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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 liv-
ing 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, as-
sures 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  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.

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—Ilarge
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.
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THE YELLOW WALLPAPER

I even said so to John one moonlit evening, but he said what
I felt was a draft, 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 playroom 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 oth-
er side of the room low down. I never saw a worse paper in my life.
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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 sud-
denly commit suicide—plunge off at outrageous angles, destroy
themselves in unheard of contradictions.

The color is repellent, almost revolting: a smoldering, unclean
yellow, strangely faded by the slow-turning sunlight.

It is a dull, yet lurid orange in some places, a sickly sulphur
tint in others.

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!

12



INTRODUCTION

by the editor

The author of the following autobiography is personally known
to me, and her conversation and manners inspire me with confi-
dence. During the last seventeen years, she haslived the greater
part of the time with a distinguished family in New York, and
has so deported herself as to be highly esteemed by them. This
fact is sufficient, without further credentials of her character. I
believe those who know her will not be disposed to doubt her
veracity, though some incidents in her story are more romantic
than fiction.

At her request, I have revised her manuscript, but such
changes as I have made have been mainly for purposes of con-
densation and orderly arrangement. I have not added anything
to the incidents, or changed the import of her very pertinent re-
marks. With trifling exceptions, both the ideas and the language
are her own. I pruned excrescences a little, but otherwise I had
no reason for changing her lively and dramatic way of telling her
own story. The names of both persons and places are known to
me, but for good reasons I suppress them.

It will naturally excite surprise that a woman reared in
slavery should be able to write so well. But circumstances
will explain this. In the first place, nature endowed her with
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quick perceptions. Secondly, the mistress with whom she lived
till she was twelve years old was a kind, considerate friend who
taught her to read and spell. Thirdly, she was placed in favor-
able circumstances after she came to the North, having frequent
intercourse with intelligent persons who felt a friendly interest
in her welfare and were disposed to give her opportunities for
self-improvement.

I am well aware that many will accuse me of indecorum
for presenting these pages to the public, for the experiences
of this intelligent and much-injured woman belong to a class
which some call delicate subjects, and others indelicate. This
peculiar phase of slavery has generally been kept veiled, but
the public ought to be made acquainted with its monstrous
features, and I willingly take the responsibility of presenting
them with the veil withdrawn. I do this for the sake of my sis-
ters in bondage, who are suffering wrongs so foul that our ears
are too delicate to listen to them. I do it with the hope of arous-
ing conscientious and reflecting women in the North to a sense
of their duty in the exertion of moral influence on the question
of slavery, on all possible occasions. I do it with the hope that
every man who reads this narrative will swear solemnly before
God that, so far as he has power to prevent it, no fugitive from
slavery shall ever be sent back to suffer in that loathsome den
of corruption and cruelty.

—L. Maria Child
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THE NEwW MASTER
AND MISTRESS

o

DR. FLINT, A PHYSICIAN IN the neighborhood, had married the
sister of my mistress, and I was now the property of their little
daughter. It was not without murmuring that I prepared for
my new home, and what added to my unhappiness was the fact
that my brother William was purchased by the same family.
My father, by his nature, as well as by the habit of transacting
business as a skillful mechanic, had more of the feelings of a
freeman than is common among slaves. My brother was a spir-
ited boy, and being brought up under such influences he daily
detested the name of master and mistress. One day, when his
father and his mistress both happened to call him at the same
time, he hesitated between the two, being perplexed to know
which had the strongest claim upon his obedience. He finally
concluded to go to his mistress. When my father reproved him
for it, he said, “You both called me, and I didn’t know which I
ought to go to first.”
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THE NEW MASTER AND MISTRESS

“You are my child,” replied our father, “and when I call you,
you should come immediately, if you have to pass through fire
and water.”

Poor Willie! He was now to learn his first lesson of obedience
to a master. Grandmother tried to cheer us with hopeful words,
and they found an echo in the credulous hearts of youth.

