
ENG 351 Lecture 3 1 
 
 Let’s look at the headnote on Charlotte Perkins Gilman.  Actually that’s Charlotte 

Anna Perkins Stetson Gilman.  Quite a string of names.  1860 to 1935, a suicide at 75.  

I brought her suicide note today.  I thought that might be a cheerful thing to consider.  

But actually it’s remarkably appropriate for the kind of life she led and the kind of 

philosophy she had, what she said in her note.  She was born in Connecticut but she 

was raised mostly in Rhode Island.  Her father abandoned the family — says deserted 

her family and left for San Francisco shortly after her birth.  After she was born, her 

mother was told she could not have more children or she should not have anymore 

children, and that’s one of the rationalizations that her father gave for leaving the family, 

was he did not want to kill his wife.  He was afraid if they stayed together, she might 

have another child.  I don’t know.  That’s an interesting excuse. 

 At any rate, her mother — and this is a famous situation — withheld affection 

from her children because she didn’t want them to encounter the loss of love, hoping to 

prevent their later disillusionment over broken relationships.  Well, that makes for a 

happy childhood.  No demonstrations of affection at all. 

 In spite of her misgivings, when she was 24 years old she married Charles 

Stetson who was a fellow artist.  She was an art student.  In fact, for a time there she 

made her living designing greeting cards, which I find just absolutely absurd for the 

author of “The Yellow Wall-paper.”  But you may recall right in the middle of the story 

she says, “I think I know something about the principals of design,” and she goes on 

about that.  Well, that’s why. 

 Within the first year of their marriage, their only child, a daughter named 
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Katharine, was born.  After the birth, Gilman went into a severe depression.  I suppose 

it’s what we call postpartum depression, postpartum blues, but it was such that she 

could hardly function.  She was extremely despondent and the marriage was a rocky 

one to begin with, and this made it worse. 

 It says her husband and mother were convinced that Gilman needed rest and 

willpower to overcome her depression.  And, in fact, she did seek help when she went 

to see Dr. Weir Mitchell and they explain in the footnote that he was one of the leading 

medical men of the day when it came to dealing with depression, although they didn’t 

call it depression.  They called it melancholia.  They also called it hysteria.  This wasn’t 

really depression, but that’s what — he characterized it as hysteria.  Nerves was the 

common term.  It was a very popular thing to have, people had nerves. 

 The way about 15 years ago everybody had hypoglycemia.  I don’t know what 

the current thing is.  Chronic fatigue syndrome?  I’m sure there’s a fashionable disease 

of the day.  Even Henry James decided he had nerves since only highly sensitive 

people had nerves.  But then when they told him this was an ailment limited almost 

exclusively to women, Henry James decided he didn’t have nerves anymore. 

 But the treatment — and it’s still employed sometimes in various degrees — that 

Weir Mitchell advocated and was known for is the so-called rescuer in which the patient 

is advised not to do anything.  Not to think, not to read anything challenging, not to — 

certainly not to do anything creative.  Not to write, not to paint.  And she was forbidden 

to come near a paintbrush or a pen. 

 Willpower.  The idea that willpower could get you through depression.  Oh, I don’t 
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know.  Do you think there’s anything to that?  You can will yourself out of the blues.  

The blues and depression are not the same thing, of course. 

 My mother believed that and my mother — I’ll quote my mother from time to time 

because my mother represents a certain type of conventional wisdom.  She was a 

wonderful woman and introduced me to literature which either ruined my life or saved it, 

I’m not sure which.  But my mother had no patience with people who succumbed to 

madness.  She would say, “Oh, they just need to grit their teeth and get on through it.”  

She was a senior in high school when the stock market crashed.  She lived through the 

depression and the dust bowl in Oklahoma and World War II, the whole thing, and she 

didn’t get depressed.  If she did, she just willed her way through it. 

 And, you know, I don’t know.  I have kind of a little afterglow of that kind of 

thinking that sometimes — you know, if you’re feeling like you’re slipping into darkness, 

it would be just as easy just to slip.  But I don’t know.  I’m no psychiatrist and shouldn’t 

be discussing this, I suppose.  But this was what they said.  “All you need to do is cheer 

up.”  You know, just like the drug thing: “Just say No.”  Say to somebody who’s 

depressed, “Just cheer up.”  And this will make it all right. 

