EDICIONES
=] COMPLUTENSE @

Teknokultura. Revista de Cultura Digital y Movimientos Sociales VIDEO ESSAYS
ISSNe: 1549-2230

Surgical horror and melodrama in The skin | live in:
Beyond the male/female divide'

Vicente Rodriguez Ortega
Universidad Carlos Il de Madrid (Espana) = @

https://dx.doi.org/10.56209/TEKN.103430 Received: June 17,2025 « Accepted: November 8,2025 « OPEN PEER REVIEW

URL del video: https://revistas.ucm.es/index.php/TEKN/libraryFiles/downloadPublic/693

ENG Abstract: Pedro Aimodadvar’s The skin | live in (2011) explores revenge, identity transformation, and the
limitations of binary gender categories through surgical horror and melodrama. The film depicts Dr. Robert
Ledgard’s forced transformation of Vicente into Vera, modeled after his deceased wife, interrogating bodily
autonomy and male control over female identity. It critiques patriarchal fantasies while engaging with trans
and queer identities, though problematically linking surgical transition to trauma and punishment. The film
portrays Vera’'s transformation as both violent and potentially liberating. Incorporating melodramatic
elements, it subverts traditional resolutions, leaving the protagonist in an ambiguous state. This video essay
functions as an audiovisual ‘surgical operation’, using images, sounds, scholarly quotations, and intertitles
from the film to dissect its representation of bodily transformation and examine how gender identity is
constructed, coerced, and ultimately reclaimed, offering a nuanced critique of hegemonic gender constructs
and power dynamics.
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ESP Horror quirurgico y melodrama en La piel que habito:
Mas alla de la division hombre/mujer

Resumen: La piel que habito (2011) explora la venganza, la transformacion de la identidad y las limitaciones
de las categorias de género binarias. La pelicula aborda la transformacion forzada de Vicente en Vera por
parte del Dr. Robert Ledgard, quien la modela a imagen de su fallecida esposa, interrogando los limites de
la autonomia corporal y el control masculino sobre la identidad femenina. El filme ofrece una critica a las
fantasias de indole patriarcal, al tiempo que dialoga con la especificidad de las identidades trans y queer,
aunque de forma problematica, al vincular la transicion quirdrgica con el trauma y el castigo. Este ensayo
audiovisual funciona como una ‘operacion quirdrgica’ audiovisual que, mediante el uso de imagenes,
sonidos, citas académicas e intertitulos extraidos del filme, disecciona su representacion de la
transformacion corporal y examina como la identidad de género se construye, se impone y, finalmente, se
reapropia.

Palabras clave: Aimoddvar; género; melodrama; terror; trans.

' This work is part of the research project Cine y television en Espafia en la era digital (2008-22): nuevos agentes y espacios de
intercambio en el panorama audiovisual, financed by Agencia Estatal de Investigacion (PID2022-140102NB-100).
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1. Written statement

Pedro Aimoddvar’s The skin I live in (2011) is an intricate
tale of revenge unfolding within the confines of a
secluded mansion. Dr. Ledgard, a renowned surgeon,
seeks retribution by transforming Vicente, a man who
sexually assaulted his daughter, into the woman of his
own twisted desires. Employing transgenesis —the
process of introducing a foreign gene (a ‘transgene’)
from one organism into the genome of another
organism—, Ledgard metamorphoses Vicente into Vera.
He goes a step further: he replicates his deceased wife's
face on her. Despite his initial plan to partner with Vera,
Ledgard’s creation takes an unwanted turn: ultimately, s/
he takes advantage of her/his painfully acquired
freedom to kill the mad doctor. In the end, Vera, nhow
free, confronts her/his past, stating who s/he is in a
poignant moment of self-discovery. The film concludes
with Vicente/Vera navigating the complexities of their
newfound body and hybrid identity.

The film revolves around the interrogation of identity
and the malleability of gender categories to define a
subject position beyond a clear-cut differentiation
between male and female. More specifically, it explores
how the patriarchal order seeks to control women by
enacting male fantasies of violence and desire. By
delineating that a woman can be conceived as a
creation of man, a pliable entity composed of clinically
grown and enhanced skin and tissue, Almoddvar
delves into «the perils of a society that has quartered
and dissected womanhood to exhaustion in order to
satisfy the requirements of individuals with specific
physical fixations. In that respect, the film is a direct
descendant of timely discourses surrounding beauty
and the commodification of bodies in Western
societies; woman is here seen as a direct victim of
male desire and its concomitant culture» (Reyes, 2013,
p. 820). Moreover, technology, wielded by a disturbed
man, governs the female body and molds it socially in
alignment with the man’s desires and gender biases.
However, the film also approaches the psychological
and embodied experience of Vera, extending beyond
the patriarchal gaze. Almodévar foregrounds her
complex process of self-formation within and against
the material confines of her surgically transformed
body. This emergent subjectivity resonates with the
works of artist Louise Bourgeois, whose sculptures —
particularly her representations of fragmented,
reconstituted, and hybrid bodies— explore trauma,
memory, and the female body as sites of both
vulnerability and strength. Thus, Vera's transformation
may be conceptualized not merely as victimization but
as an act of reconfiguration and reclamation of the
body. Furthermore, Aimodévar’s use of classical myths,
notably those of Dionysus and Ariadne, reinforces the
cyclical nature of destruction and rebirth. Dionysus,
god of chaos and metamorphosis, embodies the
dissolution of boundaries, while Ariadne represents
the thread that guides one through transformation but
also betrayal, abandonment and rebirth. These

mythological allusions illuminate Vera’s journey toward
a new, self-defined identity—one that escapes the
binaries imposed by the patriarchal order.

