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Introduction

This dissertation offers a Bangla translation of the short story The Yellow Wallpaper by
the American author Charlotte Perkins Gilman. The story was originally published in
1892 and became a best-seller later. The story is about a woman who suffers from mental
iliness after three months of confinement in a home, where she has to stare at the same
revolting yellow wallpaper. Gilman, herself a sociologist and a reformer, wrote the story
from a need to change people’s mind about women’s role in Victorian society, where the
lack of autonomy proved be a barrier to women’s mental, emotional and even physical

health.

It has been a pleasure for me to translate this short story mostly because I am a woman
and reading the story made me feel I could understand her predicament fully even though
I, myself, have never gone through such an experience. | loved her writing style, her
deceptively simple prose structure and I, never once, felt | was reading a story that was
written more than a hundred years ago. Charlotte Perkins Gilman was that extraordinary,
she was born and lived in the 19" century yet was that forward thinking. The way she so
skillfully depicted the psychological turmoil of the main character, | felt the need to
translate the story into Bangla. In the following pages, | shall try to introduce Charlotte
Perkins Gilman and The Yellow Wallpaper to readers along with a brief narration of my

own experience of translating this exceptional short story.

*khkhkkkkkkhkhik
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Eminent American author, sociologist, reformer Charlotte Perkins Gilman (born
Charlotte Anna Perkins in Hartford, Connecticut in July 3, 1860) grew up in an
atmosphere which encouraged independent thinking and social activism. From her great-
grandfather from her father’s side, the religious leader Lyman Beecher to her very
famous relative, the author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin Harriet Beecher Stowe, Gilman never
lacked inspiration. She saw life “as a verb” (Schwartz, 1989, p. 7) and knew that
“everything she wrote was for a purpose” (Shumaker, 1985, p. 589). Gilman was a very
active and creative child; her family troubles taught her to learn to think independently

from a very early age.

Her father Frederick Beecher Perkins was a librarian of the San Francisco Public Library.
He was a man of letters but not a very stable individual. He left his family when Gilman
and her brother were still very young. Gilman kept in touch with her father as an adult but
it was all resentment awkwardly mixed with admiration. Her relationship with her father
played a major role in her writings for she treated the male characters in her writing in an
ambivalent manner. Her relationship with her mother was another matter entirely. Mary
Westcott Perkins raised her children fairly alone, with a little help from relatives. Gilman
grew up in a family burdened with constant financial difficulties. Her relationship with
her mother was rather cold and very strict and is depicted very concisely by her in her

autobiography:

“Her method was to deny the child all expression of affection as far
as possible, so that she should not be used to it or long for it. [...]
She told me in later years; “I did not want you to suffer as | had



Homaira 5

suffered.” She would not let me caress her, and would not caress me,
unless | was asleep. [...]” (Schwartz, 1989, p. 11)

All these factors played a major role in various stages of Gilman’s later life. She attended
seven different public schools, and was a correspondent student of the Society to
Encourage Studies at Home but only studied until she was fifteen. Her natural
intelligence and breadth of knowledge always impressed her teachers, who were
nonetheless disappointed in her because she was a poor student. Her favorite subject was
“natural philosophy”, especially what later become known as physics. In 1878, the
eighteen-year-old enrolled in classes at the Rhode Island School of Design, and
subsequently supported herself as an artist of trade cards. She worked as a tutor, and
encouraged others to expand their artistic creativity through her teaching. She was also a

painter.

Gilman married artist Charles Walter Stetson in 1884 after he pursued her relentlessly for
about two years. The couple had a daughter the following year named Katharine Beecher
Stetson. Gilman suffered a very serious bout of post-partum depression in the months
after Katharine's birth. This was an age in which women were seen as ‘hysterical’ and
‘nervous’. When a woman claimed to be seriously ill after giving birth and talked about
such symptoms, her claims were sometimes dismissed as invalid. Motherhood proved to
be a barrier for Gilman’s ambitions for it consumed a lot of her time. This caused her to
sink into a depression that was at first treated by a popular form of rehabilitation called
‘the rest cure’, a regimen consisting of continuous rest and suppression of all thoughts of
or actions toward a career. This experience is what is believed to have inspired her best-

known short story The Yellow Wallpaper. When ‘rest cure’ and other methods proved
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futile, Gilman began to understand her roles of wife and mother as the root causes of her
depression. Subsequently, she separated from Stetson and eventually divorced him after
moving to California to live with a friend in Oakland. The times after her separation and
divorce proved fruitful. Gilman published The Yellow Wallpaper in 1892. In addition, her
first book In This Our World was published in 1893; she finished writing Women and
Economics during this period as well. Furthermore, she became a journalistic advocate of
the radical Nationalist Party as well as world-renowned lecturer. At the same time,
Charlotte remained close to her ex-husband who had married her best friend Grace Ellery
Channing, a fact that gained her the disdain of the press, who also criticized her for

giving up the care of her daughter to the couple.

