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IT is very seldom that mere ordinary people like John and myself secure ancestral halls for the summer.
A colonial mansion, a hereditary estate, I would say a haunted house, and reach the height of romantic
felicity, — but that would be asking too much of fate!
Still I will proudly declare that there is something queer about it.
Else, why should it be let so cheaply? And why have stood so long untenanted?
John laughs at me, of course, but one expects that in marriage.
John is practical in 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.
John is a physician, and perhaps — (I would not say it to a living soul, of course, but this is dead paper
and a great relief to my mind) — perhaps that is one reason I do not get well faster.
You see, he does not believe I am sick!
And what can one do?
If a physician of high standing, and one's own husband, assures friends and relatives that there is really
nothing the matter with one but temporary nervous depression, — a slight hysterical tendency, — what
is one to do?
My brother is also a physician, and also of high standing, and he says the same thing.
So I take phosphates or phosphites, — whichever it is, — and tonics, and journeys, and air, and
exercise, and am absolutely forbidden to "work" until I am well again.
Personally I disagree with their ideas.
Personally I believe that congenial work, with excitement and change, would do me good.
But what is one to do?
I did write for a while in spite of them; but it does exhaust me a good deal — having to be so sly about
it, or else meet with heavy opposition.
I sometimes fancy that in my condition if I had less opposition and more society and stimulus — but
John says the very worst thing I can do is to think about my condition, and I confess it always makes
me feel bad.
So I will let it alone and talk about the house.
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The most beautiful place! It is quite alone, standing well back from the road, quite three miles from the
village. It makes me think of English places that you read about, for there are hedges and walls and
gates that lock, and lots of separate little houses for the gardeners and people.
There is a delicious garden! I never saw such a garden — large and shady, full of box-bordered paths,
and lined with long grape-covered arbors with seats under them.
There were greenhouses, too, but they are all broken now.
There was some legal trouble, I believe, something about the heirs and co-heirs; anyhow, the place has
been empty for years.
That spoils my ghostliness, I am afraid; but I don't care — there is something strange about the house
— I can feel it.
I even said so to John one moonlight evening, but he said what I felt was a draught, and shut the
window.
I get unreasonably angry with John sometimes. I'm sure I never used to be so sensitive. I think it is due
to this nervous condition.
But John says if I feel so I shall neglect proper self-control; so I take pains to control myself, — before
him, at least,—and that makes me very tired.
I don't like our room a bit. I wanted one downstairs that opened on the piazza and had roses all over
the window, and such pretty, old-fashioned chintz hangings! but John would not hear of it.
He said there was only one window and not room for two beds, and no near room for him if he took
another.
He is very careful and loving, and hardly lets me stir without special direction.
I have a schedule prescription for each hour in the day; he takes all care from me, and so I feel basely
ungrateful not to value it more.
He said we came here solely on my account, that I was to have perfect rest and all the air I could get.
"Your exercise depends on your strength, my dear," said he, "and your food somewhat on your
appetite; but air you can absorb all the time." So we took the nursery, at the top of the house.
It is a big, airy room, the whole floor nearly, with windows that look all ways, and air and sunshine
galore. It was nursery first and then playground and gymnasium, I should judge; for the windows are
barred for little children, and there are rings and things in the walls.
The paint and paper look as if a boys' school had used it. It is stripped off — the paper — in great
patches all around the head of my bed, about as far as I can reach, and in a great place on the other
side of the room low down. I never saw a worse paper in my life.
One of those sprawling flamboyant patterns committing every artistic sin.
It is dull enough to confuse the eye in following, pronounced enough to constantly irritate, and provoke
study, and when you follow the lame, uncertain curves for a little distance they suddenly commit suicide
— plunge off at outrageous angles, destroy themselves in unheard-of contradictions.
The color is repellant, almost revolting; a smouldering, unclean yellow, strangely faded by the slowturning sunlight.
It is a dull yet lurid orange in some places, a sickly sulphur tint in others.
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No wonder the children hated it! I should hate it myself if I had to live in this room long.
There comes John, and I must put this away, — he hates to have me write a word.
We have been here two weeks, and I haven't felt like writing before, since that first day.
I am sitting by the window now, up in this atrocious nursery, and there is nothing to hinder my writing as
much as I please, save lack of strength.
John is away all day, and even some nights when his cases are serious.
I am glad my case is not serious!
But these nervous troubles are dreadfully depressing.
John does not know how much I really suffer. He knows there is no reason to suffer, and that satisfies
him.
Of course it is only nervousness. It does weigh on me so not to do my duty in any way!
I meant to be such a help to John, such a real rest and comfort, and here I am a comparative burden
already!
Nobody would believe what an effort it is to do what little I am able — to dress and entertain, and order
things.
It is fortunate Mary is so good with the baby. Such a dear baby!
And yet I cannot be with him, it makes me so nervous.
I suppose John never was nervous in his life. He laughs at me so about this wall paper!
At first he meant to repaper the room, but afterwards he said that I was letting it get the better of me,
and that nothing was worse for a nervous patient than to give way to such fancies.
He said that after the wall paper was changed it would be the heavy bedstead, and then the barred
windows, and then that gate at the head of the stairs, and so on.
"You know the place is doing you good," he said, "and really, dear, I don't care to renovate the house
just for a three months' rental."
"Then do let us go downstairs," I said, "there are such pretty rooms there."
Then he took me in his arms and called me a blessed little goose, and said he would go down cellar if I
wished, and have it whitewashed into the bargain.
But he is right enough about the beds and windows and things.
It is as airy and comfortable a room as any one need wish, and, of course, I would not be so silly as to
make him uncomfortable just for a whim.
