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F e w  n o v e l s  h a v e
stirred  up  as  much
controversy,  intrigue,
a n d  e n d u r i n g
fascination  as  V.C.
Andrews’s  Flowers  in
t h e  A t t i c .  F i r s t
published in 1979, this
Gothic  family  saga
shocked  readers  with
i ts  dark  themes  of
abuse,  betrayal,  and
forbidden love,  all  set

a g a i n s t  t h e
c l a u s t r o p h o b i c
backdrop  of  a  locked
attic.  Decades  later,
students  and  book
lovers  still  reach  for
this  novel,  either  for
p l e a s u r e  o r  f o r
academic study. When
searching for a reliable
study aid, many turn to
“Flowers  In  The  Attic
S p a r k n o t e s ”  t o
untangle  the  complex
p l o t ,  d e c o d e  t h e
s y m b o l i s m ,  a n d
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
motivations  of  the
Dollanganger  children.
This  article  serves  as
your  own  extensive,
h u m a n - w r i t t e n
reference,  offering  a
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thorough breakdown of
t h e  n o v e l ’ s  p l o t ,
characters,  themes,
and  symbolism  —  all
designed  to  help  you
master  the  material
without simply reading
a  dry,  mechanica l
summary. Whether you
are  preparing  for  an
e x a m ,  w r i t i n g  a n
essay, or just revisiting
a childhood classic, this
guide  will  provide  the
depth  and  clarity  you
need.

Overview
of
Flowers
in the
Attic
Flowers in the Attic  is
the  first  book  in  the
Dollanganger series by
Virginia Cleo Andrews.

The story is  told from
the  perspective  of
Cathy Dollanganger,  a
young  girl  who,  along
with her three siblings,
is forced into hiding in
the attic of her wealthy
g r a n d p a r e n t s ’
mansion.  The  novel
opens  with  a  family
l i v i n g  i n  p e r f e c t
h a p p i n e s s :  t h e
Dollanganger  parents
are  beautiful,  loving,
and  financially
comfortable.  However,
their idyllic life shatters
when the father dies in
a car accident, leaving
the  fami ly  deep  in
debt.  The  mother,
Corrine,  decides  to
take  her  four  children
back  to  her  wealthy
p a r e n t s ’  e s t a t e ,
Foxworth  Hall,  where
she  hopes  to  inherit
the family fortune. Her
father,  a  strict  and
rel igious  man,  has
d i s o w n e d  h e r  f o r
m a r r y i n g  h e r
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half‑uncle,  but  Corrine
believes  she  can  win
back  his  favor.  To  do
so, she must hide the
children  —  the  living
proof  of  her  “sinful”
marr iage  —  in  the
attic.  The children are
promised that they will
only have to stay for a
short  time,  until  their
grandfather’s  anger
subsides.  That  short
time  stretches  into
years,  and  the  attic
becomes  a  prison  of
physical and emotional
torment.
The  “Flowers  In  The
Att ic  Sparknotes”
a p p r o a c h  o f t e n
highlights  the  novel’s
deep  psychological
horror.  The  children  –
Chris,  Cathy,  and  the
twins Carrie and Cory –
endure  starvation,
neglect,  disease,  and
manipulation  at  the
hands  of  both  their
g randmother  and
e v e n t u a l l y  t h e i r

mother .  The  at t i c
transforms  from  a
temporary hiding place
into  a  symbol  of  lost
innocence  and  decay.
Andrews  uses  lush,
sometimes  grotesque,
imagery  to  explore
how  love  curdles  into
obsession,  and  how
hope can wither when
the  wor ld  outs ide
remains unreachable.

Plot
Summary
: What
Happens
in the
Attic?
To  truly  benefit  from
Flowers  In  The  Attic
S p a r k n o t e s ,  i t  i s
essential to understand
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t h e  s e q u e n c e  o f
events.  The  story  can
be  divided  into  four
main  phases:  Arrival
and  Promise,  Suffering
a n d  A d a p t a t i o n ,
D e s p e r a t i o n  a n d
Revolt, and the Escape
and Betrayal.

PHASE ONE:
ARRIVAL AND
PROMISE

After  the  father ’s
death, Corrine tells the
children they are going
t o  v i s i t  t h e i r
g r a n d p a r e n t s  a t
Foxworth  Hall.  The
children  have  never
met  their  grandfather,
a  man  their  mother
describes  as  powerful
and unforgiving. When
they  arrive,  they  are
s h o c k e d  b y  t h e
g r a n d e u r  o f  t h e
mansion,  but  their
grandmother,  Olivia,
immediately  treats
them with cold cruelty.

