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"ANOTHER POOR DEVIL OF A HUMAN BEING JEAN RHYS AND THE NOVEL AS OBEAH

Elaine Savory*
"I'm tormented with characters from heaven knows where."

Letter to Francis Wyndham, 2 December 1959 (1984: 178)
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I .:kThere has already been some considerable interest in Rhys', spiritual place 
in the Caribbean, firstly as constructed by great creative imaginations, namely ■*
Kamau Brathwaite (1974) and Wilson Harris (1981, 1983) . There are also several 
essa'ys which have used concepts of obeah as reported by various scholarship to 
understand the idea of obeah as present in Rhys' texts: James, (1979); Campbell,-4
(1982, 1990); O'Connor (1986); Emery (1990):^ Rhys left numerous statements 
about obeah, magic, religion and the supernatural. But it is in fact the poets, 
Brathwaite and Harris, who have engaged this topic most crucially in terms of <-'« -
Rhys' place in Caribbean culture.

Brathwaite wrote ±n Contradictory Omens (1974: 36) of the harsh realities of-' 
the Caribbean legacy of hundreds of years of racism and colonisation which made '
him skeptical of the possibility of even a childhood friendship between Tia and 
Antoinette in Wide Sargasso Sea (1966). He went on to say that white Creoles ,in 
the Caribbean, whether English or French-speaking, cannot "meaningfully identify 
or be identified with the spiritual world on this side of the Sargasso Sea"
(1974: 38). Recently, he returned t'o discussing Rhys' role in Caribbean culture ̂  
(1995): he not only defined Rhys as fundamentally Caribbean but also pointed out
her particular placement as "white xmatriate creole" (1995;' 74). From this it 
follows that her relationship to- Caribbean spiritual inheritance is complex but^^ÿi*^ 
inevitably connected to her white identity and her long years abroad. . '

Harris, conceiving of the Caribbean as both the living and ancestral dead of 
all races, sees the possibility of writing discovering fragments of ancient 
voices which speak through contemporary language. He reads Antoinette as ,;gÇ!
"indebted to shadowy, almost nameless, myths within the inarticulate 
heterogeneity of the Caribbean" (1981: 128), Harris remembers the time in the  ̂
Caribbean when obeah was, during and after colonialism, regarded as a pejorativ^^|,i 
term, laut nevertheless understood by both black and white West Indians as "a 
conviction of necessary magic" (1981: 129), a way back to origins.

Rhys, whb always understood her own marginality and that of white Creoles xn,, 
the West Indies and' yet clearly identified with the cultural traditions of the 
region, would see that both of these positions capture an important identity in 
her writing. It is true that her black characters speak through her voice and dô  
not occur in any significant way until quite late in her writing life, and that 
in some serious ways, Rhys held benevolent but nevertheless white colonial views 
of black people.2 But her very isolation" from community for much of her life and'- 
her longing to cross over racial' lines eventually resulted, in the last phase of | 
her creative work, in her discovering voices from beyond her essential self, ^
echoes and fragments of the past which certainly convince Harris that she is a 
West Indian Writer. We can disregard neither of these two important 
constructions of Rhys and the spirit. ^ .

This paper explores the idea of obeah which Rhys uses in her texts. Her - 
self-created legend of her beginnings as a writer also suggests possession.^ It 
is Rhys' use of obeah rather than scholarly research on it which interests me 
here, though I have cited George Simpson's important work gn religious cults in 
the Caribbean (1980). In addition,' I want to suggest that there is a complex 
interplay going on in Rhys' texts between the idea of the self as isolated, 
imprisoned and embattled and the idea of the possibility of a spiritual context 
which would maybe permit release and renewal. When I suggest-Rhys wrote "the 
novel as obeah," I suggest that she thought of writing as summoning spirits or 
drawing on a level of consciousness far beyond the logical or rational, which
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gave her the free, space in which to survive through.her difficult life ^nd to 
deserve a proper death (see 1979; 129ff). Her numerous references to obeah, in 
both fiction (e.g., "Mixing Cocktails" 1987)'' and non-fiction or letters show how 
much the idea informed her imagination. I want to insist that Rhys' connection 
of obeah and witchcraft in Europe (both discussed by Elaine Campbell, 1990), were 
just that, her ideas, and that to try to link them definitively to general 
Caribbean insider experience of obeah ritual or to link obeah practices with the 
ritual opening of tale-telling in the "tin-tin" folktale tradition (Campbell 
1990) is to misread Rhys' use of obeah and religion. -Rhys uses them as image and 
code.®

Like both Brathwaite and Harris, she understood writing to be a sacred art, 
requiring absolute commitment. That is what she gave to writing, making it more 
important than the love of family and friends, comfort, security or money. The 
life she led, in its isolation and occasional oddity, often caused tension with 
outsiders, who even called her a witch at times.®

This spiritual connection has its source in her Caribbean experience as a 
child and adolescent.It links her directly to Caribbean writers such as Wilson 
Harris, Kamau Brathwaite, Paule Marshall, Derek Walcott and Dennis Scott.® But 
she is linked to them also by her perception that resistance to oppression can be 
strengthened and assisted by turning to the world of the spirit. Whilst this is 
not true of all Caribbean writers, there is certainly an important literary 
extension of the role which religion and ritual have played in the history of 
African-Caribbean resistance to racism and colonialism. However, Rhys' texts 
portray a conflicted, alienated awareness on the part of a white Creole of such 
rituals and beliefs: she knows her understanding is that of an outsider.

