gpptemight initially seem,
the novel demonstrates that the categorization afepful and powerless
involves a vast range of complexifiéand that the same character can oscillate
between the two extremes and even determined her inglusion in one
category or another. The juxtaposition of the dsseand self-assured woman
in the red dress and the victimized wearer of théewdress clearly reinforces
both the dual nature of Antoinette’s personalityd &he ambiguity of her
position in the discourse of power.

The intimation that her husband may not have peréor “the last and
worst thing” WSS 152) by replacing this particular dress with &edent
garment and thus truly depriving her of her idgnstiggests the possibility of
Antoinette’s survival behind Bertha’s mask. Theotal moment of this last
stage in Antoinette’s transformation involves aafimnd decisive encounter
with the Other, once again mediated by a mirrowimch Rhys’s Antoinette,

" Hilda van Neck-Yoder, “Colonial Desires, Silenaed Metonymy: ‘All Things Considered’
in Wide Sargasso Sedl’'exas Studies in Literature and Languaygel. 40, 1998, 200
28 Jan Curtis, “The Secret of Wide Sargasso Sestique. Vol. 31, 1990, 185
2 Glyne A. Griffith, op.cit, 120
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far from merely identifying her own image, catclaeglimpse of Bronté’s mad
Bertha, thus seeing her self as her Other: “It We that | saw her — the
ghost. The woman with streaming hair. She was saded by a gilt frame but
I knew her.” WSS 154) To paraphrase an interesting idea in Gillaexd
Gubar’s essay, it seems that before Antoinettgaamey through the looking-
glass towards autonomy she must come to termstiagtimages on the surface
of the glass, with the mythic masks Rochester atbus other people have
fastened over her human face both to lessen theddf her true individuality
and to identify her with the eternal types they éndlvemselves invented to
possess her more thorougfifyRead from the new perspective provided by
Wide Sargasso SeBronté’s Bertha emerges as one possible repaggamof
Antoinette, as simply one of the numerous masksroextremely complex
character, no longer silenced but granted the ehtmpresent her own version
of the story, no longer confined to the attic okiagle canonical text but
allowed to move between the two novels, using lesvly acquired power and
the voice provided by the more recent text to reddbe less privileged
protagonist of the original Victorian novel.
An inevitable consequence of any reading of a podem or post-colonial
sequel of a classical text consists in the impadgyilof ever returning to the
earlier texts without hearing revelatory “scrapsha stories they choose not to
tell”** and which end up acquiring the value and authaftgfficial versions,
irremediably influencing the original and extendiitg) possibilities. Although
in this particular case the more recent text setamsompletely distort the
victim / victimizer relationship, transforming appatly sympathetic characters
into ruthless imperialistic aggressors, it does eftdce the credibility of the
earlier novel. The experience Wfide Sargasso Sexctually provides readers
with a new key talane Eyre reinforcing the necessity of reading it against a
previously ignored historical and cultural backgrdustimulating colonial and
postcolonial interpretations of the text, or simpifimating the possibility of a
different reception of a hauntingly marginal ch&eac Indeed, apart from
providing a silenced protagonist with a personalceoand an authentic
identity, demonstrating the pervasiveness of thénial encounter and
exposing the limitations of all stereotypes, theeialso succeeds in proving
the essentially unstable nature of human persgnasielf and the complex

% sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, “The Madwomahérttic” in Rivkin and Ryan 596
31 paul HamiltonHistoricism(London and New York: Routledge, 1996) 186
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interplay of various factors involved in its artiation. The relationship
between the Other and the self thus emerges asth®tmain mechanism of
colonial intercourse and the very basis of indiaidudentity, ultimately
structured on a complex interplay of masks andarsrand depending on the
ability to distinguish the elements that truly aefiit from the ones more or less
forcefully imposed either from outside or from with
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