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Manuscripts from the Gothic period of art likewise have strange monsters and fantastical creatures depicted in the margins of the page, and elaborate vine-work or leaf-work painted along the borders. The term has come to be used much more loosely to refer to gloomy or frightening literature. Contrast with horror story, Gothic literature and Gothic novel (below).

GOTHIC LITERATURE: Poetry, short stories, or novels designed to thrill readers by providing mystery and blood-curdling accounts of villainy, murder, and the supernatural. As J. A. Cuddon suggests, the conventions of gothic literature include wild and desolate landscapes, ancient buildings such as ruined monasteries; cathedrals; castles with dungeons, torture chambers, secret doors, and winding stairways; apparitions, phantoms, demons, and necromancers; an atmosphere of brooding gloom; and youthful, handsome heroes and fainting (or screaming!) heroines who face off against corrupt aristocrats, wicked witches, and hideous monsters. Conventionally, female characters are threatened by powerful or impetuous male figures, and description functions through a metonymy of fear by presenting details designed to evoke horror, disgust, or terror

PSYCHOLOGICAL REALISM: The sense that characters in fictional narratives have realistic "interiority" or complex emotional and intellectual depth, including perhaps subconscious urges and fears they are not aware of. On an outward level, this realism typically involves reacting to external characters and situations in a manner consistent with the expectations of readers (verisimilitude). On an internal level, it may involve the revelation of characters' thoughts and internal meditations about themselves and others. Such internal machinations are a standard part of Elizabethan drama in the form of the soliloquy. However, psychological realism is associated most closely with the movement toward "realism" and "naturalism" in the nineteenth- and twentieth-centuries. After psychoanalysis appeared, Freudian ideas influenced many writers who sought to incorporate his theories into their own depictions of characters.

Whether or not we can speak of psychological realism in literary works before the Renaissance is a thorny issue. Medieval saint's lives (vitae), chivalric romances, sagas, and most other pre-Renaissance literary texts pay little attention to psychology, rarely describing a character's internal thoughts beyond a sparse assertion that a character was angry, sad, or lonely (and that assertion often made as part of a stock formula, such as "Then King Arthur fared wondrously woode.") Often ancient works are so focused on allegory to the exclusion of psychology that some critics assert pre-Renaissance writers and readers had very little sense of interiority or any unique "self" apart from tribe, family, religious caste, occupation, or social standing. The difference is so marked that some scholars like Harold Bloom speak of "the invention of the human" in the Renaissance. On the other hand, it is difficult to read something like The Confessions of Saint Augustine without getting a sense of a real human being intensely aware of his own psychology. Possibly, the difference is rooted in conventions of literature rather than any actual historical change in human self-awareness, but the debate continues.

Date: 1892
Author: Charlotte Perkins Gilman
From: Encyclopedia of Fantasy and Horror Fiction.
"The Yellow Wallpaper"
that concentrates so completely on the psy

chology of the narrator-protagonist that the events described could be either supernatural or delusional.

The symbolism is very obvious. Trapped in her own life by the pattern imposed by her husband, she "escapes" through a series of rebellious acts. Whether this breakdown was inherent in her situation or whether the wallpaper possessed some latent power to influence the mind of the living is left to the reader's interpretation.  D’Ammassa
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Gilman, Charlotte Perkins

Born: 1860 Died: 1935
American short story writer, political writer, novelist
From: Facts On File Companion to the American Novel.

After completing a two-year course at the Rhode Island School of Design in 1880, she then supported herself by private teaching and freelance drawing until she married the Rhode Island artist Charles Walter Stetson on May 2, 1884. After the birth of their daughter in 1885, Gilman suffered the despondency and postpartum depression captured forever in The Yellow Wallpaper, a now classic study of the psychological subjugations caused by some marriages and some entries into motherhood. It raises the question, still widely discussed, of what a woman must do to save herself beyond the responsibilities she may have as a wife and/or mother, and the larger issue of when caretaking turns into infantilization and, finally, emotional collapse.
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The text places John, a patronizing husband-doctor, in charge of his declining wife-patient. The ominous arrangement owes its atmosphere and tone to the gothic woman-controlling strategies created by writers such as Edgar Allan Poe. The subtext warns the reader that institutionalization within four walls to punish sensitive, creative women for being themselves is a sure route to madness.
NURSERY SYMBOL
As a symbol of claustrophobic oppression, the author's unnamed character, a new mother struggling for selfhood, passes through a hedge, locked gates, and an entranceway before languishing in total seclusion, like a scolded child returned to a suffocating womb. Significantly, she meets her fate in a child's room, the nursery of her family's summer home, a neglected country estate suggestive of the castles and ruins of classic gothic fiction. Contrast spawns tension: inside the miserable lockup are "rings and things in the walls"; outside is a "delicious garden . . . large and shady" and inviting

Forbidden even a pen for writing her thoughts, the patient nurses a dormant rage. To vent her fury, she redirects hatred toward the arabesque wallpaper, a subject that Gilman, a former student at the Rhode Island School of Design, valued from an esthetic perspective.