Rhys' texts are very spare, but'there are certain codes within them which 
function as imagery does in the poem, as a layered pathway of meaning. One of 
these codes is built from references to good and evil, God and the Devil, obeah, 
ghostliness and witchcraft. But in Rhys' fictional world, moral systems do not 
have much coherence because those who make the rules are largely functionally 
amoral ahd self-interested (men, whites, those who are rich and socially 
powerful). Devising a coherent life in a context of apparent moral coherence but 
actual anarchy requires great strength and insight: Rhysian central characters
are women who generally turn their anger about a given situation on themselves, 
but with a devastating honesty about their own moral significance. They are 
almost all white. The exception is Selina,in "Let Them Call It Jazz" (1987, 
first published 1968), but she is not strongly conscious of the spiritual, 
interestingly enough.

The parameters of the world of the spirit in Rhys' texts primarily derive 
from her experience in her childhood and adolescent home. She experienced 
religion and spirituality there as two currents, colliding antagonistically 
between black and white worlds but often flowing together within the black 
Dominican community. ^These currents were .Christianity and obeah.,

Obeah was a constantly present idea in Rhys' childhood, seeming to bring 
more serious and threatening elements of -spiritual belief info her life. In 
Smile Please (1979), Rhys says that the cook at her father's estate. Bona Vista, 
was "an obeah woman called Ann Tewitt" (1979: 15). Campbell (1990) argues that ̂ 
this woman (renamed Ann Twist in "Mixing Cocktails") was the ancestor of both Ann 
Chewitt in Voyage in the Dark and Christophine in Wide Sargasso Sea. Rhys goes 
on to describe obeah as "a milder form of voodoo" which even in her life as a 
child in Dominica at the turn of the twentieth century was not apparently taken 
very seriously, yet she remembers people speaking of Ann Tewitt Respectfully, in 
"an almost awed tone" (1979; 16). /

Obeah as .an underground belief system in the Caribbean was created when 
African religions combined .and transformed in the crucible of slavery into 
spiritual supports for the African-Caribbean community.® Obeah was of course 
systematically outlawed by fearful colonial auJ:horities, who attempted, to destroy

.A___



28

it in all ways possible and to construct those who practised it as inevitably 
evil and destructive. The result is that many people in the Caribbean have been'**; 
brought to see obeah as simply negative and something to fear, or as Rhys 
remembers, to shrug it off as—meaningless or trivial. No doubt there have been,'4, 
as in all other religions, some corrupt and cruel practitioners who have 
encouraged obeah's enemies and made their case for them*, but the recuperation of̂ '* ’ 
African cùlture in recent years has led to a much less hysterical view of what "‘È. 
was a varied and sustaining set of beliefs, providing medicine, both physical a'lid̂'̂ 
psychological therapy, support for African cultural community and identity, and 
spiritual guidance.

'■rt

Nevertheless, obeah makes only a brief appearance in George Simpson's 
landmark study. Religious Cults of the Caribbean (1980), where Simpson cites 
Martha Beckwith's work of the 1920's when he defines obeah as private, not 
public, involving what is called in Jamaica "conjuration." Obeah involves, ^
according to this definition, believing that spirits can either be summoned to 
hurt living people or prevented from doing so. There are two worlds in which 
obeah can work: the private, as when a spell òr charm is made for the 
practitioner or someone who consults them, and the public, as when a practitioner 
works in a public ritual. One seems like magic, the other like the summoning of •> 
spirits on behalf of community. If an obeah practitioner works in public, for 4 
example, in a cult Such as the Jamaican Cumina, then obeah becomes part of • i
communal ritual, i.e., religion. ^

Christianity was fostered and protected by colonial power in Dominica and 
seriously implicated in racism, which must at times have made its messages seem 
illogical and perverse to a rebellious, intelligent, and sensitive' young girl 
intended by training to remain within the white elite. Rhys preferred the less 
racially divisive Catholic church to the Anglican one in Dominica (1979: 65). 
Though raised as part of the small Anglican community in Dominica, Rhys went-to 
the Catholic Convent for schooling and once to t>e a boarder. Her sense of the 
worlds of the French and English colonisers as different, from which her sharplysj
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different response to French and English cultures would originate, 
she was told she was to go to a convent school;

was clear wherio

... I was very frightened. I cried, shrieked, clung to my mother and 
kicked^up such a fuss that I didn't go. This wasn't altogether my 
fault. There was a certain prejudice against Catholicism among the 
white people and I'd heard many horror stories about the nuns. Also 
•most of the girls at the convent were coloured, that is of mixed blood, 
another reason for general surprise at my going there. (1979:63)

Of course she did go there and it was a very important part of her 
imaginative education. She heard constantly about hell and purgatory, though 
because her parents had asked that she not be pressured into being a Catholic, 
she was not allowed in the chapel or taken to Mass. But twice she went to the 
service in the Roseau cathedral and enjoyed the mixing of races there (1979: 65)
Moat of the congregation were black because very few white families were Catholicî"'*:.?.« 
in Dominica' at the time. The Catholic rituals, Latin, incense, and so on, deeply 
attracted the young Rhys. She absorbed a strong sense of good and evil, the idea 
of the Devil and God (whom she believed were equally powerful) .

