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Interview with Polly Teale


as printed in the programme for the Shared Experience production, 2003


 


What made you decide to write a play about Jean Rhys?


I read Jean’s novel Wide Sargasso Sea whilst doing research for my own adaptation of Jane Eyre. I was immediately moved by the intensity of the writing, the profound sense of loneliness, of dislocation. The introduction to the novel contained a few details of Jean’s life and it intrigued me. As I began to read the rest of her novels, and find out more about her, a picture began to emerge of an extraordinary life. I was struck by the parallels between her own story and that of Mr Rochester’s mad wife – the woman who would become the heroine of Jean’s late masterpiece, Wide Sargasso Sea. Like Jean, Mrs Rochester was a white Creole born in the West Indies who ended her life isolated in the remote English countryside.


Tell us more about Mrs Rochester – why was Jean drawn to write about her?


Jean first read Jane Eyre as a young woman. I have often thought how startling it must have been to discover a West Indian character hidden amongst the pages of English literature, which made up her father’s library. It is not surprising that this creature took hold of Jean’s imagination. She too was rebellious. She too felt misunderstood. She too was prone to fits of violent temper. Years later Jean would be sent to Holloway Prison for biting a neighbour who she said had made too much noise and disturbed her writing. Mrs Rochester used a similar method of attack on unwanted intruders into her attic.


By the time we meet Mrs Rochester in Jane Eyre, she has become a monster, scarcely recognisable as human. It is not surprising that Jean felt a desire to rewrite Mrs Rochester’s story, to tell it from the beginning. To tell it from the inside.


Why the locked room? Where did that idea come from?


As I found out more about Jean’s life I was struck by the number of relationships she had had (including three marriages and many affairs) but how rarely she had ever felt close to anyone. She wrote, ‘I’ve always felt best when I was alone. Felt most real. People have always been shadows to me . . . I have never known other people.’


Her own daughter never lived with Jean. She found it hard to get to know her mother. Her visits often ended in acrimony. The metaphor of the locked room began to take hold. Whilst Mrs Rochester was literally locked up and held captive, Jean was also a prisoner; a prisoner of her own psyche, of the conditions that had created her unhappy life, the schizophrenia of growing up as a poor colonial, her critical controlling mother who convinced her she was unlovable.


Jean’s mother seems to be a key figure . . .


I wanted Jean’s mother to represent that whole system. The fear that underlay so much of the way colonials behaved – their obsession with control and order in the face of the unknown. Although she behaves monstrously, I see her as a tragic figure born into a regime that was based on repression.


So it was Jean’s mother that instilled these fears into Jean?


It must have been very confusing for Jean, she saw – and longed for – the freedom of the islanders, yet her head was crammed full of Western notions of respectability and superiority.


Do you think this schism partly explains Jean’s unhappiness?


In Carole Angier’s excellent biography she describes how the novelist Rosamund Lehman met Jean in later life, having admired her novels. They met for tea in a smart London restaurant. She was expecting to meet a bohemian, a kindred spirit, but Jean was a picture of poise and elegance. She was charming but distant and refused to talk about her work at all. Later, when Rosamund was invited to Jean’s home, she met a different woman. Jean’s husband answered the door. His face was scratched. Jean was drunk and dishevelled, muttering angrily; only half aware of her guest, whose visit she had forgotten. Rosamund stayed only a few minutes.


The need to conceal the parts of herself that she knew to be unacceptable was a constant theme in Jean’s life. Her obsession with her appearance and her clothes was in part due to this. Yet in spite, or perhaps because of, her need to hide, she spoke the truth in her novels. They are as vivid an account as you will find of the dark underside of human experience, the voice of the underdog, the outsider. She speaks for anyone who has ever felt alone or afraid.


For Jean writing was not a choice but a necessity. Through it she tried to exorcise her demons. She once said, ‘When you’ve written it down it doesn’t hurt any more.’


She was not always successful. She also wrote, ‘If I could put it into words it might go. Sometimes you can put it into words and get rid of it. But there aren’t any words for this fear. The words haven’t been invented.’ (The Sound of River).


And yet Jean did find the words. With extraordinary honesty she strips away the layers of social behaviour and shows ourselves at our most naked, our most alone.