The symbolism in the wall covering takes on domestic meaning as the patient weakens. She speaks indirectly of the insidious misery of marriage and hints at coercion and violence in terms of the hideous wallpaper, which "has a kind of subpattern in a different shade, a particularly irritating one, for you can only see it in certain lights, and not clearly then" (ibid., 716). As the paper morphs into a monster, it takes on overt qualities of villainy through bulging eye shapes in the pattern that become unblinking watchers. Before her complete loss of control, the viewer witnesses a prophecy—the shape of an incarcerated woman in the decor, a doppelgänger image of herself as a powerless, suppressed victim of patriarchy reduced to two dimensions and pasted to the wall. Gradually, horrific outlines appear in the design as the patient hallucinates and regresses to total collapse.

reshapes her rage against coercion by making the pattern the "it" to be challenged: "You think you have mastered it, but just as you get well under way in following, it turns a back-somersault and there you are. It slaps you in the face, knocks you down, and tramples upon you. It is like a bad dream"

In place of traditional hauntings, Gilman infects the irksome premises with a stench of decay that creeps through the walls, hovers, skulks, and lies in wait before leaping onto the speaker and saturating her hair.

Gilman's story resonates with melodrama and with author sympathy for the victim, whose failed power struggle leaves her too sapped and undermined to cling to sanity.
the husband-doctor's final view of the woman he dehumanized dismays and terrifies him, causing him to faint. Too late, he realizes that instead of restoring her to the role of wife and mother, the rest cure has destroyed her. Through the subtext, Gilman establishes that classic gothic conventions no longer applied to women's lives but that, by the 1890s, the sexist conditions that triggered gothicism had not changed.  
"The Yellow Wallpaper"

Date: 1892
Author: Charlotte Perkins Gilman
From: The Facts On File Companion to the American Short Story.
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The Yellow Wall-Paper" is Charlotte Perkins Gilman's most famous work. Depicting the nervous breakdown of a young wife and mother, the story is a potent example of psychological realism. Based loosely on Gilman's own experiences in undergoing the rest cure for neurasthenia, the story documents the psychological torment of her fictional first-person narrator.

These diary entries comprise the text of the story; they reveal the narrator's emotional descent. As the story unfolds, it becomes apparent that she is suffering an acute form of postpartum depression, a condition acknowledged neither by John nor by the late-19th-century medical community. So severe is the narrator's depression that a nursemaid has assumed care of the new baby. Deprived of the freedom to write openly, which she believes would be therapeutic, the narrator gradually shifts her attention to the yellow wallpaper in the attic nursery where she spends her time. 

John breaks into the room and, after witnessing the full measure of his wife's insanity, faints. Significantly, however, he is still blocking his wife, literally and symbolically obstructing her path so that she has to "creep over him every time!" (36).  
While some critics have hailed the narrator as a feminist heroine, others have seen in her a maternal failure coupled with a morbid fear of female sexuality. Some have viewed the story, with its yellow paper, as an exemplar of the silencing of women writers in 19th-century America; others have focused on its gothic elements.
Charlotte Perkins Gilman, "Why I Wrote The Yellow Wallpaper" (1913)

This article originally appeared in the October 1913 issue of The Forerunner.




        Many and many a reader has asked that. When the story first came out, in the New England Magazine about 1891, a Boston physician made protest in The Transcript. Such a story ought not to be written, he said; it was enough to drive anyone mad to read it. 

        Another physician, in Kansas I think, wrote to say that it was the best description of incipient insanity he had ever seen, and--begging my pardon--had I been there? 

        Now the story of the story is this: 

        For many years I suffered from a severe and continuous nervous breakdown tending to melancholia--and beyond. During about the third year of this trouble I went, in devout faith and some faint stir of hope, to a noted specialist in nervous diseases, the best known in the country. This wise man put me to bed and applied the rest cure, to which a still-good physique responded so promptly that he concluded there was nothing much the matter with me, and sent me home with solemn advice to "live as domestic a life as far as possible," to "have but two hours' intellectual life a day," and "never to touch pen, brush, or pencil again" as long as I lived. This was in 1887. 

        I went home and obeyed those directions for some three months, and came so near the borderline of utter mental ruin that I could see over. 

        Then, using the remnants of intelligence that remained, and helped by a wise friend, I cast the noted specialist's advice to the winds and went to work again--work, the normal life of every human being; work, in which is joy and growth and service, without which one is a pauper and a parasite--ultimately recovering some measure of power. 

        Being naturally moved to rejoicing by this narrow escape, I wrote The Yellow Wallpaper, with its embellishments and additions, to carry out the ideal (I never had hallucinations or objections to my mural decorations) and sent a copy to the physician who so nearly drove me mad. He never acknowledged it. 

        The little book is valued by alienists and as a good specimen of one kind of literature. It has, to my knowledge, saved one woman from a similar fate--so terrifying her family that they let her out into normal activity and she recovered. 

        But the best result is this. Many years later I was told that the great specialist had admitted to friends of his that he had altered his treatment of neurasthenia since reading The Yellow Wallpaper. 

