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This passionate and heartbreaking novel brings into the light one of fiction’s most 

mysterious characters: the madwoman in the attic from Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. 

Set in the Caribbean, its heroine is Antoinette Cosway, a sensual and protected young 

woman who is sold into marriage to the prideful Rochester. In  this best-selling novel, 

Rhys portrays a society so driven by hatred, so skewed in its sexual relations, that it 

can literally drive a woman out of her mind. (W.W. Norton) 
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Romance blooms between a photographer and the daughter of a Coney Island freak 

show impresario in early 20th-century New York (Long Island Reads/South Shore 

Reads selection for 2015) 

 

 

 

Wide Sargasso Sea –Reading Guide  
Helpful note in introduction to the novel, by Frances Wyndham:  

“The novel is divided into three parts. The first is told in the heroine’s own words. In 

the second the young Mr. Rochester describes his arrival in the West Indies, his 

marriage and its disastrous sequel. The last part is once more narrated by the wife: but 

the scene is now England, and she writes from the attic room in Thornfield 

Hall….”(W.W. Norton) 

 

 

 

 



Plot  Summary  
 

Source : Shmoop Editorial Team. "Wide Sargasso Sea." Shmoop.com 

As Part I opens, Antoinette Cosway is a young girl living with her mother and brother at 

Coulibri, her family's estate near Spanish Town, Jamaica. With the passage of the 

Emancipation Act and the death of her father, the family is financially ruined. Moreover, 

they are ostracized by both the black and white communities on the island. The black 

community despises them for being former slaveholders, and the white community looks 

down on them because they are poor, Creole, and, in her mother's case, French. Among the 

only servants who remain is Christophine, a Martinique woman who is rumored to practice 

obeah. 

 

Motivated in part by her family's desperate situation, Annette, Antoinette's mother, marries 

Mr. Mason, a wealthy planter. This marriage, however, only seems to aggravate racial 

tensions in their neighborhood. One night, rioters burn the house down. The entire family 

narrowly escapes, all except Antoinette's brother Pierre, who, due to his exposure to the 

smoke, dies very soon after.  Pierre's death devastates Annette, who goes mad with grief. 

Mr. Mason sends Annette off to an isolated house to be cared for by a colored couple. 

Antoinette is sent to live with her aunt Cora in Spanish Town. For a year and a half, 

Antoinette attends a convent school there. Part I ends with Mr. Mason back in Antoinette's 

life, insinuating that plans for arranging her marriage are already under way. 

 

Part II opens with a newly wedded Antoinette and Rochester on their honeymoon in 

Granbois, the Cosway estate outside Massacre, Dominica. Through a series of flashbacks, 

we learn that their marriage was arranged by Rochester's father, Mr. Mason, and Richard 

Mason, Antoinette's stepbrother. After only a month of courtship, Rochester married 

Antoinette. While at first wary of each other, Antoinette and Rochester grow to trust each 

other and consummate their marriage. 

 

But the honeymoon is short-lived, as Rochester receives a malicious letter from a man who 

claims to be Daniel Cosway, Antoinette's stepbrother. The letter alleges that there is a 

history of sexual degeneracy and mental illness in Antoinette's family, and it also alleges 

that Antoinette had previously been engaged to a colored relative, Sandi Cosway. After 

receiving the letter, Rochester spurns Antoinette. Using an obeah potion obtained from 

Christophine, Antoinette drugs and seduces Rochester. On waking, Rochester realizes that 

he has been drugged, and sleeps with Antoinette's maid in revenge. Betrayed, Antoinette 

seems to go mad herself. Part II ends with their departure from Granbois to Spanish Town, 

where Rochester plans to have Antoinette declared insane and confined. 

 

Part III opens with Antoinette already confined in Thornfield Hall (in England), guarded by 

Grace Poole. Antoinette seems to have little sense of who or where she is at this point. Her 

stepbrother Richard Mason visits her, and she attacks him after he refuses to help her out of 

her marriage. Finally, she dreams that she escapes from her room and sets fire to the entire 

house. At the end of the dream, she flees to the top of the battlements, then jumps off. 

Antoinette wakes up, and the novel ends as she escapes from her room, with a candle 

lighting her way down a dark hallway. 

