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Abstract 
The present article argues that Robert Frost’s poem “For Once, Then, Something” (1923) 
anticipates, by virtue of its latent similarities to them, the theory of Deconstruction propounded 
by Jacques Derrida, and Reader-Response Criticism which developed through the work of a 
number of important theorists, one of them being Stanley Fish. The validity of the interpretation 
is tested by juxtaposing it, in brief, on Charlotte Brontë’s novel Jane Eyre (1847) and Jean Rhys’ 
Wide Sargasso Sea (1966), a postcolonial, Feminist re-reading or re-writing of Brontë’s work, 
especially one of literature’s great enigmatic figure – Bertha Antoinetta Rochester/Mason – and 
one of the novel’s central character – Edward Fairfax Rochester. Indeed, Bertha had been readily 
interpreted by many lay readers as an obstacle, if not an outright antagonist, in the union of Jane 
and Edward before the publication of Rhys’ insightful novel that is a prequel to or provides the 
backstory of crucial characters and events found in Brontë’s work. Moreover, the researchers 
also launch an enquiry that seeks to understand whether Rochester has been disproportionately 
or undeservedly demonized, at least since the publication of Rhys’ novel. This inquiry, which 
stems from both the insight provided by the reading of Frost’s poem and a position put forward 
by Fish, (re)reads Brontë’s text to see if it provides any clue, opening, or hint for an alternative 
response by which Rochester can be rescued from critical opprobrium he is often subjected to, 
whether before or after the publication of Wide Sargasso Sea.  
 
Keywords: Bertha. Deconstruction. Robert Frost. Jane Eyre. Reader-Response Criticism. 
Rochester. Wide Sargasso Sea.   
 
Introduction 
One cannot help but marvel at the uncanny power of literature – or that of the writers’, to give 
due recognition to human agency – to anticipate, for instance, whether they be scientific 
discoveries that range from largely beneficial ones like credit cards or video-calling to more 
unsettling ones like electronic surveillance (Contreras), or literary and critical theories such as 
postcolonialism as in Shakespeare’s The Tempest [1610-11 / 1623] (Castle 253-55).  
The present article detects/interprets a similar uncanny anticipation or traces of two key theories 
that emerged in the second half of the twentieth century – Deconstruction and Reader-Response 
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Criticism – in Robert Frost’s poem “For Once, Then, Something” published in the collection 
New Hampshire (1923). 
The detailed exposition of the hints or latent traces of these two ground-breaking theories in the 
short poem are juxtaposed in brief on Charlotte Brontë’s novel Jane Eyre (1847) and Jean Rhys’ 
Wide Sargasso Sea (1966), a postcolonial, Feminist re-reading or re-writing of Brontë’s work, 
especially one of literature’s great enigmatic figure – Bertha Antoinetta Rochester/Mason – and 
one of the novel’s central character – Edward Fairfax Rochester. Indeed, Bertha had been readily 
interpreted by many lay readers as an obstacle, if not an outright antagonist, in the union of Jane 
and Edward before the publication of Rhys’ insightful novel that is a prequel to or provides the 
backstory of crucial characters and events found in Brontë’s work. Moreover, the researchers 
also launch an enquiry that seeks to understand whether Rochester has been disproportionately 
or undeservedly demonized, at least since the publication of Rhys’ novel, and can thus be rescued 
from unwarranted critical opprobrium. 
By this examination, the researchers do not aim to question, discredit, or reject Rhys’ (re)reading, 
a crucial landmark of Feminist writing, but as Stanley Fish suggests, in opposition to Formalist 
analysis of texts that presuppose(s) the existence or presence of meaning within the text itself 
(inserted by a conscious design on part of the writer) that a reader simply extracts or imbibes, to 
celebrate the open-ended possibilities generated by his move to regard each interpretation/notion, 
such as by Rhys, of what is really happening – in Rhys’ case more accurately reframed as: what 
has really happened – as just one more interpretation among others (147-48). 
Frostian Anticipation: Deconstruction and Reader-Response Criticism in Readings of Jane 
Eyre and Wide Sargasso Sea 
Frost’s poem opens with the characteristic dismissals or vibes that teachers, professors, and/or 
critics of literature would have been accustomed to dole out to students and lay readers, at least 
before the publication of Wimsatt and Beardsley’s “The Intentional Fallacy” (1946) whose 
central argument-cum-insight – “The poem is not the critic’s own and not the author’s (it is 
detached from the author at birth and goes about the world beyond his power to intend about it 
or control it). The poem belongs to the public” (470) – as though it went unheeded, returns with 
vengeance in Roland Barthes’ “The Death of the Author” (1968) – “the birth of the reader must 
be at the cost of the death of the Author” (168) – and Fish’s “Interpreting the Variorum” 
(1976/80) – “meanings are not extracted but made. . .” (172, emphasis added).  
The question – or rejection – is that of (the students’) interpretation: the insistence that there is 
always a single, correct meaning of the words-on-the-page and therefore, the interpretation 
offered by the student, no matter how interesting or tantalizing, must of necessity, be wrong 
(Grabes 292).  

