An extract from ‘Dear Charlotte’ by Amber Janowicz — a letter to Charlotte Perkins Gilman,
author of ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’

Dear Charlotte

You may not remember, but we first met in 1995 when | was a not particularly fresh-faced
university student, and you were teaching about the suffocating constraints of the denial of
female experience. You're ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’ was plastered about my women'’s studies
classroom as testament to the madness induced by the ‘rest cure’; the scratching and
creeping resonating its way into my psyche in ways | could never have anticipated.

I did not know it then, but your story was a premonition of the silencing of the cyclical
suffering that | would endure for the next thirty years. A silence that only now, after needless
agony, do | recognise as a continuation of the historical patriarchal oppression that
imprisoned you.

It was raining on the day | met you and her in that gilded cage, or maybe it wasn’t, but it
should have been. Though separated by a century, my quiet tears streamed for all three of
us. | had no children, was not married, was barely an adult, but | recognised those trapped
women instantly. The horror of that confinement, the madness that mirrored my own internal
struggle.

When | looked around the room, the reactions of my classmates suspended the emotional
outpouring. Uncomfortable sniggers, revulsion, confusion, and worse, pity. Pity for that
hapless woman. That broken weakened creature, made so by her biology, inherently female,
and automatically discredited, dismissed. Poor thing.

Privately, | cried thick tears like warm glue for the consequences of that madness, the
silencing and deprivation. Your story drove my silence deeper as | too looked for a way out,
never believing the deepest rhythm of my female being was the source of my agony. | never
rested. Rest became anathema to me, a surrender to the systems of oppression that needed
to be dismantled to free us all; not at all aligned with the spirit of feminist empowerment. |
was exhausted.

Like you, Charlotte, | became isolated, mine a self-imposed cage of fear and denial. And
where | could have been fierce, | mindlessly raged, where | could have been a warrior, |
became a prisoner. | didn’t know back then that | had PMDD, that | could not think my way
out of my suffering, that no matter how many layers | tore off in search of my sanity, every
cycle hung fresh sheets.



