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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
 
 
 
 

Traumatized Subjects: Horror Film and the Legacy of Mass Extermination in Post-
Dictatorship Spain 

 
 
 

by 
 
 
 

Scott Walter Boehm 
 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in Literature 
 
 

University of California, San Diego, 2012 
 
 

Professor Susan Kirkpatrick, Co-Chair 
Professor Luis Martín-Cabrera, Co-Chair 

 
 
 

“Traumatized Subjects” examines the legacy of the mass extermination carried out 

during the 1936 coup against the II Spanish Republic and under the Francoist 

dictatorship through the lens of contemporary Spanish horror film, which I take as an 

index of cultural anxieties.  I claim that “the Transition” is the dominant cultural 

process of post-dictatorship Spain, rather than a discrete historical period, and show 

how it is predicated upon the disavowal of mass extermination, while arguing that the 

emergent cultural process of the recuperation of historical memory that began with the 
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historic mass grave exhumation in Priaranza del Bierzo in 2000 poses the first 

significant threat to the hegemony of the Transition since its consolidation during the 

failed coup attempt of 1981.  Adapting notions of allegory found in the work of Walter 

Benjamin, Idelber Avelar, Adam Lowenstein and Michael Denning, I perform 

allegorical readings of what I call “the new wave of Spanish horror film” that consider 

each film as a variation of a master plot that frequently revolves around the loss of a 

family member followed by a search for the truth about the circumstances of their 

death or disappearance.  By way of Lacanian psychoanalysis, I interpret these films as 

the largely unconscious dramatization of cultural conflicts around issues of memory, 

justice and impunity that have become central concerns in post-dictatorship Spain over 

the past decade.  I demonstrate how each film exemplifies a distinct cultural politics 

that reflect their various ways of dealing with the legacy of mass extermination 

encoded in their scripts, and suggest that horror is a privileged genre of cinema for 

observing cultural battles and shifts related to historical trauma. 
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Introduction 

 
The Return of the Living Dead and Spanish Horror Film 

 
 
THE RETURN OF THE LIVING DEAD1 
 

The funeral rite exemplifies symbolization at its purest: through it, the 
dead are inscribed in the text of symbolic tradition, they are assured 
that, in spite of their death, they will ‘continue to live’ in the memory of 
the community.  The ‘return of the living dead’ is, on the other hand, 
the reverse of the proper funeral rite.  While the latter implies a certain 
reconciliation, an acceptance of loss, the return of the dead signifies 
that they cannot find their proper place in the text of tradition.  The two 
great traumatic events of the holocaust and the gulag are, of course, 
exemplary cases of the return of the dead in the twentieth century.  The 
shadows of their victims will continue to chase us as ‘living dead’ until 
we give them a decent burial, until we integrate the trauma of their 
death into our historical memory. 
 

Slavoj Zizek, Looking Awry 

 

 There are few things as horrifying as peering into a mass grave.  Bones piled 

randomly on top of each other illicit primal fears of arbitrary death, abandonment and 

post-mortem anonymity.  Skulls stare back at you, eerily interrogating you with their 

unspeakable knowledge.  Bullet holes in the back of craniums bear witness to human 

                                                 
1 The first part of the introduction (“The Return of the Living Dead”) was written in 
2010 as I was beginning work on Traumatized Subjects.  It provides a completely 
unedited overview of the historical and analytical roots of the project, and I have 
resisted the urge to revise it in order to demonstrate how this project has evolved over 
the course of two years of thinking and writing about this topic.  The second part of 
the introduction (“Spanish Horror Film”) was written towards the end of the project, 
and provides a geneaology of Spanish horror film that allows me to discuss apects of 
the genre while situating the “new wave of Spanish horror film” in a context that is 
historically and culturally specific to Spain and Spanish cinema. 
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brutality, involuntarily imagined through the instant recall of black and white images 

of summary executions and concentration camps, collective memories fixed by video 

footage of atrocities committed during the twentieth century.  Femurs, tibias and 

vertebra strewn haphazardly in the dirt testify to the violence and disdain with which 

those deemed undesirable were made to disappear.  Shiny teeth become uncanny 

reminders that such prostrate remains were once full of life denied them by their 

executioners.  Fragments of ribs and tiny finger bones reveal the fragility of the human 

structure hidden under the surface of our seemingly impenetrable skin. 

 Standing at the edge of a mass grave is to find oneself on the precipice of the 

real lurking in everyday experience, where a picturesque field is suddenly transformed 

into a crime scene.  A frightening abyss is exposed beneath the peaceful pastures 

where oblivious sheep roam; picturesque rural landscapes take on a sinister, haunted 

appearance.  Such proximity to the remains of violent death incites feelings of dread 

because it explodes notions of personal security and cultural stability.  Looking closely 

at a mass grave is to risk putting comforting notions about historical progress in 

jeopardy.  It is a precarious act, in which traumatic memories of the past flash up, 

revealing the present as a moment pregnant with the seeds of danger. 

 Like Walter Benjamin’s angel of history who sees a catastrophe buried under 

triumphal narratives of historical progress, submitting oneself to the gaze of the 

undead is to become burdened by the human wreckage covered up by official history 

and national myths.  It is to become a witness to genocidal violence that challenges the 

cultural fantasies structuring dominant ways of seeing “reality.”  It exposes unsolved 

crimes, and demands retributive justice.  Such an encounter is akin to finding oneself 
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in the middle of a horror film in the light of day, far from the comforting darkness of a 

movie theater. 

 The exhumation of a mass grave, like a well-made horror film, provokes a 

multitude of unpredictable effects that endure long after the initial shock fades away.  

An exhumation not only cuts through land and soil, transforming the physical 

landscape, it also breaks taboos, transforming the laws and social practices that have 

constituted the symbolic order until the steady work of picks and shovels disrupts the 

doxa of disappearance as a naturalized, unspoken social phenomena.  The exhumation 

of a mass grave in October 2000 in Priaranza del Bierzo, a small village in the north of 

Spain, unexpectedly unleashed what Benjamin calls “weak messianic power,” a 

transformative force capable of rehabilitating the lost victims of past historical trauma 

by inscribing their discarded corpses into the symbolic order, an act that has the 

potential to destabilize its coordinates and open the possibility for radical socio-

political change.  That historic exhumation shattered the cultural silence surrounding 

the mass extermination of hundreds of thousands of people considered undesirable by 

the opposed forces of fascism, the Catholic Church and the rebellious factions of the 

Spanish army behind the 1936 coup against the democratic Second Spanish Republic. 

 Recent work by a new generation of historians and documentary filmmakers 

dedicated to “brushing history against the grain” have painted a gruesome picture of 

the mass extermination that occurred in the names of Francisco Franco, Emilio Mola, 

Gonzalo Quiepo de Llano, Juan Yagüe, Serrano Suñer, and José Antonio Primo de 

Rivera, the fathers of a ruthless dictatorship established through genocidal violence 

and legitimized by a definitive victory over those Republicans, communists, anarchists 
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and international volunteers who resisted its implementation for nearly three years.  

Heeding Benjamin’s maxim that “nothing that has ever happened should be regarded 

as lost for history, such historians have attempted to counter powerful cultural myths 

claiming that “the Spanish Civil War” was inevitable or a temporary period of 

“collective madness.”  Such myths have the effect of erasing and absolving 

responsibility for the mass extermination that put Franco in power, and lend credence 

to the ideological position that blames the Republic itself for the violent uprising 

against it. 

 Francisco Espinoza has countered such cultural myths by insisting on the 

importance of discourse to how we conceive the events of 1936-1939.  For example, 

referring to the 2,500 desaparecidos in the province of Huelva, Espinoza claims that: 

La palabra para definir la acción que acabó con sus vidas debería ser 
crimen contra la humanidad o genocidio en el sentido que 
originariamente le dio su creador, el jurista polaco Rafael Lemkin, de 
criminalidad sistemática contra un grupo, o en la acepción que dan 
nuestros diccionarios: exterminio sistemático de un grupo social por 
motivos de raza, de religion o políticos.2 
 

Following this logic, Espinoza challenges the common use of the term “Spanish Civil 

War” to describe the events that took place between 1936 and 1939. 

Estamos acostombrados a hablar de una guerra civil que abarca todo el 
territorio y que dura casi tres años, y al hacer esto, conscientemente o 
no, falseamos la realidad. . . . la ausencia de matices deforma nuestra 
vision de los hechos, resultando que la guerra civil ha acabado por 
ocultar y absorber el golpe de estado previo cuyo fracaso dio lugar a la 
propria guerra.  Esta idea de la guerra civil como desastre inevitable 
conlleva la culpabilización colectiva y la consideración de la dictadura 

                                                 
2 Francisco Espinoza Maestre.  La columna de la muerte: El avance del ejército 
franquista de Sevilla a Badajoz.  Barcelona: Crítica, 2007, pp. 59. 
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y del proceso de transición como lógicas y necesarias fases de 
superación de los graves problemas existentes.3 
 

Espinoza’s meticulous research and detailed description of the extermination carried 

out between Sevilla and Badajoz demonstrates that the 1936 coup implemented a pre-

existing plan for mass extermination.  Espinoza cites the instructions of General Mola 

two weeks before the coup was launched on July 17th in Melilla: “Eliminar los 

elementos izquierdistas: comunistas, anarquistas, sindicalistas, masones, etc.”4  A 

year later, a military judge pronounced that “hay que desinfectar previamente el solar 

patria.” Evidence of the “espíritu genocida,” behind the coup, Espinoza claims that 

“para los sublevados, unos como otros eran seres infrahumanos a los que había que 

considerar no ya como prisioneros sino ni siquiera como españoles.”5 

 Monste Armengou and Ricard Belis, who pose the question, ¿Hay un 

holocausto español? as the subtitle of their documentary and book Las fosas del 

silencio, also cite Mola’s instructions as evidence of mass extermination plans 

predating the coup: “la acción ha de ser en extremo violenta para reducir lo antes 

posible al enemigo […] aplicando castigos ejemplares.”  They also quote a radio 

address in which Mola announces it is necessary to “extender el terror, hay que dejar 

sensación de dominio eliminando sin escúpulos a todos los que no piensan como 

nosotros.”6  In Los niños perdidos del franquismo, Armengou and Belis have 

                                                 
3 Julián Casanova, Ed.  Morir, matar, sobrevivir: La violencia en la dictadura de 
Franco.  Barcelona: Crítica, 2002, pp. 56. 
4 Francisco Espinoza Maestre.  La columna de la muerte: El avance del ejército 
franquista de Sevilla a Badajoz.  Barcelona: Crítica, 2007, pp. 46. 
5 Ibid, pp. 415. 
6 Montse Armengou and Ricard Belis.  Las fosas del silencio: ¿Hay un holocausto 
español?  Barcelona: Random House Mondadori, 2004, pp. 27. 
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documented the confiscation of the children of “los rojos,” a state program designed 

by the Nazi-trained psychiatrist Antonio Vallejo Nájera, whose obsession with 

stamping out “the Marxist gene” from the Spanish “race” led to horrific repressive 

measures documented by the psychiatrist Enrique González Duro and the British 

historian Michael Richards.7 

 Such new historical work is part of the arduous “recuperation of historical 

memory” that has followed in the wake of the exhumation of the “trece de Priaranza.”  

On the tenth anniversary of that historic exhumation, 231 of the 2,052 registered mass 

graves have been exhumed and the remains of 5,277 of the 143,353 desaparecidos 

have been recovered.8  In addition to these exhumations and significant revisions to 

the historical record, the process of the recuperation of historical memory has 

significantly altered the socio-political landscape of contemporary Spain.  In 2007, the 

Spanish government was forced to pass the Law of Historical Memory in under 

political pressure from the civic organizations such as the Association of the 

Recuperation of Historical Memory, founded in the wake of the Priaranza exhumation, 

and international bodies such as the United Nations Working Group on Enforced 

Involuntary Disappearance.  In 2008, Judge Baltasar Garzón opened the first 

investigation of crimes against humanity committed in Spain during the 1936 coup 

and under the dictatorship.  And in 2010, the first mass mobilizations against impunity 

took place across the country.   

                                                 
7 See Enrique González Duro.  Los psiquiatras de Franco: Los rojos no estaban locos.  
Barcelona: Ediciones Peninsula, 2008 and Michael Richards.  A Time of Silence: Civil 
War and the Culture of Repression in Franco’s Spain, 1936-1945.  Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998. 
8 Lola Huete Machado.  “La memoria de la tierra.”  El País Semanal.  (11.14.10) 
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 It is undeniable that the Law of Historical Memory is a relatively weak piece 

of legislation that has proven ineffective in meeting the demands of those it purports to 

serve.  Thousands of mass graves lie beneath Spanish soil and the state refuses to 

assume responsibility for their exhumation.  It is also true that Garzón was forced to 

close his investigation a month after opening it under tremendous pressure from the 

state attorney, and later removed from the Spanish Criminal Court on the basis of 

lawsuits presented by Spain’s fascist party and a highly secretive far-right organization 

that charged him with having knowingly transgressed his jurisdiction as a judge.  

Tellingly, while not a single person has been brought to trial for any of the cases of 

enforced disappearance his case bright to light, Garzón is currently facing a trial in the 

Supreme Court to determine if he is guilty of prevaricación.  Despite these facts, the 

process of the recuperation of historical memory has had far-reaching, if sometimes 

subtle, effects on contemporary Spanish culture.  While the 2000 exhumation broke 

generations of silence on the topic of los desaparecidos, the socio-political process it 

initiated has slowly eroded widespread fears of retaliation for speaking publicly about 

the horrors of the dictatorship and personal trauma produced by the enforced 

disappearance of family members and friends eliminated for their political beliefs or 

for simply belonging to the rural working class or for promoting such things as secular 

education or woman’s rights.  And while the conservative Partido Popular, with deep 

Francoist roots, consistently attacks the ruling socialist party for cynically using 

historical memory as a cover for a failed economic policy and other social ills, on the 

local level, a small number of PP supporters have concluded that mass grave 

exhumations are “lo menos que se puede hacer,” as Francisco Etxeberria, one of 
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Spain’s leading medical examiners, who has led more than a hundred exhumations has 

noted.9 

 During what might be considered the “decade of historical memory,” this 

process has also influenced Spanish cinema.  Films such as Las 13 Rosas, Salvador, 

Los girasoles ciegos and La buena nueva have attempted to represent some of the 

darker chapters of the 1936 coup and the dictatorship.  They have tackled the 

exceptionally cruel executions of thirteen young women a few months after the end of 

the war and that of the anarchist Puig Antich in 1974, as well as the repressive role of 

the Catholic Church in Franco’s Spain.  These films, along with Silencio roto, 

Soldados de Salamina, El viaje de Carol and La mujer del anarquista, employ realist 

aesthetics to tell their stories, the dominant mode of representation for such “historic” 

material.  The majority of them are firmly situated in the past, allowing little 

opportunity for viewers to cognitively map the events of the past, which is usually 

figured as a distant, discreet period shut off from the present.  Soldados de Salamina is 

a clear exception to this pattern, as it is explicitly structured around the dialectics of 

time and memory, although its comforting message that heroes really do exist has little 

potential to trouble the present.  La buena nueva, a riveting drama that takes place 

during the 1936 coup, gestures to the importance of historical memory through the 

representation of mass graves and a self-conscious monologue in a scene that 

momentarily breaks the action near the climax of the film.  While it would be a stretch 

to claim that these two (very different) films display happy endings, it should be noted 

that they both finish on heartwarming notes, indirectly impling that the satisfactory 

                                                 
9 Ibid, 72 
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resolution of the film signifies the end of a story that, ultimately, has little to do with 

the viewer from their vantage point of a present that is left relatively undisturbed. 

 Although these films, along with Mexican director Guillermo del Toro’s El 

espinazo del diablo and El laberinto del fauno which are given special consideration 

in chapter 1, are the ones most often referred to in discussions about historical memory 

and Spanish cinema, the most notable trend in Spanish cinema over the past ten years 

has been the new wave of horror films, several of which have garnered significant 

international attention.  On the surface, it would seem that these films have little or 

nothing to do with historical memory, yet a quick sampling of few of their titles is 

suggestive: Los sin nombre, Nos miran, Aparecidos, and The Others.  They prompt us 

to ask: Who are the nameless, those who secretly watch us, the ghosts who appear?  

Who are “the others” of post-dictatorship Spain?  Why has a new wave of Spanish 

horror film influenced more by the moody, impressionistic cinema of Carlos Saura and 

Víctor Erice than by the campy cine de terror of Jesús Franco and Paul Naschy 

coincided with the socio-political process of the recuperation of historical memory?  I 

argue that the specters of mass extermination who have returned to haunt 

contemporary Spanish culture, politics and law also haunt this new wave of Spanish 

horror film, which, through what Benjamin calls “the allegorical way of seeing,” 

offers viewers the possibility of articulating a relationship between past injustice and 

present impunity, historical trauma and cultural debts, despite the fact this cinema 

rarely figures the living dead as victims of the dictatorship. 

 Instead, several of the horror films I consider in this study render historical 

trauma by staging what cultural critic Jordi Costa has called a “gothic present” marked 
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by personal loss and melancholy.  In his review of Los ojos de Julia in El País, Costa 

raises a fundamental question motivating my project:  ¿por qué tantos títulos del 

nuevo cine de terror español optan por situar sus acciones en esa ucronía que 

podríamos bautizar como Presente Gótico?” 10  His answer to this question is 

illustrative of a generalized resistance to see these films as entangled with the legacy 

of the dictatorship: 

Uno intuye que lo que, en la fundacional La residencia, de Narciso 
Ibáñez Serrador, funcionaba como símbolo de un contexto sociopolítico 
tan represivo como un severo internado femenino, ahora responde, más 
bien, a los anhelos de un sistema de producción que tiene sueños 
húmedos con la respuesta pauloviana [sic] por parte del gran público 
ante una estética y unas maneras que evoquen los modelos de Los otros 
o de El orfanato (2007) -que ya fue una intencionada fotocopia cuya 
rentabilidad confirmó la legitimidad de operaciones afines-.11 
 

While Costa is undoubtedly correct about the desire of production companies to repeat 

the box-office success of The Others and El orfanato, it is curious that in the very 

sentence he claims Narciso Ibáñez’s 1969 “gothic” horror film La residencia was 

linked to the socio-political context from which it emerged (the dictatorship), he fails 

to consider that same possibility for recent horror films employing similar tropes of a 

“gothic present”: dark sets, imposing architecture, claustrophobic space, geo-temporal 

ambiguity/displacement, psychological suspense and missing children.12 

 I would suggest that Costa’s suspension of analysis at the very point he 

unwittingly makes a crucial intertexual connection can be explained by the fact that it 

                                                 
10 Jordi Costa, “Visión retrospectiva.”  El País.  (10/29/10) 
11 Ibid. 
12 Costa also fails to interrogate the desire of spectators for the “present gothic,” 
which, despite being impossible to isolate, deserves critical analysis rather than simple 
disdain precisely because these films have proven so popular with audiences. 
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is relatively easy to cognitively map the relationship between film and cultural critique 

when considering films produced under the restrictive gaze of state censors acting as 

guardians of a rigid symbolic law, but a much more complex exercise when dealing 

with a symbolic order that lacks such clearly-defined limits of expression.  Conducting 

analysis from within a symbolic order in which it appears that everything is permitted 

it is harder to grasp that which is left unspoken.  While allegorical interpretation is the 

modus operandi of interpreting cinema under Franco, it is easily discarded when one 

is dealing not with direct repression itself, but its return. 

 Thus, while Costa perceptively names a trend in Spanish horror film, he is 

unable to make much sense of it, resorting to a purely economic explanation of the 

appearance of the “present Gothic” on the Spanish cinema scene.  At the same time, 

Costa criticizes the film for not taking on cultural taboos: 

Al final, este crítico también se pregunta por qué el cine de terror 
español prefiere refugiarse en la tibieza del ejercicio de estilo filogótico 
-poco problemático por definición- antes que coger por los cuernos al 
toro de los tabúes (de representación) como se hace, sin ir más lejos, en 
Francia.  No hace falta irse a Serbia. 
 

Costa’s reference to French horror brings to mind Alexandre Aja’s 2003 cult classic, 

High Tension, a rather gory serial killer movie that received a NC-17 rating in the 

United States.  Representative of much recent French horror film, High Tension 

indeed, attacks taboos of the representation of violence on-screen, while 

acknowledging its debt to the gory American classic, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.  

Another example would be Alexandre Bustillo’s 2007 film Inside, in which a pregnant 

widow is terrorized in a bathroom by an unknown woman who desperately wants her 
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unborn baby.  Awash in gore, it goes as far as including a scene from the point of view 

of the fetus. 

 The Serbian reference is without question to Srdan Spasojevic’s 2010 A 

Serbian Film, in which an aging porn star agrees to participate in an art film and finds 

himself in a snuff movie that includes child rape, incest and necrophilia.  In the wake 

of the controversy it provoked at the Sitges Film Festival one month earlier, A Serbian 

Film was banned by a San Sebastián court and prohibited from being screened at the 

San Sebastian Horror and Fantasy Film Festival, despite the fact it had been projected 

at film festivals around the world and had won a number of awards.  In Spain, La 

Confederación Nacional Católica de Padres de Familia y Padres de Alumnos 

denounced the film for its representation of "la violación de un recién nacido, la 

fornicación a un pequeño de ocho años por su padre, o una mujer torturada y atada a 

la que le han quitado los dientes y debe llevar a cabo una felación,” acts which they 

claim “se salen del terreno de lo humanamente aceptable".  Despite the fact that 

nobody in San Sebastian could see the film, it was awarded with the Premio Especial 

del Público as a “símbolo de la libertad de expression.” The court’s decision to ban A 

Serbian Film recalls the Spanish Ministry of Culture’s decision to give Saw VI an X 

rating in 2009, forcing Buenavista to edit a less graphic version for distribution in 

Spain a year later.13 

 While such decisions could be considered a legacy of Francoist censorship and 

the power of the Catholic Church in Spain, what concerns me here is not the debate 

between the moralistic proponents of “humanely acceptable” violence and the 

                                                 
13 Guillermo Malaina, “’A Serbian Film,’ prohibida por un juez.”  Público.  (11/6/10) 
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defenders of artistic freedom of expression.  What is more pertinent to this study is the 

fact that while many critics have interpreted A Serbian Film as a reflection of the 

horrors of the Yugoslav Wars of the mid-1990s, Costa makes no such connection.  

Instead, he seems to prefer the gore value it, and much of recent French horror film, 

has to offer in comparison to their Spanish counterparts.  In turn, he interprets what he 

considers their “tepidness” as indicative of a cultural taboo.  I would venture that 

Costa’s inability to see the socio-political import of any of these horror films is a 

symptom of a very different sort of taboo, specifically, the legacy of historical trauma 

related to the horrific violence of the dictatorship. 

 While it’s true that the new wave of Spanish horror is comparatively short on 

blood and guts when compared to the films to which Costa alludes, taking gore as the 

privileged vehicle for breaking cultural taboos from within the horror genre provides a 

limited framework for considering the cultural relevance of films such as Los ojos de 

Julia and El orfanato.  It also posits the representation of graphic violence as the 

ultimate horizon of horror, rather than simply one of many taboos the genre is capable 

of exploring.  Furthermore, Costa fails to theorize the violence that he valorizes, and 

his desire for more gore is left unquestioned.  Instead, he seems to fetishize gore, 

echoing the title of his 1991 article, El cine gore: la mutilación es el mensaje.14  

 In opposition to Costa, I argue that the horror films examined in this study are 

entangled with much more profound cultural taboos than the representation of graphic 

violence: the silence surrounding the mass extermination of those considered enemies 

                                                 
14 Jordi Costa.  “El cine gore: la mutilación es el mensaje.”  Dirigido Por…  197: Dec 
1991, pp. 60-68. 
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of the dictatorship, and the state of impunity created through the architecture of the so-

called transition to democracy.  I would suggest that Costa’s simultaneous desire for 

gore over a “present gothic” and his lack of cognitive mapping is representative of the 

coordinates of desire in a symbolic order that seems to permit everything, at the cost 

of these intimately related exceptions. 

 Thus, I posit Costa’s analytic myopia as a generalized symptom of a post-

dictatorship subject that has been taught not to recognize the ghosts of mass 

extermination and the specters of impunity since they are not permitted in the 

symbolic order of contemporary Spain.  From this perspective, I would like to 

consider “the Transition” not as a historical period that began sometime between 1956 

and 1975 and that ended sometime between 1981 and 1993, but as an ideological 

apparatus largely responsible for structuring the coordinates of desire of successive 

generations of Spaniards long after “el 23-F” or Spain’s entrance into NATO.15  In 

this sense, it is not a stretch to suggest that Costa’s inability to decipher the origin of 

the living dead haunting Spanish cinema and his desire for splatter films for splatter’s 

sake is mediated, in large part, by that ideological apparatus. 

 Since the exhumation that marks the symbolic beginning of the recuperation of 

historical memory, celebratory narratives of “the Transition” as a peaceful process 

characterized by an exceptional spirit of reconciliation have come under increased 

scrutiny.  As Emilio Silva, president of the Association for the Recuperation of 

                                                 
15 1956 is the year the Spanish Communist Party issued a declaration advocating 
“national reconciliation,” 1975 is the year of Franco’s death, 1981 is the year of “el 
23-F,” and 1993 is the year Spain entered NATO.  I cite these dates as a means of 
illustrating the wide range of scholarly debate over how to demarcate the period of 
“the Transition,” and the need to reconsider its status as a discrete historical period. 
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Historical Memory (ARMH) and the grandson of one of the “trece de Priaranza”, 

recounts in Las fosas de Franco: 

Cuando nosotros comenzamos a trabajar en la apertura de la fosa 
común de Priaranza del Bierzo se cumplían veinticinco años de la 
muerte de Franco y notamos una clara resistencia a que se tratara el 
asunto.  Poco a poco hemos ido abriendo camino hasta conseguir que 
desaparecidos españoles durante la guerra civil y la posguerra 
encuentran un hueco en las agendas políticas.  Sin ser del todo 
conscientes, el trabajo que estábamos haciendo llevaba implícita una 
crítica a la transición.16 
 

While the exhumation of mass graves has contributed more to public debate about “the 

Transition” than any other attempt to do so due to their dramatic and material nature, 

scholars such as Jo Labanyi, Cristina Moreiras-Menor, Joan Ramon Resina, Eduardo 

Subirats and Teresa Vilarós have spent much of the past twenty years critiquing “the 

Transition.”  

 Each of these critics have attacked “the Transition” from different angles, 

though most commonly via the interpretation of literature and cinema that contests or 

presents alternatives to the myths of national reconciliation and socio-political 

consensus.  Their critique can be distilled as such: orchestrated by political elites 

working secretly behind closed doors, “the Transition” was a socio-political vehicle 

designed to transform Spain into a neoliberal state in which social divisions of the past 

would be overcome by unprecedented access to consumer goods.  The accompanying 

internalization of market logic requires the enforced forgetting of historical trauma, 

which often returns in various forms of cultural expression, “culture” being conceived 

as a reservoir of historical memory in a society that has turned its back on the 

                                                 
16 Emilo Silva and Santiago Macías.  Las fosas de Franco: Los republicanos que el 
dictador dejó en las cunetas.  Madrid: Ediciones Temas de Hoy, 2003, pp. 125. 
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traumatic past in order to take part in the jouissance offered by the endless stream of 

commodities in the present.  As a consequence, “the Transition,” in spite of the sense 

of change implied by the term, allowed politicians, judges, civil servants, police 

officers and university professors loyal to the dictatorship to maintain their positions 

of symbolic authority by substituting the rhetoric of el movimiento nacional for the 

fungible idiom of democracy. 

 The relative ease with which such political shape shifting took place after 

Franco’s death is one of the principal themes of Isaac Rosa’s novels.  Discussing 

cultural impunity as it pertains to writers and intellectuals in an article for El País, 

Rosa argues that “los espinazos curvos del franquismo viven y mueren tranquilos. 

Aquí no hay cebollas que pelar, aunque se sepan podridas por dentro, sino cebollas 

blindadas, de una pieza, de granito. Aquí no se ha pedido cuentas a nadie.”17  In his 

novel El vano ayer, an official of the brigada social, who is responsible for the 

interrogation and torture of suspected dissidents of the dictatorship, seamlessly 

continues working as a police inspector well into democracy.  This chameleon-like 

character maintains that the dictatorship was “una gran escuela” from which: 

Salieron los mejores policías, los que ya en democracia han seguido 
combatiendo el terrorismo con éxito en este país, los ejemplares 
funcionarios que ahora se jubilan y los que se jubilarán en los próximos 
años, todos salimos de aquella gran escuela, ¿y acaso no somos policías 
democrátos sólo porque nos formamos durante el régimen de Franco?18   
 

This passage brings to mind Benjamin’s description in Critique of Violence of the 

police as a ghostly presence who act with impunity since they are an exceptional 

                                                 
17 Isaac Rosa.  “Los espinazos curvos de la dictadura.”  El País (14.10.06) 
18 Isaac Rosa.  El vano ayer.  Barcelona: Seix Barral: 2004, pp. 271. 
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figure embodying both law-making and law-preserving power.  If we apply 

Benjamin’s claim to the symbolic order in general, we can assert that the symbolic law 

preserved by ”los espinazos curvos del franquismo“ is nothing less than impunity for 

their implication in maintaining the dictatorship for forty years, if not unprocessed 

crimes against humanity, a situation guaranteed by actual laws made after Franco’s 

death, particularly the 1977 Amnesty Law that, in addition to releasing political 

prisoners still in jail two years after Franco’s death, ensured those who had committed 

crimes against humanity under the dictatorship would never be brought to trial. 

 In Rosa’s novel ¡Otra maldita novela sobre la guerra civil!, the protagonist is 

hired to posthumously ghost write the memoirs of Gonzalo Mariñas, a politician who 

served under Franco and continued in government during the post-dictatorship.  The 

novel takes place in 1977, the year of the Amnesty Law and the first democratic 

elections in Spain since 1936.  The task of Julián Santos is to erase the stains from 

Mariñas’ life that put his memory as a moderate supporter of Franco and an 

enthusiastic defender of democracy in jeopardy, despite his responsibility for a 

massacre during the 1936 coup in Alcahaz, a mysterious Andalusian village that has 

literally been wiped off the map.  When his girlfriend Laura castigates him for taking 

the job, Santos defends his actions by arguing they are equivalent to the collective 

silences of “the Transition”: 

Mi trabajo es equivalente a la pasividad de otros… Me explico: tú, y 
como tú muchos compañeros, muchos ciudadanos, conocéis no pocos 
Mariñas entre los que ahora se arrogan un curriculum democrático.  Lo 
que pasa es que no queréis saber o recordar, y calláis, callamos todos.  
[…]  ¿Qué diferencia hay entonces entre lo que yo hago y vuestro 
olvido o vuestra cegura?  Vuestro silencio, el no denunciar la 
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inmoralidad o incluso el crimen de otros, permite la misma inpunidad 
que puedo facilitar yo con mi trabajo.19 
 

Laura responds by saying: “Yo no estoy de acuerdo con estos ejercicios de catarsis, 

esta desmemoria colectiva que permite que sigan los mismos, que los que ayer 

lloraban a Franco mañana sonrían en sus escaños de diputados 

protodemocráticos.”20  Rosa’s work, perhaps more than any other Spanish writer, 

captures the essence of the ideological apparatus of “the Transition” and its 

dependence on collective silence about the crimes of the dictatorship to ensure 

impunity that guarantees the smooth functioning of the post-dictatorial, neoliberal 

state.  The “desmemoria” implicit to such a state of affairs produces the paradoxical 

effect of maintaining symbolic authorities of the dictatorship in positions of power in 

democracy, a phenomenon Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa summed up in his novel Il 

gattopardo with the phrase Burt Lancaster cynically delivered in the 1963 film version 

of the book: “If we want things to stay the same, everything must change.” 

 Rosa’s use of the term “desmemoria” echoes that of Cristina Moreiras-Menor, 

who deploys it to criticize the cathartic character of “the Transition,” by claiming that 

“se produce así, desde el exceso y la desmemoria, un ‘olvido’ abierto de la 

anterioridad democrática; la memoria deja de ser espacio de reflexión, y se comienza 

a naturalizar un lenguaje destinado a borrar el horror que domino la escena española 

durante cuarenta años.”21  Here, Moreiras-Menor hits upon the memory function of 

                                                 
19 Isaac Rosa.  ¡Otra maldita novela sobre la guerra civil!  Barcelona: Seix Barral: 
2007, pp. 98. 
20 Ibid, pp. 99. 
21 Cristina Moreiras-Menor.  Cultura herida: Literatura y cine en la España 
democrática.  Madrid: Ediciones Libertarias, 2002, pp. 149. 
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ideology, which is naturalized through the terms used to speak about what preceded 

the present configuration of the symbolic order.  As Todd McGowan argues, 

“symbolic power is first and foremost the power to determine the past—to write its 

prehistory in its own terms, thereby completely obfuscating it.”22  In addition to “the 

Transiton’s” power to determine ways of seeing the past, Moreiras-Menor has also 

stressed the future-oriented character of the notion of transition: 

Transition privileges the going-to, never the coming from.  What is 
transitory is always envisaged toward the to-come, thereby erecting the 
present as its project and the future as its desire or promise.  In this 
going toward what is to-come, the political stance taken is located in 
the choice to forget or remember the history that immediately precedes 
the transitional moment.  More often, the past is deliberately conceived 
of as a defined fracture in the sense that it no longer affects the 
contemporary experience and project.  The past is thus merely that 
from which experience wants to separate and distance itself, because it 
is obsolete and no longer useful for the present anymore.23 
 

Her observations indicate how the ideological apparatus of “the Transition” provides 

little possibility of articulating a relationship between the past and the present since it 

instills desire for “what is to-come.”  “Desmemoria” obliterates the memory of state 

terror in the cultural imaginary, and grants it no place in the symbolic order of a 

society trapped in the gaze of a future promising a clean break with the traumatic past 

while it evacuates the present of history.  This socio-politcal context resonates with 

Francis Fukuyama’s declaration of “the end of history” and the global triumph of 

neoliberalism over ideological struggles of the past.   

                                                 
22 Todd McGowan and Sheila Kunkle (Eds).  Lacan and Contemporary Film.  New 
York: Other Press, 2004, pp. 149. 
23 Cristina Moreiras-Menor.  “History Against the Grain: The State of Exception and 
Temporality in the Spanish Transition,” Tiresias 2: April 2008, pp. 15. 
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 In post-dictatorship Spain, the convergence of “desmemoria” and the 

(seemingly) definitive geopolitical triumph of capitalism translated into the rapid 

assimilation of market logic and mass consumerism that had begun well before 

Franco’s death, as well as the extensive consumption of hard drugs, which Teresa 

Vilarós has traced to what she calls “el mono del desencanto.”  The hypermodernity of 

post-dictatorship Spain that is often fetishized and occasionally critiqued in so many 

of Pedro Almodóvar’s films of the 1980s and early 90s is a product of this 

convergence.  The “desire unlimited” that Paul Julian Smith sees in that period of 

Almodóvar’s cinema can be attributed to the rupture of symbolic law following 

Franco’s death, which resulted in a return of repressed desires formerly prohibited 

under the dictatorship, but it also echoes Christian Gundermann’s observation about 

post-dictatorship Argentina: “la base de esta cultura del deseo, hegemónica en los 

años ochenta y noventa, es, en la Argentina, el terror y la desaparición.”24 

 The international success of Almodóvar’s early cinema, particularly in the 

United States of Ronald Regan and the United Kingdom of Margaret Thatcher, is due 

not only to the ways they challenge traditional gender roles and sexual norms—which 

only explains their cult following—but also to how they figure the fantasy of life 

under democracy and capitalism as an exciting, (if/and) queer party.  Significantly, it 

is a foreign witness (played by Spanish actor Imanol Arias) to the hedonistic festivities 

of la movida madrileña who shouts that “Madrid es la ciudad más divertido del 

mundo” in his 1982 film Laberinto de pasiones.  Placed alongside Gordon Gecko’s 

                                                 
24 Christian Gundermann.  Actos melancólicos: formas de resistencia en la 
postdictadura argentina.  Rosario: Beatriz Viterbo Editora, 2007, pp. 26. 
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cold-hearted declaration that “greed is good” in Oliver Stone’s 1987 film Wall Street, 

it is easy to see how Almodóvar’s early films could fill the fantasy space of those 

living under the ruthless and unforgiving new world order of late capital.  Fantasy, as 

McGowen suggests, “doesn’t conceal the ‘real world’ (however bleak), but instead 

works to convince us that such a place exists, just beyond our reach.”25  For all its 

subversive counter culture, in the Madrid of la movida, the capitalist party enjoyed 

elsewhere only by the super wealthy appears radically democratic, suggesting that a 

democratic utopia in which access to jouissance is not the privileged property of the 

financial class, but a real possibility since it seems to be taking place in Almodóvar’s 

early films. 

 Yet, without a place in such a festive symbolic order, the historical trauma of 

mass extermination has no other place to go except to what Lacan calls “the real.”  If 

we think of the symbolic order as being composed of chains of meaning that make 

sense of our experience of the world, the real can be conceived of as that traumatic 

material excluded from such chains, that which remains unspeakable.  Only psychotics 

“speak” the real, and their speech is, by definition, unintelligible to subjects firmly 

situated within the symbolic order.  The real is that which is experienced as foreign to 

normal, everyday experience even though it constitutes the contours of daily life.  A 

brush with the real produces feelings of anxiety related to what Freud called “the 

uncanny,” or the experience of witnessing the familiar become frighteningly 

unfamiliar.  An unmediated, direct encounter with it often results in madness or death.  

The real is the breeding ground of the gothic novel and its modern incarnation as 

                                                 
25 McGowan, 167. 
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horror film, it is the raw material from which horror shocks viewers by playing upon 

cultural fears and the revelation of repressed historical traumas.  Cultural fears have 

often been embodied by monsters, but particularly since Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho, 

they have increasingly been located within characters who seem normal, placing the 

real not outside of normal human experience, but rather as an inescapable dimension 

of it that may erupt when and where we least expect it.  On the other hand, repressed 

historical traumas return in different forms of the living dead: namely ghosts, but also 

certain types of zombies and the ambiguously undead who are trapped between real 

and symbolic death since their unjust fate is not recognized by the symbolic order. 

 In his “Seminar on ‘The Purloined Letter,’” Lacan introduces the notion of the 

caput mortuum as a way of explaining how the real is produced.  Bruce Fink describes 

the caput mortuum as “a sort of residue” or “a scrap” that is leftover in the process of 

creating the symbolic order.  However, Fink points out that although barred from 

symbolic chains of signifiers, the real affects the symbolic in fundamental ways: 

The caput mortuum contains what the chain does not contain; it is in a 
sense the other of the chain.  The chain is as unequivocally determined 
by what it excludes as by what it includes, by what is within it as by 
what is without.  The chain never ceases to not write the numbers that 
constitute the caput mortuum in certain positions, being condemned to 
ceaselessly write something else or say something which keeps 
avoiding this point, as though this point were the truth of everything the 
chain produces as it beats around the bush.  One could go so far to say 
that what, of necessity, remains outside the chain causes what is inside; 
something must, structurally speaking, be pushed outside for there to 
even be an inside.26 
 

                                                 
26 Bruce Fink, The Lacanian Subject: Between Language and Jouissance.  Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1995, pp. 27. 



23 

Following Fink, the historical trauma of mass extermination, while denied recognition 

in a post-dictatorship symbolic order largely maintained by the “dememoria” and 

impunity produced by the ideological apparatus of “the Transition,” is nevertheless 

present as an unacknowledged remainder.  Such remainders—like the remains of los 

desaparecidos contained in mass graves—can be perceived in how they affect 

discourse.  Forced to compensate for what is conspicuously absent from the symbolic, 

the incessant repetition of terms like reconciliation, concord and consensus in post-

dictatorship political discourse paradoxically evokes the specter of their opposite at the 

same time it seeks to cover up the barbaric foundations of democratic Spain. 

 The term caput mortuum refers to the “worthless remains” produced in 

alchemy; the Latin term literally means “death’s head.”  Lacan returns to this haunting 

object, so common to mass graves, in his discussion of Hans Holbein’s painting The 

Ambassadors.  That optical masterpiece includes what appears to be an amorphous 

blot at the bottom of the canvas, but when looked at from a certain angle is 

transformed into a skull, illustrating how what Lacan calls “the gaze” interrogates us 

without our knowing from where it does so, highlighting the presence of the real (the 

skull) in the symbolic order (the rest of the painting, which follows traditional 

aesthetic rules).  As a drive intimately tied up with death, as the skull signifies, Lacan 

claims the gaze embodied in this “magical floating object… reflects our own 

nothingness, in the figure of the death’s head.”27  With this reference, Lacan 

unwittingly meets Benjamin on privileged terrain. 

                                                 
27 Jacques Lacan.  The Four Fundamentals of Psychoanalysis.  New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 1981, pp. 92. 
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 Benjamin evokes the death’s head in his study of baroque mourning plays, in 

which horror and sorrow result from of a crisis of sovereignty in the midst of historical 

catastrophe.28  Benjamin uses the death’s head to articulate his theory of allegory: 

Everything about history that, from the very beginning, has been 
untimely, sorrowful, unsuccessful, is expressed in a face – or rather in a 
death’s head.  And although such a thing lacks all ‘symbolic’ freedom 
of expression, all classical proportion, all humanity – nevertheless, this 
is the form in which man’s subjection to nature is most obvious and it 
significantly gives rise not only to the enigmatic question of the nature 
of human existence as such, but also of the biographical historicity of 
the individual.  This is the heart of the allegorical way of seeing.29 
 

For Benjamin, the death’s head is not a transcendent symbol in which “destruction is 

idealized,” but a means of encountering “the facies hippocratica of history as a 

“petrified, primordial landscape.”  The allegorical way of seeing originates from 

traumatic encounters with ghosts and corpses that take place in such landscapes.  The 

view of nature Benjamin advocates is antithetical to the romantic one that takes it as a 

symbol of boundless life and progress.  Rather, for him, the ruins and remnants of past 

disasters found in nature, like the mass graves littering the Spanish countryside, are 

charged with the possibility of articulating historical trauma and transforming the 

present.  A unnatural mound of earth in an abandoned field or a roadside ditch tell 

stories that counter official narratives of “the civil war” in which the violence of “los 

                                                 
28 In The Origin of German Tragic Drama, Benjamin examines the subgenre of 
sixteenth seventeenth century drama known as Trauerspiel.  These martyr-dramas, as 
opposed to tragedies rooted in myth, are invested with history.  They stage lament for 
the loss of a world in which humanity’s relationship to the divine and its security, was 
guaranteed by the Sovereign, whose status has been called into question by his 
inability to decide, revealing his dual nature as tyrant and martyr, and provoking a 
cultural crisis and misery. 
29 Walter Benjamin.  The Origin of German Tragic Drama.  London: Verso, 2003, pp. 
166. 
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dos bandos” is equalized by substituting responsibility for the 1936 coup and the mass 

extermination it was designed to carry out with a master narrative that writes the years 

of 1936-1939 as a temporary period of collective insanity.  Such cultural myths cannot 

tolerate the allegorical way of seeing because instead of moving from object to object 

like the capitalist way of seeing the fulfillment of desire in every new commodity, the 

allegorical way of seeing lingers in the ruins of loss and ponders over the remnants of 

destruction with compassion for the remains of the dead who have been trampled over 

by the “triumphal procession” that takes place continually in the symbolic order from 

which they’ve been denied recognition. 

 Allegory has the power to resuscitate the forgotten events of the past in a 

present largely evacuated of historical trauma by revealing their disruptive traces on 

the smooth surface of what is taken for reality.  Benjamin cites “the violence of this 

dialectical movement”30 and claims “the dialectic quality of this form of expression is 

misunderstood, and mistrusted as ambiguity.”31  Allegory breaks through “realities” 

overdetermined by symbolic authorities, often by employing shocking scenes and 

images, exposing the traumatic kernels of the real present in the symbolic order.  This 

action opens up the possibility for ghosts of historical trauma to emerge as dialectical 

figures, which Benjamin calls “manifestations from the realm of mourning.”32  Thus, 

the allegorical way of seeing implies intimacy with the uncanny; it involves a sixth 

sense, the ability to see dead people in the midst of historical blindness. 

                                                 
30 Ibid, 166. 
31 Ibid, 176. 
32 Ibid, 193. 
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 Idelber Avelar, who has built upon Benjamin’s theory of allegory to analyze 

post-dictatorial literature of Latin America, claims that allegory “takes place when the 

uncanny, the unheimlich element, hitherto identified as ‘marvelous’ or ‘magical,’ has 

itself become heimlich: familiar, predictable, indeed inevitable.”33  What is at stake in 

this claim is allegory’s potential for producing shock, which Benjamin claims is “part 

of [its] nature.34  Avelar asserts that “allegory is the aesthetic face of political defeat,” 

and the literature he considers accepts a priori the total defeat of the various political 

programs obliterated by the repressive Latin American military dictatorships of the 

1970s and 80s.  Where there is no room left for a political logic that runs counter to 

that of the market, Avelar suggests that allegory’s potential for shock is circumscribed 

by total ideological domination.  What is produced by such a socio-political context is 

a deeply melancholic allegory that resists the cultural mandate to undertaking 

“triumphant mourning,” which he describes as “the illusion that one has healed and 

forgotten, maintained through a loud, festive rhetoric that keeps loss from manifesting 

itself at the conscious level,” something the untimely literature he considers 

unanimously resists doing.35  While the melancholic quality of that literature may 

seem highly individualistic and far removed from politics, its defiance to participate in 

triumphant mourning is an act of violence against symbolic law, with real psychic and 

                                                 
33 Idelber Avelar.  The Untimely Present: Postdictatorial Latin American Fiction and 
the Task of Mourning.  Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1999, pp. 70. 
34 The Origin of German Tragic Drama, 183. 
35 Avelar, 137. 
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material consequences for the authors of such acts for sure, but also for ideologies 

predicated upon collective “desmemoria.”36 

 In the Spanish context, the disciplining of subjects via triumphant mourning is 

implied in the dictate to “no remover el pasado” that lurks in the shadows of 

celebratory claims of reconciliation.  The collective “success” of such mourning lays 

the ground for national mystification about the origins of Spanish democracy since it 

requires sacrificing the memory of the Second Spanish Republic.  In triumphant 

mourning, the memory of the 1931 Constitution of the Spanish Republic is replaced 

with the Constitution of 1978 as the master signifier of democracy, usurping the 

memory of the first truly democratic period in Spanish history that witnessed the 

division of church and state, the promotion of universal education, attempts at agrarian 

reform, the implementation of women’s rights through the vote and the legalization of 

divorce, and the renunciation of war “como instrumento de política nacional.”37  

Triumphant mourning entails abandoning the principles of defeated political projects, 

and severing affective ties to the missing without the possibility of performing the 

symbolic funeral rites that permit mourning to take place.  Triumphant mourning, 

then, is no real mourning at all.  It is, rather, the coerced acquiescence to symbolic 

authority naturalized as a good in itself—which is either cynically or naively couched 

in psychoanalytic terms emptied of content by self-serving politicians or academics 

                                                 
36 The relationship between melancholy and allegory is an intimate one.  In The Origin 
of German Tragic Drama Benjamin address melancholy before developing his theory 
allegory.  Benjamin claims that “the only pleasure the melancholic permits himself, 
and it is a powerful one, is allegory” (185).  The two concepts are intertwined in this 
work. 
37 Article 6 of the Constitución de la República Española 
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ensnared in the dominant ideology—and essential for the progress of the nation, which 

is, of course, measured exclusively in the hegemonic terms of productivity and 

economic growth. 