I'm really getting quite fond of the big room, all but that horrid paper.
Out of one window I can see the garden, those mysterious deep-shaded arbors, the riotous oldfashioned flowers, and bushes and gnarly trees.
Out of another I get a lovely view of the bay and a little private wharf belonging to the estate. There is a
beautiful shaded lane that runs down there from the house. 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. He says
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that with my imaginative power and habit of story-making a nervous weakness like mine is sure to lead
to all manner of excited fancies, and that I ought to use my will and good sense to check the tendency.
So I try.
I think sometimes that if I were only well enough to write a little it would relieve the press of ideas and
rest me.
But I find I get pretty tired when I try.
It is so discouraging not to have any advice and companionship about my work. When I get really well
John says we will ask Cousin Henry and Julia down for a long visit; but he says he would as soon put
fire-works in my pillow-case as to let me have those stimulating people about now.
I wish I could get well faster.
But I must not think about that. This paper looks to me as if it knew what a vicious influence it had!
There is a recurrent spot where the pattern lolls like a broken neck and two bulbous eyes stare at you
upside-down.
I got positively angry with the impertinence of it and the everlastingness. Up and down and sideways
they crawl, and those absurd, unblinking eyes are everywhere. There is one place where two breadths
didn't match, and the eyes go all up and down the line, one a little higher than the other.
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.
I remember what a kindly wink the knobs of our big old bureau used to have, and there was one chair
that always seemed like a strong friend.
I used to feel that if any of the other things looked too fierce I could always hop into that chair and be
safe.
The furniture in this room is no worse than inharmonious, however, for we had to bring it all from
downstairs. I suppose when this was used as a playroom they had to take the nursery things out, and
no wonder! I never saw such ravages as the children have made here.
The wall paper, as I said before, is torn off in spots, and it sticketh closer than a brother — they must
have had perseverance as well as hatred.
Then the floor is scratched and gouged and splintered, the plaster itself is dug out here and there, and
this great heavy bed, which is all we found in the room, looks as if it had been through the wars.
But I don't mind it a bit — only the paper.
There comes John's sister. Such a dear girl as she is, and so careful of me! I must not let her find me
writing.
She is a perfect, an enthusiastic housekeeper, and hopes for no better profession. I verily believe she
thinks it is the writing which made me sick!
But I can write when she is out, and see her a long way off from these windows.
There is one that commands the road, a lovely, shaded, winding road, and one that just looks off over
the country. A lovely country, too, full of great elms and velvet meadows.
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This wall paper has a kind of sub-pattern in a different shade, a particularly irritating one, for you can
only see it in certain lights, and not clearly then.
But in the places where it isn't faded, and where the sun is just so, I can see a strange, provoking,
formless sort of figure, that seems to sulk about behind that silly and conspicuous front design.
There's sister on the stairs!
Well, the Fourth of July is over! The people are all gone and I am tired out. John thought it might do me
good to see a little company, so we just had mother and Nellie and the children down for a week.
Of course I didn't do a thing. Jennie sees to everything now.
But it tired me all the same.
John says if I don't pick up faster he shall send me to Weir Mitchell in the fall.
But I don't want to go there at all. I had a friend who was in his hands once, and she says he is just like
John and my brother, only more so!
Besides, it is such an undertaking to go so far.
I don't feel as if it was worth while to turn my hand over for anything, and I'm getting dreadfully fretful
and querulous.
I cry at nothing, and cry most of the time.
Of course I don't when John is here, or anybody else, but when I am alone.
And I am alone a good deal just now. John is kept in town very often by serious cases, and Jennie is
good and lets me alone when I want her to.
So I walk a little in the garden or down that lovely lane, sit on the porch under the roses, and lie down
up here a good deal.
I'm getting really fond of the room in spite of the wall paper. Perhaps because of the wall paper.
It dwells in my mind so!
I lie here on this great immovable bed — it is nailed down, I believe — and follow that pattern about by
the hour. It is as good as gymnastics, I assure you. I start, we'll say, at the bottom, down in the corner
over there where it has not been touched, and I determine for the thousandth time that I will follow that
pointless pattern to some sort of a conclusion.
I know a little of the principles of 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.
It is repeated, of course, by the breadths, but not otherwise.
Looked at in one way, each breadth stands alone, the bloated curves and flourishes — a kind of
"debased Romanesque" with delirium tremens — go waddling up and down in isolated columns of
fatuity.
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.
The whole thing goes horizontally, too, at least it seems so, and I exhaust myself in trying to distinguish
the order of its going in that direction.

Page 5 of 24

They have used a horizontal breadth for a frieze, and that adds wonderfully to the confusion.
There is one end of the room where it is almost intact, and there, when the cross-lights fade and the
low sun shines directly upon it, I can almost fancy radiation, after all, — the interminable grotesques
seem to form around a common centre and rush off in headlong plunges of equal distraction.
It makes me tired to follow it. I will take a nap, I guess.
I don't know why I should write this.
I don't want to.
I don't feel able.
And I know John would think it absurd. But I must say what I feel and think in some way — it is such a
relief!
But the effort is getting to be greater than the relief.
Half the time now I am awfully lazy, and lie down ever so much.
John says I mustn't lose my strength, and has me take cod-liver oil and lots of tonics and things, to say
nothing of ale and wine and rare meat.
Dear John! He loves me very dearly, and hates to have me sick. I tried to have a real earnest
reasonable talk with him the other day, and tell him how I wished he would let me go and make a visit
to Cousin Henry and Julia.
