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Jean Ruys's VOYAGE IN THE DARK...

That the novel casts Anna’s relationships with men in terms of rape
matches other descriptions of the classic conventions of a tragic mulatta
narrative. In an article that reads Michelle Cliff’s writing as reformulating
the genre, Suzanne Bost focuses on the motif of the clash of cultures which
racial mixing is supposed to engender and which parallels Anna’s inability to
assimilate to life in Britain: “Despite her attempts to assimilate into the white
society that is part of her heritage, [her] tragic racial admixture leads to a
clash of cultures, which often results in her death” (675). When Bost writes,
“Mixed blood is a curse for the tragic mulatto in that it acts as a reminder
of an original rape and of the imbalance of power that led to coerced sexual
relations between white men and black women” (Bost 675), she comes back
to the idea of the “original treason” raised already by Gilroy. The original rape
Bost mentions here finds its reflection in Anna’s relationship with Walter, and
later in the liaisons that lead to her unwanted pregnancy.

Significantly, it is while in bed with Walter that Anna thinks again of
Mailotte Boyd, only to see their experiences in Relation: both of them are
eighteen and caught up in relationships based on an imbalance of power.
Although Anna tries to convince herself that she accepts her situation and
“like[s] it like this... [doesn't] want it any other way but this” (56), she is con-
scious that =much as Mailotte had no way of escaping the relationship with
Anna’s grandfather— there is no other possibility but rape or prostitution for
the relationship between her and Walter. Though in significantly dissimilar
circumstances that cannot be conflated, both women lose their ability to
decide about and protect their bodies. Anna’s pregnancy appears to be an
outcome of a rape as well. Anna keeps remembering herself asking “stop
please stop” and the response of a man who does not stop, “I knew you'd
say that” (184); Anna fixates on his white face, which she coolly describes
in the original version of the ending as “very white and his nostrils going
in and out” (Hamond 49). The mask-like quality of this face —in both ver-
sions the face is framed with a mention of carnival masks— and its function
as a metonymy for a White male suggest an even stronger mirroring be-
tween Anna and Mailotte’s situations. While Elaine Savory has critiqued
Anna’s fleeting identification with Mailotte Boyd as an appropriation that
is “troubling, suggesting how deep and problematic Anna's fantasies run”
(60), such Relation of the past and present —as Rhys’s succinctly phrased
it, “what was — is” (Letters 24)— and the uncanny similarity of the mu-
latto servant to the disinherited granddaughter several generations later,
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emphasize the persistence of sexual and racial stereotypes that have been
imported from the colonies to the metropolis.

This conflation of the past and present becomes most pronounced in the
last part of the novel, when Anna hallucinates in the delirium of lost blood.
The mantra Anna repeats in the original, longer version of the ending, “I'm not
here I am there I'm not here I am there.” It suggests that she sees her death as
related to the continuing reverberations of slavery and colonialism. The elision
among the different referents of “it ought to be stopped” —Anna’s bleeding, her
prostitution, the carnival, the grating sound of the kerosene-tins during it, and
slavery itself- bring together the various strings of entangled critique that the
novel performs. Here, the Caribbean carnival masks play a major role, Anna’s
parents and uncles discussing their views of slavery through their commentary
on the carnival. Anna’s understanding of the past seems greater; she knows
what the women in masks were singing: “they were singing defiance” (51); she
also explains that they are laughing “at the idea that anybody black would want
to be white” (52). Black people exhibit more power here and more defiance.
Their defiance is also clearer in the more detailed development of the character
of Meta, who appears in the published version only once, sticking her tongue
out at Anna through the slit in the mask (178). In the original ending, Meta
and Anna actually engage in a physical struggle when Meta reacts to Anna’s
calling her “black devil” by shaking her until her teeth, hair, and flesh shook
(Hemmond 47). No wonder such a corporeal memory of her own racism and
the resistance it met makes Anna seem much more aware of the inequities at
the heart of the plantation economy.

Since the original ending provides a much clearer resolution to many of the
novel’s preoccupations, the only way to explain why Rhys finally embraced the
shorter, more hopeful ending —which she could have changed in subsequent
editions— is that the revised, hopeful end of the novel problematizes its
inclusion among the tragic mulatta narratives. Although many critics seem to
agree that “death would perhaps be a preferable alternative to [Anna’s] death-
in-life existence” (Dearlove 28) and most of them deny Anna any possibility
of a good life after she has become a prostitute, Rhys hints at the possibility
of at least a psychically healthy life for her character. In a burst of optimism
unparalleled in the novel, in its last scene, Anna fantasizes about being “new
and fresh. And about mornings, misty days, when anything might happen”
(188). Maybe this ending —unwanted and implausible as it was for Rhys—
signifies more in its attempt to defy the myth of the “tragic mulatta” in which
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