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INTRODUCTION: A DIALOGUE
ACROSS CENTURIES

When readers first encounter Bertha
Mason in Charlotte Bronté’'s 1847 classic,
Jane Eyre, she appears as a ghostly,
almost monstrous figure locked in the
attic of Thornfield Hall. She is the
madwoman, the obstacle to Jane’'s
happiness, a creature of fire and
violence with barely a voice of her own.
Nearly two decades later, the
Dominican-born British writer Jean Rhys
would ask a provocative question that
few had thought to pose: What if Bertha
had a story worth telling? That question
gave birth to Wide Sargasso Sea
(1966), a novel that does not merely
reimagine Bronté’'s work but
fundamentally challenges it. The
relationship between Jane Eyre and
Wide Sargasso Sea is one of the most
celebrated and studied literary
conversations in the English language.
To understand either novel fully, one
must explore their complex, intertextual
bond. This article examines the
narratives, characters, themes, and
cultural significance of these two iconic
works, revealing how together they
create a richer, more troubling portrait of
love, madness, and empire.

THE WORLD OF JANE EYRE: A
VICTORIAN MASTERPIECE

The Orphan’s
Journey

Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre is, at its
core, a Bildungsroman—a story of
moral and psychological growth. The
novel traces the life of its titular heroine
from her miserable childhood at
Gateshead Hall, where she is abused by
her aunt and cousins, to her time at the
harsh Lowood School, and finally to her
employment as a governess at
Thornfield Hall. There, she falls in love
with the brooding, Byronic master of the
house, Edward Rochester. Their
romance, however, is shattered by the
revelation that Rochester is already
married to Bertha Mason, a woman he
describes as mad, depraved, and
animalistic. Bertha is confined to the
attic, cared for by the cruel servant
Grace Poole.

The Figure of
Bertha Mason

In Bronté’s novel, Bertha is less a
character than a plot device and a
symbol. She represents the hidden sin,
the dark secret that must be expunged
before Jane and Rochester can unite.
Bertha speaks only a handful of times,
usually with growls or shrieks. She is
described as having a “purple face” and
“bloated features,” and she attacks her
brother and bites Rochester like a wild
beast. Bertha’'s insanity is presented as
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congenital and absolute. Because
readers see her only through the eyes of
Jane and Rochester, she remains a
terrifying enigma. For many decades,
readers accepted this portrayal without
question, viewing Bertha as a necessary
obstacle in the path of true love.

Colonial Shadows
In Bronte’'s Text

Although Jane Eyre is set entirely in
England, the specter of the British
Empire looms over the story. Rochester’s
wealth comes from his Jamaican
plantation, and he married Bertha for her
substantial dowry—money rooted in the
slave economy of the Caribbean. Bertha
herself is a Creole heiress from Spanish
Town, Jamaica. Yet Bronté provides
almost no detail about Bertha’s
background, her family, or her culture.
She exists as a nameless, racialized
“other” whose sole function is to be
locked away. This silence is precisely
what Wide Sargasso Sea seeks to fill.

THE WORLD OF WIDE SARGASSO
SEA: A POSTCOLONIAL
RECKONING

Giving Voice to
the Silenced
Woman

Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea is a
prequel and a parallel narrative to Jane
Eyre set in Jamaica and Dominica
shortly after the abolition of slavery in
the British colonies (1833). The novel is
divided into three parts. Part One is

narrated by Antoinette Cosway, the
young Creole girl who will become
Bertha Mason. She tells the story of her
impoverished childhood at Coulibri
Estate, a once-prosperous sugar
plantation now in decline. Her family is
isolated and despised by both the white
English elite and the Black Jamaican
population, who resent them for their
former slave-owning status. Antoinette’s
mother, Annette, descends into madness
and despair, foreshadowing her
daughter’s fate.

Part Two: The
Marriage and Its
Unraveling

Part Two shifts to a male first-person
narrator—the unnamed Englishman who
is clearly the young Edward Rochester.
This section describes his arranged
marriage to Antoinette. Unlike the
confident, Byronic figure in Bronté’s
novel, Rhys’'s Rochester is insecure,
suspicious, and deeply prejudiced. He
finds Jamaica claustrophobic and alien.
He is poisoned against Antoinette by
Daniel Cosway, a bitter, mixed-race man
who claims to be her illegitimate half-
brother. Daniel tells Rochester that
madness runs in Antoinette’s family.
Consumed by paranoia and a desire for
control, Rochester begins to call
Antoinette “Bertha”—a name he chooses
because “Bertha” sounds less exotic and
more English. He denies her identity, her
language, and her homeland. He
eventually sleeps with a Black servant,
Amélie, as an act of cruelty, which finally
breaks Antoinette’s spirit. In a state of
despair, she attacks Rochester and his
friend, and the novel ends with
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Rochester taking her to England.

Part Three: The
Prisoner in the
Attic

The brief third part of Wide Sargasso
Sea is narrated by Antoinette from the
attic of Thornfield Hall. She is now called
Bertha, she is heavily drugged, and her
memories are fading. She dreams of her
childhood home and plans to burn down
the house. The novel ends with her
famous line: “Now at last | know why |
was brought here and what | have to
do.” The dream sequence mirrors the
climax of Jane Eyre, but Rhys
transforms the violent act of arson into a
tragic, even liberating, act of self-
destruction and revenge.