 Critical of such imposed “mourning” and the injustice it perpetuates, Christian 

Gundermann claims that to “insistir en el duelo, es decir, exhortar un proceso que 

apunta la aceptación de la pérdida es poco menos que un apoyo directo al olvido y 

impunidad.”38  Drawing on the work of Judith Butler, who sees the combative 

dimension of melancholy, Gunderman recognizes its potential for contributing to a 

politics of resistance through what he calls “melancholic acts.”  Taking the Madres de 

Plaza de Mayo as a prime example, Gundermann suggests that they originate from: 

Una negacion fundamental de la realidad impuesta por la desaparición 
de los cuerpos secuestrados por los militares: empiezan a exigir la 
‘reaparición con vida’ en el momento que ya es obvia la irrealidad de 
este reclamo.  Se niegan a zafarse de los muertos, convirtiendo la 
maquinaria melancolizante de los genocidas […] en maquinaria de 
capacitación […] para acabar con la impunidad de los culpables y 
reuperar la cultura derrotada. 
 

Another exemplary melancholic act is Antigone’s insistence on proper burial for the 

corpse of her brother, in defiance of the law.  Following Butler and Gillian Rose, 

Gundermann argues that her public demand to the right to mourn, “reconfigura la 

esfera de la ley de la comunidad, precisamente, al restituirle aquel elemento politico 

que ha sido expulsado.”39  Thus, far from being a failure to mourn properly, or to 

“work through” trauma, as it is often considered in trauma studies, the ethical 

                                                 
38Gundermann, pp. 20. 
39 Ibid, 16. 
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dimension and political possibilities of melancholy are revealed in its refusal to submit 

to symbolic law in the face of injustice. 

 I would argue that the tendency in trauma studies to reduce Freud’s 

overlapping, interdependent categories to rigid dichotomies, in which one is clearly 

preferable to the other, is a symptom of unconscious attachments to symbolic law that 

inhibit an allegorical way of seeing that blurs the lines between time, space, trauma 

and history.  In Shocking Representations: Historical Trauma, National Cinema, and 

the Modern Horror Film, Adam Lowenstein claims that the paradoxical on-screen 

specter of a living corpse: 

Crystallizes the allegorical moment’s challenge to the binary 
oppositions that govern the study of trauma and its representation: 
melancholia/mourning, acting-out/working-through, historically 
irresponsible/historically responsible, and realism/modernism.  Trauma 
studies, for all its interdisciplinary breadth and conceptual ambition, 
still needs to reproduce tends to reproduce these oppositions rather than 
maintain (as the allegorical moment insists) a productive tension 
between them.40   

 

Lowenstein locates this productive tension in the modern horror film and derives what 

he calls “the allegorical moment” from Benjamin’s allegorical way of seeing.  He 

argues that horror film is a privileged vehicle for staging encounters with historical 

trauma since, unlike any other cinematic genre, it—to put his argument in Lacanian 

terms—takes as its primary object the raw, traumatic material of the real.41 

                                                 
40 Adam Lowenstein.  Shocking Representations: Historical Trauma, National 
Cinema, and the Modern Horror Film.  New York: Columbia University Press, 2005, 
pp. 3. 
41 Paul Wells supports this argument by claiming that, “arguably, more than any other 
genre, [horror film] has interrogated the deep-seated effects of change and responded 
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Lowenstein defines the allegorical moment as “a shocking collision of film, spectator, 

and history where registers of bodily space and historical time are disrupted, 

confronted, and intertwined”42 and claims that, “the modern horror film may well be 

the genre of our time that registers most brutally the legacies of historical trauma.”43   

 In his discussion of The Origin of German Tragic Drama, Lowenstein 

implicitly implies a correspondence between the plays Benjamin examines and the 

horror films he considers, while stressing the power of allegory to represent what other 

ways of seeing only suggest or cover-up with fantasies that placate cultural fears.  He 

cites Benjamin directly when arguing that, “allegory insists on literalizing cruelty, 

anguish, and horror in forms such as beheadings, dismemberments, and cannibalism, 

to the point where Benjamin claims, ‘in the Trauerspiel of the seventheenth century 

the corpse becomes quite simply the pre-eminent emblematic property.’”44  Like in 

those mourning plays, horror film also takes the corpse as a its preeminent object; a 

horror film without one is an anomaly.  Lowenstein elucidates the significance of the 

corpse as an image, which, as he points out, “with its connotations of ruin, 

fragmentation, and death, is thus also for Benjamin, the realm of history’s 

representation.”45  As he states in the Theses on the Philosophy of History, Benjamin 

claims that, “to articulate the past historically does not mean to recognize it ‘the way it 

really was.’  It means to seize hold of a memory as it flashes up at a moment of 

                                                                                                                                             
to the newly determined grand narratives of social, scientific and philosophical 
thought” in introduction to The Horror Genre: From Beelzebub to Blair Witch, 3. 
42 Ibid, 2. 
43 Ibid, 10. 
44 Ibid, 13. 
45 Ibid, 13. 
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danger.”46  While the shocking and unsettling images that horror film produces as a 

matter of course often expose a reactionary politics at work (“torture porn” after 9/11 

and Abu Ghraib) and run the risk of losing their impact due to a culture oversaturated 

with virtual images of the real, it is undeniable that horror film contains the possibility 

of confronting spectators with traumatic images entangled with repressed history that 

are shocking, not because of their sometimes graphic nature, but because they expose 

that which has been left unspoken in the symbolic, momentarily defamiliarizing, if not 

suddenly destroying, uninterrogated notions of “reality,” bringing the traumas of the 

past to bear upon the present. 

 The horror films I will examine in this study are entangled in the sort of 

allegorical dialectics outlined above, although their engagement with allegory is not a 

straightforward exercise.  Indeed, Jordi Costa’s characterization of their shared 

aesthetic as the “present gothic” highlights the “untimely-ness” of these films.  They 

reflect the combined meaning of the Greek terms allos, (“other”) and -agoreuin (“to 

speak publicly”), which is usually translated as “to speak otherwise.”  True to this 

definition of allegory, I will demonstrate how these films render on-screen what is 

unspeakable in the symbolic, but I also hope to reveal an overlooked aspect of these 

Greek terms by placing a greater emphasis on allos, “the other” of allegory.  While 

allegorical texts “speak otherwise” about the present by “working through” the limits 

of the symbolic and criticizing the laws that order it, it is also the case that it often 

does so by speaking about a very specific set of “others,” namely those who have 

disappeared, or who have been made to disappear, through some form of injustice.  

                                                 
46 Benjamin, 255. 
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Not only does this convert los desaparecidos into an “other” of the living as the dead, 

or the living dead, in Lacanian terms we can posit this missing other as the objet petit 

a, or the object cause of desire.  In contrast to “the big Other,” or the perceived 

guarantor of symbolic law, this “little other” provokes desire in subjects.  In allegory, 

it is as if this phantasmatic other is situated in the death’s head or the corpse, which 

becomes the object of contemplation, or—in the case of a missing other—localization. 

 All of the films I will consider here contain a missing other, or others, at the 

center of their baroque structures.  Like Lacan’s model of psychoanalysis in practice, 

these films elliptically circle that kernel of loss until they stage an encounter with the 

origin of the trauma produced by it, from well within the danger zone of the real.  

Such encounters constitute the climax of El orfanato, Los ojos de Julia, No-Do and 

Aparecidos, the films I will analyze in detail after tracing a genealogy of the new wave 

of Spanish horror films.  In contrast to the highly “conscious” texts that Lowenstein 

and Avelar analyze in their respective studies, I will argue that, with few exceptions, 

these films, “know not what they do,” making them ideal case studies of what Frederic 

Jameson has called “the political unconscious.”  Extending Jameson’s claim that 

literature is a “socially symbolic act” to cinema, I posit that the new wave of Spanish 

horror film exposes the violence behind symbolic law in contemporary Spain, and 

implicit to the ideological constructs that sustain it, through encounters with the real 

that transform the symbolic order, at the same time it tends to efface the historical 

origin of the trauma it reveals. 

 In their melancholic quests to decipher the enigmas that torment them, the 

protagonists of these films are forced to traverse fundamental fantasies in order to 
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recover the lost objects they are looking for, making them particularly useful examples 

of the ways in which fantasy operates in contemporary Spain to compensate for and 

annihilate the memory of the victims of mass extermination.  By contrasting the 

suffering of the protagonists with the experience of those surrounding them, these 

films show the benefits of accepting ideological fantasy, and the risks involved by 

refusing the terms of triumphal mourning.  Yet far from mobilizing desire for the 

fantasies these films expose, they disrupt the coordinates of desire instilled by 

ideological control through the camera’s identification with the protagonists, 

displaying sympathy for their anguish and respect for their bravery, and by 

representing los desaparecidos as the innocent victims of organized violence. 

 The title of this study, Traumatized Subjects, like allegory, is meant to signal 

various things.  First, I seek to highlight that, in contrast to the fantasy that the post-

dictatorship has produced subjects unaffected by the traumatic “pre-history” of “the 

Transition” through the politics of national reconciliation, historical trauma is part of 

the fabric of contemporary Spain, acting upon Spanish subjects whether they know it 

or not.  This cultural truth gets at the paradoxical structure of the films included in this 

study: the curious ways in which they traverse this fantasy and simultaneously fail to 

make to make explicit the historical origin of the trauma for which it compensates.  

Second, I wish to underscore the fact that such historical trauma doesn’t act upon 

subjects benignly, but that it has real traumatic effects.  Third, by considering the new 

wave of Spanish horror film in the socio-political context of the process of the 

recuperation of historical memory, I want to show not only how these two phenomena 

are related, but also how they are both traumatic subjects in and of themselves.  To 



34 

speak about historical memory in the current configuration of the symbolic is easier 

than at any time in post-dictatorship history thanks to ten years of mass grave 

exhumations and the disruptions to symbolic law and authority they have caused.  Yet 

to talk about historical memory in this context is still to talk about historical trauma, 

which obliges one to speak otherwise about “the Transition” and to implicitly critique 

the present by alluding to specters of the past that have not been recognized as one of 

its own concerns.   

 For its part, and following in the footsteps of Adam Lowenstein, I want to posit 

horror film as a privileged vehicle for representing historical trauma, and turn the 

common assumption that horror film is merely escapist entertainment on its head.  On 

the contrary, I take the position that while horror film is equipped to penetrate deep 

cultural fears and taboos by offering encounters with the real that turn spectators into 

witnesses of historical trauma and accomplices in the traversal of fundamental 

fantasies that, by definition, includes a reconfiguration of the coordinates of desire, 

“realist” films such as Las 13 rosas and Los girasoles ciegos, aside from their merits 

as films that attempt to represent forgotten episodes and historical periods of the past, 

cannot produce such affective transformation as period pieces that have more in 

common with historical drama than the allegorical dialectics implied by the term 

historical memory. 

 Finally, the traumatized subject that I will refer to throughout this study is a 

Lacanian one.  The Lacanian subject, unlike other conceptions of subjectivity, has a 

deeply allegorical structure.  Like the “in-betweenness” of the corpse, the Lacanian 

subject is always caught between language and jouissance, as Bruce Fink has put it.  
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Like the living dead, its status is uncertain.  For Lacan, the subject is phantasmatic in 

the sense that it is fleeting, more like a moving target than a sitting duck, which in 

contrast to other notions of subjectivity, allows for the possibility of evading 

ideological control, even if it’s out of sheer luck.  And most importantly, the ethical 

subject, that is, the subject who is a subject for oneself—rather than a subject whose 

desire is dominated by their relationship to the big Other in fantasy—must be 

produced through encounters with the real; its emergence is never guaranteed.  

Lacanian psychoanalysis is a rigorous means for facilitating the appearance of this 

type of subject on the traumatic scene—in sharp contrast to the types of subjects 

produced by ego psychology through identification with symbolic authority embodied 

by the therapist—but it’s not the only way.  Confronting trauma in “real life,” and 

even in a horror film, can potentially assist us in this precarious process, which, under 

the present symbolic circumstances, is no small act. 

 

SPANISH HORROR FILM 

 

 Despite the recent inclusion of many types of popular culture traditionally 

shunned by scholars as “appropriate” objects of analysis, academic studies of horror 

film remain anomalies in Spanish film and cultural studies.  The foundational texts on 

Spanish cinema written by John Hopewell, Marvin D’Lugo, Peter Besas, Virgina 

Higginbotham, Peter William Evans and Marsha Kinder, all of which were published 

in the 1980s and 90s, make almost no mention of the genre, except for the obligatory 

gesture to it in relation to El espíritu de la colmena, due to how that classic film 
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hauntingly deploys the story of Frankenstein’s monster and various conventions of the 

horror genre as a way of representing life under the Francoist dictatorship.  More 

recent studies of Spanish cinema, such as Rob Stone’s Spanish Cinema (2002), Núria 

Triana-Toribio’s Spanish National Cinema (2003), Joan Ramon Resina’s Burning 

Darkness (2008) and Tatjana Pavloic’s 100 Years of Spanish Cinema (2009) also fail 

to consider horror cinema in any significant way, if at all, while Barry Jordan and 

Rikki Morgan-Tamosunas’ Contemporary Spanish Cinema (1998) includes a section 

on “The fantasy/science-fiction/horror/adventure film” that merits a mere two pages of 

commentary. 

 Leading scholars in Spanish cultural studies have also had relatively little to 

say about the horror genre.  Paul Julian Smith has written on The Others and El 

espinazo del Diablo in Sight and Sound, as well as Pan’s Labyrinth in Film Quarterly.  

He’s also framed Almodóvar’s ¡Átame! within the lens of horror in Desire Unlimited: 

The Cinema of Pedro Almodóvar and discussed Eloy de la Iglesia in Laws of Desire: 

Questions of Homosexuality in Spanish Writing and Film, although he largely avoids 

de la Iglesia’s horror films and is careful to include the caveat, “the cinema of Eloy de 

la Iglesia is by no means academically acceptable” (129).  Jo Labanyi has discussed 

horror in relation to Spanish literature, cinema and Derridian specters in her celebrated 

essay “History and Hauntology; or what to does one do with the ghosts of the past?” 

and discusses Guillermo del Toro’s films in the MLA volume Teaching 

Representations of the Spanish Civil War.  Tatjana Pavlovic includes Jess Franco as a 

framing device for her book Despotic Bodies and Transgressive Bodies: Spanish 

Culture from Francisco Franco to Jesús Franco, but limits her discussion of horror to 
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a single director and even then only dedicates a short epilogue to the life and films of 

that other Franco. 

 The scholar who has offered the most insightful perspective on Spanish horror 

cinema to date is Andrew Willis.  In addition to authoring articles and book chapters 

on horror director León Klimowsky, the Barcelona-based production company The 

Fantastic Factory, which has played an important role in re-invigorating Spanish 

horror cinema in recent years, and Vicente Aranda’s 1972 horror film La novia 

ensangrentada, he is the co-editor of Spanish Popular Cinema (2004) along with 

Antonio Lázaro-Reboll, to which he contributed a chapter on trends in Spanish horror 

cinema of the 1990s and early 2000s.  In that same volume, Lázaro-Reboll also wrote 

a chapter on horror film director and television personality Narciso Ibáñez Serrador 

that is the only treatment of La residencia (1969) in academic film scholarship despite 

the fact it was an enormous success by the creator of the popular television shows 

Historias para no dormir and Un, dos, tres… responda otra vez.  Spanish Popular 

Cinema is an important intervention in Spanish film studies, since it avoids entirely 

the art cinema of the New Spanish Cinema and the films of Almodóvar (which, while 

both are vital to understanding Spanish cinema, have become fetishized markers of 

“Spanish national identity” within the Anglophone-dominated field of Spanish film 

studies), and instead focuses on horror, comedy, musicals, and even softcore 

pornography and its relation to the so-called transition to democracy.  In the 

introduction, Willis and Lázaro-Reboll make the observation that: 

Current and past methodologies of Spanish film studies have remained 
primarily aesthetic, auteurist and nationalist in their purview.  The 
increased critical interest in Spanish cinema in recent years has been 
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paralleled by the academic respectability gained by courses offering 
Spanish cinema as their focus of study; gone are the days in which the 
study of film was treated gingerly, its choice and use justified only in 
terms of serious art/high cultural prestige and subordinated within 
language, literary or cultural modules. (1) 
 

Yet, the authors go on to claim, the academic work produced on Spanish cinema since 

John Hopewell’s seminal study, Out of the Past, “have generally bypassed Spanish 

popular cinema in a rather alarming fashion” (2).  Willis extends this claim to horror 

film in particular in an essay about Eloy de la Iglesia’s La semana del asesino entitled 

“The Spanish Horror Film as Subversive Text” found in the edited volume Horror 

International: 

It is the relatively low critical esteem in which the horror genre is held 
as compared to the more serious European art cinema that goes some 
way to explaining its gross neglect.  Indeed, exploitation cinema is 
often viewed as simply delivering material that contains ‘the bizarre, 
the licentious, and the sensational’ and little of critical worth.  This 
explains why so many of the recent works on Spanish cinema ignore it 
so completely. (166) 
 

Despite the shift in respectability that Spanish cinema has enjoyed in academia over 

the past decade, horror cinema still suffers from a cultural politics of distinction that 

stigmatizes horror as a genre of bad taste, and is simply not considered “academically 

acceptable,” in the words of Paul Julian Smith.  However, as the title of Willis’ essay 

suggests, horror cinema, far from being a form of lowbrow entertainment lacking in 

cultural interest, is a genre imbued with socio-political significance due to way it 

renders the real. 

 Horror film scholars sometimes equate the genre’s unique cinematic 

relationship to the real with leftist politics.  For example, Paul Wells opens The 

Horror Genre: From Beelzebub to Blair Witch with the claim that “the history of the 
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horror film is essentially a history of anxiety in the twentieth century” and goes on to 

suggest argue that: 

The horror film implicitly embraces the leftist critique of [the alienation 
of the working class], consistently invoking the ‘monster’ of the 
alienated and disadvantaged as the key protagonist against bourgeois 
middle-class orthodoxies.  From Nosferatu (1922), to Frankenstein 
(1931), to the period gothics by the Hammer and Corman studios, to 
Night of the Living Dead (1968), to the films of Jesus Franco and 
Alejandro Jodorowsky, the genre has been used to explore modes of 
social ‘revolution’ in which naturalized ideas about bourgeois 
orthodoxy are transgressed, exposing how the ‘working class’ in 
Weimar Germany, Depression-era America, Franco’s Spain and so on 
have been oppressed and socially manipulated to maintain those 
advantaged by the late capitalist status quo. (3-4) 
 

While I agree that horror film frequently lends itself to leftist critique, the recent wave 

of Hollywood “torture porn” (i.e., the Saw and Hostel series) following the revelation 

of torture of detainees by the U.S. military at Abu Ghraib, Guantánamo Bay and other 

secret “black sites” around the globe after 9/11 makes it impossible to claim that 

horror film is “implicitly” leftist.  Not surprisingly, George A. Romero, director of 

Night of the Living Dead, a film that certainly registers anxieties about the horrors of 

the Vietnam War, has stated, “I don’t get the torture porn films.  They’re lacking 

metaphor.”47  Far from signifying the presence of a leftist critique, a lack of metaphor 

in this context suggests nothing less than complicity with the structures of repression 

through the glorification of fantasies of revenge in post-9/11 United States. 

 While the history of Spanish horror cinema also exhibits political 

heterogeneity, from its beginning in the 1960s, it was associated with a counter-

hegemonic cultural politics at odds with the official discourse of national identity 

                                                 
47 Katrina Onstad “Horror Auteur is Unfinished with the UnDead.” NYT Feb 10, 2008 
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promoted by the Francoist dictatorship.  While the vast majority of Spanish cinema 

produced under the dictatorship reflected a strict code of values inspired by fascism, 

the military and Catholicism, Spanish horror film regularly presented the flip side of 

such values.  At least until 1962 when industry regulations were reformed, “Francoist 

cinema” typically celebrated a particular vision of “Spanishness” rooted in the 

ideology of “la Hispanidad,” presented hierarchical, heterosexual families as models 

of the nation, stressed the virtues of sexual purity and economic austerity and either 

erased violence from the screen or presented it in sacrificial, heroic terms, often in the 

context of war.  Spanish horror film under the dictatorship, on the other hand, was 

foreign-influenced, often set in “exotic” locations outside of Spain, sexually charged 

and loaded with violence.  As long as these films were coded as “non-Spanish” they 

were not necessarily viewed as a threat to the dictatorship, yet some films contained 

implicit critiques of the dictatorship, most notably the only two feature films that 

Narciso Ibáñez Serrador directed: the previously cited La residencia and ¿Quién 

puede matar a un niño? (1976). 

 La residencia was the first Spanish film shot in English for export and it was 

also the first Spanish horror film that can be classified as a “superproduction.”48  Its 

massive success at the box office – only surpassed by Los otros and El orfanato – 

signaled the arrival of the first “golden age” of Spanish horror that had been initiated 

by La marca del hombre lobo (Enrique Eguiluz, 1967) two years earlier.49  The film 

                                                 
48 See Lázaro-Reboll in Spanish Popular Cinema.  Manchester University Press: 
Manchester, 2004, pp. 158. 
49 According to ticket sales records, Los otros (Alejandro Amenábar, 2001) was seen 
by 6,324,389 spectators, making it the most watched Spanish horror film in Spanish 
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takes place in a boarding school for troublesome young women set in the French 

countryside in the nineteenth century.  The headmistress Madame Fourneau (Lilli 

Palmer) is a tyrant who employs a select group of students to punish those who 

disobey her strict oversight of the manor, an enclosed site impossible to escape.  A 

series of mysterious disappearances take place in the manor during the course of the 

film, and the elusive murderer turns out to be the young son of the headmistress who 

rebels against his mother’s prohibition to associate with the schoolgirls since she 

claims none of them are good enough for him.  His rebellion against his mother’s 

repression takes the most grotesque form as he dismembers his victims in order to 

assemble his “ideal” woman.  In his chapter on Narciso Ibáñez Serrador, Lázaro-

Reboll has noted that Spanish film critics of the time responded quite negatively to the 

film, and offers the following explanation: “lacking realism, moral fibre and devoid of 

any political intentions, La residencia does not offer one of the major appeals of ‘new 

Spanish Cinema,’ that is, an ideological stand.  This invocation of realist standards 

against the genre presupposes simplicity and a straightforward reading” (164).  While 

Lázaro-Reboll makes an astute observation, he fails to offer a reading of the film that 

stresses its socio-political significance, even though the type of allegorical reading I 

will perform throughout Traumatized Subjects quickly produces parallels between the 

                                                                                                                                             
cinema history.  El orfanato (Antonio Bayona, 2007) comes in second with 4, 419, 
880 spectators, and La residencia (Narciso Ibáñez Serrador) is third with 2,924,805 
spectators.  See Víctor Matellano, Spanish Horror.  Madrid: T&B Editores, 2009. 
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atmosphere of repression and sadistic violence that takes place in the isolated manor 

and within Franocist Spain.50   

 In ¿Quién puede matar un niño? Ibáñez Serrador continues to explore the 

theme of violence in the wake of Franco’s death.  The film follows a British couple’s 

visit to a Spanish island in the Mediterranean haunted by the fact that the children of 

the island have killed off all of the adults.  The film’s provocative title is staged during 

the climax when the protagonist is faced with this moral dilemma while trying to 

escape the island with their lives in tact.  In one of the very few examples of 

scholarship on Spanish horror film that explicitly engages with allegory, Samuel 

Steinberg writes that ¿Quién puede matar a un niño?: 

Simultaneously forms an allegory, albeit, a vulgar one, in which its 
“children” are the suffering, infantilized masses of Spain, loosed upon 
the world following the removal of the conservative, clerical Francoist 
state.  Accordingly, the protagonist, Tom, is the subject called upon to 
end the youthful insurrection, and to sustain the previous order (or 
replace it, if you prefer), which, precisely through the violent uprising 
of the masses/children, shows itself to have been not excessive but 
necessary.  At this allegorical level the work is marked by the conflict 
between, on the one hand, a desire for repression in the face of political 
uncertainty, and on the other, the proliferation of perversion and 
freedom that attends the loss of the social suture, that is, the decline and 
death of the despot.51 
 

                                                 
50 The successful conversion of Traumatized Subjects into a book would perform a 
detailed analysis of this film and other essential horror films produced before the new 
wave of Spanish horror that I examine in depth in this study.  Due to constraints of 
time and space, I will refrain from doing so here; this abbreviated genealogy of 
Spanish horror I offer here is meant to provide readers with a historical framework for 
situating the new wave at the same time it allows me to illustrate how horror film can 
be read allegorically to produce unexpected results from this overlooked genre. 
51 Steinberg, Samuel.  “Franco’s Kids: Geopolitics and Postdictatorship in ¿Quién 
puede matar a un niño?”  Journal of Spanish Cultural Studies, 7:1 (2006) pp. 26. 
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Steinberg goes on to relate this reading of the film to the concept of “desmemoria” 

articulated by Moreiras-Menor that I’ve discussed above and claims that “Ibáñez 

Serrador’s use of the child as a trope seems particularly apt in light of Cristina 

Moreiras Menor’s characterization of that moment, in which Franco’s children found 

themselves orphaned” (26).52  Unfortunately, such analysis of Spanish horror film is 

as grounded in the type of analysis I will perform throughout Traumatized Subjects as 

it is rare. 

 While Ibáñez Serrador’s films are two of the most notable examples of the 

golden age of Spanish horror film, which roughly coincide with its beginning during 

the late 1960s and its end in the mid-1970s, Paul Naschy’s numerous films of occupy 

a privileged place in the cultural memory of Spanish horror film.  As the screenwriter 

and leading actor of La marca del hombre lobo, the film credited with initiating the 

golden age, Naschy launched a successful career as a B-film horror actor that spanned 

five decades, frequently playing a werewolf named Waldemar Daninsky, as well as a 

host of stock characters typical of horror inspired by the British tradition of Hammer 

productions.  Practically an industry unto himself, Naschy has received almost no 

critical attention by Spanish film scholars, even though the character most closely 

                                                 
52 Steinberg is referring to the following passage, which he cites at length: “Con la 
muerte del dictador (y la desarticulación de la ideología franquista) y la subsiguiente 
entrada en el proceso de transición a la democracia, los españoles se vieron obligados 
a construir nuevas identidades en las que cupieran la diferencia y la diversidad, que ya 
existía, pero que había sido negado o reprimida.  La ausencia de un padre dominante y 
tiránico, que silencia a sus hijos y les niega el derecho a ser, que relega a la madre a la 
condición de presencia silente cuya única función es la de reproductora de seres que se 
acomoden a la ley simbólica, deja un vacío que los hijos, los españoles de los ochenta, 
llenan con la indiferencia, con la total immersión en la sociedad del espectáculo, con 
el caos, la droga, el pasotismo […]”  Moreiras Menor, Cristina.  Cultura herida (149) 
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associated with him, Daninsky, can be interpreted as the embodiment of state violence 

that rears its ugly head in returns of the repressed that dramatically undercut the 

Francoist dictatorship’s attempts to present itself as ruling over a country at peace.53  

Interestingly, there is a break between Naschy’s werewolf films that coincides with the 

death of Franco (La maldición de la bestia, Miguel Iglesias, 1975) and “el 23-F,” the 

failed coup attempt (El retorno del hombre lobo, Jacinto Molino, 1981).  The titles of 

those films are as suggestive of the events with which they coincide as the one that 

followed them a year later, Buenas noches, señor monstruo (Antonio Mercero, 1982).  

Naschy’s most successful film was La noche de Walpurgis (León Klimowsky, 1970), 

a film that featured the Daninsky character and exploited many of the erotic elements 

that contributed to the boom in Spanish horror film under the dictatorship since scenes 

featuring nudity, illicit sex, lesbianism and sadism had been few and far between 

before its release due to strict censorship. 

 Another key figure associated with Spanish horror is the controversial director 

Jesús Franco, whose cinematographic production surpassed Paul Naschy’s in both 

sheer quantity and degree of sexual exploitation.  In fact, Franco is often cited as the 

most prolific filmmaker in the history of world cinema.  Credited with directing a total 

of 194 films, Franco’s work is not typically read in opposition to the dictatorship that 

shared his name, and like the other figures I’ve mentioned here, he has received very 

little critical attention.  This is almost certainly due to the fact that much of his cinema 

can be classified as either softcore pornography or “incoherent cinema,” which Paul 

Wells defines as “a mode of cinema which works to challenge the dominant 

                                                 
53 The dictatorship celebrated “25 años de paz” in 1964. 
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characteristics of classical Hollywood narrative, using the camera or the editing 

process to draw the audience’s attention to other possibilities in the narrative or in the 

aesthetic use of the medium” (115).  When one considers many of Franco’s extremely 

low-budget films, the application of this definition seems like an academic’s polite 

way of saying that they are essentially unwatchable.  While the bulk of Franco’s 

cinema offers little opportunity to critique dominant politics under the dictatorship or 

in the post-dictatorship, there are notable exceptions.  The only Spanish film scholar 

who has noted them is Tatjana Pavlovic, who features Franco in the title and the 

epilogue to her 2003 book, Despotic Bodies and Transgressive Bodies: Spanish 

Culture from Francisco Franco to Jesús Franco.  Pavlovic insightfully notes the 

following about Franco’s early cinema, which constitutes his most interesting work: 

In Spain of the 1950s, when Jesús Franco started his career, there was, 
on the one hand, saturation by historical epics, musicals, and 
melodramas intended to inculcate traditional moral and religious 
values, sponsored officially by the Francoist government.  On the other 
hand, there was the dissident cinema, grounded in the neorealist 
tradition, that dealt with social problems that the “official” cinema 
would never acknowledge.  The uniqueness Jesús Franco is that he did 
not make either type of film eve though his career began in those 
turbulent years.  He was an anomaly not fitting in any of these camps.  
Instead, by exploiting images of monstrosity and excess and by 
exploring the connection of pleasure to cinematic experience, he 
undermined official discourse, rather than opposing it in classic leftist 
fashion.” (108) 
 

While I agree with Pavlovic’s observations about Franco, I would argue that they are 

not particular to him, but characteristic of the golden age of Spanish horror film as a 

whole.  Indeed, much of what she writes here can be attributed to Paul Naschy, 

particularly in his role as Waldemar Daninsky.  Her comments are also indicative of 

how horror film functions politically and why critical scholarship so frequently fails to 
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identify the genre as a desirable – or in the words of Paul Julian Smith, an 

“appropriate” – object of analysis since it privileges undermining through allegorical 

suggestion and emotion what realism attempts to confront via overt political messages 

and direct representations of social conflicts, which lend themselves to cultural 

analysis that asserts itself as progressive, radical and/or leftist. 

 Although Pavlovic doesn’t analyze it in her short epilogue, Franco’s 1962 film 

Gritos en la noche, is not only one of the few notable antecedents to the first boom in 

Spanish horror, along with La torre de los siete jorobados (Edgar Neville, 1944), it is 

also a film worth mentioning in relation to the film I will discuss in the conclusion to 

Traumatized Subjects, Pedro Almodóvar’s 2011 film, La piel que habito.  While that 

film has rightfully been compared to Georges Franju’s 1960 classic Eyes Without a 

Face, it is also indebted to Gritos en la noche, which was also compared to Franju’s 

film when it was released, for obvious reasons.  The film introduces the mad doctor 

Orloff, a character who will reappear in Franco films as late as 1988.  In Gritos en la 

noche, “the awful Dr. Orloff” (to cite the U.S. film title) attempts to repair his 

daughter’s face, disfigured by fire, by seducing cabaret singers to his mansion on the 

outskirts of town, where he conducts a series of failed experiments in skin grafting on 

them in his private medical laboratory.  Franco himself has indicated the political 

significance of this film, which he set in France in order to avoid problems with the 

Francoist censor.54  In an interview with Jordi Costa, the El País film critic I cited 

earlier who has expressed hostility towards the new wave of Spanish horror film I 

                                                 
54 Shipka, Danny.  Perverse Titillation: The Exploitation Cinema of Italy, Spain and 
France, 1960-1980.  McFarland Press: pp. 176. 
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examine here, particularly for its use of what he calls “el Presente Gótico,” Franco 

stated that “en aquel momento significó una sorpresa en el contexto del cine español.  

Quedó bien que alguien le echara dos huevos para hacer una película de terror gótica 

en el corazón del franquismo.”55  Franco’s comment suggests how audiences of the 

time might have more readily read the film allegorically as a challenge to the 

dictatorship than scholars looking at the film fifty years later due to how it signified a 

break in the signifying chain that was (Francisco) Francoist cinema.  It also 

demonstrates the potential for socio-political critique that horror film contains, 

particularly when the way it renders the Real is recognized by viewers as the distorted 

reflection of cultural horrors repressed by the dominant ideology and policed by the 

disciplinary discourse that supports it. 

 In addition to the films of Jesús Franco, Paul Naschy and Narciso Ibáñez, 

several other titles and directors stand out from the golden age of Spanish horror.  

Perhaps the most notable of these is Jorge Grau’s 1974 film No profanar el sueño de 

los muertos.  Like nearly all of the films mentioned so far – including the vast majority 

of Paul Naschy’s films – this one is also set outside of Spain, this time in England.  

Fruit of the desire of the Italian distributor of Night of the Living Dead to make a 

similar film, but in color, No profanar el sueño de los muertos is a zombie film with a 

backstory of ecological destruction that remains surprisingly relevant today.  The 

film’s most relevant feature for the purposes of this genealogy, however, is the fact 

that the primary obstacle of the hippie protagonists trying to figure out what is 

producing the zombies is a police inspector with fascist characteristics.  Here an agent 

                                                 
55 See Spanish Horror, pp. 69 
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of the state is a repressive figure whose rigid posture towards the film’s amateur 

detectives makes him complicit with the mysterious violence that is takes place in the 

film, while the zombies can be read as the return of living dead, the desaparecidos of 

the mass extermination carried out by the dictatorship.  The fact that the origin of their 

return is the use of chemical pesticides by farmers also suggests that mass 

extermination and the desire to rid the Spain of “los rojos.”  

 Another notable film released the same year as No profanar el sueño de los 

muertos is Eloy de la Iglesia’s film La semana del asesino, which, in contrast to the 

trends I’ve cited above, is clearly set in Madrid and combines horror with social 

realism.  Andrew Willis has brilliantly analyzed this film in “The Spanish Horror Film 

as Subversive Text,” a chapter in the 2005 edited volume Horror International.  The 

plot of the film revolves around a series of murders committed by Marcos, a man who 

lives on the fringe of Madrid and Spanish society during the last stage of the 

dictatorship.  Marcos kills his victims in his home, and subsequently disposes their 

bodies in the slaughterhouse where he works.  Willis notes that the film’s “downbeat 

feel… comes very much from its anchorage of the horrific events that unfold within a 

contemporary social reality, namely Madrid in the early 1970s” (171).  While there is 

much in Willis’ reading of the film worth citing, the last paragraph is the most relevant 

for the claims I’ve made about Spanish horror film and for reading it allegorically.  I 

will, therefore, cite it at length: 

De la Iglesia consciously utilizes the generic conventions of the horror 
film, alongside those of social realism, to create a work that stands as a 
direct challenge to the values and beliefs of mainstream Spanish society 
of that period.  Made during a time when many working-class 
cinemagoers in Spain were choosing to go to see, or due to censorship 
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were only able to see, horror rather than the more elitist, art-house fare 
produced by directors such as Carlos Saura, de la Iglesia’s use of the 
genre for political means becomes all the more important.  Its 
intervention into a particular social, historical, and cultural moment—
that of the Franco regime and popular resistance to it—is especially 
significant because it was accessible to the very people it was 
concerned about and who populate its images.  For this reason, La 
semana del asesino is a striking example of radical, popular 
filmmaking in Spain in the early 1970s, and one that deserves more 
critical attention than it has received thus far.  (178) 
 

This passage resonates with the view of horror that I take in Traumatized Subjects, and 

Willis’ approach here is quite similar to the one used by Michael Denning in his 

analysis of popular dime novels in the United States during the nineteenth century.  I 

will discuss Denning’s method as foundational to my own in the first chapter, here I’d 

like simply to note that Willis’ analysis of La semana del asesino is one of the only 

examples of the type of allegorical reading Denning advocates for considering popular 

culture that is perceptible in scholarship on Spanish horror film. 

 The last name associated with the first Spanish horror boom that I will include 

in this genealogy is that of Amando de Ossorio.  De Ossorio, a Galician director born 

in La Coruña who managed to overcome virtual blacklisting by the Francoist censor 

for his explicit critique of the death penalty and implicit critique of the dictatorship 

that constituted his first feature film, La bandera negra (1956) – which was never 

released – and a serious lack of financing throughout his career to produce one of the 

most important film cycles in Spanish horror that features the revenants of los 

Caballeros templarios, a Christian military order founded in twelfth century France as 

part of the Crusades.  The order was excommunicated and dissolved in 1312 by Pope 

Clemente V due to accusations that the order engaged in black magic, sodomy and the 
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worship of pagan idols, among other heretical acts.  Many of the templarios were 

burned to death in France after a trial in 1307, although in De Ossorio’s film that 

initiated the templario film cycle in 1971, La noche del terror ciego, the backstory of 

the revenant templarios is that they were hung in public until their eyes had been eaten 

out by crows.56  Three more films followed this one, including El ataque de los 

muertos sin ojos (1973), El buque maldito (1974) and La noche de las gaviotas 

(1975).  In each of them, the blind skeletal templarios come back from the dead in the 

present and terrorize just about everybody in their path.  The first two films are set in a 

small village located in Portugal, the second takes place on a ship and the last is set in 

a mysterious fishing village located somewhere on the Mediterranean (that seems to 

be Spain), settings that suggest the influence of Galicia on de Ossorio.   

 While the few film critics who have commented on the templario cycle, none 

of whom are academics, often note how the films produced a unique set of monsters, 

they typically focus their attention on the ways in which – like many of the films of 

this boom – they challenged erotic limits of the Francoist censor.  However, reading 

them allegorically, the templario cycle can be interpreted as repetitions of the 1936 

coup, or “la cruzada de Franco” as the historian Herbert Southworth described it.  The 

anachronistic bloodthirsty knights of these films can be seen as representations of the 

anachronistic crusaders who carried out mass extermination in 1936 with the goal to 

return Spain to the glory days of the Catholic Kings alongside fascists who shared 

their vision of imperial Spain.  Viewed from this perspective, de Ossorio’s templarios 

can be seen as the perverse reflection of Francisco Franco’s glorification of los 

                                                 
56 See Malcolm Barber, The Trial of the Templars.  
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almogávares in the script the dictator wrote for Raza (José Luis Sáenz de Heredia).  In 

Raza, a film that narrates the 1936 coup in heroic terms, Franco posits los 

almogávares, Catalán and Aragónese shock troops active during the thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries, as the defenders of the Spanish race, while figuring the coup as a 

crusade against non-Spanish elements that had taken over the country.  Thus, scenes in 

which los templarios terrorize villages and kill unarmed people who can do little to 

defend themselves are examples of the “allegorical moment” that Adam Lowenstein 

writes about, in which images of historical trauma flash up on the big screen in 

shocking representations that, in this case, stage the violence of the mass 

extermination of “los rojos” that took place in small villages across Spain. 

 In terms of production, the golden age of Spanish horror reached its height in 

1972, a year in which nearly 25% of all Spanish productions were horror films (25 out 

of 104).57  Exactly a decade later, there were only eleven horror films produced in 

Spain, yet that figure was reduced to a mere two horror films in 1988.58  While the 

causes for this dramatic decline in Spanish horror film are multiple, I will posit two 

primary causes.  First, since much of the first boom in Spanish horror was made 

possible by the loosening of censorship around nudity and eroticism, the 

disappearance of the Francoist censor after the end of the dictatorship meant that such 

images were more readily available in both print media and in cinemas.  Thus, the 

comedic films that contributed to the cinematic phenomenon referred to as El destape 

usurped the hegemony of horror in the erotic field during the early years of the post-

                                                 
57 See Spanish Horror, pp. 22. 
58 Ibid, pp. 23. 
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dictatorship.  Second, the “Miró Act” of 1983, named after film director Pilar Miró 

who served as the director of cinema in the Ministry of Culture under the socialist 

government from 1982 to 1985, significantly reduced all forms of film production in 

Spain.  This act made it more difficult to make horror films, as the introduction of 

government subsidies radically changed how the Spanish film industry functioned at 

the same time they promoted a “cinema de calidad,” the catchphrase of a law that 

privileged historical dramas often based on classic works of Spanish literature, and art 

cinema that could promote Spain’s image abroad in terms favorable to the socialist 

party’s vision of post-dictatorship Spain as a bastion of unlimited freedoms, such as 

Almodóvar’s early films, as I’ve already noted above.59  Sally Faulkner has written at 

length about this process in her study of literary adaptations in Spanish cinema, stating 

that, “democratic Spain’s cultural policy during the 1980s sought to recuperate the 

past to interpret the present as part of a process of progress” (29).60  What is 

interesting to note about this radical and sudden shift in Spanish film production is 

how horror becomes a marginalized genre during the heyday of the Transition, which 

shows its first signs of recovery in the mid-1990s, after the conservative Partido 

Popular (PP) came into power and revoked the Miró law.  Far from interpreting the 

resurgence of Spanish horror film with the genre’s alignment with reactionary politics, 

I would like to point out how the deregulation of cinema under PP allowed for the 

production of more films that can be read as critiques of the hegemonic ideology of 

post-dictatorship “progress” promoted not only the socialist party, but also by the 

                                                 
59 For more on the Miró Act, see Ansola González, Txomin.  Archivos de la 
Filmoteca, October 2004 (Num. 48), pp. 102-121. 
60 Faulkner, Sally.  Literary Adaptations in Spanish cinema.  Tamesis: London, 2004. 
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conservatives.  The early films of Alex de la Iglesia and Alejandro Amenábar are the 

clearest example of this, especially de la Iglesia’s El día de la bestia (1995) and 

Amenábar’s Tesis (1996), and it is notable that both directors have experimented with 

elements of horror in their cinema.61 

 Indeed, while Amenábar’s debut film, Tesis, is a masterful critique of violence, 

his third film, The Others (2001) is, without a doubt, the film that signals the 

beginning of the new wave of Spanish horror that I will examine in Traumatized 

Subjects, due to its unprecedented success at the box office and the way in which it 

announces “el presente gótico” that subsequent Spanish horror films will replicate, as 

noted by Jordi Costa above.  Without ignoring the critical role that Julio Fernández 

and his Barcelona-based production company, the Fantastic Factory, has played in the 

resurgence of Spanish horror film over the past decade – most notably through his 

support of Jaume Balagueró and Paco Plaza, co-directors of the enormously popular 

REC cycle, and interesting horror films such as Los sin nombre (Jaume Balagueró, 

1999) and El segundo nombre (Paco Plaza, 2002), I’d like to briefly turn my attention 

to The Others before commenting on Guillermo del Toro’s relationship to the new 

wave of Spanish horror film, and concluding this introduction with an overview of the 

films I will analyze in detail in each chapter. 

 Far and away the most successful Spanish horror film to date, The Others 

returns to a standard formula typical of the first boom in Spanish horror by setting the 

                                                 
61 The other director whose cinema deserves more attention in Spanish film 
scholarship and in any comprehensive study of Spanish horror is Agustín Villaronga.  
For an excellent analysis of his film Tras el cristal (1987), see Cristina Moreiras 
Menor, Cultura herida and Marsh Kinder’s Blood Cinema. 
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film outside of Spain, shooting in English and using foreign actors, although Nicole 

Kidman’s star power far exceeded any of the foreign actors employed by the generally 

low-budget productions of the 1960s and 70s.  The film follows the conventions of 

classic British gothic in setting, characterization and a plot that contains a twist 

reminiscent of The Sixith Sense, which was released two years earlier.  As Amenábar 

states himself, “todo lo que transmite la historia es anglosajón, no hay nada latino en 

ello.”62  The film takes place in an old mansion on the Isle of Jersey, where a mother 

and her children, who suffer from hypersensitivity to light, are awaiting the return of 

the father, who has been off fighting in the recently ended Second World War.  His 

mysterious return and departure in the middle of the film leads Grace to gradually 

realize that she and her children are the ghosts in this haunted house, and that she 

killed her children and herself while stricken with grief for the loss of her husband, 

who had disappeared during the war.  What I would like to point out here is how the 

film can be read allegorically as being tied up with the historical trauma of mass 

extermination, keeping in mind that the film premiered less than a year after the 

historic mass grave exhumation at Priaranza del Bierzo.   

 First, the film’s setting is suggestive since it takes place in the aftermath of a 

war very much related to the Franco’s “crusade” in Spain.  And it should be noted that 

while the film is set in the Isle of Jersey, it was actually shot in El Palacio de Los 

Hornillos in Arenas de Iguña, Cantabria, which remains a fortress of pro-Francoist 

sentiment – the last public statue of Franco on the Spanish peninsula was not removed 

                                                 
62 See Spanish Horror, pp. 82. 
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from the Cantabrian capital city of Santander until 2008.63  In addition to this, much of 

the film revolves around how the children in the film are subject to a strict set of rules 

intended to protect them from exposure to the light, but ultimately they are subjected 

to extreme forms of unnecessary discipline (since they are already dead, exposure to 

light cannot damage them) implemented by Grace, who in the end, is their mother, 

killer and disciplinarian.  Thus, the children can be read as the innocent victims of 

mass extermination who even after they have been executed are denied the right to 

recognition as dead and are forced to remain in darkness.  If we take the haunted house 

as a symbol for post-dictatorship Spain, then the film’s trick storyline in which the 

ghosts are haunted by real people sheds light on the situation of those disappeared by 

the dictatorship: they are trapped behind closed doors and windows and disciplined 

out of internalized fear until Grace realizes what she’s done.  The last scene of the film 

is the first time Grace allows her children to enjoy the sunlight coming through the 

windows, which had been covered with curtains throughout the rest of the film.  The 

fact that Grace is highly religious only adds significance to the harsh discipline she 

administers throughout most of the film.  This is due, of course, to the Catholic 

Church’s alignment with the dictatorship.  Furthermore, the missing father can be 

interpreted as a victim of war, which if we read it as “the Spanish Civil War,” provides 

the film with an entirely different meaning than the one Amenábar seems to have 

insisted upon. 

