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Abstract: This paper aims to examine the way in which American Gothic spaces, specifically
in their Southern Gothic manifestations, function as active agents in the perpetuation of trauma
cycles and patriarchal violence. Focusing on Gillian Flynn’s novel Sharp Objects, and more
specifically on its setting (Wind Gap, Missouri), the study argues that the latter operates as a
“decayed womb,” a landscape where personal, communal, and cultural traumas are inherited
and reenacted through a series of repetitive cycles. By making use of Southern Gothic spatiality,
trauma theory, and the dynamic of patriarchal structures, the research investigates how the
Wind Gap functions as the narrative’s foundational abusive figure, how performative
femininity and architectural landmarks conceal matrilineal cycles of abuse, and, ultimately, how
the “unclaimed experience” of collective trauma of the community allows for the (re)production
of the novel’s abusive figures.
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Introduction

Oftentimes, the tradition of the American Gothic mode, specifically its Southern Gothic
manifestation, constructs spaces that operate as more than just the background for the
narrative—such spaces function as active agents in the perpetuation of traumatic cycles, abuse,
and violent domination dynamics. In the case of Gillian Flynn’s novel, Sharp Objects, the town
of Wind Gap, Missouri, embodies this reproduction by acting as a spatial “decayed womb,” a
landscape where personal, communal, and cultural/historical distress wounds are inherited and
reenacted through traumatic repetition. In order to understand the way in which such spaces are
created and how they become abuse-breeding environments, it becomes necessary to trace a
thread of connection between Southern Gothic spatiality, trauma studies, patriarchal structures
of domination, and the grotesque aesthetics of the American Gothic.

Thus, to develop its argument, this paper draws on the previously mentioned frameworks — first
and foremost, Southern Gothic spatial theory explains how the architecture of Wind Gap, its
rituals, and its self-mythologized history create the conditions for claustrophobia to develop.
Second, the framework of trauma theory, particularly Caruth’s notion of the “unclaimed
experience” and LaCapra’s distinction between “acting out” and “working through,” provides
a lens for understanding how communities and their individuals become imprisoned within
repetitive cycles of suffering. Last but not least, the dynamics of patriarchal structures and
feminist psychoanalytic theory, especially through Benjamin’s work on domination and
gendered development, clarify the way in which patriarchal systems shape the novel’s
matrilineal abuse, metamorphosing mothers and their daughters into both victims and
perpetrators.
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By tracing the way in which these theoretical perspectives intersect within Flynn’s novel, the
analysis aims to demonstrate that the spatial logic of Wind Gap, its social hierarchies, and its
aesthetics collectively operate as a source of trauma reproduction. The decaying architecture,
the obsession with maintaining the myth of a nostalgic Southern past, and its performative
femininity contribute to generating violence. Ultimately, what this research argues is that Sharp
Objects reframes the Southern Gothic small town as a space where the boundaries between
victimhood and abuse collapse, becoming a ‘womb’ which perpetually gives birth to its own
degradation.

1. Southern Gothic spatiality, trauma, and structures of domination
1.1. The Southern Gothic space as a mobile source of haunting

Within the Southern Gothic mode, spaces transgress their traditional character as neutral
settings for the main elements of the plot. Whether situated in urban, rural, or exclusively
uninhabited space, they automatically become claustrophobic traps of artificial nostalgia and
traumatic memory, where past abuse is perpetuated and continuously reenacted.

As Baldick claims, Gothic spaces emerge from the conjunction of “a fearful sense of inheritance
in time” and a “claustrophobic sense of enclosure in space” (Baldick 1992, xix). When
discussing the Gothic genre and mode in terms of trauma, the theoretical framework of trauma
theory, which will be further discussed and clarified in the following subsections, reinforces
this connection between the burden of inheritance and the sense of suffocation: the enclosed,
isolated space provides the ideal conditions for “belatedness,” the characteristic of a traumatic
event that was never really processed, while the inheritance aspect would correspond to the
compulsive repetition and reenactment (Caruth 1995, 8). This becomes highly relevant in the
context of Female Gothic narratives (Sharp Objects, in our case), since the domestic interior, a
traditional site of enclosure, becomes a trap and a prison for women instead of providing safety
and expressive liberty, similarly to how patriarchal structures imprison women. This is why the
haunted house or the inescapable home is a classic trope that illustrates this dynamic in Gothic
narratives, only to be further enhanced in Southern Gothic.

What is more, beyond the space of home in the Southern Gothic, even the external landscape
itself carries the wounds of the collective historical violence which has been imprinted upon it,
functioning as a “repository of national repressions” (Graham 2004, 349) and a “death trap”
(Wilson 2006, 1), deeming the region as inherently sick. Decaying, borderline abandoned rural
towns (with equally abandoned religious edifices, for instance), swamps, old plantations, these
are just a few examples of the most relevant sources of collective abuse, memory, and
experience. The landscape loses its simple background function, as it provides an important
locus for the emergence of reenactment, one that is “seething [with] presence” (Gordon 1997,
8).