 Well, it nearly made her mad, in her opinion.  In all her life she had extended 

periods of depression which she alleviated through work.  Work was her answer and 

she was one of the hardest working writers we’ve ever had.  She moved out to 

California with her daughter in 1892 and she obtained a divorce from her husband.  It 

was a mutually agreeable divorce — amicable, as they call it nowadays.  He almost 

immediately married one of her best friends, Grace Channing, who was another artist 
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that they knew.  And she soon sent her daughter back to live with them when the little 

girl was 8-years-old.  Gilman was already becoming known as a writer and speaker, and 

the press made a big deal of this unnatural woman who would not keep her child but 

sent her child back to be raised by the father. 

 Double career as a writer and lecturer on women, labor and social organizations.  

She was involved in everything.  She was one of the co-founders of the Women’s 

Peace Movement.  She founded her own magazine in 1910 that she wrote, edited, did 

almost all the copy, from 1910 to 1916, called “The Forerunner.”  Her most famous and 

most significant non-fiction work is Women in Economics in 1898, an early book of 

feminist theory on economics and women. 

 Gilman was a futurist.  She believed that society could be improved.  She 

believed that by working together, men and women could improve society.  She was 

anti-Darwin and at least anti social Darwinism.  She didn’t believe that civilization or 

society as we have it was a result of these forces of nature that lead us to this point.  

She thought if we cooperated, that people made sacrifices, that it would work. 

 Her economic theory was that women — one of the reasons that women were of 

low stature and power is that they weren’t paid for their labor.  Periodically someone will 

figure out exactly what it would cost to pay someone to do the things that so-called 

homemakers or housewives actually get accomplished and it would be a right tidy sum.  

She believed — she envisioned a society in the future that she wrote about in a 

European novel called Harlan in 1915 in which all labor was equally divided except, 

curiously, the rearing of children.  This was reserved for women.   
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 But she also had an idea called community of children.  This is sort of taking “It 

Takes a Village” about as far as you can go.  In which the kids live in a barracks, you 

know, and everybody’s Mommy and everybody’s Daddy and no cooking.  You don’t 

have to cook.  There are professional cooks to cook.  So that if you want to get about 

your work, you have — I could live with that now.  I think that’d be all right if they’d let 

the men in on it.  Collective kitchens. 

 At any rate, in 1900 she married her first cousin, George Gilman, and they were 

married for 34 years and apparently very happily married.  So while a feminist and a 

radical feminist in many, many, many ways, Gilman was not hostile to men or even to 

the institution of marriage since she was able to successfully do that.  He died in 1934 

and she died the next year.  Not from grief from him, but because she discovered she 

had breast cancer two years before, her health was rapidly deteriorating, and she’d 

reached the point where she did not want to continue.  She said, “I’ve traded cancer for 

chloroform,” was the way she put it. 

 But I wanted you to hear this suicide note. 

August 17, 1935 

Human life consists in mutual service.  No grief, pain, misfortune or broken heart 

[that’s in quotes] is an excuse for cutting off one’s life while any power of service 

remains.  But when all usefulness is over, when one is assured of an 

unavoidable and imminent death, it’s the subject of human rights to choose a 

quick and easy death in place of a slow and horrible one. 

So that was her extremely rational rationale. 



ENG 351 Lecture 3 6 
 
 Many of you, I’m sure, are familiar with Stevie Smith, the English poet.  If you 

recall, her feeling was she learned of suicide around the fourth grade and when she 

found out about that she decided she could be happy — she’d been so unhappy as a 

child — because she knew that she didn’t have to stick around.  That she didn’t have to.  

And this liberated her. 

 Well, “The Yellow Wall-paper.”  Many of you’ve read this before.  I think I asked 

you before.  How many of you had come across this?  Oh, and it was in Women’s 

Literature class, wasn’t that what you told me?  It’s — Perkins Gilman died in 1935 and 

when she died, her work was already out of print.  But at the turn of the century, in the 

early part of the century, working with women’s suffrage and women’s movements and 

things like that, she was internationally known.  She traveled abroad and spoke.  But by 

the time of her death, she’d pretty much been forgotten. 

 In the 19 — late ‘60s and in the ‘70s she was rediscovered and still probably this 

is the only thing that anybody ever reads anymore.  But I don’t think she’d mind that 

she’s remembered just for this.  It was published the year of her divorce, 1897.  She had 

given to The Atlantic Monthly and the editor sent it back and he said they wouldn’t 

publish it because he found it too personally distressing.  I don’t know.  We’ve come a 

long way since then.  Did you find it personally distressing?  Just odd?  It’s been 

described by clinical people as saying that this is pretty accurate about the onset of 

depression.  What else is she suffering from, the narrator of this story, besides 

depression? 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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 Well, she’s — yeah, dementia is a good word.  She’s certainly paranoid about 

her husband and her sister-in-law and the doctors.  And then later she hallucinates.  