But he said I wasn't able to go, nor able to stand it after I got there; and I did not make out a very good
case for myself, for I was crying before I had finished.
It is getting to be a great effort for me to think straight. Just this nervous weakness, I suppose.
And dear John gathered me up in his arms, and just carried me upstairs and laid me on the bed, and
sat by me and read to me till he tired my head.
He said I was his darling and his comfort and all he had, and that I must take care of myself for his
sake, and keep well.
He says no one but myself can help me out of it, that I must use my will and self-control and not let my
silly fancies run away with me.
There's one comfort, the baby is well and happy, and does not have to occupy this nursery with the
horrid wall paper.
If we had not used it that blessed child would have! What a fortunate escape! Why, I wouldn't have a
child of mine, an impressionable little thing, live in such a room for worlds.
I never thought of it before, but it is lucky that John kept me here, after all. I can stand it so much easier
than a baby, you see.
Of course I never mention it to them any more, — I am too wise, — but I keep watch of it all the same.
There are things in that paper that nobody knows but me, or ever will.
Behind that outside pattern the dim shapes get clearer every day.
It is always the same shape, only very numerous.
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And it is 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!
It is so hard to talk with John about my case, because he is so wise, and because he loves me so.
But I tried it last night.
It was moonlight. The moon shines in all around, just as the sun does.
I hate to see it sometimes, it creeps so slowly, and always comes in by one window or another.
John was asleep and I hated to waken him, so I kept still and watched the moonlight on that undulating
wall paper till I felt creepy.
The faint figure behind seemed to shake the pattern, just as if she wanted to get out.
I got up softly and went to feel and see if the paper did move, and when I came back John was awake.
"What is it, little girl?" he said. "Don't go walking about like that — you'll get cold."
I thought it was a good time to talk, so I told him that I really was not gaining here, and that I wished he
would take me away.
"Why, darling!" said he, "our lease will be up in three weeks, and I can't see how to leave before.
"The repairs are not done at home, and I cannot possibly leave town just now. Of course if you were in
any danger I could and would, but you really are better, dear, whether you can see it or not. I am a
doctor, dear, and I know. You are gaining flesh and color, your appetite is better. I feel really much
easier about you."
"I don't weigh a bit more," said I, "nor as much; and my appetite may be better in the evening, when you
are here, but it is worse in the morning, when you are away."
"Bless her little heart!" said he with a big hug; "she shall be as sick as she pleases. But now let's
improve the shining hours by going to sleep, and talk about it in the morning."
"And you won't go away?" I asked gloomily.
"Why, how can I, dear? It is only three weeks more and then we will take a nice little trip of a few days
while Jennie is getting the house ready. Really, dear, you are better!"
"Better in body, perhaps" — I began, and stopped short, for he sat up straight and looked at me with
such a stern, reproachful look that I could not say another word.
"My darling," said he, "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! There is nothing so dangerous, so
fascinating, to a temperament like yours. It is a false and foolish fancy. Can you not trust me as a
physician when I tell you so?"
So of course I said no more on that score, and we went to sleep before long. He thought I was asleep
first, but I wasn't, — I lay there for hours trying to decide whether that front pattern and the back pattern
really did move together or separately.
On a pattern like this, by daylight, there is a lack of sequence, a defiance of law, that is a constant
irritant to a normal mind.
The color is hideous enough, and unreliable enough, and infuriating enough, but the pattern is torturing.
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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.
The outside pattern is a florid arabesque, reminding one of a fungus. If you can imagine a toadstool in
joints, an interminable string of toadstools, budding and sprouting in endless convolutions, — why, that
is something like it.
That is, sometimes!
There is one marked peculiarity about this paper, a thing nobody seems to notice but myself, and that is
that it changes as the light changes.
When the sun shoots in through the east window — I always watch for that first long, straight ray — it
changes so quickly that I never can quite believe it.
That is why I watch it always.
By moonlight — the moon shines in all night when there is a moon — I wouldn't know it was the same
paper.
At night in any kind of light, in twilight, candlelight, lamplight, and worst of all by moonlight, it becomes
bars! The outside pattern, I mean, and the woman behind it is as plain as can be.
I didn't realize for a long time what the thing was that showed behind, — that dim sub-pattern, — but
now I am quite sure it is a woman.
By daylight she is subdued, quiet. I fancy it is the pattern that keeps her so still. It is so puzzling. It
keeps me quiet by the hour.
I lie down ever so much now. John says it is good for me, and to sleep all I can.
Indeed, he started the habit by making me lie down for an hour after each meal.
It is a very bad habit, I am convinced, for, you see, I don't sleep.
And that cultivates deceit, for I don't tell them I'm awake, — oh, no!
The fact is, I am getting a little afraid of John.
He seems very queer sometimes, and even Jennie has an inexplicable look.
It strikes me occasionally, just as a scientific hypothesis, that perhaps it is the paper!
I have watched John when he did not know I was looking, and come into the room suddenly on the
most innocent excuses, and I've caught him several times looking at the paper! And Jennie too. I
caught Jennie with her hand on it once.
She didn't know I was in the room, and when I asked her in a quiet, a very quiet voice, with the most
restrained manner possible, what she was doing with the paper she turned around as if she had been
caught stealing, and looked quite angry — asked me why I should frighten her so!
Then she said that the paper stained everything it touched, that she had found yellow smooches on all
my clothes and John's, and she wished we would be more careful!
Did not that sound innocent? But I know she was studying that pattern, and I am determined that
nobody shall find it out but myself!
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Life is very much more exciting now than it used to be. You see I have something more to expect, to
look forward to, to watch. I really do eat better, and am more quiet than I was.
