from COMPOSING LISTENING (2011)
by Bill Dietz

While the tub fills, he sets up a small CD-player and looks for his most
recent bath mix. He tests the water occasionally, adjusts the volume on the
small CD-player. Not too loud. Making the already tinny sound even thin-
ner. It blends with the rush of the faucet. He strips, gets into the tub one
foot at a time, slowly lowering himself into the hot water. Easing the more
sensitive parts of his body in. The tracks on the CD are essentially static - in-
strumentals, soundtracks, lower tempo dance numbers. Often, he immerses
his head in the water, hears through it. The CD repeats. As the temperature
changes, he lets out water to make room for more hot. The hairs on his body
sway. His genitals float. He comes close to sleep. He adjusts his body to the
metal of the tub, listens with one ear submerged. The CD repeats. He ima-
gines, fantasizes, masturbates a bit. His fingers and toes prune. He washes
himself, leaving the water foamy. He stays in the tub as the water runs out,
feeling its light receding tug and his own weight returning. By the time hes
standing, he’s returned, forgotten listening.

THE YELLOW WALLPAPER (1898)

by Charlotte Perkins Gilman
proposed by Hilde Heynen

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 win-
dow 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 spe-
cial direction.

I have a schedule prescription
for each hour in the day; he takes
all care from me, and so I feel base-
ly ungrateful not to value it more.

He said we came here solely on
my account, that I was to have per-
fect rest and all the air I could get.
“Your exercise depends on your
strength, my dear, said he, “and
your food somewhat on your appe-
tite; 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 an 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 other side of
the room low down. I never saw a
worse paper in my life.

One of those sprawling flam-
boyant patterns committed every
artistic sin.

It is dull enough to confuse
the eye in following, pronounced
enough to constantly irritate and
provoke study, and when you fol-
low the lame uncertain curves for
a little distance they suddenly com-
mit suicide—plunge off at outra-
geous angles, destroy themselves in
unheard of contradictions.

The color is repellant, almost
revolting; a smouldering 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 hate it!



I should hate it myself if I had to
live in this room long.

I'm really getting quite fond of
the big room, all but that horrid
paper.

Out of one window I can see
the garden, those mysterious deep-
shaded arbors, the riotous old-
fashioned flowers, and bushes and
gnarly trees.

Out of another I get alovely view
of the bay and a little private wharf
belonging to the estate. There is a
beautiful shaded lane that runs
down there from the house. I al-
ways fancy I see people walking in
these numerous paths and arbors,
but John has cautioned me not
to give way to fancy in the least.
He says that with my imaginative
power and habit of story-making, a
nervous weakness like mine is sure
to lead to all manner of excited fan-
cies, and that I ought to use my will
and good sense to check the ten-
dency. So I try.

[...]

I wish I could get well faster. But
I must not think about that. This
paper looks to me as if it knew what
a vicious influence it had!

There is a recurrent spot where
the pattern lolls like a broken neck
and two bulbous eyes stare at you
upside down.

I get positively angry with the
impertinence of it and the everlast-
ingness. Up and down and side-
ways they crawl, and those absurd,
unblinking eyes are everywhere.
There is one place where two
breaths didn’t match, and the eyes
go all up and down the line, one a
little higher than the other.

I never saw so much expression
in an inanimate thing before, and
we all know how much expression
they have! I used to lie awake as a
child and get more entertainment
and terror out of blank walls and
plain furniture than most children
could find in a toy-store.

I remember what a kindly wink
the knobs our big, old bureau used
to have, and there was one chair
that always seemed like a strong
friend.

I used to feel that if any of the
other things looked too fierce I
could always hope into that chair
and be safe.

The furniture in this room is no
worse than inharmonious, howev-
er, for we had to bring it all from
downstairs. I suppose when this
was used as a playroom they had to
take the nursery things out and no

wonder! I never saw such ravages
as the children have made here.

This wall-paper, as I said before,
is torn off in spots, and it sticketh
closer than a brother—they must
have had perseverance as well as
hatred.

Then the floor is scratched and
gouged and splintered, the plaster
itself is dug out here and there, and
this great heavy bed which is all we
found in the room, looks as if it had
been through the wars.

I'm getting really fond of the
room in spite of the wallpaper. Per-
haps because of the wallpaper.

It dwells in my mind so!

I like here on this great im-
movable bed—it is nailed down, I
believe—and follow that pattern
about by the hour. It is as good as
gymnastics, I assure you. I start,
we'll say, at the bottom, down in the
corner over there where it has not
been touched, and I determine for
the thousandth time that I will fol-
low that pointless pattern to some
sort of conclusion.