                                                 
63 The last public statue of Franco in all of Spain was removed two years later in 
Melilla, the Spanish colonial city-state in North Africa. 
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 I will explore all of the elements I’ve outlined here in detail through my 

analysis of the films that come after The Others in each of the chapters of Traumatized 

Subjects.  For the moment, it is sufficient to note that the film is illustrative of both the 

politics of disavowal and the politics of displacement, which I will discuss in the first 

two chapters.  We can see how Amenábar engages in the politics of disavowal by 

maintaining that the “historia” of the film is completely “anglosajón,” and has nothing 

to do with the historical trauma I’ve linked it to by reading the film allegorically.  At 

the same time, the by setting the film in the Isle of Jersey, shooting in English and 

using foreign actors, Amenábar engages in the politics of displacement.  Both of these 

are strategies, as I will argue at length, to avoid a conflict with the traumatic real of 

mass extermination, while simultaneously crafting a story around it at the unconscious 

level.  This phenomenon can be explained in Marxist terms.  As Marx claims in his 

Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economny, “it is not the 

consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their social existence that 

determines their consciousness… Just as one does not judge an individual by what he 

thinks about himself, so one cannot judge such a period of transformation by its 

consciousness, but, on the contrary, this consciousness must be explained form the 

contradictions of material life, from the conflict existing between the social forces of 

production and the relations of productions” (Tucker 5).  Marx makes these statements 

in a discussion about the relationship between base and superstructure within the 

context of social revolution, and while it would be inaccurate to describe the 

emergence of the recuperation of historical memory in Spain over the past decade as 

such, it is true that that process has produced a conflict between the dominant ideology 
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of the Transition, which I will discuss at the beginning of chapter one, and a desire for 

social recognition and justice that the Transition has denied to the victims of mass 

extermination.  Marx suggests that such conflicts are fought out in “ideological forms” 

such as the “natural sciences, and the legal, political, religious, artistic, or 

philosophic,” as people become increasingly conscious of the conflict.  Following 

Marx, I posit that the new wave of Spanish horror film is a privileged ideological 

battlefield in which the stakes of the larger social struggle are made manifest, even if, 

in Freudian terms, the political meaning of these films often remains latent. 

 For this reason, I will limit my conversation of Guillermo del Toro’s 

contribution to the new wave of Spanish horror film to his role as executive producer 

of El orfanato and Los ojos de Julia, despite the obvious significance of El espinazo 

del diablo (2001) and especially El laberinto del fauno (2006) to this second boom in 

Spanish horror.  This is because unlike the work of the Spanish directors I examine, 

Del Toro’s films not only originate from elsewhere – from the received images of “the 

Spanish Civil War” he consumed while growing up in Mexico, and inspired by 

watching Víctor Erice’s El espíritu de la colmena64– Del Toro himself is not in 

anyway a product of the Transition.  Since one of my principle objectives in 

Traumatized Subjects is to read the films I analyze as a means to interrogate the 

Transition as the dominant cultural process of post-dictatorship Spain, Del Toro’s 

work as a writer and director is simply not relevant to this discussion.  This does not 

mean, however, that his films are not important to understanding the 1936 coup, the 

historical trauma of mass extermination or the horrors of the Francoist dictatorship.  

                                                 
64 See the director’s commentary on the DVD version of El laberinto del fauno. 
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On the contrary, his films serve as a counterpoint to the ones I will analyze.  The very 

explicitness of their setting combined with Del Toro’s skillful blending of horror and 

fantasy make them rich films that have much to teach Spanish film directors, both in 

terms of filmmaking and politics. 

 In the first chapter of Traumatized Subjects, I analyze the first Spanish horror 

film that Del Toro produced, Antonio Bayona’s 2007 debut film El orfanato, the film 

that marks the arrival of the new wave of Spanish cinema initiated by The Others and 

the low budget films produced by the Fantastic Factory.  I present El orfanato as an 

conspicuous example of what I call the politics of disavowal, in which an encounter 

with the traumatic real of mass extermination is removed through changes to the 

original script and the inspiration for it, as well as by the film’s successful 

employment of the rules of the horror subgenre of the fantastic.  Both of these 

directorial decisions serve to neutralize the film’s potential to be read in “political” 

terms as “anti-franquista” or related to any sort of leftist critique of the post-

dictatorship.  I relate these aesthetic decisions to negotiations over the Law of 

Historical Memory, which was passed by the Spanish Congress while El orfanato was 

playing in Spanish theaters.  I also use the film to introduce my view of the Transition 

as a cultural process, rather than a discrete historical period.  I argue that the 

Transition, which remains the dominant cultural process in spite of the emergence of 

the recuperation of historical memory, hinges on a fundamental fantasy that the 

discourse of Transitionism strives to maintain at the unconscious level in order to 

perpetuate the symbolic order of the post-dictatorship. 
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 In the second chapter, I turn to Paco Cabezas’ debut film, Aparecidos, which, 

while it premiered at the Sitges Fantastic Film Festival alongside El orfanato in 2007, 

wasn’t released in Spanish cinemas until over a year later, and it was a limited release 

at that.  I argue that Aparecidos, a well-made horror film about dictatorship and the 

horror of involuntary disappearance, is an example of what I call the politics of 

displacement since the film takes place not in Spain, but in post-dictatorship 

Argentina.  Characteristic of displacement, the process leaves a telling residue that 

calls for analysis: the protagonists of the film are Spanish actors playing Argentines.  I 

provide a close reading of Aparecidos, demonstrating the power of horror film to 

articulate the horrors of state violence, and relate it to what I call “the Garzón 

symptom,” or the Spanish judiciary’s curious application of human rights principles 

and international law to the post-dictatorships of Latin America, while refusing to 

allow the criminal investigation of crimes against humanity committed during the 

1936 coup and under the Francoist dictatorship. 

 In chapter three, I shift gears and consider a film that, in contrast to the first 

two films I analyze, doesn’t employ strategies to avoid historical trauma related to the 

Francoist dictatorship, but explicitly foregrounds it. No-Do, a 2009 film directed by 

Elio Quiroga, takes its title directly from the notorious propaganda machine of the 

dictatorship.  Like Aparecidos, it is a horror film that mixes fantasy with repressive 

history to produce what I call “the Francoist Thing.”  I begin the chapter by 

articulating what I call the politics of melancholy, which I contrast with the politics of 

mourning promoted by the Transition, and I also consider the role of the Catholic 

Church in carrying out mass extermination and repression, including the theft and 
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trafficking of the children of “los rojos.”  Then I discuss the ideological state 

apparatus of NO-DO and the speculative history of “los NO-DOs secretos,” around 

which the plot of No-Do was written.  I also examine the ways in which intertexuality 

function to produce allegorical meaning in the film by situating it in a genealogy of 

melancholic films featuring Ana Torrent, the protagonist of No-Do and the child star 

of El espíritu de la colmena, and Cría cuervos. 

 In chapter four, I analyze Los ojos de Julia, Guillem Morales’ 2010 film, 

which like El orfanato, was also produced by Guillermo del Toro and features Belén 

Rueda as the film’s protagonist.  Following the film’s title once again, I frame Los 

ojos de Julia within the politics of seeing in the shadows of impunity.  By impunity, I 

am referring to the state of impunity that characterizes the symbolic order of post-

dictatorship Spain.  I take Julia’s degenerative blindness as an example of what 

scholars working in disability studies have defined as narrative prosthesis, while 

noting that it allows for her condition to be read as a metaphor for social conditions.  I 

consider the film in relation to the horror subgenres of Italian giallo and the American 

slasher film and employ Carol J. Clover’s work on “The Final Girl” to discuss 

questions of gender before considering the film in relation to the Lacanian gaze.  And 

finally, I relate Los ojos de Julia to Garzón’s Supreme Court trials, which exposed the 

state of impunity in ways previously unseen. 

 I conclude Traumatized Subjects with an anylsis of Pedro Almodóvar’s 2011 

film, La piel que habito.  I take the film, Almodóvar’s first experiment with the horror 

genre, as evidence of a shift in Almodóvar’s politics, while considering Almodóvar as 

a cultural bell weather whose politics are significant for understanding shifts in 
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symbolic order.  By reading La piel que habito allegorically, I see the film as 

dramatizing the repressive violence of the dictatorship as well as the logic of the 

Transition in its most horrific terms.  I discuss what I call the politics of Almodóvar in 

relation to his gravitation to the historical memory movement since reading and 

purchasing the rights to produce Marcos Ana’s memoirs in 2007, and suggest that 

while his case is certainly exceptional in many ways, it also provides reason to be 

hopeful that the future of the Transition is as a residual force in a post-dictatorship 

Spain.  If my reading of Almodóvar is accurate, and as unlikely as it may sound, then 

soon we may finally be able to critique a different symbolic order, that of post-

Transitionist Spain.
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Chapter 1 
 

El orfanato: The Politics of Disavowal and the Fundamental Fantasy of the 
Transition 

 
 
ALLEGORICAL READING 

 

 The mass extermination of “los rojos” that began with the 1936 coup against 

the Second Spanish Republic and continued during the Francoist dictatorship has 

produced a variety of cultural responses that have significant political consequences in 

post-dictatorship Spain.65  In Traumatized Subjects, I will examine how several of 

these cultural responses figure in Spanish films, beginning with El orfanato as an 

example of what I will call the politics of disavowal.  Thus, from the outset, this 

project should be understood just as much as an attempt to map cultural responses to 

the legacy of mass extermination as it is an intervention in scholarship on Spanish 

cinema.  The very fact that it is possible to engage in this sort of cognitive mapping 

via an analysis of horror film signifies the genre’s often overlooked potential as a 

fecund site for performing cultural critique. 

                                                 
65 From this point on I will tend to refer to this historical trauma as “the mass 
extermination carried out in Franco’s name,” which serves as a Lacanian-inflected 
shorthand for a complex event that involved a variety of historical actors.  It is not 
intended to account for all of the various forces that worked together to carry out the 
mass extermination, rather it is meant to call to mind Lacan’s concept of the Name-of-
the-Father.  While it may be more accurate to say that the mass extermination was 
carried out in “la defensa de la hispanidad” or “el espíritu de la raza,” “Franco” is the 
fundamental or master signifier that integrated these abstract notions with the desires 
of fascists, the Catholic Church and a significant portion of the military to “purify” 
Spain through systematic violence. 
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 Following Michael Denning’s method for interpreting popular dime novels 

published in the United States during the nineteenth century, one of the main ways in 

which I will analyze the new wave of Spanish horror film is by engaging in what he 

calls “allegorical reading.”  In his book Mechanic Accents: Dime Novels and Working 

Class Culture in America, Denning reads this sensationalist fiction against the grain, 

arguing that far from representing a desire for mere entertainment and escapism, the 

popularity of these “cheap stories” was indicative of the utopian desires of their 

predominantly working-class readership.  While the films I analyze here are primarily 

tied up with historical trauma, rather than class struggle (although it should be noted 

that the majority of “los rojos” who were exterminated were working-class), and 

Denning and I are concerned about two different forms of culture produced during 

distinct historical periods in two different cultures, Denning’s method serves as a 

model for analyzing popular culture in allegorical terms and can be taken as a 

complement to Benjamin’s “allegorical way of seeing,” which I discussed in the 

introduction. 

 Denning builds his method upon Gramsci’s consideration of sensationalist 

novels and articles written about them.  As he notes, Gramsci “explicitly rejects the 

‘escapist’ explanation of serial fiction,” and cites the following examples: 

Responding to a critic who sees detective stories as “a way of escaping 
from the pettiness of daily life,” [Gramsci] notes: “But this explanation 
can be applied to all forms of literature, whether popular or artistic, 
from the chivalric poem… to the various kinds of serial novels.  Is all 
poetry and literature therefore a narcotic against the banality of 
everyday life?”  He argues that the “success of a work of commercial 
literature indicates (and it is often the only indication available) the 
‘philosophy of the age,’ that is, the mass of feelings and conceptions of 
the world predominant among the ‘silent’ majority… The serial novel 
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takes the place of (and at the same time favors) the fantasizing of the 
common people; it is a real way of day-dreaming.”  When another critic 
claims that “the serial novel was born because an infinite number of 
people leading drab restricted lives felt… the need for illusion,” 
Gramsci writes that “this can be done for all novels and not only serial 
ones: one must analyze the particular illusion that the serial novel 
provides the people with and how this illusion changes through 
historical-political periods.”66 
 

Gramsci’s observations can be applied to horror film, a genre often viewed as escapist 

and unworthy of critical attention, as noted in the introduction.  Later in this chapter I 

will pay close attention to “the particular illusion” provided by El orfanato and its 

relationship to what might be called “the philosophy of the age” of post-dictatorship 

Spain.  As with all of the films I consider in Traumatized Subjects, I will analyze El 

orfanato in terms of Lacanian psychoanalysis, but first I seek to situate that analysis 

within the context of the allegorical reading that Denning derives from Gramsci. 

 Acknowledging the ways in which products of the culture industry “program” 

reading as consumption, Denning argues that allegorical reading is a method of 

resisting “the forms of reification,” and he distinguishes it from allegory as a literary 

genre.  Making a further distinction between allegorical reading and novelistic 

reading, he states: 

What I want to suggest is that allegory is a mode of reading as well, 
that one may read works that do not appear to be allegorical in an 
allegorical fashion and come up with a kind of reading at odds with 
what might be expected.  To read novelistically, one understands 
characters neither as existing people (as if it were a ‘true story’) nor as 
metaphorical types; one takes them as ‘typical’ individuals with 
thoughts, psyches, and motives acting in an everyday world.  To read 

                                                 
66 Denning, Michael.  Mechanic Accents: Dime Novels and Working-Class Culture in 
America.  London: Verso, 1987, pp. 67-68 
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allegorically or typologically, I suggest, the fictional world is less a 
representation of the real world than a microcosm.67 
 

Throughout Traumatized Subjects I practice allegorical reading, which frequently 

produces readings that might seem at odds with other ways of interpreting these films.  

To the best of my knowledge, no other scholarly work, film reviews or fanzines read 

them in quite the same way, and some of my claims my appear idiosyncratic at best.  

However, I would argue that if we accept Gramsci’s observations about popular 

culture and take the fictional worlds of these films as a microcosm of post-dictatorship 

Spain, which is haunted by the specters of mass extermination and impunity, then the 

readings I offer here are not simply the whimsical fantasies of someone influenced by 

Lacanian psychoanalysis, but the result of taking horror film seriously as a privileged 

site for the negotiation of cultural anxieties.  And while it is certainly true that the 

culture industry promotes the uncritical mass consumption of horror films for the 

(relatively) cheap thrills they offer, it is possible to resist that logic, indeed, that is the 

necessary first step to take in order to uncover what horror films have to tell us about 

the cultures from which they are produced.  

 

CONFLICTING CULTURAL PROCESSES 

 

 In the introduction, I argued that “the Transition” is better understood as an 

ideological apparatus, rather than as a discrete historical period.  Before turning to El 

orfanato, I would like to translate “the Transition” into the terms of Raymond 

                                                 
67 Ibid, pp. 72. 
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Williams and consider it further as a cultural process in order to distinguish it from 

what can be considered as a competing cultural process, the recuperation of historical 

memory.  Such framing allows for a dynamic view of post-dictatorship Spain, and 

over the course of Traumatized Subjects we will see how the films I analyze 

correspond to significant cultural shifts in relation to the historical trauma of mass 

extermination. 

 According to Williams, culture is “one of the two or three most complicated 

words in the English language,” and while he distinguishes different meanings of the 

term in Keywords, his own articulation of the term retains some of its original 

meaning, namely that fact that, as he notes, “culture in all its early uses was a noun of 

process” (87).  In Marxism and Literature, Williams claims “the complexity of a 

culture is to be found not only in its variable processes and their social definitions – 

traditions, institutions, and formations – but also in the dynamic interrelations, at every 

point in the process, of historically varied and variable elements” (121).  In order to 

account for how cultural processes change, Williams introduces the terms dominant, 

residual and emergent to describe the internal dynamic relations of a cultural process, 

terms that have proven useful to apply to the interplay between cultural processes as 

well.  If we carry out such an operation when considering the culture of post-

dictatorship Spain, then we can distinguish different cultural processes in different 

stages of development.  For our purposes here it is useful to compare the cultural 

processes that I have already noted, the Transition and the recuperation of historical 

memory. 
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 I would like to assert that the Transition is the dominant cultural process in 

post-dictatorship Spain.  As indicated in the introduction, it is difficult, if not 

impossible, to determine the precise date when it emerged, but the failed coup of 1981 

– el 23-F – serves as a convenient date to mark when it became dominant, a status that 

has only recently begun to be called into question.  Since Williams makes it clear that 

“what the dominant has effectively seized is indeed the ruling definition of the social” 

(125), it can be argued that the Transition is the primary force for defining social 

relations, values and institutions, which are structured around the logic of the ideology 

of the Transition and kept in check through the discourse of what I call 

“Transitionism.”  While I will introduce the Lacanian concept of the fundamental 

fantasy and relate it to ideology later in this chapter, for the moment it is sufficient to 

state that, as indicated in the introduction, the ideology of the Transition encourages 

the notion that the “Spanish Civil War” was a period of collective insanity whose 

return can only be prevented by avoiding anything that has the potential to ignite the 

divisions of the past, which can be overcome through the social cohesion provided by 

liberal democracy.  Transitionism then, is a discourse that not only serves as a vehicle 

for the perpetuation of the dominant ideology, but one of its primary functions is 

disciplinary since the ideology of the Transition makes talking about the traumatic 

past a cultural taboo.   

 While a complete study of Transitionism is a project of its own, two 

characteristic examples of it are sufficient to illustrate what I mean about its 

disciplinary function.  The most emblematic statement of the discourse of 

Transitionism is the frequently heard formula: “No hay que remover el pasado para no 
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reabrir heridas.”  The logic behind this cautionary statement fully embodies the 

ideology of the Transition in that it acts as a deterrent to investigate and address the 

crimes of the past and the historical trauma of mass extermination.  At the same time, 

it seemingly does so out of humanitarian concern.  Of course, one of the fundamental 

ways this logic is flawed is that it asserts the wounds of mass extermination have 

healed, though as the exhumation of mass graves has demonstrated and as we will see 

in the next chapter in my discussion of los desaparecidos, this is clearly not the case.  

Yet the statement has acquired a significant cultural resonance that, until the 

emergence of the recuperation of historical memory, had gone largely unquestioned in 

the public sphere.  The second example of Transtitionism that I’ll provide here is taken 

from an interview with Mariano Rajoy when he was campaigning for the office he 

holds now in 2008: 

Díganos qué haría si ganara las elecciones con ¿La Ley de Memoria 
Histórica? 

(MR) Yo, desde luego, eliminaría todos aquellos artículos de la Ley de 
la Memoria que hablan de dar dinero público para recuperar el pasado. 
Yo no daría ni un solo euro del erario público a esos efectos. 

Entonces, ¿las familias de los miles de muertos que hay en las cunetas 
no tienen derecho a sacarlos? 

(MR) Yo creo que a lo que tiene derecho todos los españoles es a que 
miremos al futuro y no generemos tensión ni división, como decidimos 
en el año 1978. Y se lo dice una persona que no tiene ni un solo 
pariente franquista, ni uno, ni por parte de padre ni por parte de madre, 
porque los he tenido en el otro lado. 

Pero ¿no tiene derecho una familia a recuperar los restos del abuelo que 
está en una cuneta y…? 

(MR) Si sabe dónde… Pero mire, yo creo que en el año 78 dijimos: 
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“Miremos hacia el futuro”. Hagámoslo.68 

This example of Transitionism not only foreshadows policy changes that Rajoy 

oversaw shortly after becoming president in 2011, it also demonstrates the future-

oriented nature of the discourse in which the future serves as a utopian space 

completely devoid of any cultural tensions and divisions.  The desired effect of 

Rajoy’s comments here is to discipline those who have broken the cultural taboo of 

talking publicly about the historical trauma of mass extermination, which he 

underscores by alluding to the overwhelming support for the 1978 referendum on the 

Spanish Constitution. 

 The emergence of the cultural process of the recuperation of historical memory 

that Rajoy opposes is precisely the force that has opened up space for the public 

interrogation of the cultural assumptions behind the discourse of Transitionism and the 

ideology it supports.  In chapter three I will discuss this cultural process in greater 

detail.  In this chapter I am concerned with outlining the dominant cultural process of 

the Transition in order to show how it operates before considering a few films that can 

be read as critiques of it.  While El orfanato is a complex film that cuts both ways (it 

can be read allegorically as implicitly carrying just such a critique, but is, 

paradoxically, a film that dramatizes the implied consequences of not heeding that 

maxim of Transitionism: “No hay que remover el pasado para no reabrir heridas”), the 

film’s deployment of the horror subgenre of the fantastic and changes made to the 

original script clearly illustrate the politics of disavowal that are a product of the 

                                                 
68 A. del Campo.  “Rajoy cierra la Oficina de Víctimas como prometió en el 2008: “Ni 
un solo euro para recuperar el pasado.” El Plural.com. March 2, 2012. 
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cultural process of the Transition, which I will examine in the next section.  Here I 

would like to suggest that the enormous commercial success of El orfanto may be 

related to the fact that more than any other recent Spanish film (of any genre) it stages 

a confrontation between the competing cultural processes of the Transition and the 

recuperation of historical memory, and provides a cinematic snapshot of their relative 

position to one another at the time of the film’s release, which coincided with the 

passage of the Law of Historical Memory in 2007.  For this reason, I begin 

Traumatized Subjects with El orfanato, while I end with La piel que habito, a film 

that, I argue, signals a significant shift not only in the politics of Pedro Almodóvar, but 

in the configuration of culture in post-dictatorship Spain as well. 

  

THE POLITICS OF DISAVOWAL 

 

 As Jean Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis note in The Language of 

Psychoanalysis, Freud introduces the term Verleugnung to describe “a specific mode 

of defense which consists in the subject’s refusing to recognize the reality of a 

traumatic perception” (118).  Since we’re talking about Freud, it should come as no 

surprise that the Freudian origin of the term, translated as disavowal in English, is 

related to the castration complex: the traumatic perception is that of the female 

genitalia and Freud asserts that when children see the absence of the penis in the girl 

they “disavow the fact and believe that they do see a penis all the same” (“The 

Infantile Genital Organisation” SE XIX, 141).  While Freud’s assumption here merits 

a certain degree of suspicion, he further developed the concept of disavowal elsewhere 
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in his work and Lacan reworked it into a more rigorous theory, linking it to the 

psychic structure of perversion.69  For both Freud and Lacan, what distinguishes 

disavowal from simple denial is “that disavowal is always accompanied by a 

simultaneous acknowledgement of what is disavowed.  Thus the pervert is not simply 

ignorant of castration; he simultaneously knows it and denies it” (Evans 44).  The 

duality implicit to disavowal is what makes it an operation distinct from repression, in 

which no such acknowledgement takes place. 

 Zizek has stressed fetishistic disavowal in much of his work, which he states as 

“I know very well, but still…” a formula he often relates to the grammatical structure 

“as if.”  For example, in a discussion of commodities as material objects, Zizek argues 

that “during the act of exchange, individuals proceed as if the commodity is not 

submitted to physical, material exchanges; as if it is excluded from the natural cycle of 

generation and corruption; although on the level of their ‘consciousness’ they ‘know 

very well’ that this is not the case”70 This example demonstrates how disavowal 

involves ignoring certain knowledge in order to justify a particular cultural attitude 

towards an object.  Zizek provides other examples of this such as “I know that Mother 

has not got a phallus, but still… [I believe she has got one]; I know that Jews are 

people like us, but still… [there is something in them]… I know that money is a 

                                                 
69 Lacanian psychoanalysis divides psychic structures into three categories, neurosis, 
psychosis and perversion.  Whereas the structure of neurosis is linked to the operation 
of repression and the structure of psychosis is related to the operation of foreclosure, 
Lacan links perversion and disavowal. 
70 See Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, pp. 18. 
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material object like others, but still… [it is as if it were made of a special substance 

over which time has no power].”71 

 I would like to suggest that the cultural process of the Transition is firmly 

rooted in the disavowal of the mass extermination carried out in Franco’s name.  

Following Zizek, we can formulate this as such: “We know very well that Spain today 

is the product of mass extermination and decades of state repression, but still we’ll act 

as if those historical traumas have nothing to do with the present and keep our eyes 

fixed on the future.”  The displacement of cultural conflict that disavowal performs is 

seen here since “the future” in this context, as noted above, is presented as completely 

free of tensions and divisions.  But, even more importantly, what I am suggesting is 

that the dominant cultural process of post-dictatorship Spain is predicated upon a 

cultural disavowal of immense proportions that has serious implications for its 

subjects, who both intuitively know and simultaneously deny that their lived reality is 

somehow related to the legacy of mass extermination.  For this reason, it is easy to see 

how the discourse of Transitionism is necessary to maintain what I call the politics of 

disavowal, since the dual nature of disavowal means that it always has the potential to 

come undone if the knowledge that is ignored becomes too difficult to deny.  This 

partially explains the fear behind the dictate “no hay que remover el pasado,” since not 

following it makes it extremely difficult to carry on ignoring what one already knows 

to be true. 

 While it is also true that the generations of Spaniards born after Franco’s death 

to parents who had internalized the logic of the Transition grew up with very little 

                                                 
71 Ibid. 
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knowledge of mass extermination, and therefore can’t justifiably be accused of the 

politics of disavowal, the symbolic order in which they were raised was structured 

around disavowal, as it still is to this day, although the continued growth of the 

emergent cultural process of the recuperation of historical memory threatens to change 

the order of things.  If we think about the implications of a symbolic order based upon 

disavowal in Lacanian terms, we are led to diagnosis post-dictatorship Spain as 

embodying the structure of perversion.  As Bruce Fink notes, “Freud insists again and 

again that the pervert refuses to give up his pleasure – that is, the masturbatory 

pleasure related (in his fantasies) to his mother or mother substitute.”72  Thus, the 

perverted symbolic order of post-dictatorship Spain can be seen as a series of 

interlocking institutions, traditions and systems whose agents know that they are the 

products of a dictatorship founded on mass extermination, but who refuse to publicly 

acknowledge this fact since doing so would threaten the pleasure they derive from 

their privileged status as authorities in an unchallenged symbolic order.  The clearest 

evidence of the refusal to give up “masturbatory pleasure” can be seen in the Spanish 

judiciary’s position in regards to the criticism and international scrutiny it has received 

in its handling of Baltasar Garzón’s investigation of crimes against humanity 

committed during the dictatorship, a topic I will examine in detail in subsequent 

chapters.  At this point I will turn to the fundamental fantasy of the Transition, before 

launching into my analysis of El orfanato. 

 

                                                 
72 Fink, Bruce.  A Clinical Introduction to Lacanian Psychoanalysis: Theory and 
Technique.  Harvard University Press: Cambridge, MA, 1997, pp. 172. 
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THE FUNDAMENTAL FANTASY OF THE TRANSITION 

 

 One of the principle maxims of Lacanian psychoanalysis is that one’s desire is 

to be desired by the Other.  That Other can take many forms, but generally speaking, 

the Other in question is the parental Other.  Children overwhelmingly seek to be the 

object of their parent’s desire (which can even be considered a survival strategy) and 

they tend to internalize their parent’s desires, while taking them as their own.  As I 

will discuss in the next chapter, Freud asserts that one of the most important 

dimensions of adolescence is the process of separating from one’s parents, and he 

claims that neurotics fail to do this.  A major consequence for those who are not 

successful at this crucial task is that they are destined to go on living as if their desires 

are their own when, in fact they are alienated from desire since what they desire 

cannot be said to be in anyway their own.  One of the principle goals of analysis with 

neurotics, then, is to “subjectify” the desire of the analysand, or to make it their own.  

In order to do this, the analysand must undergo a difficult process that Lacan calls the 

traversal of the fundamental fantasy. 

 The reason that this process is so difficult is that the fundamental fantasy is 

situated in the unconscious.  In addition, Lacan claims that this single fantasy is 

responsible for establishing the coordinates of desire; it is like a compass for 

establishing one’s identity, which people tend to believe they’ve constructed through 

conscious decision-making that has no relation to the desires of Others.  Thus, one of 

the reasons that Lacanian psychoanalysis takes so long is that it requires time for the 

analyst to become the cause of the analysand’s desire through transference, which then 
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allows the analyst to shake up the analysand’s relationship to desire.  This permits the 

possibility, but never the guarantee, that the analysand can come to identify their 

fundamental fantasy by bringing it into consciousness for the first time and seeing how 

their relationship to it has shaped their life decisions and attitudes about themselves 

and others, and possibly to traverse it by changing their relationship to it, 

fundamentally.  Only when this occurs can it be said that subjectification has taken 

place, and it is usually signified by a major shift or a radical break in one’s sense of 

self and what one desires.  It is a treacherous path because the fundamental fantasy is 

related to some traumatic event or primal scene that has been relegated to the Real.  As 

Bruce Fink states, “the traversing of fantasy is the process by which the subject 

subjectifies trauma, takes the traumatic event upon him or herself, and assumes 

responsibility for that jouissance.”73  Thus, we can only become our own cause of 

desire – a prerequisite to be considered a Lacanian “subject” – by confronting the 

particular trauma that has essentially caused us to be who were are.  

 Applying the concept of the fundamental fantasy to post-dictatorship Spain is 

possible through Lacan’s differentiation between the big Other and the little other.  

The Other that I have been referring to above is the big Other, while the little other is 

simply a projection of the ego that is situated on the level of the imaginary.  This is 

where conflicts between egos take place, while the big Other, which is part of the 

symbolic order, serves as the cause of desire.  Lacan claims that the first person to 

                                                 
73 Fink, Bruce.  The Lacanian Subject: Between Language and Jouissance.  Princeton 
University Press: Princeton, NJ., 1995, pp. 63. 



76 

occupy the position of the big Other is the mother, or the mOther.  But as Dylan Evans 

makes clear: 

The big Other designates radical alterity, an other-ness which 
transcends the illusory otherness of the imaginary because it cannot be 
assimilated through identification.  Lacan equates this radical alterity 
with language and the law, and hence the big Other is inscribed in the 
order of the symbolic.  Indeed, the big Other is the symbolic insofar as 
it is particularized for each subject.  The Other is thus both another 
subject, in his radical alterity and unassimilable uniqueness, and also 
the symbolic order which mediates the relationship with that other 
subject.  However, the meaning of ‘the Other as another subject’ is 
strictly secondary to the meaning of ‘the Other as symbolic order’; ‘the 
Other must first of all be considered a locus, the locus in which speech 
is constituted.’74 
 

Thus, the subject’s cause of desire before traversing the fundamental fantasy and 

going through the process of subjectification is entirely constituted by the big Other, 

which is nothing less than the symbolic order itself, the origin of language and law.  

The symbolic order is first experienced through a subject’s parents, which means that 

in addition to (or along with) being unconsciously burdened with their parent’s 

desires, they also internalize their ideologies, which are the result of social practices 

that revolve around fantasy.  Here it is worth returning to Zizek for a moment, since he 

has stresses the role of fantasy in the construction of ideology through his concept the 

ideological fantasy. 

 Rejecting notions of ideology simply as “false consciousness” that requires de-

masking, Zizek’s description of how ideology functions sounds very similar to the 

description of the fundamental fantasy I provided above: “the fundamental level of 

ideology, however, is not of an illusion masking the real state of things but that of an 
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(unconscious) fantasy structuring our social reality itself” (33).  Furthermore, Zizek 

stresses that the illusions that are involved in ideology are related to actions, not 

beliefs: 

We have established a new way to read the Marxian formula ‘they 
know it, but they are doing it’: the illusion is not on the side of 
knowledge, it is already on the side of reality itself, of what the people 
are doing.  What they do not know is that their social reality itself, their 
activity, is guided by an illusion, by a fetishistic inversion.  What they 
overlook, what they misrecognize, is not the reality but the illusion 
which is structuring their reality, their real social activity.  They know 
very well how things really are, but still they are doing it as if they did 
not know.  The illusion is therefore double: it consists in overlooking 
the illusion which is structuring our real, effective relationship to 
reality.  And this overlooked unconscious illusion is what may be 
called the ideological fantasy.  (32-33) 
 

Both of these descriptions of ideology echo the role of the fundamental fantasy in the 

configuration of the subject’s desire, which is a process resulting from a traumatic 

encounter with the big Other that remains stuck in the unconscious.  Thus, it follows 

that we can posit a fundamental fantasy of the Transition that reflects the ideology of 

that dominant cultural process.  That fantasy could be formulated as such: “we live in 

a (liberal democratic) society that has liberated itself from the ghosts of mass 

extermination by agreeing to look towards the future.”   

 This fundamental fantasy is the illusion that had structured the reality of post-

dictatorship Spain for decades, until the mass grave exhumation at Priaranza del 

Bierzo in 2000 initiated what might be a long process of its traversal on the cultural 

level.  In this way, it could be argued that the emergent cultural process of the 

recuperation of historical memory functions similarly to the role of the Lacanian 

analyst since it has shaken up post-dictatorship Spain’s relationship to desire, causing 
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a significant sector of the population to radically break free from ideologies fantasies 

of the Transition and to organize against the big Other of the symbolic order.  This is 

most clearly seen in the growth of the cultural process of the recuperation of historical 

memory and the development of its critique of the state of impunity as well as in the 

15-M movement, which I will discuss briefly in the conclusion.  In light of my 

discussion of disavowal, fantasy and ideology, we might take these shifts in social 

activity in post-dictatorship Spain as signs that a certain class of neurotics is in the 

process of separating themselves from the big Other, which they have begun to see as 

a set of perverted social relations that pits those who uphold the culture of the 

Transition against the increasingly vocal and active minority challenging its utopian 

claims and transgress its limits.  As I’ve already indicated, El orfanato is a film that 

captures these cultural tensions without asserting a definitive position on them, 

although, as I’ll argue below, the film’s deployment of the fantastic and the director’s 

disavowal of the historical trauma of mass extermination is a way of avoiding a 

confrontation with the traumatic Real haunting post-dictatorship Spain. 

 
El ORFANATO 
  

 El orfanato debuted at the Cannes Film Festival on May 20, 2007 and received 

a ten minute standing ovation.  Its Spanish debut came five months later at the Sitges 

International Fantastic Film Festival, which has served as a primary vehicle for 

showcasing Spanish horror films since its inauguration in 1967.  The film fared well at 

the Goyas, winning Best New Director for Antonio Bayona and Best Original 

Screenplay for Sergio Sanchez.  The film is one of the biggest box office hits in 
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Spanish cinema history, and it grossed more than 5 million euros in its opening 

weekend in Spain alone.  Although it is the only film from the new wave of Spanish 

horror that reached audiences outside of Spain (aside from La piel que habito, which 

as “un film by Pedro Almodóvar” is a unique case), a Hollywood version of El 

orfanato, entitled The Orphanage, will be released in 2013.  Thus, after the 

unprecedented success of The Others, El orfanato is the Spanish horror film that has 

set the standard of comparison for all others coming in its wake. 

 While much of the film’s commercial success is undoubtedly due to its 

association with and promotion by Guillermo del Toro, the film’s executive producer, 

the high production values and overall quality of the performances in El orfanato 

combined with a script that effectively mixes melodrama with psychological horror 

and a musical score that accentuates the emotional range of the film cannot be 

overlooked.  Nor can the fact that it features a monster that elicits both terror and 

empathy.  Much of the film’s strength stems from the fact that the main characters are 

well developed, which is not always the case in horror, even though the backstory of 

the film is not, a point I will return to later in my analysis. 

 The plot of the film is standard horror film fare, and we will observe 

repetitions of it in No-Do and, to a lesser extent, Los ojos de Julia.  A family moves 

into a large, abandoned house in the Spanish countryside near the coast – the film was 

shot on location in Llanés, a costal town in Asturias – with the intention to open an 

orphanage for disabled children.  The family consists of Laura, the film’s protagonist, 

played by Belén Rueda, her husband Carlos (Fernando Cayo), and their eight-year-old 

adopted son Simón (Roger Príncep), who is HIV-positive.  For Laura the move is a 
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return, as she was an orphan herself who lived in the house when it was functional 

decades earlier.  Shortly after their arrival, Laura begins to notice strange occurrences 

in the house and Simón claims that it is inhabited by five other children who he plays 

games with.  After an argument in which Laura refuses Simón’s demand to visit “la 

casita de Tomás,” one of his invisible friends, Simón mysteriously disappears.  The 

rest of the film charts Laura’s attempt to locate Simón by any means necessary, 

despite the pleas of her husband and Pilar, a police psychiatrist, to abandon her search, 

which seems to be driving her insane. 

 Reading the film allegorically, we can take this plot as an iteration of the 

“master plot” of the new wave of Spanish horror.  Denning notes that “for an 

allegorical mode of reading to shape a system of reading, there is usually a master 

plot, or body of narratives, that are shared by a culture” (72).  It is difficult to read a 

text allegorically if such a master plot doesn’t exist, since such reading depends on a 

multitude of texts that, as Janice Radway claims about popular romance novels, “all 

retell a single tale whose final outcome their readers always already know” (73).75  

While this is not exactly the case for horror films, which often hinge upon surprise 

endings in order satisfy the expectations of fans of the genre, the number of recent 

Spanish horror films that follow a master plot in which a female protagonist loses their 

child or a sibling under mysterious circumstances requiring them to push the limits of 

their sanity in order to recover them or to uncover the truth of their loss is notable: Los 

sin nombre (1999), El orfanato (2007), Hierro (2009), Los ojos de Julia (2010), 
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during a critical sequence of Aparecidos (2008) and even, in a round about way that I 

will articulate later, No-Do (2009).  Plots that revolve around missing children and 

parents are also featured in Nos miran (2002), El segundo nombre (2002), and Los 

abandonados (2006).   

 This master plot then frequently – but not always – relies upon gender and 

ideas of motherhood or female empathy in order to function.  And in all of the films 

listed, missing family members – usually figured as children, but sometimes as parents 

– are what drives the plot.  Again, this is not unusual for the genre, which often 

features children as a source of horror since they innocence with which children are 

associated makes them ideal vehicles for the uncanny.  Likewise, females as the 

terrorized victims of horror films has its roots in Edgar Allen Poe’s formulation that 

the death of a beautiful woman is the “most poetical topic in the world”76 and 

Hitchcock’s notorious statement, “I always believe in following the advice of the 

playwright Sardou.  He said, ‘Torture the women!’  The problem today is that we 

don’t torture the women enough.”77  While Hitchcock’s misogyny is well-documented 

and this statement should be considered as an example of his attitude towards women 

in general, it also establishes the fact that women, like children, are privileged objects 

of the horror, a genre that depends upon the manufacture of suspense and fear for its 

success.  Thus, director Brian DePalma’s much less demeaning observation that 

“women in peril work better in the suspense genre.  It all goes back to The Perils of 
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Pauline… If you have a haunted house and you have a woman walking around with a 

candelabrum, you fear more for her than you would for a husky man,”78 provides an 

explanation for why females are so often featured as the terrorized protagonists and 

frequent victims of horror films, Psycho being the prototypical example of this 

phenomenon.  Yet, at least in the films constituting the new wave of Spanish horror, I 

would argue that the abundance of woman and children in a master plot revolving 

around the traumatic loss of a family member is related to the legacy of mass 

extermination that has shattered so many families and produced varying degrees of 

madness or psychotic symptoms in those whose loved ones were disappeared by the 

dictatorship.  If women in peril produce suspense, mothers who have lost a child 

produce empathy in viewers, leading them to care about their struggles and 

emotionally invest in their attempts to uncover the truth about the circumstances of 

their child’s disappearance.   At the same time, Lisa Yoneyama has noted what she 

calls “the feminization of memory” in her study of the traces of the historical trauma 

signified by Hiroshima, and I would suggest that a similar feminization of memory 

takes place in this master narrative as well.  Yoneyama notes that the tropes of 

motherhood and maternal care become prominent in antinuclear and peace discourses 

in post-war Japan, and cites how images of women and children during the atomic 

bombing accentuated their innocence – which brings to mind Picasso’s Guernica – 

and that a mother’s strength was associated with patience and perseverance, which she 

cites as “resources of the dispossessed” (195).  She goes on to argue that the trope of 
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motherhood is particularly useful for representing a universal discourse that can be 

associated with human rights, the principle discourse through which the demand to 

exhume mass graves in Spain has been framed.  Yoneyama observes that: 

“Hiroshima’s mothers,” and their power to nurture their children, are 
assumed to be universal and panhuman.  If… the dominant way of 
remember the war, the atom bombs, and other atrocities has been from 
the anonymous position of humanity, then the ubiquity of mothers in 
Hiroshima’s exodus narratives—where they appear as self-sacrificial, 
devoted, persevering women who aid in their children’s recovery and 
who agonize over lost families—demonstrates how the materal 
operates as a gendered manifestation of universal humanism.  Mothers, 
who by their nature desire to create, protect, and nurture lives, are 
understood to oppose war and the use of nuclear bombs, anytime, 
anywhere.  Motherhood thus supplements “ideological” and national 
particularities.79 
 

Of course, as Yoneyama notes, this is possible only to the extent that women are 

figured almost exclusively in terms of their reproductive and maternal functions.  

While her work focuses on a different historical trauma of a different culture than the 

one that concerns me here, the parallels between her observations about the 

feminization of memory and the ways in which gender is figured in the master plot of 

the new wave of Spanish horror are undeniable, and through this link, the Madres and 

Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo in Argentina immediately come to mind.  Thus, rather than 

serving simply as a generic device to elicit empathy from and to stir the emotions of 

viewers, the mothers searching for their missing children in the master plot I’ve 

outlined here can be read allegorically as embodiments of the human right to recover 

the truth and the remains of the disappeared, a scene that is actually staged at the end 

of both El orfanato and in Hierro. 

                                                 
79 Yoneyama, Lisa.  Hiroshima Traces: Time, Space, and the Dialectics of Memory, 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999, pp.196. 



84 

 Significantly, in almost all of the iterations of this master plot, in order to 

discover the truth about the fate of their missing family member and/or what is 

haunting their house, the protagonist must traverse their fantasies about the nature of 

the social reality they inhabit.  Taking that reality as a microcosm of post-dictatorship 

Spain, we can equate the fantasy traversed in each film as standing for the 

fundamental fantasy of the Transition.  In El orfanato, for example, in order to find 

Simón, Laura must disregard her husband’s desire to forget the traumatic past and to – 

literally – move on in order to avoid inflicting herself with more pain than she’s 

already experienced, a sentiment shared by Pilar.  The fact Carlos is a doctor and Pilar 

is a police psychiatrist marks them as rational symbolic authorities at odds with 

Laura’s emotional claim to continue the search.  This can be read allegorically as the 

dramatization of that dictate of Transitionism: “no hay que removar el pasado para no 

reabrir heridas.”  Furthermore, Laura’s search leads her to take Simón’s claims that the 

house is haunted by child ghosts seriously, a path that leads to her discovery of the 

remains of five children hidden inside a padlocked brick oven inside a shed on the 

property.  That scene not only recalls the crematorium ovens of Nazi concentration 

camps, when Laura is sitting on the floor covered in dust and surrounded by the bones 

of the disappeared children, it appears as if she is in the middle of a mass grave 

exhumation.  The process of traversing the fundamental fantasy eventually leads her to 

see the ghosts, who are her former friends of the orphanage who were killed shortly 

after she was adopted and left the place, though it is impossible to know for sure if 

they are meant to be taken as real or as the figments of her imagination, a point I will 

return to shortly.  Read allegorically, we can see these ghosts as representing those 
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disappeared in Franco’s name, and it is only by listening to their cryptic messages 

from the Real that Laura is able to recover Simón, whose body has been lying 

prostrate in “la casita de Tomás” below the house for months without her knowing that 

the space existed.  That space correlates to the unconscious, and when she enters it she 

is confronted with the traumatic scene of Simón’s remains, which leads her to commit 

suicide out of guilt, though it transports her – either in her imagination or 

supernaturally – to be with him and the other ghost children of the house as a Wendy-

like figure to these Lost Boys and Girls condemned to live in a sort of Francoist 

Neverland.  In this film, then, traversing the fundamental fantasy leads to death as a 

consequence of an unmediated encounter with the traumatic real.  While reading it 

allegorically provides a way to tease out the ways in which the film engages with mass 

extermination and issues related to historical memory, ultimately El orfanato functions 

as a cautionary tale against traversing the fundamental fantasy that leads to madness. 

 

THE FANTASTIC 
 
 
 A critical moment in El orfanato occurs when Geraldine Chaplin suddenly 

appears on screen near the end of the second act, her weathered face and dark eyes 

accentuating the mood set by somber entrance music.  In this celluloid apparition, 

Chaplin takes the form of a medium summoned to investigate the renovated orphanage 

for evidence of the supernatural.  Her presence in the film immediately elevates it to 

the level of myth in Spanish cinema, in the most common sense of the term, as 

audiences familiar with the national film canon cannot help but recall Chaplin’s roles 
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in several of Carlos Saura’s most important films from the 1960s and 70s, such as Ana 

y los lobos and Peppermint Frappé, both implicitly critical of the Francoist 

dictatorship.  It is Chaplin’s role in Cría cuervos, however, which immediately comes 

to mind, as she played nothing less than a ghost herself in a house haunted by 

patriarchal violence and shrouded in mystery for the film’s protagonist, played by the 

young Ana Torrent, a figure I will discuss in length in chapter three, since Torrent is 

the protagonist of No-Do.  Such intertextual cues contribute to the temporal texture of 

El orfanato, characterized as it is by the cross-stitching of past and present in a setting 

that alternatively evokes a fairy tale timelessness and a melancholic chronos situated 

in the aftermath of an unmarked traumatic event that is exposed through the course of 

the film.  Chaplin’s character, Aurora, articulates the relationship between time and 

trauma at the end of her long, single sequence in El orfanato before disappearing into 

the night, suggesting that the orphanage is home to some unknown wound that has 

formed a knot in time in which the past and present are entangled.  Yet at the 

beginning of the sequence, we first see Aurora’s back moving away from the camera, 

making it appear as if she is stepping steadily back in time.  Aside from evoking the 

hidden jump cuts in Hitchcock’s “single shot” experimental film Rope, the choice of 

camera angle seems more driven by theme than mere cinematic citation, and Aurora’s 

gothic dress serves to heighten the funereal effect of the scene.  When she comes into 

perspective, we see that Aurora is walking through one of the rooms of the house, 

gliding over the wooden floor like a delicate spirit with a slender frame taking 

measured steps.  When she turns around to ask a question about the former use of the 

space, we can vaguely intuit the various levels of disbelief on the faces of the other 
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characters standing behind her through a blurry depth of field.  A sharp sound from the 

floor above manages to break a pregnant silence without succumbing to cliché.  