John is so pleased to see me improve! He laughed a little the other day, and said I seemed to be
flourishing in spite of my wall paper.
I turned it off with a laugh. I had no intention of telling him it was because of the wall paper — he would
make fun of me. He might even want to take me away.
I don't want to leave now until I have found it out. There is a week more, and I think that will be enough.
I'm feeling ever so much better! I don't sleep much at night, for it is so interesting to watch
developments; but I sleep a good deal in the daytime.
In the daytime it is tiresome and perplexing.
There are always new shoots on the fungus, and new shades of yellow all over it. I cannot keep count
of them, though I have tried conscientiously.
It is the strangest yellow, that wall paper! It makes me think of all the yellow things I ever saw — not
beautiful ones like buttercups, but old foul, bad yellow things.
But there is something else about that paper — the smell! I noticed it the moment we came into the
room, but with so much air and sun it was not bad. Now we have had a week of fog and rain, and
whether the windows are open or not the smell is here.
It creeps all over the house.
I find it hovering in the dining-room, skulking in the parlor, hiding in the hall, lying in wait for me on the
stairs.
It gets into my hair.
Even when I go to ride, if I turn my head suddenly and surprise it — there is that smell!
Such a peculiar odor, too! I have spent hours in trying to analyze it, to find what it smelled like.
It is not bad — at first, and very gentle, but quite the subtlest, most enduring odor I ever met.
In this damp weather it is awful. I wake up in the night and find it hanging over me.
It used to disturb me at first. I thought seriously of burning the house — to reach the smell.
But now I am used to it. The only thing I can think of that it is like is the color of the paper — a yellow
smell!
There is a very funny mark on this wall, low down, near the mopboard. A streak that runs around the
room. It 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 — it makes me dizzy!
I really have discovered something at last.
Through watching so much at night, when it changes so, I have finally found out.
The front pattern does move — and no wonder! The woman behind shakes it!
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Sometimes I think there are a great many women behind, and sometimes only one, and she crawls
around fast, and her crawling shakes it all over.
Then in the very bright spots she keeps still, and in the very shady spots she just takes hold of the bars
and shakes them hard.
And she is all the time trying to climb through. But nobody could climb through that pattern — it
strangles so; I think that is why it has so many heads.
They get through, and then the pattern strangles them off and turns them upside-down, and makes
their eyes white!
If those heads were covered or taken off it would not be half so bad.
I think that woman gets out in the daytime!
And I'll tell you why — privately — I've seen her!
I can see her out of every one of my windows!
It is the same woman, I know, for she is always creeping, and most women do not creep by daylight.
I see her in that long shaded lane, creeping up and down. I see her in those dark grape arbors,
creeping all around the garden.
I see her on that long road under the trees, creeping along, and when a carriage comes she hides
under the blackberry vines.
I don't blame her a bit. It must be very humiliating to be caught creeping by daylight!
I 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.
And John is so queer, now, that I don't want to irritate him. I wish he would take another room! Besides,
I don't want anybody to get that woman out at night but myself.
I often wonder if I could see her out of all the windows at once.
But, turn as fast as I can, I can only see out of one at one time.
And though I always see her she may be able to creep faster than I can turn!
I have watched her sometimes away off in the open country, creeping as fast as a cloud shadow in a
high wind.
If only that top pattern could be gotten off from the under one! I mean to try it, little by little.
I have found out another funny thing, but I shan't tell it this time! It does not do to trust people too much.
There are only two more days to get this paper off, and I believe John is beginning to notice. I don't like
the look in his eyes.
And I heard him ask Jennie a lot of professional questions about me. She had a very good report to
give.
She said I slept a good deal in the daytime.
John knows I don't sleep very well at night, for all I'm so quiet!

Page 10 of 24

He asked me all sorts of questions, too, and pretended to be very 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.
Hurrah! This is the last day, but it is enough. John is to stay in town over night, and won't be out until
this evening.
Jennie wanted to sleep with me — the sly thing! but I told her I should undoubtedly rest better for a
night all alone.
That was clever, for really I wasn't alone a bit! As soon as it was moonlight, and that poor thing began
to crawl and shake the pattern, I got up and ran to help her.
I pulled and she shook, I shook and she pulled, and before morning we had peeled off yards of that
paper.
A strip about as high as my head and half around the room.
And then when the sun came and that awful pattern began to laugh at me I declared I would finish it
today!
We go away to-morrow, and they are moving all my furniture down again to leave things as they were
before.
Jennie looked at the wall in amazement, but I told her merrily that I did it out of pure spite at the vicious
thing.
She laughed and said she wouldn't mind doing it herself, but I must not get tired.
How she betrayed herself that time!
But I am here, and no person touches this paper but me — not alive!
She tried to get me out of the room — it was too patent! But I said it was so quiet and empty and clean
now that I believed I would lie down again and sleep all I could; and not to wake me even for dinner — I
would call when I woke.
So now she is gone, and the servants are gone, and the things are gone, and there is nothing left but
that great bed-stead nailed down, with the canvas mattress we found on it.
We shall sleep downstairs to-night, and take the boat home to-morrow.
I quite enjoy the room, now it is bare again.
How those children did tear about here!
This bedstead is fairly gnawed!
But I must get to work.
I have locked the door and thrown the key down into the front path.
I don't want to go out, and I don't want to have anybody come in, till John comes.
I want to astonish him.
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I've got a rope up here that even Jennie did not find. If that woman does get out, and tries to get away, I
can tie her!
But I forgot I could not reach far without anything to stand on!
This bed will not move!