During her time in California, Gilman became extremely active in social reform,
particularly the suffrage movement. She also began to write prolifically, publishing
fifteen essays, numerous poems, and a novella in 1890. Gilman’s first volume of poems,
In This World, published in 1893, first brought her public recognition from a literary

perspective. Her book, Women and Economics (1898) won her international recognition.

After the death of her mother, Gilman returned to the East Coast. Before long, she was
married again to her cousin George Houghton Gilman. Here was a man supportive of her
career goals and willing to accept them. The two were married on June 11, 1900.
Continuance of her lecture tours and evidence of her prolific writing from this time
indicate that Houghton was very supportive and caring, which gave her the freedom she
needed to work. Consequently, during her second marriage, Gilman remained quite

productive as she began a magazine in 1909, The Forerunner, for which she was the sole
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writer. Gilman continued to write numerous works, including: The Home: Its Work and
Influence (1903), What Diantha Did (1910), The Crux (1911), Moving the Mountain
(1911), and the utopian text Herland (1915). In 1925, she finished her autobiography,
The Living of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, which was to be published after her death. In
addition, she continued to lecture, advocating the release of women from the economic

imprisonment that comes from the roles of unpaid wife and mother.

In 1934, Charles Houghton Gilman died and Gilman was living with a diagnosis of breast
cancer. On August 17, 1935, Gilman ended her life, covering her face with a rag soaked

in chloroform to avoid any further pain.

In her suicide note Gilman wrote, “I have preferred chloroform to cancer.”

*hkkkhhkkkihkhkkiikk

The Yellow Wallpaper is not Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s first or longest work but this
story is the most famous of her writings. As mentioned earlier, Gilman was suffering
from post-partum depression after her daughter’s birth in 1885. Her marriage was also
not what she hoped it to be. She was unhappy. Before marriage she was very productive,
writing stories and learning new things; afterwards she encountered exhaustion and
depression, felt sad and fretful. She sunk into severe depression and was unable to do any
work, let alone care for her child. She tried traveling, which lifted her spirits to some
extent but as soon as she was home with her husband and child, she sank into that
depression once again. Gilman consulted nervous diseases specialist Dr. Silas Weir

Mitchell for treatment during her unhappy marriage. Dr. Mitchell, who in his book Wear
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and Tear: Hints for the Overworked (1871), explained how young women could be
permanently damaged by over-education and advocated a cure of complete bed rest and
isolation (see ref no. 7) gave Gilman the same solution, the infamous ‘rest cure’. In the
October 1913 issue of “The Forerunner”, through an article titled Why | Wrote The
Yellow Wallpaper (see ref no. 1), Gilman very ironically explained what this so-called
“rest cure” did to her:

“[...] 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 | could see
over.”

Surviving this experience, Gilman felt an imminent urge to put her ordeal down to paper
and shape the path to The Yellow Wallpaper. This story, in the simplest of words, can be
stated as the journey of a young woman towards insanity with the help of her husband,
the doctor. This unnamed young woman just became a mother and was suffering from
post-partum depression, which in the book is described by her husband as “temporary
nervous depression--a slight hysterical tendency (p. 2)”. Her imagination is termed as
“false and foolish fancy (p. 12)”. Her suffering is soothed by her husband’s words such as
“blessed little goose (p. 10)” who imagines too many silly fancies! So, in the first two
pages she keeps questioning herself “What can one do? (p. 2)”. It seems there is indeed

no one to hear her out.
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The narrator, who starts out quite sane with the descriptions of the place where she is
supposed to ‘rest’ and be ‘cured’, soon finds herself vacillating between all sorts of
confusions and contradictions. In the end, she becomes consumed by insanity. A house-
wife, she has become a resident of a colonial mansion her husband has rented thinking
that, the air, the scenery and the exercise while taking rest would help cure her of her
ailment of “nervous condition” (p. 2). At this point, we see this woman is fairly balanced,
even if a bit depressed. She talks about the place, the house, the surrounding areas and
also her uneasiness about living in this place as she mentions that “there is something
queer” about this house. She talks about her daily routine and how her husband
“loves/cares” for her, a fact that could be easily termed as “colored belief” (Shumaker,
1985, p. 594), as we find out later. This is ironic because we most often than not find her
hesitant about her husband, she is never comfortable discussing her illness, fears, beliefs
with him. He is forever contradicting her and telling her to get rid of her “foolish
fancies”, or else, he warns her, would send her to Weir Mitchell (p. 8). At first she tries to

suppress her fancies but it became soon clear that he has no interest in her opinions.