When we entered our new home we encountered cold looks,
cold words, and cold treatment. We were glad when the night
came. On my narrow bed I moaned and wept, I felt so desolate
and alone.

I had been there nearly a year, when a dear little friend of
mine was buried. I heard her mother sob as the clods fell on
the coffin of her only child, and I turned away from the grave,
feeling thankful that I still had something left to love. I met my
grandmother, who said, “Come with me, Linda—" and from her
tone I knew that something sad had happened. She led me apart
from the people, and then said, “My child, your father is dead.”
Dead! How could I believe it? He had died so suddenly I had not
even heard that he was sick. I went home with my grandmother.
My heart rebelled against God, who had taken from me moth-
er, father, mistress, and friend. The good grandmother tried to
comfort me. “Who knows the ways of God?” said she. “Perhaps
they have been kindly taken from the evil days to come.” Years
afterward I often thought of this. She promised to be a mother
to her grandchildren so far as she might be permitted to do
so and, strengthened by her love, I returned to my master’s. I
thought I should be allowed to go to my father’s house the next
morning, but I was ordered to go for flowers, that my mistress’
house might be decorated for an evening party. I spent the day
gathering flowers and weaving them into festoons, while the
dead body of my father was lying within a mile of me. What
cared my owners for that? He was merely a piece of property.
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INCIDENTS IN THE LIFE OF A SLAVE GIRL

Moreover, they thought he had spoiled his children by teaching
them to feel that they were human beings. This was blasphe-
mous doctrine for a slave to teach—presumptuous in him, and
dangerous to the masters.

The next day I followed his remains to a humble grave beside
that of my dear mother. There were those who knew my father’s
worth, and respected his memory.

My home now seemed more dreary than ever. The laugh of
the little slave children sounded harsh and cruel. It was selfish
to feel so about the joy of others. My brother moved about with
a very grave face. I tried to comfort him by saying, “Take cour-
age, Willie; brighter days will come by and by.”

“You don’t know anything about it, Linda,” he replied. “We
shall have to stay here all our days; we shall never be free.”

I argued that we were growing older and stronger, and that
perhaps we might, before long, be allowed to hire our own time,
and then we could earn money to buy our freedom. William de-
clared this was much easier to say than to do; moreover, he did
not intend to buy his freedom. We held daily controversies upon
this subject.

Little attention was paid to the slaves’ meals in Dr. Flint’s
house. If they could catch a bit of food while it was going, well
and good. I gave myself no trouble on that score, for on my vari-
ous errands I passed my grandmother’s house, where there was
always something to spare for me. I was frequently threatened
with punishment if I stopped there, and my grandmother, to
avoid detaining me, often stood at the gate with something for
my breakfast or dinner. I was indebted to her for all my com-
forts, spiritual or temporal. It was her labor that supplied my
scanty wardrobe. I have a vivid recollection of the linsey-wool-
sey dress given me every winter by Mrs. Flint. How I hated it! It
was one of the badges of slavery.
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COLOPHON

The Yellow Wallpaper and Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl are
set in Chaparral Pro, at 11 points, with 14 points of lead. The
ornament featured below the chapter titles is from the Adobe
Garamond Pro typeface.

The book was set like this with the intention of seeming so-
phisticated, yet comfortable to read. Chaparral was chosen with
the hope that the stories would appear slightly less antiquated
than previously published versions. The cover typeface is Adobe
Caslon Pro, a beautiful font with a classical look that ties these
narratives to their beginnings.

The cover represents the themes of the two stories by em-
phasizing the anonymity that comes from a patriarchal society
subjecting woman to limited and persecutory roles in the world
around them. All their eyes are obscured by other objects, leav-
ing them without full control of their fate and place in the world.

The photographs on the cover are from the Museum of
Photographic Arts (bottom left) and the Library of Congress
(bottom right). They were originally taken in 1845 and between
1860 and 1870—close to the time the two works were written
and are set.
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