        It was not intended to drive people crazy, but to save people from being driven crazy, and it worked. 
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WOMEN'S LITERATURE FROM 1960 TO THE PRESENT: OVERVIEWS
ELAINE SHOWALTER (ESSAY DATE 1973)

SOURCE: Showalter, Elaine. "Killing the Angel in the House: The Autonomy of Women Writers." Antioch Review 32, no. 3 (1973): 339-53.

In the following essay, Showalter reflects on the growth of writing from a feminist perspective, focusing on women's issues and emotional expression in women's writing in the twentieth century, briefly discussing the works of various authors, including Virginia Woolf, Mary McCarthy, Sylvia Plath, Erica Jong, and Elizabeth Sargent.
Women's anger can be rendered obliquely. Other aspects of female experience, however, are unthinkable, unspeakable, or unprintable. The Angel in the House commands that their existence should be avoided, denied, or suppressed. Woolf chose avoidance, and in her work, at least, she succeeded. Other women writers manifest more ambivalence; they struggle to keep in touch with "taboo" but significant psychic levels of feeling and energy, and simultaneously search for covert, risk-free ways to present these feelings. The conflicts can be extensive and creatively exhausting, draining off energies which could go into art.

The Mask of Madness
The battle to stay alive, to fight for one's emotional independence against the smothering embrace of the Angel, is fought repeatedly in 463 women's literature. An early and neglected example, one of the most brilliant, is Charlotte Perkins Gilman's short story, "The Yellow Wallpaper." Published in 1892, the story is the narrative of the mental breakdown of a young mother undergoing a "rest cure" (like the one Gilman herself endured at the hands of Dr. S. Weir Mitchell); and it is electric with the repressed anger of the woman who knows that she is being destroyed in the name of love and concern. As she tells her story—one of virtual imprisonment, enforced solitude and inertia, prescribed by her doctor-husband—the reader gradually understands that she does not love her husband, nor appreciate his care. Rather, she is seething with frustration and resentment at his power to confine, control, and trivialize her. In her detested bedroom, she fancies she sees a woman in the pattern of the yellow wallpaper—a woman who shakes the walls with her efforts to escape, who circles the room endlessly on her hands and knees, looking for the way out, who is "all the time trying to climb through. But nobody could climb through the pattern—it strangles so.…"The woman, of course, is herself, trying to break out of her life; but she can do so only by being mad. In the story's terrifying conclusion, she locks herself in her room, systematically ripping the paper off the walls. In the role of madness, she can express her aggressions against her husband; and when at last he breaks into the room, and faints in shock at the sight of her, there is a triumph in her narrative. Yet she is truly mad; she has defeated him only by destroying herself.

Charlotte Gilman's heroine, and for many of their sisters in literature, a room of one's own is a prison as well as a sanctuary. Psychologically enfeebled by their conditioning, they dare not defy society to do and say what they want; they struggle in a vague way to be let out of their rooms, but never understand that by this time the doors are locked from the inside.

The frequency with which one encounters madness in the heroines and in the lives of women writers seems to suggest that for them it is a form of genuine self-expression, sometimes the only one possible. As R. D. Laing's research into the genesis of schizophrenia has shown, madness may indeed be divinest sense, a way of maintaining the self in the face of baffling and contradictory reality. On the simplest level, madness offers a woman a socially acceptable excuse for expressing anger and hostility; and, conversely, the expression of these "unfeminine" feelings may be construed as signs of madness. Gilman's heroine has to behave in accordance with the role of the madwoman before she can confront her husband. Madness hath its privileges, one of which is honesty.  (463)

However comprehensible or brilliantly appropriate madness appears as a response to the woman artist's existential dilemma, it is neither a dynamic nor a liberated response, but a ruse. And as ruses go, it is a very costly one. It would be cheaper to kill the Angel in the House.
doppelgänger

Also known as: double
From: A Dictionary of Literary and Thematic Terms, Second Edition.
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German word used to describe a character whose divided mind or personality is represented as two characters. A famous, if melodramatic, example is Robert Louis Stevenson's Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886). A psychologically more subtle treatment is Joseph Conrad's The Secret Sharer (1912) in which a young captain in charge of his first ship secretly harbors a young man until such time as the captain proves himself capable of command. Other examples include Edgar Allan Poe's story "William Wilson" (1839) and Fyodor Dostoyevsky's novel The Double (1840). Brian Friel put the device to effective comic use in his play Philadelphia, Here I Come (1964), in which the lead character's double (played by a second actor) ironically comments on the action.
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Further Information

Robert Rogers's The Double in Literature (1970) surveys the use of the device from the perspective of psychoanalysis.
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Actually, writing is an ideal profession for women. You don't have to go to an office, you don't have to be away with half your mind on your household … wondering if it rains, did you close the windows? And for the woman who is tied down to her home, writing is a wonderful emotional release, to say nothing of the extra income it can bring. —Faith Baldwin, ad for the Famous Writers School
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CHARLOTTE PERKINS GILMAN: TITLE COMMENTARY
The Yellow Wallpaper 

The Yellow Wallpaper 
CATHERINE GOLDEN (ESSAY DATE 1992)

SOURCE: Golden, Catherine. "One Hundred Years of Reading 'The Yellow Wallpaper.'" In The Captive Imagination: A Casebook on "The Yellow Wallpaper," edited by Catherine Golden, pp. 1-23. New York: The Feminist Press, 1992.