 

 



Discussion  Questions (shmoop.com) 

1. The last pages of the novel are pretty open-ended. Do you think Antoinette sets fire to 

Thornfield Hall and commits suicide in the end? If not, what are some other possible 

endings?  

2. Even though literary critics just call the male narrator "Rochester," the novel  leaves the 

male narrator unnamed. Why is that?  

3. What exactly was the nature of Antoinette's relationship with Sandi Cosway? Why didn't 

Antoinette run off with Sandi? 

4. Do you think Christophine was a positive force in Antoinette's life, or do you think she was 

using her? Do you think other black characters manipulated the white characters for their 

own ends? 

5. What do you think of the representation of black characters in the book? Did you find them 

depicted in a stereotypically racist, psychologically flat way, or do you think there's more to 

the story? 

6. Do you think obeah "works," at least in the world of the novel? Do you see evidence of 

magic or magical events? If so, where? If not, why is obeah such a factor in the novel?  

7. How would the story be different if Antoinette were not a white Creole, but a black 

character? A colored character?  

8. Wide Sargasso Sea tells the story of a minor character in Jane Eyre. If you were to write a 

novel about one of the minor characters in Wide Sargasso Sea, who would it be? What 

would your story be about? 

More Discussion Questions (W.W. Norton & Company) 

1. As a child, Antoinette Cosway wonders why the nuns at the convent do not pray for 

happiness. When Antoinette and Mr. Rochester arrive at their house after their wedding and 

journey, they drink a toast with two tumblers of rum punch. Antoinette says, “to 

happiness.” Why does happiness elude her? When is she happy and what happens to those 

moments of happiness? 

2. Antoinette’s childhood is heavily overcast by threat. What are the threats from outside her 

household? What are the threats from within? To whom and to what does she turn for 

protection? 

3. What is the racial situation as Antoinette is growing up? What does it mean that she gets 

called “white cockroach” and “white nigger?” How well do Antoinette and her mother 

understand the mindset of recently liberated slaves? What about the outsiders like Mr. 

Mason and Mr. Rochester? 

4. How does Antoinette’s experience of her mother’s rejection shape her life? Is Antoinette 

like her mother? Could she have escaped her inherited madness? At what point is it too 

late? Is she really mad? 

5. Sandi, Antoinette’s cousin who is black, makes an appearance in each of the three sections 

of the novel. Were you surprised by Antoinette and Sandi’s last scene together? What are 

the barriers that keep these two characters apart? In your opinion, could these barriers have 

been surmounted? 

6. Mr. Rochester seems to marry Antoinette for money, or perhaps for lust, or perhaps for 

power. Mr. Rochester makes love to Antoinette in part to gain power over her. Antoinettte 

persuades Christophine to use the power of her obeah to entice Mr. Rochester to her bed. 

Amelie has sex with Mr. Rochester for her own purposes, and Mr. Rochester sleeps with 

Amelie for his. What are the relationships between money, lust, sex, and power in the 

novel? 

7. Perspective switches two times in the novel. What is the effect of reading the same story 

from different people’s points of view? Which narrative voice do you trust more? Why? 

8. For Antoinette, England is a dream; for Mr. Rochester, the Caribbean is a dream. How do 

these perceptions keep them from understanding each other? Do they want to understand 

each other? How does it protect each of them to remain distant? 

http://www.shmoop.com/intro/literature/charlotte-bront-235/jane-eyre.html


9. Many of the characters are mad and many are drunk. How do madness and drunkenness 

serve the characters? Do they give the characters freedom? protection? the ability to see the 

truth? the ability to hide from it? 

10. Whose account of Christophine seems closest to the truth to you? How does her obeah 

work or not work under these circumstances? How good is her advice? Can Antoinette 

follow it? 

11. Language plays an important role in the novel. Mr. Rochester cannot understand patois. 

Does this give his “servants” power over him? 

12. Mr. Rochester starts to call Antoinette “Bertha,” instead of her real name. “Names are 

important,” she says toward the end of the novel. Does changing her name separate her 

from her family and her home? 

13. In Jane Eyre the madwoman in the attic is a very unsympathetic character, an obstacle that 

stands in the way of the union of Mr. Rochester and Jane Eyre. Charlotte Brontë portrays 

Mr. Rochester as a man with a dark past who nevertheless is not to blame for the burden 

with which he is saddled. Wide Sargasso Sea obviously sees this situation from a different 

angle. What are some of the factors that might have led to the difference between Charlotte 

Brontë’s version and that of Jean Rhys? 

