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The Story Of My Life By
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Sketch Of Gilman

Introduction: The Unsung Educator
in Helen Keller’s Journey

Helen  Keller’s  autobiography,  The  Story  of  My
Life, is a remarkable testament to human resilience,
the  power  of  language,  and  the  transformative
impact of dedicated mentors. While the world rightly
celebrates the miraculous bond between Helen and
her  teacher,  Anne  Sullivan,  the  narrative  is  also
enriched by several other influential figures. Among
them, Mr. Arthur Gilman stands out as a complex,
dedicated,  and  somewhat  controversial  character.
He was the principal of the Cambridge School for
Young  Ladies,  where  Helen  prepared  for  her
entrance  examinations  to  Radcliffe  College.  A  deep
character sketch of Gilman reveals not just a strict
educator  but  a  man  deeply  invested  in  Helen’s
intellectual growth, albeit one whose methods and
decisions eventually led to a painful but necessary
parting of ways. Understanding Gilman is essential
to  appreciating  the  full  tapestry  of  Helen’s  early



education,  a  journey  filled  with  hope,  conflict,  and
ult imate  tr iumph.  This  art ic le  provides  a
comprehensive, natural-flowing character analysis of
Mr. Gilman, exploring his traits, his relationship with
Helen and Miss Sullivan, and his lasting legacy in
The Story of My Life By Helen Keller.

Who Was Mr. Arthur Gilman?

To understand the character sketch of Gilman, one
must  first  know his  background.  Arthur  Gilman was
the founder and principal of the Cambridge School
for  Young  Ladies,  a  prestigious  institution  in
Massachusetts in the late 19th century. He was an
educator  of  high  repute,  known  for  his  rigorous
academic standards and his personal investment in
his students. When Helen Keller, already a famous
deaf-blind child prodigy, decided to pursue a college
education  at  Radcliffe,  the  challenge  was
monumental.  She  needed  to  pass  the  same
entrance  examinations  as  sighted  and  hearing
students. Mr. Gilman agreed to take her on, offering
her a place in his school to study alongside other
young women. This decision itself speaks volumes
about  his  progressive  vision  and  willingness  to
embrace a seemingly impossible educational task.

Gilman’s Initial Role in Helen’s
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Education

Initially, Mr. Gilman was a welcome ally. He was not
merely  an  administrator;  he  was  an  active
participant in Helen’s daily studies. He taught her
classes  in  English  literature,  history,  and  Latin.
Helen describes him in The Story of My Life By
Helen Keller as a man who “conducted the school
with  rare  tact  and  efficiency.”  He  was  deeply
knowledgeable and took great care to ensure that
the  curriculum  was  adapted  to  Helen’s  unique
needs—using a manual alphabet and having books
embossed in Braille or dictated orally. For a time,
this  arrangement  worked  beautifully.  Helen’s
academic progress soared, and she felt a genuine
sense  of  belonging  in  a  mainstream  educational
environment.

Character Traits of Mr. Gilman: A
Portrait of Complexity

Drawing  a  character  sketch  of  Gilman  requires
balancing  his  positive  attributes  with  his  human
flaws. He was not a one-dimensional figure. Instead,
he  emerges  as  a  man  of  strong  convictions,
immense  dedication,  and,  ultimately,  a  certain
paternalistic  stubbornness  that  created  friction.



Dedicated and Patient Educator

One of the most prominent traits in the character
sketch of Gilman is his extraordinary dedication and
patience. Teaching a deaf-blind student in a regular
classroom  in  the  1890s  was  an  unprecedented
challenge. Gilman took it upon himself to learn the
manual alphabet,  to read aloud with exaggerated
clarity  so  that  Helen  could  read  his  lips,  and  to
prepare all  his notes in accessible formats. Helen
notes that he had “an inexhaustible fund of patience
and skill.” He would often spend extra hours after
class  helping  her  understand  complex  concepts,
never showing irritation. This level of commitment
reflects a man who genuinely cared for his students'
intellectual well-being, not just their performance in
exams.