Almododvar’'s work may be conceptualized in
relation to an early 2000s horror subgenre, torture
porn, epitomized by Saw (Wang, 2004) or Hostel (Roth,
2005). However, rather than centering on a spectacle
of multiple and explicit images of bloodletting and
body dismemberment, the Spanish filmmaker situates
the narrative’s focus on the violent and yet scientific
and scrupulously planned transformation of a human
body to question the fixity of gender categories.
Consequently, it may be understood as a surgical
horror piece in which Vicente/Vera’s body turns into
the raw material for Doctor Ledgard to feed his
obsessions, craftily reshaping her/his body to match
his cravings.

Additionally, the film adopts key melodramatic
elements, including the pervasive use of masquerade,
last-minute  identity revelations, and radical
transformations in a character’s appearance to signify
change, recovery, or alteration (Marcantonio, 2015). In
contrast to traditional melodrama, there is no initial
restoration of order, or a sacrificial virtuous act aimed at
evoking pathos in the audience. Instead, Vicente, now
transformed into Vera, confronts the challenge of a new
beginning along an uncharted path, navigating this new
journey with a body and psyche that are still in the early
stages of adaptation. Armed with the unambiguous
powerofthe melodramaticimaginationtocommunicate
and express affect and the terrifying, aseptic and
meticulous visual fabric of surgical horror (Barker, 2017;
Modal, 2021), The skin I live in ultimately questions the
hegemonic societal constructions of the gender divide
and aims at a specific target: a subject that potentially
embodies a new way of understanding the relationship
between males, females and those subjects who do
not fit any of these two identifying markers.

This video essay exclusively deploys images and
sounds from The skin I live in, along with quotations
from scholars and original intertitles, to unravel the
modes of representation through which Almoddvar’s
film constructs a new type of subject beyond
conventional gender categorizations. Thus, it performs
a series of ‘surgical operations’ on the materiality of
the filmic object, reshaping its narrative and aesthetics
to chronicle the physical transformations in Vicente/
Vera’s body and the ways in which their psyche
subverts the heteropatriarchal power that attempts to
mold it.

2. Data Availability

The video essay is also publicly available on Vimeo at
https://vimeo.com/1094034550

3. LLM Use Statement

This article has not used any text generated by an
LLM (ChatGPT or other) for its writing.


https://dx.doi.org/10.5209/tekn.
https://dx.doi.org/10.5209/tekn.
https://vimeo.com/1094034550

Rodriguez Ortega, Vicente. Teknokultura. Revista de Cultura Digital y Movimientos Sociales 23(2), 2026, 247-249 249

4. Referencias

Aldana Reyes, Xavier (2013). Skin deep? Surgical horror and the impossibility of becoming woman in Aimodévar’s
The skin I live in. Bulletin of Hispanic Studies, 90(7), 819-835. https://doi.org/10.3828/bhs.2013.50

Almodovar, Pedro (Director) (2011). The skin I live in [film]. El Deseo.

Barker, Jesse (2020). Sculpting women: From Pygmalion to Vertigo to The skin I live in. Quarterly Review of
Film and Video, 37(4), 299-327. https://doi.org/10.1080/10509208.2019.1639484

D’Lugo, Marvin (2006). Pedro AlImodadvar. University of lllinois Press.

Dongsup, Jung (2014). Yuxtaposicioén artistica en La piel que habito de Pedro AlImoddévar: En torno a las obras
de Tiziano, Louise Bourgeois, Guillermo Pérez Villalta y Juan Gatti. Neophilologus, 98, 617-635. https:/
doi.org/10.1007/s11061-014-9385-5

Harrang, Caron (2012). Psychic skin and narcissistic rage: Reflections on Almodévar’s The skin I live in. The
International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 93(5), 1301-1308. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-8315.2012.00633.x

Marcantonio, Carla (2015). Cinema, transgenesis, and history in The skin | live in. Social Text, 33(1), 49-70.
https://doi.org/10.1215/01642472-2831868

Mondal, Subarna (2021). Destruction, reconstruction and resistance: The skin and the protean body in Pedro
Almodovar’s body horror The skin I live in. Humanities, 10(1), 54. https://doi.org/10.3390/h10010054

Parés Pulido, Marina (2014). Intertextualidad en La piel que habito: Pintura, escultura y dibujo. Fotocinema.
Revista cientifica de cine y fotografia, 9, 325-360. https://doi.org/10.24310/Fotocinema.2014.v0i9.5973

Roth, Eli (Director) (2005). Hostel [film]. Lions Gate Films.

Russo, Michele (2019). Devolver la mirada: El personaje de Vera en La piel que habito de Pedro Aimoddvar.
Comunicaciéon y Género, 2(1), 161-182. https://doi.org/10.5209/cgen.66508

Thibaudeau, Pascale (2013). El cuerpo, la piel y la pantalla: Los territorios habitados por Pedro Almoddvar.
Fotocinema. Revista Cientificade Cine Y Fotografia, 7,192-208. https://doi.org/10.24310/Fotocinema.2013.
v0i7.5931

Wan, James (Director) (2004). Saw [film]. Lions Gate Films.


https://doi.org/10.3828/bhs.2013.50
https://doi.org/10.1080/10509208.2019.1639484
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11061-014-9385-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11061-014-9385-5
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-8315.2012.00633.x?urlappend=%3Futm_source%3Dresearchgate.net%26medium%3Darticle
https://doi.org/10.1215/01642472-2831868
https://doi.org/10.3390/h10010054
https://doi.org/10.24310/Fotocinema.2014.v0i9.5973
https://doi.org/10.5209/cgen.66508
https://doi.org/10.24310/Fotocinema.2013.v0i7.5931
https://doi.org/10.24310/Fotocinema.2013.v0i7.5931