14. Wide Sargasso Sea has two fires-one in the first section and one in the last. How are these 

fires related? Who dies, who goes crazy, who is set free? Is there a parallel between the 

parrot in the first fire and Antoinette in the second?  

The Sargasso Sea (brittanica.com) 

Sargasso Sea, [an] area of the North Atlantic Ocean, elliptical in shape and relatively still, 

that is strewn with free-floating seaweed of the genus Sargassum. It lies between the 

parallels 20° N and 35° N and the meridians 30° W and 70° W inside a clockwise-setting 

ocean-current system, of which the Gulf Stream (issuing from the Gulf of Mexico) forms 

part of the western rim. The sea reaches depths of 5,000–23,000 feet (1,500–7,000 m) and 

is characterized by weak currents, low precipitation, high evaporation, light winds, and 

warm, saline waters, all combining with the lack of thermal mixing to create a biological 

desert largely devoid of plankton, a basic food supply for fish. 

The brown seaweed (gulfweed) is kept at the surface by its small but prominent berrylike 

bladders. It then travels with the wind and current, apparently receiving minor 

replenishment from coastal plants drifting in from the southwest. The seaweed supports a 

specialized marine life, most of it characteristic of a coastal zone but some found only in 

this area. 

The Sargasso Sea, which encompasses the Bermuda islands, was first mentioned by 

Christopher Columbus, who crossed it on his initial voyage in 1492. The presence of the 

seaweed suggested the proximity of land and encouraged Columbus to continue, but many 

early navigators had the fear (actually unfounded) of becoming entangled within the mass 

of floating vegetation.  

 

Jean Rhys 
Encyclopedia of World Biography, September 10, 1999 Updated: March 26, 2013  

W. H. Smith Award, 1967; Heinemann Award, 1967; Arts Council of Great Britain Award 

for Writers, 1967; Commander of the British Empire for service to literature, 1979. 

http://library.eb.com/levels/referencecenter/article/65768
http://library.eb.com/levels/referencecenter/article/109621#25448.toc


Jean Rhys (1890-1979) is best known for her novel Wide Sargasso Sea, which was 

published in 1966 when she was 76 years old. Rhys's life was profoundly marked by a 

sense of exile, loss, and alienation--dominant themes in her novels and short stories. 

Despite critical acclaim at the end of her life, Rhys died in 1979 still doubting the merit of 

her work. 

 

Early Life 

Rhys was born Ella Gwendolen Rhys (sometimes spelled Rees) Williams on August 24, 

1890, in Roseau, on the Caribbean island nation of Dominica. Her father, Rhys Williams, 

was a Welshman who had been trained in London as a doctor and emigrated to the 

colonies. Her mother, Minna Lockhart, was a third-generation Dominican Creole. 

According to her biographer, Carole Angier, Rhys associated her mother with conformity 

and the "civilizing" mission of the English in the colonies at the end of the Victorian 

period. Rhys claimed her mother was cold, disapproving, and distant. In one of the 

notebooks she kept during her life, Rhys recorded a time when her mother, after an attempt 

to discipline her daughter, gave her "a long, sad look," and said, "I've done my best, it's no 

use. You'll never learn to be like other people." Rhys was crushed. "There you are, there it 

was," she wrote, "I had always suspected it, but now I knew. That went straight as an arrow 

to the heart, straight as the truth. I saw the long road of isolation and loneliness stretching 

in front of me as far as the eye could see, and further. I collapsed and cried as 

heartbrokenly as my worst enemy could wish." 

As a child and adolescent, Rhys was "alone except for books" and voices that "had nothing 

to do with me. I sometimes didn't even know the words. But they wanted to be written 

down, so I wrote them down." Finding little comfort at home, Rhys explored other worlds 

available to her. At a convent school that she attended, Rhys, an Anglican Protestant, was 

drawn to the ritual of Catholic worship. In addition to being fascinated by the sheer sensual 

component of the service, Rhys noted that "instead of the black people sitting in a different 

part of the church, they were all mixed up with the white and this pleased me very much. 