Strict and High Standards

Gilman  was  a  traditionalist  in  many  ways.  He
believed  in  discipline  and  rigorous  academic
standards.  He  did  not  lower  the  bar  for  Helen;
instead,  he  insisted  that  she  meet  the  same
requirements as everyone else. This strictness was
both a blessing and a source of tension. On the one
hand,  it  pushed  Helen  to  achieve  what  many
thought  impossible.  On  the  other  hand,  it  put
immense pressure on her health. Gilman believed
that hard work and perseverance would overcome
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any physical limitation. In his character sketch, we
see  a  man  who  values  effort  and  resilience  above
all. He would not accept excuses, and he expected
perfection. This trait, while admirable in one sense,
led to conflict when he started to believe that Helen
was being overworked by Anne Sullivan.

Highly Intelligent and Resourceful

Gilman was not just a kind-hearted teacher; he was
also highly intelligent and resourceful. He had to be,
to guide a student like Helen. He devised innovative
teaching methods, such as using a series of raised
maps and diagrams for geography and history. He
also  arranged  for  special  tutors  in  Greek  and
mathematics. His intellectual agility allowed him to
find  creative  solutions  to  everyday  educational
obstacles. For example, when Helen could not see
the blackboard,  Gilman would write notes on her
palm or have a sighted classmate relay questions.
This  resourcefulness  is  a  key  element  in  the
character sketch of Gilman in The Story of My
Life By Helen Keller.  He was not content to let
difficulties  stop  progress;  instead,  he  looked  for
ways  around  them.

Paternalistic and Overprotective

However,  and  crucially,  Gilman’s  character  also
contained a strong paternalistic streak. He began to
see  himself  not  just  as  an  educator  but  as  a



guardian figure who knew what was best for Helen,
perhaps better than even her beloved teacher, Anne
Sullivan. This is where the conflict arose. As Helen’s
health  began  to  suffer  under  the  strain  of  studying
for  the  entrance  exams—she  experienced  eye
strain,  headaches,  and  exhaustion—Gilman  grew
alarmed. He believed that the pace was too intense,
and he started to insist that Helen reduce her course
load and take longer to prepare for college. He felt
that Anne Sullivan, driven by her own ambition for
her  pupil,  was  pushing  Helen  too  hard.  This
protective instinct, born of genuine concern, turned
into a power struggle. Gilman’s overprotectiveness
clashed  with  Anne’s  fierce  advocacy  for  Helen’s
independence  and  her  belief  that  Helen  could
achieve anything if given the chance to try.

The Conflict: Gilman vs. Anne
Sullivan

The  most  dramatic  episodes  in  the  character
sketch  o f  G i lman  r evo l ve  a round  h i s
disagreements  with  Anne  Sullivan.  Initially,  they
worked closely  as  a  team. But  as  Helen’s  health
declined, the partnership soured. Gilman began to
write letters to Helen’s mother, expressing his fears
that the intense study schedule was dangerous. He
even  suggested  that  Helen  should  leave  the
Cambridge  School  and  take  a  year  off.  Anne
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Sullivan, on the other hand, felt  that Gilman was
underestimating  Helen’s  abilities  and  that  his
overprotectiveness  was  robbing  Helen  of  her
determination. The situation escalated when Gilman,
without  consulting  Anne  or  Helen’s  mother,  took
charge of Helen’s academic schedule and reduced
her workload. He believed he was acting in Helen’s
best  interest,  but  his  unilateral  action  created  a
deep rift.

A Clash of Educational Philosophies

The  conflict  between  Gilman  and  Sullivan  was  not
just  a  personal  one;  it  represented  a  clash  of
educational  philosophies.  Gilman  represented  the
traditional view: the teacher guides, protects, and
sets a safe, steady pace. Anne Sullivan represented
a  more  progressive,  individualized  approach:  the
student’s potential should not be limited by caution,
and  the  teacher  should  empower  the  student  to
push  boundaries.  In  The  Story  of  My  Life  By
Helen Keller, Helen recounts these events with a
mix of gratitude for Gilman’s concern and hurt over
the resulting separation. She writes that she “owed
much” to Gilman, but that the “curriculum was too
heavy” and that he “feared I should break down.”
This  delicate  balance  of  appreciation  and
disappointment is central to the character sketch of
Gilman.