This strong sense of the spiritual carried over into her awareness of 
Carnival and its location three days before Lent in Roseau. Rhys and her 
siblings were not allowed to "play mas,'" so they had to watch from an open 
window, which was at least better than having to peer through the jalousies on 
the ground floor which surrounded the gallery overlooking the street. She was 
very afraid of the Carnival masks, and the whole event was to her much more than 
simply masking and dancing: there was a spiritual undeétow which was alarming.
More simply attractive was the Corpus Christi procession which passed the house 
and was watched "eagerly through the jalousies" (1979:40). Rhys describes 
"devout Negro women" erecting little booths along the route of the procession 
where the priest would go in, with his acolytes and the Host, leaving the young 
girl to wonder what was going on. She never found out. She would also watch as
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African-Dominican women passed, dressed in glorious dresses with "sweeping 
trains,, heavy gold earrings and riegklaces and colourful turbans" (1979:40).

In Rhys' experience of Catholicism and of Carni.val, there was a tantalising 
space where the possibility of conversation between the African world and the 
European world was suggested. Of course the figures of Caribbean folklore which 
Rhys had learned about from her nurse Meta would inform her sense of African 
spirituality. The "zombies, soucriants and loups-garous" of Meta's stories 
terrified and fascinated her. Rhys explains soucriants as women "who came at 
night and sucked your blood" (1979: 23). Zombies were "black shapeless things" 
who could get through a locked door and strangle a living person with "hairy 
hands."

Of course this mythology, like that of Catholicism, was not a coherent 
system for Rhys, but a fragment of a world closed to her. She could never 
participate in the rituals of the Catholics (despite one passionate youthful 
period of wishing to become a nun), nor in those, often syncretic with 
Christianity, which African-Dominicans practised among themselves. In addition, 
her father was inclined to be very eclectic about religion: she remembered a
conversation he had with a woman about Nirvana, for he admired Buddhism 
(1979:58). There was every encouragement to develop a general faith in the 
structures and rituals of spiritual modes of human experience, without any one 
system becoming deeply important and requiring commitment. In short, she grew up 
aware of numerous spiritual traditions but belonging clearly to none, and in this, 
she is unlike either Harris or Brathwaite, each of whom have expressed their 
individual sense of strong spiritual ancestry within the Caribbean.

§ § §
When Rhys left Dominica in 1907, she went into a Europe less than a decade 

away from World War I. She lived through that war in England, and through its 
powerful psychic aftershocks in Europe. These often manifest in increasing 
European skepticism and nihilism. Rhys spent the years of World War II in 
England. Her writings prior to Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) are set in, a Europe of 
the late 1920's to> the late 1930's, and so also begin to chart a sliver of the 
moral inertia which brought Europe to the shock of realization that fascism was 
ready to overrun the entire con^nent.

Imprisonment in the self, as opposed to the .limitless innerness jíhich many 
important religious traditions from the so-called Third World teach, marks major 
Rhysian protagonists until 1939. This is one evident sign of their being trapped 
in a Europe which is dying spiritually. In the early story "Vienne" (1987, first 
published 1927), there is a sense of connectedness to thé world: "I felt a calm 
sense of power ... as though I could inevitably and certainly draw to myself all 
I had ever wished in life" (1968: 208). This is, however, still a self-centered 
consciousness, though a happy one. The self as prison is more prevalent, as when 
in Voyage in the Dark (1967, first published 1934)„, Anna feels herself imprisoned 
by lack of complimeiits paid her on her appearance by Walter, the man she hopes to 
impress. It is more-the self which imprisons than the succession of rooms 
inhabited^ by Anna, Marya in ¡¿uartet (1979, first, published 1928. as Postures), 
Julia in After Leaving Mr Mackenzie (1931) , or Sasha in Good Morning, ̂ Mic^ight 
(1967, first'published 1939), though these are often described as confining. 
Furthermore, when the Rhysian character retreats from the world into a room, her 
thoughts are most often directed outwards, to whether she will find the money to 
eat and drink or for pretty new clothes and a hairdo, rather than inwards. This

* is Important, simply because there is no sense'' of community for such characters, 
and community is what sustains religion, whether of African or European origin, 
and alleviates isolation.

This sense of isolation is sometimes connected to being British or Anglo- 
Saxon as a minority in another culture, usually France. In "Illusion" (1968, 
first published 1927), Miss Bruce is outwardly rather masculine, sensible and 
drab, but has a wardrobe stuffed with gorgeously colored and frivolous clothes. 
She is a product of British "character and training," and "[a]fter seven years in1
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Paris she appeared utterly untouched, utterly unaffepted,, by anything .hectic, .. 
slightly exotic or wholesome" (1968: 140). But the clothes are like a hidden, ' 
flame of spirit, kept isolated from the world. Wide Sargasso Sea develops this 
motif most vividly: Antoineftte is isolated as a child, except for her connection
with Tia, retreats for her honeymoon to Granbois, away from the wider world whiçh^* 
has negatively defined her in different ways, and then retreats further away from^V ■ 
the husband who ill-treats her. The result is her confinement by her husband in 
the attic of his English house, but she is also in a real sense confined within 
herself, even as she holds her red dress and dreams of leaping into the flames, *, 
seeing instead the pool at Coulibri and hearing Tia encouraging her.