Others taunt me with having knelt at well-curbs 
Always wrong to the light, so never seeing 
Deeper down in the well . . . (Frost 276, emphasis added) 

Let us Re(para)phrase the emphasized lines for further clarity:  
“Others taunt me”: that is the teacher, the critic(s), and/or the fellow students reject; 
“with having knelt at well-curbs / Always wrong to the light, so never seeing . . .” – that is, your 
interpretation of the text is inadmissible. 
At the same time, it should be remembered that this does not amount to giving unchecked, free 
reign to demonstrably incorrect – through logical, contextual, biographical or autobiographical 
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evidence – interpretation(s). For instance, can the interpretation that Wordsworth is addressing 
his beloved in “It is a Beauteous Evening, Calm and Free” (1807) be defended or sustained? 
In several instances, however, Jacques Derrida’s theory of Deconstruction opens up the 
possibility, indeed the inevitability, of multiple, differing interpretations existing alongside each 
other by virtue of the inherent tendency of language to burst into multiple, often unwanted, 
signifieds that negate or defer the bliss of a transcendental signified or a singular, precise 
meaning [also deeply scrutinized by William Empson through his Seven Types of Ambiguity 
(1930)]. Moreover, neither of these interpretations or signifieds can be rejected as incorrect. 
Abrams and Harpham draw attention to the typical Derridean procedure of Deconstructing any 
text – that is, teasing out from within the text itself, linguistic elements that undermine, in the 
very process of conveying definite meaning(s), those very definite meaning(s) which it 
ostensibly attempts to convey in the first place: 

He [Derrida] describes his procedure as a “double reading.” Initially, that is, he 
interprets a text as, in the standard fashion, “lisible” (readable or intellegible) 
since it engenders “effects” of having determinate meanings. But this reading, 
Derrida says, is only “provisional,” as a stage toward a second, or deconstructive 
“critical reading,” which disseminates the provisional meaning into an indefinite 
range of significations that, he claims, always involve (in a term taken from logic) 
an aporia – an insuperable deadlock, or “double bind,” of incompatible or 
contradictory meanings which are “undecidable” in that we lack any sufficient 
ground for choosing among them. (83, bold in original)    

Indeed, one can ‘picture’ Rhys or – to return to our earlier example of the divergent interpretation 
of the student than that imposed by the tutor or critic(s) – the student in the class participating in 
the incessant “play” of meaning that causes the hitherto imposed, single signified to burst into a 
plurality of multiple, contradictory signifieds by virtue of a “critical reading”: 
  Once, when trying with chin against a well-curb, 

I discerned, as I thought, beyond the picture, 
Through the picture, a something white, uncertain, 
Something more of the depths . . . (Frost 276, emphasis original) 

