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Music and Mystery: TV Conventions and Aesthetics

"Were you listening to that?": Music, Memory and Meaning in Yellowjackets

This paper will examine the complex, intersecting relationship between music, memory, and meaning in
Yellowjackets (Showtime, 2021 –), performing specific functions distinct from the series’ original score.
Following the increasing recognition for and interest in the role of music supervision over the last decade,
the use of a popular music as television soundtrack has itself become a signifier of quality, and an ever
more significant part of contemporary television viewing experience.  

With specific reference to scenes from the series, and drawing on the work of Richard Dyer (2011), Ian
Garwood (2003; 2006), Faye Woods (2013), and Kathryn Kalinak (1992) amongst others, it will focus
upon work of Yellowjackets’ music supervisors, Jen Malone and Whitney Pilzer, to explore what the use of
popular music contributes to the narrative of Yellowjackets and our understanding of its characters, how
music is mobilised to maximise the nostalgic and emotive resonance of the track, and the effects of this on
the audience. 

Exemplified by the original theme song “No Return” – made to sound like 1996, and yet, exist in 2021 –
songs featured within Yellowjackets are not simple ‘needle drops’ positioned to evoke the music of a
given period through sonic shorthand, but rather, are memory objects and articulators of meaning. They
are a dynamic vehicle that carries both intertextual and extratextual meaning. Able to transcend
spatiotemporal boundaries, music is central facet of the of the series’ viewing experience and its inherent
pleasures. 

Leanne Weston is an Institute of Advanced Study Early Career Fellow at the University of Warwick. She
has published in Velvet Light Trap on televised music histories and is also a contributor to forthcoming
edited collections on Watership Down, and the films of Jane Campion, writing on film scoring.  

"We don't need Lost 2.0": Rejecting the Mystery Box and a new 'drill head' for
Yellowjackets

Since its debut in 2021, Yellowjackets has inspired an active fan community. These spaces are filled with
speculation, theories and discussion about what will happen next in the show. This is hardly unique- older
shows like Lost, Westworld and Game of Thrones boasted similar types of communities. Mittell
characterises these fan behaviours as forensic- viewers “drill” a program to “dig deeper, probe beneath the
surface and to understand the complexity of a story and its telling” (2013). 

However, these older programs actively encouraged this behaviour in a way Yellowjackets does not. The
showrunners have thwarted various fan theories and clarified some ambiguous moments in the show.
Through a combined textual reading and analysis of online fan discourse, we dissect how Yellowjackets is
shifting audience expectations when it comes to narrative mystery. Fans of the show decry that
Yellowjackets is something different from its predecessors, that it is “refreshing” to see the show avoid
“mystery boxes that ultimately mean nothing”. We argue that Yellowjackets encourages a different type of
“drilling”- instead of trying to predict dissonant plot twists and solve ‘mystery boxes’, fans are encouraged to
'drill’ the larger themes of friendship, grief and trauma. Ultimately, Yellowjackets is disruptive to the
conventional expectations that we have learned to take with us from show to show. 

Alexander Beare is a PhD candidate at the University of Adelaide. His thesis is entitled Retrospectively
Reading The Sopranos. It explores how ‘old’ television texts are being adapted to new cultural and televisual
environments by active audiences. His research interests are television studies, audience studies, complex
TV, media memory and masculinity studies.
   
Amy Brierley is a PhD Candidate from the University of Adelaide. Her thesis, The Evolution of Interactive
Romance in AAA RPGs looks at the patterns, trends and shifts the most popular role-playing games have
gone through in exploring digital love. Her research interests include game studies, emergent narrative,
media studies and fan studies. She is also an avid fan of Yellowjackets. 



