EFFLORESCENCE

Peer Reviewed Journal of the Department of English
2014

SPECIAL ISSUE ON: THE SHORT STORY

NABA BALLYGUNGE §
' 27E BOSEPUKUR ROAD,




ISSUE 4, 2014 EFFLORESCENCE ISSN 2278 3873

CONTENTS
l.  The Flame Harish Mangalam |
2.  The Parched M’hammad Kanour 6

3. Moments of Everyday Life :
A Reading of Anita Desai’s
Diamond Dust and Other Stories :
Aditi Sengupta 10
4. Legitimising Dreamscape:
Interpreting James Thurber’s

“The Secret Life of Walter Mitty’
. Arunabha Ghosh 16

5.  When a ‘Dead Paper’
Becomes a ‘Living Soul’: ...
Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s




ISSUE 4, 2014 EFFLORESCENCE ISSN 2278 3873

When a ‘Dead Paper’ Becomes a ‘Living
Soul’: Suppression and Expression, Menta]
Exasperation and Therapeutic
Recuperation in Charlotte Perkins
Gilman’s ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’

Anwesha Sengupta

[ went to a shrink who told me that I wouldn’t
really want to write poetry once I become a proper
wife and mother. My poetry writing was probably a
bad consequence, he said, out of my father’s cooking,
Were the sex roles somehow askew in my household?

(Gilbert 5)

This recollection of an experience by the feminist critic
Sandra Gilbert is a testament to the unnerving psycho-
pathological prescriptions provided by the psycho-neurologists
to ailing women who subverted gender stereotypes and engaged
in writing. The paper, that is, the medium of self-expression and
consequentially a channel for ushering the woman to cathartic
relief, paradoxically pushed her into anxiety and nervousness,
as she had to touch it surreptitiously. The ‘rest cure’, a method
of treatment, was applied to women in post-parturition stage as
the only medication for cure by the renowned neurasthenist Dr
Silas Weir Mitchell, with the inviolable condition that they
should not touch pen or engross themselves in any intellectual
work but only spend time in cooking and child rearing. The lat¢
nineteenth century American author-journalist Charlotte Perkins
Gilman was a victim of this queer treatment-method. Her powe!
and passion for self-expression on paper is rebuked an
suppressed by her physician until her bottled up expressionsli—’el
channelized through another paper — Wallpaper with quizzlff‘f
patterns covering the dilapidated walls of her claustrOP‘“‘?'_‘\
rooms, manifested in Gilman’s autobiographical short st B>

Yellow Wallpaper’. My paper is an attempt to focus " i
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S el




ISSUE 4, 2014 EFFLORESCENCE ISSN 2278 3873

inextricable association between ‘paper’ and the unnamed
woman narrator, how the ‘dead paper’ assumes the role of a
‘living.soul’ becoml.ng the mode of her dominion, ecstasy,
alleviation, exasperation and freedom.

The d::fughter‘ of Mary Fritch and Frederick Beecher, and
the great niece of Harriett Beecher Stowe, Charlotte Perkins
wanted to dedicate herself to social reformation through her
revolutionary pen. Married at the age of twenty four to the
painter Walter Stetson, she too faced the lot of her other women
counterparts who craved to shine in the writing front. The birth
of her daughter and the consequential post-partum depression
amalgamated to make Dr. Mitchell advise rest cure. This
prescription, nothing but some scribbling on a ‘paper’ was
potent enough to keep Charlotte Stetson away from ‘paper’, her
mode of intellectual self-expression:

Live as domestic a life as possible. Have your
child with you all the time ... Lie down an hour after
each meal... And never touch pen, brush or pencil as
long as you live (Shurbutt 107).

The prescriptive paper thus intensified her depression,
which her maternal chores failed to alleviate. It is only after her
divorce that Charlotte Perkins could get ample space to write —
a room of her own, where her revolutionary soul would
externalize itself on the papers of her journal.

Ostensibly a gothic and a horror tale of a woman, denied
of self-expression, descending into madness, considering
Gilman’s feminist subtext, ‘The Yellow Wallpaper® becomes a
feminist discourse — manifesting the protagonist escaping into
madness, ‘escaping the limited, cloying, stifling life assigned
her by virtue of her gender and class’ (Shurbutt, 107). Her
identity becomes an ambivalent one — on the one hand she is a
Victorian wife and mother expected not to write but to rear
children and on the other a female artist, seething with the
urgency to write but discouraged and Pr?hib“‘:’fi -ﬂ:om the
creative spheres. '

The result of this»rd.omihion' by John, her husband and

simultaneously a physician\-‘a.qd,hen‘cs a double authority ttgmr.
is that she has to write her thoughts and experiences, secretly.