Let us again Re(para)phrase the lines for clarity: the Deconstructive reader responds by probing 
the “depths” of the text, in search of that thread which, whether hidden, suppressed, 
marginalized, or readily apparent, when pulled – “I discerned, as I thought, beyond the picture, 
/ Through the picture, a something white, uncertain,” – would cause the textual edifice to collapse 
upon itself.  
Thus, Rhys’ Wide Sargasso Sea is a journey away from the “provisional” reading of Bertha’s 
character as an obstacle or antagonist and Rochester’s as an unfortunate victim trapped in a union 
he cannot legally dissolve towards “a second, or deconstructive “critical reading,” which 
disseminates the provisional meaning into an indefinite range of significations” or aporia 
whereby Rochester, the colonial master, becomes the instrument and cause of the racially and 
culturally alien Antoinetta/Bertha’s insanity. Moreover, the impetus for the critical reading, the 
thread that causes the stereotypical interpretation of Bertha and Rochester to collapse, is derived 
and pulled by Rhys from within the linguistic edifice of Brontë’s text itself – descriptive (250) 
as well as opinions expressed by Rochester (260-66).   
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Indeed, Frost anticipates Derrida’s claim, as restated by Abrams and Harpham, that “the 
deconstructive reader neither initiates nor produces; deconstruction is something that simply 
“happens” in a critical reading” (83) in the lines where he speaks of going “beyond the picture” 
– that is, going beyond what the text explicitly states – “[t]hrough the picture [itself]” – that is, 
the text itself undermines its own explicit signified when probed with the awareness of 
language’s slippery nature. In this regard, at least, the Deconstructive reader [in our case, Rhys] 
can claim agency for initiating the process, for if the text would have remained unread, it would 
not have revealed to the reader exactly how it undermines its own explicit claim(s).     
For readers of both Jane Eyre and Wide Sargasso Sea two “incompatible or contradictory 
meanings” of two characters – Bertha and Rochester – exist simultaneously, placing such readers 
in “an insuperable deadlock, or “double bind,”” for they have no “sufficient ground for choosing 
among them” since both readings exist simultaneously and separately and both can be/are 
correct.   
While for Derrida a Deconstructive or critical reading exposes the error of believing in what 
Heidegger considered the metaphysics of presence-at-hand (26) – here, the false confidence in 
language’s ability to signify without ambiguity – for Fish it becomes a cause for celebration, 
since it unmasks the  

fictions of formalism . . . [that] have the disadvantage of being confining. My 
fiction is liberating. It relieves me of the obligation to be right (a standard that 
simply drops out) and demands only that I be interesting (a standard that can be 
met without any reference at all to an illusory objectivity). Rather than restoring 
or recovering texts, I am in the business of making texts and teaching others to 
make them by adding to their repertoire of strategies. (180, emphasis added) 

Frost, or the speaker in his poem, ultimately loses the new vision or insight he was about to gain, 
courtesy nature’s intervention, before it fully materialized: 

One drop fell from a fern, and lo, a ripple 
Shook whatever it was lay there at bottom, 
Blurred it, blotted it out. What was that whiteness? 
Truth? A pebble of quartz? For once, then, something. (276) 

In contrast to Frost or the poem’s speaker, who appears reclusive, interpretive strategies deployed 
by most readers – which would make him/her a ‘member’ of a particular interpretive 
‘community’, for instance, the strategy that works of popular culture can never offer complex 
meaning(s) – are never developed in isolation; rather, they are also influenced by the lived 
experience(s) of the reader, both cultural and material, formed and shaped by the beliefs, values, 
and the ideological make-up of the society/culture (s)he is a part of: 

[S]ince the thoughts an individual can think and the mental operations he can 
perform have their source in some or other interpretive community, he is as much 
a product of that community (acting as an extension of it) as the meanings it 
enables him to produce. At a stroke the dilemma that gave rise to the debate 
between the champions of the text and the champions of the reader (of whom I 
had certainly been one) is dissolved because the competing entities are no longer 
perceived as independent. To put it another way, the claims of objectivity and 
subjectivity can no longer be debated because the authorizing agency, the center 
of interpretive authority, is at once both and neither. An interpretive community 
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is not objective because as a bundle of interests, of particular purposes and goals, 
its perspective is interested rather than neutral; but by the very same reasoning, 
the meanings and texts produced by an interpretive community are not subjective 
because they do not proceed from an isolated individual but from a public and 
conventional point of view. (Fish 14, emphasis added) 