And so, you know, there’s the possibility of schizophrenia in this as well.  But her main 

point is that this woman’s situation results from the treatment she receives more than 

anything else. 

 When we were talking about point of view the other day, one of you said if it was 

first person point of view you wanted it to be written.  Is that what you said?  Did you say 

that, Jonathan?  Maybe it was a different class.  But it seemed to me somebody said 

they trusted first person fiction, first person narration, better if it was written.  And this 

certainly is.  The problem with first person narration, first of all, is your narrator has to 

survive the story.  I edited a novel many years ago that was told in the first person point 

of view of a young lieutenant in Vietnam.  And as I was getting near the end, it was the 

last chapter, the manuscript was getting thinner and thinner, and he volunteered to take 

point on patrol.  And I thought, “No, no, you can’t kill the narrator.  Because if you kill the 

narrator, who’s gonna tell the story?”  Well, he killed him anyway — the author killed 

him anyway as authors have ways of doing what they want to do.  And so they had to 

have this anonymous voice just come in at the end to solve everything. 

 What happens to Charlotte Perkins Gilman with her choice of first person written 

narration?  Did that bother you at the very end?  I mean, that’s a great scene.  When 

she’s throwing the key out the window and so she can creep, all she wants, and 

smooch the walls.  And her husband comes in — I think at the very end.  I hope I’m not 

spoiling anything for any of you.  She winds up, “I’ve got out at last, said I, in spite of 
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you and Jane.”  I don’t know if that’s a slip.  One editor I saw that that was just probably 

a variation on Jennie, on her sister-in-law.  “And I’ve pulled off most of the paper so you 

can’t put me back.  Now, why should that man have fainted?  But he did, and right 

across my path by the wall so that I had to creep over him every time.”  She does switch 

to the past-perfect tense there, “I had to creep over him.” You can’t be going along 

the wall and writing this at the same time.  That didn’t bother you?  I’m glad that you 

guys don’t have these hangups with point of view that I do.  It ruins a lot of good stuff.  

But I didn’t mind. 

 When did you first suspect that she was slipping into darkness? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Yeah.  What did she think that room had been used for previously?  A nursery or 

some kind of gymnasium because of these rings in the wall.  ‘Course there are bars on 

the window and we later find that’s a good idea when she abandons the idea of jumping 

out.  But she’s not — they’ve not gone to the shore for a little rest.  This is definitely a 

place designed for people who are in trouble. 

 Well, let’s look at the narration and see how she does it.  The tone is beautiful in 

the way it changes.  She says, “John laughs at me, of course” — just a few paragraphs 

in — “but one expects that in marriage.  John is practical to the extreme.  He has no 

patience with faith and intense horror of superstition, and he scoffs openly at any talk of 

things not to be felt and seen and put down in figures.”  So he is an absolute rationalist 

and empiricist. 

 “John is a physician and perhaps--(I would not say it to a living soul, of course, 
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but this is dead paper and a great relief to my mind)”  -- that parenthesis sets up the fact 

that this is a written narration -- “perhaps that’s one reason I don’t get well faster” 

because he’s a doctor.  After all, “If a physician of high standing, and one’s own 

husband, assures friends and relatives there’s really nothing the matter with one but 

temporary nervous depression-- a slight hysterical tendency” — and there’s that word — 

“what is one to do?”  And, of course, her brother is also a doctor.  Then she says, 

“Personally, I disagree with their ideas.  Personally, I believe that congenial work, with 

excitement and change, would do me good.”  And that’s almost the whole thesis of the 

story.  But John tells her the one thing she can do is to think about her condition, “and I 

confess it makes me feel bad.”  

 But she feels something strange this house.  The supposition about it being a 

nursery and then a gymnasium is on the next page.   And then the first mention of the 

wallpaper.  End of that first section, “The color is repellant, almost revolting; a 

smoldering, unclean yellow, strangely faded by the slow-turning sunlight.  It is a dull yet 

lurid orange in some places, a sickly sulfur tint in others.”  Don’t you think she did a 

brilliant job with the color of this thing?  You start to see it. 