She talks about her baby sometimes, but she never shows any outpouring of affection for

her child. At one point she says it makes her nervous to be with him (p. 5).

Gradually, she begins to focus on the wallpaper of the room although she starts with her
description of the room, something she had taken instant dislike of. And then was that
wallpaper, which in her opinion has committed “every artistic sin” (p. 4). She tells us the
color is “repellent, almost revolting; a smoldering unclean yellow...” (p. 4) Then we find

her studying the wallpaper whenever no one was around. It starts overwhelming her in
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every sense. Her husband, John, is not at home most of the time, since he has to visit his
patients. The only people around are the nurse Mary and her sister-in-law come caretaker
Jenny. Jenny is a female version of her brother who thinks all the writing is making her

sick. (p. 7)

John (or her brother or even Weir Mitchell) has the overbearing attitude of a typical
husband (or a male). He does not care much about his wife’s silly imagination and being
a doctor himself, not to mention an arrogant boor, he thinks she is doing perfectly fine. It
does not matter to him that she is always confined in that ugly room or that she thinks she
needs more stimulation, that it might do her some permanent damage. She wants to meet
relations but he will not let her. She wants to change to a different room but he sidetracks
her by telling her some clap-trap about moving to the cellar if that is what she wanted. To
John, his wife’s objection to the ugliness of the paper is “just a whim” (p. 5). He goes on
denying every single thing that should have come to him as some sort of concern about
his wife’s welfare; he never understand or simply chose to ignore them until the

inevitable finally happens.

Eventually, the narrator becomes more depressed and withdrawn, which led her to her
insistent inspection of the wallpaper. She says, “I cry at nothing, and | cry most of the
time” (p. 8). She starts seeing various things in the patterns. Sometimes it is just some
ugly pattern jeering at her, sometimes something that is “florid arabesque” (p. 12) or like
a cluster of fungus. She starts following the wallpaper day and night, narrating how it
looks different to her in the first ray of sunlight or in the cold moonlit night. She sees

various expressions in the wallpaper, all mocking her. She tells us it makes her mad with
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anger and she will not rest until she finds out all about this pattern. Then one day, she
starts seeing a woman (sometimes many) inside the patterns, who, it seems to her, is
locked behind the bars. Those patterns hold that woman inside. The narrator gets scared
and even pleads to John to take her away from that place but he, being the “husband”,

sidetracks her again by showing anger.

Then we find that her writing is getting more and more troubled and unstable, mostly
one-liners, which leads us to believe that she is coming closer and closer to a breakdown.
Her constant fight with all those confusions and contradictions along with the depression
gets the upper hand. She talks about the woman constantly, and also how she always has
to stay in her room and rest all the time! But she never really rests, therefore she watches
that “woman behind the bars”. The narrator admits that the woman creeps everywhere,
even outside but she herself would never resort to such a measure. She would never creep
outside where others could see her. She creeps on the floor inside her room and behind
locked doors! And she knows she has to free “the woman behind the bars,” for which she

has to destroy the wallpaper that keeps the woman barred inside.

The day they were supposed to leave the mansion, John finds his wife has locked herself
inside her room. As he unlocks the door, he finds her creeping on her hands and knees,
telling him, “I've got out at last, [...] in spite of you and Jane. And I've pulled off most of

the paper, so you can't put me back!” (p. 20)

John faints witnessing such horror!
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Gilman always lived in “an intense fantasy life” (Schwartz, 1989, p.11). She always
wanted to be right; at least she wished she could be so most of the time. This conflict of
“do’s” and “don’ts” is seen in her writing as well, especially in The Yellow Wallpaper.
The life of a Victorian woman was never an easy one. The lack of independence made it
impossible for them to exert their opinion, which was harmful for their state of being in
every possible way. We see this over and over again in the scenes between the narrator
and her husband’s relationship. Also, doctors like John or Weir Mitchell were always

present to make sure this way of life never changed.

Gilman’s power of imagination was stupendous. The descriptions, the sentence structure,
the whole atmosphere of the story can give anyone the chills. It does not help that she
assures readers in the aforementioned article titled Why |1 Wrote The Yellow Wallpaper
(see ref no. 1), that “It was not intended to drive people crazy, but to save people from
being driven crazy ...” and that it worked for her and maybe for some other unknown

women of society.

