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INTRODUCTION:
THE THORNY PATH
CONTINUES IN THE
DOLLANGANGER
SAGA

The  Dol langanger
series by V.C. Andrews
has captivated readers
for  decades  with  its
dark,  gothic  tales  of
f a m i l y  s e c r e t s ,
forbidden  love,  and
unimaginable suffering.
The  third  installment,
If  There  Be  Thorns
(often referred to as If
There  Be  Thorns
Dollanganger  Book
3), is perhaps the most
p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y

complex and unsettling
entry  in  the  series.
Published in 1981, this
novel  picks  up  the
story  of  Cathy  and
Chris  Dollanganger
years  after  the  tragic
events of Petals on the
Wind, plunging readers
back  i n to  a  wor ld
where the past refuses
to  stay  buried.  For
a n y o n e  w h o  h a s
followed  the  family's
harrowing journey from
the  attic  of  Foxworth
Ha l l ,  I f  There  Be
Thorns  del ivers  a
gripping narrative that
explores the long-term
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f
trauma,  the  cyclical
nature  of  abuse,  and
the enduring power of
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a  mother's  secrets.
This article provides a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
explorat ion  of  the
novel,  its  characters,
themes,  and  its  vital
p l a c e  w i t h i n  t h e
Dollanganger series.

THE CONTEXT OF
IF THERE BE
THORNS IN THE
DOLLANGANGER
SERIES

To  fully  appreciate  If
There  Be  Thorns
Dollanganger  Book
3 ,  it  is  essential  to
understand  where  it
fits  within  the  broader
saga. The series began
with  Flowers  in  the
Attic ,  the  shocking
s t o r y  o f  t h e  f o u r
D o l l a n g a n g e r
children—Cathy,  Chris,
and the twins Cory and
Carr ie—who  were
locked  in  an  attic  by
the i r  mo the r  and
grandmother for years.
The  second  book ,

Petals  on  the  Wind,
followed  their  escape
and  their  attempts  to
b u i l d  n e w  l i v e s ,
culminating in a violent
act of revenge against
their mother, Corrine.
By  the  time  readers
reach  If  There  Be
Thorns ,  Cathy  and
Chris are adults, living
under assumed names
in  California  as  the
e l ig ib le  bache lo r
"Chris"  and  his  wife
"Catherine." They have
a  young  son  named
Jory, who is a talented
dancer,  and  a  second
son,  Bart,  who  is  the
central  figure  of  this
nove l .  The  fami ly
appears to have found
some  semblance  of
p e a c e ,  b u t  t h e
shadows  of  Foxworth
Hal l  loom  large.  If
There  Be  Thorns  is
the turning point in the
series  where  the  sins
of  the  past  begin  to
p o i s o n  t h e  n e x t
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generation, making it a
c ruc ia l  and  o f ten
o v e r l o o k e d
masterpiece  of  gothic
family drama. Readers
who  sea rch  f o r  I f
There  Be  Thorns
Dollanganger Book 3
are typically looking for
a deeper dive into how
the  fami l y ' s  da rk
history  continues  to
unfold.

PLOT OVERVIEW: A
NEW GENERATION
FACES OLD
GHOSTS

The  narrative  of  If
There  Be  Thorns  is
primarily told from two
perspect ives:  the
young  Bart  and  the
adult  Cathy.  This  dual
perspective allows the
reader to see both the
innocent, yet distorted,
view of a child and the
guilt-ridden  awareness
of a parent. Bart, now
around nine years old,
is a strange and deeply

imaginative boy. Unlike
his outgoing and gifted
older brother Jory, Bart
is withdrawn, prone to
dark  fantasies,  and
increasingly  obsessed
with the idea that  his
parents  are  sinners
hiding a terrible secret.
The  catalyst  for  the
novel's  central  conflict
arrives  in  the form of
an  elderly,  mysterious
woman  who  moves
into the large mansion
next  door,  known  as
"The  Graves."  This
woman  is,  of  course,
n o n e  o t h e r  t h a n
Corrine  Dollanganger,
the  children's  mother
who  has  survived  her
near-fatal  stabbing  at
the  end  of  Petals  on
the  Wind .  She  now
goes by the name Mrs.
M a r i s h a .  B a r t ,
fascinated by her  and
her dark, gothic home,
begins  to  visit  her  in
secret.  Mrs.  Marisha,
recognizing Bart as her
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grandson ,  s l ow ly
begins  to  poison  his
mind,  feeding  him  a
twisted  version  of  the
family history in which
Cathy  and  Chris  are
t h e  v i l l a i n s  w h o
imprisoned  her.
As Bart becomes more
deeply ensnared in his
grandmother's  web  of
lies,  he  turns  against
h i s  p a r e n t s ,
particularly his mother,
whom he begins to see
as a fallen woman. His
behavior  becomes
increasingly erratic and
cruel, leading to tragic
consequences  for  the
e n t i r e  f a m i l y .
Meanwhile,  Cathy  and
Chr i s  s t rugg le  t o
maintain  their  fragile
peace, haunted by the
fear that their past will
be  discovered.  The
n o v e l  b u i l d s  t o  a
devastating climax that
reveals the full  extent
of  the  psychological
damage  inflicted

across  generations,
making  If  There  Be
Thorns  a  profoundly
tragic  story  about  the
inescapable grip of the
past.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS: THE
HEART OF THE
TRAGEDY

