
REVIEWS 

JEAN RHYS: WIDE SARGASSO SEIA, edited by Judith Raiskin. New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1999. 

It would have both pleased and amused Rhys to see this book published as a 
Norton Critical Edition, a clear sign of canonical status, because it was a book 
that gave her so much trouble and one which she once imaged as a weak 
newborn baby. Wide Sargasso Sea has in fact become the most successful 
cuckoo in Rhys's literary nest, often depriving her other works of their fair 
share of critical attention, and often being the only work of Rhys known to 
many readers, both inside and outside the academy. 

Judith Raiskin provides a scrupulous set of detailed notes that will greatly 
assist readers who are unfamiliar with the Caribbean or other contexts of the 
novel. Rarely was there something in them that sounded odd, although, one 
might question her description of the frangipani tree as small, or the flame tree 
as having large leaves. 

In addition, as is usual with the Norton series, there are important aids to 
teaching, such as excerpts from both published and xmpublished writings by 
Rhys, including letters and critical essays. Raiskin's choice of letters and 
extracts from Smile Please, the unpublished "Black Exercise Book," and "The 
Bible is Modem," are excellent in directing the reader's attention to material 
which echoes or parallels details in Wide Sargasso Sea, although, it could have 
included more commentary on the nature of their relation to the novel. Take, 
for example, the complexity of the fictionalized elements of Rhys's childhood 
memories incorporated into Wide Sargasso Sea, in relation to her 
autobiography Smile Please. Rhys essentially fictionalized her experiences, then 
drew from that fiction and scraps of other draft material, in order to compose 
her autobiography more than a decade after finishing the novel. Hopefully, the 
inclusion of such extracts will not lead to simplistic comparisons that fail to 
understand the nature of Rhys's writerly craft and practice. The extract from 
Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre is useful, and even though it would be more 
rewarding to have students read the whole Brontë novel alongside Wide 
Sargasso Sea, unless a course is at least partly structured around that project, it 
is unlikely that this will happen. Another welcome piece is Rachel Carson's 
extract on the nature of the Sargasso Sea, which offers a usefiil gloss on Rhys's 
title. 

While all of the critical essays were of interest, one might quibble about 
some of the choices. And, although the Derek Walcott poem is worthy of 
endorsement, a suggested alternative would be Olive Senior's long and 
informative elegy, "Meditation in Red." It was good to see Michael Thorpe's 
piece on the relation between Wide Sargasso Sea and Jane Eyre. Mary Lou 
Emery's complicating of modernism is good, too, although it would have been 
better to pair it with an extract of Coral Ann Ho wells' argument about the 
complexities of Rhys criticism. Sandra Drake's essay is exceptional, but 
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Jamaican writer Jean D'Costa's essay, "Jean Rhys," is one of the very best 
introductions to Rhys. D'Costa's piece would have made more of an impact 
than the repetition of themes occurring in Lee Erwin, Caroline Rody and 
Mona Payad. While there is no argument that Wilson Harris and Kenneth 
Ramchand should represent the Caribbean, Edward Brathwaite (to be 
represented at least by an editorial comment and quote if not by an extract) 
and Wally Look Lai should be included. All four represent the frames of 
Caribbean discussion of thé novel and of Rhys. Gayatri Spivak's essay, 
although not very helpfiil, is so frequently used that it could be reduced to a 
useilil paragraph or two, making room for an extract from Teresa O'Cormor's 
biographically weighted but insightful arguments about the West Indian 
novels, particularly her discussion of gender relationships in Rhys's novel. 
Something from Veronica Gregg's Caribbean-centered vision of Rhys, or 
Deborah Kloepfer's and Nancy Harrison's high Euro-American feminism 
would also have been welcome âciditiohs. ' 

The book is complete with a map, a chronology,'and facsiriiiles of the 
manuscript pages, as well as a usefiil summary of the history of the 
manuscript, all of which are of great help to anyone embarking on a serious 
reading of the novel. 

Although there will always be differences of opinion as to what constitutes 
the most significant lines of dçbate about Rhys, Jean Rhys: Wide Sargasso Sea is 
an important addition to any Rhys library. 

Elaine Savory 
New School University 
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