Thus, Rhys, responds to Brontë’s text – the well of Frost’s poem – by virtue of being a member 
of an interpretive community wherein her lived cultural experience(s) – as a white Creole woman 
– and awareness of her family’s colonial past shape or determine her interpretive strategy 
whereby she resists the easy classification of Bertha as an obstacle or antagonist and does not 
experience the blurring or blotting out of what strikes her as the racial, cultural, and colonial 
prejudice of Rochester towards Bertha (Thomas). While Frost/readers of Jane Eyre prior to Rhys 
was/might have been content with just the hint of “something” deeper within the well/the text, 
Rhys’ historical, cultural, and personal awareness of the precarious position Creoles found 
themselves in, aids her critical reading or writing back project. 
Rescuing Rochester: (Re)Reading the Character 
Taking inspiration from both the insight provided by the reading of Frost’s poem and Fish’s 
position aforementioned in the Introduction, the researchers return to the well – Brontë’s Jane 
Eyre – to (re)read and determine if the text itself (“Through the picture [itself]”) can provide any 
clue, opening, or hint for an alternative response by which Edward Fairfax Rochester can be 
rescued from critical opprobrium he is often been subjected to, perhaps more so since the 
publication of Wide Sargasso Sea.  
For instance, Rochester has been criticized as a racist with a strong colonial bent (260; 262). 
Others argue that once Bertha’s health deteriorated and they moved to England, he did not shift 
her to a hospital where she could have received proper treatment (264). His arrangement for 
Bertha’s – and of the inhabitants of Thornfield Hall – safekeeping is Grace Poole, whose 
fondness for drinking enables Bertha to escape her charge several times (264). Nor do his affairs 
with a number of women before Jane’s appearance paint a favourable picture of him (265). 
Further, his tendency to manipulate is revealed in the gypsy fortune-teller episode (167-72), and 
keeping the fact of his first marriage with Bertha concealed from Jane even as he is set to marry 
her, dents his trustworthiness (246-49). 
However, Rochester is, first and foremost, a victim of circumstances – unfavourable, testing, and 
from which he initially finds no way out and which can largely be seen as the cause for his 
cynical, manipulative, dissimulative, and libertine attitude.  
As Rochester recounts to Jane after the fact of his earlier marriage to Bertha has been exposed 
by the latter’s brother, his father’s unwillingness to divide the property between his two sons, 
coupled with the desire that his younger son should nevertheless not be “a poor man” (260) lie 
at the heart of Rochester’s hasty marriage with Bertha.  
Indeed, Rochester’s father arranges his marriage with Bertha, daughter of a West India planter 
Mr. Mason, following Mr. Mason’s assurance of bestowing a fortune of thirty thousand pounds 
on Bertha. Thus, without being informed of this deal, Rochester, immediately after completing 
college, was sent to Jamaica with the assurance of his father that “[m]iss Mason was the boast of 
Spanish Town for her beauty” (260). Rochester too finds her beautiful and attractive but “had 
very little private conversation with her” (260) that would have allowed him to form an opinion 
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about his future compatibility with the woman he was set to marry. Clouding Rochester’s better 
judgement was the attention Bertha received from other suitors: 

All the men in her circle seemed to admire her and envy me. I was dazzled, 
stimulated: my senses were excited; and being ignorant, raw, and inexperienced, 
I thought I loved her. There is no folly so besotted that the idiotic rivalries of 
society, the prurience, the rashness, the blindness of youth, will not hurry a man 
to its commission. Her relatives encouraged me; competitors piqued me; she 
allured me: a marriage was achieved almost before I knew where I was. Oh, I 
have no respect for myself when I think of that act! – an agony of inward contempt 
masters me. I never loved, I never esteemed, I did not even know her. I was not 
sure of the existence of one virtue in her nature: I had marked neither modesty, 
nor benevolence, nor candour, nor refinement in her mind or manners – and, I 
married her . . . (260, emphasis added) 