Perhaps most important of all, however, is to note that the Southern Gothic space is not limited
to the Southern American geographical region (namely the Southern states of the United
States)—it is no longer supposed to be limited by physical landmarks and boundaries, as it has
become a nation-wide mobile aesthetic and a general way of interpreting repressed histories,
regardless of their geographical positioning. In this way, it gains an “odd centrality of Gothic
cultural production in the United States, where the past constantly inhabits the present [and]
where progress generated an almost unbearable anxiety about its costs” (Savoy 2002, 167).
“Southernness,” as Helmsing puts it himself, now functions as an “ideological Other for the
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nation as a whole” (Helmsing 2014, 332), since its main core elements—both moral and
physical decay, memory and trauma, violated bodies, and deep-rooted cultural anxieties—have
now come to be easily identified with any location that may mirror America’s crucial “crimes”
and “haltingly [bring] forward the underside, the Otherness, of the narratives of national self-
construction” (Savoy 1998, 18). The American psyche is essentially haunted by default, as
depicted in these Gothic spaces of perpetual haunting. In this sense, Bjerre identifies how
“historical realities take concrete forms in the shape of ghosts and grotesque figures that
highlight all that has been unsaid in the official version of southern history” (2017, 4).
Therefore, while Flynn’s setting provides a specific geographical region (Missouri), the
Southern Gothic operates as a mobile aesthetic whose core tenets can haunt any American
landscape, regardless of its physical boundaries. Thus, beyond the claustrophobic character of
the physical settings, these spaces allow for a complex interplay between individual suffering
and broader communal trauma, defining in this way the region’s identity.

1.2. The scale of suffering: personal, communal, and cultural trauma

In order to be able to analyse and comprehend the notion of a violent legacy (and its perpetual
haunting) in relation to the Southern small town as an abuse-breeding site, it is important to
differentiate between the individual traumatic experience and the collective trauma experience,
what shapes one individual versus what shapes an entire group. Understanding this difference
is essential in tracing the manner in which societal collective wounds are inherited and then
perpetuated, thus generating what we would call a cycle of violence and abuse, which ends up
transmitted throughout the family and/or community. We can showcase, then, that trauma
functions at multiple different levels—personal/familial, communal, or cultural—, each
interfering and influencing the others.

Firstly, Erikson defines the notion of “communal trauma” as the phenomenon that is less the
sum of its parts (meaning the sum of the traumatized individuals who inhabit the community),
and more the “damage to the tissues that hold human groups intact” (Erikson 1995, 190). This
type of trauma generates the “communal mood,” which ends up dominating the atmosphere of
the group, interfering with the bonds within the community and causing collective fear,
helplessness, and estrangement (190). On the other hand, however, this communal wounding
may, at some point, turn into “cultural trauma,” a notion which becomes evident in the context
of the American South and the Southern Gothic. The latter is a mode and an aesthetic that
oftentimes makes use of the grotesque in order to “unearth and displace the values of the
American South,” a space haunted by its “staggering poverty and cyclical violence” (Helmsing
2014, 316-319). American culture, as Fiedler argues, is abundant in “special guilts” (1960,
127), which were ideal inspirations for the Gothic expression, most notably the violent history
of slavery and the genocide of the Indigenous people, and which became “inextricably entwined
in a knot of guilt,” lying at the very center of the national psyche (Faflak and Haslam 2016, 10).
This history of the region and its cultural trauma becomes what LaCapra names a “founding
trauma” (2014, 22-23), the traumatic event which, paradoxically enough, morphs into a
valuable element in the construction of identity. This dynamic gives way to the formation of an
American South as the nation’s “ideological Other,” a source of the country’s discarded
darkness and historical violent crimes.

Therefore, these broader cultural and communal traumas do not remain just abstract notions;

they greatly influence one another and are transmitted to the individual inhabitant of the context
through interactions with the background and with other inhabitants of the same landscape, by
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means of power relations and intimacy. In a small town such as Wind Gap, the landscape itself
becomes the representation of a maternal container, functioning as a “womb,” whose decay
shapes and reproduces the optimal psychological and social conditions of trauma and abuse. In
order to grasp how these collective traumatic experiences become “founding” identities for
specific communities, it becomes necessary to investigate the psychological structure of trauma,
or the “unclaimed experience,” which prevents the past from being completely processed by
the traumatized individual/community.

1.3. The architecture of trauma: defining the “unclaimed experience”

The theoretical modern framework regarding trauma provides us with a critical analysis lens,
which allows for an understanding of the impact of violence not only as a spontaneous event,
originating and isolated within the past (namely, a past event or a memory), but rather as a
complex psychological phenomenon that operates as a structure that defines the current reality
of the survivor. Instead of just functioning according to a linear causality chain (cause and
effect, event A happened, therefore causing event B to follow), trauma defies temporal logic by
embedding particular experience in the individual’s psyche, and thus shaping their identity,
perception of reality and subjective experience in the individual’s psyche, and, consequently,
their behaviour in specific ways which defy the capacity of the consciousness (Caruth 1995, 8—
9). In order to speak of such a notion as the “legacy of violence,” then, it is necessary to
understand trauma as one’s “unclaimed experience,” taking the shape of a psychological wound
which persists not because of the original trigger, but because of its compulsive and repetitive
return, since it is not “locatable in the simple violent or original event [...] but rather in the way
that its very unassimilated nature [...] returns to haunt the survivor later on.” (Caruth 2016, 4).

This theoretical framework and its relevant tenets in the psychoanalytic approach are articulated
especially in the works of theorists such as Caruth and LaCapra. Firstly, Caruth references
Freud’s exploration of trauma and defines it as “a wound inflicted not upon the body but upon
the mind” (Caruth 1995, 3—4). It is differentiated from a physical wound, Caruth continues, in
the sense that the event which causes the trauma

is experienced too soon, too unexpectedly, to be fully known and is therefore
not available to consciousness until it imposes itself again, repeatedly, in the
nightmares and repetitive actions of the survivor (3—4).