She  forces  them  to
address her as “Olivia,
your grandmother” and
warns  them that  they
are  “God’s  mistakes”
b e c a u s e  o f  t h e
incestuous  nature  of
t h e i r  p a r e n t s ’
marriage. The children
are led up to a dusty,
windowed  attic  with
two  adjoining  rooms
and  a  locked  door.
Corrine  swears  that
she will  show them to
her  dying  father  only
after she has softened
his  heart.  She  also
promises to bring them
food, books, and love.
Initially,  the  children
believe her. Cathy, the
narrator,  clings to  her
mother’s  promise,
even  as  the  attic’s
walls begin to close in.

PHASE TWO:
SUFFERING AND
ADAPTATION

Days  become  weeks,
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then  months .  The
grandmother  brings
m e a l s  t h a t  a r e
increasingly  meager
and  often  poisoned
with salt  to  make the
children  thirsty.  She
whips them for talking
t o o  l o u d l y  o r  f o r
“s inful”  behavior.
Corrine’s visits become
less  frequent;  she
b e g i n s  t o  w e a r
expensive  clothes  and
jewels,  revealing  that
she  is  slowly  being
welcomed  back  into
her  father’s  graces.
The children adapt by
creating  routines,
playing  games,  and
studying  using  old
encyclopedias found in
the  attic.  The  twins,
initially  cheerful,  grow
pale  and  thin.  Cathy
and  Chris,  the  older
siblings,  become each
other’s  sole  emotional
support.  The  attic  is
both  their  prison  and
their home – they mark

the passage of time by
the  seasons  visible
through the one small
window.  The  most
disturbing turning point
is when Corrine brings
them  a  special  treat
and is slowly revealed
to be adding arsenic to
their food, intending to
kill  them  so  she  can
r e t a i n  h e r  f u l l
inheritance.

PHASE THREE:
DESPERATION AND
REVOLT

As the years pass, the
ch i ld ren ’s  hea l th
declines.  Cory,  the
younger twin, becomes
death ly  i l l .  Cathy
suspects their mother’s
food  is  poisoned,  but
she cannot prove it. A
doctor  is  called,  but
only  to  confirm  Cory’s
i l lness.  Or  so  they
t h i n k .  T h e
grandmother, who has
become  increasingly
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fanatical,  announces
that  God  is  punishing
the  children  for  their
mother ’s  s in .  In  a
moment  of  revelation,
Cathy realizes that the
family  wants  them
dead.  She  and  Chris
plan  an  escape,  but
first  they  must  recover
a stash of money their
mother  had  hidden
under a floorboard. The
climax intensifies when
the  grandfather  dies,
leaving  the  ent i re
estate  to  Corr ine.
Corrine’s  final  betrayal
is  complete  when she
denies  Cory  medical
care, and the little boy
dies in his sleep. Cathy
and Chris,  now adults
in  their  late  teens,
resolve to flee with the
remaining twin, Carrie.
T h e y  f a k e  t h e i r
mother’s  signature  to
gain  access  to  the
house’s bank accounts,
g a t h e r  t h e i r
belongings,  and  leave

Foxworth  Hall  in  the
middle of the night.

PHASE FOUR: THE
ESCAPE AND
BETRAYAL
(CLIFFHANGER)
The  novel  ends  on  a
deeply ambiguous and
haunting  note.  The
children  escape,  but
their freedom is hollow.
C a r r i e  h a s  b e e n
traumatized and barely
speaks.  Chr is  and
Cathy  have  become
i n v o l v e d  i n  a n
i n c e s t u o u s
r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  a
development that feels
both  shocking  and
inevitable  given  their
years of isolation. The
final  sentence,  “And
then  my  life  changed
forever,” sets the stage
for  the  sequels.  The
“Flowers  In  The  Attic
Sparknotes”  often
emphasize  that  the
novel ends not with a
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resolution,  but  with  a
beginning  of  a  new,
even  darker  chapter.
The  chi ldren  have
survived,  but  their
psychological  wounds
are  permanent.  The
story  is  a  masterclass
in depicting how long-
term  confinement  can
warp a person’s sense
of right and wrong, and
how the need for love
can  become  twisted
i n t o  s o m e t h i n g
destructive.

Major
Character
s and
Their
Roles
A  proper  “Flowers  In
The  Attic  Sparknotes”
cannot  ignore  the
characters  who  drive

t h e  h o r r o r .  E a c h
m e m b e r  o f  t h e
Dollanganger  family
embodies  a  different
aspect  of  the  novel’s
themes.

