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Mental Illness in "The Yellow Wallpaper" and "The Tell-Tale Heart" 

On the surface, "The Yellow Wallpaper" by Charlotte Perkins Gilman and "The Tell-Tale 

Heart" by Edgar Allan Poe are drastically different stories, yet a closer look reveals their 

similarities. "The Yellow Wallpaper" is about a Victorian-era woman ordered to rest due to 

"hysteria." During her period of rest, she is often alone, and she becomes obsessed with the 

yellow wallpaper on the walls of the room, believing that she sees a woman in the wallpaper. On 

the other hand, in "The Tell-Tale Heart," the main character becomes obsessed with the eye of 

his elderly roommate and decides to kill the man so that he no longer has to see it. However, he 

imagines that he can hear the old man's heartbeat even after his death and ultimately confesses to 

his crime. "The Yellow Wallpaper" and "The Tell-Tale Heart" share the theme of mental illness; 

however, in "The Yellow Wallpaper," mental illness is exacerbated by isolation, while in "The 

Tell-Tale Heart," mental illness is exacerbated by guilt.  

 The main characters in both stories suffer from mental illness. The woman in "The 

Yellow Wallpaper" says, "I cry at nothing, and cry most of the time" (Gilman). This suggests 

that the mental illness that she is suffering from is depression. As her life is restricted, readers 

begin to see other signs of mental illness; for example, she becomes convinced that there is a 

woman trapped in the yellow wallpaper, and she begins removing the wallpaper in an attempt to 

free her. Additionally, mental illness is also seen in the main character of "The Tell-Tale Heart." 

His madness becomes apparent when he describes his dislike for the old man's eye and his 
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decision to take the man's life because of it. "Whenever it fell upon me, my blood ran cold; and 

so by degrees — very gradually — I made up my mind to take the life of the old man, and thus 

rid myself of the eye forever" (Poe). He describes how he can hear the old man's heart beating as 

he plots his demise. After the murder is carried out, the sound of the heartbeat continues and 

intensifies, further indicating the character's madness. Although both main characters suffer from 

mental illness, they each have a different factor that makes their condition worse.  

 In "The Yellow Wallpaper," the woman's mental illness is exacerbated by isolation, while 

in "The Tell-Tale Heart," the man's mental illness is exacerbated by guilt. In "The Yellow 

Wallpaper," the woman says, "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" (Gilman). After 

spending a great deal of time alone, the woman starts seeing a woman in the wallpaper. This is 

significant because seeing things that aren't there isn't something that normally occurs with 

depression, but the woman's isolation has pushed her to a breaking point. On the other hand, in 

"The Tell-Tale Heart," the man's mental illness worsens after the murder due to his guilt. "They 

heard! — they suspected! — they knew! — they were making a mockery of my horror! — this I 

thought, and this I think" (Poe). In this quote, the man is convinced that the visiting police 

officers can hear the beating heart too and that they know about what he has done.  

 In conclusion, "The Yellow Wallpaper" and "The Tell-Tale Heart" illustrate how mental 

illness can be worsened by factors such as isolation and guilt. Although one of the characters is 

an innocent victim while the other is a cold-blooded murderer, they have more in common than 

first meets the eye. The characters' struggles with depression and madness are something readers 

should learn from. Despite the age of these stories, their theme of mental illness is still relevant 

in our society today. Mental illness can affect anyone regardless of age, gender, or social class. 
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Readers would be wise to consider what factors in their lives have the power to affect their own 

mental health.  
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