I tried to lift and push it until I was lame, and then I got so angry I bit off a little piece at one corner —
but it hurt my teeth.
Then I peeled off all the paper I could reach standing on the floor. It sticks horribly and the pattern just
enjoys it! All those strangled heads and bulbous eyes and waddling fungus growths just shriek with
derision!
I am getting angry enough to do something desperate. To jump out of the window would be admirable
exercise, but the bars are too strong even to try.
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.
I wonder if they all come out of that wall paper, as I did?
But I am securely fastened now by my well-hidden rope — you don't get me out in the road there!
I suppose I shall have to get back behind the pattern when it comes night, and that is hard!
It is so pleasant to be out in this great room and creep around as I please!
I don't want to go outside. I won't, even if Jennie asks me to.
For outside you have to creep on the ground, and everything is green instead of yellow.
But here I can creep smoothly on the floor, and my shoulder just fits in that long smooch around the
wall, so I cannot lose my way.
Why, there's John at the door!
It is no use, young man, you can't open it!
How he does call and pound!
Now he's crying for an axe.
It would be a shame to break down that beautiful door!
"John, dear!" said I in the gentlest voice, "the key is down by the front steps, under a plantain leaf!"
That silenced him for a few moments.
Then he said — very quietly indeed, "Open the door, my darling!"
"I can't," said I. "The key is down by the front door, under a plantain leaf!"
And then I said it again, several times, very gently and slowly, and said it so often that he had to go and
see, and he got it, of course, and came in. He stopped short by the door.
"What is the matter?" he cried. "For God's sake, what are you doing?"
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I kept on creeping just the same, but I looked at him over my shoulder.
"I've got out at last," said I, "in spite of you and Jane! 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!
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Why I Wrote The Yellow Wallpaper
https://americanliterature.com/author/charlotte-perkins-gilman/short-story/why-i-wrote-the-yellow-wallpaper

by Charlotte Perkins Gilman
(Originally published: 1913)

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 Wall Paper, 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 Wall Paper.
It was not intended to drive people crazy, but to save people from being driven crazy, and it worked.
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BONUS

HERLAND: A Not Unnatural Enterprise (Chapter 1)
https://americanliterature.com/author/charlotte-perkins-gilman/book/herland/chapter-1-a-not-unnatural-enterprise

by Charlotte Perkins Gilman
(Originally published as a serial in her magazine, The Forerunner, between 1909-1916. It did not appear in book form until
1979.)

This is written from memory, unfortunately. If I could have brought with me the material I so carefully
prepared, this would be a very different story. Whole books full of notes, carefully copied records,
firsthand descriptions, and the pictures—that’s the worst loss. We had some bird’s-eyes of the cities
and parks; a lot of lovely views of streets, of buildings, outside and in, and some of those gorgeous
gardens, and, most important of all, of the women themselves.
Nobody will ever believe how they looked. Descriptions aren’t any good when it comes to women, and I
never was good at descriptions anyhow. But it’s got to be done somehow; the rest of the world needs to
know about that country.
I haven’t said where it was for fear some self-appointed missionaries, or traders, or land-greedy
expansionists, will take it upon themselves to push in. They will not be wanted, I can tell them that, and
will fare worse than we did if they do find it.
It began this way. There were three of us, classmates and friends—Terry O. Nicholson (we used to call
him the Old Nick, with good reason), Jeff Margrave, and I, Vandyck Jennings.
We had known each other years and years, and in spite of our differences we had a good deal in
common. All of us were interested in science.
Terry was rich enough to do as he pleased. His great aim was exploration. He used to make all kinds of
a row because there was nothing left to explore now, only patchwork and filling in, he said. He filled in
well enough—he had a lot of talents—great on mechanics and electricity. Had all kinds of boats and
motorcars, and was one of the best of our airmen.
We never could have done the thing at all without Terry.
Jeff Margrave was born to be a poet, a botanist—or both—but his folks persuaded him to be a doctor
instead. He was a good one, for his age, but his real interest was in what he loved to call “the wonders
of science.”
As for me, sociology’s my major. You have to back that up with a lot of other sciences, of course. I’m
interested in them all.
Terry was strong on facts—geography and meteorology and those; Jeff could beat him any time on
biology, and I didn’t care what it was they talked about, so long as it connected with human life,
somehow. There are few things that don’t.
We three had a chance to join a big scientific expedition. They needed a doctor, and that gave Jeff an
excuse for dropping his just opening practice; they needed Terry’s experience, his machine, and his
money; and as for me, I got in through Terry’s influence.
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The expedition was up among the thousand tributaries and enormous hinterland of a great river, up
where the maps had to be made, savage dialects studied, and all manner of strange flora and fauna
expected.
But this story is not about that expedition. That was only the merest starter for ours.
My interest was first roused by talk among our guides. I’m quick at languages, know a good many, and
pick them up readily. What with that and a really good interpreter we took with us, I made out quite a
few legends and folk myths of these scattered tribes.
And as we got farther and farther upstream, in a dark tangle of rivers, lakes, morasses, and dense
forests, with here and there an unexpected long spur running out from the big mountains beyond, I
noticed that more and more of these savages had a story about a strange and terrible Woman Land in
the high distance.
“Up yonder,” “Over there,” “Way up”—was all the direction they could offer, but their legends all agreed
on the main point—that there was this strange country where no men lived—only women and girl
children.
None of them had ever seen it. It was dangerous, deadly, they said, for any man to go there. But there
were tales of long ago, when some brave investigator had seen it—a Big Country, Big Houses, Plenty
People—All Women.