[25]
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and has to conceal the paper from John, the patriarchal figure
and her sister-in-law Jeannie, the maintainer of patriarchy,
because to them the prescriptive paper of the advisory figure
Dr. Mitchell is more significant, meaningful and beneficial for a
woman than the expressive paper of her own. Thus her plight is
reminiscent of that of the fictitious talented sister of Shakespeare
delineated in Virginia Woolf’s The Room of One’s Own where
‘she scribbled some pages up in an apple loft on the sly, careful
to hide them or set fire to then’ (Woolf 45). The paper thus
becomes her silent but sympathetic confidant(e) to whom she
confides her feelings, in absence of an empathetic ‘living soul’
— the feelings that only writing can make her recuperate. Caught
between two worlds —one prohibiting her from giving vent to

. hér creative instincts (restricting women’s creativity only to
procreation) and her inner one that urges her to write, she is
torn asunder, reminiscent of the image of the woman — artist
and her predicament in Woolf’s treatise :

For it needs little skill in psychology to be sure
that a highly gifted girl who had tried to use her gift
for poetry would have been so thwarted and hindered
by other people, so tortured and pulled asunder by her
own contrary instincts, that she must have lost her
health and sanity to a certainty. (Woolf 47).

The paper becomes the window to penetrate into the
predicament of the nineteenth century women writers. Treichler
rightly observes:

Because she doesn’t feel free to speak truthfully
‘to a living soul’ she confides her thoughts to a
journal—‘a dead paper’—instead. The only safe
language is ‘dead language (Treichler 61).

The paper, potent enough fo be the manifestation of her
literary creativity, under the § _'dihgpatriarchy, gets minimized
into a mere journal capturin real experiences. Its position
is thus an ambivalent or | the one hand it is a male
discourse that asserts a X} ‘her husband’
dictates and expe | i
instincts, as she says, “There ¢ John
away — he hates to have me write d’; on er, it is a
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feminist discourse, subtly upholding a female artist’s recuperation
only via her words, as the narrator acknowledges : ‘I think
sometimes that if I were only well enough to write a little. it
would relieve the press of ideas and rest me.’ The ‘living soul’
John becomes the personification of Dr. Mitchell’s prescriptive
‘paper’:
: He says that with my imaginative power and
habit of story making a nervous weakness of 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 (Gilman 6).

The nameless narrator of ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’ is thus
the self inscription of Charlotte Perkins Gilman. The paper
(journal) holding twelve secretly managed days of penning down
her feelings is her covert attempt of throwing down a gauntlet at
the patriarchy that leaves no stone unturned to suppress her
imaginative power. In her autobiography The Living of Charlotte
Perkins Gilman, Gilman asserted that the motive of writing
‘The Yellow Wallpaper’ was to reach Dr. Weir Mitchell and
convince him of his erroneous ways of treatment. As Knight
asserts : “ ... the story made him [Dr. Mitchell] shudder because
he recognized in John ... a thinly disguised portrait of himself.” .
(Knight 87). The paper, whereon the narrator writes down her
throes of suppression and her resultant fantasies, which finally
became a short fiction, is a corrective prescription for Dr.
Mitchell to amend his illogical and unscientific techniques of
treating women with nervous disorders.

As the paper validating her imaginative power and the
passion for creating fiction is denied to her, she begins to
develop an obsession for another paper — the wallpaper that
covers the walls of the lonely room. Lancer observes: :

" Forbidden to write, the narrator protagonist
becomes obsessed with the room’s wallpaper, which
she finds first repellent and then riveting, on its
chaotic surface she eventually deciphers an
“imprisoned woman whom she attempts to liberate by
peeling the paper off the will” (Lanser 415).

[ 2738
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I'he wallpaper with the queer, incomprehensible patches on
it becomes repulsive to the narrator, as she confides to her
journal-paper : ‘I never saw a worse paper in - my life.” The
paper which could be the projection of her literary aesthetics
had she been allowed to venture on her “habit of story making’
is a sharp contrast to that obnoxious wallpaper, - ‘a smouldering
unclean yellow” colour with ‘one of those flamboyant patterns
committing every artistic sin.” Although ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’
Is considered as a feministic writing considering Gilman as a
representative of the feminist movement, looking into her career
of a journalist, the story can also be considered as an icon of
Gilman’s abhorrence for the contemporary yellow journalism
the sensational fiction publishes in the tabloids for greater sale
reduced the papers’ aesthetic values and the yellow wallpaper,
which the narrator refers to as ‘paper’ is the shortened form of
newspaper, as Edelstein interprets that, her the narrators’s
recalling of never seeing a ‘worse paper’ before ‘also invokes
connection between wallpaper and popular press’(Edelstein 76).