Catherine
“Cathy”
Dollanganger:
The protagonist
and narrator.
Cathy is fiery,
rebellious, and
fiercely
protective of her
siblings. Her
transformation
from a naive,
beautiful girl into
a hardened
young woman is
the heart of the
novel. She is
both victim and
survivor, though
her internal
darkness grows
as she becomes
sexually active
with her brother.
Chris
Dollanganger:
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The older
brother,
intelligent and
responsible.
Chris wants to
become a doctor
and tries to
maintain order
and morality.
However, his
love for Cathy
eventually
crosses a line. He
represents the
struggle between
rationality and
primal desire.
Corrine
Dollanganger
(Winfield): The
mother, a
haunting figure
of selfishness
and betrayal.
Corrine initially
appears loving
but gradually
reveals her true
nature as a
woman who will
sacrifice anyone
for wealth and

status. She is
one of the most
despised
characters in
literature
precisely
because she is so
human – she
does not start
evil, but she
allows greed to
consume her.
Olivia Winfield:
The
grandmother, a
religious fanatic
who believes the
children are
tainted by
original sin. Her
cruelty is cold
and systematic;
she sees herself
as an instrument
of God’s
punishment. She
is less a monster
than a tragic
figure trapped by
her own rigid
beliefs.
Carrie and
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Cory: The
innocent twins.
Cory’s death is
the ultimate
symbol of the
price of Corrine’s
ambition. Carrie,
though she
survives, is
broken. The
twins represent
the purest
victims, voiceless
in their suffering.

Key
Themes
Explored
in the
Novel
The enduring power of
Flowers in the Attic lies
in  its  exploration  of
un iversa l  themes
through  a  grotesque

lens.  A  good “Flowers
I n  T h e  A t t i c
S p a r k n o t e s ”  w i l l
dissect  these  themes
to show why the novel
resonates  decades
after  its  release.

Betrayal of1.
Trust: The
central theme is
the betrayal of
parental love.
Corrine actively
poisons her
children. The
grandmother
uses religion to
justify abuse.
The children are
taught that
adults cannot be
trusted, a lesson
that destroys
their innocence.
Isolation and2.
Entrapment:
The attic is a
physical and
psychological
prison. The
children are cut
off from the
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outside world,
which leads to
distorted
perceptions of
time, morality,
and reality.
Forbidden Love3.
/ Incest: The
relationship
between Cathy
and Chris is the
novel’s most
controversial
element.
Andrews portrays
it not as
titillation, but as
a tragic
consequence of
being forced to
rely on each
other for all
emotional and
physical needs. It
raises questions
about where the
line between
love and survival
lies.
Appearance vs.4.
Reality: The
dolls in the attic,

the beautiful hair
that the children
keep long, the
beautiful clothes
Corrine
wears—all mask
the rot inside.
The Foxworth
mansion is a
gilded cage.
Religious5.
Hypocrisy: The
grandmother’s
faith is used to
justify cruelty
and neglect. The
novel critiques
how religion can
be twisted to
serve corrupt
purposes.

Symbolis
m in
Flowers
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in the
Attic
Andrews  fills  her  novel
with  potent  symbols
that even intermediate
readers will notice. The
Flowers  In  The  Attic
Sparknotes  o f ten
highl ight  these  to
illuminate  the  deeper
meaning.

The Attic: A
womb, a tomb, a
prison. It
represents the
hidden shame of
the family. The
dusty, stifling
space is the
opposite of the
open, sunlit
world of normal
childhood.
The Dolls:
Cathy and Chris
find a box of
antique dolls in
the attic. The

dolls are dressed
in pristine
clothing, but
their porcelain
faces are
cracked. They
mirror the
children—outwar
dly beautiful but
broken inside.
Long Hair: The
children are
forced to keep
their hair long
and uncut for
years as a
condition of
remaining in the
attic. Hair
becomes a
symbol of time
passing, of
neglect, and
later of their
fading
innocence.
Cutting the hair
at the end
symbolizes a
break from the
past.
Food and
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Poison: The
gradual
introduction of
arsenic into the
food shows how
something that
should nurture
becomes deadly.
The mother’s
love is literally
poisoned.
The Sunlight:
The single attic
window facing
the outside world
represents both
hope and
despair. The
children can see
nature but
cannot touch it.
The unreachable
beauty reflects

their suffering.

Why Use
Sparknot
es for
Flowers
in the
Attic?
If you are reading this
novel  for  an  English
c lass ,  you  may  be
tempted to rely solely
o n  a  s t a n d a r d
summary  website.
However,  Flowers