The recurrent motif in Rhysian texts is that the isolated female character 
refuses to accept what is established, but fails to construct a self-sustaining 
challenge to it, which only has the effect of further isolating her and 
increasing her self-destructiveness. In each of the five novels, the central 
female character has options of greater safety and community which might 
eventually offer her the option of justifiable rebellion but would also place 
demands and restrictions on her. In Quartet, the choice would be .not to betray 
Stephan by moving in with the Heidlers, and an aunt also advises seeing a 
clergyman; in After Leaving Mr MacKenzie, to attempt to rejoin family and stop 
living on handouts from men; in Voyage in the Dark, to go home or to find a way 
to become self-sufficient financially; in Good Morning, Midnight, to recognize 
even unlikely love (with a gigolo) and its potential to salvage the spirit; in 
Wide Sargasso Sea, to leave a cruel husband and find a way to manage life with 
Christophine, as a part of Caribbean society, or to love Sandi and challenge 
racist conventions about love and sexuality. As presented within these 
narratives, none of these options are tolerable or even logical, 
each character of refusing them grows with each novel.

But the cost to
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The world of the spirit, then, which requires sacrifice, discipline and 
community in the Caribbean context as it does in the European one, is only 
momentarily visible to the Rhysián protagonist, and then as à pathway out of 
entrapment, not as permanent opening of space and opportunity for inner changé.
Marya, at the end of Quartet, has survived her attempt to refigure the world 
caused by the shock of her husband's arrest and incarceration and her use by thé 
Heidlers as a volatile element to enliven their own relationship, but in the 
final confrontation with her husband, he violently pushes her and she strikes her^í 
head on the corner of a table and falls unconscious, perhaps dead. At least, 'i*i>
however, she has admitted .to Stephan what happened^ between herself and Heidler f:
and retrieved something of a sense of her own moral reality in the process,

In After Leaving Mr Mackenzie, Julia tries ,to negotiate a new life after a 
difficult affair, visits her sister and their sick mother, who soon dies, becomes’il* 
involved with George Horsfield and finally meets Mr. Mackenzie again and takes ' 
money from him. Each of these encounters challenges her to try to reinvent 
herself and to understand the nature of the world which uses or misunderstands ' ̂  
her. But the end result is only a deepening isolation and a sense of lurking “ 
random violence and danger; "[i]t was the hour between dog and wolf ..." (1931:
191). We know from Rhys' own account that she originally intended Anna in Voyage'f' 
in the Dark to die as a result of her abortion, but the publisher asked for a 
more optimistic conclusion and so Rhys wrote an inconclusive ending which 
suggests new beginnings. The original movement was for Anna to struggle with a 
life as a chorus girl in a strange and unwelcoming England, to fall victim to an 
older man with money and authority and to be discarded by him, and then to drift -¡
into virtual prostitution and a .fatal abortion, in the process attempting to 
gather her strength to rethink the unkind and unjust world, but failing to do so.^

Sasha in Good Morning, Midnight suffers an even wpirse fate, because she 
completely loses the battle to reinvent the self, and after rejecting the clumsy 
overtures of affection of the gigolo who has come to care for her, falls prey to 
a horrifie old man who lives in the same building and whom she embraces in what 
seems a hopeless self-destruction of the spirit.
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Wide, Sargasso Sea ends with Antoinette dreaming of setting fire to her 
actual prison, her husband's house, and walking up on the.*r-oof to watch the sky 
turning red, finally leaping into space after hearing echoes from her childhood. 
She wakes from this dream and goes out, carrying a candle, presumably to make the 
dream a reality. From this poi^ of view, her leap into space, far from being an 
identification, with Tia and thus black oppression, or a freeing of the soul from 
the self, or a chance at reconciliation in the spirit with Rochester, seems more 
likely to be an even more serious example than before of the retribution brought 
by stubborn refusal to listen to loving community, in this case. Christophine's 
"woman must have spunks" advice. Antoinette leaps without making two crucial 
steps to bring about general reconciliation: a sense of her own moral failures,
and an acceptance and repentance for the sins of her own white community against 
those, like Christophine or even Tia, who tried to make connection with her 
despite racial and economic barriers.

§ § §

God and the Devil and associated concepts appear in the first four novels in 
the careless talk of a modern European society for whom both have become figures 
of speech. Such references are common and visible enough amidst Rhys' spare, 
economical prose that they constitute a deliberate code. Just to consider a few 
examples from the many in the first four novels (though many are to be found in 
other Rhysian texts as well) gives the sense of their connective effect: "damn
tired," "evil smelling," "Oh, God," "damn convenient," "swear to God" (1973: 136, 
132, 81, 69, 139); "I'm not God Almighty," "My God," "Hell," "Good Lord" (1931: 
30, 33, 35, 37); "Don't say my goodness, my badness, that’s what you ought to 
say," "you poor little devil,!' "Hell to your beloved Vincent," "Damned fools," 
"Oh, God, God, God, God, God," "Don't go, for God's sake," "Men are devils"
(1982: 60, 8l, 85, 93, 122, Í25, 95; "Frightened as hell," "what the devil am I 
doing here," ."Jesus, Jesus, " '."Poor_little devil," "Shall I tell him to go to 
hell?" "this damned coat," "this damned terrace" (1969: 31, 46, 49, 50, 61, 63,
64) .