KEY THEMES IN JANE EYRE AND
WIDE SARGASSO SEA

Madness and the
Male Gaze

One of the central concerns in both
novels is the nature of madness. In Jane
Eyre, Bertha's insanity is presented as a
brute fact—inherited, irreversible, and
terrifying. Rochester claims she has “a
nature the most gross, impure, and
depraved.” But in Wide Sargasso Sea,
Rhys suggests that Antoinette’s
madness is socially constructed and
deliberately inflicted. Antoinette’s
isolation, her husband’s rejection, the
loss of her home, and the renaming of
her identity are all acts of psychological
violence that drive her to the edge. Rhys

challenges the Victorian assumption that
madness is purely a medical or
hereditary condition. Instead, she
portrays it as a response to colonial
oppression and patriarchal cruelty. The
question becomes: Is Bertha mad, or
was she driven mad?

ldentity and
Naming

Names carry immense weight in both
texts. In Jane Eyre, Bertha is simply
“the madwoman in the attic.” She has no
personal history. In Wide Sargasso
Sea, Rhys restores her name: Antoinette
Cosway. The act of renaming her
“Bertha” is a colonial gesture. Rochester
says, “l will call you Bertha,” erasing her
identity and imposing his own authority.
This symbolic act mirrors the broader
colonial project of renaming lands,
cultures, and peoples. Antoinette’s
struggle to maintain her sense of self is
the emotional core of Wide Sargasso
Sea. She clings to memories of Coulibri,
of her childhood friend Tia, of the natural
beauty of the Caribbean. But these
memories are systematically stripped
away.

Colonialism and
Power

Perhaps the most significant theme
linking Jane Eyre and Wide Sargasso
Sea is colonialism. Bronté’'s novel,
written at the height of the British
Empire, largely takes its colonial context
for granted. Wealth flows from the
colonies to England, but the human cost
is invisible. Rhys forces this cost into the
open. She shows the ugly aftermath of



slavery: racial tension, economic
collapse, and a deeply entrenched
hierarchy of color and class. Antoinette
is caught between two worlds. She is a
white Creole—descended from slave
owners but born in the Caribbean. The
Black community calls her a “white
cockroach,” while the English see her as
a colonial upstart. She belongs nowhere.
Rochester, meanwhile, represents the
imperial center. He arrives in Jamaica
with a sense of entitlement and disgust.
He is repulsed by the heat, the
vegetation, the food, and the people. His
marriage to Antoinette is a transaction,
and when he feels deceived, he punishes
her with the full force of his patriarchal
and colonial authority.

COMPARING NARRATIVE
PERSPECTIVES

First-Person
Storytelling In
Both Novels
Both Jane Eyre
and Wide
Sargasso Sea
employ first-
person narration,
but to very
different effects.

Bronte uses
Jane’s voice to
build a sense of
moral certainty
and emotional
intimacy. The
reader is aligned
with Jane's
perspective. We
see the world

through her
eyes, and we
trust her
judgments.

When she

describes Bertha,
we accept her
description as
truth. Rhys, by
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contrast, uses
multiple first-
person

narrators—Antoi
nette, Rochester,
and briefly,
Grace Poole in a
deleted section.
This polyphonic
approach

destabilizes any
single version of
the truth. We see
Rochester’s fear
and prejudice
alongside

Antoinette’s pain
and confusion.
The result is a

more ambiguous,
unsettling
narrative. Rhys
does not simply
reverse the roles
of victim and
villain; she
complicates
them.

Silence and
Speech

One of the most
powerful aspects
of Wide
Sargasso Sea is
Its restoration of
speech to a
character who is
famously



silenced. Bertha

Mason in Jane
Eyre has no
voice—only
screams  and
laughter.
Antoinette, by

contrast, has an
entire section of
the novel
devoted to her
iInner world. She

describes her
dreams, her
fears, her love
for the natural
world, and her
longing for
connection. By

giving her a
voice, Rhys
humanizes her.
We come to see

her not as a
monster but as a
tragic figure
trapped in
circumstances

beyond her
control.

LITERARY LEGACY AND CRITICAL
RECEPTION

Wide Sargasso
Sea as
Postcolonial
Literature

Since
publication,

Its
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Wide Sargasso
Sea has become
a foundational
text N
postcolonial
literary studies.
It Is often taught
alongside Jane
Eyre as a prime
example of
“writing back” to
the colonial
canon. The novel
demonstrates
how classic
works of Western
literature often
contain silenced
or marginalized

voices that can
be recovered
and reimagined.
Rhys’s novel has
Inspired

countless other
works that offer

counter-
narratives to
canonical texts,

such as The
Penelopiad by
Margaret Atwood
or Foe by J. M.
Coetzee.
~eminist
nterpretations
-eminist critics
nNave also




embraced Wide
Sargasso Sea.
The novel
exposes the
patriarchal
structures that
confine women
in  both the
Victorian era and
the mid-20th
century.
Antoinette’s fate

Is sealed by her
lack of agency.
She is passed
from her mother
to her husband
like property.
Her dowry is the
only reason
Rochester
marries her.
Even her
madness is used
as a
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