 


 


Jean Rhys: a Chronology


1889 (Nov) Older baby sister dies (before Jean’s birth).


1890 (August) Born in Dominica – Ella Gwendolen Rees Williams.


1896 Sister, Brenda, born.


1904 (May) Goes to board at convent.


1904 Meets Mr Howard.


1905/06 Leaves convent.


1907 Sent to England.


1907/08 The Perse School, Cambridge.


1909 (Jan-July) RADA. Leaves – becomes a Chorus Girl, touring the UK.


1910 Meets Lancelot Gray Smith.


1912 Affair with Lancelot ends, although he supports her financially until 1919.


1913 Late abortion, paid for by Lancelot.


1914 Works as artists’ model and ‘escort’.


1917 Meets and starts affair with John Lenglet.


1919 Moves to Holland with John.


1919 (April) Marries John. They move to Paris.


1920/21 Moves to Vienna, then Budapest.


1922 Maryvonne born. Jean puts her in a Paris clinic.


1923/24 Works as shop receptionist, tour guide, artists’ model, mannequin.


1924 John arrested in Paris. Sentenced to eight months in prison. Jean moves in with Ford Madox Ford and Stella Bowen. Affair with Ford Madox Ford starts. First writing published in Transatlantic Review. Name changed from Ella Lenglet to Jean Rhys.


1926 Affair with Ford Madox Ford ends.


1927 Jean’s mother dies in London.


1928 Jean returns to England. Moves in with Leslie Tilden Smith, her agent. Sells her first novel – Postures (later published as Quartet).


1929 After Leaving Mr Mackenzie published.


1933 Divorced from John.


1934 Marries Leslie Tilden Smith. They are very poor and move at least three times that summer. Voyage in the Dark published.


1935 Jean and Leslie arrested after drunken brawl in street. Spends night in police cells and is fined for being ‘drunk and disorderly’ the following morning.


1938 Throws Leslie’s typewriter out of the window during row.


1938/39 Writes Le Revenant (an early version of Wide Sargasso Sea) at this time, but burns the manuscript after a row with Leslie.


1939 Good Morning Midnight published to ‘sparse and grudging reviews’.


1940 Fined for being ‘drunk and disorderly’.


1945 Meets Max Hamer, Leslie’s cousin.


1946 Max Hamer living with Jean.


1947 Marries Max.


1948 (March) Jean throws brick through neighbours’ window.


1949 (April) Row and fight with Bezant (their neighbour). Appears in Bromley Magistrates’ Court. Fined £4. Bound over to keep the peace.


1949 (May) Fails to appear for third charge of assault.


1949 (June) Charged with assault and beating Bezant. Remanded to Holloway Prison for five days for medical and psychiatric reports.


1949 (July) Sentenced to two years’ probation and medical and psychiatric treatment.


1950 Max arrested. Sentenced to two years in Maidstone Prison.


1950/51 Jean disappears.


1957 Good Morning Midnight is broadcast, Jean is tracked down. She is working on Wide Sargasso Sea. Francis Wyndham, editor of André Deutsch, contacts her.


1964 Jean is persuaded to publish the first part of Wide Sargasso Sea in Arts and Literature.


1966 Max dies. Wide Sargasso Sea published. The novel wins the Royal Society of Literature Award and the W.H. Smith Award. Jean is made a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature.


1968 Tigers Are Better-Looking published.


1976 Sleep It Off Lady published.


1978 Made a CBE.


1979 Jean dies on May 14. Her unfinished autobiography Smile Please appears.




 


 


Note


The play takes place in a room in the remote Devon country­side. As Jane begins to remember her past the characters enter her space.


Bertha Mason, Mr Rochester’s first wife, remains in the room throughout the play. She is dressed in Victorian undergarments much stained and worn. Her hair is matted and dirty. She is white but speaks with a West Indian accent.


In the early parts of the play she is sleeping, with occasional murmurings and mutterings. Later, as Jean’s own madness emerges she becomes a stronger presence.


In Bertha’s reality the room of the play is the attic of Jane Eyre, where she is held captive. She is remembering her life, reliving events and talking to (arguing with) Rochester. Although she relates physically and emotionally to Jean/Ella, she is always remembering events from her own life.
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