More that the obnoxious colour of the wallpaper or its
smell, what becomes a constant obsession for the narrator is the
pattern of the paper — with ‘uncertain curves’ that seem to
reshape themselves when an onlooker looks at it from different
angles — that becomes undecipherable for her. The ‘creativity’
that she was prohibited form engaging into, is channelised in
making her create some significant form — evidently a woman
figure — in the incomprehensive pattern of the wallpaper. The
narrator gradually begins to find a ‘living soul’ in the wallpaper,
‘as if it knew what a vicious influence it had!* The images of
‘broken neck’ and two bulbous eyes staring upside down at the
onlooker, thus transcend it from being simply a ‘dead paper’
meant to conceal the worn-out walls and make it a feminist |
discourse — the female figure which our nameless narrator can

decipher creeping behind the patters might be the hint of the
incessant and fierce struggle of women to break the bars, for
freedom. Treichler notes: “The more the wallpaper comes alive,
the less inclined is the narrator to write in her journal — dead
paper’ (Treichler 63). She becomes so intently engrossed in
reading the wallpaper that she loses the urgency of expressing

e8]
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herself on the journal and consequently her journals become
cumulatively shorter and after long gaps. The ‘two bulbous eyes’
are of all madwomen writers in the attic who fiercely struggle
to kill the archetypal ‘angel in the house’! and externalize the

energy through medium of creative spheres. Showalter’s opinion
cannot be dismissed in this context:

The battle to stay alive, fight for one’s emotional

~ independence against the smothering embrace of the

Angel, is fought repeatedly in women’s literature. An

early and neglected example is Gilman’s short story
‘The Yellow Wallpaper’ (1892)’ (Showalter, 211).

The ambiguous pattern of the paper, crawling up and down
and sideways, following ‘no laws of radiation, or alteration, or
repetition, or symmetry’ signifies the female artistry that is
characterized by patriarchy as incoherent and substandard and
like Woolf, Gilman believed that women’s texts are nen-linear
in narrative approach and woman’s art, non-traditional. The
narrator can decode the patterns of the paper not in daylight but
in moonlight, the conventional metaphor of madness and
creativity—‘lunacy’ and ‘illumination’—that it shows a woman
crawling behind the bars and even she construes that it is the
figure of the previous woman who came to stay in that
claustrophobic room, denied of expression which lead her to
escape into madness and that ‘madwoman in the attic’® urges
her to rip off the paper, setting her free. Ironically for her life
becomes ‘much more interesting’ as she has something ‘more to
expect’ and hence becomes her agent of therapeutic cure, lifting
her from depression.

The wallpaper ultimately makes our n?rpeless ‘woman
narrator escape into madness. She starts visualizing the woman
creeping in the daylight until on the final day of he,:r
rehabilitative duration, she no longer can bear the woman's
creeping behind the wallpaper and runs to strip it off. The word
‘paper’ as a verb means covering something unpleasant and
yellow wallpaper thus was perhaps aj'Pat;iarchal endeayour fo
suppress female expression and creativity, as a female madness
was required to set it free, which the narrator symbolicatly fl'd
by tearing off the sticky paper, until she herself'gtarts c.rawlmg

[29]
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on the floor, symbolizing her dormant self expre:
o let itself free. With the ripping off the ‘Paper’ in the
moonlight, she cscapes into lunacy bringing tlumination tg John
and Jennie that they ‘can’t put [her] back’, The fainting o
and the woman’s creeping over him every time drives home the
potency of female cxpression, that cannot he suppressed
(wallpapered) under the patriarchy and is the only instrument of
therapeutic recuperation, which again is achieved not through
rest cure but menta] exasperation,

510N struggling

f John

Endnotes:

All the references to the short story “The Yellow Wallpaper’ are
from mp://www.nim.hih.gov/literalureofprescription/
%h@gAsscts/digitalDoe.s/ The-Ye!IOW-Wallpaper.pdf. Web 11
January 2014, : '

I." The ‘angel in the house’ is a term coined after the verse-narrative
of Coventry Patmore named The Angel in the House first published

paragon of womanly virtues, [t embodied the Victorian feminine

ideal, a devoted wife submissive to her husband and a mother
nurturing her children. '

2. The ‘madwoman in the attic’ is a phrase coined after the book 7he
Madwoman in the Attic: the Woman Writer and the Nineteenth
Century Literary Imagination by the two feminist critics Sandra
Gilbert and Susan Gubar published in 1979 that analyzes the
Victorian literature from the feminist perspective. The title draws
from Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre, in which Rochester’s wife
Bertha Mason is kept locked up in the attic by her husband.
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