Had no one else gone? Yes—a good many—but they never came back. It was no place for men—of
that they seemed sure.
I told the boys about these stories, and they laughed at them. Naturally I did myself. I knew the stuff
that savage dreams are made of.
But when we had reached our farthest point, just the day before we all had to turn around and start for
home again, as the best of expeditions must in time, we three made a discovery.
The main encampment was on a spit of land running out into the main stream, or what we thought was
the main stream. It had the same muddy color we had been seeing for weeks past, the same taste.
I happened to speak of that river to our last guide, a rather superior fellow with quick, bright eyes.
He told me that there was another river—“over there, short river, sweet water, red and blue.”
I was interested in this and anxious to see if I had understood, so I showed him a red and blue pencil I
carried, and asked again.
Yes, he pointed to the river, and then to the southwestward. “River—good water—red and blue.”
Terry was close by and interested in the fellow’s pointing.
“What does he say, Van?”
I told him.
Terry blazed up at once.
“Ask him how far it is.”
The man indicated a short journey; I judged about two hours, maybe three.
“Let’s go,” urged Terry. “Just us three. Maybe we can really find something. May be cinnabar in it.”
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“May be indigo,” Jeff suggested, with his lazy smile.
It was early yet; we had just breakfasted; and leaving word that we’d be back before night, we got away
quietly, not wishing to be thought too gullible if we failed, and secretly hoping to have some nice little
discovery all to ourselves.
It was a long two hours, nearer three. I fancy the savage could have done it alone much quicker. There
was a desperate tangle of wood and water and a swampy patch we never should have found our way
across alone. But there was one, and I could see Terry, with compass and notebook, marking
directions and trying to place landmarks.
We came after a while to a sort of marshy lake, very big, so that the circling forest looked quite low and
dim across it. Our guide told us that boats could go from there to our camp—but “long way—all day.”
This water was somewhat clearer than that we had left, but we could not judge well from the margin.
We skirted it for another half hour or so, the ground growing firmer as we advanced, and presently we
turned the corner of a wooded promontory and saw a quite different country—a sudden view of
mountains, steep and bare.
“One of those long easterly spurs,” Terry said appraisingly. “May be hundreds of miles from the range.
They crop out like that.”
Suddenly we left the lake and struck directly toward the cliffs. We heard running water before we
reached it, and the guide pointed proudly to his river.
It was short. We could see where it poured down a narrow vertical cataract from an opening in the face
of the cliff. It was sweet water. The guide drank eagerly and so did we.
“That’s snow water,” Terry announced. “Must come from way back in the hills.”
But as to being red and blue—it was greenish in tint. The guide seemed not at all surprised. He hunted
about a little and showed us a quiet marginal pool where there were smears of red along the border;
yes, and of blue.
Terry got out his magnifying glass and squatted down to investigate.
“Chemicals of some sort—I can’t tell on the spot. Look to me like dyestuffs. Let’s get nearer,” he urged,
“up there by the fall.”
We scrambled along the steep banks and got close to the pool that foamed and boiled beneath the
falling water. Here we searched the border and found traces of color beyond dispute. More—Jeff
suddenly held up an unlooked-for trophy.
It was only a rag, a long, raveled fragment of cloth. But it was a well-woven fabric, with a pattern, and of
a clear scarlet that the water had not faded. No savage tribe that we had heard of made such fabrics.
The guide stood serenely on the bank, well pleased with our excitement.
“One day blue—one day red—one day green,” he told us, and pulled from his pouch another strip of
bright-hued cloth.
“Come down,” he said, pointing to the cataract. “Woman Country—up there.”
Then we were interested. We had our rest and lunch right there and pumped the man for further
information. He could tell us only what the others had—a land of women—no men—babies, but all girls.
No place for men—dangerous. Some had gone to see—none had come back.
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I could see Terry’s jaw set at that. No place for men? Dangerous? He looked as if he might shin up the
waterfall on the spot. But the guide would not hear of going up, even if there had been any possible
method of scaling that sheer cliff, and we had to get back to our party before night.
“They might stay if we told them,” I suggested.
But Terry stopped in his tracks. “Look here, fellows,” he said. “This is our find. Let’s not tell those cocky
old professors. Let’s go on home with ‘em, and then come back—just us—have a little expedition of our
own.”
We looked at him, much impressed. There was something attractive to a bunch of unattached young
men in finding an undiscovered country of a strictly Amazonian nature.
Of course we didn’t believe the story—but yet!
“There is no such cloth made by any of these local tribes,” I announced, examining those rags with
great care. “Somewhere up yonder they spin and weave and dye—as well as we do.”
“That would mean a considerable civilization, Van. There couldn’t be such a place—and not known
about.”
“Oh, well, I don’t know. What’s that old republic up in the Pyrenees somewhere—Andorra? Precious
few people know anything about that, and it’s been minding its own business for a thousand years.
Then there’s Montenegro—splendid little state—you could lose a dozen Montenegroes up and down
these great ranges.”
We discussed it hotly all the way back to camp. We discussed it with care and privacy on the voyage
home. We discussed it after that, still only among ourselves, while Terry was making his arrangements.
He was hot about it. Lucky he had so much money—we might have had to beg and advertise for years
to start the thing, and then it would have been a matter of public amusement—just sport for the papers.
But T. O. Nicholson could fix up his big steam yacht, load his specially-made big motorboat aboard, and
tuck in a “dissembled” biplane without any more notice than a snip in the society column.
We had provisions and preventives and all manner of supplies. His previous experience stood him in
good stead there. It was a very complete little outfit.