Thus, the defining characteristic of trauma is not the cause itself, but rather its “unassimilated
nature,” the way it isn’t even “precisely known in the first instance,” but still “returns to haunt
the survivor later on” (4). This is where the notion of latency emerges from, a time period of
delay during which the traumatic event is not fully experienced or processed as it takes place.
Instead, it is only ever experienced for the very first time through its forgetting and the
subsequent return in the form of repetitive behaviours, such as flashbacks or nightmares (Caruth
1995, 17-18). The traumatized individual, therefore, becomes haunted by an experience that
they cannot fully embrace and call their own.

Building on this theoretical framework, LaCapra defines the distinction between the two
potential forms of response to this possession (or more accurately put, the dispossession)
through the dichotomy of “acting out” and “working through”. The process of “acting out” is
determined by the compulsive repetition of the past, the state in which the individual seems to
be “haunted or possessed” by the traumatic events, and in which the distinction between then
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and now collapses (LaCapra 2014, 21-22). In opposition to “acting out,” “working through”
trauma is the practice which entails the difficult act of distinguishing between what is past and
what is present, enabling the individual to be aware that the traumatic event happened “back
then” (in the past) while still recognizing that their experience of living takes place “here and
now” (in the present) (21-22). This latter process, though, is very frequently difficult to
embrace in practice and is met with resistance, since LaCapra identifies a specific “fidelity to
trauma,” which causes survivors to feel that working through their traumatic past and becoming
part of their present life would be a betrayal of those who were also consumed by the same (or
a similar) traumatic event, resulting in guilt and no psychological development (22-23). What
we have analysed and called here the architecture of the unclaimed experience and of the
repeating wound reveals the Gothic as an essential mechanism for illustrating and attempting
to process or understand trauma. The cyclical violence present in Wind Gap, its inability to
surpass its founding traumas, and its reproduction of abuse across generations exemplify this
very traumatic loop. These cycles of psychological repetition are not isolated phenomena, being
systematically reinforced by patriarchal structures of domination which normalize and
perpetuate gendered aggression.

1.4. Decomposed patriarchy and gendered violence in the southern small town

The repetitive traumatic loop, which has been previously discussed, is not merely a
psychological consequence but an actively maintained byproduct of the systemic engine at work
in the American Gothic, where personal trauma reflects the influence of a larger, socially
decayed structure. Consequently, in the process of examining the monstrous figures that emerge
from this landscape, we must first investigate the origin of terror, namely, the patriarchal
system. The basic power relations embedded in the patriarchal structure enable the
manifestations of gendered violence within the Gothic landscape, proving the way in which this
mode frequently tends to critique social structures that allow its participants to become abusers,
victims, or both. Often identified as a space for the marginal, the American Gothic typically
serves as the most fertile site for confronting “uncomfortable social and cultural issues,” such
as sexism and the oppression of minorities (Haefele-Thomas 2018, 116). The general focus on
terror employed by this mode is an attempt at uncovering the violence that is inherent in the
patriarchal structures of domination.

Benjamin’s psychoanalytic framework illustrates through its focus on power relations that
domination is proven to be a two-way, interpersonal system, rooted in the essential human need
for reaffirmation and recognition (Benjamin 2013, 5, 12). This process requires either a
separation from an identification with the individual’s caretakers (either the mother or the
father, typically the mother) at an early stage in the developmental process of maturing, and it
fluctuates according to the individual’s gender. Within the patriarchal system, boys are typically
expected to establish their masculine identity through the direct separation from the maternal
figure, while girls are encouraged to maintain identification with the mother in order to adopt
her status and behaviour. This asymmetry between individuals of opposite genders results in
what Benjamin identifies as the developmental “fault line”: masculinity is associated with
assertion, control, and dominance, while femininity is aligned with selflessness, instability, and
submission (78).

Thus, gendered violence, and more specifically the intentional violence against women,

becomes more than just a trope of the narrative, since its enactment only reinforces patriarchal
domination. The figure of the man as the persecuting perpetrator and its counterpart, the
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controlled, isolated woman, are no longer just static archetypes and characters, but rather actors
of the patriarchal dynamic where one’s desire for self-assertion becomes, in turn, violence (e.g.,
this is how, in Wind Gap, feminine characters become monstrous figures with violent
tendencies). This implies that the same system, the patriarchy, produces both the abuser and the
victim through the same process, revealing that sometimes there is no explicit difference
between the two categories. The social violence of the patriarchy ultimately manifests in the
physical space, generating what we can deem as a “dialectic of ruin,” where moral decay and
rot become reflections of the unstable self within the landscape.

1.5. The American Gothic dialectic of ruin: decay and grotesque

The strength of the American Gothic lies mainly in its capacity to evoke repressed anxieties
and to transform the “homely American nation” into an “unhomely place, an alien nation”
(Edwards 2018, 72). Whether we are speaking of the early American Gothic or its contemporary
continuation, the main recurring themes and aesthetic concerns around which the mode clusters
generally intersect: gender, power relations, and, most importantly for this research, the
importance of spaces and landscapes as sources of terror and abuse.

