Charlotte Perkins Gilman: 1860-1935

Descendant of Beecher Family (Harriet Beecher Stowe, Henry Ward, Lyman)

Born in Hartford, CT.  Father deserts family shortly after her birth; tries to maintain a relationship with him, but all she gets is the occasional letter and lists of books to read.  Her mother withheld all physical expressions of affection to prepare for later disillusionments in life.  She is described as a lonely, with a painful childhood.

Between 1880 and 1884, she supported herself as a governess, art teacher, and designer of greeting cards.  Becomes increasingly aware of injustices against women.

In 1884, she marries Charles Stetson, a promising young artist.  She enters marriage reluctantly, is pregnant within weeks.  Gives birth to daughter Katherine.  Afterwards she is despondent, depressed.  

Goes to Dr. S. Weir Mitchell, a leading neurologist in treatment of nervous disorders.  He advises total rest and limited intellectual activity.  The treatment drove her to the brink of madness.  (See “Why I Wrote the Yellow Wall-paper”)

“I was put to bed and kept there. I was fed, bathed, rubbed, and responded with the vigorous body of twenty-six.  As far as he could see there was nothing the matter with me, so after a month of this agreeable treatment he sent me home, with this prescription: 

‘Live as domestic a life as possible. Have your child with you all the time.’ (Be it remarked that if I did but dress the baby it left me shaking and crying – certainly far from a healthy companionship for her, to say nothing of the effect on me.) ‘Lie down an hour after each meal. Have but two hours’ intellectual life a day.  And never touch pen, brush, or pencil as long as you live’” (from Living 96).
1888: separates from husband.  Moves to California with daughter.  1892: Granted a divorce.  Her husband marries her best friend soon after, and Gilman sends her daughter to live with them, gaining her much publicity and hostile criticism.  She felt the need to work on her career as a writer.

1898: Women and Economics, a sort of feminist manifesto that argues women’s financial dependence on men stunts their growth and indeed, the growth of the human race.  Women had been taken over for motherhood and needed to become more well-rounded (ideas like communal  nurseries).  The home is a prison, not a shelter.  

Utopian Novels: Moving the Mountain (1911), Herland (1915), With Her in Ourland (1916)

1900: Marries George Houghton Gilman, her first cousin, after a long courtship. They live quite happily together until he dies suddenly in 1934.  Lived with her daughter until her death (at her own hand) in 1935 (she is suffering with breast cancer).