In the following essay, Golden offers a comprehensive overview of criticism on The Yellow Wallpaper.

To recall the apt title of one of Gilman's own poems, it took the overcoming of "An Obstacle"6 for "The Yellow Wallpaper" to achieve recognition. Editors and readers were not ready to receive "The Yellow Wallpaper" when Charlotte Perkins Gilman (then Stetson)7 sent it to the well-established novelist, critic, and editor William Dean Howells in 1890. Gilman records in her autobiography, The Living of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, that Howells had earlier initiated a correspondence; his "unforgettable letter" made her feel "like a 'real' author at last" (D. Appleton-Century, 113). In this letter dated June 9, 1890, Howells praised two of her poems, "Similar Cases" and "Women of To-day," and concluded of both: "It ["Women of To-day"] is as good almost as the other ["Similar Cases"], and dreadfully true" (1935; 113). Thus, it is not surprising that in an effort to publish another work that was also "dreadfully true," Gilman sent Howells, the major proponent of American realism, her consciously autobiographical "The Yellow Wallpaper."8
Gilman's difficulty in getting her now acclaimed story published is not unique in literary history. But the reaction to her landmark story informs its long-lasting and virtual neglect. Howells, a former editor of the prestigious Atlantic Monthly, recommended the story to his friend Horace Scudder, then serving as editor. Scudder's often quoted reply bears repeating:

DEAR MADAM,

Mr. Howells has handed me this story.

I could not forgive myself if I made others as miserable as I have made myself!

Sincerely yours,
H. E. SCUDDER.

Gilman concluded of her rejection: "I suppose he would have sent back one of Poe's on the same ground" (Living 64). In appraising why Scudder rejected the story, Gilman draws a salient parallel between her fiction and Edgar Allan Poe's that has illuminated the original responses to her story as a horror tale. Many have considered Gilman's tale of a woman's descent into madness a continuation of a genre made popular by Poe. Gilman's first husband, Walter Stetson, found the story more disturbing than Poe's tales of horror.9 As recently as 1973, horror writer H. P. Lovecraft included it as a "classic example in subtly delineating the madness which crawls over a woman dwelling in the hideously papered room"10 in a collection titled Supernatural Horror in Literature. Nonetheless, the climate of Victorian America and its expectations for literature suggest that Scudder might well have accepted one of Poe's tales of madness yet rejected "The Yellow Wallpaper"—on different grounds. Of consequence, the story did not offer the kind of uplifting ending to which Atlantic Monthly stories typically adhered. More provocatively, the protagonist who descends into madness is a middle-class wife and mother. As Annette Kolodny has noted: "Those fond of Poe could not easily transfer their sense of mental derangement to the mind of a comfortable middle-class wife and mother; and those for whom the woman in the home was a familiar literary character were hard-pressed to comprehend so extreme an anatomy of the psychic price she paid" (154-5). No doubt Gilman's uncomfortable depiction of a familiar literary figure succumbing to madness within the sacrosanct Victorian domestic circle made Scudder "miserable." He may well have rejected the story in an attempt to protect his late nineteenth-century readers from the story's attack on the appropriate sphere for dutiful women: husband, child, and home.

"The Yellow Wallpaper" eventually found a literary residence if not a home in 1892. Gilman employed Henry Austin, a literary agent, who placed it in New England Magazine, a relatively conservative periodical offering a range of nonfiction (travel, history, and biographical spotlights), stories, and poems accompanied by photographs and black-and-white illustrations.11 The story appeared with three illustrations and a decorative pictorial capital designed by Jo H. Hatfield, a staff illustrator for the magazine. Gilman never received any payment for the initial publication of the story although the editor of New England Magazine claimed that he paid Austin forty dollars for it. Nonetheless, she did receive ample compensation Page 510  |  Top of Article in reader response, which proved opinionated and mixed. One antagonistic review entitled "Perilous Stuff" (1892), appearing in the Boston Transcript, called it: "a sad story of a young wife passing the gradations from slight mental derangement to raving lunacy" (Living 64). This protester, an anonymous male physician, argued to censure the story of "deadly peril";12 but he betrayed his own curiosity when he fearfully admitted that it held the reader "in morbid fascination to the end" (Living 64). While the story made this doctor as miserable as the editor of the Atlantic Monthly, it evoked praise from another doctor, Brummel Jones, who in 1892 sent Gilman a congratulatory letter. Jones complimented the story's authentic depiction of mental derangement and argued in a self-congratulatory tone: "From a doctor's standpoint, and I am a doctor, you have made a success. So far as I know, and I am fairly well up in literature, there has been no detailed account of incipient insanity" (Living 65).

When I read "The Yellow Wallpaper" in the original periodical, I was surprised to discover how the illustrations, along with Poe's literary influence, encouraged the original responses to the story as a horror tale of a wife and mother's mental derangement. Heretofore no critic has discussed the illustrations accompanying the story in New England Magazine. It was customary to illustrate both fiction and nonfiction pieces printed in New England Magazine, and Hatfield's pen-and-ink drawings are realistic, typical of the style of illustration the late century tended to produce.13 However, these illustrations, corresponding to specific lines of the story, deserve attention because they draw out, to use Brummel Jones's words, a "detailed account of incipient insanity."