First and foremost, seen as foundational to the American Gothic expression, physical and moral
degradation are essential elements of the thematic core of this mode, especially in its Southern
subcategories, where the Southern Gothic is typically set against backdrops that are dominated,
as Fiedler describes them, by “the proper symbolic values of decay and brooding evil,” where
rot and degradation become physical embodiments of the ethical and moral collapse of
traditional values (1960, 451). This grotesque degradation of the landscape dominates
American Gothic narratives, generating the creation of “strange worlds of freakish outsiders
placed in lovelorn barren landscapes, penetrating heat, and closed spaces” (Gleeson-White qtd.
in Lloyd 2022, 82) and showcasing that the horror of the Gothic translated from the space of
display to its inhabitants, both in a physical and mental respect, serving as the aesthetic
connecting link between the site and the body. Therefore, within the American Gothic, the
decay spreads its rotten influence over both the environmental and psychological dimensions,
while also extending towards the corporeal sphere mainly through various forms of abuse:
bodies are violated in all manners, they become fragmented or are rendered grotesque,
reflecting deeper cultural anxieties about boundaries, purity, and the trespassing of such
landmarks.

Therefore, in the American Gothic mode, the connection between landscape and individual
psyche is one of reciprocated influence. While the external decomposed landscape of the
American Gothic influences the slow ruination of its inhabitant’s psyche, caught in the conflict
between the conservative tradition of “normalcy” and their own subconscious hidden
tendencies, it also makes use of the abject and the degradation of the unstable self to influence
the collapse of the external apparent stability of various social structures and landscapes. This
generates what seems to be the American Gothic dialectic of ruin. Having explored this
particular dynamic through multiple theoretical frameworks, it is now time to shift the focus to
the analysis of how they are enacted within the claustrophobic landscape of Flynn’s novel.
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2. Wind Gap as the corpse of the southern small town

The background location for the events of Gillian Flynn’s novel, Sharp Objects, namely the
small town of Wind Gap, Missouri, functions as more than just the geographical setting of the
narrative, embodying a suffocating Southern Gothic chamber, much like a womb, that produces
damaged female characters—both mothers and daughters—perpetuating cycles of feminine
suffering. The American Gothic landscape typically employs backgrounds which mirror the
externalized psychological degradation of its inhabitants, but in Wind Gap’s case the
background serves as the generative source of the abuser figure(s) of the narrative, illustrating
how for Flynn and her characters violence is less of an isolated, atypical event and more of a
foreseeable consequence and characteristic of the community’s descendants, born and bred in
a society based on emotional repression, inherited trauma, and constant surveillance from their
peers.

The Gothic force of Wind Gap is encountered within its paradoxical nature, being both a space
of intimacy/secrecy and suffocation, of familiarity and hostility, serving as the characters’
liminal space between what they perceive as home and their personal prison. Once Camille
Preaker returns to her hometown, her homecoming lacks nostalgia and is illustrated as a
psychological descent into a cycle of repetition and past trauma. Back in Wind Gap, in the
house where she grew up, Camille’s memories “[become] re-activated in the form of memory
reconsolidation,” as Benazir and Islam note, highlighting how the town itself functions as a
trigger and a catalyst for Camille’s traumatic reliving (2022, 154).

This section aims to examine how, in order to understand the abusive cycle and its resulting
figures function in Gillian Flynn’s novel, one must start with the very first abusive figure of the
narrative, namely the town of Wind Gap itself. Its claustrophobic environment, one which
normalizes the aggression toward female residents and their more or less symbolic deaths,
operates as a Gothic adaptation of the Foucauldian panopticism: femininity becomes a
performance that is perpetually observed by others, families become closed systems of
matrilineal heritage that transmit trauma from mothers to their daughters, and the visibly
decaying aristocratic architecture showcases the traces of American Southern historical
violence. Due to these tensions, Wind Gap is able to establish the conditions that give birth to
figures such as Adora Crellin, or even her daughters, reframing the figure of the abuser as a
logical victim of the town’s norms.

2.1. The decaying womb of Wind Gap

The very first descriptions of Wind Gap presented in the novel explicitly depict Camille’s
relationship to her hometown from the very beginning, however, they retain some amount of
subtlety and Gothic insidiousness — Camille’s claim that one “can’t spot Wind Gap from a
distance; its tallest building is only three stories” (Flynn 2014, 10), for instance, already
illustrates the town as a borderline rural space, a mysterious and hidden place (almost detached
from contemporary reality) that actively rejects the literal growth and evolution of its modern,
urban counterparts. As she progressively reaches town, Camille’s descriptions become even
more revealing: “I passed a scribble of a strip mall with tanning beds, a gun shop, a drapery
store. Then came a lonely cul-de-sac of old houses, meant to be part of a development that never
happened” (Flynn 2014, 11, my emphasis). Its low-profile and architectural modesty indicate
that its community prefers to hide rather than exhibit opulence, becoming a symbol of a refusal
to overcome the historical traumas that caused its degradation. Moreover, Camille’s first
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reaction upon entering the town—holding her breath “the way kids do when they drive by
cemeteries” (Flynn 2014, 11)—is a somewhat ritualistic gesture that both internalizes her return
as a trigger and acknowledges Wind Gap as a desolate space of death and motionlessness. By
metaphorically representing the town as a cemetery, Camille foreshadows that both the literal
and symbolic death of femininity within the community are essential to the narrative. Not only
due to the death of Marian (Camille’s younger sister), but also due to the murders which Camille
aims to investigate, the town becomes a burial ground for feminine figures, but one that does
not cease the production of violence and aggression. In this sense, paradoxically, Wind Gap is
also a breeding ground for abusers and victims, constantly engaged in cycles of violence where
death gives birth, rendering the town a decayed “womb,” reproducing trauma.