Aurora raises her finger in the direction of the interruption and, without hesitation, 

simply states “no estamos solos.” 

 Put in the interrogative form, this statement is the dramatic question driving the 

plot of El orfanato: “Are we alone?”  Is the house haunted or not? At the end of the 

film, is Laura alone in the house still searching for Simón, or does his ghost and those 

of the disappeared children surround her?  Such questions should be definitively 

answered in the climax, providing dramatic resolution and emotional catharsis for 

viewers anxious to discover the truth of the fiction put forth, but the script has a catch: 

it contains two divergent climaxes, making for an ambiguous ending.  The first climax 

satisfies the rational expectations of realist viewers (Laura discovers Simón’s dead 

body and kills herself), while the second caters to those who believe in the 

supernatural (Laura wakes up as a ghost in the restored orphanage, surrounded by the 

child ghosts).  The double climax inscribed into the structure of the film leaves the 

dramatic question unresolved, which is what distinguishes El orfanato from the other 

films of the new wave of Spanish horror film and makes it so unique.  In the others, 

the supernatural is represented as a real entity that clearly exists within the logic of the 

narrative.  Yet although the second climax of El orfanto allows for this possibility, it 

remains uncertain whether what we witness is the final truth of the film, or if we have 

simply entered the madness of the protagonist.  Likewise, the denouement can be read 

in two ways: either the protagonist has become a surrogate ghost mother to the child 

ghosts of the house, or the imagined grief of the protagonist’s husband, Carlos, has led 



88 

him to invest coincidence with causality when he returns to the house, finds the 

Catholic charm of Saint Anthony, patron saint of lost things and missing persons, 

lying on the floor of the room where the second climax took place.  While admiring 

the charm, which he gave to his wife to wear until they found Simón, the double doors 

of the room suddenly blow wide open.  Carlos smiles, signaling to viewers that he 

believes Laura’s spirit is in the room with him.  I would argue that the scene 

encourages this interpretation by deploying suggestive lighting and music, yet even 

the heavenly mise-en-scene can be read against the grain and interpreted as the film 

itself becoming possessed by madness at its conclusion. 

 Maintaining such dramatic ambiguity to the very end of a film is as difficult as 

it is rare, and its successful execution places El orfanato alongside key inspirations 

that both director Antonio Bayona and screenwriter Sergio Sanchez have cited for the 

film: Henry James’ 1898 novella The Turn of the Screw and Jack Clayton’s 1961 film 

adaptation of it, The Innocents.  Rather than providing certainty for viewers, the film 

forces viewers to interpret what they are witnessing in every scene.  As Bayona has 

indicated, “The movie is about intepretation.  Not just the interpretation of the things 

that are happening, but also of the audience doing an interpretation of the story.  We 

thought it would be too arrogant to tell the audience how to think or feel about the 

story.”80 Elsewhere Bayona has commented on the multiple endings of the film in 

more length, stating that: 

If you look at the ending of this movie, there were all these people 
[during production] telling us that there were two endings to the movie. 
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And this is a movie that deals with two readings of the same story. It's 
like a ghost story, and at the same story it's a real story about a woman 
who is dealing with a pathology, a loss. So, for us, to take out one of 
the endings was to tell the audience what to think about it, what was 
our reading. So what we decided was to put another sequence at the 
end, so you can see an open door that opens, that is an invitation for the 
audience to participate in the story.81 
 

This attitude, which transformed Sanchez’s original script, is what classifies El 

orfanato as an example of the fantastic, a subgenre of horror. 

 Tzvetan Todorov’s 1975 book The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a 

Literary Genre is the seminal work on the genre.  For Todorov, “the very heart of the 

fantastic” is structured by a seemingly inexplicable event that will remain a mystery 

throughout the text, forcing readers to decide if it actually could have occurred or not.  

He describes the ramifications of such an occurrence in the following terms: 

In a world which is indeed our world, the one we know, a world 
without devils, sylphides, or vampires, there occurs an event which 
cannot be explained by the laws of this same familiar world.  The 
person who experiences the event must opt for one of two possible 
solutions: either he is the victim of an illusion of the senses, of a 
product of the imagination – and the laws of the world then remain 
what they are; or else the event has indeed taken place, it is an integral 
part of reality – but then this reality is controlled by laws unknown to 
us. (25) 
 

While this passage belies a certain naiveté about the “world we know,” suggesting the 

existence of a uniform objective reality that everyone agrees upon, Todorov’s stress on 

the occurrence of an event that falls outside familiar laws as constituting the genre of 

the fantastic is provocative when considered within the context of historical memory 

debates in Spain.  The enmity that accompanies them is directly related to the fact that 
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they center around the specter of a traumatic event that has been disavowed by the 

dominant cultural process of the Transition: the mass extermination carried out in 

Franco’s name.  Indeed, much of the initial work conducted by the cultural process of 

the recuperation of historical memory involved the gathering of evidence that proved 

this traumatic event really occurred.  Behind the various motivations of those 

participating in the exhumation of mass graves and the desire to record the testimony 

of survivors exist truth claims about the past that unsettle official narratives of “the 

Spanish Civil War” and fall outside the parameters of symbolic law; truth claims 

which are kept in check by the disciplinary discourse of Transitionism. 

 Todorov stresses how the fantastic revolves around uncertainty and the 

hesitation it provokes for both the protagonist confronted with an event or a situation 

that runs counter to their notions of what constitutes their social reality, as well as for 

readers.  He writes that “the fantastic occupies the duration of this uncertainty.  Once 

we choose one answer or the other, we leave the fantastic for a neighboring genre, the 

uncanny, or the marvelous.  The fantastic is that hesitation experienced by a person 

who knows only the laws of nature, confronting an apparently supernatural event” 

(15).  He continues his argument by citing Roger Caillois’ definition of the fantastic as 

always signifying “a break in the acknowledged order, an irruption of the inadmissible 

within the changeless everyday reality” (15), which sounds much like a Lacanian 

irruption of the traumatic real that destabilizes the symbolic order.  Yet Todorov 

insists that even though such a break is figured in fantastic texts, it is impossible to 

settle the meaning of the uncertainty that this break introduces.  As he claims, the 

desired effect of the fantastic on readers, or viewers, is: “I nearly reached the point of 
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believing” (31), and he indicates that “the fantastic therefore implies an integration of 

the reader into the world of the characters; that world is defined by the reader’s own 

ambiguous perception of the events narrated” (31), which recalls Freud’s definition of 

disavowal as the subject’s refusal to recognize the reality of a traumatic perception. 

 While the fantastic is not a genre that corresponds to the psychological concept 

of disavowal in any rigid, automatic way, it’s true that if we read El orfanato 

allegorically as being tied up with the legacy of mass extermination that took place in 

Franco’s name, then it is easy to see how the film’s deployment of the fantastic 

enables it to be read as a text that embodies the cultural politics of disavowal.  This is 

the case because the fantastic in this context mirrors the structure of disavowal in that 

viewers are presented with evidence that something outside the logic of the world as 

we know it has occurred, while simultaneously suggesting that the event is in the mind 

of a protagonist who has gone mad.  In El orfanato, viewers are forced to choose 

between whether the ghosts are real or figments of Laura’s imagination, but the choice 

fills them with uncertainty and makes them hesitate because the film refuses to make 

the truth clear, all the way to the last scene, as I’ve noted above. 

 One of the ways the film manages to accomplish this is through director 

Antonio Bayona’s cuts to Sergio Sánchez’s original script, as well as his distancing 

from the inspiration for El orfanato, Sanchez’s short film, 7337 (2000), which 

explicitly links the ghosts haunting an abandoned school in the Asturian countryside 

with children disappeared during the mass extermination carried out in Franco’s name.  

While Sanchez clearly had this historical trauma in mind when adapting his short film 

into the screenplay for El orfanato, Bayona worked to remove all traces of this 
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backstory from the final cut of the film.  For example, Bayona changed the script 

significantly by killing off the character of Benigna, Tomás’ mother, rather early on – 

and quite suddenly – leaves many unanswered questions about her relationship to the 

missing children whose remains Laura finds later on in the shed and it is never made 

clear if she killed them or not out of revenge for the accidental death of Tomás 

attributed to a prank they had played on him because he was disfigured.  In an 

interview with both Bayona and Sánchez, Bayona indicates his motives for doing so 

when responding to criticisms made by production companies who thought the 

original script was too unconventional and couldn’t work: 

How did you first come in contact with the screenplay? 

Sergio Sanchez: I wrote the first draft of the script in 1998, 1999. It's 
actually something I wanted to direct myself. So what I did was I shot a 
short film with a similar theme. When I met Antonio at a film festival, 
he really liked the short film I did. He asked me if I had any 
screenplays. I gave him the script of The Orphanage which, at the time, 
I was showing to production companies in Spain. And they all kept 
complaining about the same things. They said, "You know, this is a 
mixture of drama and horror and those two elements cannot mix. 
They're like oil and water, you can't do that." "You don't have a main 
villain." "You have two different endings." "The first act is too long, 
blah blah blah." Basically, all the things that made the script unique 
they didn't like. They wanted to go for a formula. 

You didn't take heed of any of it? 

Juan Antonio Bayona: Well, yes, we did. For example, with the opinion 
of there being no evil character in the movie we decided to kill the "bad 
guy" in the middle of the story in a very extreme and violent way to let 
the audience know that this is not that kind of movie. That there is an 
"evil guy" or a "good guy." That [instead] the evil lurks in every 
character. 

So that character's death wasn't in the original screenplay? 

SS: The death came later on. What Antonio decided to do was like, 
we're not only not going to listen to the studios but we're going to go 
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against them. [Laughs.] We're going to kill her earlier and in the most 
violent way possible so the audience is thrown off.82 
 

While Bayona’s motives for this script change are framed in terms of challenging 

industry standards and generic conventions, it is significant that he stresses a desire to 

make a horror film in which there are no clear “good guys and bad guys,” but that 

“evil lurks in every character.”  Here we have an illustration of the dominant ideology 

of the Transition at work since that claims that “the Spanish Civil War” was a period 

of collective insanity in which everyone involved was equally responsible for the 

violence that took place.  This formulation works to disguise the asymmetry of power 

and to efface the historical trauma of mass extermination, effectively rendering it a 

disputed event in the collective consciousness of post-dictatorship Spain. 

 This script change makes it impossible to determine who is guilty for the 

deaths and disappearance of the children who may or may not haunt the orphanage, 

while at the same time traces of the political backstory that has been disavowed still 

finds its way into the film.  For example, in the film’s opening scene, which is set 

while Laura is a child living in the orphanage we see her playing with the children 

whose remains she will discover decades later.  A phone rings and a nun picks it up 

while flipping through Laura’s file.  The conversation concerns the arrival of Laura’s 

adopted parents, of which she knows nothing, but the detail that is easily missed is that 

the date on her file is 1975, the year of Franco’s death.  This minor, but highly 

significant, detail suggests a relationship between the film and the dictatorship, even 

though as Bayona has claimed in another interview, “We were not thinking of 

                                                 
82 Ibid. 
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fascism” when making the film.83  In that same interview, however, Sánchez suggests 

otherwise when asked about the date in question: 

By my math, the year that Laura, your protagonist in The Orphanage, 
is adopted as a child is the year that Franco died. Is this a coincidence? 
 
Sánchez: Why do think that? [Laughs.] Absolutely, it's there for a 
reason. It's just one of many things buried in there in the film for 
whoever wants to pick it up. There's also [the subplot] about all the kids 
who disappear from the [orphanage]. It's one of the things that got cut 
from the film, the explanation of what happened to all those children 
[when they went missing just as the Franco regime was ending], 
because [director Bayona] really wanted to focus on the character of 
Laura and what happened to her, and he thought it was not really 
necessary to explain what had happened to the children. But yes, it's 
one of the things that survived, that she was adopted when Franco 
died.84 
 

The way Sánchez talks about the negotiations over the script and the discrepancies 

between the Sánchez and Bayona recall the congressional debates about the “Law of 

Historical Memory,” which concluded the week El orfanato was released in Spanish 

cinemas, and suggest that their conflicting desires roughly correspond to the 

ideologies that characterize the opposed cultural processes of the recuperation of 

historical memory and the Transition, respectively.   

 The “Law of Historical Memory” can be interpreted as the Spanish state’s way 

of paying lip service to pressure from the emergent cultural process of the recuperation 

of historical memory, while reaffirming the dominance of the Transition.  This is 

evident in the preamble of the law, which states: 

                                                 
83 Marano, Michael.  “Director Juan Antonio Bayona and screenwriter Sergio G. 
Sánchez team up with producer Guillermo del Toro to fill The Orphanage with fear.”  
SCI FI Weekly.  March 10, 2008. 
84 Ibid. 
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En definitiva, la presente Ley quiere contribuir a cerrar heridas todavía 
abiertas en los españoles y a dar satisfacción a los ciudadanos que 
sufrieron, directamente o en la persona de sus familiares, las 
consecuencias de la tragedia de la Guerra Civil o de la represión de la 
Dictadura. Quiere contribuir a ello desde el pleno convencimiento de 
que, profundizando de este modo en el espíritu del reencuentro y de la 
concordia de la Transición, no son sólo esos ciudadanos los que 
resultan reconocidos y honrados sino también la Democracia española 
en su conjunto. 
 

While the text of the law recognizes Spanish citizens who suffered “the consequences” 

of the “civil war,” as well as the dictatorship, it disavows the mass extermination that 

took place in Franco’s name and legislates next to nothing to assist families searching 

for their loved ones who were disappeared during the 1936 coup and by the state.  

Like the final cut of El orfanato, the final version of the law is the result of over a year 

of tense negotiations between political parties often at odds with each other over issues 

of how explicitly the law should recognize its own origins, i.e., the claims of the 

family members seeking justice in a state of impunity that call into question the very 

foundations of the symbolic order of post-dictatorship.  Like El orfanato, traces of 

legitimate concern for the victims of the historical trauma of mass extermination 

survived several rounds of cuts, but, in the end, the law reads like a legal text that 

could be classified as an example of the fantastic since it registers the hesitation of 

legislators and leaves so much uncertain, while it hinges on a traumatic event that is 

never explicitly mentioned, rendering it virtually supernatural, instead of a real event 

that took place whose public recognition carried the potential to shake up notions 

about the configuration of social reality as lived through the ideology of the Transition 

and its subsequent politics of ideology. 
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 One unintended consequence of passing such a law is that, like any fantastic 

text, it is open to interpretation.  And, as we will see in the following chapters, when 

Baltasar Garzón chose to interpret it as a means to justify the investigation of crimes 

against humanity committed by the dictatorship, his reading of the law as opening the 

door to addressing the legacy of mass extermination was judged to be incorrect by 

symbolic authorities more powerful than him.  Likewise, in spite of an impulse to do 

so that stems from the desire for expediting long overdue recognition and justice for 

the victims of mass extermination and their family members, it would be a mistake to 

interpret El orfanato as a film that advocates on their behalf, even though we can see 

traces of this in the film by reading it allegorically and understanding where Sánchez’s 

original script came from.  Putting the film’s origins aside, the final version of the 

film, like the “Law of Historical Memory, is most accurately seen as a site of cultural 

conflict and a process of negotiation between competing ideologies over the 

representation of a traumatic event whose causes are disavowed in the text. 

 The extent to which this is true for El orfanato can be seen in an interview with 

the film’s star, Belén Rueda.  When asked if the loss of her second child, María – who 

died of a heart disease while still a baby – influenced her approach to playing the 

character of Laura in the film, Rueda responded by saying that: 

When we were preparing the film, we spoke with families who lost 
their children and didn’t find them… They felt many things that are not 
the same as when you lose a baby, because they don’t have the bodies.  
That is very different.  Geraldine Chaplin [who plays the medium 
Aurora in the film] said one time, when a journalist asked us, that it’s 
worse when you always have hope that you can find them, and you 
don’t know where they are.  A couple of [the people she spoke with] 
said, “I don’t want her to be dead, but if she is, I would like to see the 
body.”  Because when you don’t see the body, you don’t really know 
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what has happened.  You are waiting every day, and when you open the 
door, or when you walk in from the street, you are hoping all the time 
that you will see [your child].  When we spoke with all the people in 
the same situation, they said that they feel that [the missing children] 
are very near to them, telling them that they are OK, or something like 
that.  When you experience this situation, your senses are greater than 
when you are in a normal life.  We are always living very quickly, and 
you can feel many [different] things when you stop your normal 
routine—you stop your work, your relationships with your friends, 
things like that.  You start connecting, for example, things that have 
happened here, and there.85 
 

I quote this interview at length in order to highlight the power of ideology and the 

degree to which the politics of disavowal characterize the symbolic order of post-

dictatorship Spain in which the dominant cultural process has been the Transition for 

more than three decades.  Rueda’s observations about the effects of disappearance on 

the family members of children who have gone missing could easily be substituted to 

describe the situation of las madres and las abuelas in the post-dictatorships of 

Argentina, Chile and Spain.  Yet Rueda fails to make the sort of connection she 

indicates is possible at the end of this passage.  Ironically, I will read Rueda’s 

character in Los ojos de Julia precisely as the only person in that film who engages in 

the cognitive mapping that she is unable to perform here, which is only possible if one 

has internalized the politics of disavowal. 

 Bayona’s cuts to the original script and the ways in which El orfanto deploys 

the fantastic makes it easy for viewers who have already internalized such politics to 

interpret the film as “apolitical.”  The following post on a message board of the 

website Generalísimo Francisco Franco clearly demonstrates this: “Recomiendo esta 

                                                 
85 Morrow, Jennifer.  “Fresh from the Archives: Mistress of ‘The Orphanage.’  
Fangoria.  January 12, 2011. 
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pelicula española. Es una de las mejores pelis de terror que he visto ultimamente. 

Además no es de la guerra civil, ni salen actores rojos como Bardem ni critican el 

franquismo, ni gota de politica.”86  Yet, nothing could be further from the truth; 

however, “politics” don’t appear as such when they’ve become part of the fabric of the 

symbolic order.  But, in addition to the politics of disavowal that I’ve stressed in this 

section of the chapter, there is a very different sort of politics struggling to emerge that 

are associated with the recuperation of historical memory.  They are figured most 

explicitly in the most film’s most poignant lines of dialogue, uttered by (who else but) 

Geraldine Chaplin, with which I will conclude this chapter: “Cuando algo muy terrible 

ocurre en un lugar a veces quede una herida que sirve de nudo entre dos lineas de 

tiempo.  Es como un eco que se repite una y otra vez esperando de ser escuchado o 

como la marca de un pellizco que pide una caricia de alivo.”

                                                 
86 See http://generalisimo.creatuforo.com/ver-tema-308-generalisimo.html 
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Chapter 2 
 

Aparecidos: The Politics of Displacement and the Garzón Symptom 
 

THE POLITICS OF DISPLACEMENT 

 

 While El orfanato is emblematic of the politics of disavowal, Aparecidos 

(Paco Cabezas, 2007) is the clearest example of the politics of displacement in the new 

wave of Spanish horror film.  Like the politics of disavowal, the politics of 

displacement seek to avoid a confrontation with the traumatic real of mass 

extermination carried out in Franco’s name.  However, unlike disavowal, in which 

such an encounter is circumvented by acting as if that historical trauma didn’t occur in 

the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary, displacement diverts the excess 

libido or jouissance produced by Francoist repression to the historical traumas of other 

countries.  Hence, while El orfanto relies on the conventions of the subgenre of the 

fantastic in order to purposely render the film’s meaning ambiguous, Aparecidos sets 

its story in post-dictatorship Argentina.  Viewers are led to believe that the ghosts in 

El orfanato may or may not exist, while the ghosts in Aparecidos are unambiguously 

rendered as the products of state repression, though the state in question is not Spain.  

However, displacement entails much more than merely turning away from one’s own 

history since it stages an encounter with the real of another culture.  By channeling the 

libidinal surplus produced by trauma away from culturally specific objects to 

appropriate surrogates, traumatized subjects act upon their desire for justice in such a 

way that does not place them in an antagonistic relationship to the unspoken laws of 
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the symbolic order, the consequences of which I will examine below.  In short, the 

politics of displacement stem from the impossibility of bringing Franco and his willing 

executioners to justice in the absence of the Spanish equivalent of the Nuremburg 

Trials of Nazi leaders or the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions in the post-

dictatorships of Latin America.  The responsibility for the lack of such legal 

interventions is shared by the United States, who condemned Nazi leaders to death 

while supporting Franco (who, rather inconveniently for heroic narratives of the U.S.’s 

“good fight” against fascism, was supported by Hitler and Mussolini), and the cultural 

process of the Transition, which seeks to avoid a confrontation with the traumatic real 

of mass extermination through the fundamental fantasy that “the Spanish Civil War” 

was a period of “collective insanity” instead of a period of organized genocidal 

violence launched during the 1936 coup and continued by the Spanish state after 1939.  

Thus, while the politics of disavowal are the result of the successful internalization of 

the fundamental fantasy of the Transition, the politics of displacement signify only the 

partial internalization of that fantasy.  Alternatively, they can be interpreted as the 

bittersweet fruit produced by an impossible desire fertilized by unconscious frustration 

with the coordinates of desire sanctioned by the Transition. 

 Because of the way the Transition works to keep the desire for justice in the 

face of mass extermination off limits for traumatized subjects, it places them in an 

ethical conundrum in which they are forced to choose between their particular desire 

for justice, which has been relegated to the real, and their general desire for 

recognition within the symbolic order, which requires the castration of illicit desires.  

While the politics of disavowal signify the acceptance of such castration on the part of 
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the subject, the politics of displacement can be read as the subject’s attempt to resolve 

this conundrum by disguising their particular desire in ways recognized as legitimate 

by symbolic authorities through the generalization of a desire for justice that does not 

threaten the symbolic order of the post-dictatorship.  In other words, if the desire to 

address the particular historical trauma of mass extermination that took place in 

Franco’s name – a desire converted into a taboo by the Transition – is disguised as a 

general desire to address the historical traumas of mass extermination that took place 

elsewhere, then conflict with symbolic authorities can, for the most part, be 

successfully avoided since such displacement signifies a sufficient level of acceptance 

of castration on the part of traumatized subjects.  While this strategy for resolving the 

conundrum outlined above ensures the satisfaction of the subject’s desire for 

recognition within the symbolic order, it can only partially (and temporally) satisfy the 

subject’s culturally specific desire for justice since the effects of that historical trauma 

are not past, but on-going.  Within this context, Lacan’s claim that “the only thing of 

which one can be guilty is of having given ground relative to one’s desire”87 is 

provided with fertile terrain for interpretation, since it illustrates the complex 

relationship between competing desires, symbolic castration and the assumption of an 

ethical position, which in this case requires giving up the desire for symbolic 

recognition in order to act upon the desire for justice prohibited by symbolic law.  For 

Lacan, this constitutes an ethical act, and it is evidencethat the subject has emerged as 

such.  Yet, such acts, since they threaten the stability of the symbolic order and 

                                                 
87 Lacan, Jacques, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book VII, The Ethics of 
Psychoanalysis, ed. Jacques Alain Miller, Trans, D, Porter, Routledge, 1992, p. 319. 
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originate in the real, are fraught with significant dangers, not the least of which are 

social ostracism and denigration through the deployment of the disciplinary discourse 

of Transitionism. 

 The fact that Franco died “en la cama,” a lament uttered frequently by his 

surviving political adversaries, not only made it impossible to try Franco for crimes 

against humanity, it also denied his political opponents the possibility to kill (in either 

a real or a symbolic sense) the perverse father figure who resembled the hypothetical 

primal father of the horde that Freud describes in Totem and Taboo.  While Freud 

claims that murdering the primal father produces a shared sense of guilt in his 

rebellious offspring that results in his post-mortem veneration, he doesn’t consider the 

consequences for offspring who fail to kill the despot.  I would argue that the type of 

guilt Lacan foregrounds in his ethical maxim is precisely what plagues them at the 

same time the post-dictatorship symbolic order makes it impossible to resolve this 

collective guilt in satisfactory ways.  Until the recuperation of historical memory 

emerged as a cultural process with the capacity to challenge the hegemony of the 

Transition, the politics of displacement have been the primary means of dealing with 

the guilt produced by “giving ground relative to one’s desire,” though in a disguised 

manner and never in a completely satisfactory way.  The most visible and politically 

significant manifestation of the politics of displacement is what I call “the Garzón 

symptom,” a concept I will introduce briefly before launching into a close reading of 

Aparecidos that will periodically refer back to Garzón and his criminal investigation 

of the Francoist dictatorship, which took he was forced to close a month before 

Aparecidos opened in Spanish cinemas. 
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THE GARZÓN SYMPTOM 

 

 The Garzón symptom refers to what on the surface appears to be a paradox of 

the Spanish legal system: while the Spanish judiciary has done nothing to address the 

crimes against humanity committed by the Francoist dictatorship it has become a 

world leader in investigating and prosecuting the perpetrators of crimes against 

humanity committed in other countries.  The person most closely associated with this 

paradox is Baltasar Garzón, the (now former) judge of the Audiencia Nacional, 

Spain’s National Criminal Court, who became internationally known in 1998 when he 

issued a warrant for the arrest of the former Chilean dictator General Augusto 

Pinochet in an unprecedented exercise of the international law principle of universal 

jurisdiction.  In addition to the Pinochet case, Garzón was also instrumental in the 

prosecution of Adolfo Scilingo, an Argentinean naval officer who Garzón charged 

with genocide committed during the “Dirty War” waged by the Argentine state against 

political dissidents from 1976 to 1983.  Scilingo was involved in the notorious death 

flights in which political prisoners were throw out of government planes into the 

ocean, a phenomenon labeled “the Scilingo effect” in Argentina due to the fact that he 

confessed his participation in these flights to journalist Horacio Verbitsky in 1996.88  

Unlike Pinochet, who managed to evade extradition to Spain after his arrest in London 

when the British Foreign Secretary Jack Straw declared Pinochet was unfit to stand 

                                                 
88 See Margarite Feitlowitz, A Lexicon of Terror: Argentina and the Legacies of 
Torture, 1999. 
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trial, Scilingo was extradited, tried and sentenced to 640 years in prison, a sentence he 

is currently serving in Spain.  While Garzón’s career as a judge includes many other 

high-profile cases, these two cases clearly demonstrate the politics of displacement at 

work within the Spanish legal system.  Indeed, until Garzón opened his criminal 

investigation of the Francoist dictatorship in October 2008, it could be argued that 

more than any other Spanish public figure, Garzón embodied the politics of 

displacement, a fact made all the more significant due to his status as a symbolic 

authority. 

 In Lacanian psychoanalysis, symptoms are associated with the clinical 

structure of neurosis, and they are interpreted as formations of the unconscious, 

signifiers unique to each subject’s history.  As Dylan Evans notes, as in Freudian 

psychoanalysis, symptoms “are always a compromise between two conflicting 

desires,”89 a situation I noted in my discussion of the politics of displacement above in 

which the desire for justice prohibited by the symbolic order is in conflict with the 

desire for recognition within the symbolic order.  In this way, “the Garzón symptom” 

can be seen as the ultimate expression of the politics of displacement since it resolves 

the conflict between these competing desires by combing a desire for particular justice 

(i.e., the mass extermination carried out in Franco’s name) disguised in general terms 

(i.e., the mass extermination carried out by Latin American dictatorships) with a desire 

for recognition within the symbolic order (i.e., Garzón’s desire to be in the spotlight, a 

tendency for which the “superjuez” is often criticized within Spain, most notably for 

                                                 
89 See Dylan Evans, An Introductory Dictionary of Lacanian Psychoanalysis, London: 
Routledge, 1996, pp. 203.  
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his “garzonazos,” or spectacular arrests that lend themselves to sensationalist reports 

in the mass media).  However, as I indicated above, the satisfaction provided by such a 

symptom can only be partial and temporary, ultimately leading Garzón to open his 

investigation of the Francoist dictatorship using the same principles of international 

law he used in the Pinochet and Scilingo cases to argue that Spain’s 1977 Amnesty 

Law did not prevent the investigation of crimes against humanity committed by the 

Francoist dictatorship.  That decision, which can be interpreted as Garzón’s ethical 

refusal to give way on the desire he had successfully displaced for over a decade, 

revealed the limits of symbolic law in post-dictatorship Spain and made Garzón the 

primary target of the symptom I’ve attributed to his name. 

 During the course of my analysis of Aparecidos I will highlight parts of 

Garzón’s investigation of the Francoist dictatorship as they relate to the film, and for 

the remainder of Traumatized Subjects I will return to the importance of that 

investigation in terms of bringing to light the phenomenon of child theft and 

illuminating the state of impunity that constitutes a significant aspect of the symbolic 

order.  I will also discuss the significance of the historic demonstrations in response to 

the Spanish judiciary’s discipline and punishment of Garzón.  Here, however, my 

main focus is simply to illustrate how the Garzón symptom is the manifestation of the 

politics of displacement par excellence in order to situate my analysis of Aparecidos 

within the socio-political framework I’ve provided in these brief opening sections.  In 

contrast to the other chapters in Traumatized Subjects, I will do so through an 

extensive close reading that interprets similar manifestations of the politics of 

displacement in the film as they arise. 
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APARECIDOS 

 

 Although it premiered at the 2007 Sitges Film Festival, Aparecidos was not 

released in Spain until December 12, 2008, a few weeks after a vote in Spain’s 

National Court determined that Garzón did not have jurisdiction to carry out the 

criminal investigation of crimes against humanity committed by the Francoist 

dictatorship that he had opened in October.  Like Garzón’s case, the film also opened 

and closed quickly, with a run lasting less than a month at most theaters throughout 

the country.  Produced and distributed principally by Morena Films, a small Spanish 

production company founded in 1999 (which has subsequently co-produced popular 

films such as Celda 211and También la lluvia), unlike El orfanato, Aparecidos lacked 

the backing of a/the Guillermo del Toro; the film barely made a splash on the national 

cinema radar.  Like Juan Antonio Bayona, the director of El orfanato, Aparecidos was 

Paco Cabezas’ directorial debut.  Unlike him, Cabezas did not enjoy immediate 

international success upon the release of his first feature film, although he has 

continued writing and directing feature films (Sexykiller, morirás por ella, Bon appétit 

and Carne de neón) and has secured a place among a new generation of Spanish 

filmmakers raised in the wake of Franco’s death, many of whom—particularly 

directors of Spanish horror films—have been courted by Hollywood to direct projects.  

In October 2011, Cabezas was tapped to direct the black comedy, Mr. Right, written 

by Max Landis, who is the son of famed director John Landis. 
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 Despite its relatively minor impact on the Spanish cinema industry, Aparecidos 

is worth considering for several reasons.  First, the film is rare example of a horror 

film that takes real historical events as its explicit subject, in this case the systematic 

repression and political disappearance that took place in Argentina under the military 

juntas of the 1970s and 80s.  While the horror genre has been linked to socio-political 

anxieties from its origin, such anxieties are typically rendered implicitly through 

suggestive settings and mise-en-scene, symbolic characters and vague allusions to a 

real traumatic event.  Aparecidos, however, is rather unusual in that it deals directly 

with the 30,000 disappeared from Argentina’s “dirty war” that sought to eliminate 

communism and other forms of political organization not in line with the neoliberal 

geopolitics of the time from Latin America.  In contrast to how El orfanato engages 

with the horror subgenre of the fantastic, Aparecidos clearly fits within the parameters 

of mainstream horror cinema, at the same time it signifies a break with the unspoken 

generic rule to keep direct political references disguised.  In this sense, Aparecidos 

does not rely upon allegory as a means to speak about the horrors of history; history 

itself is rendered horrific without any such aesthetic mediation.  While the descriptive 

term “realist horror” might seem like an oxymoron when speaking about cinematic 

genres, it could be argued that Aparecidos is an example of exactly that. 

 Yet in addition to its “genre-bending,” Aparecidos is worthy of consideration 

within this study principally because it unapologetically engages historical trauma, 

while at the same time it illustrates how the politics of displacement are not the 

exclusive domain of the Spanish judicial system, but permeate Spanish cultural 

production as well.  The fact that a young Spanish director chose to make a film about 
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the mass extermination that took place in Argentina instead of in Spain is not only 

interesting in itself, it makes Aparecidos fascinating on two levels: first, the film 

poignantly articulates many of the dimensions of trauma related to political 

disappearance, and second, it does so at the same time the film “looks away” from the 

same traumatic effects in Spain at the very moment they have came to the forefront of 

Spanish national media attention through the Garzón case.  While this fact does not 

take away from the quality of the film, and it should be noted from the beginning that 

it is a high quality production demonstrating Cabezas’ skills both as a screenwriter and 

as a director, Aparecidos exemplifies the politics of displacement operative in Spanish 

culture to the same degree that El orfanato demonstrates the politics of the fantastic.  

Both of these political responses to historical trauma seek to avoid an encounter with 

the real, yet while we can understand the politics of the fantastic as a defense 

mechanism based on denial of mass extermination, the politics of displacement stem 

from an unconscious desire to deal with that historical fact that is partially realized 

through the metonymic substitution of one historical trauma that stands in for another 

that has been converted into a cultural taboo, of which it is dangerous to speak. 

 Set in Argentina in 2001, Aparecidos is the story of a father, Gabriel De Luca, 

his two children, Malena (Ruth Diaz) and Pablo (Javier Pereira), and family secrets 

that slowly come to the surface as the film progresses.  We learn through exposition in 

the early minutes of the film that Malena and Pablo have had an estranged relationship 

with their father, who has recently fallen into a deep coma, since their mother 

immigrated to Spain with them when they were small children.  Now grown up, 

Malena and Pablo have returned to Buenos Aires for the first time in order to authorize 
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the disconnection of their father from life support.  Malena is prepared to sign the 

papers and catch the next flight back to Madrid; Pablo wants to know more about his 

father before pulling the plug.  Dramatic tension rises when the two are ushered into 

the room containing the body of their father connected to an assortment of medical 

equipment and monitors through a series of tubes and wires, which recalls the body of 

Franco being kept alive by artificial means during the last months before his death – 

which Foucault used as an example of “the clash of two systems of power: that of 

sovereignty over death and that of the regularization of life.”90  The sight of her father 

prompts Malena to flee the scene, while it peaks Pablo’s curiosity.  For the first time 

in his life, Pablo holds his father’s hand and speaks to him tenderly.  When he exits the 

room he walks briskly past Malena in the hallway and heads to the parking garage, a 

set of keys in his hand.  Next we are introduced to what should be credited as the 

film’s third protagonist, their father’s old car, a 1970s model Ford Falcon.91  Pablo is 

already inside the car, Malena enters and listens impatiently as Pablo tells her he won’t 

sign the papers to disconnect their father until they travel to the house in which he was 

born, in Tierra del Fuego, in order to learn more about their father before returning to 

                                                 
90 Michel Foucault, “Society Must Be Defended”: Lectures at the College de France, 
1975-1976, pp. 249.  Foucault astutely noted the irony of Franco’s death, claiming it 
was “very interesting because of the symbolic values it brings into play, because the 
man who died had, as you know, exercised the sovereign right of life and death with 
great savagery, was the bloodiest of all the dictators, wielded an absolute right of life 
and death for forty years, and at the moment when he himself was dying, he entered 
this sort of new field of power over life which consists not only in managing life, but 
in keeping individuals alive after they are dead” (247).  The parallels with Franco’s 
death and the death of the patriarch in Aparecidos are striking, a point I will return to 
later in this chapter. 
91 The choice of this particular vehicle was not random as the Ford Falcon was the car 
of choice used to transport victims to secret torture centers in Argentina.  
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Spain.  Since the signatures of two family members are required in order to disconnect 

their father from life support, Pablo’s ultimatum carries weight; he is both literally and 

figuratively in the driver’s seat.  However, Malena, a stubborn lawyer, adamantly 

refuses his proposition, while revealing the depths of her dislike for her father.  She 

reverses the order of things: if Pablo signs the papers, then Malena will accompany 

him on the trip.  Pablo succumbs to his older sibling and signs the papers on the 

steering wheel, an act followed by the release of a primal scream that breaks up into 

laughter.  Cut to the next scene and brother and sister are driving through the streets of 

Buenos Aires: we’ve entered a post-mortem road movie.  Or so it would appear. 

 In terms of the film’s dramatic structure, it is useful to point out that the 

inciting incident has already occurred before the action begins.  By entering a coma 

and being put on life support, the patriarch of the family has entered a state akin to 

suspended animation, the result of a power which, according to Foucault, is “not 

simply scientific prowess, but the actual exercise of the political biopower established 

in the eighteenth century” (248).  It is the use of biopower, then, that sets the events of 

the film into motion, and this raises the dramatic question of how (when exactly, under 

what precise circumstances, etc.) the father will ultimately die.  Like all dramatic 

questions, this one will not be definitely resolved until the climax.  And while it 

appears that it is answered when Pablo signs the authorization form, if things were so 

straightforward there would be no film here to discuss. 

 Plot twists that signal there is more going on than meets the eye in this family 

melodrama begin shortly after brother and sister leave Buenos Aires.  Malena asks 

Pablo to stop the car so she can use the bathroom on the side of an empty road, and 
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while she’s doing so Pablo notices a young girl dressed in a white nightgown 

searching for something under the body of the car near the rear right wheel.  Her 

sudden appearance is as inexplicable as her actions, yet Pablo approaches her with 

curiosity.  When he bends down to help her, the girl vanishes, but Pablo continues her 

search.  After a few seconds, he pulls out a tattered envelope containing a diary full of 

notes, maps and gruesome photographs of what appears to be a dead man lying on the 

floor in a pool of blood.  Keeping his discovery a secret from Malena, Pablo uses it to 

lead them to an isolated roadside hotel appropriately reminiscent of the house in 

Psycho where, according to the journal, the murder of the man in the photographs took 

place twenty-one years ago.  Once they’ve checked into the hotel and settled in for the 

night, Pablo reads Malena the detailed account of the murder that occurred in the room 

next door.  It includes references to “la picana,” an electrical device used in 

slaughterhouses to immobilize cows by administering a current of 220 volts before 

killing them.  The unknown author of the meticulously kept diary notes that after three 

hours and twenty-seven minutes la picana was applied to the puntos neurálgicos in the 

victim’s neck, producing the double effect of blocking oxygen to the brain and making 

escape impossible.  As Pablo continues reading the gruesome play-by-play that 

includes drowning the victim in a bathtub full of water, Malena notices a Polaroid 

lying on the bathroom floor, which she picks up.  It contains the bloodstained image of 

what looks like the face of a dead man.  Horrified, she asks Pablo where he found the 

diary.  He refuses to tell her, insisting that it must be some kind of bad joke.  She 

shows him the photograph, which he snatches out of her hand and leaves the room 
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with the excuse that he’s going to find something to eat.  When he returns he claims 

that he threw the diary away. 

 Interestingly, this sequence begins with Pablo sitting on the hotel bed watching 

television.  On the screen he sees former Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet being 

helped out of a wheelchair by three military officers over the headline “PINOCHET 

ARRIBÓ A CHILE: Controversias sobre su estado de salud.”  Standing on his own 

two feet and walking in what appears to be good health, Pinochet smiles and waves at 

the crowd surrounding him.  The broadcast is pulled from news archives of when 

Pinochet returned to Chile after British Home Secretary Jack Straw ruled that Pinochet 

was too infirm to be extradited to Spain to stand trial for crimes against humanity.  

Watching this historic scene unfold, Pablo comments to himself “con dos cojones… 

en el fondo no metemos un tapón de cabrones,” demonstrating his disdain for the 

justice system while setting his character up as one compassionate to the victims of 

state repression.  This brief, but unmistakable, reference to dictatorship foreshadows 

what is to come later in the film at the same time it is what makes Aparecidos such a 

unique horror film, namely its entanglement with the politics of mass extermination. 

 Malena enters the room, taking Pablo’s attention away from the broadcast that 

continues playing softly in the background, and mentions that she has a missed call 

from their mother, prompting Pablo to ask Malena why their mother never talks about 

their father.  Malena says that it must have been hard for her to run off to a foreign 

country with two small children to start a new life as a single mother.  Searching for 

an explanation for their parent’s separation and dramatic move, she originally thought 

her father abused her mother, but later found out that this wasn’t the case.  She did, 
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however, internalize a sense of shame at a young age, after her father told her he had 

always wanted a son instead of a daughter.  Pablo jokes that this must be the reason 

she’s a lesbian, a theory that Malena rejects, but a character detail that does signify her 

rebellion against the traditional family structure.  Mystified about their family 

relations, which seems to extend to their own sibling relationship (exposition 

integrated into dialogue suggests the two rarely see each other, and they are prone to 

disagreement, causing their relationship to appear somewhat tenuous), when Malena 

and Pablo turn off the lights it seems as if they do not quite know who they are 

sleeping beside. Such an ambiguous family constellation should trigger red flags for 

those familiar with the repression carried out by the military juntas in Argentina, 

which included stealing babies and young children from political dissidents, giving the 

offspring of those labeled as subversives to military families who participated in the 

repression and raised them as their own in a perverted acting out of the Freudian 

family romance. 

 In a short paper written in 1908, Freud sketched a common process he had 

observed by which children separate from their parents through fantasies of adopted 

birth by idealized parents in order to gain a greater sense of individuality.  He called 

such fantasies “family romances,” which occur when “the child’s imagination 

becomes engaged in the task of getting free from the parents of whom he now has a 

low opinion and of replacing them by others, who, as a rule, are of higher social 

standing” (299).  I refer to the theft and forced adoption of children in Argentina under 

the military juntas as a perverted acting out of the family romance for two reasons.  

First, Freud maintained that such fantasies were normal in the development of neurotic 
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individuals – as opposed to individuals with perverted or psychotic psychic structures 

– whereas what occurred in Argentina was utterly “abnormal” in the sense that it 

involves the murder of a child’s parents whose identity remains hidden from them, and 

their placement in a family (who, as a rule, are of higher social standing) who raises 

them as if no crime had ever been committed.  The justification behind such a policy 

involves not only what one might consider generally perverted notions of family; it 

also perverts relations between parents and child in such a way that if such a child 

were to engage in family romance fantasies, they would be unwittingly engaging in an 

act that brings them closer to the truth of their identity, rather than distancing 

themselves from their biological roots in order to establish a more autonomous 

identity.  Second, Freudian family romances involve the reconfiguration of family 

constellations on the part of the child through fantasy, while what took place in 

Argentina involved the reconfiguration of family constellations on the part of the 

military junta through the exercise of authorized state repression.  The process is thus 

an acting out of perverse fantasies: it is the fantasies not of children, but of adults, in 

which communists and other political dissidents are figured as demonic forces to be 

eliminated, that justifies the actual reconfiguration of family constellations through 

violence. 

 The opening lines of Freud’s paper seem even more appropriate a century later 

in the context of post-dictatorship Argentina.  He begins by stating that: 

The liberation of an individual, as he grows up, from the authority of 
his parents is one of the most necessary though one of the most painful 
results brought about by the course of his development.  It is quite 
essential that that liberation should occur and it may be presumed that it 
has been to some extent achieved by everyone who has reached a 
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normal state.  Indeed, the whole progress of society rests upon the 
opposition between successive generations.  On the other hand, there is 
a class of neurotics whose condition is recognizably determined by 
their having failed in this task. (The Freud Reader, 298) 
 

I will refer to this quote again in this chapter when I return to the question of 

displacement.  However, it is useful to have in the back of one’s mind as the plot of 

Aparecidos unfolds, bringing Pablo and Malena closer to a reckoning with the import 

of Freud’s seemingly prophetic words when read within this context. 

 Unsurprisingly to anyone familiar with the horror genre, Malena is awakened a 

few hours after going to bed by the sound of the door in the room beside them opening 

at 3:29am, followed by footsteps and sounds of violence and struggle that match the 

description Pablo read from the diary a few hours earlier.  Scared for their lives, they 

run out of the hotel, not sure what they are fleeing.  Outside, Malena jumps in the car, 

but Pablo says he forgot something and runs back into the hotel without a second 

thought.  So typical of horror films, the protagonist returns to the scene of danger 

when a rational person would flee the scene immediately without looking back.  Here, 

I’d like to suggest parallels between the protagonists of horror films and those subjects 

implicated in the historical memory movement.  At bottom, both are driven by a 

search for truth that involves confronting fears and overcoming rational arguments 

based upon maintaining one’s safety.  The risks entailed are born not of sheer 

recklessness, but stem from a desire to know the truth behind unsolved mysteries, like 

the amateur investigators of a certain genre of detective fiction that is very much 

related to all of the films I consider in this project.  When audiences shriek at what 

appears on the surface to be the stupidity of protagonists (returning to the scene of 
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danger, looking into things and places when they should “know better,” and 

unnecessarily putting themselves in harm’s way), I would argue for the possibility that 

they are responding out of a desire for self-preservation (extended to the protagonists 

with whom they identity in a film), rather than out of the ethical concerns driving the 

protagonists of horror films, for whom survival beyond bare life often seems to 

depend on confronting danger rather than running away from it.  In this way, I would 

like to challenge the presupposition that audiences are smarter than characters who 

open doors they should know better to keep closed (a familiar trope of silent films that 

stands in for all the irrational actions of horror film protagonists), thus resulting in 

screams that anticipate dangerous encounters.  Rather, I would like to consider the 

possibility that audiences scream not only because they are aware of a danger unseen 

by characters, but, at least in part, because they are unwittingly given a glimpse of the 

courage they themselves are capable of but are generally unwilling to admit to 

themselves, a painful truth that results in their recoiling from what they witness on the 

screen followed by characteristic criticisms of the protagonist’s behavior, which is 

judged as unequivocally stupid.  Likewise, just as it is true that no horror films would 

exist without irrational protagonists, it could be argued that the historical memory 

movement in Spain wouldn’t exist if it wasn’t for the “irrational” acts of its principle 

actors who carried out the public exhumation of mass graves at a time when the state 

and symbolic order was adamantly opposed to such behavior, which was seen as going 

against the “common sense” of the Transition, particularly after the 23-F coup attempt 

in 1981 put a stop to the first wave of mass grave exhumations. 
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 Quite irrationally then, Pablo is cautiously walking down an eerily quiet hotel 

corridor.  He steps into their hotel room and searches for something under the bed.  

Inexplicably, what he’s looking for is lying on top of the television: the mysterious 

diary.  When he leaves the room he notices that the door to the adjacent room is 

cracked open and he approaches it with a mixture of curiosity and trepidation.  