 And then when she smells it — synesthesia, smelling color?  “There comes John 

and I must put this away.  He hates to have me write a word.”  I won’t talk about the 

written point of view anymore, but there’s something about this — “here comes John, I 

have to put this away, he doesn’t want to see me” —  I just can’t fathom that.  There’s 

something wrong with that.  Maybe if she were recording it — “there comes John, I 

going to have to turn this off.” 
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 Well, two weeks later, look how the sentences — look how her prose has 

changed.  “John is away all day and even some nights when his cases are serious.  I’m 

glad my case is not serious.”  How does she know her case isn’t serious?  John tells 

her, “Your case is not serious!”  At this point it could be that she’s being — she’s saying, 

“I’m glad my case isn’t serious ‘cause” — now, those are little short sentences and 

indicate to me that she’s already on the slippery slope.  When she says, “These nervous 

troubles are terribly depressing.  John does not know how much I really suffer.  He 

knows there’s no reason to suffer and that satisfies him.”  Yeah, she’s not accepting him 

entirely.  There might be a little irony in that.  She even adds an exclamation point: “I’m 

glad my case is not serious!”  Maybe she is trying to talk herself out of it. 

 If we weren’t clear that this was a postpartum depression, she makes that clear 

when she says, “It’s so fortunate Mary is so good with the baby.  Such a dear baby!  

And yet I cannot be with him, it makes me so nervous.”  Her imagination — and this is 

important.  The word “fancy” appears in here so much.  That’s an old word for 

imagination.  When she says, middle of the next page, “I always fancy I see people 

walking in these numerous paths and arbors, but John has cautioned me not to give 

way to fancy in the least, to my imagination in the least.”  And so he tells her she ought 

to use “my will” and just cheer up.” 

 “There’s a recurrent spot where the pattern lolls like a broken neck and two 

bulbous eyes stare at you upside-down.”  I recall first time I read this story that I was 

just goin’ along just fine until I read that.  And I thought, “Now, that’s too creepy.”  Have 

any of you seen the film version of this?  They made a movie version, oh, I don’t know.  
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It’s been about 10 years ago.  The actress who played the narrator produced and 

directed, I think, the whole movie.  But they filmed it and set it in England.  I never have 

understood why.  This is an American story with an American setting, but they did do a 

good job with that wallpaper.  It was really, really hideous. 

 And it would come to life from time to time.  And they emphasized the fact that 

these shapes — at least the way they interpreted it in the film and I think you can do it 

with this — the way she describes it, too.  There’s something — before the woman 

appears, there’s something about these shapes that are vaguely like infants.  You 

notice that?  There’s something about the shapes that appear — the eyes, the bulbous 

eyes and so forth.  Almost not so much babies as much as perhaps unborn children or 

fetuses.  At least that’s the way they did it in the film and I think that works. 

 She says, “I never saw so much expression in an inanimate thing before and we 

all know how much expression they have.  I used to lie awake as a child and get more 

entertainment and terror out of blank walls and plain furniture than most children could 

find in a toy store.”  So she always has had an active imagination.   

 One of the pleasures of literature is recognition and when you read something 

and you can say, “I felt that” or “I’ve seen that” or “I know that,” didn’t you recall that 

from your own childhoods, your own — you know, when the lights are off in your room?  

Even familiar objects, you know what they are.  You know that’s your baseball cap 

hanging on the back of that chair.  But all of a sudden it begins to assume strange 

proportions.  You know not to look under the bed.  As long as you don’t look under the 

bed, it won’t get you.  That’s acknowledging it, I guess.  Did you not do that?  If it’s 
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behind you, don’t turn around and look.  Just keep goin’. 

 Who’s the artist who just retired — Gary Larson.  Gary Larson had an active 

imagination and still does.  I think we can tell that.  But his brother — oh, I’ll spoil the 

story.  He was afraid of his closet.  He had one of those sliding door closets with mirrors 

on them and he always checked it before he went to bed.  One night when he was 

reading a comic book and he looked up and the door was open about that much.  

Hmmm, I forgot to close it.  So he thought, “Well, if I get up and go close it, it’ll get me.  

So I’ll just pretend.”  He looked back up and it was that wide.  This goes on for awhile 

and, sure enough, his brother’s in there, tears the thing open, and that’s why Gary 

Larson created “The Far Side.”  It traumatized him. 

 John’s sister is kind of a cipher, but at any rate she keeps an eye on her, too.  