The symbolic image of Wind Gap as a violence-breeding womb is only enhanced by what is
supposed to represent its economic and professional spine, namely the slaughterhouse, owned
by Adora’s family and maintained as the familial business inheritance. Camille’s descriptions
of the pig farm throughout the novel are some of the most visceral and grotesque illustrations
of the narrative: the employees

grab the back legs [of the pigs], fasten the catch around them, release the animal
to be lifted, squealing and kicking, upside down” right before cutting their
throats in a gruesome manner, so that their blood “spatter[s] thick as paint onto
the tile floors (Flynn 2014, 77-78).

The way in which Camille renders this imagery is meant to parallel the human and the animal
suffering depicted throughout the novel, once again suggesting that in a closed, sealed space
such as the town of Wind Gap, violence is not perceived as atypical by everyone, not even when
it affects innocent, young women. In this way, the slaughterhouse and its pigs become an
analogy for the mutilated and abused female body, more specifically reflecting the violence that
both Ann Nash and Natalie Keene had to suffer. Hermann further explains that the imagery of
the Crellin-owned slaughterhouse is semantically connected to the female body, since “[a]s the
animals are ‘stripped and split’, so are the women ‘naked’ and ‘penetrated’ in semantic
parallelism; a woman is ‘tied up’ as the meat is ‘dangling’ from the roof” (Hermann 2020, 7).

Another key aspect regarding the pig farm is that, as previously stated, it is owned by Adora,
the main matriarch of this space, whose financial and social dominance originates from this
perpetuated horror of animal violence. The connection between the maternal figure of Adora
and the slaughter of the pigs is not accidental, however, showcasing one of the novel’s central
themes: the fine line between care and abuse. Just as the slaughterhouse is situated at the heart
of Wind Gap’s economic life, so is Adora, its social counterpart, facilitating social connections
among residents and their families. Both of these figures embody the transformation of
nurturing into suffering and consumption, revealing that Wind Gap’s tight-knit folklore and
unshaken hierarchies depend on the continuous abuse of its female bodies (oftentimes at the
hands of other female perpetrators). As Camille herself observes throughout her investigation,
the townspeople’s response to Ann’s murder at the time of its occurrence was to remove the
stones that had hooked the clothesline around her neck and “[smash] them just outside town,”
guided by the logic that a destruction of the physical evidence could and would “ward off (...)
evil” (Flynn 2014, 21). These ritualistic actions serve as an attempt at purification, at cleansing
the town, not by directly challenging and confronting the violence, but by removing all its
remaining traces. However, as Camille states, the efforts are in vain and the abuse returns.
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Wind Gap’s Southern Gothic, claustrophobic atmosphere is reinforced by its spatial
distribution. Multiple spaces within Wind Gap’s architecture enhance and illustrate the decay
and suffocation that we have previously discussed. The town is, for instance, divided into
specific zones which mirror structures of social hierarchy: the southern section where the
wealthy houses stand (this is where the Crellin mansion is), the low-rent area surrounding the
slaughterhouse pig farm, and even the uninhabited woods where multiple instances of the most
relevant abuse in the novel occur. The woods, in particular, represent a dual space where
innocent childhood play, sexual aggression, and death intersect. Camille’s recollection of
swimming in the creek as a child—where “[no] one wore swimsuits, it took too much planning”
(Flynn 2014, 22)—is placed in stark contrast with the memories of her own sexual assault(s)
and even with the discovery of Ann Nash’s body in the exact same place. Moreover, even the
Crellin mansion, described as “an elaborate Victorian (...) full of cubbyholes and nooks,
curiously circuitous” (Flynn 2014, 35), is a microlevel equivalent of the town’s Southern Gothic
architecture and atmosphere. The house Camille grew up in is fundamentally built on secrecy,
with the primary purpose of avoiding others and maintaining each inhabitant's emotional and
physical isolation.

As far as the temporal structure is concerned, the Southern Gothic aspect of Wind Gap is also
evident in its perpetual obsession with the national past, desperately clinging to it virtually
fabricated Civil War heritage—Camille mentions that her high school was named after a
Confederate Soldier, and the town’s rituals and celebrations (even the genealogical inheritance
of the main families in town) are guided by a sense of nostalgia. The fixation on the Southern
past — and the complete dismissal of its status as a “primal scene of the nation’s crimes and
misdemeanours” (Faflak and Haslam 2016, 14)—prevents Wind Gap’s inhabitants from
processing the trauma and violence of the present, generating a traumatic loop where such
aggressions are endlessly repeated and relived. This is the mechanism that allows the figure of
the abuser to emerge, and which generates expectations for what we will further discuss as
repression and performative femininity.

2.2. Gendered repression and the performance of femininity in Wind Gap

If the town of Wind Gap functions as a degraded womb, then the social rituals of femininity
that its inhabitants engage in are some of its most important progeny. The societal gendered
expectations constantly shape the behaviour of the female residents and contribute to producing
a specific woman model: the submissive, emotionally restrained, performative Southern Belle.
For the women in Sharp Objects, their femininity exceeds the boundaries of identity, becoming
a strict script that must be enacted in order to allow social integration—those who cannot abide
end up marginalized and, even more tragically, murdered.