Gilman’s narration of the decline of the young woman into insanity has been praised by
many for its accuracy and symbolism. She masterfully used association and
foreshadowing and even humor here and there. The narrator’s attempt to read the
wallpaper’s pattern leads the readers to have a look into her dark psychological world and
her interpretation of “the woman behind bars” would surely change the readers’
interpretations of the same woman because he/she is also viewing the whole thing
through the narrator’s eyes. The windows became her symbol for freedom, all those

creeping women as herself. The patterns became “the bars” where the woman was
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locked, as the narrator’s mind staged her own state of being. The description of the room
is very detailed with the mention of *“smooch” on the wall, low down “near the
mopboard” or the bedstead that is “fairly gnawed”. If readers follow her narration
carefully, they will realize that these are done by the narrator herself, that afterwards she
has no recollections of her activities. In the end, the release of the “woman behind the
bars” alludes to her own disconnection from all duties of the world as a sane individual.
But if one looks back, foreshadowing is everywhere there in the story, not only in the
narrative of the wallpaper but also in the details of her everyday life in that mansion

(Shumaker, 1985: p. 595-596).

*khkhkkkhkkkkhkhik

Translation, nowadays, is not what it used to be in the earlier ages when it was seen as a
secondary, somewhat degrading job. It was considered as either something where one
was very faithful or very unfaithful. But now, translation is a medium which has its own

theories and studies.

Translation is not as easy as it seems. Today, it is about language and culture and many

things more.

“The study of translation, an interdisciplinary field known as Translation
Studies, has also developed enormously in the past twenty years. It
interfaces with a wide range of other disciplines from linguistics and
modern languages to Cultural Studies and postcolonialism.” (Hatim and
Munday, 2004, p. 17)
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While doing a translation, the translator has to be proficient in both the source language
(SL) and the target language (TL). There is no place for word-to-word or literal
translation. Translators must understand the nuances of both SL and TL and try to
demonstrate their mastery by accepting the differences in the languages, in their culture
and so on and so forth. One must consider how one should proceed, always remembering

to be in context because nothing can be translated out of context.

In the Translation Studies course, I’ve learned all these and more. | applied my
knowledge of that course while translating The Yellow Wallpaper from English to
Bangla, where English was the source text (ST) and Bangla as the target one (TT).
Earlier 1 explained why | wanted to translate this text into Bangla. To my knowledge
there is no Bangla translation of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s text, at least not The Yellow
Wallpaper; it was another reason why 1 selected this story. It was a challenge for me,
mostly because | have never before translated something so lengthy and also, because it
simply felt difficult to capture the atmosphere in Bangla while remembering Gilman’s
original text, to convert and compare words, selecting the ones that make sense in
Bangla. It was exhausting work. The translation of the paragraphs containing the
description of the wallpaper possibly was the hardest things in the entire story. |
remember sitting still and thinking what to do, my mind totally blank and maybe a little
depressed (if you read the text, you will understand that I mean!). | had to stop many a
times and start over. But it was very rewarding too, just because even though at first it

seemed so difficult, finishing the work gave me a sense of accomplishment.
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I tried my best to make it as readable as | could while trying to keep the essence of the
story alive. For that I took liberties of accommodating some paragraph as befits Bangla’s
context. | tried not to change Gilman’s exceptional prose style, the purpose of which was
to show the readers the process of the narrator going insane. | understood the importance

and kept it in mind while translating.

I borrowed words such as “depression”, “room”, “wallpaper”, “greenhouse”, “trip”,
“dear”, “darling” etc. from English, since I thought these words are already used in
Bangla. | also decided not to change the names of the characters. There were many
words/phrases | found quite tricky to translate into Bangla, a few such as: “florid
arabesque” or “debased Romanesque with delirium tremens” comes to mind. In those
cases, | first tried understanding the meaning of those words/phrases and then came up
with something in Bangla that completes or at least comes close to the English. My
supervisor reminded me more than once that readability of a translation is the key and |

tried my best.

I have learned many things while translating The Yellow Wallpaper. Now, not only have |
had an experience of translating a complete short story, | also have renewed appreciation
for the people who translates various works. | have learned new words and ways to deal
with difficult situations, some of which I mentioned in the previous paragraphs of this
introduction. This story had already won me over and given me a glimpse of the
brilliance of Charlotte Perkins Gilman. Now, if my translation tells even a little of what

the original story did to readers, | shall feel myself tremendously happy.
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