Screaming Along to Nat's Mixtape: The Choral Female Voice as Subversive Noise in
Yellowjackets

Located within the recent cycle of US quality television drama centring on female trauma (Boyle 2022)
and the ‘new golden age of TV horror’ (Abbott 2018: 120), Yellowjackets has received ample praise for its
use of music (Moreland 2022; Wittmer 2022). This paper analyses the series’ soundscape where the
female choral voice in speech, song, or scream fosters homophonic homosociality and polyphonic
empowerment (Halberstam 2005; Duffett 2017). Addressing such textual features as acousmêtre (Chion
1994), non-diegetic sound, leitmotifs, licensed music, and diegetic expression, I argue the young women’s
unruly vocality transgresses wider cultural gender constructions as they loudly occupy ‘masculine’ spaces:
the punk scene via the paratextual title sequence’s Riot Grrrl sensibility (Rosenberg and Garofalo 1998;
Abbott 2015), soccer as a team sport (Mennesson and Clément 2003), and the rural frontier (Hartigan Jr.
2005); and by characters’ unbridled pleasure of pop songs (Lowe 2004), a genre frequently devalued as
feminine (Herrmann 2008). Through this cacophony of embodied sound as an act of becoming
(Schwenger 2014; Blacklock 2019), the females’ coming of age and monstrous awakening are sonically
rendered as the wilderness provides an environment for their voice to collectively grow and pushback
against postfeminist ideals (Perkins and Schreiber 2019). Finally, I argue the civilisation these characters
return to seeks to silence them in the spaces and roles they occupy, and by splitting up the female choral
collective, emblematic of patriarchal neo-liberal society. Such strategies offer sociocultural commentary
on the real-life ‘muzzling’ of women speaking up against inequality, oppression, and violence.   

Dr James Rendell is a lecturer in creative industries at the University of South Wales. Researching horror
media and its audiences, he has published in New Review of Film and Television Studies, Transformative
Works and Cultures, Participations, and Global TV Horror, and his forthcoming monograph Transmedia
Terrors in Post-TV Horror. 

 
 



Hungry Folk: Ferality, Genre and Gender

The Suburban Housewife and the Feral Girl as Gothic Double in Yellowjackets

Bernice Murphy analyses the witch as a configuration of the suburban housewife in American popular
culture and Melanie Waters highlights how the Uncanny informs certain representations of femininities in
the suburbs. I argue that Shauna in Yellowjackets stands in the tradition of these figures of suburban gothic.
While she is a first introduced as the stereotypical suburban housewife, suffocated and bored by her life,
disliked by her daughter and presumably cheated on by her husband, it soon turns out that she might be the
one who constitutes a threat to her surroundings or at least to suburban “normality”.  

Shauna’s gothic double of the boring and bored suburban housewife is the feral girl of the wilderness,
instances of which we see in the show’s other timeline, set more than 20 years in the past. The traces of feral
femininity in Shauna’s present are emblemized by her skills with a knife and her willingness to apply those
skills, either to kill and skin a rabbit ruining her garden, or to stab her lover.  

The wilderness or rather the ability to survive in and control the wilderness has longstanding associations
with masculinity, particularly in American culture. In Yellowjackets the protagonists are women who
survived the wilderness and seem to have brought traces of it with them, back to suburbia. My presentation
will address how Yellowjackets represents this disruption of gender regimes and of suburbia. 

Barbara Plotz is a film scholar whose research focuses on the cultural politics of contemporary popular
cinema. Recent publications include Fat on Film: Gender, Race and Body Size in Contemporary Hollywood
Cinema (Bloomsbury, 2020). She teaches at the University of Winchester, King’s College London and the
University of the Arts London. 
  
 

Women Surrealists and The Antler Queen

The Antler Queen is one of the most enduring images of Yellowjackets. Aside from the initial rampant
identity speculation and eventual reveal, the mythology figure itself has an enduring legacy, tapping into
folklore, horror, mythology, and art history.