Pushing the door slowly open, he is able to catch a glimpse of the legs of a man strewn 

across the bathroom floor, immobile.  Before he can enter the room, the door is 

slammed shut by an unseen force that prompts Pablo to dash down the hallway and out 

of the hotel once again.  We next see Pablo careening into the darkness, as if he can’t 

get deeper into the dead of night faster.  While he’s arguing with Malena about the 

diary after he places it on the dashboard, Pablo sees the girl who mysteriously 

appeared and vanished earlier in the film walking slowly with her mother on the side 

of the road, dressed in nothing but white nightgowns.  The girl flashes a glance at the 

car as they pass the two dejected looking figures.  Pablo slows down and stops the car 

in spite of Malena’s protests, insisting that they help them.  Before he can, a heavy, 

wide truck with tinted windows and a sinister aura pulls up and stops close behind 

them.  They turn around, the passenger side door opens and they get into the vehicle.  

We hear muffled sounds of struggle and then suddenly the little girl hops out of the 

truck and starts running away.  The truck speeds after her.  She falls down, the truck 

stops.  When she gets back up the truck accelerates and knocks her to the ground 

again.  She falls to the driver’s side, the truck inches closer, the door opens and the girl 

is somehow swept back into the truck, which proceeds to drive away, passing Pablo 

and Malena, silent witnesses to this violent scene. 
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 Turning to the diary for answers, Pablo uncovers an unsettling truth.  Just like 

what occurred in the hotel, this dark roadside encounter matched the detailed account 

recorded in the diary, step-by-step, minute-by-minute.  Dumbfounded as to how this is 

possible, yet unable to deny what he just saw, Pablo wants to drive to a factory 80 

kilometers away where, according to the diary, the body of the man is buried.  Already 

traumatized by the night’s events, Malena doesn’t want to have anything more to do 

with the diary, but Pablo insists that they must do something to help these people – 

whoever or whatever they are – and he follows a map in the diary leading to an 

abandoned factory that does, indeed, contain the bloody corpse of the man killed in the 

hotel.  Before entering the factory, Malena states that she doesn’t believe in ghosts, 

only in “los malos rollos,” but inside she has a frightening encounter with the woman 

she saw earlier in the street.  The woman, who appears just as Malena stumbles upon 

the plastic-wrapped corpse, is also covered in blood and is desperately searching for 

her daughter.  She pleads for Malena to help her, repeating that she doesn’t want to 

die.  She also touches her lower abdomen at one point, indicating that she’s pregnant.  

When the sound of someone entering the room startles her, she reaches for Malena’s 

necklace, which breaks and falls on the floor next to the corpse.  From the depths of 

impenetrable darkness, we hear the sounds of struggle once again, which are broken 

by the flash of a camera directed towards the corpse.  Frightened, Malena flees the 

scene as the light of the camera is turned on her.  Outside, she is speechless and can 

barely walk back to the car.  Once there, Pablo embraces her and they drive away.  

Still driving the next morning, the car pulls to the side of the road and Malena jumps 

out to vomit into the vast, empty landscape that is Patagonia. 
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 This gripping sequence contains more than the cheap thrills offered by gore or 

the adrenaline rush of a fast-paced suspense film.  Past and present are intricately 

intertwined, haunting the protagonists who are led deeper into an uncanny reality as 

they consult the diary in order to make sense of what seems to be macabre apparitions 

of the supernatural, situating them perfectly within the generic conventions of horror 

film.  Yet although we know little about who these specters are and why they are 

being persecuted, the setting of the film and the nature of the ways they are victimized 

suggest that there is much more at stake than in a typical horror film, making it 

difficult to enjoy Aparecidos in the traditional sense, i.e., the enjoyment that comes 

from being shocked or from the experience of having one’s sense of reality 

temporarily distorted.  Instead, Cabezas makes the viewer consider the horrific 

possibility that traumatic history might continually repeat itself.  This version of what 

philosophers from the Stoics to Nietzsche have called “eternal return,” in which one is 

forced to relive the same violent events night after night, year after year, would 

certainly be the cruelest of fates.  It would seem that this is precisely what happens to 

the victims in Aparecidos, though we don’t yet know why.  And while viewers know 

they are observers to a fictional world, there is a certain truth to how Cabezas has 

chosen to treat his subject that corresponds to one of the principles of human rights 

law as applied to crimes against humanity. 

 In the historic legal decree in which Garzón declared that he had jurisdiction to 

open an investigation into the crimes of the Francoist dictatorship, Garzón based that 

decision, in part, upon the notion that crimes against humanity are “permanent.”  From 

the point of view of human rights law, crimes such as mass extermination and 
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enforced disappearance have never stopped being committed since the date of their 

initiation.  Thus, Garzón could argue that:  

A estos delitos, debe, pues, añadirse el contexto de crímenes contra la 
humanidad en que fueron cometidos, dada su naturaleza sistemática y 
generalizada, según la incipiente jurisprudencia del Tribunal Supremo, 
pero la no vulneración del principio de irretroactividad penal deriva 
ante todo del hecho de que, al margen de ese contexto, ya  eran 
conductas delictivas en el momento del comienzo de su ejecución, poco 
antes de la guerra civil y siguen cometiéndose en la actualidad, dada su 
naturaleza de delitos permanentes. (Garzón 39-40, emphasis mine) 
 

That is to say that the crime of enforced involuntary disappearance is in perpetual 

repetition until it is resolved through the exercise of justice and the location and 

identification of the remains of the disappeared.  The way in which Cabezas chose to 

represent the fate of the disappeared in Aparecidos is a brilliant representation of this 

dimension of the crime of disappearance in a way that captures the horror of such a 

destiny in ways legal terminology cannot.  While theorizing political disappearance as 

“a terrorist technology” that “is a paradoxical phenomenon that complicates our 

ontological and temporal conceptions of life and death, mourning and justice,” Martín-

Cabrera also highlights the recurring dimension of the crime that Cabezas captures so 

well in Aparecidos (53).  According to Martín-Cabrera: 

The inability to retrieve the bodies and the stories of the desaparecidos 
transforms murder into an open-ended crime that appears to always be 
on the verge of happening again.  Everyone knows what happened to 
the desaparecidos, but no one can fully prove it and thus there can be 
no final sentence, nor closure.  Paradoxically, the very perverse nature 
of the disappearance is what prevents impunity from being effective, 
the very absence of bodies does not allow the dead to be buried and the 
living to leave the past behind. (54) 
 

Thus, far from trivializing the experience of the victims of mass extermination – a 

plausible criticism of the decision to tell this story through the popular genre of horror 
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rather than the more “serious” genres of social realism or historical drama – Cabezas 

manages to dramatize the ontological and temporal conundrums that political 

disappearance produces as effects of the deployment of this technology of terror.  

 At the same time, by choosing to treat the subject of mass extermination via 

the horror genre, it is easy for Cabezas to provide viewers with encounters of what 

Julia Kristeva calls the abject.  For our purposes, we can define the abject as the 

sudden, often unexpected experience of being confronted with a traumatic scene that 

threatens one’s stability through a breakdown of meaning, temporarily disrupting 

one’s sense of self.  In The Powers of Horror, Kristeva suggests that being confronted 

by a corpse is the traumatic scene par excellence to induce one into the abject.  She 

writes, “the corpse, seen without God and outside of science is the utmost of abjection.  

It is death infecting life.  Abject.  It is something rejected from which one does not 

part, from which one does not protect oneself as from an object.  Imaginary 

uncanniness and real threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us” (4).  This 

description aptly describes Melena’s reaction to running across the bloody corpse 

lying on the floor of the abandoned factory.  The scene does, indeed, engulf her and 

threatens her sense of self and security by forcing her to see – and hear –the ghosts to 

whom she would deny existence.  She is also threatened by a shapeless violent 

presence that not only seems to gaze at her from a point hidden from her, but actually 

turns a camera light on her, making the power of that gaze visible to viewers.  Malena 

is transfixed into a speechless state followed by vomiting, something Kristeva 

associates with encounters with the abject as a means to reject it, to refuse to 
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incorporate it into one’s being.  Writing about food loathing as the most basic form of 

abjection, Kristeva states: 

The spasms and vomiting that protect me.  The repugnance, the 
retching that thrusts me to the side and turns me away from defilement, 
sewage, and muck.  The shame of compromise, of being in the middle 
of treachery… Along with sight-clouding dizziness, nausea makes me 
balk at that milk cream, separates me from the mother and father who 
proffer it.  “I” want none of that element, sign of their desire; “I” do not 
want to listen, “I” do not assimilate it, “I” expel it. (2-3). 
 

This passage precisely captures Malena’s attitude to what she has witnessed so far 

during the film, a reaction that is dramatized by her roadside vomiting.  While Pablo 

demonstrates curiosity and a willingness to engage – even attempt to rescue – the 

ghostly victims from what seems like inescapable doom, Malena wants nothing to do 

with them.  She rejects their inexplicable reality at the same time she is frightened by 

their abject element as apparitions of the walking dead. 

 It is worth citing Kristeva once more at length here in order to set the stage for 

what is to come later in the film as well as to delineate abjection from ordinary 

repulsion.  After her commentary on the corpse, Kristeva claims: 

It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what 
disturbs identity, system, order.  What does not respect borders, 
positions, rules.  The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite.  The 
traitor, the liar, the criminal with a good conscience, the shameless 
rapist, the killer who claims he is a savior…. Any crime, because it 
draws attention to the fragility of the law, is abject, but premeditated 
crime, cunning murder, hypocritical revenge are even more so because 
they heighten the display of such fragility.  He who denies morality is 
not abject; there can be grandeur in amorality and even in crime that 
flaunts its disrespect for the law – rebellious, liberating, and suicidal 
crime.  Abjection, on the other hand, is immoral, sinister, scheming, 
and shady: a terror that dissembles, a hatred that smiles, a passion that 
uses the body for barter instead of inflaming it, a debtor who sells you 
up, a friend who stabs you…. (4) 
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Thus, Kristeva’s abject is not simply something we find disgusting; it is repulsive 

because it disrupts our perceptions about the ways in which reality is structured, 

drawing our attention to the fact that symbolic law, that which we unconsciously 

depend upon to make sense of the world, is not as fixed as it may appear.  An 

encounter with the abject then, calls the foundations of symbolic law into question, 

which can be a traumatic experience in itself since the coordinates of one’s desire are 

typically situated within the symbolic.  Kristeva stresses that the abject is the opposite 

of Lacan’s petit objet a, the very antithesis of an object of desire, freezing the flow of 

desire and temporarily paralyzing us, which precisely describes Malena’s reaction to 

her encounter with the abject in the abandoned factory.  Visibly traumatized, she is 

unable to express any desire whatsoever after that encounter and it isn’t until the next 

day after vomiting that Pablo is able to get her to speak again by provoking her with 

harsh words and a few firm shoves to her shoulder, causing an emotional release that 

brings her back from the abject that had engulfed her. Although she is unable to fully 

accept the fact that the reality she returns to has been radically altered at this point in 

the film, her subsequent experiences with a “criminal with a good conscience/the killer 

who claims he is a savior” and “a hatred that smiles” will force her into such 

acceptance. 

 As for Pablo, his eagerness to explore the mystery that is their father is 

extended to the supernatural, making him an archeologist of sorts willing to excavate 

in the dark, a quality that likens him to someone who has chosen to undergo 

psychoanalysis in order to explore the unconscious or a volunteer working on the 

exhumation of a mass grave or an amateur investigator in detective fiction.  For this 
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reason, Pablo’s position in relation to the abject is distinct from his Malena’s, which is 

due primarily to the fact that his desire stems from a lack of self-knowledge that is 

easily transferred to the objects of the unknown, with who he shares something in 

common.  This makes him predisposed to deal with the mystery that the abject poses, 

thus minimizing the debilitating effects an encounter with the abject can produce.  At 

the same time, Pablo’s desire makes him more vulnerable to the dangers associated 

with such encounters, situated as they are on the edge of the Real, something that will 

become clearer as the film proceeds. 

 Perhaps what is most interesting to point out here, however, is the dialectical 

relationship between the two siblings, which viewers are forced to enter through the 

inevitable process of identification with the protagonists.  Since Pablo and Malena 

represent opposite ways of dealing with specters, viewers must choose with whom to 

identify.  Although it is relatively safe to assume that most horror film fans will 

readily identify with Pablo, through whom they are able to vicariously act out their 

own fantasies of engaging with the supernatural – the very experience of watching a 

horror film is an act of desire for a certain kind of knowledge about the radical, abject 

Other in a sanitized form (however gory the film) – it is also true that there is no 

entirely safe identification in a horror film, resulting in the likelihood of multiple 

identifications based upon the relative safety of the protagonists at different points of 

the film.  Because the fates of horror film protagonists change so frequently and the 

fact that the stakes are so high within this particular genre, viewers are entrapped in a 

dialectic of identifications that raise ethical questions related to justice that are 

underscored by the risks involved in the process of truth-seeking and the 
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demystification of “reality” as it is constructed in the symbolic.  This experience has 

residual effects that haunt viewers of horror films in ways that traditional realism and 

historical drama cannot since horror engages the affective dimension of viewers at a 

primal level in which danger is experienced in a more direct way, through the process 

of identification with protagonists fighting for their life against largely unknown 

dangerous forces.  Multiple identification involves switching allegiances between 

attitudes and behavior based upon conventional logic and rationality, predicated upon 

survival instincts and the uncritical acceptance of symbolic law as legitimate, and 

actions motivated by a desire for knowledge of the unknown, often driven by ethical 

concerns such as uncovering the truth behind unsolved crimes and the form of justice 

that comes with proper recognition of victims.  The conflicting emotions produced by 

being submitted to such a predicament is one of the things that distinguishes horror 

from other genres, since death or the threat of death is always a looming presence.  

Within such a context, far from a means to facilitate escapism, the appearance of the 

supernatural is the very element that sets this dialectic in motion. 

 This dialectic is in full swing when Pablo instinctively rescues the young girl 

from the mysterious truck that captured her and her mother the night before.  Parked at 

a gas station, Pablo breaks the lock of the covered bed of the truck where the two 

female ghosts are huddled together sideways.  The mother is gagged and handcuffed 

to the side of the vehicle.  She motions for Pablo to save her daughter, which he does, 

promising to return for her later.  Jumping into the backseat of the Ford Falcon, Pablo 

tells Malena to start the car, which she does while staring into the rearview mirror with 

disbelief.  Speaking the language of symbolic law, of which she is an authority due to 
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her profession, she accuses Pablo of kidnapping.  While the two siblings argue, the 

truck catches up with them and rams them from behind.  The chase scene ends with 

the truck driving straight into the side of the stalled car, damaging it, but not before 

Pablo, Malena and the pale-faced girl manage to jump out and escape into the safety 

of a roadside bar. 

 The bar scene is one of the most visually impressive and aesthetically 

satisfying scenes of the film, in which the main theme of Aparecidos is made apparent 

through the contrast between those who see the ghost in the room and those who 

don’t.  Up until this point, it is unclear if others can see these apparitions or not.  But 

by the time the two siblings walk out of the bar there is no doubt: for reasons unclear 

to the audience, only Pablo and Malena can see the ghosts, situating them in an ethical 

conundrum.  The way Cabezas chose to elaborate the theme of those who see and 

those who don’t provides an insightful, if devastating, visual commentary on the 

nature of historical memory related to the trauma of mass extermination. 

 When the door to the bar is opened, we see five working-class men seated at a 

table with their eyes fixed on that privileged favorite of national pastimes: football.92  

Although we can’t see the television, which is positioned above the door, we can hear 

the voices of the commentators (“¡Hacer la pelota, boludo!”) and the characteristic 

hum of the crowd in the stadium.  As Pablo, Malena and the girl walk in, few of the 

men divert their stare despite the ragged appearance of these peculiar strangers, 

                                                 
92 This scene recalls the 1978 World Cup.  While Argentine’s cheered their team to 
victory in River Plate stadium in Buenos Aires, political prisoners were being tortured 
and executed in the nearby Escuela de Mecánica de la Armada, the nation’s most 
notorious clandestine detention center. 
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making the men seem rather comatose, not unlike the sibling’s father lying in hospital.  

The three sit down at a table near the bar and Pablo says that they’re going to have 

breakfast.  Malena, looking at her brother as if he’s crazy, says that they need to call 

the police.  Before she does so, one of the bar owners arrives at their table to take their 

order.  It becomes clear in this interaction that perhaps the girl, who doesn’t speak, is 

invisible to the others in the café.  Pablo orders a bowl of cereal with milk on her 

behalf, and the owner gives Malena a perplexed look before she walks away from the 

table.  Malena subsequently rises to call the police with the other owner reading the 

newspaper behind the bar just behind her.  His eyes dart up inquisitively when he 

overhears Malena report that somebody is following them.  Finding it impossible to 

describe their situation in a way that doesn’t incriminate them, she ends the call before 

giving the police their location and returns to the table where she tries to help the girl 

eat her breakfast.  The girl doesn’t respond, the lights flicker and a close-up shows a 

single drop of blood landing in her cereal bowl.  The camera pans out and we see 

Malena draw back in response to the appearance of blood running out the left nostril 

of the girl, who remains expressionless.  Suddenly, blood stains her white shirt at the 

heart before the sharp cut of a knife is heard and a blade cuts through her chest cavity.  

The girl is violently lifted up out of her chair and her body is suspended in mid-air 

high above the table until the clock turns 12:25pm, at which time her body crashes to 

the floor, a pool of dark blood emerging out from under it.  Another close-up captures 

her blood flowing towards the Polaroid of the dead girl lying exactly in the same 

position on the same floor with the numbers 12:25 written down in black pen.  Earlier 

we saw Pablo looking at the same photograph, torn from the diary, trying to make 
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sense of it.  Now, caught in the middle of a something he still doesn’t fully understand, 

he rushes to the bar and tells the woman owner to call an ambulance.  The owner 

doesn’t understand why he’s asking for such a thing, nor the urgency of his affect.  

Pablo gets angry at her at the same time we see Malena catch a fleeting glimpse of 

who is responsible for the violent act in a reflection off the metal side of a refrigerator.  

We see the figure of a man dressed in black pants and a white shirt holding a long, 

shiny blade in one hand, the other hand snuggly fit into a latex glove.  The figure turns 

and leaves the scene, while the owner interrogates Pablo, “¿Pero lo que te pasa?  

¿Estás en pedo voz?”  Pablo responds indignantly, “¿Es que no ves?”  Turning around, 

Pablo sees the man seated at the table next to theirs eating his soup as if nothing 

unusual has occurred beside him, even though Malena is crouched on the floor next to 

him hovering over the girl lying lifeless in a pool of blood.  In a clever detail, we also 

see that he is covered in drops of blood that he doesn’t seem to notice, while in the 

background we see the group of men watching football on television just as before.  It 

is in this moment that Pablo realizes not everybody sees what he sees.  He reaches into 

his pocket and pays the bill.  When he turns back around to pick Malena off the floor, 

the girl has disappeared.  The two siblings exit the bar.  Outside, they argue once 

again, Malena says she wants to leave Argentina and when she asks Pablo what he’s 

going to do he responds by saying, “No lo sé, pero tengo que ayudar a esta gente.”  

Malena’s retort echoes a common position of those opposed to the exhumation of 

mass graves and the recuperation of historical memory related to mass extermination: 

“Esta gente están muerta y no le importa a nadie.”  Pablo tells Malena to run away if 

she wishes, an action he claims would be consistent with her character, though he 
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wants to stay and investigate further before moving on.  He manages to convince her 

to remain with him, and tells her they’ll take the ferry that will take them further south 

to the family house together the next day. 

 What makes this scene so powerful is how it poignantly illustrates the dilemma 

of being trapped in the nightmare of those forced to live with traumatic memories not 

registered as such in the symbolic order, while those around them can neither see nor 

comprehend their experience.  In this case, the ghost is the apparition of a trauma that 

goes unnoticed by the general population, most of whom are too focused on the 

televised football match to pay any attention to the strangeness that surrounds them.  

Furthermore, the scene is rendered uncanny through the way it deconstructs social 

space.  An anonymous bar filled with regulars in a desolate place where nothing seems 

to happen is converted into the scene of a ruthless murder.  The Polaroid of the dead 

girl suggests that the crime actually occurred at that precise location twenty-one years 

earlier.  The eruption of the traumatic Real in what first appears to be a benign, if not a 

homely, space disturbs notions of normalcy and undermines the sense that the 

symbolic order is predicated upon mutually supportive relations between the people 

who inhabit it.  Rather, the scene suggests a dramatic rupture in the social link to 

which Pablo and Malena have become witnesses.  As a result of their peculiar liminal 

status as ordinary people who can suddenly see ghosts, they have the choice to either 

intervene in an attempt to somehow suture that rupture, thereby reestablishing the 

broken social link, or to turn their backs on those left out of the signifying chain of 

meaning that constitutes the symbolic order.  Faithful to the dialectic outlined above, 
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Pablo’s desire is to intervene; Malena wants to forget about everything and leave the 

country as soon as possible. 

 The other thing this scene illustrates is what happens to the historical trauma of 

mass extermination when a society is encouraged to repress the memory of it as the 

purported means to move forward as a democratic nation.  Taking the Spanish 

transition as a model, the post-dictatorship governments of the Southern Cone 

instructed their populations to forget the past and to look towards a future of economic 

prosperity and democratic stability, while doing nothing to address the issue of 

impunity for those responsible for crimes against humanity or to seek justice for the 

disappeared and their families. Thus, even though human rights law considers such 

crimes as perpetually occurring in a sort of Einstein-inspired space-time continuum, 

cultural attitudes are conditioned by such state-supported ideologies at the same time 

the risks for speaking against the state have been resolutely demonstrated as being 

quite high.  This makes it nearly impossible for the general population to see the past 

or experience the present in the way those directly affected by the trauma of mass 

extermination do.  The result is a division between those who cannot escape their 

traumatic memories and those who disavow the fact that such memories even exist.  

As witnesses to this phenomenon, Pablo and Malena are placed in the position of those 

trapped in the horrific past because their experience is not recognized by the present as 

real and legitimate, structured as it is by a symbolic law that denies their claims to 

truth.  Through the process of identification with the protagonists, viewers of the film 

vicariously experience the double horror entailed by having to constantly relive a 



131 

horrendous crime in all its brutality and the invisibility of that experience within a 

distorted mise-en-scene that is post-dictatorship Argentina.    

 Furthermore, such invisibility makes the memory of such trauma unintelligible 

to those who are not caught in it, exposing the failure of language to negotiate between 

the Real and the symbolic.  During this scene, Pablo and Malena experience the 

impossibility of communicating the horror of what they have witnessed to the bar 

owner and to the police, respectively.  This illustrates the difficulty of making 

statements about the Real through language that can be readily understood by those 

firmly rooted in the symbolic order.  This dilemma not only demonstrates how easy it 

is for the manifestation of some form of “madness” to occur under such 

circumstances, whether it be classified as schizophrenia or simply run-of-the mill 

craziness, it also suggests the necessity for speech acts that go beyond the limits of 

normal language in order to translate the raw material of the traumatic Real into 

messages that can have an impact on the “common sense” that permeates the 

symbolic, keeping it “glued” together in the configuration that works to block such 

messages from penetrating symbolic logic.  Thus, the necessity for mass protests and 

public demonstrations, and for other acts that go against the grain of normalized 

speech.  Thus, the Asociación Madres de la Plaza de Mayo and el escrache are 

interventions in the symbolic order that communicate from beyond the norms of what 

is deemed socially acceptable by the operative logic of the symbolic order.   

 Since the origin of their desire is located outside the realm of the symbolic, the 

demands posited by las madres and el escrache are impossible to satisfy at the same 

time they have the effect of destabilizing symbolic authority, paradoxically opening up 
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the possibility for the emergence of what Martín-Cabrera has called “radical justice,” a 

form of justice to be achieved beyond the limits of the law.  Positing the “non-place” 

as a conceptual space in which the reconfiguration of the socio-political communities 

nearly obliterated by repressive dictatorships is possible by infusing the traces and 

ruins they have left behind with Benjamin’s notion of messianic power, Martín-

Cabrera advocates a justice yet-to-come that goes beyond the limitations of state and 

market politics concerned with containing and commodifying the revolutionary 

potential of traumatic memories that unsettle celebratory narratives of democracy and 

capitalist development in the aftermath of mass extermination.  Aparecidos sheds light 

on how far Argentina is from realizing such radical justice, yet it does so while 

“looking away” from the state of impunity that characterizes post-dictatorship Spain. 

 The question of justice within the specific socio-historical context of 

Argentina’s “dirty war” and its aftermath surfaces in the film just after the midpoint of 

the film, marked by the brutal murder of the young girl.  That particular moment of the 

film is the image that was chosen to promote Aparecidos in movie posters and on the 

DVD cover.  The girl’s suspended body is overlaid on a black background with the 

words “Hay muertos que no olvidan” written above her bloodstained nightgown, the 

sharp point of a knife holding her up at the heart.  The image calls to mind Benjamin’s 

angel of history, which is also suspended in the air in the Klee painting, “Angelus 

Novus,” that inspired his commentary in “Theses on the Philosophy of History.”  

While the wings of the angel of history are caught by the strong winds of progress, 

blowing him away from the wreckage of the past he would like to redeem, the body of 

the girl is suspended by an unseen force that lifts her up as an offering to the gods of 
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mass violence.  Her head is thrown back and what we intuit as a lifeless gaze is 

directed skyward. If she could see, she would be as blind to the cause of her suffering 

as we are.  Unlike the penetrating eyes of the angel of history that gaze upon a 

catastrophe that we ourselves cannot see, her eyes are not visible, turning her tortured 

body into the spectacular object of our gaze.  Being exposed to such an image situates 

us in a position akin to that of the angel of history as our eyes see a representative of 

the dead whom Benjamin’s figure would like to stay and awaken.  Such a desire is 

precisely what drives Pablo to dig deeper into the dustbin of history, something he 

does quite literally in the next sequence of the film. 

 Standing underneath the elevated body of the damaged Ford Falcon, Pablo has 

a conversation with a mechanic who mentions that the road Pablo and Malena have 

been traveling on was going to be turned into a highway, but that the project was 

brought to a sudden stop.  When Pablo asks why, the mechanic answers, “por lo de 

siempre,” a cryptic comment he follows with “en este país me vale no cavar muy 

profundo.”  When he sees that Pablo is perplexed, the mechanic clarifies his 

statements by saying that in order to construct the highway, it was necessary to tear 

down an abandoned factory.  When demolition began, the remains of someone who 

had been killed twenty years earlier were discovered.  Suspecting the mechanic is 

talking about the man from the hotel, Pablo expresses interest in seeing a newspaper 

article the mechanic mentions.  The mechanic leads him to another workshop where 

an older man is fixing a small outboard motor, which Pablo is forced to purchase in 

order to gain access to piles of old newspapers that he searches through until he finds 

the article he’s looking for.  The headline reads, “Se encuentran restos que podrían ser 
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del desaparecido Manuel Leonardi” and is followed by the subheading, “Se hallaron 

en la metalúrgica los restos que se cree podrían pertenecer a Manuel Leonardi, su 

esposa Amalia Leonardi y su hija siguen desaparecidas desde febrero de 1980.”  The 

headline of another article in a different paper reads, “Se cree que Manuel y Amalia 

Leonardi consiguieron escapar,” followed by the subheading, “En un traslado entre el 

25 y el 30 de mayo de 1980 se cree que consiguieron escapar de un centro de 

detención en Santa Cruz, Manuel y Amalia Leonardi.”  A grainy photograph of the 

couple with their daughter confirms that they are, indeed, the ghosts who have been 

haunting Pablo and Malena.  Yet another photograph with the caption “Detalle de 

collar encontrado cerca del cuerpo” reveals something even stranger: the necklace 

lying on the floor is clearly Malena’s.  Their spectral interventions in the present have 

inexplicably altered the past in a way reminiscent of Back to the Future. 

 Car repaired and standing on the edge of the ferry, Pablo’s discovery clashes 

with what Malena believes will be her final comments on the subject.  Once again, 

Malena’s words encapsulate the symbolic logic conditioned by the internalization of 

the politics of the Transition.  Knowing that, like Benjamin’s angel, Pablo would 

prefer to stay and somehow help the dead, Malena voices her position in reference to 

the decision to leave and forget about the ghosts with whom they’ve become 

entangled: 

Pablo, sé que… ojála pudieramos hacer algo para esa gente, pero a 
veces hay que rendirse.  (Pablo looks away with disgust.)  Sí, ya sé que 
es una mierda, pero es muy difícil cambiar las cosas y a veces no 
merece la pena el esfuerzo.  Es así.  Hay gente que han nacido antes 
que nosotros y que se han acustombrado a que el mundo es un sitio 
donde las cosas no se van a cambiar.  (Pablo: “¿Gente como tú?”)  No.  
Yo solo quiero que no te hagamos daño. 
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Characteristic of the positionality she represents, Malena prefaces her fatalistic 

comments with a gesture towards empathy for those who have been wronged, while 

ending them by putting self-preservation above the needs of the disappeared who have 

appeared to them in the traumatic memory-form of ghosts.  Yet there is a catch.  

Unbeknownst to her, Malena is already in greater danger than she believes, something 

confirmed when Pablo goes to the bathroom and takes out the Polaroids documenting 

the murder of the Leonardi family.  Blank when he sets them on the floor, they 

develop themselves again just as his watch marks the exact time scrawled on the first 

photo.  The pictures are the same as the day before except for one, which includes an 

image of Malena hunched over a bathtub, looking helplessly into a mirror.  The past 

and the present have become interwoven, and Malena has become trapped in this 

twisted web of space, time and altered memories.  Pablo decides to return to the hotel 

alone in order to help the victims, which now seem to include his sister, though 

Malena is completely unaware of her time travel.  From the shore, Pablo yells that “es 

posible cambiar las cosas” as the ferry pulls away from the dock, separating the 

siblings. 

 Paradoxically, it is during their separation that the two siblings will become 

closer, mainly due to an encounter Malena has while searching for their birth 

certificates in the town in which they were born, documents needed to process their 

father’s will.  Looking through a warehouse full of random files Malena discovers a 

stack of newspapers including an article with the headline that catches her eye: 

“Identificaron los restos hallados en la metalúrgica, pertenecen a Manuel Leonardi.”  

She finds other articles that mention a figure referred to as “El Doctor,” who seems to 
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be linked to Leonardi’s death, whose real identity is a mystery.  Another article titled, 

“La policía sigue sin identificar al médico represor, involucrado en varios crímenes,” 

includes a silhouette of a man’s upper body with a white question mark overlaid on the 

image.  Rummaging through the newspapers, Malena discovers another set of 

documents that give her pause: a torn photograph paperclipped to a faded telegram.  A 

close-up of her eyes gives the impression that we can see her connecting disparate dots 

in her head, for the photograph is of a parade of men dressed in military uniforms, one 

of whom has a red circle drawn around his head.  We recognize him as the doctor 

attending Malena and Pablo’s father at the beginning of the film.  On top of the 

attached telegram, someone has written in black pen “Doctor Lerhmann, Hospital 

Militar de Santa Cruz, Febrero de 1978.”  In this seemingly discarded heap of data 

their father’s friend and former colleague is implicated in the disappearance of 30,000 

people, bringing to mind two of Benjamin’s most famous theses: “for every image of 

the past that is not recognized by the present as one of its own concerns threatens to 

disappear irretrievably” and “nothing that has ever happened should be regarded as 

lost for history.”  Suddenly an accidental historical materialist of sorts, Malena 

uncovers clues to the circumstances surrounding her mother’s sudden decision to 

move with her children to Spain, the formative experience of her childhood, the origin 

of which has remained a mystery to her throughout her life.  Encroaching upon the 

abject territory of the Real, she impulsively attempts to flee, but is unable to exit the 

locked gate of the warehouse.  The woman who runs it notices Malena’s distress and 

invites her back inside for a cup of coffee that will prove a turning point in Malena’s 

attitude towards the traumatic past. 
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 In a close-up shot that highlights the power of personal testimony over 

historical record, the woman, Amanda, places a photo album on top of the newspaper 

articles Malena discovered in the warehouse, implying that the two women have 

already discussed the topic of the disappeared and details of the Leonardi case and 

literally foregrounding the personal testimony that is to come over the official record.  

In this scene, which is the most emotionally charged scenes of the film, the Amanda 

doesn’t refer to the newspaper articles or abstract statistics.  Instead, she opens the 

photo album and begins telling Malena the story of her husband, Mario Portero, a 

schoolteacher who is one of the 30,000 Argentinean disappeared.  After briefly 

reminiscing about their wedding, the woman points to a sixteen year old boy in an 

official school photograph and says that the Triple A, the Alianza Anti-Comunista de 

Argentina, detained him, Sebastian García, for being a “subversive,” though he had 

done nothing more than attend a demonstration and take a photograph.  However, 

when the Triple A tortured and interrogated him while using the picana, the boy 

started listing the names of his classmates and his teacher, who happened to be her 

husband Mario, in order to satisfy the demands of his torturers.  Soft-spoken Amanda 

recounts how that same day she returned home to find her house full of soldiers and 

Mario beaten up with a hood over his head.  She speaks in a calm, if not quite a 

matter-of-fact tone.  Malena interrupts her story by saying, “Amanda, no tiene porque 

contarme esto.  Tiene que hacerse daño.”  The woman responds by smiling and telling 

her, “No, no mi amor, te equivocas.  No me hace daño esto, no.  No debe hacerme 

daño.”  She then proceeds to describe how she herself was tortured with the picana 

and raped, but that what hurt her the most was the last time she saw Mario alive for 
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two or three minutes after a torture session.  Amanda recalls that they didn’t speak, 

and when they took Mario away she cried because they were taking away her only 

hope.  At this point she hesitates, and Cabezas allows the weight of her testimony to 

fill the on-screen silence in a cinematic moment that verges on documentary. 

Collecting herself, the woman says she came to Tierra del Fuego in 1982 to open up 

the warehouse, which she describes as “un almacén de recuerdos” in which “yo intenté 

olvidar.”  The palpable emotion she conveys while telling her story, as well as her 

chosen profession as a collector of memories, signifies that forgetting such a traumatic 

experience is an impossible task and suggests that “working through” such trauma is 

also outside of the realm of possibility without the presence of any sort of justice for 

the disappeared and their loved ones.  Wiping a tear from her eye, Malena inquires 

about the role of doctors in all of this, and the woman is quick to explain how doctors 

were present in order to measure the amount of pain induced during torture sessions.  

She puts it rather poignantly by saying, “Se ocupaban de controlar la cantidad de dolor 

que un ser humano puede resistir sin que se le para el corazón.”  This statement ends 

the scene as we watch Malena struggle to comprehend the full import of the woman’s 

words. 

 In this scene we observe how Malena learns to listen to traumatic testimony, 

which is not an easy task.  At first she demonstrates her characteristic resistance to 

talking about the traumatic past when she interrupts Amanda and tells her that it isn’t 

necessary to speak about her experience.  But when Amanda makes it clear that it isn’t 

painful for her to do so, Malena becomes an interlocutor present to the needs of the 

witness, who is also a victim of state repression herself.  This allows the woman to 
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describe her experience in chillingly intimate detail, because she senses that Malena is 

listening to her story with great interest.  This can be attributed to the fact that 

Malena’s desire is located beyond the realm of simple compassion, since it is tied up 

with her need to know if her father was involved in the torture and disappearance of 

political dissidents, which allows for the exchange of both information and –most 

significantly in terms of her character development – emotion between the two 

women.  Malena becomes, in effect, a suitable other for Amanda, someone with whom 

she can share her story, a process that reestablishes a social link broken precisely by 

the traumatic experience she recounts.  Thus, at the same time Malena receives 

information that will help her figure out the mystery of her father, she also undergoes 

a transformation in the process that makes her more empathetic to the victims of 

historical trauma, as she comes to realize how her own history and very identity is 

somehow tied up with theirs.  It is important to point out that it is the affective 

dimension of this interaction that is responsible for Malena’s transformation, which is 

the result of having been introduced into a community of witnesses, a status that 

carries certain ethical responsibilities and potential pitfalls.  As Dori Laub states in 

Testimony: 

For the listener who enters the contract of the testimony a journey 
fraught with dangers lies ahead.  There are hazards to the listening to 
trauma.  Trauma – and its impact on the hearer – leaves, indeed, no 
hiding place intact.  As one comes to know the survivor, one really 
comes to know oneself; and that is not a simple task.  (72)   
 

Laub’s words describe perfectly Malena’s situation at this point in the film, as she is 

on the verge of discovering horrible truths about her family and will have to face a 

series of hazards to her personal safety between this point and the end of the film. 
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 It should also be noted here that the actress who plays Amanda, Graciela 

Tenenbaum, is a victim of the dictatorship herself who was tortured in real life, a fact 

that helps explains the verisimilitude of the scene.93  When she reads her lines, it is as 

if Tenenbaum is recalling her own experience in order to deliver them with such 

sincerity, which is what makes it such an emotive scene reminiscent of survivor 

testimony that brings the newspaper articles about state repression that her character 

impulsively collects to life.  It also converts viewers into the unwitting witnesses of 

real historical trauma even as it is displaced from real lived experience to a fictitious 

script to a performance in which the excess produced by trauma surfaces through the 

agency of the actor to imbue the scene with their affective power.  Indeed, Cabezas’ 

use of actors in Aparecidos who have some relation to the very same traumatic history 

that is the topic of the film gives it additional layers of meaning.  For it is not only 

Tenenbaum whose personal life was touched by state terrorism, but also Héctor 

Bidonde’s, who plays Doctor Lerhmann, and Elisa Martín’s, who plays the young girl 

ghost.  In Bidonde’s case, he has a friend among the disappeared and nearly fled 

Argentina himself, while Martín’s uncle is another one of the disappeared.  Thus, 

viewers are subjected to performances that are informed by the direct experience of 

trauma, and the production of the film becomes a means of creating a community 

around the specters of the mass extermination and state repression, providing those 

who are disappeared with the opportunity to tell their story through the representations 

of survivors. 

                                                 
93 In the director’s commentary of the DVD, Cabezas mentions that many of the film’s 
actors have family members who were disappeared or were direct victims of the 
dictatorship themselves. 
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   While Pablo returns to the hotel and relives the horrible persecution of the 

Leonardi family, unable to stop their deaths despite his valiant efforts, Malena 

continues searching for copies of their birth certificates in Tierra del Fuego.  She 

locates hers at an unidentified official office, but is informed that Pablo’s birth 

certificate is not to be found, and is informed that it’s likely he was not born in the 

region.  When Malena calls to inform him of this news, she learns that Pablo was in a 

car accident the night before and has gone missing.  She travels to a junkyard where 

the Ford Falcon was towed, in a scene reminiscent of the earlier bar scene, she sees 

blood splashed across the front seat that the mechanics don’t.  Missing a windshield, 

which we know was destroyed by the body of the mother being thrown through it by 

the invisible force that seems to terrorize the Leonardi family on a nightly basis, 

Malena drives through the snow to their modest family home where she quickly 

discovers family secrets.  A cracked mirror catches her eye and she removes it from 

the wall to inspect it.  Flipping it over she notices it has a paper backing, which she 

rips open revealing an envelope of Polaroids just like those in the diary.  They 

document horrendous images of tortured bodies, many of which are shot beside 

instruments of torture.  At the bottom of the pile of Polaroids is a copy of the photo 

torn in half that she saw the night before that included Doctor Lerhmann among a 

group of military officials.  In the full photograph she sees her father, confirming her 

suspicion that the diary Pablo found in the car belonged to him. 

 Before she can act upon this devastating discovery, the invisible force that has 

been persecuting the Leonardi family has turns its attention towards her, and Malena 

quickly finds herself chained to the leg of a cast iron bathtub in the basement of the 
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house, which is filled with torture devises.  Pablo lies unconscious on the floor.  

Malena manages to sit up, but when she does, her head is thrust below the water.  

Through a large mirror behind the bathtub we see that the invisible force is Malena’s 

father, who holds her down forcefully for quite some time.  When he releases her, he 

reaches for the Polaroid camera and takes her picture.  Gasping for breath, Malena 

peers into the same mirror through which she can see the reflection of her father 

clearly for the first time, eliciting a desperate “Díos mío” from her shocked lips.  Her 

father’s response makes his identity as an agent of state repression undeniably clear:  

“¿Díos?  Ústed y los comunistas son muy graciosos.  Se pasan la vida tratado de 

demonstrar que el díos no existe.  Cuando vean que lo van a pasar mal entonces sí lo 

empiezan a llamar.  Pero él no lo van a escuchar.  Porque ustedes están del lado del 

equivocado.”  He then proceeds to force Malena’s head underwater once again, and 

when she surfaces she pleads for her life by calling him her father, provoking him to 

state that his daughter Malena is six years old and at home: the ghost does not 

recognize the grown-up version of its offspring.  Instead, the doctor engages her in 

what might be called the pedagogy of the oppressor:  

Nosotros estamos acá para educaros, para que no se salgan del camino 
otra vez.  Tienen que entender que la iglesia y el estado son los padres 
de la patria y eso conlleva una gran responsibilidad y merece respeto.  
Pero claro, ustedes no respetan nada y es hay cuando hay que ponerse 
duro.   
 

He ends his speech by puncturing Malena’s neck with a scalpel and dunking her head 

underwater once again.  The blood drains out of her neck and the screen fades to 

black. 
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 What is most chilling about this scene is the performance of Pablo Cedrón as 

Malena’s father, the mysterious Doctor Gabriel De Luca, who captures the essence of 

his character so frightfully well.  Small details such as the timing and intonation of his 

lines combined with the actor’s work of inspecting various torture devices and fixing 

his hair with his fingers in the mirror while wearing bloodstained latex gloves and a 

fine gold watch turn De Luca into a portrait of the abject described by Kristeva as “the 

criminal with a good conscience, the shameless rapist, the killer who claims he is a 

savior” (4).  His face, hidden until now, is the face of the abject in its most perverse 

form: the calculating mass murderer who believes he acts in order to save society even 

as he tortures and seemingly kills his own child. 

 Malena is summoned back to life by the voice of her six-year-old self and 

manages to cut her way out of the tape wrapped around her hands with the scalpel her 

father carelessly dropped beside her after puncturing her throat with it.  Free again, she 

sees the ghost of her father preoccupied with another body that she cannot see and 

takes the opportunity to rescue Pablo’s lifeless body covered in blood that is lying 

close to her.  As she struggles to drag Pablo’s body up the stairs she hears the cry of a 

newborn baby, who her father has just cut out of the body of Amalia Leonardi.  He 

lifts the baby up toward the sky and names him Pablo before taking a final photo of 

Pablo’s real mother and kicking her body down into a pit where we see the dead body 

of the little girl Pablo fruitlessly tried to save.  The remains of the disappeared pair 

have been buried underneath the family house for twenty years.  Pablo and Malena are 

not blood siblings; the little girl is Pablo’s real sister.  Like so many children of his 

generation in Argentina, Pablo’s parents were killed and he was adopted by a family 
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involved in mass extermination who raised him as their own, keeping his real origins a 

family secret. 

 Malena manages to escape the house with Pablo’s body and deliver it to 

paramedics who airlift it to the same hospital where Pablo’s father was being treated at 

the beginning of the film.  Unconscious and with severe internal hemorrhaging, Pablo 

stands a risk of dying if he isn’t operated on within six hours.  When they reach the 

hospital, Malena tries to explain their situation to a doctor when the lights in the 

hallway flicker and she sees the reflection of her father in the hallway.  She grabs a 

fire hydrant off the wall, accidentally hitting the doctor in the face, and proceeds to 

swing it in the air, futilely trying to stop the ghost from entering the operating room.  

She’s detained and handcuffed to a table in the cafeteria where Dr. Lerhmann visits 

her, unaware that Malena has discovered evidence of his sordid past.  When Malena 

mentions her father, the doctor realizes that she hadn’t received his message informing 

her that her father was never disconnected from life support.  Lerhmann explains that 

after their visit, her father’s vitals improved significantly enough to warrant further 

care, and that his brain is active even though he’s still in a coma.  Desperate, Malena 

confronts Lerhmann with details of his past, hoping that this will intimidate him into 

letting her go.  In a gesture that illustrates what it means to live in a state of impunity, 

the doctor doesn’t respond to her accusations.  Rather, he leaves the cafeteria and calls 

the police to arrest her.  Once again, Malena manages to escape by tricking the 

security guard watching her, and she searches for her father’s room while doctors 

operate on Pablo’s blood-soaked body.  The ghost of his adopted father lacerates his 

stomach while they are operating, and we see the reflection of the doctor in Pablo’s 
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eye just before the surgeons are forced to apply a defibrillator in order to revive him.  

They do so three times without luck just as Malena discovers her father’s room and 

disconnects him from the life support machine that has kept him alive by artificial 

means and allowed his ghost to engage in his rampage of terror.  The surgeons try to 

revive Pablo one last time to no avail and exit the room, giving up on Pablo’s life.  A 

series of nicely edited cuts between the bodies of Pablo and Doctor De Luca in their 

separate rooms shows Malena watching the life force running out of her father until 

the line on his heart monitor runs flat, while a lone remaining nurse observes Pablo’s 

body and notices the slightest of movements in one of Pablo’s eyes.  She switches his 

heart monitor back on and chases after the surgeons while we hear the slow beep of 

Pablo’s heartbeat returning in the background, behind the dramatic music of the 

climax.   

 The dramatic question is resolved: the father does not survive.  On the 

psychoanalytic level, the climax illustrates the maxim that children must kill their 

father in order to become independent subjects.  In this case, what is normally taken as 

a figurative expression in order to describe how one achieves personal freedom is 

given literal expression, for Malena must kill her father in order to save Pablo’s life.  

Cabezas references this in the director’s commentary of the film mentioning Freud and 

saying that “hay que matar el padre para salvar el hijo,” though he makes no reference 

to how much the film’s climax can be interpreted as a representation of the impossible 

desire to have killed Franco that I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter in my 

discussion of the politics of displacement, a point I will return to in a moment. 
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 The denouement of the film includes three short scenes, the first of which 

features Malena speaking to her mother, who we never see or hear, on the telephone 

from the hospital.  Malena reads her mother a few lines from an old newspaper article 

about the disappeared Leonardi family, and we learn that Manuel was a journalist and 

a writer of short stories, while his wife Amalia studied fine arts, but had to stop her 

degree because she got pregnant with her first child Andrea.  Malena stops the story, 

which she’s memorized by heart, with tears running down her eyes.  She tells her 

mother that they’ll talk about this when she returns to Madrid.  In the second scene, 

Pablo has woken up from his coma and the two “siblings” are finally consciously 

reunited.  But it is the film’s final scene that is one of its most powerful. 