"For Rhys, the black women who worked in her house as servants offered her access to a 

secret world and a secret language, both very different from the disinterestedness of her 

mother. In her writing, Rhys would explore the tension between the ordered world of 

colonial life and the seductive world of island sensuality. But in her life, her sense of 

abandonment remained acute. "Gradually," she wrote, "I came to wonder about my mother 

less and less until at last she was almost a stranger and I stopped imagining what she felt or 

what she thought." 

A Life of Exile 

In 1907, Rhys left Dominica for England where she enrolled in the Perse School for Girls 

in Cambridge. The departure was typical for young colonial women of her station who 

were encouraged to finish their educations abroad. Although Rhys embraced the journey 

with a sense of adventure, the contrast between the cold and damp English climate and the 

lush surroundings of her island home would haunt Rhys throughout her life. At the Perse 

School, according to Angier, she was tormented by classmates who disapproved of her 

Creole background and her quick mind. Rhys spent two years at the Perse School before 

enrolling in the Academy of Dramatic Art in 1909, intending to become an actress. Her 

stay was brief, but before she left, Rhys signed a contract to become a chorus girl. When 

http://ic.galegroup.com/ic-bic1/


her father died and money became scarce, she began touring England with a theater troupe. 

Neither the life of the theater nor the drab towns in which she performed held much charm 

for Rhys, but she did find a sort of camaraderie among the chorus girls. According to 

Angier, "the girls spoke a secret language, like the ones at home--the servants' patois, or the 

Carib women's language, which the men didn't know. "Rhys, writes Angier, "shared their 

reliance on mascots, superstition, lucky charms. Above all she shared their simple division 

of the sexes. Men were either protectors or exploiters; women were either winners or 

losers, and what they won or lost was men." 

Rhys would be linked to a succession of men all of her life. Her emotional and financial 

dependence on them was exacerbated by her life-long alcoholism. "When slightly tight," 

Rhys wrote later in her life, "I can relax--also there are red letter days when I feel that after 

all I'm as much fun as the next woman really. However this doesn't happen often. "Rhys's 

first love affair, her most traumatic and defining, began in 1910 when she met a 

distinguished and respectable Englishman named Lancelot Hugh Smith. Smith's power and 

charm captivated Rhys, but she was devastated when he ended the affair and arranged to 

pay Rhys a monthly allowance. Alone with her despair, Rhys began to write diaries and 

notebooks recording her emotional states; it was her first attempt since she was a girl in 

Dominica to order her experience through writing. In the voice of Julia, the protagonist of 

her second novel, After Leaving Mr. Mackenzie, Rhys wrote, "I knew that if I could get to 

the end of what I was feeling it would be the truth about myself and about the world and 

about everything that one puzzles and pains about all the time." Rhys packed these 

notebooks away in the bottom of an old suitcase and they remained hidden for years, but 

the idea of writing had taken hold. 

Rhys continued to receive money from Smith and for the next few years lived a meager life 

in a London boarding house. In 1917, she met Jean Lenglet to whom she became engaged 

after a few short weeks. Her relationship to Lenglet reinforced a pattern of exile and 

rupture that would become a familiar one to Rhys. By 1919, they had married and moved 

to Holland where Rhys worked in an office. Shortly after, they moved to Paris. Rhys, now 

pregnant, worked for a time as an English tutor. She gave birth to a son, William Owen, 

who died within a few weeks. Lenglet, who had by this time become involved in a number 

of clandestine and illegal activities, continued to travel across Europe, at times to elude 

authorities. From 1919 to 1922, Rhys followed Lenglet to Vienna, Austria; Budapest, 

Hungary; Brussels, Germany; and Paris, France; all the while working at odd jobs in 

offices and dress shops or translating articles into English to help support her husband. In 

Brussels, Rhys had another child, Maryvonne. 

Early Literary Career 

In 1923, Lenglet was finally arrested and extradited. Rhys, alone and desperate, turned for 

support to the writer Ford Madox Ford, who had published some of her short stories in the 

Transatlantic Review. Rhys became involved in a complicated and, by her own account, 

abusive relationship with Ford and his mistress, Stella Bowen. She wrote about this 

relationship in her first novel, Quartet, published in 1929. When the affair ended, she 

returned for a short time to her husband and daughter, who were now in Amsterdam, but 

Lenglet's suspicions about her relationship with Ford and Bowen brought the marriage to 

an end. When Lenglet and Rhys separated, Rhys left Maryvonne in her father's care. 

