
The Yellow Wallpaper 
by Charlotte Perkins Gilman



Why I Wrote "The Yellow Wallpaper"? 
• 22 years after the publication of the “The Yellow 

wallpaper,” author Charlotte Perkins Gillman 
explained the inspiration behind the semi-
autobiographical short story   

• For years, she suffered from a severe and 
continuous nervous breakdown with extreme 
bouts of sadness and depression.  The symptoms 
intensified after the birth of her daughter.  

• In 1887,  she was introduced to “a noted 
specialist in nervous diseases, the best known in 
the country” who soon diagnosed her with 
neurasthenia



Why I Wrote "The Yellow Wallpaper"? 
• “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.  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…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…ultimately 
recovering some measure of power…being naturally moved to rejoicing by this 
narrow escape, I wrote "The Yellow Wallpaper“…

• “It was not intended to drive people crazy, but to save people from being 
driven crazy, and it worked.”



Misdiagnosed? 
• Neurasthenia -

an obsolete term describing a vague disorder marked by chronic 
abnormal fatigue, moderate depression, inability to concentrate, loss of 
appetite, insomnia, believed to be brought on by psychological factors.

Psychosis – a feature of mental illness characterized by radical changes 
in personality, impaired functioning, and a distorted sense of reality -
may include paranoia, hallucinations (auditory or visual) and delusions 
Postpartum depression = mood disorder that begins after childbirth and usually 
lasts about six weeks. PPD affects approximately 15% of new mothers.  PPD two 
types:

• 1. Early onset,  mild form (baby blues) lasts a few weeks.
• 2. Severe, slowly growing feeling of sadness, depression, lack of energy, chronic 

tiredness, change in sleep habits and appetite, significant weight loss or gain, and 
difficulty caring for the baby.       

In addition, >1% of new mothers will suffer PPD with psychosis.



Literary 3x3
YES! DO this: NO! DON’T do this: 

- Go beyond plot to capture essence of piece.

- Use complete sentences.

- Use abstract nouns and active verbs.

- Use effective word order.

- Use vivid words, especially verbs and 

adjectives

- Use present tense

- Make sense and convey accuracy of 

understanding.

- Provide simple summary of beginning, middle, 

and end of plot.

- Use proper nouns/names

- Use “to be” verbs

- Use pronouns

- Use articles (“a”, “an”, or “the”)

- Use repeated, vague, random, cliché, or 

inaccurate words or word order.

EXAMPLE: 

- Stepsisters frustrate beauty.

- Godmother ends loneliness.

- Love overcomes despair. 

EXAMPLE: 

- Cinderella can’t go.

- She goes anyway.

- Cinderella gets prince.



Tone in "The Yellow Wallpaper"
Write down your top 3 tone words  
evident in this short story. 

Narrow down your 3 to 2 tone words 
that embody the tone shifts 
throughout the piece. 

e.g., questioning to paranoia

Which DIDtLS contribute to this tone 
shift the most? Find your top three 
devices and examples. 



How does the tone shift?



Insanity or Something Else?

• Use evidence and tone shifts to 
determine what Gilman tries to 
argue? What is her message?

• Again, using evidence and your 
thematic conclusions, attempt 
to diagnose our narrator. 



Did she suffer from:

Postpartum depression = mood disorder that begins after childbirth and usually lasts about six weeks. 

Psychosis = a feature of mental illness characterized by radical changes in personality, impaired functioning, and a distorted sense 
of reality - may include paranoia, hallucinations (auditory or visual) and delusions 

Post partum symptoms:

1. Self-loathing - Textual Evidence:

2. Loss of interest in daily activities -
Textual Evidence:

3. Loss of energy or sleep changes -
Textual Evidence:

Psychosis:

1. Radical change in personality -
Textual Evidence:

2. Impaired functioning - Textual 
Evidence:

3. Hallucinations/paranoia - Textual 
Evidence:



Insanity or Something Else?



Postpartum Depression?
1. Self-loathing - Textual Evidence from Story:

- “John laughs at me of course but one expects that in marriage”

- “I am absolutely forbidden to “work” until I am well again…personally, I disagree with their 
ideas…but what is one to do?” 

2. Loss of interest in daily activities - Textual Evidence from Story:

- “Nobody would believe what an effort it is to do what little I am able… to dress” 

- “I don’t know why I should write this.  I don’t want to.  I don’t feel able”

- “It is getting to be a great effort for me to think straight”

3. Loss of energy or sleep changes - Textual Evidence from Story.

- “Of course I didn’t do a thing…but it tired me all the same”

- “Half the time now I am awfully lazy, and lie down ever so much” 



PPD with Psychosis?  
I wrote "The Yellow Wallpaper," with its embellishments and additions… I never had hallucinations or objections to my 
mural decorations…    - From “Why I Wrote the Yellow Wallpaper”? 

Psychosis – a feature of mental illness characterized by radical changes in personality, 
impaired functioning, and a distorted sense of reality - may include paranoia, hallucinations 
(auditory or visual) and delusions 

Textual Evidence of Psychosis?

- “Of course I never mention it to them any more – I am too wise – but I keep watch of it all 
the same”

- “The are things in the paper that nobody knows but me, or ever will”

- “The smell…it creeps all around the house…I thought seriously of burning the house”

- “The front pattern does move…the woman behind shakes it…she crawls around fast”

- “The fact is I am getting a little afraid of John…I caught him several times LOOKING AT THE 
PAPER!”

- “I think that woman gets out in the daytime…I’ve seen her”



Treatment for PPD 
• Medication, psychotherapy, counseling, group treatment, and support 

strategies or any combination depending on the woman's needs.

• Postpartum depression can be effectively alleviated through counseling and 
support groups, so that the mother doesn't feel alone in her feelings. 
Seeking help from a practitioner allows the new mother to feel supported 
and cared for. 

• A new mother must be reminded that this time of stress does not last forever. 
Useful actions:
• Valuing her role as a mother and trusting her own judgment. 
• Avoiding extra pressures or unnecessary tasks. 
• Trying to involve her partner more in the care of the baby. 
• Scheduling frequent outings, such as walks and short visits with friends. 
• Sharing her feelings with her partner or a friend.
• Talking with other mothers to help keep problems in perspective.
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