But whereas they might be said, in context, carelessly, in the manner of a 
smart Europe drifting dangerously along, they reverberate, if we see them in the 
context of all of Rhys' texts, with a Caribbean sense of the moral power of words 
to bless or damn. This becomes even more crucial to understand in Good Morning, 
Midnight, the last text cited here, which ends in a scene where Sasha appears 
irrevocably to lose her soul:-

i.

He doesn't say anything. Thank God, he doesn't say anything. 1 look
straight into his eyes and despise another poor devil of a human being
for’the last time. 196:159

" »  ̂ \

The horror of what is happening here, as this woman gives herself up to a 
rapacious and utterly evil consumption of her inner self in a sexual act with the 
commis reverl>erates through the apparently brave, cavalier statement. Such light 
and empty phrases referring to God or the Devil -in fact reflect the spiritual 
defeat of a whole culture, that of white Europe in the periods both .leading up to 

following the Second World War, periods when indeed,smart and fashionable 
people of good education and opportunities .stood by and watched fascism come 
close to snuffing out all hope of Europe.making a social order which permitted 
the triumph of the good. But the Rhysian heroine knows, underneath her façade of 
carelessness, exactly where moral lines are drawn, most particularly whea she is 
determined to cross over to the side of negativity. The phrase "poor devil of a 
human being" is a chilling one in this sense.

That we are not intended to miss the sinister reverberation within the kind 
of phrase discussed above becomes very evident in the text of ^ide Sargasso Sea, 
for by turning back to the Caribbean of the immediate post-Emancipation era, Rhys 
Ĵ ecalls a time where phrases which suggested God or the Devil were extremely 
powerful and taken to heart, especially by people of African descent, whose 
religious faith, while diverse and often syncretic, always revered the word and 
its power to achieve good or evil. Unlike previous Rhysian protagonists.
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Sargasso Sea, Goarrey, r v.«roo Ha noisoned, "The Lord make no ,
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However Christophine's reputation (not proven identity) as a powerful obeahj^
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Antoinotto ..orna to havo no cour.g. to “ th h?r “

îfèiirr4ki':„2%r.‘;Lfofaiî^r.-?“fhrÂ^^
ioral limiterons are the result of a fear not only of real spirituality, but^ of  ̂
the surrender to love and attachment itself.  ̂ <̂ík¡ > .■’■’r i

There is an important conversation between Antoinette and herAntoinette asks him if he has a reason for treating her badly.he narrates.

"Yes," I said, "I have a reason," and added very softly. My ‘ ,
"You aire always calling on God," she said. "Do you believe in G .
"Of course, of course I believe in the power and wisdom of my

' raised her eyebrows and the corners of her mouth turned down in
a «pTationiug »ocklug -ay. For a .»ant ah. look.d vary much lik.
AmSie. Perhaps they are related, r thought. It s possible, it s even
probable in this damned place. . „

"And vou," I said, "Do you believe in God?
"It doesn’t matter," she answered calmly', "what ^ gh^

i>elieve, because we can do nothing about it, we are li e •
flickedi a öead moth off the table- .4:
The details of this passage are extremely important. First of all, ’’'® ®®® 

that the casual usage "My God" is more meaningful ^ere than iV «íid L s  time even 
twentieth century Europe, for the man speaking is of his '
in Europe, thinks that matterà of the spirit can be central and Pow®tful- This ^
is why he could never deny a belief in God, though his ^.^^Jhen we see*"
scarcely understandà the implications of his profession of
how Antoinette, witness of a white culture which professes belief in the 
Christian God and yet enslaves, of a black culture which often 
her people as devils, of a loving surrogate mother. Christophine, who
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enslaved by Antoinette's family and who practices obeah, turns the exclamation 
back onto her husband with a real question. To him» at the moment- of his answer, 
she looks like Amélie, a black woman and a knowing, cynical spirit whom he cannot 
impress for more than a moment in this "damned place." Again the casual phrase, 
so often lightly meant in Europe, -has deeper significance. Moreover, Antoinette 
answers his question with a fatalistic denial of the cornerstone of official 
decency in his English, elite culture: the profession of a belief in God, whose
expectations ánd guidance however are hardly ever addressed by a society deeply 
implicated in slave-owning and other forma of social oppression.

The question that arises here is what the significance of Antoinette's death 
may be. Emery (1990) seems to suggest that it is through Antoinette's self- 
destructiveness that her spiritual joining with black culture is achieved. She 
interprets -the ending of Wide Sargasso Sea as Antoinette's discovery of her soul 
through identification with black experience and oppression. This approach, 
whilst interesting and whilst recognising the importance of the spiritual in the 
text, forces a positive interpretation of Antoinette's dream of self-immolation. 
Emery even suggests that Antoinette achieves the "traditional slave wish for 
wings" (1990: 57), because at one point Antoinette feels she walks as though she 
is flying (1982: 187). This may be partly because Emery takes a cue from Wilson 
Harris' suggestion that Antoinette and Rochester are united after death, but she 
takes this much further and concludes that Antoinette is united with all the 
people of the Caribbean in her final dream-vision.