Horned creatures, or Antler Queens, are plentiful across the work of women Surrealist artists, including
artworks by Leonora Carrington (most notably her 1953 painting And Then We Saw the Daughter of the
Minotaur), Remedios Varo, and also the art and sartorial choices of Leonor Fini. While male members of the
group initially adopted the figure of the Minotaur, women artists connected to the creature in more exciting
and otherworldly ways. There is strength in the Minotaur of women Surrealists as a figure able to
communicate across universes and who is at one with spirits. Lottie, the Yellowjacket we see don the horns
of the Antler Queen in the season one finale, is frequently alluded to as being psychic or in possession of a
sixth sense and able to speak with the many forces at play.

This paper will parallel the Antler Queen of Yellowjackets to art by women Surrealists, drawing on folklore
and the esoteric to delve into the mythological creature and the feminisation of the original myth.

Dr Sabina Stent is a freelance writer specialising in women surrealists and visual culture. She’s interested
how feminist-surrealists explore bodies, fashion, the cinematic, and the uncanny. Her chapter ‘Women
Surrealists and the Egyptian Imagination’ appears in Tea with the Sphinx: Ancient Egypt and the Modern
Imagination (I. B. Tauris, 2019).



 
 

"It Didn't Want Him to Leave": Folk Horror, Folk Psychology, and the New Animism
 

Yellowjackets maintains folk horror’s obsession with ancient, pre-Christian ritual, and with its survivalist
wilderness setting also toys with the idea of a return to the origins of religious thinking, in an animistic
relation to the environment. In this paper, however, I argue that Yellowjackets subjects this folk-horror
“origin of religion” story to serious scrutiny, in ways that match recent revisionary work in the cognitive
anthropology of religion.  
 
Western academic conceptions of animism have typically viewed it as populating the landscape with
human-like agents. However, scholars working with indigenous populations have identified a more
“ecocentric” animistic logic, which granted nonhuman entities like plants a simper and more direct form of
agency. The question of “what plants want” might be a sensible inference, not the projection of a hidden
spiritual agent. In this paper I will first work through these questions about mental state ascription via an
analysis of Lottie’s claim about the vines that have grown around the wheels of a previous inhabitant’s
plane. Her remark that “it didn’t want him to leave” might be interpreted in an ecocentric light, though it
quickly collapses into the strongly anthropocentric form of animism that governs the show’s intimations of
neo-pagan ritualism.  
 
In “Notes on the Possibility of a Canadian Folk Horror,” James Grainger predicts that a Canadian-set folk
horror would simultaneously need to avoid co-opting indigeneity, or, on the other hand, effacing the
colonial past in the name of a primal wilderness. By my argument, Yellowjackets takes up this challenge
directly by foregrounding a tension: between the lure of a new animism birthed in the Canadian Rockies;
and the darker logic of a more anthropocentric animism, one already conditioned by the colonial
(Francophone Canadian) past.   
 
John Savarese is an associate professor of English at the University of Waterloo and the author of
Romanticism’s Other Minds: Poetry, Cognition, and the Science of Sociability (2020). He is currently at
work on a new project about the relation of mind and environment in gothic literature and media. 

 
Hungry girls: Desire, eating and coming-of-age in Yellowjackets

One of the most salacious talking-points of the first series of Yellowjackets is the cannibalism, which is
addressed in the first episode. A girl wearing a thin nightdress and barefoot in the snow runs through the
woods and falls into a concealed pit of spikes; her body is strung upside down and throat cut; meat grills
over a fire and is shared by masked figures. These gruesome scenes confirm that the experiences of those
who survived nineteen months in the wilderness were much less straightforward than their official story.
Yet it also indicates some sort of communal ritual which is more complex than simple survival cannibalism,
rumours of which have unsurprisingly followed them through their lives. Drawing from familiar visuals, such
as blood on snow, a girl running through the woods, a conclave of masked figures, these sequences hint at
what these girls become. However, the focus of the season is following them towards this point, tracing
their transforming from high-school soccer champions into resilient, self-sufficient and traumatised adults.
Yellowjackets is a coming-of-age story, where the girls experience a trial from which they emerge as
different people. It negotiates the complex and sometimes contradictory understandings of girlhood:
characters are childish and mature, wholesome and immoral, vulnerable and dangerous, co-operative and
petulant. They are driven by hunger; for food, sex, love and belonging. Deep in the woods, where children
have long undergone rites of passage, they are separated from the world they know and beholden to
another much darker reality. 