She says — and the first mention is at the middle of the end of that section on page 

836, right at the end of it.  “In the places where the paper isn’t faded and where the sun 

is just so, I can see a strange, provoking, formless sort of figure that seems to skulk 

about behind that silly and conspicuous front design.” 

 She mentions Weir Mitchell by name.  Somehow she got away with that.  He was 

a public figure.  He was 63 years old when this thing was published.  In her note at the 

end, which I hope you read, about “Why I Wrote ‘The Yellow Wall-paper,’” she says that 

she was told that Weir Mitchell said he modified his therapy because of this story.  I 

don’t know if that’s true or not.  But she said she didn’t want to go there.  “I had a friend 

who was in his hands once and he says, ‘He’s just like John and my brother, only more 

so.’” Little bitty hints.  She says, “I cry at nothing and cry most of the time.”  Another hint 
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of depression.  Notice how much she sleeps which is another symptom of depression.  

Of course, later on she sleeps in the days so that she can keep an eye out at night.  “I 

know a little of the principle design and I know this thing was not arranged on any laws 

of radiation or alternation or repetition or symmetry, or anything else that I ever heard 

of.”  So when it makes her tired, she takes a nap. 

 Each section seems to get a little more pronounced.  “I don’t know why I should 

write this.  I don’t want to.  I don’t feel able.  The sentences become shorter and shorter.  

“And I know John would think it absurd.  But I must say what I think and feel in some 

way.  It is such a relief.  Half the time I’m ever so lazy and lie down a lot.”  First real 

statement of madness.  I mean, she could have that suggestion of something in the 

wallpaper or design.  But in the middle of page 838, at the end of that section, she says, 

“Of course I never mention it to them anymore” — the wallpaper — “I am too wise.  But I 

keep watch of it all the same.”  I’m too wise.  She has a special knowledge.  I’m not 

gonna tell them that I’m hearing voices.  I’m too wise. 

 “And it’s like a woman, stooping down and creeping about behind that pattern.  I 

don’t like it a bit.  I wonder.  I begin to think I wish John would take me away from here.”  

She doesn’t finish her thought.  Since you’ve read the story, I wonder I’m beginning to 

think.  What is she beginning to think?  That she is that woman.  She does this 

wonderful transference of herself into the woman in the wall and tries to help her get 

out. 

 The way her husband talks to her is wonderful.  “What is it, little girl?” he said.  

Little girl.  He says, “Why, darling.  You really are better, dear.”  Little girl.  Whether you 
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know it or not.  “I’m a doctor, dear, and I know.  You’re gaining flesh and color.  Your 

appetite is better.  I really feel much easier about you.”  And she claims she hasn’t 

gained any weight and her appetite is terrible.  He doesn’t even listen to her. 

 And this is my favorite: “Bless her little heart.”  He even gets my favorite word in 

there.  Bless her little heart.  Ohhhhh.  And he hugs her.  “She shall be as sick as she 

pleases.”  Uh-oh.  You know you’re in trouble when your caretaker starts talking to you 

and using the third person pronoun.  Has that ever happened to you?  Have you ever 

had a nurse come in and say, “How’s he feeling today?”  Usually they use the first 

person plural.  “What’s our temperature like today?”  Your temperature has nothing to 

do with it.  It’s my temperature.  It was my appendix and it’s my temperature.  He says, 

“Really, dear, you are better.  Just think so and you will be.”  “Better in body,’ I began, 

and stopped short.”  He immediately shoots her a bad look.  “My darling, don’t dare 

mention madness.  I beg of you for my sake and for our child’s sake as well as for your 

own that you will never for one instant let that idea enter your mind.”  The idea being 

that if you consider that you’re going mad, that you will. 

 “So, of course, I said no more on that score because I’m too wise and went to 

sleep before long.  He thought I was asleep first but I wasn’t and lay there for hours, 

trying to decide whether that front pattern and the back pattern really did move together 

or separately.”  She describes it to us as a florid arabesque.  These additions footnote 

so much that I’m shocked that that’s not noted.  What’s an arabesque?  It’s a very — I’m 

sorry? 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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 Oh, I don’t know.  An arabesque?  It kind of sounds like that, doesn’t it?  Sounds 

like some kind of Eastern dance.  But arabesque is actually a design.  It’s really 

intricate.  Think of a Moorish arch in Spanish architecture.  That’s an arabesque.  

Complicated. 

