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In his 2011 film The Skin I Live In, or more explicitly translated The Skin I Inhabit (but 

more on that later), Pedro Almodóvar sets up a complex discussion of the desire for rape, 

and therefore power, through the use of a horror/thriller genre as well as an extended 

metaphor of skin. By forcing viewers to feel fear and anxiety through the genre of his film, 

Almodóvar both gives them an idea of the emotional rollercoasters endured by rape victims 

as well as makes a comment on the atrocity of the crime. As this is a very intricate film, 

several other subjects are obviously at play, including but not limited to transgender identity, 

transgender struggle (portrayed through Vicente because as Vera, he is in a body he does not 

feel comfortable in), revenge, exacting punishment outside of the law, bioethics and even 

mental illness. However, there is a definite focus on rape, power and prey/predator 

scenarios throughout the film which, out of all other subjects, particularly enforce and are 

enforced by the horror genre that encases the entire piece.  

It is important to point out that it seems strange to completely define any of 

Almodóvar's movies through the genre they exhibit, as genre "refer[s] mainly to the larger 

scale, mass-produced, industrialized film output of Hollywood and the commercial 

sectors..." and "genre study is interested in what is typical, standardized and conventional" 

(Jordan & Allinson 92). Evidently, none of Almodóvar's films are defined by these concepts, 

as his work is mostly relevant to the theory of auterism, which "privileges the personal factor 

in film making and sees the film as the product of a highly creative individual (the director), 

who leaves their unique stylistic signatures on and across a range of films or 'oeuvre'" (92). 

Auterist study, in contrast to genre study delineated above, "focuses on the unique, the 



 

specific, the personal, the unusual and the exceptional..." (92). However, although 

Almodóvar is clearly much more associated to the unique approach to filmmaking defined 

by auterism than the commercial, mass-produced approach defined by the genre film, one 

can still definitely analyze his films through genre. When creating films, this director does 

not limit himself to a specific genre to appeal to a mass audience, but rather plays with 

various genres to his advantage to make comments on society, create irony in his work, 

destroy binaries and complicate gender roles. Although it initially seems irrelevant or futile to 

attempt to analyze an auteur's film through genre conventions, especially an auteur that 

breaks social norms and boundaries as much as Almodóvar does, discussing his 

unconventional, questioning attitude towards stereotypical genres is actually essential in 

understanding the mechanisms behind his films. In the case of The Skin I Live In, it is 

imperative to analyze its aspects of the horror/thriller genre to comprehend Almodóvar's 

comments on rape and society's forgiving attitude towards it, which is an innovative take on 

the genre that breaks norms in itself.   

The horror genre of film generally seeks to create emotions in viewers such as terror, 

anxiety or despair through the depiction of images or concepts that trigger primal fears. In 

The Skin I Live In, Almodóvar continuously plays upon the primal fear of being the prey in a 

prey-predator scenario. This prey-predator theme encompasses both the film's portrayals of 

rape and of being forced into another gender, which one can easily define as a type of rape. 

Both situations involve someone characterized as a predator (the rapist) and another as their 

prey (the violated or victimized), which also illustrates a predator's desire for power and 

domination. Considering the fact that being prey is a general primal fear, it is no coincidence 

that the scenes that include rape or the process of Vicente becoming Vera are those that 

showcase the typical cinematographic style of horror films. For example, in the scene that 



 

portrays a recently kidnapped Vicente chained to a wall in Robert's garage, one can notice 

how Almodóvar is utilizing low-key lighting as a nod to the typical horror film. According to 

Robert Spadoni in his book A Pocket Guide to Analyzing Films, "Low-key lighting provides 

little or no fill light...and results in darker and crisper shadows" and "horror films, thrillers, 

and film noirs" are typically associated with it (Spadoni 82). This anxiety-inducing lighting 

technique also works with the fact that Vicente is chained and given water to drink from a 

metal bin as if he were a dog or domesticated animal of some sort, as both further the primal 

fear of being the prey, or powerless, in a prey-predator situation.  