Dr Kate Robertson is an Australian-born, New York-based writer and affiliate of the University of Sydney.
She has written about art, film and culture for a range of publications and has published two books:
Identity, Community and Australian Artists, 1890-1914 (Bloomsbury Academic, 2019) and Trouble Every
Day (Auteur/Liverpool University Press, 2021).

 
 



Survivor Girls: Trauma, Time and Memory

Yellowjackets: A Study on Society's Labeling of Victims of Survival
 

The World is an Evil Place, and so are We.
 
I’ve always been fascinated at the world view of survivors of trauma. Who society decides are the “poor
dears” and who are a deemed “the hidden monsters.” 
To public opinion, surviving a horrific incident like mass hysteria; war, a school shooting, a bank robbery, is
a palpable one, the “poor dears”.  But what criteria have we cherry picked to isolate a victim of survival to
“hidden monster”?  

Yellowjackets paints a modern-day Donner Party with a nostalgic brush, pushing its characters into the
survival mode of kill or be killed and sees four women living in high alert 25 years later under the intense
damnation of society and the over-arching question of “what did they do to survive?”, finally telling the
side of the “hidden monster”.
 
In my study of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy and Emotional Reactivity, most victims of extreme survival
such as this exhibit extreme anxiety, flashbacks, nightmares and wondering just how much longer those
violent tendencies can stay latent and are forced to live in the scope of ostracism, cynicism, and fear.  
From my author and screenwriter brain, I am anxious to dissect this character of survival horror further.
Exploring the needs, traits, and triggers of characters such as these is essential to understanding that there
is real trauma under the meek turned bad-ass TV trope and we could all be the better for acknowledging
it. 

 
Mo Moshaty is a cognitive behavioural therapist and author.

 
 

Only Time: Time and Trauma in Yellowjackets
 

Yellowjackets (2021–) opens with a flashback to the characters’ past: a moment of feral mania at the peak
of their traumatic wilderness experience. The series continually flashes between the young women’s
traumatic past in 1996 and the show’s present in 2021 where their lives continue to be impacted by their
past trauma.

In this paper, I examine Yellowjackets’ flashback structure and its representation of how the characters’
experience of linear time has been distorted by their trauma. Drawing on Karen Barad’s readings of
Hayashi Kyōko’s work, I show how the traumatic past is represented by the series as always present for the
women who survived. As Hayashi’s translator, Eiko Otake, writes, “past and present are not only related,
they are intricately united. The lives of both the dead and the living interact. Memories and premonitions
are just vessels that travel between past, present, and future.”

I contrast Yellowjackets’ structure with the superficially similar structure of Lost (2004–2010) to show
how the subtle differences between these two shows’ flashbacks position the characters’ relation to time
and trauma in different ways. Though Lost and Yellowjackets share inciting plane crashes, Yellowjackets
has more in common with Pablo Larraín’s exploration of women’s trauma in Jackie (2016) and Spencer
(2021) which both also represent the distortion of linear time around traumatic events.

Simon Bowie is a culture writer and film critic. His writing on television includes a book on time and
trauma in contemporary television and several conference presentations on Twin Peaks and Twin Peaks:
The Return. He has an MA in Cultural and Critical Studies from Birkbeck, University of London.



Girls Who Run with Wolves: A Topography of Survival in Yellowjackets
 

“From the beginning, we’ve known that a woman who leaves society as we know it, who heads out to the
dark and threatening spaces beyond the world we’ve built, will find not her death but her power.” –Sady
Doyle, Dead Blondes and Bad Mothers.