Below the first illustration appears the caption "I am sitting by the Window in this Atrocious Nursery," a paraphrase of a line from the early pages of Gilman's diary-like story written from the point of view of a first-person narrative. Prominently placed as a headpiece, this illustration shows the narrator as a respectable-looking Victorian woman engaged in writing. Although the narrator writes only in secret and hides her journal when she senses John's entry, in this illustration Hatfield captures the narrator in an act that directly confronts the opinion of those who prescribe her rest cure: her physician-husband, John, who "hates to have [her] write a word" (26); S. Weir Mitchell, the foremost specialist in nervous diseases for women; and even John's sister Jennie, an "enthusiastic housekeeper" who "thinks it is the writing which made [her] sick" (30). Pen in hand and inkwell by her side, she is drawn acting deceitfully but not looking so. Seated in a decorative rocking chair by the window,14 dressed demurely, and hair swept back in a neat bun, she looks like the narrator describes John: "practical" (24). Smiling contentedly, she truly believes that "congenial work, with excitement and change, would do [her] good" (25).

The narrator's facial expression appears not contented but composed and almost rigid in the second, marginal let-in illustration whose caption reads "She didn't know I was in the Room." This illustration responds to the narrator's discussion of how Jennie (and earlier John) suspects her obsession with the paper and is puzzled by it. Less effective than the first illustration, this drawing realizes Jennie's look of alarm and confusion as well as the narrator's consciously "restrained manner" (35) as she asks Jennie to explain why she is inspecting the wallpaper. Hatfield also lightly indicates the sprouting and flamboyant curves and "sprawling outlines" (31) of the yellow wallpaper in the portion of the paper framing Jennie. No major changes occur in the narrator's dress or hairstyle although a peculiar expression clouds her too-tight composure and conveys the very beginning of her hallucinatory state—well established at this point in the story.

The final illustration, dynamically positioned as an endpiece, appears below the line it illustrates: "I had to creep over him every time."15 The dramatic shift in the portrayal of the narrator between the first two drawings and the third suggests that the narrator succumbs to full-blown madness at an alarming rate and passes through "the gradations from slight mental derangement to raving lunacy," much as the anonymous Boston reviewer describes. The illustration captures the narrator in an act very different than covert writing: creeping on the floor in front of and over John. Conveying a decrepit eeriness, her long and wild dark hair has been freed from the constraints of its late Victorian-style coiffure to accentuate her madness.16 Although there are no indications of a change in the narrator's appearance in the text (or discussion of her appearance in the text at all for that matter), Hatfield's depiction responds to the traditional conception of the long- and wild-haired madwoman in literature, Jane Eyre's Bertha Mason a prime example.

The narrator's thick and slightly frizzled mane now masks the demure details of her high-necked, long-sleeved Victorian gown. Her hair drapes down her back, in front of her shoulder, and over John, who lies prostrate underneath her in a dead Page 511  |  Top of Article faint. Alongside him lie the tattered strips of the wallpaper that the narrator has torn from the wall. John's three-quarter pose allows the reader-viewer to see the extent of his swoon, leaving his face blank, his hands limp, and his body in a fetal position. The narrator's hands, placed directly on top of John's head and back, facilitate her crawling over her husband. These graphic depictions of John in a position of extreme vulnerability as well as of the narrator in a state of total madness create a visual climax that may have encouraged the traditional response that this tale of "incipient insanity" was of "deadly peril." Totally self-absorbed in her actions, the narrator conveys disregard for and detachment from "that man" (41), who, to recall Gilman's own poem, is reduced to "An Obstacle" across her path: "And I walked directly through him / As if he wasn't there."

Gilman records that when Howells asked her if he might include the story in his collection, she replied, "I was more than willing, but assured him that it was no more 'literature' than my other stuff, being definitely written 'with a purpose'" (65). Her purpose for writing this story has led some critics to call it a polemic against Mitchell's treatment:19 "the real purpose of the story was to reach Dr. S. Weir Mitchell, and convince him of the error of his ways"Gilman records that when Howells asked her if he might include the story in his collection, she replied, "I was more than willing, but assured him that it was no more 'literature' than my other stuff, being definitely written 'with a purpose'" (65). Her purpose for writing this story has led some critics to call it a polemic against Mitchell's treatment:19 "the real purpose of the story was to reach Dr. S. Weir Mitchell, and convince him of the error of his ways"
"The Yellow Wallpaper" reveals the consequences of following Mitchell's treatment and his therapeutic advice, which Gilman rigidly did for three months. The nameless narrator, like Gilman herself, initially defies the rest cure by writing, much as Hatfield's opening illustration depicts her. Once submissive, the protagonist pursues her Page 512  |  Top of Article ambition to find out the pattern of the wallpaper and to tear the wallpaper to free the woman trapped behind the pattern. She gains a forceful sense of self only as she acts out of madness. As she creeps on the floor, her actions move beyond the realm of sanity where Gilman had also found herself moving before defying her cure; in her words, "I had been as far as one could go and get back" (Living 65). Gilman managed not only to "get back" but to turn her sickness into a creative work of art that exposed Mitchell. She sent her doctor a copy of "The Yellow Wallpaper" to urge him to rethink his treatment of nervous prostration. Learning second-hand that Mitchell changed his methods upon reading her story, she proudly remarked: "If that is a fact, I have not lived in vain" (Living 65).