Upon returning to Wind Gap to conduct her journalistic investigation, Camille’s early
observations immediately reveal the ritualistic manner of the town’s femininity practice. “Most
nice women in Wind Gap are teachers or mothers or work at places like Candy’s Casuals”
(Flynn 2014, 11, my emphasis), she claims, a seemingly inoffensive remark which exposes how
limited and shallow the accepted female roles are in Southern society. These feminine
occupations ideologically reinforce the patriarchal core belief that women (should) exist
primarily as caretakers and aesthetic objects. Therefore, as Elfira and Tamir argue, the
patriarchal ideology manages to “[penetrate] the household sector (...) to regulate the role of
mothers” and maintain the male dominance of the space (2020, 269). In the town of Wind Gap,
this dynamic extends even outside the enclosure of the household, shaping the social
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interactions of its residents and potential, more or less subtle, hierarchies within the community.
Paradoxically enough, while male figures openly maintain dominance through normalized
discriminatory tendencies, it is women who constantly survey each other through what at first
appears to be harmless gossip but is, in reality, moral judgement, creating a system that is very
much similar to the Foucauldian panopticon, where surveillance is continuous and internalized.

Gossip, as a practice, typically operates as a mechanism of information dissemination and social
control, a tool which reinforces conformity to specific societal standards and discipline.
Examples of this dynamic in the case of Wind Gap can be encountered in Camille’s multiple
interactions with various women upon returning—from young, teenage girls to adult women,
their politeness, smirks, and insincere indifference reveal how gossip becomes another
mechanism of feminine performativity (Flynn 2014, 17). In Wind Gap, the figure of the
Southern Belle shifts from a complete aesthetic focus to a moral one, where she is expected to
be polite, socially engaging, and emotionally submissive even in the face of blatant violence.
Camille’s mother herself, Adora, embodies this feminine ideal, described as “a girl’s very best
doll, the kind you don’t play with” (Flynn 2014, 38), an analogy that manages to capture both
her frailty and her ethereal beauty. However, as we later find out, this image of frailty is one
aspect of her feminine performativity, a mask that was crafted in accordance with societal
expectations and which conceals her cruel and violent tendencies. Adora’s pastel outfits, her
gentle gestures and demeanour, and not sincere expressions of a kind personality, but
manipulative manifestations, designed to maintain her social upper hand while also obscuring
her abuse.

This obsession with appearance and performance is not limited to women, however, extending
to the various rituals and social gatherings that the residents must engage in. Funerals, for
instance, lack propriety and solemnity, shifting from their typical purpose as expressions of
grief: at Natalie Keene’s funeral, Camille notices how her own mother wears a blue outfit
because, as she herself claims, “black was hopeless and any other color was indecent” (Flynn
2014, 46), reminiscing how her mother donned the exact same color for Marian’s funeral. In
Wind Gap, funerals provide a perfect opportunity for the women to showcase their loyalty to
the town’s sense of community and moral code in a noticeably performative manner,
reinforcing the idea that femininity is purely a performance that must be upheld even in morbid
scenarios such as funerals.

According to this logic, any woman who deviates from the societal norms of femininity is
punished, mainly through social isolation, gossip, and judgement, but also through violence and
physical aggression. Not only do Camille’s own experiences perfectly illustrate how her own
scars — both physical and psychological — deem her an outsider, one who failed to conform to
the town’s expectations of femininity, but also the treatment of Ann Nash and Natalie Keene,
the two murdered victims at the center of the novel’s plot. Both of them are described in such
a way as to illustrate their deviation from the ideal of femininity: Ann is “a wilful thing (...) [a]
tomboy” (Flynn 2014, 32-33), while Natalie is “a sweet, homely little thing” (Flynn 2014, 50),
and both of them share a common feature expressed by Amma: “they were biters” (Flynn 2014,
248). The way in which their murders become part of the local folklore occurs not necessarily
due to their innocence, but rather because they somehow haven’t managed to conform to the
expectations that society placed upon them. In this sense, their mutilated bodies become a
symbol of multiple contextually dependent anxieties (regarding femininity, purity, and control).
Jaber highlights the dual/split identity required by the town by quoting Miller and stating that
“Sharp Objects focuses on femininity in a display that reveals a tension between public
‘performance’ and ‘private deviance’” (Miller qtd. in Jaber 2022, 179).
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Thus, fuelled by gossip and gender pressure, Wind Gap’s repression becomes a Gothic
representation of suffocation and dread, as the community’s obsession with femininity,
appearances, and the rigid gender roles that the members are supposed to embody manages to
mask darker, more violent tendencies. It is, then, inevitable that the main abusive figure
emerging from this environment, namely Adora Crellin, is a consequence of such pressures.
Adora’s cruelty, in both its physical and mentally manipulative manifestations, is not deviant
but logical, a violence which illustrates the burden of performative femininity within a strongly
patriarchal setting, and which propagates further abuse through her legacy: the abuse of her
daughters at her own hands.