While these girls did not voluntarily leave society, the Yellowjackets soccer team have found themselves
beyond the confines of their suburban New Jersey reality, in that dark wilderness where death is a threat
and power becomes, perhaps, the only salvation. This remote landscape in which they are lost acts as an
opposing force upon their staid upbringing; it is a liminal space between the known and unknown. To
survive, they must chart a new map of existence. But how did that map move them from suburban
teenagers to a cult that practices cannibalism? How are these teenage girls reinventing themselves are not
just survivors, but monsters, both human, and perhaps other than human? And how does that map return
to them, more than two decades later? This paper will examine the topographyof survival and power, with
readings of texts such as Landscape Allegory in Cinema by Donald Melbye, Haunted: On Ghosts,
Witches, Vampires, Zombies, and Other Monsters of the Natural and Supernatural Worlds by Leo
Braudy, and Misfit sisters: Screen Horror as Female Rites of Passage by Sue Short, and comparisons with
other survival television shows such as Lost and The Walking Dead. 

Shelagh Rowan-Legg is a filmmaker, writer, programmer for FrightFest and Wench Film Festival, a
Contributing Editor for Screen Anarchy, and the Executive Director of the Miskatonic Institute of Horror
Studies. Her book THE SPANISH FANTASTIC: CONTEMPORARY FILMMAKING IN HORROR, FANTASY
AND SCI-FI was published in 2016.

 
 
 

"You Can Learn So Much About A Person By Going Through Their Personal Refuse":
Misty Quigley, True Crime, and Trauma

 
Throughout Yellowjackets, much is made of Misty’s outsider status. Her place in the group is bestowed
upon her thanks to her practical skills as equipment assistant, not her sporting prowess, social status or
team membership. Young Misty’s drive towards the practical is reflected in present-day Misty’s
membership of an online detective community, a group who share a compulsion to take practical action
to secure answers and justice.  

In this paper, I draw on Kelli S. Bolands paper ‘Fundamentally Different Stories that Matter: True Crime
Podcasts and the real-life domestic abuse survivors in their audiences’, and Jennifer Chang’s work on true
crime and pop culture. I examine the ways in which Misty’s actions in flashbacks and present day are
influenced by gendered experiences of trauma. I will explore this through the lens of true crime
communities in both upholding and subverting gender stereotypes and structurally unequal access to
justice and the impacts of engagement with true crime on self-perceptions of trauma. I will contextualise
these discussions with the success of podcasts such as My Favorite Murder, and Don’t F*ck with Cats,
and the cultural responses to true crime fandoms as lens to understand Misty’s place within the group and
her role as outsider. 
 
Helen Bowie is a writer. They have written about structural inequality through the lens of pop culture for
publications including Screen Queens, Eater London and StarTrek.com. They are author of Exposition
Ladies (Fly on the Wall Press, 2022), a poetry pamphlet exploring unheard women in cinematic tropes. 
 



"Same as you": Confession, Perception and Identity

To Make Live and Let Die: Foucauldian Themes in Yellowjackets

This presentation argues that a Foucauldian toolkit can help to account for the power dynamics underlying
Yellowjackets. The fraught relationship between Shauna and Jackie reaches a boiling point when Jackie is
left to sleep outside the cabin, freezing to death. 