In addition, during the scene that depicts Vicente waking up from the vaginoplasty 

Robert has just performed on him, one can note the offscreen space that lies at the top-left 

side of the screen. This offscreen space is dark with many shadows and is slowly revealed by 

the camera, creating suspense as the viewer does not know what lies in the hidden space (or 

in the future of the film). It is common for horror films to "often load offscreen space with 

real and implied threats to the characters. A conventional strategy is to unbalance the 

frame...[the viewers] expect (or dread) that something will imminently enter the frame- a 

hand, an ax, a monster- to balance it" (Spadoni 105). By unbalancing the frame, Almodóvar 

models this scene after a horror film, causing viewers to expect and dread figuring out what 

Robert has just done to Vicente. Interestingly enough, slowly revealing the plot of a film is 

also a technique that is typical to the horror genre, as directors "slide the narration from 

restricted to unrestricted at a moment calculated to ratchet up the tension and terror. By 

controlling how it parcels out story information, the film has elicited our strong emotional 

involvement" (Spadoni 68). Almodóvar clearly utilizes this aspect of the genre throughout 

this film as well, using a non-linear narrative that takes a substantial amount of time to reveal 

the most frightening details of the story.  



 

Moreover, in the scene where one witnesses Vicente raping Robert's daughter 

Norma in the garden, one can see that Vicente's face is bottom-lit in several instances, giving 

him an evil, ghoulish effect that historically denotes characters as villains in horror films. In 

fact, bottom lighting is "characteristically seen in horror films...this lighting comes from 

below and can cast grotesque shadows on faces and walls" (Spadoni 79-80). One can 

specifically see this lighting effect when Norma begins to scream and Vicente covers her 

mouth, continuing to rape her. A close-up of Vicente's face ensues, which not only includes 

bottom lighting and therefore distinguishes him as villainous, but also incorporates a low-

angle that looks up towards Vicente's face. In the history of cinema, "a low angle shot of a 

figure...can make the figure look powerful" (Spadoni 106), an idea that parallel's this film's 

theme of rape as a desire for power, and its characterization of Vicente as a predator. 

Through the use of such specific aspects of the horror genre, Almodóvar makes clear his 

intention of having the viewer feel as frightened as the victimized character does (whether it 

is Norma being raped by Vicente or Vicente having an undesired sex or gender reassignment 

surgery, a rape in itself), marking rape as a bone-chilling, terrorizing aspect of human history. 

Furthermore, Almodóvar also utilizes an extended metaphor of skin to make a 

comment on how society unfortunately forgives rape constantly, an occurrence that seems 

pulled out of a horror or thriller film yet is actually a part of the day-to-day real world. A 

scene from the film that portrays how the metaphor of skin both shows the plasticity of 

identity and depicts society's forgiveness of rapists is when Zeca rapes Vera in his tiger 

costume (or "tiger skin"). Initially, Zeca uses his costume to cover up his true maliciousness 

in order for his mother to let him into Robert's home. He tells her that his costume is like 

"the costume that he would wear as a child" and goes on to growl like a tiger (as a child 

would), which causes his mother to call him "tigrinho" and let him inside of the house. As 



 

soon as his persuading is done and he is inside Robert's house, Zeca shows tiger-like, or 

predator-like, behaviors. He tells his mother "I'm hungry" and pushes her out of the way, 

grunting as he eats noisily. When he sees the live surveillance videos of Vera on the 

television screen, he licks it like an animal would. Zeca then goes into full predator mode, 

tying up his own mother and running up the stairs to rape Vera. As he rapes her, he seems to 

fully become his tiger skin, growling with every thrust and even biting her chin. Notably, as 

he carries her to her bed, Zeca says, "This tiger wants the bed", which marks his full 

transformation into the animal. This sort of metamorphosis shows the plasticity of identity 