In The Womb of Space (1983), Harris points to Rhys' imaginative inheritance 
being both white and black, and to the limitation of Catholic responses in 
interpreting Antoinette's spiritual journey. Harris therefore offers a 
provocative suggestion that Antoinette may be able to reach back beyond her white 
and elite placement to older levels of Caribbean collective memory, and that 
there may be what he terms an "immaterial reconciliation" between Antoinette and 
her husband, unnamed in Wide Sargasso Sea but by implication Charlotte Brohtë's 
character Mr. Rochester from Jane Eyre. However, he also says that Bertha, 
Antoinette's other self, trapped and deadened by Rochester, is apparently damned. 
He separates the damned aspect of the character (Bertha) from the part which 
escapes. The latter, for Harris, contributes-to a myth of the cycle of hatred 
turning into self-destruction and finally into peace.

But if-Antoinette leaps, .in reality, it cannot mean reunion with black .
community, since there is no evidence that in het heart and soul she has faced 
her history and come to a decision to transfer her allegiance there. Of course, 
she hears Tia, but .this is ambiguous, and could just as easily be an 
encouragement to leap into destruction as into grace. She also hears Rochester 
as it were pulling her back by calling the.hated name he gave her, "Bertha," and 
this, too, cannot be assumed to suggest any kind of reunion with him. If we read 
the leap however as a desire to free the soul of the bounds of one particular 
life, a kind of suicide in the sense of a desire to kill a part of the self, in 
the process killing the whole physical body, then it opens up the question of 
what happens after that leap, after death, in fact, which is not, in the sense of 
Jean Rhys' statement in Smile Please, "earned." Perhaps Antoinette will leap in 
order to try to escape her imprisonment in self, as well as her imprisonment in 
Rochester's house, but just as the endings of Good Morning, Midnight and Quartet 
are chillingly indecisive, so is this ending. We simply do not )tnow Antoinette's 
spiritual fate, but it is unlikely that it resolves her unhappiness because she 
has not faced her history.

In her unfinished autobiography. Smile Please (1979), Rhys sets out certain 
constructs of morality which signify importantly as echoes in the fictional 
texts. She describes how she thought, as a child, that God was a ..book, either a 
large one, with print, or a small one, which was probably her mot'iier's needle- 
book (1979: 20ff); this is important because later in the autobiography the 
Rhysian voice argues that only through writing could she earn death. The notion 
of earning death is interesting, since it suggests that passing from the human to 
the spirit world is not -automatically achieved by physically dying. The young 
Rhys also thought at times that Satan seemed to be all-powerful, and certainly

J  . ■__ jB___ i
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often thought of Satan in conjunction with God; she saw herself as Manichean and ■: 
often feared that Satan won too often in the, battles with God. . ..

In anger and fear, the .young girl cried out against Meta, her nurse who told 
her stories of fearsome spirits and threatening insects, "Black Devil, Black 
Devil, Black Devil," reflecting her peculiarly tormented placement as a child who „ 
absorbed^white values and prejudices as well as believing in the spiritual 
presence of black religious culture and the injustice of the world in which she c 
lived.

The first "really wicked" thing which Rhys' childhood self, Ella Gwendoline 
(alternately found as Gwendolen), does, and which Rhys says was "right" for her,'i" 
was the smashing of the face of a fair doll given her by her "Irish Granny."
This clearly relates to her discovery of the significance of her name Gwendoline, i’'' 
which means white in Welsh, her father's language, and which she abandoned as ' J 
soon as she began her own independent life away from home. She was the only fair'"’' 
child in the family, and moreover, her distant and rather forbidding mother 
thought black babies more attractive than white. The girl comes close in this ’■* 
story to turning conventional white morality on its head in order to tty to 
comprehend the puzzling and illogical fact of racism and her own self-hatred as a 4 
white child tangled within it. The irony of being brought up in a racially 
divided society is that the prevailing moral values of that society cannot be -f 
accepted in good faith, and so the child becomes alienated from home and 
community at a certain level.

Between the affirmation of faith in God (and the Devil's existence) in the 
early part' of Smile Please, and the denial of certain faith in God which Jean  ̂
Rhys, the adult persona, makes towards the end, lies a lifetime of wrestling with“ 
moral entities complicated and questioned by the circumstances of this childhood, ä 
and by the experiences which_fol lowed in Europe I " - *

Most important here is the late and unfinished section of Smile Please ' 
called "From a Diary: At the Ropemaker's Arms," in which the protagonist, Jeah *- 
Rhys, is tried. She is interrogated by nameless forces and admits to not knowing^'i 
whether she.believes in God, but is sure of human love. Yet she does not believe’«?" 
in humanity, and when pressed on this point, tries to say she cannot express what-’ 
she means except by saying that everything, "Good, evil, love, hate, life, death, ' ' 
beauty^ ugliness" is in herself (1979: 131). The human, then, is the site of the 
battle between good and evil, which is never resolved. When pressed further, "shd“«?, ’
says that she has to write, otherwise she will not have earned her death. This 
is a very important and far-reaching statement, for by it she means that writing 
offers the possibility of rising above the failure of being human. The *’ 
accusatory voice questioning her concludes but be damned careful not to t.
leave this book about" (1979: 133), and the word "damned" seems to have a special’*^* 
reverberation here. It is as if, this piece having been published after Rhys' 
death and without her final agreement therefore, we are let into something which-» j 
had the nature of a secret contract between herself and whatever spiritual forces ^ ,* 
she perceived as informing and shaping not only her writing, but the life which ^
had to be justified by it.