 Then she begins to talk about the woman.  “By daylight she’s subdued, quiet.  I 

fancy it’s the pattern that keeps her so still.  It is so puzzling.  It keeps me quiet by the 

hour.”  And she sleeps more and more, and then she says, “In fact, I’m getting a little 

afraid of John.  He seems very queer sometimes and even Jennie has an inexplicable 

look.”  Now, those are the first indications of paranoia beginning to creep in.  These 

people are against her and after her. 

 And these yellow smooches on her clothes.  I love that word, smooch.  I assume 

Perkins Gilman made that word up.  Well, at least to mean what it means.  Did any of 

you try this, by the way?  Did anybody — I didn’t try it this time, but I did several years 

ago -- get down on the floor and smooch against the wall to see what it’s like?  You 

didn’t try — no one tried that?  Well, it does.  It makes a mark on your shirt.  There’s a 

certain order to it.  There’s a beginning and a middle and an end.  You come back to 

where you started.  I don’t recommend doing it where anyone can see you.  Personally, 

I always creep at night. 

 She says, “Life is very much more exciting now than it used to be.”  She’s getting 

into this.  She has something to look forward to.  “I’m feeling ever so much better.  I 

don’t sleep much at night but it’s so interesting to watch developments.  I sleep a good 

deal in the daytime.”  And back to that color.  “It’s the strangest yellow, that wallpaper.  It 
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makes me think of all the yellow things I ever saw.  Not beautiful ones like buttercups, 

but old, foul, bad yellow things.”  Ordinarily, yellow has a positive connotation, doesn’t 

it?  It’s a happy color. 

 And then she notices the smell that creeps all over the house, that even gets in 

her hair.  Could that be possible?  Could the wallpaper smell?  Or is the effect it’s 

having on her so strong that it’s affecting all of her senses and she’s beginning to 

imagine that she can smell it?  “Even when I go to ride, if I turn my head suddenly and 

surprise it, there’s that smell.”  It can’t get away from her if she’s gonna turn quickly.  I 

like it when she’s looking out the window and she thinks if she turns around real quick, 

she can catch that woman over here.  But they’re always too fast for her. 

 But she says the smell is a yellow smell and “she notices this funny mark on the 

wall, low down near the mopboard, a streak that runs around the room and goes behind 

every piece of furniture except the bed.  A long, straight, even smooch as if it had been 

rubbed over and over.  I wonder how it was done and who did it, and what they did it for.  

Round and round and round, round and round and round.  Makes me dizzy.” Then 

she sees that the front pattern does move and no wonder, and this should’ve given you 

a chill.  “No wonder it moves.  The woman behind it shakes it.”  In my margin I have 

written “uh-oh.”  That’s a very bad sign.  And she’s all the time trying to climb through. 

 Then she gets sort of conspiratorial in her tone with the reader.  “I think that 

woman gets out in the daytime and I’ll tell you why.  I’ve seen her.  I can see her out of 

every one of my windows.  It’s the same woman, I know, for she’s always creeping.”  

Most women do not creep by daylight.  She’s in all the whole created universe. “ I 
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always lock the door when I creep by daylight.  I can’t do it at night for I know John 

would suspect something at once.  I often wonder if I could see her out of all the 

windows at once, but turn as fast as I can.  I could only see out of one at a time.”  Did 

you visualize that?  Did you see her standing in that room? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Yeah.  And jumping back and forth like “real quick I’ll catch her.”  “I watched her 

sometimes way off in the open country, creeping as fast as a cloud shadow in a high 

wind.”  So we’re through the point of hallucination now.  And she thinks her husband is 

only pretending to be loving and kind, “as if I couldn’t see through him.  Still I don’t 

wonder he acts so, sleeping under this paper for three months.  It only interests me but I 

feel sure John and Jennie are secretly affected by it.”  Doesn’t do anything to me.  Did 

you ever see Hitchcock’s “Psycho”?  One of the best scenes in that movie is the very 

last scene.  Anthony Perkins, who was the murderer, is in a straitjacket, I believe, 

because he’s looking at his bare arms and he’s saying, “Well, they think I’m crazy.  

Well, I’m not crazy.”  And there’s a fly crawling on his — “Well, I wouldn’t even hurt a 

fly.”  Of course we know the horrible things that he’s accomplished.  “Well, it affects 

them but it doesn’t affect me.” 