POSSIBLE THESIS:

Gilman conceived of her work only as a story with a mission, a point that many of the critics within this book also note. Although "The Yellow Wallpaper" remains compatible with her other fiction in its attention to women's issues and women's problems, it appears distinctive from her oeuvre of fiction, which even Gilman enthusiasts consider too didactic, too ideological, and often hastily crafted. "The Yellow Wallpaper" has been singled out as the best of Gilman's creative writing. It is read today, to quote Ann Lane, as "a genuine literary piece."21 This representative selection from scholarship over the past two decades examines Gilman's rich and complex short story as a work of art. Critics illuminate the sociocultural, psychological, and linguistic dimensions of Gilman's literary piece as well as explore its place within the literary tradition.
"The Yellow Wallpaper" in Parker's collection placed this work of fiction firmly within the context of the history of American feminism. Although Parker's discussion of the story is brief and largely autobiographical, she cast "The Yellow Wallpaper" in a feminist context in suggesting that it forces the reader to "recognize what happens to a woman who is denied the right to be an adult" (85). Through Parker's and Hedges's feminist readings, the story became not simply a Poe-esque horror story of mental derangement "chilling" to the blood but a fictional arena in which Gilman voiced and questioned the submissive role prescribed to women. "The Yellow Wallpaper" does not provide an alternative, feasible female model to guide women readers of future generations as Gilman's fiction typically does. Rather, through her depiction of a rest cure, it plays out the extreme restrictions and limitations confronting women in their society in order to accentuate the fatal consequences of making a woman totally dependent on her male protectors and returning her to an infantile state. The narrator's progressive descent into madness further comments upon the doubly authoritative role of the male protagonist in this late Victorian climate: husband and doctor of "high standing" (24). In contrast, the woman trapped behind the barred pattern of the yellow wallpaper with whom the nameless narrator attempts to identify has been read not only as her literary double but as a symbol of the woman's social condition. The story touches on sensitive questions and worries that haunted Gilman and the women of her time,   p.513

Although Gilman's own mental illness and personal indictment of S. Weir Mitchell have often been read into "The Yellow Wallpaper," the story's psychological importance apart from Gilman's own life has not gone undetected. The yellow wallpaper lining the walls of the former nursery whose color is "hideous" and "unreliable" and whose pattern is "torturing" (34) functions as the primary symbol of the story. The wallpaper filled with "flamboyant patterns committing every artistic sin" (26) soon becomes "an interminable string of toadstools, budding and sprouting in endless convolutions" (34). Her hallucinations evoke nightmare images revealing of the narrator's own distraught mental state. At any given moment in the story the narrator looks at the paper in disparate ways: "Looked at in one way" (31), the narrator tells us, the principle design appears as a "'debased Romanesque' with delirium tre-mens … But, on the other hand, they connect diagonally, and the sprawling outlines run off in great slanting waves of optic horror, like a lot of wallowing seaweeds in full chase" (31). As the story unfolds, the wallpaper continues to evolve from "delirium tremens" to "wallowing seaweed" into a human form as it gains a personality, odor, and movement.
These changes have provoked a plethora of psychological readings interpreting the changes in the once abhorrent and then obsessively mesmerizing wallpaper as a psychological indicator of the narrator's mental state. Beate Schöpp-Schilling applies the psychoanalytical principles of Alfred Adler to "The Yellow Wallpaper" to appreciate the narrator's situation at the end of the story as well as Gilman's grasp of psychological processes. In her reading, the narrator's mental deterioration manifested through an excessive preoccupation with wallpaper importantly demonstrates the active characteristics of mental illness, "a perverted attempt of a human being to overcome his feelings of inferiority" (143). Jeffrey Berman interprets the changing patterns of the budding, sprouting paper as a reflection of the narrator's own fragmented state and calls it "a projection screen or Rorschach test of the narrator's growing fright" (232), particularly of her morbid fears of marriage, procreation, and motherhood.22 The dominant/muted pattern of the paper has led critics such as Judith Fetterley to read the wallpaper as a "palimpsest." The longer the narrator looks at the paper, the more definition she sees in both parts of the paper—a front pattern of bars and a muted back pattern that first looks "like" a woman (33) and then "is" a woman (34). The wallpaper becomes more than personified. As the woman behind the wallpaper becomes the narrator's sole preoccupation, she also becomes the narrator's state of mind, in Loralee MacPike's psychological interpretation. To MacPike the wallpaper, like the narrator, is "itself imprisoned in the nursery, with the humanoid heads, behind their intangible bars, denied the sexuality of bodies" (139). Not only trapped like the narrator, the wallpaper embodies contradictions and so mirrors the narrator as well as the larger social condition for women in which such contradiction remains inherent. Her identification with the formless figure, born of an hallucination, leads the narrator to free the woman and that part of herself trapped by the restrictive pattern of her own society.