Bart
Dollanga
nger: The
Innocent
Corrupte
d
The  most  compelling
character  in  If  There
B e  T h o r n s
Dollanganger Book 3
is undoubtedly Bart. He
is  not  a  typical  villain
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but  rather  a  tragic
figure  whose  innate
sensitivity and need for
answers  are  exploited
by  a  manipulat ive
grandmother. Bart is a
deeply moral child, but
his morality is rigid and
unyielding.  He  reads
the  Bible  obsessively
and sees the world in
stark terms of sin and
damnation. This makes
h i m  p a r t i c u l a r l y
vulnerable  to  Mrs.
Marisha's  narrative
that  his  mother  is  a
"whore" and his father
a "sinner."
Bart's  descent  into
darkness  is  painful  to
witness.  He  starts  by
"spying" on his parents
a n d  g r a d u a l l y
progresses  to  acts  of
cruelty, such as killing
his brother's pet birds.
His internal struggle is
the core of the novel:
he  loves  his  mother,
but  he  is  convinced
that God wants him to

p u n i s h  h e r .  T h i s
c r e a t e s  a  d e e p l y
u n s e t t l i n g
psychological  drama
that  distinguishes  If
There  Be  Thorns
from the more overtly
gothic  horror  of  the
first  two  books.  For
readers searching for If
There  Be  Thorns
Dollanganger  Book
3,  Bart's  character  is
o f ten  the  pr imary
reason  they  revisit  or
discover the novel. He
is a testament to V.C.
Andrews'  abil ity  to
c r e a t e  c o m p l e x ,
morally  ambiguous
characters  who  are
both  frightening  and
pitiable.

Cathy
and
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Chris:
Prisoners
of the

Past
In this novel, Cathy and
Chris are no longer the
defiant survivors of the
earlier books. They are
now  parents  living  in
constant fear. Cathy, in
particular, is a shadow
of her former self. She
is desperate to protect
her sons from the truth
of  her  past,  but  her
secrecy only creates a
chasm  between  her
and  Bar t .  She  i s  a
mother haunted by her
own  mother's  failures,
yet  she  repeats  them
in  a  different  way  by
trying to bury the past
instead  of  confronting
it.
Chris,  meanwhile,  has

become  a  successful
phys ic ian ,  but  he
remains  emotionally
dependent  on  Cathy.
Their relationship, born
from the trauma of the
attic,  is  stable  but
fragi le.  They  are  a
united front against the
world, but their united
front crumbles against
the  insidious  influence
o f  C o r r i n e .  T h e i r
inability to tell Bart the
truth is their fatal flaw.
The  t r agedy  o f  I f
There  Be  Thorns  is
that  Cathy  and  Chris,
who  were  v i c t ims
themselves,  become
unwitting  perpetrators
o f  a  n e w  k i n d  o f
suffering  against  their
own  child.  They  are
good  people  trapped
by  a  terrible  history,
and their  helplessness
is  one  of  the  most
poignant aspects of the
book.
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Corrine
Dollanga
nger: The
Architect
of Misery
Corrine  returns  in  If
There  Be  Thorns
Dollanganger Book 3
as the malevolent Mrs.
Marisha.  She  is  older,
sadder, and even more
manipulat ive  than
b e f o r e .  H a v i n g
s u r v i v e d  h e r
daughter's  attack,  she
has  not  reformed.
I n s t e a d ,  s h e  h a s
become more cunning.
She knows she cannot
physically  harm Cathy
and  Chr i s ,  so  she
attacks  them  through
their child. Corrine is a
masterful  portrayal  of
toxic  narcissism.  She

r e f u s e s  t o  t a k e
responsibility  for  her
actions  and  revises
history  to  portray
herself as the victim.
Her  relationship  with
Bart  is  a  grotesque
p a r o d y  o f
g r a n d m o t h e r l y
affection.  She  reads
him  fairy  tales  and
biblical stories, but she
twists  them  to  serve
her own agenda. She is
the ultimate "thorn" in
the  Do l langanger
garden,  a  persistent
weed that  chokes  the
l i fe  out  of  the  new
g e n e r a t i o n .
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Corrine's  character  is
crucial  for  anyone
analyzing If There Be
Thorns Dollanganger
Book 3, as she is the
engine that drives the
p l o t ' s  t r a g i c
momentum.

MAJOR THEMES IN
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IF THERE BE
THORNS

Like  all  books  in  the
Dollanganger series, If
There  Be  Thorns  is
r ich  with  thematic
depth.  Several  key
themes  are  explored
w i t h  p a r t i c u l a r
intensity  in  this  third
volume.