 Sitting in traffic in the middle of Buenos Aires in the repaired Ford Falcon, 

Pablomasks Malena what day it is.  She tells him it is the 10th of September.  He 

confirms he’s only been in coma for two weeks and not several years by clarifying that 

it is still 2001, making his following comments highly ironic and lending a bittersweet 

tone to what seems like a relatively happy ending to a rather dark film.  An optimistic 

Pablo states that he has the feeling that from this point on things are going to get better 

in the world.  When Malena expresses doubt, he confirms his conviction stating that “a 

partir de mañana el mundo va a ser un sitio mejor,” something he believes will happen 

because he believes humanity will learn from all the mistakes of the twentieth century.  

A brief, but pregnant silence is filled with Malena’s attempt to tell Pablo all that he 

still doesn’t know about their family and his identity.  Yet she doesn’t manage to 

finish her sentence because Pablo is distracted by something outside the car.  She 

looks and sees that the street is full of ghostly apparitions of the disappeared ignored 
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by passersby, each of whom show signs of torture: a woman holding her baby on the 

street corner, the figure of a tall, bloodied man whose eyes are transfixed on the 

ground beneath him standing in the crosswalk, and finally Andrea Leonardi who 

approaches the car and presses her hand on the glass between them.  Pablo places his 

hand on the glass, mirroring hers.  The little girl smiles for the first time in the film, 

signaling her appreciation for Pablo’s efforts to rescue her, as well as for having ended 

her nightmare by killing the ghost of Dr. DeLuca and having located the remains of 

her and her mother, who, unbeknownst to Pablo are actually his sister and mother as 

well.  In this shot, the blurry figures of their parents stand on the sidewalk in the 

background.  Andrea walks away, her hand leaves a humid print on the glass and then 

it begins to rain, suggesting a collective catharsis of sorts at the same time the sky 

seems to be crying for the 30,000 disappeared.  Crying herself, Malena looks out the 

windshield and sees more ghosts among the crowd of cars and people, and the camera 

pans out to reveal that they are standing beside a car crash that is blocking traffic at the 

intersection.  The screen fades to white, and we can briefly distinguish the forms of the 

disappeared wearing white shirts and black pants before the scene is completely 

washed out and black letters spelling Aparecidos appear.   

 Recalling the last scene of The Sixth Sense, it is an ending that suggests that 

even though the resolution of the film is generally positive, the story is far from over.  

For every ghost Pablo and Malena see on the street, we know another movie could be 

made; another injustice is yet to be rectified.  It also suggests the possibility of 

solidarity between those who can see the disappeared and the very specters of mass 

extermination haunting the present and its celebratory narratives of democracy and 
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economic progress.  By refusing to look away from the historical trauma that brought 

them together, at the end of the film Pablo and Malena suddenly find themselves as 

members of what Martín-Cabrera has conceptualized as “a different type of 

community beyond the national community with regards to the bodies and specters of 

the disappeared” (74).  In this scene the “non-place” that Martín-Cabrera suggests is a 

way of conceiving of such a community is represented by the dislocation in time and 

space the specters of the disappeared illustrate by the sense of homelessness they elicit 

and the fact that they are not seen by those who walk past them.  Pablo and Malena 

have gained access to this non-place through their own encounters with the abject that 

originated with their own connection to the historical trauma of mass extermination.  

Martín-Cabrera states that: 

The non-place is a precarious mode of naming that alternative 
community as a political praxis and desire that seeks to affect the 
present in order to open new future possibilities.  This community 
presupposes a notion of solidarity that is not anchored in an ontological 
conception of subject and object.  It is through the transference with all 
of those who have neither a place nor a homeland – disappeared, 
stateless people, expelled subjects, excised from memory, etc. that we 
can conceive different modes of transnational solidarity. (74) 
 

 Here I would like to draw attention to the fact that Spanish actors familiar to 

Spanish audiences play the parts of Pablo and Malena who speak like the native 

Spaniards they are in the film even though their characters were born in Argentina and 

raised by their Argentinean mother.  The protagonists show no signs whatsoever of 

any Argentinean influence on either their speech or their identities.  This adds another 

dimension to the question of displacement, for Cabezas’ choice to have the 

protagonists literally displaced from Argentina to Spain further suggests an 
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unconscious desire to deal with the historical trauma of mass extermination in Spain.  

One can easily imagine the exact same film in which the mother took her children and 

fled to another part of Argentina or another country in Latin America, but Cabezas 

chose to have her flee to Spain and then chose Spanish actors to play her children 

without any attempt to complicate their national identity in the film.  Again, it is the 

performance of the actors here that provides an extra layer of meaning to the film, this 

time highlighting the multiple displacements present in the film.  The magnitude of 

this particular displacement is best illustrated by reconsidering the climax keeping in 

mind how national identity is coded in the film.  If we see Pablo and Malena’s 

characters as Spanish – and recall that it is nearly impossible for Spanish audiences 

not to read them in this way – then when Malena kills her father, who is in a state 

similar to that of Franco on his deathbed and whose face is reminiscent of Manuel 

Fraga Iribarne, we are witnessing the condensation of several elements.94  First, we 

have an image of Franco dying in bed, which is the common lament of the Spanish 

Left, yet this image is significantly altered by the fact that it is Malena who pulls the 

plug on his life support – Malena literally kills her father, but it is Ruth Díaz who is 

symbolically killing Franco, the symbolic and perverse father of Spain.  At the same 

time, Malena’s father on his deathbed looks more like Fraga, a revenant of the 

Francoist dictatorship and architect of the Transition, then the younger spectral version 

of him in the film.  Fraga’s ghostly appearance and longevity in Spanish political life 

is the iconic image of the state of impunity in post-dictatorship Spain, so it is also as if 

                                                 
94 It should be noted that Fraga, who died in 2012, was alive and still active in Spanish 
political life when Aparcidos debuted in 2007. 
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Díaz is exercising divine violence on one of the principle fathers of the Transition and 

a remainder of the dictatorship, something rendered impossible with the blockage of 

Garzón’s investigation of crimes against humanity committed in Spain.95 

 A final layer of meaning embedded in the film is added to final scene of the 

film when we consider that it was shot at the intersection of Calle Tucumán and Calle 

Talcahuano in the heart of Buenos Aires, which is where the Palacio de Justica is 

located. Intrestingly, this is was something unknown to Cabezas until a crew member 

revealed this fact to him during the shoot, though Argentinean audiences would 

recognize the symbolic value of the location immediately since this is where the 

tribunals to try a few of the figures involved in the “dirty war” took place.  The setting 

is ironic since it situates the non-place on the edge of the national house of justice by 

figuring the homeless victims of political disappearance in a landscape of oblivion, 

transfiguring public space by making the uncanny element lurking in the long shadows 

of the state apparatus appear once more in the film.  The fade-to-white highlighting the 

disappeared also inverses the traditional fade-to-black screen that typically serves as 

the visual transition between film and credits.  Through the inversion of convention, 

viewers are forced to ponder the remainders that linger after the dramatic conclusion 

of the film, signifying that even though this story is over, the larger traumatic history 

that it forms a part of continues.  This final, apparently minor detail effectively 

                                                 
95 Though Garzon’s investigation only extended to crimes committed until 1951 and 
Fraga didn’t become minister of Information and Tourism until 1962, Garzón’s 
investigation opened the possibility for further prosecution of criminals linked to the 
dictatorship, which was certainly one of the reasons Garzón was forced to close the 
case since many Spanish politicians, including many high-ranking members of PSOE, 
stand to have much to lose through any attempt to overturn the current state of 
impunity. 
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prevents a clear conclusion to the film that would allow for the experience of total 

catharsis for viewers.  Instead, the figures of the disappeared, whose stories Cabezas 

was unable to tell within the constraints of a single feature film, are rendered as traces 

that exceed the limits of the film.  The choice of fading to white while foregrounding 

the disappeared places them in the domain of the divine, which calls to mind 

Benjamin’s notion of both divine violence and messianic power.  Thus, Aparecidos is 

a narrative that is aware of both its own limitations and is conscious of the possibilities 

of a revolutionary redemption along the lines of a Benjaminian politics. 

 In my view then, Aparecidos is a film that treats the subjects of mass 

extermination, political disappearance and child theft with dignity at the same time it 

dramatizes many of the hazards for those involved in the recuperation of historical 

memory.  That a horror film is able to accomplish all of this at the same time it 

displays many features of a Benjaminian politics might surprise skeptics of the horror 

genre, but as Adam Lowenstein has argued, and as I seek to demonstrate in this study, 

“the modern horror film [is] a genre very much engaged with, rather than estranged 

from, traumatic history” (10).  However, extremely close reading withstanding, even 

more than how Aparecidos engages traumatic history, I am most interested in what 

traumatic history it engages with.  And for that reason, we must return once more to 

the politics of displacement and the Garzón symptom. 

 While on the one hand, Cabezas is to be commended for creating such a 

powerful film that addresses the historical trauma of Argentina, the very fact that he 

did so raises questions about why he choose to do so when he could have written a 

very similar story set in Spain.  Let me make it clear at this point that I do not 
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subscribe to the premise that artists should only make films or write novels that deal 

with their own national culture and history.  That would be an essentialist argument 

rooted in a narrow conception of identity politics and nationalism that I oppose at the 

same time it places artificial limits on the potential of art to break through such 

boundaries and to reconfigure our sense of reality.96  However, from a psychosocial 

point of view, Cabezas’ decision is representative of the politics of displacement 

prominent among his generation.   

 Born in 1976, a year after Franco’s death, Cabezas grew up in the matrix of the 

politics of the Transition.  If we take the position that psychoanalysis allows us to see 

“how the social world constructs the human subject and reproduces ideological 

patterns,” and that “society does not merely affect our otherwise individual and mental 

experiences, it actually forms them” (27), as David Caudill has claimed, then we can 

posit Aparecidos as an iteration of a much larger cultural phenomenon that is so 

pervasive in contemporary Spain precisely because of the fact that, as I’ve stated 

earlier in this chapter and as this dissertation hopes to clarify, the symbolic order of 

post-dictatorship Spain is still largely ordered by the dominant cultural process of the 

Transition, which is predicated upon pacts of silence and forgetting when it comes to 

the mass extermination that took place under the Francoist dictatorship.  So, although 

Cabezas was born and raised in Seville, the site of some of the most ruthless 

repression during the 1936 coup – it was both the airlift destination for the Army of 

Africa and the launch pad for the “Columna de la muerte,” as well as Quiepo de 

                                                 
96 One only has to look as far as Guillermo del Toro’s films on “the Spanish Civil 
War” and the Francoist dictatorship in order to see what wonderful results can occur 
when a director treats the history of another country.  
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Llano’s base – making a film related to the mass extermination that took place in 

Spain, which is so intricately linked to his hometown, doesn’t seem to have crossed 

his conscious mind.  While this may seem surprising to cultural outsiders, it is 

perfectly consistent with ideological patterns set in place during the Transition and 

fiercely maintained by Spain’s two dominant political parties, as well the vast majority 

of mass media outlets and, most notoriously, within the Spanish legal system.  And 

according to Caudill, the law is far from being something superfluous to everyday life, 

claiming, “the language and meanings of legal institutions and processes do not affect 

people’s lives but constitute them” (50).  A lawyer himself, Caudill may overestimate 

the power of law to constitute subjects, but his point that it plays a constitutive role in 

how subjects come to understand themselves and their society is well taken. 

 For this reason, framing my reading of Aparecidos within a larger discussion 

of the politics of displacement as best illustrated by the case of Garzón is a way of 

understanding the degree to which post-dictatorship subjects are constituted in ways 

that produce a desire for justice that can only be expressed through its displacement to 

another object.  Just as Garzón and other judges of Spain’s national court spent the 

better part of a decade investigating and prosecuting crimes against humanity that 

occurred outside Spain, Cabezas “looks away” from the historical trauma that 

occurred in his own country while eloquently dealing with a very similar trauma that 

occurred in Latin America, though one that, it should be recalled, occurred on a much 

smaller scale than in Spain.   

 Keeping in mind the unconscious dimension of displacement, it is interesting 

to consider how Cabezas explains his motivation to write Aparecidos.  On the 
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director’s commentary of the DVD version of Aparecidos, Cabezas discusses his 

motivation to make the film in detail: 

Yo no quería hacer una pelícua de terror ya, sabes, es como, para que?  
Para que las parejitas se abrazan en la sala y para que pegan unos 
saltos… sinceremente no pienso que tiene mucho mérito.  Entonces 
quería realmente quería contar una historia de horror real.  Y cuando 
pensé en el horror real, realmente no se me ocurrió un horror más 
terrible que te secuestran y que te hagan desaparecer y te torturan y 
matan a tu hija y matan a tu mujer.  Esa me parece lo más horrible que 
le puede pasar a un ser humano.  Y creo que de hecho que eso no suele 
ocurre demasiado con un tipo que va con una máscara de hocky, suele 
pasar con gente terriblemente real como ocurrio en Argentina no hace 
tanto tiempo, hace poco más de veinte años. Entonces me pareció que 
era una buena historia para contar y como para dar le he hecho un 
contexto. 
 

Here Cabezas demonstrates how he was seeking to distinguish his work from other 

types of films within the horror genre that rely on cheap thrills and that are devoid of a 

real socio-cultural context at the same time he articulates his approach to what I’ve 

called earlier “realist horror.”  Yet it the following comments are of the most interest 

when considering the issue of displacement: 

Sobre todo acuerdo, después de escribir el guión… cuando estaba 
escribiendo las primeras páginas, fui al cuarto de mi hermana pequeña 
y le conté un poco la historia, lo que quería contar y como iba y tal y 
como consideraba era una peli original y [ella, quién tenía 14 años, me 
dijo], “La verdad es que tiene buena pinta y tal, pero en Argentina pasó 
ESO?  ¿Quién es esa tipo que se llama Videla?”  Y la verdad es que 
pensé, “WOW!”  Esta es una buena razón desde luego para hacer esta 
película porque si mi hermana realmente no tiene la menor idea de lo 
que pasó en Argentina. 
 

Here Cabezas indicates his shock at the ignorance of his sister’s knowledge of the 

mass extermination that took place in Argentina, which he states as inspiration to 

make Aparecidos.  He goes on to state that at many horror film festivals many viewers 

expressed the same ignorance of this historical trauma, and he comments that he hopes 
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the film serves as a counter to that lack of knowledge, stating that: “Si lo hace a través 

del genero de terror y eso lo induce a investigar sobre esto terrible tema ya me parece 

que es suficiente.” 

 What is most notable about these comments and other interviews with Cabezas 

included on the DVD is the absolute and total absence of any reference whatsoever to 

the political disappearance, mass extermination and the theft of children that took 

place in Spain.  It is as if we are listening to someone who is completely ignorant of 

his own recent history, yet is disturbed enough by the ignorance of a family member 

about the horrors committed in another country to make a movie about it.  It should be 

noted that at the same time Cabezas is empathetic enough to do an exceptional job 

when a lesser filmmaker working in the horror genre could have easily done the 

subject of the film a great disservice by trivializing the historical trauma and its actual 

victims in question.  So, just like Garzón and the Spanish judicial system did for so 

many years, Cabezas treats the injustices of another nation with great concern, while 

looking away from the state of impunity within contemporary Spain. 

 To review once more how this phenomenon is a symptom of how the project 

of the Transition continues to structure post-dictatorship Spain and how the limits of 

the law reproduce limits in the vision of the subjects it constitutes on a symbolic level, 

let us reconsider the consequences suffered by Garzón when he decided to turn his 

gaze toward the object of his previously displaced desire.  As cited earlier, Garzón was 

forced to close the first criminal investigation of crimes against humanity committed 

by Franco and the other architects of the 1936 coup and the dictatorship that followed 

it only a few weeks after opening it by a vote in Spain’s national court, which ruled he 
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did not have jurisdiction to open such an investigation.  Rather incredibly, Garzón was 

later removed from the Spanish judiciary and now faces trial for having opened the 

investigation due to a lawsuit presented by Manos Limpias, a secretive far-right 

organization.  From the moment he issued the legal decree on October 16, 2008 that 

opened the investigation of crimes against humanity committed in Spain, Garzón came 

under immense criticism and attack from a wide spectrum of Spanish citizens, media 

outlets and politicians.  While this was nothing new due to Garzón’s history of taking 

on high-profile, controversial cases that have made him an enemy at times of political 

sectors on both the right and the left, the pressure coming from the socialist 

government to close the case can only be explained by the fact that his investigation 

went far beyond the very circumscribed scope of the Law of Historical Memory, 

which was framed well within the boundaries of the Transition and marked a radical 

break with the pacts of silence and forgetting sacrosanct to the normative operations of 

the post-dictatorship symbolic order.97  And, weak legal arguments based upon statute 

of limitations aside, this is precisely why Garzón was punished with such vehemence, 

despite the fact that he was only applying the same legal standard to Spain that he and 

the Spanish judicial system had previously applied to other nations where similar 

human rights violations had been committed: Garzón’s investigation opened up the 

possibility for spectral justice by intervening in the symbolic law in a way that allowed 

for a different relationship to the traumatic past, one that threatened to reveal the 

skeletons in the closet of many high-profile Spanish politicians and the possibility of 

                                                 
97 For a detailed and insightful analysis of the pressure Garzón faced from Javier 
Zaragoza, the PSOE appointed Attorney General, see Martín-Cabrera’s Radical 
Justice, pp. 201-5. 
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indicting corporations that participated in the mass extermination and state repression 

that took place under the dictatorship.98  Thus, I interpret the Garzón case as a 

symptom of a symbolic order that has repressed the memory of mass extermination 

and the multitude of crimes committed under a dictatorship that deployed state 

repression on a daily basis as a means of ensuring its power and maintaining the 

fantasy of peace and national unity so often proclaimed by Franco in speeches, while 

masking the micro-violence that such an order perpetuates when it sacrifices justice 

for the victims of historical trauma at the twin altars of neoliberal democracy and the 

so-called free market.  

 To close this chapter, I’d like to compare Cabezas’ shock at his sister’s 

ignorance of the historical trauma of Argentina with the way in which Garzón frames 

his indictment of the child theft that occurred in Spain under the Francoist 

dictatorship, which he included in the legal decree he presented on November 18, 

2008, marking the formal closure of his investigation.  Garzón begins this section of 

the document by mentioning the well-documented cases of child theft in Argentina, 

and indicates how the much less-known systematic child theft in Spain was actually 

worse in some ways, since it was a process sanctioned and carried out by the state, 

thus granting it a certain legal legitimacy.  Garzón writes: 

En España, según se desprende de los documentos aportados y de los 
estudios realizados, podría haberse desarrollado un sistema de 
desaparición de menores, hijos de madres republicanas (muertas, 
presas, ejecutadas, exiliadas o simplemente desaparecidas) a lo largo de 
varios años, entre 1937 y 1950, desarrollado bajo la cobertura de una 
aparente legalidad, al contrario de lo que décadas después ocurriría en 

                                                 
98 Including the use of slave labor.  See Torres, Rafael, Los esclavos de Franco, 
Madrid: Grupo Anaya Comercial, 2003. 
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Argentina entre los años 1976 y 1983, pero, precisamente por ello, con 
unos efectos más perdurables en el tiempo y más difíciles de detectar y 
hacer que cesen.  Pero no cabe duda, al menos aparentemente, que los 
métodos de desaparición “legalizada” se institucionalizaron gracias al 
sistema de impunidad impuesto por quienes lo diseñaron y al miedo 
desarrollado en las víctimas, concientes de la práctica inutilidad de su 
acción. 
 
Esta situación, a pesar de lo terrible que puede parecer hoy día y de que 
a gran mayoría de los ciudadanos les puede resultar casi inverosímil, lo 
cierto es que presuntamente ocurrió y tuvo un claro carácter 
sistemático, preconcebido y desarrollado con verdadera voluntad 
criminal para que las familias de aquellos niños a las que no se les 
consideraba idóneas para tenerlos porque no encajaban en el nuevo 
regimen, no pudieran volver a tener contacto con ellos.  De esta forma 
se propició una desaparición “legalizada” de menores de edad, con 
pérdida de su identidad, cuyo número indeterminado dura hasta la 
fecha, correspondiendo al Poder Judicial y a ningún otro, la obligación 
de investigar el alcance delictivo de unos hechos que, por su carácter 
permanente y contextualizados como crímenes contra la humanidad, 
hasta el día de hoy, no están prescritos ni amnistiados y sus víctimas 
(los hijos y algunos progenitors) podrían estar vivas, y por ende sus 
efectos seguirían perpetuándose sobre estas, ante la inacción de las 
instituciones del Estado. 
 
(…) 
 
Olvidar esta realidad por más tiempo y poner trabas a la investigación 
sería tanto como contribuir a la perpetuación de los efectos del delito, y 
ello, además de injusto, sería cruel para las víctimas y contrario a los 
más elementales derechos humanos de toda la sociedad española y de la 
comunidad internacional. 
 

Here again, Garzón reiterates the perpetuity of crimes against humanity that have not 

been brought to justice that Aparecidos illustrates so poignantly through the repetitive 

terrorization of the Leonardi family by Doctor De Luca.  Most notably, he also notes 

that the state practice of child theft will be difficult for contemporary Spaniards to 

believe, illustrating how the on-going project of the Transition has bred ignorance 

about the extent of repression under the Francoist dictatorship.  Thus, while I maintain 
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that the psychoanalytic operation of displacement is the most useful way to understand 

Cabezas’ artistic decisions and as incredible as it might sound, it is entirely plausible 

that Cabezas was unaware that the story he set in Argentina could have just as easily 

been set in his native Spain.  Until Garzon’s decree made front-page headline news 

across the nation, the historical trauma of child theft was a carefully guarded secret, 

the knowledge of which was largely kept from Cabezas’ generation.99  From this 

perspective, Cabezas is not unlike Pablo in Aparecidos, a young man mystified about 

his relationship to his own past searching throughout the film for answers to questions 

he doesn’t necessarily understand. 

 On that note, I would like to return to comments Freud makes in his essay on 

the family romance.  You will recall that Freud claimed the following: 

The liberation of an individual, as he grows up, from the authority of 
his parents is one of the most necessary though one of the most painful 
results brought about by the course of his development.  It is quite 
essential that that liberation should occur and it may be presumed that it 
has been to some extent achieved by everyone who has reached a 
normal state.  Indeed, the whole progress of society rests upon the 
opposition between successive generations.  On the other hand, there is 
a class of neurotics whose condition is recognizably determined by 
their having failed in this task. (The Freud Reader 298) 
 

I would like to suggest that while Malena’s transformation in Aparecidos marks her 

liberation from the authority of her biological father, who stands in for the symbolic 

father he represents (Franco), Cabezas’ generation constitutes a collective class of 

neurotics who have not liberated themselves from the power of symbolic authorities 

intent on preserving the socio-political structure of the Transition as the basis of the 

                                                 
99 Though it was by no means the first time Spanish media had presented the state 
policy of organized child theft.  See Els nens perduts del franquisme, which debuted 
on Catalán television in 2002. 
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symbolic order in contemporary Spain.  Such determination on the part of symbolic 

authorities to maintain the cultural fantasies that support the present configuration of 

Spanish reality explains their ruthless treatment of Garzón when he broke with his 

prescribed role and went off the approved script by opening his investigation of the 

Francoist dictatorship, putting a stop to the endless repetition of displacing his desire 

onto equivalent foreign objects.  Garzón’s fate further suggests that in order to 

transform such a rigid social order, one must work outside the parameters of the law, 

which as the final scene of Aparecidos poignantly illustrates, is where justice can be 

formed through solidarity with specters waiting for us to make them the object of our 

gaze.
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Chapter 3 
 

No-Do: The Politics of Melancholy and the Francoist Thing 
 
 
THE POLITICS OF MELANCHOLY 

 
 
            If the politics of disavowal and displacement that I have outlined in the 

previous chapters through my analysis of El orfanato and Aparecidos demonstrate two 

distinct ways of avoiding a direct confrontation with the historical trauma of the mass 

extermination carried out in Franco’s name, the politics of melancholy stand in stark 

contrast to both of them, for they cannot escape the depths of that trauma.  While the 

politics of disavowal are the result of the internalization of the fundamental fantasy of 

the Transition by the subject and the politics of displacement are the result of the 

subject’s redirection of justice for the victims of mass extermination to objects deemed 

less threatening to symbolic authorities, the politics of melancholy are the result of the 

subject’s intimate knowledge of trauma, either through direct experience or as a 

witness.  They are defined precisely by their inability to look away from the ruins of 

destruction.  Like Benjamin’s angel of history, they know very well what has been 

removed from the discourse of Transitionism and they insist on remembering not only 

what has been lost to history, but also how that loss undermines celebratory narratives 

of the post-dictatorship.  Thus, the coordinates of desire for the melancholic subject 

are configured in a radically different way from those marked by disavowal and 

displacement.  If, in disavowal, the subject’s desire is situated between silence and 

forgetting on the one hand and democracy and national cohesion on the other, and, in 
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displacement, the subject’s desire for justice is redirected out of the fear of castration 

for breaking cultural taboos instated by the Transition, the melancholic subject’s 

desire is located beyond the Transition.  This is so because the politics of melancholy 

are marked by the refusal to deny the historical trauma of mass extermination as well 

as its traces in the present, and it cannot redirect its desire for justice to another object 

because the object lost through mass extermination has been internalized by the 

subject through the process of introjection.  For this reason, the politics of melancholy 

originate in the real, in opposition to the dominant politics of disavowal and 

displacement that have characterized the symbolic order of post-dictatorship Spain 

almost exclusively until the recuperation of historical memory took the form of an 

emergent cultural process threatening the dominance of the Transition. 

 In “Mourning and Melancholy,” Freud distinguished between two ways of 

dealing with traumatic loss, which constitute the title of this classic essay.  In 

mourning, the subject eventually comes to terms with such a loss after a period of 

remembering the lost object.  This coming to terms is usually referred to as the 

“working through” of loss, and has traditionally been viewed by psychoanalysts and 

academics working in trauma studies as well as by nations seeking to put historical 

traumas behind them, as the healthier process of the two.100  Indeed, while the vast 

majority of interpreters of Freud have tended to overlook the ways in which he 

conflated mourning and melancholy, it is true that Freud also privileged mourning 

over melancholy since melancholy seemed to trap the subject by producing an 

                                                 
100 For an example of this in the Spanish context, see Ofelia Ferran, Working Through 
Memory: Writing and Remembrance in Contemporary Spanish Narrative. 
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unhealthy obsession with the lost object.  Nelly Richard, the scholar whose work on 

post-dictatorships is most closely associated with a negative (if hegemonic) view of 

melancholy supports this view when she claims that “el duelo no procesado suele 

generar el síntoma melancólico-depresivo que inmoviliza al sujeto en la tristeza de una 

contemplación ensimismada de lo perdiddo, sin la energía suficiente para construir 

salidas transformadoras a este drama sin sentido.”101  Furthermore, Freud claimed that 

in melancholy it is possible to lose even the original traumatic loss itself by forgetting 

what it was exactly that was lost.  This seems to be an effect of introjection, by which 

the subject internalizes an image-trace of the lost object that becomes part of the 

subject’s ego. 

 In the introduction to Traumatized Subjects I discussed several ways in which 

a handful of theorists have attempted to make the case for the political expediency of 

melancholy.  Walter Benjamin, Judith Butler, Idelber Avelar and Christian 

Gundermann have all complicated the traditional understanding of melancholy as an 

unhealthy response to traumatic loss by stressing different aspects of it that contest 

hegemonic manifestations of power, such as advocating what Avelar calls “triumphal 

mourning.”  What I would like to do here is to discuss why melancholy should not be 

considered an unhealthy response to the mass extermination carried out in Franco’s 

name, but rather as a result of the impossibility of working through the traumatic loss 

of those made to disappear during that event.  As I indicated in the previous chapter, 

one of the ways that enforced disappearance is understood by human rights law is as a 

crime that continually repeats until the physical remains of the desaparecido are 

                                                 
101 See footnote 71 of chapter 2 in Martín-Cabrera’s Radical Justice. 
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recovered and identified.  While the Spanish Supreme Court rejected that argument in 

its decision on the charge of prevaricación brought against Garzón for opening his 

investigation of crimes against humanity carried out by the Francoist dictatorship, it 

remains a legal claim respected in international law and, more importantly here, it 

goes a long way to explaining the melancholy of the family members of 

desaparecidos.  As nearly any audiovisual testimony of these subjects will attest to, it 

is simply impossible to work through the traumatic loss of a loved one when that loss 

has not been registered at the symbolic level.  The recuperation of historical memory 

is thus a cultural process that strives to create the possibility for mourning through the 

location, exhumation and identification of the physical remains of the hundreds of 

thousands of desaparecidos lying in unmarked mass graves across Spain.  This seems 

to be the minimal requirement for mourning the death of a loved one, though it may 

not be sufficient, nor necessarily desirable for those who seek not only the 

recuperation and memorialization of the dead lying prostrate, but also the politics that 

were exterminated en masse along with them. 

 Regardless of one’s position on that issue, which is a divisive one for the 

various organizations that constitute the recuperation of historical memory, it is clear 

that mass extermination through disappearance guarantees the impossibility of any 

straightforward mourning process in which it is easy to come to terms with the 

traumatic losses that it entails, and this is certainly true for the loss of political ideals 

even if they are not the primary focus of recuperation efforts.  This explains the 

presence of Republican symbols at mass grave exhumation sites and their resurgence 

in popularity among the left over the past several years.  Thus, since Freud explained 
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how the first stage of mourning is characterized by a temporary and partial state of 

melancholy, it is not at all surprising that those most affected by the historical trauma 

of mass extermination can be described as melancholic subjects, for they are unable to 

go any further than that.  The recuperation of historical memory is essentially a 

melancholic cultural process that derives its indefatigable character in the face of 

enormous obstacles at the symbolic level from the phantasmatic libido of the 

desaparecidos it is searching for.  And even if the recuperation of historical memory 

largely avoids articulating an overtly political agenda that might be characterized as 

melancholic, it is noticeable how frequently people who have been able to recover the 

remains of loved ones through exhumations carried out by historical memory 

organizations subsequently become volunteers to help others recover the remains of 

their loved ones.  Thus, while the recovery of the remains of one’s personal 

desaparecidos certainly provides varying degrees of relief from the anxiety that 

accompanies the constant experience of reliving a crime that perpetually repeats itself, 

it also frequently evolves into what we might consider a politics of melancholy, to be 

distinguished from the personal experience of melancholy, though the two are, of 

course, intimately related.   

 The clearest illustration of this comes is Emilio Silva, the person most 

responsible for igniting the cultural process of the recuperation of historical memory.  

Silva never intended to found the Association for the Recuperation of Historical 

Memory, but was compelled to do so after recovering the remains of his grandfather in 

the exhumation that is the birthplace of the cultural process.  Silva has worked 

tirelessly as the president of ARMH since 2000 to oversee the recovery of the remains 
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of tens of thousands of desaparecidos.  His case is the most dramatic example of how 

recovering the remains of a loved one does not necessarily result in working through 

that loss in normative, private and “healthy” ways, though this is by no means a 

grounds for criticism.  Instead, I would argue that not only is melancholy unavoidable 

in the wake of mass extermination, but that since it is a trauma on such a grand scale it 

overshadows any personal experiences of loss since that loss cannot be understood 

without its proper contextualization.  This implies a comprehension of the politics that 

led to the event, which involves traversing the fundamental fantasy of the Transition 

that claims “the Spanish Civil War” was a period of collective madness.  While such a 

traversal is not necessary for those who survived the event itself, since they witnessed 

firsthand the systematic nature of the mass extermination that was carried out in 

Franco’s name, it is an unavoidable process for the those, like Silva, who were born 

after it, though one’s proximity to the trauma necessarily conditions how easy or 

difficult it is to traverse that fantasy.  The important thing to recall here is that the 

result of traversing the fundamental fantasy is that it enables a reconfiguration of the 

coordinates of desire, and since politics are the outward expression of inner desires, 

we can safely posit that while it often employs the apolitical rhetoric of human rights, 

the recuperation of historical memory is essentially a cultural process animated by a 

politics of melancholy that has liberated itself from the fear of castration by acting 

upon the desire to recover the remains of desaparecidos in a public way that 

disregards cultural taboos, which carries an implicit threat to the symbolic order.  In 

Lacanian terms, the exhumation of Silva’s grandfather was an ethical act that touched 

upon decades of jouissance that has subsequently been channeled into a cultural 
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process that could never have emerged without the melancholic refusal to mourn 

within the limits prescribed by the Transition.102 

 Despite this emphasis on what I see as the potentially positive aspects of 

melancholy, I do not seek to celebrate or fetishize it.  Nor do I seek to posit a simple 

reversal of a false dichotomy by claiming that mourning is an unhealthy way of 

dealing with traumatic loss, while melancholy is actually the healthier alternative.  On 

the contrary, I’d like to move beyond a theoretical framework that prescribes “proper” 

responses to traumatic loss to one that takes into consideration that responses to such 

loss do not occur in isolation to the traumatic event.  Hence, while the loss of loved 

one to disease or through an accident can certainly be experienced as a traumatic 

event, it is easy to see how mourning is possible under such circumstances, after 

recovering from the initial shock, experiencing a temporary and partial state of 

melancholy, and then working through the loss to the point of accepting it as a natural, 

though painful, part of life.  However, if we change the context of this loss by 

inserting it into the circumstance of mass extermination, it is difficult to imagine ever 

being able to accept the loss of a loved one made to disappear because of their 

                                                 
102 Like nearly all of Lacan’s concepts, jouissance is a term that means different things 
at different times in the development of his thought.  The French word refers to sexual 
enjoyment, but Lacan eventually opposes jouissance to pleasure, relating it to the pain 
incurred when one goes “beyond the pleasure principle.”  Thus, jouissance becomes 
the excess enjoyment experienced via transgression that causes suffering.  The fact 
that subjects often derive pleasure from their symptom suggests the paradoxical nature 
of jouissance.  In the context in which I invoke the term here, I mean to indicate the 
suffering of the family members of the victims of mass extermination, which was 
exposed by Silva’s transgression of symbolic law.  By doing so, he inadvertently 
revealed how large sectors of Spanish society have been able to enjoy at the expense 
of the pain of others who have been positioned beyond the protection of the symbolic 
order. 
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political beliefs as a natural part of life.  While the an examination of the twentieth 

century suggests that genocide is, in fact, not at all uncommon in the human history, it 

is something that we do not tend to perceive as inevitable since it is contingent upon 

multiple factors such as politics, economics and race, and always involves an 

asymmetry of power that is increased through the exercise of mass extermination.  

What I am trying to suggest here is that those affected by an event such as mass 

extermination are not in a position to freely choose their response to the traumatic 

losses they have experienced.  Rather, they are condemned to lives marked by 

melancholy since such losses are tied to an unnatural event of such magnitude that it is 

impossible to ever work through them in such a way that what they signify about 

humanity becomes acceptable.  Such a dilemma does not warrant celebration.  Yet, as 

I’ve argued above, as the basis of a politics that refuses to mourn in ways that support 

cultural fantasies of national cohesion, melancholy has the potential to mobilize the 

jouissance produced by such an event into collective actions that contest a symbolic 

order with foundations in genocide.  Again, this is not a matter of celebration; it’s a 

question of survival. 

 It is also a means for reestablishing social links that were broken through mass 

extermination.  By bringing together those affected by that historical trauma and those 

seeking to understand it at mass grave exhumations, public acts of remembrance and 

memorialization, as well as at debates, conferences, film screenings and book 

presentations, the recuperation of historical memory, as a cultural process driven by 

the politics of melancholy, has created spaces for traumatized subjects where they are 

able to bear witness to their experience.  The collection of testimonies is a significant 
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part of the recuperation of historical memory, and while that process is often talked 

about in terms of building a memory archive in order to make the historical record 

more complete, the act of interviewing survivors as well as the family members and 

colleagues of the disappeared provides them with the opportunity to experience the 

sense of otherness that was destroyed in catastrophe.  Often for the first time, subjects 

who have lived for decades on the real edge of the symbolic and very close to 

psychosis are able to speak about a past that has never ceased being their present.  

Frozen time begins to melt with every word they are able to transmit to an other who 

is prepared to listen, thereby reestablishing the social link that was broken decades ago 

and bringing these traumatized subjects back into the process of signification that 

reactivates the subject’s desire, which was shutdown by the impossibility of giving 

testimony of the trauma they experienced. 

 To further delineate the politics of melancholy and their relationship to the 

symbolic order of post-dictatorship Spain I would like to contrast them with a politics 

of mourning that have been particularly visible in recent years that also serves as a 

segue to the film I will focus on in this chapter.  I am referring, of course, to the 

politics of mourning employed by the Catholic Church in relation to the violence that 

took place in Spain during 1936-1939.  Here we have clear evidence of how 

positionality within the symbolic order plays a fundamental role in determining 

responses to traumatic loss.  Since the Catholic Church was complicit in the mass 

extermination carried out in Franco’s name, and because it was a privileged symbolic 

authority during the dictatorship and still enjoys significant socio-political power and 

economic support from the state in post-dictatorship Spain, the Catholic Church is 
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well positioned to publicly mourn the loss of devotees that occurred during the violent 

coup that they supported.  While nothing close to the mass extermination of hundreds 

of thousands of “los rojos” took place, it is undeniable that the Catholic Church was a 

target of violence for those defending the Second Spanish Republic and fighting 

fascism since the church was actively engaged in overthrowing the Republic through 

its support of the 1936 coup. 

 Shortly after Franco announced that “la guerra ha terminado” on April 1, 

1939, the remains of Nationalist soldiers and catholic “martyrs” were located, 

exhumed and given proper burials, an official process of the newly formed Francoist 

state—which was legitimized in large part by the church.  This process was made 

public through organs such as the Boletín Oficial del Estado, public commemorations 

and media coverage.  The Catholic Church also quickly began the process of 

beatification, though the first such act was carried not out until 1987 when Pope John 

Paul II beatified the “Carmelite martyrs Guadalajara.”  Twenty years later, during the 

“year of historical memory” declared by the socialist government, 498 “martyrs” were 

beatified in the Vatican, the largest such act in the history of the Catholic Church.  

Between these two historic acts, a number of canonization ceremonies have also taken 

place, including one by the Pope in La plaza de Colón in Madrid that attracted 1.5 

million people. 

 Without minimizing the trauma that the family members of those targeted by 

defenders of the Republic – and without equating it to the experience of mass 

extermination – I would like to suggest that their possibility to mourn is due to the fact 

that they have been aligned with hegemonic power since April 1, 1939.  This is 
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exactly what enabled the public exhumation and memorialization of those killed by 

defenders of the Republic shortly after their deaths, and the fact that mass 

commemorations have taken place for the catholic dead during the post-dictatorship 

while no comparative act has taken place for the desaparcidos of the mass 

extermination carried out in Franco’s name with the support of the Catholic Church 

speaks volumes about the configuration of power within the symbolic order of 

contemporary Spain.  While Pope John Paul II issued a reluctant apology in 2000 for 

its role in supporting the Nazis during WWII, the Catholic Church has never felt the 

need to apologize for its role in the 1936 coup (which, ironically, was also supported 

by the Nazis), nor its involvement in the mass extermination of “los rojos,” which can 

only lead one to the conclusion that they were less worthy of life than the Jews 

exterminated shortly afterwards.  Indeed, the comments of Pope Benedicto XVI while 

in route to a visit to Santiago de Compostela in 2010 indicate the degree to which the 

Catholic Church depends upon Spain as a guarantor of its own legitimacy, which has 

faced significant challenges during the past two decades due to decreased 

membership, sex scandals and its shifts in public opinion about divorce, birth control 

and abortion.  Ratzinger, a former member of the Hitler Youth, stated that, “en España 

ha nacido una laicidad, un anticlericalismo, un secularismo fuerte y agresivo, como se 

vió en la década de los años treinta… Y ese enfrentamiento, dispusta entre fe y 

modernidad, ocurre también hoy de manera muy vivaz.”103  This unscripted statement, 

which can be interpreted as a reaction to the decrease in church membership among 

Spanish youth and the legalization of gay marriage by Spain’s socialist government in 

                                                 
103 “El Papa declara la guerra al ‘laicismo’ del Gobierno.” Público. 6 Nov 2010. 
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2004, if not also to the recuperation of historical memory itself, demonstrates how the 

Catholic Church continues to see itself and function as a symbolic authority in post-

dictatorship Spain.  This is important to understand when contrasting the politics of 

memory the Catholic Church enagages in for its “martyrs” with the politics of 

melancholy characteristic of the recuperation of historical memory.  The first are the 

result of enjoying significant support within the symbolic order, while the second are 

the result of a lack of such support.  The asymmetry of power that Ratzinger’s 

comments about “los años treinta” masks still exists in contemporary Spain, 

determining who is able to mourn and who is condemned to melancholy. 

 

No-Do v. NO-DO 

 

 This discussion of the Catholic Church and its relationship to the historical 

trauma of mass extermination is of particular relevance to the film that is the focus of 

this chapter.  Indeed, the script revolves around crimes of the church during the 

Francoist dictatorship.  No-Do, written and directed by Elio Quiroga, debuted in 

Spanish theaters in August 2009, though filming was completed in 2006.  However, 

due to the enormous box office success enjoyed by El orfanato in 2007, Quiroga and 

his fellow producers decided to wait to release the film, due to striking similarities in 

plot and theme.104  The bet didn’t end up helping ticket sales of No-Do, despite an 

aggressive publicity campaign in the Madrid metro.  The film ended up grossing a 

                                                 
104 Film Preview Press conference, Madrid, June 2009 
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mere 163,000 euros in Spain – El orfanato took in over 5 million euros in its opening 

weekend – and Quiroga has not made another feature film since.105 

 Yet despite its weak performance at the box office, which can be attributed in 

part to the lack of a big name such as Guillermo del Toro behind it, No-Do, like 

Aparecidos, certainly forms an important part of the new wave of Spanish horror film 

that is the topic of this study.  The fact that No-Do is the horror film that most 

explicitly ties horror to the repression of the Catholic Church during the dictatorship is 

significant when considering its success compared to El orfanato, keeping in mind the 

cuts to the Sergio Sanchez’s original script by director Antonio Bayona in order to 

excise any explicit references to such repression.  Produced by Eqlipse Producciones 

Cinematográficas, Quiroga’s own company, No-Do is his fouth feature film, after 

releasing Fotos in 1994, Ausentes in 2005 and La hora fría in 2007, all of which are 

hybrids of horror and the genres of the thriller or science fiction.  No-Do is Quiroga’s 

purest film in the sense that it respects the traditional rules of the horror drama, almost 

to a fault.  Like El orfanato and Los ojos de Julia, No-Do also contributes to the latest 

manifestation of the Spanish gothic noted and disdained by Jordi Costa. 

 The main plot of the film should sound very familiar and explains why 

Quiroga waited three years to release it.  Francesca (Ana Torrent) and her husband 

Pedro (Francisco Boira) decide to move into a large old house in the countryside with 

their newborn baby.  Shortly after their arrival, Francesca begins noticing strange 

sounds and begins to suspect that the house is haunted by a handful of children, who 

appear to her, as does an old woman dressed in black who is seen snooping the 

                                                 
105 Figures taken from Internet Movie Database. 
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grounds.  Worried about the safety of her baby, Francesca is unable to ignore what she 

senses around her, while Pedro thinks he wife is slowly going insane.  The trauma of 

having lost their first child through an accident left unexplained heightens the tension 

between the couple, and Francesca’s sanity is doubted not only by her husband, but 

also by a psychologist who has been working with the couple to help them through 

their loss. 

 While the parallels with the plot of El orfanato are striking, the two films 

diverge just as dramatically when it comes to answering the question of whether their 

female protagonist has simply gone mad.  As I articulated through my discussion of El 

orfanato as representative of the fantastic, the dramatic tension of that film hinges 

completely on this question, which is never definitively resolved, leaving viewers with 

the task of answering it for themselves.  I argued that this artistic decision, while 

extremely effective in terms of formal storytelling, was at the same time an example of 

the dominant politics of disavowing mass extermination, which – along with 

Guillermo del Toro’s association with the film and its superior production values and 

performances – must be taken into consideration when analyzing the film’s mass 

appeal and widespread success.  Quiroga made very different artistic decisions from 

beginning to end, from the choice of title to the first and last scenes of the film and a 

climax that leaves no room for uncertainty about the sanity of the protagonist, 

although it raises all sorts of questions about the supernatural and the ethics of the 

Catholic Church in Spain. 

 The film’s title makes no attempt to distance itself from the Francoist 

dictatorship through disavowal or displacement.  On the contrary, NO-DO is 
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shorthand for Noticiario y Documentales Cinematográfico, the state-controlled 

propaganda organ that produced short, news-like films that Spanish cinemas were 

forced to show before the screening of feature films from 1943 until 1976, though 

some cinemas voluntarily continued showing them until the final edition was produced 

in 1981.  The NO-DO theme music, composed by Manuel Parada, who also composed 

the soundtrack for Los últimos de Filipinas (1943), and its slogan, “el mundo entero al 

alcance de todos los españoles,” are well-known to any Spaniard born before Franco’s 

death.  In addition, NO-DO has been a source of much Francoist nostalgia in recent 

years, which can be read as a reaction to the recuperation of historical memory and a 

desire on the part of those most threatened by it for the sense of national cohesion NO-

DO provided by projecting images of a unified Spain under the protection of Franco, 

who appears mostly as a benevolent father – and eventually grandfather – figure.  For 

example, in 2006 the national newspaper El Mundo launched “Los años del NO-DO,” 

a collection of thirty-seven DVDs, each fifty minutes, long that included edited 

footage of original No-Do reels.  The DVDs were sold for a supplement with 

purchases of the newspaper over the course of nine months.  In 2010, the regional 

newspaper La Voz de Navarra distributed the same collection under the name “Lo 

mejor del NO-DO.”   

 Images of Franco fishing and hunting and of presiding over the opening of 

dams and other public works projects form part of the cultural memory of the 

dictatorship, a memory formed by repetitive exposure to the work of NO-DO over an 

extended period of time spanning five decades.  Of course, the slave labor of political 

prisoners that built much of the national infrastructure during the 1940s and 50s that 
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frequently served as the dramatic backdrops for Franco’s speeches were not included 

in the projected image of the happy national family NO-DO projected.  Nor was the 

mass extermination and on-going repression of los rojos a topic suitable for NO-DO, 

though scenes of exile do appear in early NO-DO reels. 