 Well, climax coming up here.  John has to stay in town overnight and so she’s 

alone in the moonlight.  And so she gets up and tries to help that poor thing out.  “I 

pulled and she shook, I shook and she pulled, and before morning we peeled off yards 

of that paper.”  Just imagine what the sister-in-law thinks when she walks in the room.  

She’s piling these effects on now with acceleration.  She says, “Nobody touches this 
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paper but me.  Not alive.”  She mentions how the bedstead’s nailed down, and “then 

how those children did tear about in here.  This bedstead is fairly gnawed.  There are 

teeth marks in it.” 

 Not ten lines from there she says, “This bed will not move.  I’ve tried to lift and 

push it until I was lame, and then I got so angry I bit off a little piece of one corner but it 

hurt my teeth.”  How horrible that we learn that those teeth marks are hers.  Well, she 

can’t jump out of the window because the bars are too strong.  “Besides, I wouldn’t do it.  

Of course not.  I know well enough that a step like that is improper and might be 

misconstrued.  I don’t like to look out of the windows, even.  There are so many of those 

creeping women and they creep so fast.” 

 The juxtaposition of this and the next line is brilliant, you know. We had one 

woman and she keeps trying to see her, but now there are many women.  And then she 

says, “I wonder if they all come out of that wallpaper as I did?”  And that’s the final — 

the final step.  Well, she’s smooching.  She’s — her shoulder just fits in that long 

smooch around the walls so I cannot lose my way.  That’s true.  Try it.  You’ll come right 

back to where you started.  “Why, there’s John at the door.”  Of course I don’t mean to 

be a spoilsport and say I don’t see how on earth she could be writing that, but when 

you’re reading it you don’t care, do you?  Did you try to remember the first time you read 

this?  You know, you have to — if you know what’s gonna happen in a story like this 

and you know the conclusion, you have to prepare yourself or not prepare yourself. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Oh, she ties it to herself so she won’t — once she’s out, she’s tied herself so that 
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they can’t put her back in.  Yeah.  She’s even found a rope.  That’s all I — yeah, it’s 

very vague.  That’s all I could think is that’s what she was doing with it.  ‘Course they 

wouldn’t want her to have a rope.  You know, she said she had to keep Jennie away 

from it. 

 Does anybody have any sympathy for her husband? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, he speaks to her so sweetly.  “Is her sick-um?”  Well, he is -- 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, he’s doing the best thing he can for her, but he sure is paternalistic and 

condescending and everything else.  But he’s finally an object of fun because it — I 

think it’s kind of fun, imagining him unconscious there with her — “Oh, I have to creep 

over him.  Why couldn’t he faint over there instead of fainting right in my --” 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 I recommend you try this so you’ll get a better idea of exactly what — the horrible 

repetition that she was going through.   

 Well, 21 years later she published this little essay, “Why I Wrote ‘The Yellow 

Wall-paper’” in which she gives herself plenty of credit and a pretty good explanation.  

When she says that she’d suffered for years from continuous nervous breakdown 

tending to melancholia, tending to depression we would say today, and that at 27 she 

took the so-called rescuer at the hands of Weir Mitchell and “was told never to touch 

pen, brush, or pencil again as long as I live.” 

 And then her thesis: “Work is what saves us, the normal life of every human 
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being. Work which is joy and growth and service without which one is a pauper and a 

parasite.”  This was published in 1913.  That suicide note from 1935 uses the same 

language, talks about service.  If you can’t be contributing, if you can’t be helping other 

people, then you’re not any good to yourself, in her opinion.  And she does point out to 

us, “I never had any hallucinations or objections to my mural decorations,” which is an 

interesting way to say wallpaper. 

 And she also claims that her story was able to save at least one woman from this 

kind of treatment.  “The story was not intended to drive people crazy but to save people 

from being driven crazy.”  And it worked, according to her. 

 Well, it’s certainly a classic.  That might be — you know, we haven’t talked about 

papers much.  I’m going to give you a list of novels that I want you to choose one to 

read and write a paper about, and I’ll give you a lot more information on that.  But if 

somebody wants to try some nonfiction, that’d be fine with me.  If you’d like to, you 

know, do something — a biographical work on Perkins Gilman, say, or look up some of 

her feminist writings, or read one of her utopian novels like Irwin and just check her out.  

What kind of writer was she aside from this fiction that we know about? 

 Okay.  We’re gonna have a good time with Kate Chopin.  This is one of my 

favorite parts of the whole class. 

 

 

   