I know a little of the principle of
design, and I know this thing was
not arranged on any laws of radia-
tion, or alteration, or repetition, or

symmetry, or anything else that I
ever heard of. :

It is repeated, of course by the
breadths, but not otherwise.

Looked at in one way each
breadth stands alone, the bloated
curves and flourishes—a kind of
“debased Romanesque” with delir-
ium tremens—go waddling up and
down in isolated columns of fatuity.

But, on the other hand, they
connect diagonally, and the sprawl-
ing outlines run off in great slant-
ing waves of optic horror, like a lot
of wallowing seaweeds in full chase.

The whole thing goes horizon-
tally, too, at least it seems so, and I
exhaust myself in trying to distin-
guish the order of its going in that
direction.

They have used a horizontal
breadth for a frieze, and that adds
wonderfully to the confusion.

There is one end of the room
where it is almost intact, and there,
when the crosslights fade and the
low sun shines directly upon it, I
can almost fancy radiation after
all — the interminable grotesque
seems to form around a common
centre and rush off in headlong
plunges of equal distraction.

It makes me tired to follow it. I
will take a nap I guess.

* * * * * * *



[...]

I never thought of it before, but
it is lucky that John kept me here
after all, I can stand it so much eas-
ier than a baby, you see.

Of course I never mention it to
them any more—I am too wise,—
but I keep watch of it all the same.

- There are things in that paper
that nobody knows but me, or ever
will.

Behind that outside pattern the
dim shapes get clearer every day. It
is always the same shape, only very
numerous. And it is like a woman
stooping down and creeping about
behind the pattern. I don't like it a
bit. I wonder — I begin to think —
I wish John would take me away
from here!

* * * * * * *

£l

On a pattern like this, by day-
light, there is a lack of sequence, a
defiance of law, that is a constant ir-
ritant to a normal mind.

The color is hideous enough,
and unreliable enough, and infu-
riating enough, but the pattern is
torturing.

You think you have mastered it,
but just as you get well underway
in following, it turns a back-somer-

sault and there you are. It slaps you
in the face, knocks you down, and
tramples upon you. It is like a bad
dream.

The outside pattern is a florid
arabesque, reminding one of a fun-
gus. If you can imagine a toadstool
in joins, an interminable string of
toadstools, budding and sprouting
in endless convolutions—why, that
is something like it.

That is, sometimes!

There is one marked peculiarity
about this paper, a thing nobody
seems to notice but myself, and
that is that it changes as the light
changes.

When the sun shoots in through
the east window — I always watch
for that first long, straight ray — it
changes so quickly that I never can
quite believe it.

That is why I watch it always.

By moonlight — the moon
shines in all night when there is a
moon — I wouldn’t know it was the
same paper.

At night in any kind of light,
in twilight, candlelight, lamplight,
and worst of all by moonlight, it
becomes bars! The outside pattern
I mean, and the woman behind it is
as plain as can be.

I didn't realize for a long time
what the thing was that showed
behind, that dim sub-pattern, but

now I am quite sure it is a woman.

By daylight she is subdued,
quite. I fancy it is the pattern that
keeps her so still. It is so puzzling. It
keeps me quiet by the hour.

I lie down ever so much now.
John says it is good for me, and to
sleep all I can.

Indeed he started the habit by
making me lie down for an hour
after each meal.

It is a very bad habit I am con-
vinced for you see I don't sleep.

And that cultivates deceit, for I
don't tell them I'm awake — O no!

The fact is I am getting a little
afraid of John.

He seems very queer sometimes
and even Jennie [sister of John/
caretaker] has an inexplicable look.

It strikes me occasionally, just as
a scientific hypothesis, — that per-
haps it is the paper!

I have watched John when he
did not know I was looking, and
come into the room suddenly on
the most innocent excuses, and I've
caught him several times looking at
the paper! And Jennie too. I caught
Jennie with her hand on it once.

She didn't know I was in the
room and when I asker her in a
quiet, a very quiet voice, with the
most restrained manner possible,
what she was doing with the paper
— she turned around as if she had

been caught stealing, and looked
quite angry — asked me why I
should frighten her so!

Then she said that the paper
stained everything it touched, that
she had found yellow smooches on
all my clothes and John’s, and she
wished we would be more careful!

Did not that sound innocent?
But I know she was studying that
pattern, and I am determined that
nobody shall find it out but myself!

* * * * * * *