 While there is evidence to suggest that Lacan revised his theory of the mirror 

stage after attending in person what was the world’s first live television broadcast – 

the 1936 Berlin Olympics, produced by Goebbles and converted into Leni 

Riefenstahl’s propaganda film Olympia – adding that “the formation of the I is 

symbolized in dreams by a fortress, or a stadium,” and extending it beyond a single 

moment in child development to a permanent structure of subjectivity in which ego 

formation is tied to identification with one’s own specular image, Lacan might have 

come to the same conclusion if he had visited a Spanish cinema a few years later.106  

NO-DO projected an ideal vision of the nation and its humble citizens, a specular 

image viewers were encouraged to identity with by repetitively figuring them as 

members of a national family set apart from the world beyond the Pyrenees via the 

simulacra that is cinema under such heavy state control.  Patricia Keller has 

highlighted how such an image is related to spectacle, the idiom of NO-DO: 

The newsreels offer an illusion – a total image of Spain, comprised of a 
collection of fragmented (and, to some extent, isolated) images strung 
together through a selective editing and montage process.  In other 
words, the NO-DO operates in exactly the same way as spectacle.  It 

                                                 
106 Significantly, Lacan had presented his paper on the Mirror Stage for the first time 
only the day before at the 14th Congress of the International Psycho-Analytical 
Association in Marienbad.  Ernest Jones, one of Freud’s disciples and future 
biographer, interrupted Lacan after ten minutes and his paper was not included in the 
conference publication.  See Sean Homer, Jacques Lacan (New York: Routledge, 
2005), pp. 17. 
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stimulates its own production power through an abundance of filmed 
material (all of which the archive stores) that it then fashions into 
captivating images, compelling the viewer to see a powerful 
information machine… In sum, the NO-DO is the place where ideology 
and spectacle meet; the newsreels are both ideological apparatuses and 
systems of spectacular imaging (i.e., representation).  The newsreels 
are spectacles.  (73-74)107 
 

In addition to stressing the spectacular dimension of NO-DO, Freud’s discarded theory 

of “screen memories” also provides a productive way of thinking about the cultural 

work NO-DO performed, in the sense that NO-DO images served as a protective 

screen that overlaid traumatic memories of mass extermination, violence and 

repression with its often festive and emotive scenes of national unity and 

hagiography.108  What those screen memories left discarded on the cutting room floor 

of the Francoist censor is the central dramatic question driving Quiroga’s film, which 

could be given the more provocative title “The Anti-NO-DO.” 

 The political backstory to the melodramatic plot summary I provided above is 

what makes No-Do a film of interest for this study, particularly in light of the fact that 

it cannot compare to either El orfanto or Aparecidos in terms of quality.  This is not to 

say that No-Do is a bad film, simply that in a formal sense it lacks the artistic rigor that 

those two films demonstrate.  While Pierre Bourdieu has made it clear that judgments 

about aesthetic taste are related to social position, I raise this issue not to underscore 

my own personal preferences, but as an attempt to help explain the film’s poor 

                                                 
107 Patricia M. Keller, Reading the Ghost: Toward a Theory of Haunting in 
Contemporary Spanish Culture.  University of Michigan Dissertation. Ann Arbor, MI: 
ProQuest LLC. 2008. 
108 Sigmund Freud, “Screen Memories,” in the Standard Edition of the Complete 
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Vol. 3, trans. James Strachey (London: 
Hogarth Press, [1899] 1962), pp. 301-22. 
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showing at the box office.109  Since No-Do has a script often lacking in dramatic 

tension, includes weak performances by supporting actors and exhibits mixed results 

with its use of special effects, I would suggest that the film’s lackluster performance at 

the box office was due, in part, to its average production values, although the issue of 

limited distribution and the lack of a big name producer – issues for Aparecidos as 

well – may have been much greater factors.  However, Bourdieu’s work on taste and 

social position should be factored into this equation as well for at least two reasons.  

First, Spanish audiences have consistently expressed a desire for Spanish films that 

exhibit Hollywood production values.  Second, social conservatives are much less 

inclined to see films that are explicitly tied up with the recuperation of historical 

memory.  Taken together, these two reasons go a long way to explaining the relative 

success and failure of El orfanato and No-Do in terms of finding an audience in Spain.  

As I’ve tried to demonstrate in this project, the politics of disavowal and displacement 

have much more support in Spain than the politics of melancholy, a fact that certainly 

plays an important role in box office performance.  However, as is clear from the 

previous two chapters, Traumatized Subjects is not a project principally concerned 

with audience response or the Spanish film industry per se, though any study seeking 

to analyze cultural politics via cultural production cannot totally ignore such 

questions. 

 The question of what No-Do has to say about NO-DO and its relation to mass 

extermination is a much more important one for this project.  Unlike the directors of 

El orfanato and Aparecidos, Quiroga has unambiguously stated that the film “juega 

                                                 
109 See Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. 
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con nuestros propios fantasmas.  Es necesario que hagamos esto en España.  No 

estamos acostumbrados a mirar a la cara de nuestro pasado, no solemos hacer frente a 

nuestros fantasmas.”110  In regards to the film’s deliberate use of NO-DO, Quiroga has 

said that it “habla de cosas que se han hecho en este país, las que nadie quiere hablar, 

de personas que guarda secretos y de unas películas que son ‘los NO-DOs secretos’ 

que creo que estaría bien que todo el mundo pudimos ver, pero no podemos ver 

porque básicamente hay gente que no queiren que sepamos tal cosa.”111  Exposure to 

“los NO-DOs secretos” served as Quiroga’s inspiration for No-Do, and they form the 

political backstory to the haunted melodrama that constitutes the primary plot of the 

film.  These “secret NO-DOs” refer to film shot by NO-DO crews not for public 

projection in Spanish cinemas, but for the private use of the dictatorship and the 

Catholic Church.  They purportedly include footage of abnormalities that might 

contain evidence of supernatural occurrences such as poltergeists, apparitions, 

miracles and the like.  While reliable information about these reels is scanty, the 

research Quiroga undertook while preparing the script convinced him of their 

existence and preservation in Rome.  Due to the obscure nature of this relatively 

unknown and rather speculative history, it is worth quoting Quiroga’s interview with 

Sci-Fi World at length in order to understand his motivation for making No-Do: 

Sci-Fi World: ¿De dónde surge la historia de tu nueva película, “No-
Do”? 
 
Elio Quiroga: La primera versión del guión la escribí en 2001. La idea 
era manejar un concepto de la historia reciente de España para hacer 
una película de terror. Documentándome, encontré "lagunas" y material 

                                                 
110 Interview, “El Día.es”. 03/18/09 
111 Interview, “Making Of No-Do.” 
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desaparecido en los archivos de NO-DO, el noticiario cinematográfico 
del régimen de Franco. El asunto me interesó y fui indagando, 
descubriendo toda la trama de que al parecer muchos profesionales 
(operadores de cámara sobre todo) de NO-DO eran reciclados 
secretamente por el régimen para, mientras recorrían España filmando 
las fiestas locales para hacer noticiarios anodinos, también cubrieran en 
las localidades que visitaran noticias relacionadas con fenomenología 
parapsicológica e inexplicable. Especialmente estaban interesados en 
cubrir milagros y apariciones marianas.    
 
Al parecer Franco estaba obsesionado con eso. Estaba molesto con que 
hubiera en Portugal y Francia sendos centros mundiales de 
peregrinación mariana, con apariciones de la Virgen (Fátima y Lourdes 
respectivamente), y en España no. Así que estaba buscando 
desesperadamente su propio "Lourdes". Las filmaciones y entrevistas 
en los pueblos candidatos a tener apariciones de la Virgen se revelaban, 
se montaban y se enviaban directamente al Vaticano, donde un comité 
las examinaba. Al parecer esas viejas filmaciones se usan hoy en día 
para formar en el Vaticano a abogados del diablo, exorcistas, etcétera. 
Me pareció un concepto absolutamente fascinante, esa idea de Franco 
de crear a toda costa un maxi-parque temático católico en España, a ser 
posible con apariciones marianas. Así que investigué el asunto.    
 
La cosa está envuelta en bruma, desinformación, y, a medida que los 
testigos físicos desaparecen por el paso del tiempo, es más difícil 
averiguar lo que pasó. Pero al parecer un día las cosas se fueron de 
madre, algo ocurrió en uno de aquellos pueblos, y el Vaticano dijo 
"basta". Dejaron de aceptar los reportajes que les mandaban los equipos 
del NO-DO y todo acabó. Hubo un conato en Garabandal, un pueblo 
asturiano [SIC], al que mandaron, tras varios años de inactividad, un 
equipo del NO-DO a filmar los supuestos prodigios que hacían unas 
niñas a las que decían que se les aparecía la Virgen y hacían prodigios 
supuestamente (levitaciones, formación de objetos en el aire, baile del 
sol, etc.). El resultado asustó tanto al Vaticano que ni respondieron. El 
cura que mandaron con el equipo murió súbitamente en el coche al salir 
del pueblo, y en fin, esas filmaciones están por Internet, las puedes 
consultar. Algunas son de super-8, otras de ese último equipo del NO-
DO y dan un miedo tremendo.    
 
En fin, el asunto es tan fascinante que daba para una película de miedo, 
así que desarrollé el guión a partir de ahí.112 
 

                                                 
112 “Elio Quiroga nos habla de No-Do,” SciFi World (6/11/09) 
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Some of the shocking claims that Quiroga makes in this interview appear in various 

on-line sources and have also been discussed in Mediodía Oculto, a radio program of 

Radio del Principado de Asturias.  During a broadcast about “los NO-DOs secretos,” 

program presenters corroborated much of what Quiroga has presented as the context 

for his film, claiming that all of the reporters – usually young, single men with few 

family attachments – who produced the secret NO-DO films died, often in strange 

circumstances, though they make specific mention of only one case, that of Senel 

Martín, who disappeared in 1947.  They also cited a rather unusual episode in 1981, 

when two of the secret NO-DO films were processed in the labs of Fotofilm in Madrid 

under the supervision of two cardinals who prohibited the technicians from seeing the 

material they contained.  They also mentioned the case of Garabandal, the only 

evidence of these secret films currently accessible to the public, and claim that there 

are thirty-nine secret NO-DOs, which they claim are used for the preparation of 

exorcists.113 

 Other sources cite the same number of secret NO-DOs, though it has been 

impossible to verify from where this figure originates, and the disappearance of Senel 

Martín is also regularly mentioned, although information about him is non-existent 

except for the claim that he allegedly participated in the filming of secret NO-DOs 

from 1944 until his disappearance three years later.  An anonymous blog dedicated to 

NO-DO includes a 2006 post that features an article called “NO-DOs secretos, el 

misterio de Samuel Ferren,” written by Gabriel Ramos, a primary school teacher in 

                                                 
113 “Los NO-DOs secretos,” Mediodía Oculto, Radio del Princípado de Asturias 
(4/25/10) 
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Las Palmas described as an “aficionado a lo que llamamos ‘arqueología fímica.”  

Ramos bases many of his claims on personal research conducted in the National and 

Technical Archives of NO-DO located in the Biblioteca Nacional and the Filmoteca 

Española, respectively, as well as in the Archivos de la Nunciatura Romana in Madrid.  

He also cites a book published in 1989 by Daniel Bester published by Cambridge 

Books titled No-Do and the March of Time: On news and mass control, Paul Rotha’s 

landmark book, The Film Till Now, the first English language history of cinema, 

originally published in 1930, and “El ojo de la Lente: Cine e inteligencia militar,” an 

article published in the magazine Historia y Vida in May 1966.  According to Ramos:  

Filmoteca Española atesora los archivos de "No-Do". Y en sus 
almacenes reposan miles de legajos con partes de cámara, notas de 
revelado, y documentación variada que cubre todo el trabajo de los 
laboratorios de "No-Do" a lo largo de sus 40 años de existencia. Entre 
los legajos de la década de los 40 existen extrañas notas provenientes 
de los laboratorios "sin dirección oficial" con solicitudes de suministros 
químicos bastante exóticos: marcadores radiactivos, cámaras kirlian, y 
un tipo de película al parecer fabricada en secreto en Bayona, llamada 
la "Emulsión-F"4. En varios de esos documentos, se puede leer que las 
filmaciones montadas y creadas, numeradas rigurosamente, han 
obtenido, tras su visionado, el "nihil obstat" eclesiástico "para su 
visionado entre miembros de la curia romana."114 
 

Ramos describes how Samuel Ferren, a French chemist, developed Emulsion F in the 

mid-nineteenth century that, when applied to film, purportedly allows for the 

recording of supernatural phenomena.  Using Rotha’s book as evidence, he explains 

that Ferren was a devout catholic who obeyed the church’s orders to stop his 

experiments and bring all of his work to the Ofizina Degli Santo Offizio in the 

Vatican.  Ferren was sent to a monastery in 1856 where he died four years later.  Since 

                                                 
114 Gabriel Ramos, “NO-DOs secretos,” el misterio de Samuel Ferren,” NO-DO Blog 
11/11/06 
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then, Ramos claims the Vatican has produced Emulsion F in order to film events 

worthy of consideration for beatification.  Citing an 1998 article in Skeptical Inquirer, 

“Learning to Understand God: A Jesuit’s Voyage Through the Human Mind,” written 

by Dr. Samuel Young, Ramos also claims that the secret NO-DO films, presumably 

shot with the Emulsion F produced in Bayona, are still used in the education of 

exorcists trained in the “Dark Section” of the Society of Jesus, and in master classes at 

the Vatican related to the process of canonization, in which “Devil’s Advocates” are 

taught how to discriminate between miracles and other categories of supernatural 

events. 

 While it is difficult to corroborate the evidence Ramos presents, he does 

provide enough of it from verifiable sources to suggest that there was perhaps even 

more going on behind the scenes of NO-DO than critics of state censorship might 

want to believe.  Though Ramos opens his article by suggesting that NO-DO has been 

subject to speculations bordering on conspiracy theories since its inauguration: 

Desde el estreno del primer ‘NO-DO’ en las salas de cine el 4 de enero 
de 1943 siempre han existido rumores alrededor del destino de algunos 
de sus reportajes… existe constancia de que varios de aquellos equipos 
de trabajo realizaban sus labores sin control alguno de la central de 
producción, y sus producciones, sus laboratorios y cámaras trabajaban 
para otros…  Se ha sospechado de filmaciones secretas para potencias 
extranjeras, o de trabajos de espionaje para la inteligencia militar 
española… Así, al menos 11 cámeras Bell and Howell Eyemo, otras 
tantas Slecta y 3 laboratorios de revelado completes se instalaron en 
lugares desconocidos del país y los técnicos que los manejaban 
realizaban su trabajo cobrando de fondos reservados de la 
dictadura.”115 
 

                                                 
115 Ibid. 
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It is not my aim to either prove or disprove the existence of “secret NO-DOs.”  Rather, 

I would posit speculation about their existence as evidence of the deep mistrust that 

existed for one of the dictatorship’s most prominent organs of propaganda.  In the 

sanitized versions of NO-DO produced by the nostalgia industry for contemporary 

mass consumption, the sense of such mistrust is largely absent, overshadowed by the 

sense that NO-DO is an important part of Spanish history that should not be forgotten.  

While I agree that an analysis of NO-DO is crucial to understanding the dictatorship 

and the cultural memory it produced and should be analyzed for those reasons, the 

largely uncritical and highly nostalgic production and consumption of NO-DO 

compilations is another example of the politics of disavowal.  Contemporary viewers 

know very well that they are purchasing recycled propaganda, but act as if they are 

investing in the preservation of history within the cultural context of the recuperation 

of historical memory.  And while the categories of propaganda and history may have 

been closely correlated during the dictatorship due to state censorship, their continued 

correlation in post-dictatorship Spain is yet another consequence of the Transition, 

which effectively guarantees such cultural slippage through its failure to interrogate 

the Francoist past. 

 Quiroga’s film opens up the possibility for interrogating that past as well as 

NO-DO nostalgia in the present that has become ubiquitous at newspaper stands and 

in television infomercials for collector’s editions of NO-DO compliations.  The ghosts 

haunting No-Do emerge from a critique of the manipulation of film images to produce 

cultural memories consistent with official histories of the dictatorship.  The political 

backstory is loosely based on real NO-DO footage of the abnormal events that took 
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place in Garabandal in 1961, and the alleged disappearance of Senel Martín in 1947.  

Quiroga weaved elements of these two mysteries together into a fictitious account that 

indicts the Catholic Church in horrendous acts of violence committed under the 

dictatorship at the same time it invites a comparison of contemporary Spanish mass 

media with “the news” presented by NO-DO, providing a way for cognitively 

mapping how the state of impunity that characterizes post-dictatorship Spain is 

perpetuated by symbolic authorities. 

 The film opens with black and white archival footage spliced together from the 

very first NO-DO.  It primarily contains images of NO-DO crews in action mixed with 

a few religious processions.  The authoritative voiceover, posing as the real narration 

of the original film, succinctly explains the official mission of NO-DO in order to 

refresh viewers’ memory (and to introduce it to younger viewers who may have heard 

of NO-DO, but have never seen an actual NO-DO film).  The segment concludes by 

citing the motto, “El mundo entero al alcance de todos los españoles,” which is 

followed by the chemical burning up of the film strip before fading to black, setting a 

sinister tone and undercutting the authority of what we’ve just witnessed.  Such an 

opening situates the horror that will unfold during the course of the film within a very 

specific cultural and historical context.  In the same way the documentary details of 

Aparecidos situate that film (all too) firmly within the history of political 

disappearance in Argentina, the explicit use of actual NO-DO footage ensures viewers 

will historicize the horror in this film within the context of Francoist repression, even 

though, as we shall see, the main source of the film’s horror is posited as ahistorical 

and radically other to the lesser horrors committed by the Catholic Church.  However, 
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as I will argue later in my discussion of “the Francoist Thing” I claim that the 

supernatural evil in No-Do stands is a metaphor for the mass extermination carried out 

in Franco’s name haunting contemporary Spain and the Catholic Church since it 

participated in that historical trauma. 

 While the opening sequence establishes the film’s historical context, a series of 

jump cuts introduces a supporting character, Blanca, who serves as a crucial link 

between the traumatic past and a disorienting present, and introduces the specter of 

“los NO-DOs secretos.”  Over the sound of a projector and the sheen of old film, a 

flashlight held by a bishop penetrates the darkness of a room full of bunk beds.  

Several priests enter behind him and inspect their surroundings.  The bishop sees a 

woman lying on the floor and presses his fingers to her neck, while another priest 

bends down and picks up an old-fashioned video camera lying beside her.  The bishop 

declares, “Esta no esta muerta.  Tiene pulso.  Esta como dormida.”  An ambulance 

dating from the 1940s drives down a country road towards a sanatorium.  Nuns wheel 

the young woman into a room and close the door behind them.  The door becomes 

oxidized and discolored before opening again.  An old woman stands behind it, 

frightening the nun carrying a food tray towards the room, who drops the metal tray 

and runs away yelling “se ha despertado, se ha despertado.”  A few weeks later a 

priest talks to Blanca before discharging her and hands her the few possessions that 

have been kept in a warehouse for at least fifty years.  Blanca thanks the priest, calling 

him Don Juan Lorenzo.  The priest is surprised to hear this name and asks Blanca if 

she knew the bishop.  Barely able to speak and visibly traumatized after spending 

decades in a coma, Blanca doesn’t respond.  The priest tells her that his name is 
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Miguel de Azpeitia and that the bishop died just a month earlier.116  Blanca leaves the 

room and accidentally drops something in the hallway.  Miguel notices it and picks it 

up.  It is a fragment of film containing the impression of a seal with a skull between 

two medieval keys.  Religious chanting is electronically altered to pierce the ear as we 

cut to what appears to be the projection of an old reel of film featuring the same seal.  

Positioned within the camera, we see a young man inspecting it while another leads a 

boy to a staircase behind them.  He produces a professional movie clapperboard and 

signals the filming of a take before moving off camera.  The boy remains seated on the 

stairs while subtle energies emerge from the wall, taking the form of large skeletons 

that surround the boy.  Another cut jumps to the body of a woman lying on a table 

covered with a white sheet stained with blood dripping from her hand.  We hear a 

woman’s scream over the fade to black ending the backstory to the melodrama that 

begins with a fade in to the hypermodern glass exterior of the Hospital Materno 

Infantil de Madrid set to celestial music. 

 While almost certainly chosen for its dramatic exterior, that hospital is 

colloquially known by madrileños as “la maternidad de O’Donnell” (since it’s located 

on the well-known street named after the former prime minister-general who was the 

embodiment of 19th century imperial desire), and has become a site of controversy in 

debates about the organized child theft that occurred during the Francoist dictatorship 

since Garzon’s investigation made it a public issue in 2008.117  A 2011 El País article 

                                                 
116 Azpeitia is the name of the Basque village where Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of 
the Society of Jesus, was born in 1491. 
117 Though it should be noted that the current building was constructed in 1999, and 
the previous building were child theft took place was completely demolished. 
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entitled “La extraña epidemia de O’Donnell,” cites official hospital records stating that 

thirty-seven babies died during a twenty-two day period in 1964 and thirty-four died 

during November 1973, statistics that specialists claim to be nearly impossible.  Most 

of the sudden infant deaths are attributed to otitis, an infection of the ear that, while 

common in infants, is not usually fatal.  Inexplicable irregularities in reporting the 

cause of death have also been noted, such as multiple causes given for the sudden 

death of newborns.118  The sister of Mar Soriano, spokesperson for the Plataforma 

Grupo de Afectados de Clínicas de Toda España de la Causa de Niños Robados, is one 

of those cases, whose supposed death from otitis took place in January 1964 in “la 

maternidad de O’Donnell”.119   

 As of January 2012, nearly 1,500 cases of child theft have been filed with the 

Attorney General’s office, though lawyers have speculated that as many as 300,000 

babies may have been stolen over a fifty-year period.120  The fact that organized child 

theft continued long after the end of the dictatorship testifies to the fact that the 

Transition, as a cultural process, secured the continuation of crimes carried out largely 

by those affiliated with the Catholic Church and continues to perpetuate a state of 

impunity for those responsible for such crimes.  This is a perfect example of what Luis 

Martín-Cabrera means when he refers to Spanish democracy as “dictatorship by other 

                                                 
118 Duva, Jesús and Natalia Junquera, “La extraña epidemia de O’Donnell,” El País 
(3/8/11) 
119 “Primeros pasos para investigar el robo de niños en el franquismo,” 
MemoriaPública (01/07/11) 
120 Adler, Katya, “Spain’s stolen babies and the families who lived a lie,” BBC News 
Magazine, (10/18/11) 
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means.”121  Far from mere hyperbole, this formulation is a way of drawing attention to 

the continuities of repression found in Spain before and after Franco’s death.  The fact 

that the theft of Spanish children born to lower class families shifted from a state-

sponsored program with explicit political aims to an underground network run largely 

for economic gain is not a contradiction of this argument, but a reflection of how 

market forces often replace come to replace state policies in neoliberal democracies 

that arise in the wake of dictatorships.  Furthermore, the Catholic Church’s central role 

throughout this history further illustrates continuities between Francoist dictatorship 

and democratic Spain, since its intimate involvement in child theft and trafficking 

spans the length of its duration.  Despite this fact, the archbishop of Barcelona, Lluís 

Martínez Sistach, has advocated that cases under investigation be evaluated “con los 

criterios de aquel tiempo,” presumably referring to the dictatorship in an utterance that 

is the antithesis of an apology.122  As of the time of writing, Sistach can be sure that 

the Spanish judiciary is applying his criteria, since not a single person has been 

prosecuted for child theft.  The emergence of more civic organizations, such as SOS 

Bebés Robados and the Asociación Nacional de Afectados por Adopciones 

Irregulares, has put increased pressure on the state to address this issue, but those 

suspected to have taken part in it, such as Doctor Eduardo Vela, the head of the San 

Ramon clinic in Madrid, walk freely in the streets of Spain and even continue 

practicing medicine, while claiming to have always acted in the name of Jesus and 

                                                 
121 Martín-Cabrera, Luis, Radical Justice. 
122 “El arzobispo de Barcelona pide juzgar el robo de bebés ‘con los criterios de aquel 
tiempo.’” 20 minutos,es (3/7/12) 



190 

within the limits of the law.123  It is worth noting here that the Catholic Church 

continues to receive tremendous economic support from the Spanish state – a 

minimum of 7 billion euros a year – despite the country’s economic difficulties during 

the global financial crisis.124 

 Appropriately enough, the protagonist of No-Do is a female doctor who works 

at “la maternidad de O’Donnell” who has also suffered the sudden death of her own 

baby, the details of which are never explained.  When the camera cuts from the shiny 

exterior of the hospital to an interior shot of a pristine white hallway, we enter an 

empty space that has acquired sinister dimensions in the cultural imaginary since the 

film was shot in 2006.125  That transition shot is followed by another one in a room 

full of babies lying in incubators.  Just like in the climax of Aparecidos, we watch the 

vitals of one of the babies on a heart monitor while it dies.  In the next scene, we see 

Francesca in a dimly lit room solemnly standing over the corpse of the dead baby, 

whom she baptizes, signaling her Catholic faith.  The reaction shot of another female 

doctor cautiously observing her behavior from the doorway further suggests that 

Francesca has not worked through the traumatic loss of her own baby, a suspicion 

underscored by the fact that we quickly learn that Jean is not only a colleague and a 

friend, but also her psychiatrist. 

 Francesca, who has recently given birth to her second child, and her husband 

Pedro, move into a country house on the outskirts of Madrid so that she can rest and 

                                                 
123 Adler, Katya, “Spain’s stolen babies and the families who lived a lie,” BBC News 
Magazine, (10/18/11) 
124 Torres, Merce Rivas, “Una iglesia sin vergüenza,” Nuevatribuna.es (03/07/12) 
125 The interior hospital scenes were actually shot at a closed hospital in Las Palmas. 
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take care of the newborn.  Like the O’Donnell hospital, the site Tato Perdiguero, 

locations manager, chose as the haunted house of the film is also wrapped up in a long 

history of trauma.  Situated in the village of Torrelodones, twenty-nine kilometers 

from Madrid, the house served as a base for Nationalist troops on a key front during 

the long siege of Madrid that began with the 1936 July coup and didn’t end until 

March 1939.  Quiroga notes that “cuando los nacionales pasaron por allí, se vivió una 

tragedia; hablamos de ejecuciones, asesinatos, violaciones y salvajadas sin nombre 

que se hicieron en aquella casa durante la guerra.  Nos comentaba Paco, el guardés del 

lugar, que los alrededores de la casa están repletos de fosas comunes.”126  Quiroga has 

also commented on the fact that while he personally doesn’t believe in ghosts, many of 

the film’s actors and crew had negative experiences during the shoot: 

Ana Torrent fue quien lo pasó peor en la casa… En aquella casa, 
efectivamente, pasa algo extraño.  Y no puedes hacer nada por evitarlo.  
Ese “algo” está allí y sólo puedes rezar por terminar bien la jornada de 
trabajo e irte a casa a descansar para prepararte el día siguiente.  Pero 
muchos de los que trabajaron con nosotros en “No-Do” en aquella casa 
no piensan en volver a ella ni por todo el oro del mundo… En fin, que 
es esa casa algo ha quedado guardado, o marcado, de las personas que 
vivieron en ella.  Algo que parece estar interesado en jugar de algún 
modo con la personas que visitan la casa.”127 
 

I will discuss “ese algo” in terms of what I call the Francoist Thing later in this 

chapter.  In this section my intention has been to draw attention to how the line 

separating fact and fiction in No-Do is blurred, from the choice of the film’s title to its 

subject matter to its locations even to actors. 

 

                                                 
126 “Elio Quiroga nos habla de No-Do,” SciFi World (6/11/09) 
127 Ibid. 
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THE MELANCHOLY OF ANA TORRENT 

 

 Quiroga wrote the part of Francesca with Ana Torrent in mind,128 and the 

actress best known for her work as a child both haunted and intrigued by death and 

monsters in El espíritu de la colmena (Víctor Erice, 1973) plays the role of a mother 

who is both haunted and intrigued by death the death of her daughter and the sinister 

elements lurking in her house in No-Do.  Indeed, while she has had a long career in 

Spanish cinema, Torrent’s most memorable characters are those that hinge on the 

repetition of a similar calculus.  In El espíritu de la colmena, Torrent plays Ana, a 

young girl growing up in rural Spain in the 1940s, who is captivated by James 

Whale’s 1931 film version of Frankenstein.  Fact and fiction are again blurred in this 

film since Torrent was seven years old at the time of shooting and her personal 

experience of the film was as dream-like as the film is an oneiric meditation on loss 

and life in the aftermath of catastrophe.   

 During one of the most memorable scenes in all of Spanish cinema, we watch 

Torrent’s face as she absorbs Frankenstein in a makeshift village theater.  It is a 

register of a little girl’s genuine reactions of horror and fear mixed with curiosity and 

sympathy for Dr. Frankenstein’s monster.  While Ana projects her horror and fear onto 

the figure of her father, she transfers her curiosity and sympathy to a lone maqui on 

the run who briefly hides among the ruins of an abandoned house on the outskirts of 

the village, one of those precarious “lieux de mémoire” that consistently reappear in 

Spanish cinema, along with the haunted house, as a symbol of historical trauma related 

                                                 
128 Ibid. 
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to the 1936 coup and the violence it unleashed.  In that very space, Civil Guard 

officers summarily execute this ghostly figure, whose equivalent in Spanish literature 

was rendered by Julio Llamazares a decade later in his novel Luna de lobos.  It is an 

act that signifies the mass extermination haunting the village, and it provokes a crisis 

for Ana, who has provided for his survival.  This dimension of the film has received 

much critical analysis from scholars, as it raises significant questions about Spanish 

politics, ethics and the nature of film itself.  For example, Marsha Kinder has 

commented that “by transforming the monster into a Republican fugitive fleeing from 

the Fascist authorities after the Civil War, Erice’s narrative appropriates the myth for a 

political discourse that was still suppressed from representation in Spain” (128), a 

point that I will return to later in my discussion of “the Francoist thing.”  In her 

application of Derrida’s notion of hauntology, Jo Labanyi has argued for reading the 

monster image in the film as the “other’s” “assignment to the status of ‘living dead,’ 

(76) claiming that just as Frankenstein’s monster was created from body parts taken 

from a collection of corpses, the monster that so fascinates Ana/Torrent “stands as the 

embodiment, which returns to haunt the present, of a collective living death” (76).  

Labanyi also states that: 

 In offering the fugitive hospitality, Ana is carrying out Derrida’s moral 
imperative of granting ghosts ‘the right […] to […] a hospitable 
memory […] out of a concern for justice’ – indeed, by giving him her 
father’s watch, she is reinserting him into historical time.  Ana is right 
to see the fugitive as the embodiment of the monster in James Whale’s 
film for, as we have seen, films do not so much represent reality as 
embody it in the form of shadows and ghosts.  (77) 
 

Labanyi’s last claim can be applied to my analysis of all the films included in 

Traumatized Subjects, as I have been interpreting them as phantasmatic embodiments 
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of distinct responses to the historical trauma of mass extermination that manifest as 

radically different forms of cultural politics. 

 The famous last line of El espíritu de la colmena, “Soy Ana,” can be 

interpreted as the climax of a Bildungsroman in which Torrent’s character has 

successfully come to terms with the difference between fantasy and reality or as the 

resolution of her oedipal complex, but it can also be read in terms of Lacan’s mirror 

stage in a way that doesn’t negate the political and melancholic implications of this 

haunting statement that, as we will see in the conclusion, continues to reverberate 

through Spanish cinema.  Indeed, the fact that the line is delivered in a disembodied 

voiceover suggests the self-alienation that Lacan claims takes place during the 

formation of the ideal ego.  At the same time, the film does nothing to resolve the co-

mingling of fantasy and reality that permeates the film, suggesting that – however 

common – it is a mistake to act as if “reality” exists independently from one’s 

fantasies about it, just as in the mirror stage, the ideal ego is formed by an act of 

misunderstanding in which identification with an image provides a sense of self-

mastery that doesn’t exist, except in the mind of the child looking in the mirror.  

Significantly, Lacan stresses that this moment is one of jubilation for the child, which 

is only so because of the parent’s enthusiastic participation in it.  Yet Ana’s parents 

are isolated from each other and emotionally estranged from their daughter, and the 

words are spoken without a trace of excitement or joy.  “Who Ana is” is constituted by 

all the scenes of the film, which – much like Frankenstein’s monster – are fragments 

over which she can still exercise only limited control.  Conflated with the film itself, 

Ana’s identity, which can be read as a symbol for the generation growing up in the 
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aftermath of the historical trauma of mass extermination, is marked by severe 

melancholy, rendered through the film’s slow pacing, sparse setting, somber 

soundtrack and paralyzed characters.  By extension, if Ana “is” El espíritu de la 

colmena and her character is a symbol for a generation marked by historical trauma 

and “Ana” is inseparable from the actual person of Ana Torrent, any film that places 

Torrent within a narrative involving violence, monsters or ghosts enters a melancholic 

signifying chain of Spanish cinema that has consistently challenged dominant 

ideologies during both the dictatorship and the post-dictatorship.  Indeed, we can trace 

a genealogy of such melancholy by considering Torrent’s other key performances 

leading up to No-Do. 

 Torrent’s role in Carlos Saura’s 1976 film Cría cuervos solidified her status as 

an instant icon of a particular type of Spanish cinema that combined the visual poetry 

characteristic of art cinema with elements of horror to create an aesthetic that was 

cautiously approved by Francoist censors at the same time it critiqued the dictatorship, 

largely through allegorical means.  These films, which include El espíritu de la 

colmena and the majority of Saura’s work during the 1960s and 70s, often feature 

shocking instances of violence as the climaxes of Saura’s La caza, Peppermint Frappé 

and Ana y los lobos all demonstrate.  While Marsha Kinder has offered the most 

detailed examination of these films as emblematic of what she calls “the 

representation of violence in the Spanish oedipal narrative” in Blood Cinema, Adam 

Lowenstein is the film scholar who has gone the farthest in noting the convergences 

between art cinema and horror film.  In Shocking Representations, he “insists on a 

shared intimacy between [the modern horror films he examines in the book] and art 
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films” (6), both of which “emerge as post-World War II phenomena” (7).  Typical of 

Spain’s marginalization when it comes to comparative horror film and trauma studies, 

Lowenstein doesn’t mention Saura or any of the films associated with the “Nuevo Cine 

Español” of the 1960s, although many of them clearly exhibit what he calls “the 

politics of the allegorical moment” that “involve questioning how history (as well as 

film history) is narrated, and, more specifically, how cinematic representation works 

to communicate historical trauma” (12).  Released just two months after Franco’s 

death, Cría cuervos is a meditation on how death and violence haunts a family that 

invites allegorical readings.  Like El espíritu de la colmena, it is a film that sustains a 

melancholic mood through slow pacing, grey tones and dim lighting as well as the 

performance of Ana Torrent, which signaled a certain oppositional politics. 

 Torrent’s on-screen emotional darkness combined with her natural physical 

features (dark hair and wide dark eyes) were the antithesis to Marisol, the popular 

child movie star of 1960s Francoist cinema who embodied the term “Technicolor” in 

both her mannerisms (enthusiastic musical performances) and studio-enhanced looks 

(blond hair and blue eyes).  While Marisol was a symbol of the dictatorship’s attempts 

to market Spain as an ideal tourist destination (“mar” y “sol”), the sad, penetrating 

gaze and morbid obsessions of the young Torrent made her a symbol of the historical 

trauma Manuel Fraga attempted to overwrite with his slogan “Spain is Different!”  

Like the Marisol character (played by Josefa Flores González), the Ana of Cría 

cuervos becomes an orphan in the opening sequence of the film, but whereas Marisol 

seems to compensate for the traumatic loss of her parents through joyful singing and 

contagious “alegría,” Torrent’s character believes she successfully killed her father 



197 

out of revenge for the death of her mother from cancer, for which she blames him.  

Ana has introjected the traumatic loss of her mother, played by Geraldine Chaplin, 

who appears to her quite naturally as a very realistic ghost.  Ana also demonstrates 

repetition compulsion by constantly playing the same melancholic pop song, Por qué 

te vas by Jeanette, whose accented voice resembles her mother’s, and she engages her 

young siblings in acting out violent scenarios that do not seem to be a means of 

working through the trauma they’ve experienced as much as it is a way of dramatizing 

the violence surrounding them, shrouded as it was in mystery.  The acting out of 

violent fantasies in the film illustrates how desire can be constituted by the traumatic 

experience of growing up within a family structure characterized by violence, which is 

precisely what the film’s title is intended to suggest.129  Read as an allegory of the 

nation, Ana’s family is a representation of the structural violence that characterized 

Francoist Spain. 

 Two decades later, Torrent played a character fascinated by violence in 

Alejandro Amenábar’s first film Tésis (1996).  In that film, she plays Ángela, an 

undergraduate student writing a thesis on audiovisual violence and its effects in the 

family sphere.  Considered from the perspective of intertextuality, it is as if the 

Torrent of Cría cuervos has grown up to investigate the violence of her allegorical 

audiovisual family.  During the course of her research, Ángela asks her advisor in the 

Facultad de Ciencias de la Información for access to video recordings that haven’t 

been shown on television due to their exceedingly violent nature, which produces a 

snuff video documenting the torture and murder of a former female student in the 

                                                 
129 “Cría cuervos y te sacarán lo ojos” is a Spanish proverb. 
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department.  Once again demonstrating her fascination with violence and curiosity 

about the monster lurking behind the camera, Ángela ignores multiple signs of danger 

and investigates the video’s origin like a detective until she becomes a target and the 

focus of the killer’s camera.  Cristina Moreiras-Menor has noted the tension produced 

in Torrent’s character by Ángela’s initial attempt to approach the emotionally charged 

topic of violence with academic detachment and rational objectivity:  

Amenábar contrapuntea a lo largo de la película la fascinación 
intelectual hacia la violencia de su protagonista, Ángela, articulada en 
su deseo de ser ‘objectiva,’ con el conflicto afectivo-ético que su 
trabajo de investigación sobre ‘violencia audiovisual en el entorno 
familiar’ causa a ella, desencadenándole un proceso emocional que 
finalmente llevará a la protagonista a abondonarlo.130  (251) 
 

 While Tésis is a thriller that exhibits a very different aesthetic than El espíritu 

de la colmena and Cría cuervos, the choice of Torrent to play the role of Ángela gives 

the character a melancholic dimension since viewers familiar with her early work 

know that the fascination with violence she demonstrated as a child actor was tied not 

only to the fictional traumas that her characters experienced, but also to the politics of 

melancholy employed by Eríce and Saura as a means to critique the dictatorship.  

Torrent’s performance in Tésis is intertextual “proof” that she has not been able to 

work through the traumatic experiences of her youth since her desire is still configured 

around violence. Thus, like Torrent’s earlier films, Tésis participates in the politics of 

melancholy since it insists on revealing the dark secrets of life and death in Spain that 

                                                 
130 Moreiras-Menor also rightly points out that the film demonstrates more than simply 
a fascination with violence: “el tema de la película no es tanto… mostrar la 
fascinación por la violencia… como poner en la superficie de la representación los 
mecanismos ideológicos que construyen ese impulso colectivo hacia el horror de la 
realidad” (251).  The impulse that Moreiras-Menor is referring to here is the desire to 
consume spectacular violent images. 



199 

conflict with the rosy image of the country painted by Fraga during the 1960s and by 

the Transition (as a cultural process) during the post-dictatorship, and it refuses to 

resolve the problem of violence that continues to haunt Spanish democracy.  Thus, it is 

not surprising that Quiroga wrote No-Do with Torrent in mind since it, too, deals with 

specters of violence that he relates directly to the dictatorship.131 

 Written five years after Tésis and filmed halfway through “the decade of 

historical memory,” No-Do provides viewers with the opportunity to observe Torrent 

as a fully-grown woman, wife and mother, who is still haunted by violence three 

decades after her film debut.  Significantly, the name of Torrent’s character in this 

film has morphed from Ana/Ángela to Francesca, signaling that a radical shift has 

occurred in the intertextual subject I’ve constructed through this genealogy of 

melancholy by willfully blurring the boundaries between actor and characters in order 

to draw attention to the excess produced by a history of melancholic performance.  I 

have done so following Keith A. Reader’s observation that the cinematic star system 

depends upon intertextuality: “the very concept of film star is an intertextual one, 

relying as it does on correspondences of similarity and difference from one film to the 

next, and sometimes too on supposed resemblances between on- and off-screen 

personae” (176).132  Such correspondence between Cría cuervos and No-Do is 

conveyed through Francesca’s relationship with Rosa, her dead daughter who appears 

                                                 
131 “La película estaba escrita con Ana Torrent en la mente desde el primer momento.  
A mí me había encantado en Tésis, es una actriz enorme, con una creatividad y una 
entrega impresionantes, que se zambulle en el trabajo, en el personaje, de cabeza, sin 
mirar atrás.” Quoted in “Elio Quiroga nos habla de No-Do,” SciFi World (6/11/09) 
132 Reader, Keith A. “Literature/cinema/television: intertextuality in Jean Renoir’s Le 
Testament du docteur Cordelier” in Intertextuality: Theories and Practice. 
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to her as a realistic ghost just as Ana’s dead mother appeared to Torrent in Cría 

cuervos. 

 We first see Rosa when Francesca and her husband Pedro visit the country 

house on the outskirts of Madrid for the first time.  Rosa, who looks about ten years 

old, is seated in the backseat of the car.  Francesca tells her to stay there while they 

meet with a real estate agent (who will inform her and Pedro that the house belonged 

to a bishop who died a few months earlier, and that it had once been a school for poor 

children).  After moving in, we see mother and daughter keeping each other company 

in the haunted domestic space while Pedro is away at work.  The two discuss the other 

spirits in the house, and Rosa confirms Francesca’s fears that there is something 

malevolent lurking inside.  At one point in the film, Rosa, who knows Francesca is 

obsessed with the safety of her newborn after the trauma of having lost her first child, 

tries to reassure her by telling her mother, “el niño no se va a morir” and that “no pasa 

nada, fue mala suerte,” referring to her own death.  In the next scene, during one of 

Francesca’s many arguments with Pedro, he laments that she’s never forgotten their 

traumatic loss and claims that she’s never been the same since losing Rosa ten years 

ago, confirming the suspicion that Rosa died as an infant.  This is significant for 

several reasons.  First, it means that Rosa is not an ordinary ghost, but that she takes 

the form of Francesca’s fantasies about what her daughter would be like if she was 

growing up as a normal child.  Second, it highlights Francesca’s melancholy as Rosa 

can be read as a symptom of introjection, particularly since Pedro, who has seems to 

have completed the process of mourning, does not see her.  But in light of the history 

of child theft that I outlined above, I’d like to suggest an additional way of reading the 
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relationship between Francesca and Rosa that is even more provocative.  I’d like to 

raise the specter that Francesca is haunted by the possibility that Rosa didn’t, in fact, 

die as an infant, but that she might have been stolen.   

 While there is no evidence to suggest that Rosa was stolen or that Francesca 

consciously thinks she was, the twin facts that the actual circumstances of Rosa’s 

death are never revealed and that she is a ghost who appears to age just as a normal 

girl would makes it a relevant question to raise, especially because this question has 

become a central concern for the recuperation of historical memory since the film’s 

release.  Like the speculative history about los No-Dos secretos around which the 

film’s plot is organized, raising this question further demonstrates how No-Do is 

embedded in a constellation of dark secrets about the dictatorship that the Transition 

has maintained through its emphasis on silence and forgetting.   

 Indeed, I would argue that taking a speculative approach when writing a 

screenplay that seeks to treat the crimes of a dictatorship that has never been formally 

investigated by the symbolic authorities of the democratic state formed in its wake is a 

fitting mode of representation.  It can also be considered as a response to the fact that 

the recuperation of historical memory is in the process of converting contemporary 

Spain from a society full of unknown knowns (things people know, but kept from their 

consciousness, i.e. via disavowal) to one in which the ubiquity of known unknowns 

(things people know they don’t know, such as the location of the remains of their 

loved ones or if one’s parents really are their own) leads increasing numbers of people 

to doubt the official historical record  and to transgress the limits of imagination laid 
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by the Transition.133  Despite this justification, some scholars will inevitably criticize 

my argument on the grounds that it is devoid of historical rigor and substance.  I 

would respond by pointing out that a lack of historical rigor and substance are defining 

characteristics of the Transition itself.  This lack is uncannily captured in Miguel 

Ángel Ruiz-Larrea’s Monumento a la Constitución de 1978, which rests alongside La 

Castellana in Madrid.  The monument is a white marble cube with stairs on each side 

leading up and into an empty center.  It is this emptiness at the heart of the Transition 

that opens up the possibility for speculation about the historical trauma it attempts to 

efface through the guise of democratic transparency.  Furthermore, speculation about 

the extent of unspeakable horrors committed in Franco’s name is a direct consequence 

of the dictatorship’s authorization of and participation in genocidal mass 

extermination.  A state founded upon violence plants the seeds of such speculation in 

future generations through the blood it sows. 

 

THE FRANCOIST THING 

 

 From the first night Francesca and Pedro move into the country house with 

their baby, Francesca notices characteristic signs that they’re living in a haunted house 

(noises, footsteps, voices, nightmares, subtle energy in the walls, ghosts, etc.).  Just as 

the doctor-father responds in El orfanato, Pedro believes his wife has gone mad and he 

continually turns to the symbolic authority of a psychiatrist for support.  Jean, their 

                                                 
133 See Zizek’s article “What Rumsfeld Doesn’t Know That He Knows About Abu 
Graib” in In These Times, May 21, 2004 for an elucidation of different categories of 
“knowns.” 
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colleague-friend and Francesca’s psychiatrist, first instructs her to stop sleeping in the 

baby’s room and later demands that the baby should be placed in the care of Pedro’s 

parents so that Francesca can relax and recover her sanity since she appears obsessed 

with the baby’s safety in the house.  Yet Francesca, like Laura in El orfanato, ignores 

the advice of her psychiatrist and her husband, and continues investigating the origin 

of the haunting.  Unlike in El orfanato, however, Pedro eventually comes to support 

his wife, whose investigation leads her to the office of Miguel de Azpeitia, the 

Catholic priest (who is also a psychiatrist) that released Blanca from the sanatorium 

after she miraculously wakes up from her sixty-year coma in the opening sequence of 

No-Do.   