Examining the psychology of the wallpaper reveals that its meaning cannot simply be fixed. Likewise, the form and language of the text lead the reader deep into the complex psyche of the narrator and invite a multiplicity of readings. The story is comprised of ten diary-like entries and written in the first person, thus giving the impression that the narrator is writing her own story in which she is also the protagonist. Critics have not typically distinguished the narrator/journalist from the protagonist who stops writing, a point of contradiction which Paula Treichler and Richard Feldstein have raised and explored. As Feldstein poses: "If the protagonist stops writing, how do we explain the completion of her journal?" (315). Answering this question invites a range of disparate interpretations and importantly maintains the multiple meanings of this richly ambiguous story that defies one reductive explanation. Has the narrator 

Particularly, the pronoun usage in the opening of the tenth entry suggests the narrator's temporary fusion of identity with the woman behind the wallpaper, which Kolodny and I note in our respective essays: "I pulled and she shook, I shook and she pulled, and before morning we had peeled off yards of that paper" (39). Following this dramatic liberation of the woman behind the paper, the narrator emerges independent and resumes writing in the first person singular. Focusing on the narrator's linguistic struggle to defy the physician's "sentence" that condemns her to silence, Treichler argues that the narrator becomes an involved language user who authors her own sentences in a defiant, "impertinent" language. Nonetheless, the narrator who speaks defiantly remains trapped in a room, creeping.

Revising the way she reads the wallpaper, the narrator, although mad, writes in a way that no longer matches her thoughts and actions or conveys one consistent characterization of an oppressed figure who is fearful and fanciful. Interpreting the entire story as well as its main symbol of the wallpaper as a "palimpsest" allows for further examination of the linguistic features of the story. As I argue in my essay, the thoughts and actions of the narrator logically comprise its dominant text, but the writing through which the narrator expresses them (assuming the narrator/narrated is one) comprises a second, muted text informing the narrator's final characterization. Precisely at the point when she dramatically creeps on the floor, tears the wallpaper, and seemingly condemns herself to madness, the narrator increasingly uses and prominently places the nominative case pronoun in the defiant sentences she authors. Nonetheless, the forcefulness of her language, which both Treichler and I recognize, permits her only a dubious victory over patriarchal control. These discussions of the relationship between the mental and social condition of the narrator and language continue to open the multiplicity of meanings in the text and to invite further systematic examination of the style and syntax of the narrator as a language user.

Conrad Shumaker discusses "The Yellow Wallpaper" in relation to central concerns of nineteenth-century American literature, particularly the work of Nathaniel Hawthorne. Shumaker compares Gilman's John to Hawthorne's Aylmer in "The Birthmark," and he argues that Gilman explores an issue central to American literature and culture when she reveals how the imagination becomes destroyed by a world view that leaves no room for anything that is not useful. John embodies this world view on the opening page of the story when the narrator confides: "John is practical to the extreme. He has no patience with faith, an intense horror of superstition, and he scoffs openly at any talk of things not to be felt and seen and put down in figures" (24). The narrator, in contrast, has a strong imagination leading her to invent stories about things that cannot really be "felt and seen." John urges her to check this inclination by exerting self-control. John does not believe his wife is sick, treats her fancy as a "defect," and represses her imaginative nature, as Shumaker notes, "only to find he has destroyed her in the process" (246). The woman's more poetic world view presented through Gilman's narrator conflicts with the extremely "practical" approach of her sensible Page 515  |  Top of Article physician/husband John, who misreads her much as Henry James's Winterbourne crucially misreads Daisy in "Daisy Miller."

The way in which the story is introduced within these anthologies has also changed. Unlike Howells, who praised the tale for its chilling qualities without reference to its feminist appeal, Gilbert and Gubar connect it to this context in their introduction: "Charlotte Perkins Gilman's story The Yellow Wallpaper (1892) analyzed female madness in terms of women's ambivalent attitudes toward men and maternity."23
Mary Jacobus, also reviewing the work of feminist critics Kolodny and Kennard, points out that their feminist thematic readings importantly contradict the tendency to see women as unstable or hysterical. However, she questions whether such feminist readings may prove too "rationalist" (simply positing that confinement drives the woman mad) and suggests a need to consider dimensions of the story that feminist readings had heretofore barely explored: signs pointing to an "irrationalist, Gothic" reading (the wallpaper drives the narrator mad),24 the importance of the yellow color of the wallpaper (a color of sickness and decay), and the uncanny creepiness of Gilman's story. In her own essay in feminist criticism, she illuminates the uncanny and reads the disturbing color and odor of the yellow wallpaper as a symbol of the narrator's repressed sexuality, a point that Berman also makes in his more traditionally Freudian psychoanalysis, published just prior to Jacobus's.25