The
Cyclical
Nature of
Abuse
The  most  dominant
theme in If There Be
Thorns Dollanganger
Book 3 is how trauma
is  passed  from  one
generation to the next.
Corrine  was  abused
and  abandoned,  and
she,  in  turn,  abused
and  abandoned  her

children.  Cathy  and
Chris tried to break the
cycle, but their silence
and  shame  create  a
new form of emotional
neglect  for  Bart.  Bart,
feeling  unloved  and
confused, falls prey to
Corrine's  manipulation
and  begins  to  abuse
h i s  o w n  f a m i l y
emotionally. This cycle
shows  that  healing
from  deep  t rauma
requires more than just
physical  escape;  it
requires  confronting
the  truth.  The  novel
argues  that  secrets,
h o w e v e r  w e l l -
intent ioned,  are  a
p o i s o n  t h a t  w i l l
eventually  corrupt
everything  they  are
meant  to  protect.

Appearan
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ce vs.
Reality
T h e  e n t i r e
Dollanganger  world  is
bu i l t  on  l ies .  In  I f
There Be Thorns, the
theme  of  appearance
v e r s u s  r e a l i t y  i s
pushed to its extreme.
The  Dol langanger
family appears to be a
perfect,  happy  family
in a beautiful California
home. Chris and Cathy
appear to be a normal
married  couple.  Mrs.
Marisha appears to be
a  k ind ,  l one ly  o ld
woman.  But  behind
every appearance is a
dark, sordid truth. Bart
i s  o b s e s s e d  w i t h
uncover ing  these
hidden realities, but his
perception  is  twisted
by  Corinne's  lies.  The
novel forces the reader
to question what is real
and what is a carefully

constructed  facade,  a
theme  that  resonates
powerfully  with  the
gothic  tradition.

Innocenc
e and
Corruptio
n
Bart  begins  the  novel
as  an  innocent,  albeit
strange,  chi ld.  His
co r rupt ion  by  h i s
grandmother  is  the
central  drama  of  the
book.  V.C.  Andrews
portrays this corruption
not as a sudden fall but
as a gradual, insidious
p r o c e s s .  B a r t ' s
re l ig ious  fervor  is
twisted from a source
o f  c o m f o r t  i n t o  a
weapon.  His  love  for
his  mother  is  twisted
into  judgment.  The
n o v e l  i s  a  b l e a k
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meditation  on  how
vulnerable  innocence
is, especially when it is
surrounded by secrets
and  l ies.  For  those
reading  If  There  Be
Thorns Dollanganger
Book 3, this theme is
what gives the story its
profound  emotional
weight.

THE WRITING
STYLE AND GOTHIC
ATMOSPHERE

V.C.  Andrews employs
a  dense,  emotionally
charged  style  in  If
There Be Thorns. The
prose is not subtle; it is
d e l i b e r a t e l y
melodramatic,  echoing
t h e  e x a g g e r a t e d
emotions of a fairy tale
or  a  gothic  romance.
The  atmosphere  is
thick  with  foreboding.
The  contrast  between
the  sunlit,  cheerful
surroundings  of  the
California town and the
dark,  claustrophobic

world of  "The Graves"
creates  a  powerful
tension.
Andrews  also  makes
effective  use  of
symbolism. Thorns are
the  central  symbol  of
the novel, representing
the  pain  that  pricks
a n d  w o u n d s  t h e
characters  at  every
turn.  The  "Graves"
mansion  is  a  literal
tomb of  the past,  filled
with Victorian furniture
and  dark  corridors,  a
stark  contrast  to  the
modern, open home of
the Dollangangers. The
b i r d  i m a g e r y ,
particularly  Jory's  pet
doves,  symbolizes
f r e e d o m  a n d
innocence,  which  are
brutally  destroyed  by
Bart's  actions.  The
writing  is  immersive
and  visceral,  pulling
the  reader  deep  into
the  emotional  turmoil
of  the  characters.  For
fans seeking If  There
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B e  T h o r n s
Dollanganger  Book
3, the distinctive gothic
atmosphere  is  a  key
draw that sets it apart
f r o m  m o r e
conventional  family
dramas.

RECEPTION AND
LEGACY OF THE
THIRD BOOK

If  There  Be  Thorns
Dollanganger Book 3
has  a  complex  legacy
among  fans  of  the
series. It is often cited
as  the  darkest  and
most  disturbing  entry.
Some  readers  find  the
f o c u s  o n  B a r t ' s
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
corruption  to  be  even

more  unsettling  than
the  physical  abuse  in
Flowers  in  the  Attic.
The  novel  does  not
offer  the  catharsis  of
revenge  that  the  first
two  books  provided.
Instead,  it  leaves  the
reader  with  a  heavy
sense of despair and a
bleak  outlook  on  the
possibility of healing.
Despite its darkness, or
perhaps because of it,
the book remains a fan
favorite.  It  has  been
a d a p t e d  i n t o  a
television  film  as  part
of  the  Lifetime  movie
series  based  on  V.C.
A n d r e w s '  w o r k ,
introducing  a  new
generation  to  Bart's
tragic