It was only after his marriage that he learned that Bertha’s mother, whom he had assumed dead, 
was actually confined to a mental asylum; that apart from the one brother he knew about, Bertha 
also had one another brother, “a complete dumb idiot” (260-61); and that Bertha herself was five 
years older than him (262).  
However, if everything had been fine between him and Bertha, Rochester wouldn’t have held 
these “concealment[s]” (261) against her. The chief problem, according to Rochester, was 
Bertha’s own coarse, unrefined nature that prevented him to establish a meaningful dialogue, let 
alone relationship, with her:  

[A] cast of mind common, low, narrow, and singularly incapable of being led to 
anything higher, expanded to anything larger – when I found that I could not pass 
a single evening, nor even a single hour of the day, with her in comfort: that kindly 
conversation could not be sustained between us, because whatever topic I started 
immediately received from her a turn at once coarse and trite, perverse and 
imbecile – when I perceived that I should never have a quiet or settled household, 
because no servant would bear the continued outbreaks of her violent and 
unreasonable temper, or the vexations of her absurd, contradictory, exacting 
orders – even then I restrained myself: I eschewed upbraiding, I curtailed 
remonstrance; I tried to devour my repentance and disgust in secret; I repressed 
the deep antipathy I felt. (261, emphasis added) 

Thus, rather than malice on Rochester’s part, the actions of his father, coupled with Rochester’s 
own lack of maturity that prevented him from determining his compatibility with the woman he 
was to marry and the several facts kept hidden from him by Bertha’s family, lands him in a 
marital union he comes to regret. During the four-year-long stay in Jamaica that followed, both 
Rochester’s brother and father had died, leaving him richer than ever before, but also legally 
bound to a woman whom he could not divorce because she had, like her mother before her, only 
“prematurely”, descended into insanity (261).  
Rochester’s use of the word “prematurely” (261) is telling; for there cannot be a proper or 
‘mature’ age to go mad – rather, it implies that before he could make up his resolve to divorce 
Bertha, she had lost her sanity.  
His first reaction was to briefly contemplate suicide; however, “[t]he sweet wind from Europe” 
counselled him to return to his homeland, make arrangements for keeping Bertha “in safety and 
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comfort” and the fact of his marriage to her hidden from the world (263). Rochester’s father too, 
while he was alive, had kept the union a secret for in his “very first letter” Rochester had written 
home after his marriage, he had informed them of the discoveries he had made and thus his father 
was as “anxious to conceal it [the marriage] as myself” (264). The only two person Rochester 
confined in were the caretaker Grace Poole and the surgeon Carter and thus Bertha came to be 
confined for the next ten years to the third-storey room, the world outside oblivious of the 
existence of any Mrs. Rochester (264). 
Most readers fault Rochester for keeping Bertha confined in Thornfield Hall when he should 
have made arrangements for proper medical treatment in a hospital, notwithstanding the fact that 
Grace Poole, though given to drinking, worked at Grimsby Retreat (264), a mental asylum 
probably modelled on the reformist and humanist ideas advanced by the Quaker William Tuke 
for treating mentally ill patients (Wise). Despite this, given the prevalent attitude towards and 
the kind of treatment meted out in most, including privately-run institutes, to patients battling 
insanity during early nineteenth century – the setting of Jane Eyre – it can be feasibly argued 
that Rochester would have felt Bertha would be more comfortable, safe, and humanely treated 
than in any mental asylum: 

Patients of such asylums were subjected to archaic remedies based on Galenic 
ideas of the four humours which included blood, phlegm, black and yellow bile. 
This was undertaken to the extent that patients were regularly bled or coerced into 
swallowing purgatives and emetics. These were often combined with actions to 
suppurate the body by trepanning or creating artificial blisters. In addition to this, 
some patients were restrained using chains, manacles and the techniques of fear, 
which were used to ‘jolt apart’ the misconceptions that troubled them. (Kibria and 
Metcalfe 1) 