We were to leave the yacht at the nearest safe port and go up that endless river in our motorboat, just
the three of us and a pilot; then drop the pilot when we got to that last stopping place of the previous
party, and hunt up that clear water stream ourselves.
The motorboat we were going to leave at anchor in that wide shallow lake. It had a special covering of
fitted armor, thin but strong, shut up like a clamshell.
“Those natives can’t get into it, or hurt it, or move it,” Terry explained proudly. “We’ll start our flier from
the lake and leave the boat as a base to come back to.”
“If we come back,” I suggested cheerfully.
“‘Fraid the ladies will eat you?” he scoffed.
“We’re not so sure about those ladies, you know,” drawled Jeff. “There may be a contingent of
gentlemen with poisoned arrows or something.”
“You don’t need to go if you don’t want to,” Terry remarked drily.
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“Go? You’ll have to get an injunction to stop me!” Both Jeff and I were sure about that.
But we did have differences of opinion, all the long way.
An ocean voyage is an excellent time for discussion. Now we had no eavesdroppers, we could loll and
loaf in our deck chairs and talk and talk—there was nothing else to do. Our absolute lack of facts only
made the field of discussion wider.
“We’ll leave papers with our consul where the yacht stays,” Terry planned. “If we don’t come back in—
say a month—they can send a relief party after us.”
“A punitive expedition,” I urged. “If the ladies do eat us we must make reprisals.”
“They can locate that last stopping place easy enough, and I’ve made a sort of chart of that lake and
cliff and waterfall.”
“Yes, but how will they get up?” asked Jeff.
“Same way we do, of course. If three valuable American citizens are lost up there, they will follow
somehow—to say nothing of the glittering attractions of that fair land—let’s call it ‘Feminisia,’” he broke
off.
“You’re right, Terry. Once the story gets out, the river will crawl with expeditions and the airships rise
like a swarm of mosquitoes.” I laughed as I thought of it. “We’ve made a great mistake not to let Mr.
Yellow Press in on this. Save us! What headlines!”
“Not much!” said Terry grimly. “This is our party. We’re going to find that place alone.”
“What are you going to do with it when you do find it—if you do?” Jeff asked mildly.
Jeff was a tender soul. I think he thought that country—if there was one—was just blossoming with
roses and babies and canaries and tidies, and all that sort of thing.
And Terry, in his secret heart, had visions of a sort of sublimated summer resort—just Girls and Girls
and Girls—and that he was going to be—well, Terry was popular among women even when there were
other men around, and it’s not to be wondered at that he had pleasant dreams of what might happen. I
could see it in his eyes as he lay there, looking at the long blue rollers slipping by, and fingering that
impressive mustache of his.
But I thought—then—that I could form a far clearer idea of what was before us than either of them.
“You’re all off, boys,” I insisted. “If there is such a place—and there does seem some foundation for
believing it—you’ll find it’s built on a sort of matriarchal principle, that’s all. The men have a separate
cult of their own, less socially developed than the women, and make them an annual visit—a sort of
wedding call. This is a condition known to have existed—here’s just a survival. They’ve got some
peculiarly isolated valley or tableland up there, and their primeval customs have survived. That’s all
there is to it.”
“How about the boys?” Jeff asked.
“Oh, the men take them away as soon as they are five or six, you see.”
“And how about this danger theory all our guides were so sure of?”
“Danger enough, Terry, and we’ll have to be mighty careful. Women of that stage of culture are quite
able to defend themselves and have no welcome for unseasonable visitors.”
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We talked and talked.
And with all my airs of sociological superiority I was no nearer than any of them.
It was funny though, in the light of what we did find, those extremely clear ideas of ours as to what a
country of women would be like. It was no use to tell ourselves and one another that all this was idle
speculation. We were idle and we did speculate, on the ocean voyage and the river voyage, too.
“Admitting the improbability,” we’d begin solemnly, and then launch out again.
“They would fight among themselves,” Terry insisted. “Women always do. We mustn’t look to find any
sort of order and organization.”
“You’re dead wrong,” Jeff told him. “It will be like a nunnery under an abbess—a peaceful, harmonious
sisterhood.”
I snorted derision at this idea.
“Nuns, indeed! Your peaceful sisterhoods were all celibate, Jeff, and under vows of obedience. These
are just women, and mothers, and where there’s motherhood you don’t find sisterhood—not much.”
“No, sir—they’ll scrap,” agreed Terry. “Also we mustn’t look for inventions and progress; it’ll be awfully
primitive.”
“How about that cloth mill?” Jeff suggested.
“Oh, cloth! Women have always been spinsters. But there they stop—you’ll see.”
We joked Terry about his modest impression that he would be warmly received, but he held his ground.
“You’ll see,” he insisted. “I’ll get solid with them all—and play one bunch against another. I’ll get myself
elected king in no time—whew! Solomon will have to take a back seat!”
“Where do we come in on that deal?” I demanded. “Aren’t we Viziers or anything?”
“Couldn’t risk it,” he asserted solemnly. “You might start a revolution—probably would. No, you’ll have
to be beheaded, or bowstrung—or whatever the popular method of execution is.”
“You’d have to do it yourself, remember,” grinned Jeff. “No husky black slaves and mamelukes! And
there’d be two of us and only one of you—eh, Van?”
Jeff’s ideas and Terry’s were so far apart that sometimes it was all I could do to keep the peace
between them. Jeff idealized women in the best Southern style. He was full of chivalry and sentiment,
and all that. And he was a good boy; he lived up to his ideals.