2.3. Maternal hierarchy and inherited violence

In the novel, the transmission of trauma from mother to daughter functions as both a private
psychological process of the abused individual and as a script that the most relevant female
characters of the novel performatively engage with, similar to how they perform their
femininity. Situated at one of the highest positions in Wind Gap’s social system, the Crellin
matrilineal hierarchy strongly relies on the shaping of the female family members by the
wounds inflicted upon them by previous women in the family, ensuring, thus, that the
mechanism of repression is maintained. This reveals that, in the case of the Crellin women, the
abusive heritage of the dominant matrilineal legacy acts not as a counterforce to the patriarchal
system, but rather as one of its consequential instruments.

As previously stated throughout this paper, Caruth’s trauma theory provides here as well a
useful interpretation framework for understanding this specific dynamic of the abusive
microcosm (Camille’s family) within the abusive macro-space (the town of Wind Gap itself as
an abuse-breeding space). Caruth argues that trauma cannot be completely experienced in the
moment of the traumatic event’s occurrence, returning instead in repetitions and harmful
manifestations of resurfacing in the traumatized individual’s psyche. In Sharp Objects, this
repetition seems to occur generationally: Adora’s cruel behaviour and the abuse she submits
her daughters to is not merely an isolated pathological tendency but the result of her upbringing
at the hands of her own mother, Joya, through intense neglect and emotional instability —
“Adora was suffering from generational trauma herself and carried it along into her family. (...)
Joya was neglectful of her, making her another neglectful mother in turn. (...) She passed it on
to Camille, who is now suffering from PTSD.” (Rezaeian et al. 2023, 95) What is more, while
Camille somehow escapes becoming another perpetrator (to an extent), it seems that Adora’s
treatment of her daughters manages to transform Amma into the next victim in this seemingly
unending chain of maternal abuse.

The way in which Wind Gap, as a town, manages to reinforce and support this dynamic further
through multiple generations of women is by elevating them and placing them in positions of
authority while, at the same time, denying them honest channels of self-expression. This reveals
a paradox within the social structure of the community: allowing women to handle social
dominance and power, but only within and from the confinement of their own domestic and
isolated propriety. Through the detailed record they keep of one another, they are both the ones
who maintain the moralistic order and its victims. It is this paradox that generates what might
be identified as a form of female tyranny, where women themselves reinforce patriarchal
standards upon other women while still being entrapped by the very same standards. Adora’s
role as a matriarch in her community is an ideal example—admired for her beauty, her manners,
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and her perpetual maternal devotion—yet, those who have no access to her private life cannot
understand that these are merely performances which mask her real, violent capacity.

Therefore, in Wind Gap’s heavily patriarchal system, matrilineal hierarchies and maternal
inheritance function less as an empowering mechanism in the face of dominant male
counterparts and more as an instrument of control and masking aggression. Trauma is
transmitted between women through generations, where at least one daughter has to carry the
burden of both her mother’s personal wounds and those that the mother, in turn, inflicts upon
her. The abusive figure that emerges in this context, more specifically, in this case, Adora, can
be considered both a victim and a perpetrator of the system, influenced by the same oppressive
and violent forces she perpetuates further.

2.4. The Crellin family mansion and the Southern postbellum aristocratic rot

Within the metaphor of Wind Gap as a decaying, abuse-perpetuating womb, the Crellin family
mansion functions as a concentrated organ, a monumental illustration of the postbellum South’s
obsession with lineage and the aesthetics of purity. The house’s symbolic architecture is
described as “an elaborate Victorian replete with a widow’s walk, a wrap-around veranda, a
summer porch [...] and a cupola arrowing out of the top” (Flynn 2014, 35), evoking the
opulence of the postbellum Southern American region, still clinging to its well-established
economic and moral past. The Victorian style of the mansion, its multiple rooms, and its
labyrinthine structure become symbols of the psychologically complex relationships between
the members of the Crellin family. The house is also described as “full of cubbyholes and nooks,
curiously circuitous” (Flynn 2014, 35), reflecting the intricate and oftentimes complicated
relationships and traumas that manifest themselves in Adora’s household, mainly at her hand.
Even the architecture of the Crellin mansion, alongside the judgemental community of Wind
Gap and its unfulfillable code of conduct, is designed to hide and create spaces where violence
can occur without exposure.

The mansion’s symmetrical and ordered perfection reveals details that showcase Adora’s
obsession with constructing a performative identity through aesthetic control. At some point,
Camille observes that Adora’s house is “perfect, down to the dozens of cut tulips in vases at the
entry hall” (Flynn 2014, 36). The flowers, freshly cut and perpetually meticulously tended to
by Adora herself, reinforce the general communal obsession with beauty, aesthetics of
propriety, and feminine delicateness, an obsession which masks the underlying moral
degradation taking place. We get a hint of this when Camille describes how the air in the garden
is “so teasy with pollen” that her eyes water (Flynn 2014, 36), a small sensory detail which
exposes the house’s apparent beauty as a source of physical discomfort.