It is ironic that the discouraging material circumstances Rochester found himself earlier in – 
which had dictated the necessity of his marriage to a woman he soon after found intellectually 
incompatible and descending into madness – when altered for the better, were of hardly any 
assistance in finding a match that would be intellectually on par with him.  
Indeed, his travels across Europe bore no fruit in his search for a suitable partner despite his 
affairs with several women; rather, he ends up being cheated upon by a French opera dancer of 
the name Céline Varens, a woman for whom he initially had deep passion for but which was 
extinguished when he discovered her affair with a man he considered far below his station (120-
23). Despite this betrayal, Rochester provides for Céline’s daughter Adèle, who could have been 
fathered by Rochester, though he finds “no proofs of such grim paternity written in her 
countenance” (124). 
Rochester’s affair with Céline and other women, which he himself regrets (266), could be seen 
as a desperate search for a compatible match (265) – “an intellectual, faithful, loving woman” 
(266) – that eluded him until he met Jane and her treatment of Bertha and Adèle was the best he 
could do under the stated circumstances, and certainly not abusive or immoral.  
Indeed, he could have kept Bertha at his other estate, Ferndean Manor, secluded and “in the heart 
of a wood” were no one could have suspected her presence but it would have also posed danger 
to Bertha’s life had she been able to escape – “mine is not a tendency to indirect assassination, 
even of what I most hate” (256). Moreover, Rochester had resolved to apprise any woman of his 
situation he would consider for marriage (264-65) and he did attempt to fathom Jane’s probable 
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response if she were to know of his earlier marriage, much before the truth is revealed on their 
wedding day (185-86). It is Jane’s response, steeped in Christian values of sin, redemption, and 
morality (186), that convinces him that truth would doom forever the chance of personal 
happiness that lay before him after long years of suffering. 
 
Conclusion 
The article has attempted to read Robert Frost’s poem “For Once, then, Something” as containing 
within itself latent similarities to, almost anticipating, theories of Deconstruction and Reader-
Response Criticism, whereas the notion of Interpretive Communities is conspicuous, 
paradoxically, through its absence – Frost or the speaker removed from, by choice, from close 
societal interaction that shapes opinions, beliefs, ideologies, and thereby, also influence reading 
strategies.  
Jean Rhys’ lived cultural, material, and persoanl experience(s) on the other hand ensures that she 
doesn’t lose her ‘vision’ when she detects the presence of “[s]omething more” in the “depths” of 
Brontë’s text and unlike Frost or the poem’s speaker is able to make her own meaning and 
(re)write what she interprets as the hidden or silenced truth of a colonized and marginalized 
character.  
The two major points of departure, reinforcing each other, for the (re)reading of Rochester’s 
character were: First, Fish’s awareness of every reading being an interpretation and his 
distinction between a Formalist reading that erroneously considers the text as the locus of 
meaning and a reader-response criticism which is aware of its act of interpretation that actively 
makes meaning. Second, the definite ‘turn’ in Frost’s poem, when he or the speaker, rather than 
being bogged down by the ‘imposed’ or ‘received’ interpretation – in our case, Bertha as an 
obstacle or antagonist from Brontë’s text or Rochester as responsible for Antoinetta/Bertha’s 
condition in Rhys’ – attempts [but ultimately fails] to make his own Deconstructive or critical 
reading of the same text.  
Thus, the present (re)reading argues that neither the subject herself – Bertha – nor Rochester 
appear to have any control over how rapidly Bertha’s sanity deteriorates. Though Rochester’s 
motivation to find happiness for himself through a loving and intellectually compatible marriage 
forces him to keep his marriage to Bertha a secret and the woman confined to the third-storey of 
his house, a selfish act for which he is punished both physically and by nearly losing the woman 
he loved, Rochester also ensured Bertha is taken care of in Thornfield Hall itself, instead of a 
mental asylum where patients were often treated as less than human or at his other manor which 
though more secluded, was also nearby a wood and could have posed greater risk to Bertha’s life 
if she were to escape given the caretaker Grace Poole’s tendency to drink. Thus, while Rhys’ 
(re)reading takes her beyond the text through the text, to explore racial and cultural prejudices 
and colonial attitudes that spell the doom of a marriage, the (re)reading of Rochester’s character 
in the present article through Brontë’s text stays confined to the text itself to find him flawed, 
prejudiced, even lacking the ability to take swift and decisive action, but not cruel and immoral. 
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