
M I C H A E L  T R I N A S T I C ’ S  T H E  Y E L L O W  W A L L P A P E R

ON THE YELLOW WALLPAPER

In  any  tragedy,  the  causes  of  the  protagonist's  downfall  are  twofold:  the
ineradicable  elements  of  her  character  (the  internal  causes,  often  called  the  “tragic
flaw”)  and  the  unyielding  structures  of  her  world  (the  external  causes).  It  is  the
interaction  of  these  internal  and  external  causes  that  drives  the  protagonist  to  her
inevitable fate.

In  The  Yellow  Wallpaper,  however,  even  the  external  causes  appear  largely  as
forces within the Narrator's psyche, since the narrative revolves around affective states
and mental processes rather than events in the external world. Because of this focus on
its protagonist's subjectivity and isolation, the requirements of the work's performance
are rather flexible;  it  can be staged as a conventional opera, performed as a concert
work, or even be presented in a cabaret setting. Whatever the staging, however,  the
narrative rests upon the growing internal conflict between the Narrator's irrepressible
desire to imagine and create and her loyalty to a society which adamantly denies the
fulfillment of that desire.

This  conflict  manifests  as  a  cycle  of  four  affective  states  which  appears  in
miniature near the beginning of Scene One. While the Narrator starts innocently enough
by observing the house (mm. 29-34), she soon imagines that it could be haunted (m. 35).
This fantasy immediately conflicts with the thought that John would laugh at her fears
(m. 36), so she  acquiesces to his influence, dismissing her misgivings and  observing the
garden instead (mm. 38-43)—which begins a new iteration of the cycle.

As Fig. 1 illustrates, this cycle continues throughout the opera over longer spans
of  time.  Because  the  Narrator's  loyalty  to  John  always  stymies  her  imaginative
speculations, the end of the cycle leaves her right back where she started—sitting alone
in  her  room  observing  her  surroundings—thus  beginning  the  process  again  and
creating a vicious circle. Each iteration further represses the Narrator's desire to write,
drawing her imagination increasingly towards the wallpaper and its patterns.

LEITMOTIFS

A series of leitmotifs (Fig. 2) help to musically articulate the psychological cycle
described above.  Although these signifiers do not correspond in a rigid, one-to-one
manner with the four phases of the cycle, most of them are closely associated with the
affective states of the cycle.
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 However,  two leitmotifs  appear  in  the introduction before  the  psychological
cycle begins.  The opening five measures  present  the  Wallpaper  Theme,  named for its
prominent reappearance when the Narrator first encounters the wallpaper (mm. 165-
179). Its presence at the beginning serves as foreshadowing of that fateful moment. The
Narrator's first entrance  (m. 9) presents the Alone leitmotif, which is characterized by its
opening 015 trichord (C-sharp/D/A). Representing the Narrator's isolation, it reappears
prominently in the lament which constitutes the first half of Scene Two.

The  Narrator's  next  entrance  (m.  29),  which  begins  the  psychological  cycle
proper, introduces the Beautiful leitmotiv. It is readily identifiable by its descent through
an 027 trichord followed by an ascent through an 0246 tetrachord. Representing the
Narrator's attempts to put on a good face and describe the beauty of her surroundings,
it recurs at each of the recapitulatory moments when the cycle returns to its  observing
phase: her description of the garden (mm. 38-41, in the bass), her description of the
house and her room (mm. 132-35), her discovery of the wallpaper (mm. 172-75), the
beginning  of  her  second  encounter  with  the  wallpaper  (mm.  421-426),  and  the
beginning of Scene Three (mm. 620-31 as well as mm. 658-665).

Above the initial statement of the  Beautiful leitmotiv, the orchestra presents the
Proper leitmotif (mm. 27-35). Its persistent duple feel (contrasting with the underlying
triple meter) and its regular, balanced phrases represent the Narrator's attempts to be
“proper” by following John's orders;  thus, it  reappears in an extended mensuration
canon as she repeats John's admonitions in an effort to reassure herself (mm. 102-13). As
the Narrator's condition worsens this leitmotif's repetitiveness seems less expressive of
stability and more a sign of obsession.

 The  Haunted  leitmotif  occurs  when  the  Narrator  feels  uneasy  about  her
environment, first appearing when she imagines the house could be haunted (mm. 35-
37). Characterized by its contrary motion and three-against-four rhythm, this leitmotif is
not associated with any one particular set-class. Rather, in each occurrence it presents
two different set-classes (one in quarter notes and one in quadruplets), each of which is
sequenced so as to encompass the aggregate (which process is detailed below in the
discussion of twelve-tone tessellations). Notable recurrences of this leitmotif include the
moment in which the Narrator is disturbed by the bars on the windows (mm. 139-49).

Finally, the Strive leitmotif (mm. 65-67), with its bold ascending fourth leaps to a
dramatic  appoggiatura,  initially  represents  the  Narrator's  desire  to  write.  As  she
represses this desire, however, Strive becomes increasingly associated with her attempts
to understand the wallpaper's pattern (mm. 437-38 and mm. 718-21, for example).

MUSICAL LAYERS, POLYRHYTHMS, AND TEMPO BANDS

Because the leitmotifs are diatonic melodies (with the sole exception of Haunted,
which is more of a texture), they can be layered contrapuntally so that each is in its own



key. A clear example of this polytonality (which occurs  throughout the opera) is the
beginning  of  the  Narrator's  first  encounter  with  the  wallpaper,  in  which  she  sings
Beautiful in A major below the celesta tinkling out the Wallpaper Theme in C major (mm.



