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“The Yellow Wallpaper” is a powerful narrative that delves into the complexities of the human mind

and the impact of societal expectations on mental health. Through the use of symbolism and imagery,

Gilman effectively portrays the protagonist’s descent into madness as she grapples with the

confinement and oppression imposed upon her by her husband and society. This essay will analyze

the symbolism and imagery in “The Yellow Wallpaper” and its profound impact on the protagonist’s

mental state.

The yellow wallpaper itself serves as a crucial symbol in the story, representing the protagonist’s

deteriorating mental state. Initially, the narrator describes the wallpaper as “dull enough to confuse

the eye in following, pronounced enough to constantly irritate and provoke study.” This description

mirrors the protagonist’s own internal turmoil, as she struggles to make sense of her surroundings

and experiences a growing sense of agitation and confusion. The yellow color of the wallpaper is also

significant, as it is often associated with sickness and decay. This symbolism foreshadows the

protagonist’s own descent into madness and the deterioration of her mental health as she becomes

increasingly fixated on the wallpaper.

The imagery of the wallpaper itself plays a pivotal role in shaping the protagonist’s mental state. As

she spends more time in the room, she becomes obsessed with the patterns and designs of the

wallpaper, seeing them as living entities. She describes the wallpaper as having “eyes” that seem to

follow her and a “broken neck” that she becomes fixated on. This imagery reflects the protagonist’s



growing sense of entrapment and confinement, as she begins to see herself mirrored in the

wallpaper’s patterns. The wallpaper becomes a physical manifestation of her own mental

imprisonment, exacerbating her feelings of isolation and despair.

Furthermore, the motif of the nursery room in which the protagonist is confined symbolizes the

infantilization and disempowerment of women in the 19th century. The protagonist’s husband, John,

treats her like a child, constantly patronizing and infantilizing her. The nursery room, with its barred

windows and childish decor, becomes a metaphor for the protagonist’s lack of agency and autonomy.

This oppressive environment contributes to her deteriorating mental state as she struggles to assert

her own identity and agency in the face of societal expectations.

The protagonist’s gradual obsession with the wallpaper mirrors her own internal struggle for

autonomy and agency. As she becomes increasingly fixated on the wallpaper, she begins to perceive

it as a symbol of her own entrapment and oppression. The creeping woman she sees within the

wallpaper represents her own suppressed desires and emotions, struggling to break free from the

confines of societal expectations. This imagery serves as a powerful metaphor for the protagonist’s

inner turmoil and the impact of patriarchal oppression on her mental well-being.

In conclusion, the symbolism and imagery in “The Yellow Wallpaper” play a crucial role in shaping the

protagonist’s mental state and illuminating the oppressive forces at play in her life. The yellow

wallpaper itself serves as a potent symbol of the protagonist’s deteriorating mental health, while the

nursery room and its decor reflect the infantilization and disempowerment of women in the 19th

century. Through these symbols and imagery, Gilman effectively conveys the protagonist’s internal

struggle for agency and autonomy, shedding light on the profound impact of societal expectations on

mental health. This story continues to resonate with readers today, serving as a poignant reminder of

the enduring relevance of its themes.
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