V
Further to this, there follows a section called "Hell and Heaven":

The hell of those who seek, strive, rebel. The heaven of those who 
cannot think or avoid thought, who have no imagination. 1979: 140

This section ends "mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa." The act of 
creation then, is possibly Satanic (the rebel Lucifer brought himself to inhabit 
the most horrific invention of all, hell). Heaven is a kind of mental inertia 
and not therefore available to any writer of questioning/and innovative nature. 
But this position brings a sense of guilt and so the acilnowledgment. Catholic in 
its hope of forgiveness, mea culpa.

A list of Rhys' version of Catholic Mortal- and Venial Sins follows. The 
mortal sins áre:
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Pride, anger, lust, drunkenness??, despair, presumption 
selfishness, vanity, there.'s ño end to them,- coolness of 
not guilty of the last. All the others..

(hubris),-sloth, 
heart. But I.'.m 

1979: 140

Again, the insistence that feeling, human love, is her only redeeming 
quality shows how mercilessly Rhys judged human inadequacy and how 
romanticized herseif. There is a brutally severe moral judgment being exercised 
here. The venial -sins listed are spite, malice, envy, avarice, stupidity, 
caution, presumably included because it has been the cause of failure to explore, 
reconfigure life or literary form, take risks which are the only way to 
remarkable achievement of new parameters. After this listing the protagonist 
rebels against such stern admonitions and refuses to "accept all of this any 
longer. But when she is asked if she is guiltless of the venial sms, her 
response is an exclamation, "Well. Guiltless!", which, since it is not 
italicised, seems in context to be the voice of the accuser.

What is noticeable throughout Smile Please is the lack of cormunity to which 
the persona can turn for comfort and from which receive advice. Throughout the 
autobiography, there are sustained references to the protagonist as child or as 
adult being alone. Both Catholicism and obeah function best as communal moral 
constructs informing people's relations with one another, even when it seems as 
if the individual Catholic or person who asks the obeah practitioner for help 
alone. The belief system itself is sustained and critiqued by a community.

§ § §

One important form of the isolated self is the concept of the ghost in Rhys 
texts'. There are different kinds of_.ghosts. Rhys wrote a long letter to .Francis 
Wyndham about Wide Sargasso Sea and obeah (1984: 261 ff.>, and in it mentioned 
that she might have developed the idea that the Antoinette who came bac)c- from 
Christophine is not the one who ran away, but a zombi, a dead person raised up by 
the obeah woman. If this were so, it would mean that Antoinette was in a certain 
sense dead after she returned. But this is not what is meant by Rhys word 
"lost" for Antoinette (1984: 263). If so, then she is a ghost of her former 
self, but a danger to others, as a zombi would be, if she actually does go on to 
set the house-fire as the novel ends.

Like other aspects of the spiritual discussed here, the idea of the ghost 
develops gradually through Rhysian texts. As early as "Mannequin," included in  ̂
Rhys' first published text. The Left Bank (1927), Anna is "lost in the labyrinth 
of passages behind the salons in which she works. This seems .an innocuous and 
realistic use of the idea of being lost, except that Anna later suffers a sense 
of claustrophobia at work after a day of being looked at and touched and thinks 
of running away from it, which suggests that she is in fact at some risk of 
losing control of her capacity to relate to a familiar communal environment and 
would prefer not to be seen. At the end of the story, she is happy being alone 
and swallowed up in the great city. In 'lA Spiritualist" (1987, first published 
1927) a bereaved husband talks complacently about his dead companion as a- sweet 
woman, but recounts how a block of marble crashes into the dead woman’s closed 
apartment whilst he is visiting. He thinks this was her little reminder that she 
wanted a marble tombstone which he had not yet done anything about: a woman 
friend of his thinks the dead woman must have been so disappointed to have missed
him, with his assertion of how he cannot live without a woman.

Being present and yet not seen is the essence of ghostly occupation of a 
given space. In Quartet Marya goes to a merry-go-round and finds it gives her a 
sense of greater normality, taking away a previous feeling of bein^ "a grey ghost 
walking in a vague shadowy world" (1973: 46). But in After Leaving Mr Mackenzie,
Julia comes into a restaurant "pale as a ghost" (1931: 28), seen by Mr Mackenzie
whose response is "O God, oh Lord, she’s come here to make a scene (1931,: 28)- 
She is all too visible, but somehow menacingly removed from normal discourse with 
others. .Related to this is the sensation of being in a dream, which Anna-in
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Voyage in the Dark experiences in England. At the end of this novel, recovering 
from an abortion, Anna lies and dreams of her Caribbean homeland: of the Morne 
Diablotin which the obeah woman Anne Chewett said was haunted, and of zombis ana 
obeah and soucriants. Her self-isolation from England has become deep and 
significant.