172-75).  Enhancing  this  registral  stratification  is  the  polyrhythmic  combination  of
Beautiful's quarter notes against the Wallpaper Theme's dotted quarters. 
 Moreover, this 3:2 ratio (quarters to dotted quarters) is the basis of many tempo
relationships and polyrhythms throughout the piece. By repeatedly multiplying a base
tempo of 64 beats per minute by 3/2, a series of new tempi can be created: 96, 144, 216,
and 324 (Fig. 3, top row). Then each of these tempi serves as the basis of a band of tempi
related  by  a  ratio  of  2:1  (Fig.  3,  vertical  columns).  In  deference  to  the  standard
metronome markings, the actual tempo markings in the opera often deviate slightly
from those in the table (i. e., 63 bpm rather than 64; 80 or 84 rather than 81); nonetheless,
these  3:2  relationships  are quite  audible  in  the work's  frequent  metric  modulations,
which usually convert  quarter notes to quarter-note triplets;  quarter notes to  dotted
quarter notes; or multiples thereof.

Figure 3: Tempo Bands in The Yellow Wallpaper based on 3:2 and 2:1 ratios

Band 1 Band 2 Band 3 Band 4 Band 5

64 bpm 96 bpm 144  bpm 216  bpm 324  bpm

48 bpm 72  bpm 108  bpm 162  bpm

54  bpm 81  bpm

While there is never more than one notated tempo at a time, polyrhythms often
create the effect  of multiple simultaneous tempi.  In addition to the 3:2 polyrhythms
mentioned  above,  the  opera  often  employs  9:8  polyrhythms  (9/8  =  3/2  *  3/2  *  1/2).
Sometimes these are notated as dotted quarter notes against half-note triplets (mm. 438-
43); other times they are notated as a harmonic rhythm of eight eighth notes against one
of nine eighth notes (mm. 573-632).

VISUAL IMAGERY MAPPED ONTO MUSICAL IMAGERY

It is no accident that this latter extended 9:8 polyrhythmic passage (spanning the
entirety of Interlude 2 and the beginning of Scene 3) occurs just after the Narrator says,
“. .  .  I  lay there for hours trying to determine if the front and back patterns moved
together or separately.” Indeed, these superimposed rhythmic (and harmonic) layers are
evocative of the multiple layers she distinguishes in the wallpaper.

This is but one of the various ways in which the visual images from  Charlotte
Perkins  Gilman's  short  story  inform the  musical  language  of  the  opera. In  another
instance  of  visual  imagery  mapped  onto  musical  imagery,  the  Narrator's  obsessive
examination of the wallpaper corresponds to a gradual decrease in harmonic rhythm;
the visual act of “zooming in” to discover ever smaller details of the same pattern finds
a musical analogue in the prolongation of bass notes while the upper voices continue



their  repetitive  arabesques.  Sometimes  this  zooming  in  occurs  through  a  literal
ritardando which is extended through 2:1 metric modulations (mm. 102-13 and mm. 555-
68). A rather more flexible example of this decelerating harmonic rhythm occurs as the
Narrator grapples with the wallpaper's pattern during the passacaglia in Scene Two
(mm. 414-37).  The repeating twelve-tone bass  line  initially  appears  in  quarter  notes
(mm. 414-18), but by the end of the section (mm. 516-21), each bass note lingers for two
whole measures. Now, built upon each bass note is an “acoustic sonority” which, by
encompassing all twelve pitch-classes vertically in its harmonic series, precludes any
sense of harmonic motion. The stasis thus created expresses the Narrator's inability to
escape from the pattern as she sings “. . . I cannot tear my eyes away.”

One final example of visual imagery inspiring musical patterns is the structure of
wallpaper designs themselves. Mathematically, there are precisely seventeen ways of
tiling the two dimensional plane; in abstract algebra these different types of symmetry
are known as the “wallpaper groups.” Vivid examples of these structures can be found
in the work of  M.  C.  Escher as  well  as  the patterns  of  Islamic art.  Musically,  these
wallpaper groups correspond to symmetrical  partitionings of twelve-tone pitch-class
space; certain pitch-class sets can serve as basic tiles which, through carefully chosen
transpositions and inversions, will  tessellate the entirety of pc space without any pc
duplication, just as Escher's birds and fishes interlock to cover the plane without any
overlap.

In the opera, these tilings are intrinsic to the Haunted leitmotif described above. In
its first appearance (mm. 35-37), the flute's melody tessellates pc space via successive
transpositions  of  an  027   trichord by  interval-3  (B/A/E,  G-sharp/F-sharp/C-sharp,  E-
sharp/D-sharp/A-sharp, D/C/G) while the cello, contrabass, and clarinet simultaneously
present  another  tessellation  transposing  0257  by  interval-4  (E/B/D/A,  G-sharp/D-
sharp/F-sharp/C-sharp,  B-sharp/F-double-sharp/A-sharp/E-sharp).  The  shifting
harmonic  tiles  of  Haunted  distinguish  it  from  the  clearly  tonal  passages  which
immediately precede and follow it (mm. 29-34 and mm. 38-43, respectively).

While at the beginning of the drama this stark contrast between tonal and twelve-
tone music creates the effect of two separate worlds, in Scene Three the tonal world is
“infected” with the wallpaper patterns, whose tessellations now reharmonize the tonal
melodies  from Scene One.  For  example,  the  largely  B-major  melody which  initially
occurs  as  the Narrator  happily  imagines  people walking in  the garden (mm. 58-61)
reappears  when the  Narrator  hallucinates  wallpaper  women creeping  outside  (mm.
747-51)—now reharmonized, however, by a tessellation of 015. This blending of tonal
and twelve-tone materials expresses the Narrator's dwindling ability to distinguish the
real from the imaginary.

—Michael Trinastic
Durham, NC, November, 2011