THE ENDING
Critics continue to debate the ambiguous and controversial ending, particularly the narrator's fate. The ending of the story defies a reductive explanation, no doubt as Gilman intended. Opinions range along a spectrum marked by extremes: liberation versus entrapment, triumph versus defeat. The pioneering studies appearing in the 1970s similarly read "The Yellow Wallpaper" as a story of a woman attempting to free herself from her restrictive, patriarchal nineteenth-century society. But these early complementary and sympathetic interpretations disagree somewhat about the degree of triumph and liberation the narrator achieves at the end of the tale. Most optimistic are the readings of Gilbert and Gubar, Kennard, and Schöpp-Shilling. Gilbert and Gubar argue that the narrator, "a supposedly 'mad' woman has been sentenced to imprisonment in the 'infected' house of her own body" (148); however, through identification with the double trapped on the other side of the wallpaper, the woman—whom society Page 516  |  Top of Article perceives as mad—escapes from her textual and architectural confinement into "the open space of [her] own authority" (147). Through Kennard's eyes, the narrator's madness can be seen even more optimistically as "a form of higher sanity, as an indication of a capacity to see truths other than those available to the logical mind" (180). Furthermore, to Kennard the narrator's discomfort in ancestral halls becomes a healthy expression of a desire for freedom and space, and her descent into madness a spiritual quest "if we agree to read madness as sanity" (182). In Schöpp-Schilling's positive reading, the narrator defies her husband, who forbids her to write, by turning to another form of paper—the wallpaper. The heroine's final descent into madness becomes a supreme defiance, "which ultimately enables her to creep triumphantly over her husband" (143). Of these early readings, Hedges and Kolodny, in contrast, emphasize the limitations of the narrator's situation at the end of the story. Through Hedges's lens, the narrator achieves temporary insight but "is destroyed" (132), completely mad. Kolodny similarly interprets the narrator's situation as a liberation into madness only "for in decoding her own projections onto the paper, the protagonist has managed to reencode them once more, and now more firmly than ever, within" (158).

Swinging across this spectrum, the narrator is allowed a partial victory by some critics of the mid-1980s, who place her between the extremes of finding meaning or self-definition in her state of madness to retreating into an inhuman or inanimate state. To Fetterley, the narrator achieves a "temporary sanity"; although this state enables her to express feelings that John represses, these emotions inevitably energize her to act out her madness rather than merely imagine it. Although Fetterley argues that the narrator does not escape the patriarchal text when she "got out at last" (41), she allows that the narrator's choice of literal madness may be preferable to John's confining prescription for sanity. Placing the narrator midway along the spectrum of entrapment versus liberation, Treichler concludes that "the story only hints at possibilities for change. Woman is both passive and active, subject and object, sane and mad" (207). She argues that the social conditions must change before the narrator and other women can truly be free. Writing in the late 1980s, I similarly permit the narrator a "dubious victory" because "Only at the point at which she acts out of madness does she find a place within the patriarchal language she uses, although not yet within her larger social reality" (304).

Not all critics perceive the narrator in limbo between madness and sanity or on the road to victory as some of the pioneering studies do. Marking a turning point in the literary criticism of "The Yellow Wallpaper," the mid-1980s favored a darker reading of the story and a more pessimistic view of the narrator's fate. In opposition to Gilbert and Gubar, Haney-Peritz asserts that "the narrator does not move out into open country; instead, she turns an ancestral hall into a haunted house and then encrypts herself therein as a fantasy figure" (271). Considering the story a "memento mori that signifies the death of (a) woman rather than as a memorial that encloses the body essential to a viable feminist criticism" (271), she suggests that a "memento mori" invokes sympathy for what may happen when a repressed woman can express herself only by encasing herself within an imaginary realm.

Emphasizing the narrator's animalness rather than her inanimateness, Jacobus describes how "The narrator of 'The Yellow Wallpaper' enacts her abject state first by timorousness and stealth (her acquiescence in her own 'treatment,' and her secret writing), then by creeping, and finally by going on all fours over the supine body of her husband" (286). She expands upon the animal-hood of the hysterical narrator by likening her to Brontë's madwoman in the attic of Thornfield Hall, an association with Jane Eyre far different than Gilbert and Gubar's. To Jacobus, "The woman on all fours is like Bertha Mason, an embodiment of the animality of woman unre-deemed by (masculine) reason" (287-8). Whereas the act of crawling becomes a condition of animalhood through Jacobus's 1986 reading, the same act serves as the triumphant overcoming of John (the narrator creeps over him) in Kennard's 1981 essay, or as a purposeful exertion of self-control—a means to shock John into a faint—in Feldstein's more recent 1989 reading. John's fainting has become a subject for discussion, some critics pointing to it as a sign that the narrator has outwitted John and others arguing that he will recover and commit his wife in the end. Feldstein also proposes that the narrator's action of crawling be seen as a form of self-expression: "Prohibited from writing in her journal, the narrator embodies herself as a stylus writing the line, her body being written in the process" (313) or, one might argue, giving birth to itself. The evolution in the way the narrator and the story itself have been read continues to defy a reductive pattern as does the story itself. Moving from the pioneering studies that appeared in the 1970s to the new Page 517  |  Top of Article historicist and cultural studies readings of the late 1980s, Hedges, in her concluding essay, explores the ways critics within and beyond this collection have looked at the story over the last two decades. Returning to examine the criticism following her Afterword accompanying the story's 1973 republication, she provocatively notes what aspects of "The Yellow Wallpaper" subsequent readings have highlighted or shadowed and points out the implications of some of the most recent criticism.
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