You might say Terry did, too, if you can call his views about women anything so polite as ideals. I
always liked Terry. He was a man’s man, very much so, generous and brave and clever; but I don’t
think any of us in college days was quite pleased to have him with our sisters. We weren’t very
stringent, heavens no! But Terry was “the limit.” Later on—why, of course a man’s life is his own, we
held, and asked no questions.
But barring a possible exception in favor of a not impossible wife, or of his mother, or, of course, the fair
relatives of his friends, Terry’s idea seemed to be that pretty women were just so much game and
homely ones not worth considering.
It was really unpleasant sometimes to see the notions he had.
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But I got out of patience with Jeff, too. He had such rose-colored halos on his womenfolks. I held a
middle ground, highly scientific, of course, and used to argue learnedly about the physiological
limitations of the sex.
We were not in the least “advanced” on the woman question, any of us, then.
So we joked and disputed and speculated, and after an interminable journey, we got to our old camping
place at last.
It was not hard to find the river, just poking along that side till we came to it, and it was navigable as far
as the lake.
When we reached that and slid out on its broad glistening bosom, with that high gray promontory
running out toward us, and the straight white fall clearly visible, it began to be really exciting.
There was some talk, even then, of skirting the rock wall and seeking a possible footway up, but the
marshy jungle made that method look not only difficult but dangerous.
Terry dismissed the plan sharply.
“Nonsense, fellows! We’ve decided that. It might take months—we haven’t got the provisions. No, sir—
we’ve got to take our chances. If we get back safe—all right. If we don’t, why, we’re not the first
explorers to get lost in the shuffle. There are plenty to come after us.”
So we got the big biplane together and loaded it with our scientifically compressed baggage: the
camera, of course; the glasses; a supply of concentrated food. Our pockets were magazines of small
necessities, and we had our guns, of course—there was no knowing what might happen.
Up and up and up we sailed, way up at first, to get “the lay of the land” and make note of it.
Out of that dark green sea of crowding forest this high-standing spur rose steeply. It ran back on either
side, apparently, to the far-off white-crowned peaks in the distance, themselves probably inaccessible.
“Let’s make the first trip geographical,” I suggested. “Spy out the land, and drop back here for more
gasoline. With your tremendous speed we can reach that range and back all right. Then we can leave a
sort of map on board—for that relief expedition.”
“There’s sense in that,” Terry agreed. “I’ll put off being king of Ladyland for one more day.”
So we made a long skirting voyage, turned the point of the cape which was close by, ran up one side of
the triangle at our best speed, crossed over the base where it left the higher mountains, and so back to
our lake by moonlight.
“That’s not a bad little kingdom,” we agreed when it was roughly drawn and measured. We could tell
the size fairly by our speed. And from what we could see of the sides—and that icy ridge at the back
end—“It’s a pretty enterprising savage who would manage to get into it,” Jeff said.
Of course we had looked at the land itself—eagerly, but we were too high and going too fast to see
much. It appeared to be well forested about the edges, but in the interior there were wide plains, and
everywhere parklike meadows and open places.
There were cities, too; that I insisted. It looked—well, it looked like any other country—a civilized one, I
mean.
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We had to sleep after that long sweep through the air, but we turned out early enough next day, and
again we rose softly up the height till we could top the crowning trees and see the broad fair land at our
pleasure.
“Semitropical. Looks like a first-rate climate. It’s wonderful what a little height will do for temperature.”
Terry was studying the forest growth.
“Little height! Is that what you call little?” I asked. Our instruments measured it clearly. We had not
realized the long gentle rise from the coast perhaps.
“Mighty lucky piece of land, I call it,” Terry pursued. “Now for the folks—I’ve had enough scenery.”
So we sailed low, crossing back and forth, quartering the country as we went, and studying it. We
saw—I can’t remember now how much of this we noted then and how much was supplemented by our
later knowledge, but we could not help seeing this much, even on that excited day—a land in a state of
perfect cultivation, where even the forests looked as if they were cared for; a land that looked like an
enormous park, only it was even more evidently an enormous garden.
“I don’t see any cattle,” I suggested, but Terry was silent. We were approaching a village.
I confess that we paid small attention to the clean, well-built roads, to the attractive architecture, to the
ordered beauty of the little town. We had our glasses out; even Terry, setting his machine for a spiral
glide, clapped the binoculars to his eyes.
They heard our whirring screw. They ran out of the houses—they gathered in from the fields, swiftrunning light figures, crowds of them. We stared and stared until it was almost too late to catch the
levers, sweep off and rise again; and then we held our peace for a long run upward.
“Gosh!” said Terry, after a while.
“Only women there—and children,” Jeff urged excitedly.
“But they look—why, this is a CIVILIZED country!” I protested. “There must be men.”
“Of course there are men,” said Terry. “Come on, let’s find ‘em.”
He refused to listen to Jeff’s suggestion that we examine the country further before we risked leaving
our machine.
“There’s a fine landing place right there where we came over,” he insisted, and it was an excellent
one—a wide, flat-topped rock, overlooking the lake, and quite out of sight from the interior.
“They won’t find this in a hurry,” he asserted, as we scrambled with the utmost difficulty down to safer
footing. “Come on, boys—there were some good lookers in that bunch.”
Of course it was unwise of us.
It was quite easy to see afterward that our best plan was to have studied the country more fully before
we left our swooping airship and trusted ourselves to mere foot service. But we were three young men.
We had been talking about this country for over a year, hardly believing that there was such a place,
and now—we were in it.
It looked safe and civilized enough, and among those upturned, crowding faces, though some were
terrified enough, there was great beauty—on that we all agreed.
“Come on!” cried Terry, pushing forward. “Oh, come on! Here goes for Herland!”
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