Though her affair with Ford Madox Ford helped to end her marriage, and brought her much 

unhappiness and pain, the encounter nonetheless allowed Rhys entry into the contemporary 

literary world. Her career as a writer was finally launched. 



During the next ten years, Rhys would write three more novels, After Leaving Mr. 

Mackenzie, (1930); Voyage in the Dark, (1935); and Good Morning Midnight, (1939). In 

1992, Ann Hulbert, a reviewer for the New Republic, described Rhys's early work: "The 

style of her novels is pristinely pared down in describing depravity and excess, perfectly 

balanced in evoking instability; she is a master of dialogue between characters for whom 

communication is mostly a lost cause." After the publication of Quartet, Rhys met Leslie 

Tilden Smith, a literary agent who helped her find publishers for her novels. They married 

in 1934 after living together for five years. During the time she wrote most of her early 

novels, Rhys depended on Smith to type her manuscripts, subsidize trips to Paris, and 

manage her writing life. The process of writing for Rhys was always a difficult one; over 

the course of these years she became severely depressed. 

With the start of World War II in 1939, Smith was gone much of the time. The short stories 

Rhys produced during this period, none of which were published until later in her life, are 

marked by violence and paranoia. In 1945, Smith's sudden death left Rhys completely 

alone and virtually helpless. Two years later, she married Smith's cousin and estate 

executor, a solicitor named Max Hamer. Like Rhys's first husband, he became involved in 

illegal financial dealings. By this time, Rhys had virtually disappeared from public view; 

her novels went out of print, and she was presumed dead. By 1949, Rhys, as she put it, 

"cracked" and assaulted a neighbor who was rude to her. She spent a week in the hospital 

ward of Holloway prison before being released on probation. Shortly after this, Hamer was 

arrested for stealing checks. While he served his prison term, Rhys lived in poverty and 

continued to drink. 

A Brief Renaissance 

By 1950, Rhys's luck had changed after she answered an advertisement placed by Selma 

Vaz Dias, an actress who had adapted Rhy's Good Morning, Midnight for the radio and 

needed permission to perform it. The BBC initially rejected the adaptation, and Good 

Morning, Midnight wasn't broadcast until 1957. At that time, Rhys once again caught the 

attention of literary agents, this time Francis Wyndham, an admirer of her work who would 

later become her most competent promoter. He was interested in gaining publishing rights 

to Wide Sargasso Sea, a novel Rhys had begun in 1939. They agreed that she would deliver 

the novel in nine months, but it took another eight years for her to finish the manuscript. 

Wide Sargasso Sea, a retelling of Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre from the perspective of 

Bertha Mason, Rochester's mad Creole wife whom he locks in the attic, was 

psychologically and structurally complicated for Rhys. In order to finish the novel, Rhys 

had to return to the scenes of her past, to the island she had left as a girl and to the 

abandonment she had suffered as a young woman. The novel was a critical success, and 

Rhys won the W. H. Smith literary award for excellence at the age of 76. 

Despite this stunning achievement after a decade of obscurity and poverty, Rhys retreated 

further into the pain that had come to define her life. Though she produced two volumes of 

short stories, Tigers Are Better-Looking in 1968 and Sleep It Off, Lady in 1976, as well as a 

volume of autobiographical sketches in 1975 called My Day, Rhys regarded her later work 

as "no good, no good, magazine stories." She died on May 14, 1979, in Exeter, England. 

Though at times bitter and self-pitying, Rhys was also aware that her profound isolation 

intimately informed her work. "I have only ever written about myself," she once wrote, 

"people have always been shadows to me." 

 



 

 

 
 

 

Further Reading 

Jean Rhys, by Carole Angier 

The Blue Hour: a Life of Jean Rhys, by Lillian Pizzichini  

Smile Please: an Unfinished Autobiography, by Jean Rhys 

Jane Eyre, by Charlotte Brontë 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Bertha the Doomed
By WALTER ALLEN
New York Times (1923-Current file); Jun 18, 1967; ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The New York Times
pg. 241