Moreover, the house’s historical familial significance is relevant to its symbolic representation:
Camille’s grandparents (Adora’s parents) “owned the pig farm and half the houses around it”
(Flynn 2014, 117), situating the Crellin family within the heritage of the Southern aristocratic
group we have previously mentioned. The wealth of the family, originating from agricultural
labor (the pig farm and slaughterhouse) and land ownership, reminds one of the antebellum
Southern plantation-dependent economy, and through its Victorian aesthetic, the house
becomes a contemporary illustration of this violent heritage, a reminder that the entire region’s
history is based on repression and the exploitation of the vulnerable individual.
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While its exterior architecture is explanatory enough, the mansion’s interior also reinforces the
inherent violence of the domestic space. Forced to sleep in her childhood bedroom, Camille
observes that it remains preserved exactly as it was more than a decade earlier, before she left,
a mark of stagnation and suspended development. Decorated with paintings of “proper pastel
pastorals” and even a “portrait of Eleanor Roosevelt” (Flynn 2014, 62), a décor which mirrors
less of Camille’s personal character and choices, and more of her mother’s desire to control and
shape her daughter according to her own ideals. One might feel inclined to claim that this is a
result of an act of nostalgia; however, the room’s preservation is another instance of Adora
refusing to acknowledge Camille’s agency and independent growth. As Camille’s room
remains unchanged over time, revealing how her childhood remained frozen at the time of her
traumatic experience, one very important aspect to take into consideration when analyzing the
spatial control of the Crellin household is the way in which it extends to Amma. Her dollhouse,
a highly authentic miniature replica of the family house, illustrates how she manages to
internalize her mother’s dominance. Amma manages to submit to her mother’s authority, at
least in appearance, by integrating the strict rituals and values of her family. However, her
choice of using the teeth of the girls she has murdered as the floor tiles of her dollhouse reveals
that even Amma is, to a certain degree, aware of the violent foundation of her domestic space
and community. The dollhouse thus becomes more than just a toy; it becomes a space where
Amma momentarily renounces her wilderness and rehearses the societal feminine role her
mother has forced her to embody.

This connection between the domestic, familiar space (the Crellin family house) and both the
historical and communal violence is a crucial aspect of the Southern Gothic tradition. The image
of the decayed mansion is a recurring motif in this genre, and while the Crellin household is
maintained in perfect condition, the interior moral and psychological degradation of its
inhabitants mirrors the Southern cultural and moral decline. The perfect fagade disguises the
family’s intense dysfunctionality, and the house’s paradoxical status, both beautiful and
grotesque, captures the essence of the Southern Gothic mode.

In Sharp Objects, the town of Wind Gap is no longer just the background setting for the
narrative, but one of the main violent figures (if not the original) in the story, based on social
systems that prioritize romanticized histories and gendered standards, all producing the optimal
conditions for abuse and the emergence of abusive figures. The community’s obsession with
hiding violence and deviation while absorbing its strength from the suffering of one of its most
vulnerable categories reveals a landscape of hypocrisy. Within this particular environment,
femininity is rendered performative through sustained surveillance and through the ideal of the
Southern Belle, a performance that is more or less forcefully maintained through the matrilineal
trauma circulating from one generation of women to the next. This is what shapes Adora’s
disorder and cruel tendencies, Camille’s self-destruction, and, ultimately, Amma’s sadism. The
Crellin mansion embodies this structure and its dynamic, masking complete degradation and
psychological rot behind a wall of Victorian elegance and artificial maternal care. In this sense,
the town of Wind Gap can be identified as the foundational abusive figure of the narrative,
allowing for other violent figures, such as Joya, Adora, and Amma Crellin, to emerge.

Conclusion
In examining Wind Gap as the abuse-generative source of Flynn’s novel Sharp Objects, it

becomes obvious that the Southern Gothic small-town functions as more than just the
background, becoming a primary instrument in the novel’s architecture of traumatic cycles,
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gendered violence, and psychological degradation. Through this claustrophobic space, the
obsessive attachment to a selectively nostalgic past, and its deeply rooted patriarchal
hierarchies, Wind Gap embodies a decayed abuse, incubating and reproducing various forms
of suffering which it later seeks to mask. The town’s physical architecture, its rituals, and the
social dynamics all enact what the framework of trauma theory deems ‘“unclaimed
experiences”: compulsive repetitions of past events that neither individuals nor the communities
they belong to can process or overcome. Consequently, Wind Gap’s residents become
imprisoned within a perpetual loop of “acting out,” unable to distinguish between inherited
violence and the realities of the present.

The matrilineal structures of abuse presented in the novel (illustrated most explicitly through
Adora’s toxic maternal performance and its devastating effects on her three daughters)
demonstrate how the domination dynamic of patriarchal structures is not only enforced by the
male members of society but also internalized, recreated, and instrumentalized by their feminine
counterparts who have been shaped by this oppressive system. In this sense, Wind Gap’s
violence is systemic, a predictable and logical outcome of a community constructed upon
emotional repression, perpetual surveillance, and the normalization of abuse. Whether it is the
slaughterhouse, the Crellin mansion, the woods, or the town’s social engagements, these spaces
operate as physical manifestations of a dialectic of ruin, where the boundaries between
nurturance and harm, intimacy and intrusion, past and present become unclear and collapse.

Ultimately, Sharp Objects reveals that the Southern Gothic small town is more than just haunted
by its historical and cultural traumas, becoming structured and organized according to them.
Wind Gap’s incapability to confront its founding wounds ensures a continual traumatic
reenactment, producing in turn a generation of traumatized individuals who constantly oscillate
between their identities as victims and as perpetrators. By reframing the town as a corrupted
maternal reproductive nexus, Flynn exposes the American Gothic preoccupation with the
connections and interplay between landscape, individual identity, and violence. Wind Gap
becomes, in equal measure, the cause and the effect of its residents’ suffering, a suffocating,
closed system within which trauma circulates endlessly. In this way, the novel positions the
American Gothic small town as a significant symbol of the national unresolved histories, an
environment where decay is fundamental and which itself in turn generates ruin.
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