through physical appearance, as Zeca becomes his skin. One can view this as a positive 

comment on sex or gender reassignment surgery, as they help many people feel that they 

have fully become who they have always felt like on the inside. However, Zeca's 

transformation also has implications for how people forgive rapists every day in society, as 

his skin gives him anonymity and therefore allows him to escape blame for raping Vera. As 

viewers, we do not know anything about Zeca apart from the animal-like behaviors he 

apparently adopts when wearing this costume. This does not exactly urge us to forgive him, 

but does keep us from seeing him as a fully developed character (or an actual human being) 

and therefore causes us to forget him and his crime. In a certain way, the anonymity he is 

granted by his tiger skin is his "get out of jail free card."  

Interestingly enough, Almodóvar utilizes skin as a barrier from blame for rape in two 

more instances in this film. First and foremost, viewers feel the urge to forgive Vicente for 

his rape later on when he is an inhabitant of Vera's skin, as Vera looks nothing like the man 

we saw raping Norma in the garden. In fact, in the scene where one sees Vera watching a 

show depicting a tiger eating an antelope, one is quick to relate the "poor" locked-up, doe-

eyed Vera to the antelope (prey) not the tiger (predator). This effect in the viewer is also 



 

obviously aided by the fact that the viewer is not aware at the time of the scene that Vera is 

Vicente (or who Vicente even is for that matter). However, even in later scenes when we do 

know that behind Vera's eyes lies a rapist, we still feel sorry for her and almost want to help 

her escape from Robert. Moreover, Robert can also be considered a rapist, due to how he 

violates Vicente's gender and identity through unauthorized procedures. However, one does 

not blame him for his rape due to the skin he hides behind: GAL, the artificial skin he is 

inventing, of which Vicente/Vera has served as a lab rat for (the logic behind this is, "if it's 

for science, it's fine!" even if it is not). Right after the scene which portrays Robert forcing 

Vera to undergo procedures in order to test out GAL, which include bringing her leg close 

to fire or mosquitoes to test the skin's resistance, Robert is shown discussing GAL in a 

medical seminar. During the discussion, the doctor speaks about how this artificial skin is 

resistant to insect bites, which would guard against malaria, and fireproof, avoiding the 

existence of burn victims such as his late wife. By explaining how he is creating GAL for the 

good of humanity, Robert convinces the viewer that what he has forced Vicente to undergo 

is almost righteous. However, it is obvious that his imprisonment of Vicente/Vera is mostly 

due to revenge and his obsessive tendencies after the death of his wife.  

In conclusion, in his film The Skin I Live In, Almodóvar utilizes many characteristics 

of the horror/thriller genre including low-key lighting, offscreen space, a nonlinear narrative 

that unravels slowly, bottom lighting and low angles. Through each of these aspects of the 

genre, Almodóvar makes a comment on the terrorizing, cruel nature of rape, creating 

emotions in viewers that are similar to those that rape victims feel (fear, anxiety, and more). 

There is also a focus throughout the film on prey-predator scenarios, which not only 

encompass the main fear these aspects of the horror genre play upon, but also further the 

idea of a rapist being someone who desires to be a predator and have power over their prey. 



 

The extended metaphor of skin that is apparent throughout the entire film also adds to the 

prey-predator theme, especially in the case of Zeca and his tiger skin, but mostly makes a 

comment on society's horrific tendency to forgive rapists. By utilizing skin as a shield from 

blame in the cases of Zeca with his tiger skin, Vicente with his Vera skin and Robert with his 

GAL skin, Almodóvar attempts to manipulate his viewers to forgive each of these three 

rapists, paralleling society's tendency to forgive rapists in real life. Furthermore, even though 

The Skin I Live In is not a typical horror film, Almodóvar utilizes this genre's conventions and 

intensifies them, as rape and an unsolicited gender reassignment surgery are much more 

terrorizing than any monster or ghoul could ever be. 
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