Jackie’s death is a stark reminder of Foucault’s theorisation of biopower. From the spectacular beheadings in
the 18th century, punishment is now waged in more covert and subtle ways. Power has now turned into the
dynamics of make live and let die. This is what happens to Jackie, made to die by the power relations of the
group. Another Foucauldian important topic, which emerges in the series, is religion. Confession, the
religious practice thoroughly analysed by Foucault in History of Sexuality, Volume 1, is an omnipresent
discourse network that endlessly keep tabs on individuals. However, the portrayal of religion in the series is
more sympathetic. Albeit belonging to a very devout Roman Catholic group, Laura is not a bigoted Bible-
thumper but somebody ready to practise her own faith. This is the reason why she leaves the island on an
aeroplane in order to seek help. Her death, upon ascension of the aeroplane, indeed questions the
Foucauldian analysis of religion, by casting her as a martyr of generosity instead of uncritical obedience. I
believe that Foucault’s philosophical tools can enrich the interpretation of Yellowjackets and its complex
plot  
 
Andrea Di Carlo is a PhD student in the Department of Philosophy, University College Cork. His main areas
of expertise are Michel Foucault, political philosophy, and early-modern philosophy.  

"No one cares, my friends": Friendship, Confession and Surveillance in Yellowjackets

Friendship in Yellowjackets is complex, multi-faceted and complicated by questions of surveillance and
confession. From Shauna’s affair with Jeff, Jackie’s pursuit of Travis, to Taissa’s reluctance to reveal her
relationship with Van, the bonds between the women are overshadowed by the withholding of truth, and
competing loyalties. Thus, the compulsion to confess to these secrets, and the confessions themselves, have
significant impact on this coming of age narrative and tale of partial survival. In both timelines, the
surveillance of women by their friends – such as Misty’s monitoring of Natalie, and Taissa’s response to
Shauna’s pregnancy – elucidates the ambivalent relationships between the group. It is at once intrusive and
protective. 

In this paper, I will begin by examining the parallels of friendship in William Golding’s Lord of the Flies – a
hypotext of Yellowjackets – to the television series. I will then explore the significance of truth telling in the
1996 timeline, which is enhanced by an understanding of the explosion of confession in popular culture in
the mid-1990s. Finally, through a consideration of the ideas of Alison Winch, Diane Negra and Angela
McRobbie, I will argue that surveillance in Yellowjackets both supports and subverts the strength of female
friendship. 

Nicola Presley is Senior Lecturer in English Literature at Bath Spa University. She has published work on
Sylvia Plath, Anne Sexton, William Golding and Ted Hughes and is currently working on her first monograph
on Plath and Sexton. She is the Publicity and Media Manager for William Golding Limited, and Assistant
Editor of Irish Studies Review. 

 



"Who the fuck is Lottie Matthews?": Madness, Perception, and Identity in Yellowjackets
 

Horror has long had a close relationship with madwomen. From Nell in The Haunting (1960) to Amelia in
The Babadook (2014), the genre has always had an interest in these stories, particularly in blurring the
lines between real supernatural events and fictions of a mentally ill mind. Yellowjackets follows this
tradition through the character of Lottie Matthews. Throughout the series, Lottie’s character has been
defined by those around her and the Yellowjackets fandom alike as the Schizophrenic, the Prophet, and
the Antler Queen, with Lottie unable to define herself. Centering on the series’ depiction of Lottie’s mental
state, this paper then serves as a character study, focusing on her evolution from normal teenage girl to
the self-assured leader that emerges by the end of the season. Here, I explore the relationship between
depictions of mental illness and the supernatural, emphasizing the effects Lottie’s visions have on both her
perception of herself, and the perception others have of her. This paper highlights the potentially
problematic nature of linking mental illness and supernatural events, taking into consideration the legacy
left by other “madwomen” in the horror genre. However, I also suggest that Lottie’s descent into
“madness” can be read as a reclamation of her identity. I conclude by asserting that in rising to the role of
leadership, Lottie gains control over her self and the narrative and is able to define her own identity for the
first time.  
 
Nicole Hamilton is a PhD candidate at Ulster University where she is currently researching queer
representation in Young Adult Fantasy Fiction. Her other academic interests include horror films,
monstrosity, sexuality, female trauma, and fandom. She has contributed to Aeternum and The Irish
Journal of Gothic and Horror Studies. 