In Good Morning 
"God is very cruel . 
the sinister commis. 
stand at her door, 
dressing gown, but a 
When she decides to 
She finds this easy, 
exist" (1969: 31) .

Midnight, Sasha becomes so lost that she eventually says 
.. A devil, of course" (1969; 116-117) and accepts sex with 
Early on, she meets him for the first time when he comes to  ̂

She thinks he looks like some kind of priest in his white 
priest of an "obscene, half-understood religion (1969. 30),.  ̂
act,, it is to push him out of her doorway and shut the door. 
"like pushing a paper man, a ghost, something that doesn t . *

'3
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Of course, in Wide Sargasso Sea, Antoinette's ghostliness becomes more and 
more noticeable after she is imprisoned. Her husband so describes her, and has 
the arrogance to assume he made her change from a living person into a ghost by 
his sheer force of will:

I saw the hate go out of her eyes. 
her beauty. She was only a ghost. 
Nothing left but hopelessness.

I forced it out. And with the hate 
A ghost in the grey daylight.
1982: 170

As Antoinette takes the candle and goes out of her room in her dream, she 
avoids looking behind her for fear of seeing the ghost of the woman "who they say 
haunts this place" (1982: 187). This is closely tied to the most poignant 
expression of.the ghostlike in Rhys' work. It comes at the end of her writing 
career, in the story,■"1 Usecrto Live Here Once" (1979, first published 1976) *
The protagonist stands in a place she remembers and wallts towards a house she 
once knew which has somewhat changed. She meets two children and attempts to

w

.

speak to them, but they do not respond to her and the boy only says "Hasn't it 
gone cold all of a sudden" (1979: 176). The last line of the story is "That was 
the first time she knew." The degree of her isolation from human community is 
not consciously understood until that moment.

Rhvs had various other ways of commenting on her own isolation. Though *she.^*
sometimes saw herself as an innocuous sort of ghost, she also felt "buried alive^
in Devon. She spoke of going about "in a sort of dream" (1984: 300, 89). That
might have been her passive response to being unhappy in Devon, but at other .1. < 
__ ________1 a wHi-nh bv noiohbours who thouqht she s*times she spoke gleefully of being called a witch by neighbours who thought 

worked "black magic.".
W i:

Smile Please ends with a chilling reference to a ghost story about a lone
- - - ^ “ '̂••0

y
woman who locks her door and hears a voice behind her saying, "Now we are alone 
together" (1979: 148).'

Rhys' Caribbean identity is sometimes questioned, but the ways in which theĵ |̂ 
spiritual saturates her writing is very much more reflective of Caribbean : 
culture, especially the Caribbean culture of her lifetime, than of secular,  ̂
twentieth century European culture. She once playfully called her masterpiece, 
Wide Sargasso Sea, a devil of a book; this is the same sort of playful way shet/ 
called herself a witch, and thought the Devonshire villagers among whom she 
in her last years saw her seriously as one. What is Caribbean about this'is‘fchejl 
linking of defiance towards an oppressive use of community with spiritual forms 
of subversion. Obeah was one, and witchcraft, in Europe, another.

Notes .0

/
^Of these, the most substantial are Emery's chapter on Wide Sargasso Sea, titledj 
"Obeah Nights," -which reads Harris along with Rhys, and O'Connor's "The Dialogu^ 
Between Good and Evil," the latter an interesting essay in'which 0'Connor' 
suggests Rochester has á desire to possess such as is common in obeah - the ^oim 
is, however, that Rochester, as a white foreigner, cannot possess such powersf « j

\
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obeah. is a specific .form of spirituality, belonging to a specific culture.
O'Connor reads Brathwaite's work along with the novel; however she misspelia 
Kamau Brathwaite's name as Braithwaite.

^Selina, in "Let Them Call It Jazz" (1987, first published 1968) and Christophine 
in Wide Sargasso Sea (1966). ~

^Smile Please 1979: 104.

^The date 1987 refers to Rhys' Collected Stories, though almost all were 
published prior to this date. "Mixing Cocktails" was first published in 1927.

®See, for example, her discussion in a letter to Francis Wyndham of obeah in 
relation to the characters and plot of Wide Sargasso Sea (1984: 261-266).

^Letters 1984: 239.

^See, for example,« her accounts of childhood experience of Catholicism,
Anglicanism, obeah and folk-tales about spirits in Smile Please (1979) .

®See, in addition to works by Harris and Brathwaite already mentioned:
Brathwaite's The Arrivants (1973); Paule Marshall's Praisesong for the Widow 
(1983); Dennis Scott's An Echo in the Bone (1970); and Derek Walcott's Dreám on 
Monkey Mountain and Tijean and His Brothers (1972). All of these texts portray 
Caribbean religious forms as central to not only the culture but political 
identity in the form of resistance to oppression.

do not mean to suggest here any overly simplistic history of obeah, but rather 
to emphasize its origins in African-religions, and therefore that it was like all 
religions, mainly interested in the welfare'of its practitioners. However, it 
did become affected by the political construction put on it by colonial 
authorities, who rightly saw it as a source of resistance to their control.
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