The Parting of Ways

The situation came to a head when Anne Sullivan
left  the Cambridge School temporarily because of
her  own  health.  Gilman  took  advantage  of  her
absence and,  in  a  move that  Helen describes as
“very painful,” he assumed full  control  of Helen’s
education.  Letters  were written,  accusations were
made, and ultimately, Helen’s mother removed her
from the  school.  This  was  a  devastating  turn  of
events  for  Helen,  who  had  to  continue  her
preparations privately with a tutor.  The departure
was bittersweet: she respected Gilman deeply, yet
she felt that he had not trusted her enough to know
her own limits. In the character sketch of Gilman,
this  episode reveals  a  flaw—an inability  to  see that
his well-intentioned protectiveness could be a form
of  limitation.  He  underestimated  Helen’s  inner
strength  and  her  partnership  with  Anne.

Lessons from the Character Sketch
of Gilman

Mr. Gilman is not a villain in Helen’s story. He is a
profoundly  human character,  and his  role  in  The
Story  of  My  Life  By  Helen  Keller  offers  several
valuable lessons. First, it teaches us that even the
most  dedicated  and  intelligent  educators  can  err
when  they  overstep  the  boundaries  between
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guidance  and  control.  Gilman’s  actions  were
motivated by love and concern, but they lacked the
humility to trust the student’s own judgment and
the  partnership  she  had  built  with  her  primary
teacher. Second, his character reminds us that the
path to success is rarely a straight line. Helen had to
navigate  not  only  the  difficulties  of  her  disabilities
but  also  the  wel l -meaning  but  misguided
interventions  of  those  around  her.

The Complexity of Support

Gilman genuinely wanted to help Helen succeed. His
reputation  was  on  the  line,  and  he  invested
enormous  time  and  resources.  But  his  character
sketch shows that support can sometimes become
suffocating  if  it  isn’t  offered  alongside  respect  for
the  individual’s  agency.  For  modern  readers,
particularly educators and parents, Gilman serves as
a cautionary example: how do we support someone
without taking over their journey? How do we listen
to  the  person  at  the  center  of  the  story?  Helen
herself  handled  the  situation  with  remarkable
maturity, choosing not to speak ill of Gilman in her
autobiography. She acknowledges his contributions
honestly  while  also  stating  the  facts  of  their
disagreement. This adds depth to her own character
and highlights Gilman’s complexity.



Gilman’s Positive Legacy

Despite  the  conflict,  Gilman’s  positive  contributions
cannot be erased. He gave Helen her first taste of a
mainstream  school  experience,  surrounded  by
hearing and sighted peers. He proved that a deaf-
blind  student  could  handle  a  rigorous  college-
preparatory curriculum. The foundation he laid  in
literature, history, and languages was essential to
her  later  success  at  Radcliffe.  Moreover,  his  very
presence  in  the  story  enriches  it,  showing  that
Helen’s life was not a seamless fairytale but a real
struggle involving real people with clashing virtues.
The character sketch of Gilman in The Story of My
Life  By  Helen  Keller  is  incomplete  without
recognizing that he, too, was a pioneer in inclusive
education, albeit with a traditional mindset.

Key Traits Summarized

To  better  understand  the  character  sketch  of
Gilman, here are his core attributes as depicted in
Helen’s narrative:

Patient and Dedicated: Willing to invest
extraordinary time and effort in a single
student.
Intellectually Rigorous: Held high standards
and refused to compromise academic
excellence.
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Innovative: Developed unique teaching
methods for a deaf-blind student.
Paternalistic: Assumed a parental role that
clashed with Anne Sullivan’s authority.
Overprotective: Prioritized Helen’s physical
health over her desire to push boundaries.
Respected Authority: Was a respected
figure in education, but his own authority was
challenged.
Humanly Flawed: Made decisions based on
fear rather than trust in Helen’s resilience.

These traits paint a picture of a man who was both a
benefactor  and  a  source  of  friction—a  realistic,
three-dimensional character.

Conclusion: Gilman’s Place in Helen
Keller’s Story

In conclusion, the