 Significantly, Miguel’s office is located la Parroquia de Santa Bárbara in 

Madrid, the church where Franco presented his victory sword to Cardinal Isidro Gomá 

on May 20th, 1939 during a spectacular ceremony intended to consolidate Franco’s 

claim to legitimacy as head of state by appealing to the authority of the Catholic 

Church, which the 1936 coup had sought to redeem.  Located in la Plaza de las 

Salesas, the site of military trials during the dictatorship, where thousands of political 

prisoners were sentenced to death and imprisonment by a panel of generals, the church 

also shares two walls with the building that houses the Supreme Court.  An aerial 

perspective of the two buildings says much about the relationship between church, 

state and justice in Spain, and goes a long way in explaining the structural inequalities 

behind the asymmetrical treatment of the memory of Catholic martyrs and the victims 

of mass extermination carried out in Franco’s name.  Seventy-three years after crowds 

gathered in the street to watch Franco’s “coronation,” supporters of Garzón met in la 
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Plaza de las Salesas as a staging point for mass demonstrations protesting his 

treatment by Spanish justice system.  The historical significance of Santa Bárbara is 

signaled in No-Do in a transition between scenes that mixes archival footage of Franco 

attending mass at the church with a scripted voiceover meant to simulate the official 

voice heard on NO-DO reels.  That voice informs us that the mass Franco attended 

there was presided over by Juan Lorenzo Prada (the former owner of the haunted 

house who recently died) and that it marked the opening of “el Instituto de Estudios 

Religiosos del Santo Offizio para las Españas” in order to train priests and to support 

the investigation of miracles with the aim of converting Spain into the center of 

Christian culture.  Thus, Quiroga links the ghosts in No-Do to one of the nation’s most 

contentious sites where the Catholic Church and various configurations of state power 

have colluded in a long history of structural injustice. 

 However, quite unlike the official position of the Catholic Church and public 

statements made by its Spanish officials in relation to the recuperation of historical 

memory, Miguel de Azpeitia is bothered by that history, and his participation in it as a 

young priest.  Shortly after picking up the thin slice of film with the emblem of los 

NO-DOs secretos that Blanca drops on her way out of the sanatorium, Miguel shows it 

to Gabriel, a high-ranking priest who also took part in a horrific act that Miguel 

confesses he can’t forget.  Through a series of flashbacks and dialogue we learn that 

the two locked a prostitute up to die after they had verified the miracles she was able 

to perform.  Gabriel repeats the dogma behind that decision, “las furcias no hacen 

milagros” and tells Miguel that the slice of film needs to be locked up in the church 

vault.  Miguel defies him and hangs onto the film, much in the way Laura clings to the 
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scrap of cloth she procured from her encounter in the bathroom with Tomás/Simón in 

El orfanato as “a little piece of the Real” that serves as a reminder of that which is not 

recognized by the symbolic order.  Later we observe Miguel instructing a classroom of 

young priests training to be Devil’s Advocates.  He distinguishes between three 

categories that they must be able to effectively discriminate between in order to verify 

miracles in the case of candidates for sainthood.  The first category includes dementia, 

hysteria and fraudulent claims, the second is paranormal activity with an authentic 

miraculous origin, and the third is called “el tercer supuesto,” which Miguel tells them 

they should simply hope to never encounter since there is nothing they can do to 

prepare themselves for it. 

 Francesca reaches Miguel’s office by way of Blanca, who has returned to the 

house after leaving the sanatorium in search of her husband, Senel Martín, who, as 

noted earlier, allegedly disappeared in 1947 after working on los NO-DOs secretos for 

a few years.  Blanca discovers old photographs of the fictional Senel and her working 

at the house with cameras that suggest she assisted Senel with the secret recordings.  

Halfway through the film, Blanca tells Francesca that “en esta casa había muchos 

espíritus, los oyes, ¿verdad?” and hands her one of the photograph of her and Senel 

standing outside the house with cameras pointed at a young girl who resembles one of 

the ghosts Francesca has already encountered inside.  Blanca mentions Miguel’s name, 

claiming that he’s the only one left who knows anything, and tells her to investigate 

the attic, which she does.  What she encounters there – which includes the bedroom 

where the priests found Blanca’s body on the ground in the film’s opening scene – 

prompts her to seek out Miguel because, as she tells Pedro, “quiero entender lo que 
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esta pasando” when he suggests the possibility of abandoning the house.  Francesca’s 

response to Pedro’s question is indicative of a desire for truth that accompanies the 

politics of melancholy, a motivation that also forms the first term in the human rights 

mantra of “verdad, justicia y reparación” that has been used by the associations tied to 

the recuperation of historical memory in Spain since the first mass demonstrations 

against impunity in 2010. 

 Francesca’s desire for truth leads her to Miguel, who only agrees to help her 

after Rosa appears behind her in his office, asking him to assist her mother.  Francesca 

leads Miguel to the attic where she had the encounter with “algo” that she can’t 

describe.  There she discovers an empty NO-DO secreto canister and he records the 

voices of spirits reciting mass, as well as a child’s voice that declares “la señora es 

mala,” a phrase that written in blood on the wall earlier in the film that Pedro and Jean 

believed to be Francesca’s doing.  This recording, along with an explanation of los 

NO-DOs secretos and Miguel’s claim that “no sé lo que es, pero hay algo en esa casa” 

is the evidence that convinces Pedro that his wife is not crazy and from this point on 

the three work together in order to determine the origin of the sinister presence 

occupying the house, setting up a climax quite different from that of El orfanato, in 

which Laura is forced to confront a similar enigma alone, producing a radically 

different outcome.  While Laura becomes a type of martyr to an ambiguous cause, 

Francesca and Pedro will escape unscathed as Miguel proves himself to be a martyr in 

a true Christian sense, although I will consider his actions from another perspective 

after analyzing them from within the logic of the film.  As foreshadowed in the scene 

where Miguel alludes to “el tercer supuesto,” “the thing” in the house turns out to be 
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just that, which is a force that can only be removed by a sacrificial act of a pure 

martyr.  When he comes face to face with this manifestation of radical evil, Miguel 

sacrifices himself to it and the thing is forced to leave not only the house, but the 

planet as well, and its departure is spectacularly registered through the bright flash of a 

beam of light from the burning house up to the sky.  Through his act, Miguel saves not 

only Francesa, Pedro and Blanca, all of whom are with him at the film’s climax, but 

the world itself, noting that the thing has been in the house for centuries. 

 If the film’s climax is a bit outlandish and ultimately unsatisfying, I would 

argue that this is so because even though it makes sense within the logic of the film, 

the thing haunting No-Do is not a supernatural force, but the historical trauma of mass 

extermination.  Quiroga renders this trauma through the subplot that has Blanca 

searching for Senel.  And while he is not a traditional symbol of the disappeared, the 

way in which the storyline unfolds is clearly resonates with the recuperation of 

historical memory, particularly as Blanca uncovers evidence of the bishop’s deadly 

orders to make martyrs out of innocents (the poor and the sick) in his futile attempts to 

rid the house of the evil thing.  Read allegorically, this can be seen as a way of 

rendering Franco’s attempt to wipe out “the Marxist gene” from the country through 

mass extermination that was justified through a discourse of purification that mixed 

the language of modern eugenics with that of religious crusades.   

 What I’ve been calling “the thing” in this chapter is meant to suggest Lacan’s 

interpretation of what Freud called “das Ding,” a complex concept that I will define 

here as a manifestation of the Real that frequently surfaces in horror and science 

fiction as a terrifying excess of death.  Likewise, Davoine and Gauilliere refer to it as 
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“that aspect of the Real, of the unnamable and unrepresentable, that can at least be 

spoken of and imagined” (20).  As Mario Vrbancic writes in the introduction to The 

Lacanian Thing: Psychoanalysis, Postmodern Culture and Cinema: 

The Thing fills us with awe and terror.  It is an uncanny terrible 
something, creeping within ourselves, though we cannot define it—the 
Kantian noumenon, the Thing-in-itself, mute and inaccessible, 
something that we cannot grasp, but it is there, an object, the horror 
that, ultimately, will overcome us. (PG #) 
 

Thus, the “algo” that Francesca and Miguel have sensed in the haunted house in No-

Do is “an uncanny terrible something” that cannot be named, but that can be “spoken 

of and imagined.”  I would argue that this “algo” is nothing less than a manifestation 

of the deadly force behind the mass extermination carried out in Franco’s name.  It is a 

representation of the genocidal death drive that was willfully unleashed during the 

1936 coup and administered under the dictatorship.  

 With this in mind, now I would like to reconsider Miguel’s actions leading up 

to No-Do’s climax as well as his desire to become a martyr, which can be defined as 

an ethical act according to Lacan, since it is not performed for the Big Other, but 

rather – as I will argue – springs from a desire to expose the lack of justice for the 

victims of the state-supported Catholic Church in the symbolic order.  Between his 

first meeting with Francesca to his death, Miguel continually transgresses the laws of 

the Catholic Church by divulging church secrets to both Francesca and Pedro, most 

significantly by letting them into the vault in Gabriel’s office where copies of “los 

NO-DOs secretos” are stored even though this carries the punishment of 

excommunication.  In the vault they watch a NO-DO reel from 1947 together that 

carries the disclaimer “visionado exclusivo para la curia romana/supuesto aparición 
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mariana.”  The film contains footage taken in the bishop’s house and features the little 

girl in the photograph that Blanca gave to Francesca, who is accompanied by two 

others, all of whom Francesca has seen in the house in spectral form.  The narrator 

explains that she claimed to have seen “la señora,” presumably the Virgin Mary, and 

that hundreds of sick people made a pilgrimage to the site in order to be cured by her.  

However, instead of improving, their conditions became worse.  It was determined to 

be a case of “el tercer puesto,” which is still present in the house more than half a 

century later.134   

 But Miguel’s desire to sacrifice his life does not originate from watching this 

reel as much as it does from watching two others.  The first features a younger version 

of himself who interrogates a prostitute who seems capable of performing miracles.  

After the interrogation, the woman kills herself and bleeds for days, a miracle that is 

confirmed for real, facts that are kept secret from the priests involved, as the narrator 

reports.  The second reel, which Blanca gives Miguel, shows priests cutting the throats 

of the girls and the sick pilgrims and killing Senel, causing Blanca to faint and 

provoking her sixty-year coma.  It is guilt for his participation in the death of the 

prostitute and the church’s use of exterminatory violence that bothers Miguel’s 

conscious to the point of committing his self-sacrifice that converts him into a martyr.  

Thus, even though his act is consistent with the Catholic Church’s understanding of 

how to deal with cases of el tercer supuesto, Miguel sacrifices himself not out of piety 

                                                 
134 This fictional story is based on events that occurred in the Cantabrian village of 
Garabandal in 1961, in which four girls claimed to have been visited by “the lady.”  
Filmed footage of the strange events, which may constitute evidence of los NO-DOs 
secretos, are available for viewing on-line.  
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or in service to the church, but out of a desire to atone for his intimate involvement 

with an institution that engaged in violence under the dictatorship and benefits from 

the state of impunity characteristic of the post-dictatorship.  This desire is rooted in his 

own personal traumatic memories that we see as flashbacks in the film, fleeting 

images that are provided with a larger context by viewing the secret NO-DO reels.  

Miguel’s unwillingness to forget the crimes of the past is what drives him to act upon 

his own sense of justice, rather than heed the maxim “las furcias no hacen milagros” 

that Gabriel repeats during the film as a means of continually repressing an event lost 

to history.  In his own way then, Miguel demonstrates his alignment with a politics of 

melancholy at odds with the official position of the Catholic Church. 

 The fact that Miguel’s position finds such little correspondence in the actions 

of Spanish priests off the big screen signals Quiroga’s own desire for “verdad, justicia 

y reparación” on the part of the Catholic Church.  The character of Miguel can be read 

as the manifestation of his fantasy of “the good priest” that has yet to embody the 

desire for justice implicit to the recuperation of historical memory.  Coincidentally, he 

gave this character the same name of the protagonist of Helena Taberna’s film La 

buena nueva (2008).  In that film, Miguel is the name of a priest who defies the 

church’s active support of the 1936 coup in Navarra, and his character is loosely based 

upon the life of Marino Ayerra, who was forced into exile in Latin America for his 

opposition to mass extermination that he witnessed in the village of Alsasua.  Both of 

these films testify to the possibility for church officials to confront the Francoist Thing 

at the heart of the Catholic Church, though they also suggest that the price of doing so 

can be quite high.  Still, if film is more than just a mirror of society, but also a 
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reflection of a society yet to come, perhaps the cinematic fantasy of the good priest 

will produce a few more real life examples, though Spanish history would instruct 

those working for the recuperation of historical memory not to wait for such 

apparitions.
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Chapter 4 
 

Los ojos de Julia: The Politics of Seeing in the Shadows of Impunity 
 
 
THE POLITICS OF SEEING 
 
 
 As different as they are from one another, the films I have examined in the first 

three chapters of Traumatized Subjects all hinge on questions about the supernatural.  

In this chapter, I will consider a horror film that deals not in ghosts who function as 

spectral signs of the historical trauma of mass extermination carried out in Franco’s 

name, but in the shadows of what I have been referring to as the state of impunity that 

characterizes the symbolic order of post-dictatorship Spain.  I will do so by reading 

Los ojos de Julia (Guillem Morales, 2010), as an allegory of impunity that combines 

elements of the horror subgenres of giallo and the slasher film in ways that allow for 

the cognitive mapping of the state of impunity, while providing a version of what 

Carol J. Clover has coined “the Final Girl,” whose desire for justice and survival is 

stronger than the sadistic desires of a serial killer whose atrocious acts go unnoticed in 

a small community in Cataluña due to the inactivity and incompetence of local law 

authorities.  As the film’s title indicates, the field of vision is of paramount importance 

in Los ojos de Julia, a film in which the possibility of testifying about violence is 

presented as contingent upon one’s ability to endure extreme tests of psychological 

resolve and physical threats to one’s own body, even to the point of death, in order to 

bear witness.  In psychoanalytic terms, Los ojos de Julia does not focus on the return 

of the repressed in the form of ghosts searching for recognition for past injustices, but 

on how a symbolic order characterized by impunity is maintained through cultural 
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blindness to the mass violence upon which it is founded, as well as collusion between 

post-dictatorship symbolic authorities and residual Francoist/fascist elements.   

 Thus, in this chapter I posit the politics of seeing as a way of looking at how 

altering the state of impunity depends upon not only shifting points of view about the 

origins of the post-dictatorship symbolic order, but also the ability to cognitively map 

how the state of impunity functions in the shadow of that order.  I hope to demonstrate 

that in spite of significant resistance to the emergent cultural process of the 

recuperation of historical memory by the post-dictatorship judicial system, both the 

socialist and (particularly) the conservative governments, as well as the Catholic 

Church and residual Francoist/fascist elements, the recuperation of historical memory 

is always already a cultural process that poses a challenge to the state of impunity, 

even if it is not always articulated as such.  This is due to its insistence on exposing the 

crimes committed by the dictatorship to which the dominant cultural process of the 

Transition turns a blind eye.  Read allegorically, Julia’s eyes represent the penetrating 

vision of those committed to the search for truth; Julia’s refusal to ignore evidence of a 

potential crime that others deny – in spite of the dangers entailed by her refusal – finds 

its equivalent in the tenacity demonstrated by the individuals and civic organizations 

working to expose the structure of violence implicit to the state of impunity in order to 

achieve justice for the victims of a historical trauma that has been largely kept out of 

view by cultural sight lines demarked by the myopic gaze of the Transition. 
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THE STATE OF IMPUNITY 

 

 Before analyzing Los ojos de Julia, it is necessary to provide a sketch of the 

state of impunity in post-dictatorship Spain and to describe how the Spanish Supreme 

Court’s decision to put Judge Baltasar Garzón on trial for his investigation of the 

dictatorship served as a catalyst for the recuperation of historical memory to include 

the issue of impunity as part of its cultural critique.  But first, I would like to turn to 

how the concept of impunity figures in international law in order to grasp its 

significance to the post-dictatorship context, which is certainly not unique to Spain.  

Naomi Roht-Arriaza, a legal scholar who specializes in Latin America, refers to the 

countries of Argentina and Uruguay in the introduction to Impunity and Human Rights 

in International Law and Practice, both of which, unlike Spain, have dealt with the 

issue of impunity in the wake of their respective dictatorships to a certain extent: 

As the transitional regimes emerge, they inherit a legacy of widespread 
repression against the civilian population.  In some cases, this 
repression has taken the form of massive killings of real or perceived 
political opponents; in others, opponents were forcibly kidnapped and 
disappeared; in still others, citizens were tortured and imprisoned; and 
elsewhere, selective killings combined with imprisonment were the 
norm.  In each case, the official or quasi-official status of the 
perpetrators shielded them from sanction, creating a culture of impunity 
in which the most inhumane acts could be carried out without fear of 
repercussions.  (3) 
 

While she doesn’t mention Spain, all of the technologies of violence that Roht-Arriaza 

lists here were used by the state during the Francoist dictatorship, which spanned no 

fewer than five decades, resulting in a particularly large inheritance of repression for 

post-dictatorship governments in Spain.  Since all of the post-dictatorship 
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governments, regardless of their political affiliation, have adhered to the ideological 

framework of the Transition, none of them have made an attempt to deal with that 

legacy in any substantive way.  Thus, the state of impunity that developed in Spain 

during the longue durée of Francisco Franco has continued to evolve during the past 

thirty years of democracy in Spain.  As I’ve tried to indicate throughout Traumatized 

Subjects, the consequences of not confronting the repressive inheritance of the 

dictatorship have been devastating for the victims of the dictatorship, but what is 

perhaps less obvious – because of the very normality by which it functions – is how 

this refusal has perpetuated social discrepancies in which one class of Spaniards is 

implicitly granted the right to abuse the power to which they have special access.  As 

Roht-Arriaza explains: 

Societies in which massive human rights violations occur with 
impunity are by definition lawless societies.  The lawlessness of the 
state itself serves to disempower ordinary citizens, making them fearful 
to think or speak out and breeding cynicism and passivity.  As societies 
attempt to recover from these periods of lawlessness, one of the first 
opportunities to reestablish the primacy of law over individuals comes 
in the treatment of the former rulers, torturers, and jailers.  If such 
people are treated summarily, extracting an eye for an eye, the 
transition to a society of laws is set back immeasurably.  On the other 
hand, a blanket amnesty and silence from the new  governm ent 
perpetuate the existence of a separate class to whom the rule of law 
does not apply. (4) 
 

The “blanket amnesty and silence” that Roht-Arriaza criticizes has been the modus 

operandi of all the post-dictatorship governments in Spain, producing the egregious 

effect of naturalizing class divisions established during the 1936 coup.  The violent 

irruption of reactionary politics and fascism that sought to obliterate the democratic 

state of the Spanish Republic through “massive human rights violations,” the 
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exterminatory logic of the coup was maintained throughout the dictatorship, even as 

the means employed to eradicate “el gen marxista” from the symbolic order shifted as 

the imagined threat diminished over time due to the “success” of the mass 

extermination carried out during the dictatorship’s early years.135  While apologists of 

the Transition celebrate it (as a discrete historical period) for having ushered in a new 

period of democratic law, they completely overlook Roht-Arriaza’s warning about the 

dangerous effects of the “blanket amnesty and silence” that the Transition (as a 

dominant cultural process) continues to perpetuate. 

 Elsewhere I have written about these effects by comparing them to racial 

segregation in the United States.136  Drawing upon observations about social 

discrepancies within the context of Jim Crow law that Martin Luther King made in his 

1963 “Letter from the Birmingham Jail,” I have argued that the symbolic order of 

post-dictatorship Spain perpetuates the class divisions established under Franco, 

divisions that are primarily political, though they are correlated with economics.  

Writing about the negative psychological effects that racial segregation had on blacks, 

King mentioned being “humiliated day in and day out by nagging signs reading 

‘white’ and ‘colored,’ being plagued with ‘inner fears and outer resentments,’ and the 

emotional cost of ‘forever fighting a degenerating sense of ‘nobodiness.’”137  As a 

Researcher for the Spanish Civil War Memory Project who has conducted over fifty 

                                                 
135 This is not to suggest that execution was ever abandoned as an appropriate means 
to deal with political dissidents by the dictatorship, as the executions of Salvador Puig 
Antich (1974), José Humberto Baena, José Luis Sánchez Bravo, Ramón García Sanz, 
Juan Paredes Manot and Ángel Otaegui (all in 1975) clearly demonstrate. 
136 See Scott Boehm, “The Trial of Baltasar Garzón” in CounterPunch, April 23, 2010. 
137 Martin Luther King, “Letter from the Birmingham Jail.”  April 16, 1963. 
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interviews with victims of Francoist repression and as a Fellow of the UC Human 

Rights Center who has participated in the exhumation of several mass graves, I have 

been an intimate witness to very similar effects in a political class the Transition 

ignores, including the fear to talk publicly about traumatic experiences tied to mass 

extermination, resentment about the lack of state intervention in redressing historical 

injustice, and the sense that nobody wants to hear what they have to say about the past 

as well as the present configuration of the state.  Unlike racial minorities who cannot 

easily “pass” as whites in order to avoid violence and discrimination, victims of the 

dictatorship are able to “pass” for “normal” Spanish citizens by remaining silent about 

their traumatic past, though there are certainly intangible psychological consequences 

for doing so.  Internalized humiliation, a phenomenon that has received very little 

attention even from critics of the state of impunity, stems from so many decades of 

repression, but also from the fact that despite provisions in the Law of Historical 

Memory, a shocking number of fascist symbols still hang in public spaces throughout 

Spain, roads named after Franco and his willing executioners have snot been removed 

almost forty years after his death and El Valle de los Caídos still stands as the last 

fascist monument in Europe, towering over any claims that democracy in the post-

dictatorship has meant the successful negotiation of  the recent traumatic past.  It is by 

turning one’s gaze at these stains on the façade of democratic Spain that the shadow of 

impunity comes more clearly into view.  From the beginning of Judge Baltasar 

Garzón’s persecution by the Spanish Supreme Court for his investigation of the 

massive human rights violations committed by the dictatorship, the historical memory 
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movement has attempted to link that event to the state of impunity, marking a new 

direction in the movement’s development. 

 Six months before Los ojos de Julia inaugurated the 2010 Sitges International 

Fantastic Film Festival, mass demonstrations took place across Spain in response to 

the decision by Judge Luciano Varela, magistrate of the Supreme Court, to try Baltasar 

Garzón for the crime of “prevaricación” (knowingly exceeding his jurisdiction) in 

regards to Garzón’s criminal investigation of crimes against humanity committed 

during the 1936 coup and under the dictatorship.  Significantly, Varela’s decision was 

based upon lawsuits presented to the Supreme Court by the Falange, Spain’s fascist 

party, and Manos Limpias, a secretive far-right organization with Francoist ties.  

Incredibly, while Varela was forced to discard the Falange’s lawsuit on a legal 

technicality, he personally assisted Manos Limpias in redacting its originally flawed 

lawsuit, which was largely a plagiarism of his own statement on why Garzón’s 

investigation constituted prevaricación.138  Such collusion between one of the highest 

representatives of the Spanish judiciary and elements associated with el franquismo in 

order to put the only Spanish judge daring enough to investigate the mass 

extermination carried out in Franco’s name on trial brought the state of impunity out 

of the shadows of Spanish democracy and into the spotlight of international scrutiny.  

This sudden flash brought back memories of justice under the dictatorship and resulted 

in widespread indignation that translated to a notable shift in the discourse of the 

recuperation of historical memory.  For the first time since its birth ten years before 

                                                 
138 Altozano, Manuel.  “Manos Limpias copió un auto de Varela para acusar a 
Garzón.”  El País.  April 25, 2010. 
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during the exhumation of the mass grave at Priaranza del Bierzo, “impunity” became a 

key term of its critique of the configuration of power in contemporary Spain, taking its 

place alongside “silence” and “forgetting.”  Although the perception that Garzón was 

being persecuted by a judicial system that had failed to sever its ties with the 

dictatorship served as a powerful catalyst for public protest, the demonstrations of 

April 24th, 2010 were organized “contra la impunidad del franquismo,” rather than 

explicitly in support of Garzón himself.  In Madrid, the lead banner declared in red 

and white letters set to a black background, “Contra la Impunidad del Franquismo/En 

solidaridad con las víctimas,” and it was carried by several generations of family 

members of the disappeared, as well as by political prisoners and leftist cultural icons.  

That demonstration ended in La puerta del Sol, just outside the former headquarters of 

the secret police during the dictatorship where thousands of political prisoners were 

interrogated, tortured and imprisoned.  On a temporary stage set-up for the 

demonstration, a representative of Human Rights Watch gave a speech denouncing the 

Spanish justice system and a statement drafted and read by the poet and political 

prisoner Marcos Ana, famed novelist and newspaper columnist Almudena Grandes 

and Pedro Almodóvar ended with the following chant: “¡No a la impunidad!  

¡Investigar los crímenes del franquismo no es delito!”  El País reported that a man 

dressed as Darth Vader was seen carrying a huge sign that read, “Varela, el lado 

oscuro sabrá recompensarte” in a carnivalesque spectacle meant to call attention to the 

dark side of the Spanish justice system.”139  As this brief sketch of that historic day 

                                                 
139 “Movilización contra la impunidad de los crímenes del franquismo,” El País, April 
25, 2010. 
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indicates, the state of impunity disguised by the window-dressings of democracy and 

maintained by the disciplinary discourse of Transitionism, was publicly unmasked for 

the first time during the post-dictatorship.  It was a moment of danger for a symbolic 

order based upon mass violence and its disavowal, though the state of impunity 

survived those mass demonstrations and the ones organized during Garzón’s trial in 

2012, the most dramatic example of how the Spanish justice system functions to 

perpetuate the state of impunity as a means to preserve its symbolic authority.   

 Of course, Garzón’s transgression could not possibly constitute the crime of 

prevaricacion since he relied upon the internationally recognized legal principle of 

universal jurisdiction as justification for opening his investigation (which the Spanish 

National Court has invoked repeatedly to justify similar investigations of crimes 

against humanity committed in non-EU nations) – and indeed, he was found not guilty 

of that particular charge by the Supreme Court – but it did signal Garzón’s audacity to 

cross an invisible line in Spanish law drawn by the Transition, which circumscribed 

the possibility of investigating the nation’s recent traumatic past.  In chapter two, I 

outlined how that limit produced what I call “the Garzón Syndrome,” in which the 

desire to achieve some measure of justice for the victims of the Francoist dictatorship 

combined with the impossibility of bringing Franco back from the dead to stand trial is 

displaced onto other populations who have suffered similar historical traumas in which 

it is still possible to punish those guilty of mass extermination and other crimes against 

humanity.  Before his investigation of the Francoist dictatorship, Garzón’s use of the 

principle of universal jurisdiction to arrest the Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet and 

to sentence the Argentine naval officer Adolfo Scilingo to 640 years imprisonment for 
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committing genocide were the two most prominent examples of such displacement, 

which was not only tolerated by the Spanish legal system, but was taken as a sign of 

the independence of the Spanish judiciary from the other branches of government as 

well as of Spain’s flourishing democracy, a cultural myth promoted by the dominant 

cultural process of the Transition.  However, the moment Garzón crossed the invisible 

line in Spanish law by turning his gaze towards the object of his frustrated desire and 

opening his investigation of the crimes of el franquismo, he became the target of the 

symbolic violence implicit to the state of impunity and his fate has become a warning 

to other judges who might dare to follow in his footsteps in the future.  At the same 

time, the Supreme Court’s decision to acquit Garzón of the crime of prevaricación for 

his investigation of the dictatorship reified the legal fiction of the 1977 Amnesty Law, 

which states that political crimes committed in Spain before that date cannot be 

prosecuted, in spite of the fact that international law and the principle of universal 

jurisdiction both assert that a statue of limitations cannot be placed on crimes against 

humanity.   

 Despite the fact that he was acquitted in this trial, the Supreme Court had 

already found Garzón guilty on another charge of prevaricación in a separate trial 

related to his investigation of a complicated case of political corruption involving 

members of the ruling conservative party, a conviction that carried an eleven year bar 

from practicing law, effectively ending Garzón’s legal career in Spain.  Significantly, 

the court’s decision described him as “totalitario” and claimed he engaged in practices 
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“propias de sistemas políticos ya superados,”140 While it is beyond the scope of this 

chapter to analyze the court’s decision in this trial as part of a larger strategy to 

expunge Garzón “by any means necessary,” I would argue that the language used by 

the court in a very strong decision illustrates a return of the repressed in that the 

symbolic violence administered to Garzón, disguised as it was by the appearance of 

the rule of law, crept into the court’s decision via its particular choice of words with 

which it denounced Garón’s actions.  Furthermore, in a blatant example of projection, 

they belie the fact that the Spanish legal system has not overcome its ties to the 

dictatorship – the political system referred to as obsolete in the court’s decision – by 

remarkably attributing this quality to Garzón, the only Spanish judge who has ever 

investigated crimes against humanity committed by the dictatorship.  It is as if the 

court needed to justify its own actions by equating Garzón with the system he had so 

harshly condemned in his historic legal decrees, a risky discursive maneuver that 

demonstrated the court’s confidence in its own authority, and an indication of the 

strength of the state of impunity in post-dictatorship Spain, though it remains to be 

seen if Garzón’s removal from the Spanish judiciary was a pyrrhic victory for those 

who act from within the protection of its shadows. 

 While on the surface, this does not appear to be the case, the international 

reaction to what has been widely interpreted outside of Spain as the unjust punishment 

of the world’s most visible judge in the field of human rights law may signify that the 

authority of the Spanish legal system in its present configuration has paradoxically 

                                                 
140 Lázaro, Julio.  “Garzón dice adiós a la carrera judicial al ser condenado a 11 años 
de inhabilitación,” El País. February 10, 2012. 
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entered the uncanny time “between two deaths,” the space inhabited by the living dead 

caught between symbolic and real death that Lacan described in his reading of 

Antigone in his seminar on the ethics of psychoanalysis.  Ironically, while Antigone is 

routinely cited as an ethical symbol of human rights and the melancholic subject par 

excellence for those looking for desaparecidos, historicizing her character raises the 

possibility of considering whether the Spanish legal system might have committed an 

act of symbolic suicide in its handling of Garzón that will only be recognized as such 

at a date in the future.  Page DuBois, a scholar of ancient Greece, asserts that, “I read 

Antigone the character as occupying a conservative, aristocratic class position within 

the politics of the democratic city, framed in the person of the female, against the 

tyrant Kreon, with his son Haimon representing the dialectically advanced position of 

democracy” (DuBois, 180).  Seen from this perspective, Antigone’s unwavering 

insistence on the right to her brother’s burial is representative of a residual sense of the 

law in the emerging democratic city-state.   

 Likewise, within the framework of international human rights law, the Spanish 

legal system’s position in regards to the crimes against humanity committed in Spain 

is viewed as archaic.  The spokesperson of the United Nations Office of the High 

Commissioner for Human Rights suggested as much in a press conference convened 

out of concern for the trial of Garzón.  Rupert Colville stated that “Spain is obliged 

under international law to investigate past serious human rights violations, including 

those committed during the Franco regime, and to prosecute and punish those 
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responsible” and noted that Spain should repeal the 1977 Amnesty Law.141  In fact, the 

Spanish Supreme Court’s position on the 1977 Amnesty Law along with its decision 

to remove Garzón from the judiciary has opened the door for an Argentine judge to act 

on a lawsuit filed in Buenos Aires by the family members of Spanish desaparecidos in 

April 2010 since the court has provided ample evidence that crimes against humanity 

committed during the Francoist dictatorship are not be investigated by Spanish judges.  

Just one month after the Supreme Court’s decision and a few weeks after Garzón 

received a standing ovation in the Argentinean Parliament while being recognized by 

President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner for his role in defending human rights, Judge 

María Servini de Cubría requested the names of those people able to testify before her 

in Madrid during the summer of 2012 from the lawyers of the litigants in that lawsuit, 

who now number over fifty.142 

 In La tinta negra: el caso Garzón y los crimenes del franquismo, a 2011 

documentary by Spanish director Sebastián Arabia, José Antonio Martín Pallín, an 

emeritus judge of the Spanish Supreme Court and the 2006 recipient of Spain’s 

Human Rights Award criticizes the symbolic order of the post-dictatorship by 

condemning those who put blind faith in the cultural myth of the Transition, stating 

that “los que proceden que hay una transición y que se puede hacer una especie de 

mezcla o de mayonesa con la dictadura y la democracia… vamos, están absolutamente 

                                                 
141 “Spanish judge should not be prosecuted for doing his job, says UN rights office.”  
UN News Centre, February 10, 2012. 
142 Junquera, Natalia.  “Una juez argentina planea interrogar a víctimas del franquismo 
en Madrid.”  El País, March 26, 2012. 
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equivocados.”143  His comment brings into focus the relationship between the 

Transition and the state of impunity exposed by the Garzón case.  In the same 

documentary, Emilio Silva, president of the Association for the Recuperation of 

Historical Memory, who was called to testify in Garzón’s trial goes even further when 

he says “eso es el gran problema de la sociedad española… una estructura social 

construida por la violencia…  y eso opera.  Opera visiblemente y invisiblemente.”144  

Silva’s indictment of the Spanish social structure resonates with my own claims that 

the post-dictatorship symbolic order is based upon violence and its disavowal at the 

same time that it alludes to the shadow of the state of impunity that provides protective 

cover for residual elements loyal to the vision of the dictatorship to operate in secret.  

The collusion between the magistrate of the Supreme Court and Manos Limpias in the 

preparation of the lawsuit against Garzón for his investigation of the dictatorship is a 

perfect example of this, which provides a segue into my analysis of Los ojos de Julia 

that I will introduce with a quote from its director that echoes what I’ve been focusing 

on in this section: "Los ojos de Julia está estructurada alrededor de la mirada.  De lo 

que significa mirar pero también de lo que significa ser mirado.  Porque mirar es un 

acto reciproco.  Y dentro de nuestro mundo hay cosas visibles y cosas invisibles. Y 

hay que aprender a verlo todo, solo que a veces no sólo con los ojos.”145 

 

LOS OJOS DE JULIA 

 

                                                 
143 La tinta negra.  Dir. Sebastián Arabia.  Spain: Off Cinema Producciones, 2011. 
144 Ibid. 
145 “Los ojos de Julia: comentario sobre la película,” LaHiguera.net. 
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 Guillem Morales, director of Los ojos de Julia, forms part of a new generation 

of Spanish filmmakers who have taken horror as their preferred idiom of audiovisual 

expression, particularly as a means to break into the film industry.  Aside from Elio 

Quiroga, director of No-Do, the directors of all the films analyzed in Traumatized 

Subejcts were born during or immediately after the year of Franco’s death.  Morales 

studied cinema in la Escuela de Estudios de Cine y Audiovisuales de Cataluña 

alongside Antonio Bayona, director of El orfanato, who he’s often compared to, 

although he claims that “nos parecemos como un huevo a una castaña” and that actors 

who have worked with them both have told him that “mientras Bayona es Spielberg, 

Morales es Polanski.”146  In an interview with Aullidos, Carlos Marín asked Morales 

to comment on the new wave of Spanish horror film: 

Marín: ¿Qué está pasando con el cine de género en este país, con este 
resurgimiento de películas y de autores que se lanzan con él? 
 
Morales: Creo que es una referencia colectiva. Es decir, hay una nueva 
generación, que no son ya tan "promesas", sino que ya podemos 
afirmar que hay un relevo generacional de cineastas. ¿Qué pasa? Que 
estos cineastas como generación comparten unas influencias, ancladas 
en los 80, del cine que hemos mamado, del que hemos visto, un cine de 
corte fantástico, Norteamericano...  Evidentemente, esto crea que los 
cineastas que tengan estos referentes van a contar historias y las van a 
expresar con éstos, porque es lo que han vivido. Sí, es género, pero 
también es una generación. Cuando me junto con mis compañeros 
cineastas, hablamos el mismo idioma, de las mismas películas, de esa 
imaginación con la que puedes contar las cosas... Puede que no 
hagamos directamente cine social o cine más realista, pero sí que con el 
género podemos contar lo mismo, pero en el idioma que nosotros 
entendemos.147 
 

                                                 
146 Marín, Carlos.  “Entrevista a Guillem Morales.”  Aullidos, October 2010. 
147 Ibid. 
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What I find particularly interesting about Morales’ answer to this question is that 

while he suggests the possibility of transmitting the political motivation that drives 

“social cinema” through horror, at no point in this interview or in any others does 

Morales make any political connections to Los ojos de Julia, a film he says originated 

with the image of a woman with bandages over her eyes after an operation to restore 

her vision.  While literary debates about the significance of authorial intent to a text’s 

meaning died sometime after Roland Barthes’ 1967 essay “The Death of the Author,” 

I would like to contextualize Morales’ comments on this new generation of Spanish 

directors, since he indicates it was raised on Hollywood horror film during the 1980s, 

a period that Robin Wood, the eminent British film scholar, considers a nadir of horror 

production in the United States.  In a booklet entitled The American Nightmare: 

Essays on the Horror Film edited by Wood and Richard Lippe and published for the 

1979 Toronto International Film Festival, a small group of film scholars articulated a 

way of looking at horror films that was revolutionary for its time.  Commenting on it 

twenty-five years later in the forward to Horror and Psychoanalysis: Freud’s Worst 

Nightmare, Wood states that: 

At the core of our ideas was the belief (which I doubt anyone is likely 
to dispute) that a genre’s evolution is strongly influenced by cultural-
political evolution at least as much as by the genre’s internal evolution 
(the fact that later films in a given cycle are nourished by and grow out 
of their predecessors).  How else can one account for the astonishingly 
abrupt shift in the American horror film from the progressive, 
exploratory, often radical late 1960s-70s to the reactionary and 
repressive 1980s?  Michael Myers, Jason Voorhees, Freddy Krueger – 
they did not develop out of the characteristic monsters of the 1970s, but 
represent a refusal of everything embodied earlier.148 

                                                 
148 Schneider, Steven Jay.  Horror and Psychoanalysis. Cambridge University Press: 
Cambridge, 2004, pp. xiii-xiv. 
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In this passage, Wood summarizes the groundbreaking, if basic, assumption behind 

the short articles contained in The American Nightmare, an assumption that has 

become doxa in certain strains of horror film studies that combine psychoanalysis and 

Marxist cultural critique in order to analyze individual films and shifts in the genre, a 

tradition in which I have consciously situated Traumatized Subjects.  But Wood 

simultaneously draws attention to the fact that the horror films Morales grew up with 

were largely reactionary examples of the genre, conditioned as they were by the 

repressive cultural politics of Reagan and the Cold War.  This may explain, in part, 

why the monster in Los ojos de Julia is a serial killer, a common figure of 1980s 

American horror film. 

 It is interesting to note the differences between Morales’ influences – which 

also include American video games – and Bayona’s, who, in an interview I quote from 

in the chapter on El orfanato, cites El espíritu de la colmena (1973) and Cría cuervos 

(1976) as influences for that film.  Both of those films, which I commented on at 

length in the chapter on No-Do, are examples of the Spanish art cinema of the 1970s 

that employed elements of horror in order to comment on the nature of repression 

under the dictatorship.  They reflect Woods’ observation that “it is in the 1970s, with 

the development of radicalism and protest, that the figure of the monster develops a 

widespread tendency to become (though never unambiguously) the emotional center 

of many horror films.”149  Though he’s writing about American horror films here, 

Wood’s claim could be lifted from nearly any politically engaged essay on El espíritu 

de la colmena.  Yet unlike the monsters at the center of that film and even the monster 

                                                 
149 Ibid, pp. xv. 
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in El orfanato, the monster in Los ojos de Julia is not a terribly sympathetic character, 

despite Morales’ attempt to make him so by showing viewers how he’s a marginal 

figure in society with a complicated relationship to his mother who has been 

condemned to an undesired life of anonymity.  I will analyze the serial killer in Los 

ojos de Julia in detail later in this chapter; here I would simply suggest that its 

presence in the text is an effect of Morales’ desire to reproduce the cinema that he 

grew up on and expresses great fondness for by translating the monsters of a particular 

period of American horror film into his own, very different socio-political context.  

This is significant only because it reflects how the desire for Hollywood cinema – a 

global phenomenon with noticeable force in Spain —results in the attempt of non-U.S. 

filmmakers to reproduce the aesthetics of the hegemonic film industry in order to 

distinguish their work from what are considered more culturally-specific aesthetics.  

  Indeed, the new wave of Spanish horror film itself can be interpreted as a shift 

away from the dominance of “traditional” Spanish cinema towards a more American 

one.  The predominance of the social and realist cinema that Morales cites in the 

interview quoted above, so typical of Spanish cinema production from the state 

support of the Nuevo Cine Español in the 1960s until the Miró law was abolished in 

the 1990s, has been largely displaced by thrillers, horror film and American-style 

comedies – Spanish Movie (2009), co-written by Paco Cabezas, the director of 

Aparecidos emerges at the confluence of Spanish horror and American comedy – as 

well as the liberal mixing of genres as seen most clearly in the early cinema of Alex de 

la Iglesia.  This is not to ignore the diversity of cinema in Spain at the moment, nor do 

I wish to suggest that fine examples of social and realist cinema are not currently 
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being produced, but to further illustrate the extent to which trends in national cinema 

can be affected by transnational desires that are constituted, in part, by ideology.  I 

would argue that while Bayona and Morales may have very different personalities and 

have produced films that are quite distinct in the final analysis, they both demonstrate 

an apolitical attitude characteristic of the generation born in the wake of Franco’s 

death, which is a direct effect of the Transition, which embraces the logic that 

neoliberal democracy represents “the end of history.”  Keeping that criticism in mind, 

Los ojos de Julia is a text, like El orfanato, that can be read allegorically in order to 

produce an interpretation that counters Fukuyama’s claim. 

 Los ojos de Julia opens with the death of a blind woman that occurs when she 

places her head in a noose while standing on a stool that is kicked away by the foot of 

a person we cannot see, but that the woman knows is there and of whom she seems 

terrified.  Sara’s death is ruled a simple suicide by the police, who see no evidence of 

foul play.  The woman’s twin, Julia (both characters are played by Belén Rueda, the 

protagonist of El orfanato), suffers from the same degenerative vision disease that 

seemingly drove her sister to blindness and despair.  Unconvinced that Sara committed 

suicide, Julia searches for clues that she hopes will lead her to the truth of her sister’s 

death, though it quickly leads her into darkness and danger as the stress of her private 

investigation triggers episodes of temporary vision loss.  Following the trend 

established in El orfanto and No-Do, Julia is unsupported by her protective husband 

Isaac, who – unsurprisingly – is a rational-minded psychologist who thinks his wife 

should abandon her search for an elusive truth he’s convinced will only lead her to 

early blindness.  When he suddenly goes missing, Isaac himself becomes a suspect, 
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and Julia finds his dead body hanging in the exact same place as Sara’s.  A suicide 

note explains he was having an affair with Sara behind Julia’s back for the previous 

six months.  Having gone completely blind, Julia undergoes a surgical procedure 

intended to restore her vision, which can only be determined a success after keeping 

her eyes bandaged for two weeks.  A male nurse named Iván is assigned by the 

hospital to assist her while she recovers in her sister’s home, and the two develop a 

close relationship that becomes increasingly intimate.  One night, after the two kiss for 

the first time and Iván leaves the house, we watch as someone gives Julia an injection 

while she’s lying in bed.  Julia is startled by the needle and manages to grab the arm of 

the person, whose identity remains unclear to both viewers and herself, since she’s 

unable to remove the bandage from her eyes, which are still healing from surgery.  

The unidentified character flees Julia’s bedroom and an elaborate game of cat and 

mouse ensues that nearly results in Julia following the exact footsteps of her sister.  In 

my analysis of the film that follows, I will look at Los ojos de Julia through the 

multiple lenses of disability, giallo and the slasher film before ending with a 

discussion of the politics of seeing from the point of view of the gaze. 

  

DISABILITY AND NARRATIVE PROSTHESIS 

 

 Los ojos de Julia is a film in which disability figures prominently through the 

degenerative blindness of the film’s protagonist, a condition she shares with her twin 

sister whose mysterious death in the opening scene serves as the film’s inciting 

incident.  But since Julia’s sight falls within the range of normality at the beginning of 
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the film and it seems as if her descent into blindness can be reversed by surgery we do 

not see her as disabled.  On the contrary, because Morales strived to accentuate Belen 

Rueda’s beauty and sensuality in order to distinguish the character of Julia from the 

motherly character of Laura Rueda played in El orfanato, Julia is the epitome of 

female able-bodiness: she’s an object of sexual desire who can maneuver quite well in 

high heels even with a blindfold over her eyes.150  Thus, blindness in this film is not 

treated as a disability per se, in which blindness presents significant obstacles to 

functioning in a world largely organized by sight, but rather it serves as the catalyst for 

the construction of the narrative.  Here it is useful to recall Morales’ explanation that 

the idea for the film originated with his vision of a woman with a blindfold over her 

eyes.  While he does manage to provide viewers with an approximation to the 

experience of degenerative blindness through the use of subject shots in which we see 

through Julia’s eyes, for the most part blindness functions as narrative device that has 

been identified and named “narrative prosthesis” by innovative scholars working in 

the emerging field of disability studies. 

 In their book, Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and the Dependence of 

Discourse, David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder examine the phenomenon that is clearly 

on display in Los ojos de Julia.  Noting the frequency that disability appears in 

literature throughout centuries, they have articulated the paradox that “disabled 

peoples’ social invisibility has occurred in the wake of their perpetual circulation 

throughout print history” (Davis 208).  Mitchell and Snyder theorize this paradox by 

claiming that “the act of characterization is such that narrative must establish the 

                                                 
150 Quote taken from the La Butaca interview with Morales. 
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exceptionality of its subject matter to justify the telling of a story” (209), leading them 

to posit their notion of narrative prosthesis, in which disability functions as a crutch 

upon which stories derive their narrative force.  This explains the prevalence of 

characters who exhibit some form of disability in literature – as seen in Shakespeare’s 

Richard III, Melville’s Moby-Dick and Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury, for 

example – in which disability is used by the author as a means to assist with 

characterization of an otherwise “normal” character.  To see the difference between 

this use of disability and a text that takes disability as a topic of exploration, we can 

compare the Spanish film Mar adentro (Alejandro Amenábar, 2004) with the “great 

books” I’ve cited above.  While in those classic works, disability is not only a way to 

establish the exceptional nature of their protagonists, but also to illuminate the 

existential themes of the texts that have next to nothing to do with disability itself, 

Mar adentro is about the life and death of Ramón Sampdero, a quadriplegic who 

wishes to end his life with dignity via euthanasia.151 

 In Los ojos de Julia then, Julia’s degenerative blindness functions as a 

metaphor for something else, a common function of disability in stories that is 

immediately understood as such by viewers accustomed to seeing narrative prosthesis 

in both literature and cinema.  This observation, while seeking to draw attention to the 

fact that the film participates in a long history of dependence upon disability in order 

to tell its story at the expense of the often traumatic experience of real people with real 

disabilities, begs the question of just what the disability of degenerative blindness is a 

                                                 
151 Coincidentally, Mar adentro was Belén Rueda’s first feature film, in which she 
played another character named Julia, the lawyer and lover of Sampdero (played by 
Javier Bardem). 
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metaphor of in Los ojos de Julia.  In order to answer this question, I’d like to begin 

with Mitchell and Snyder’s claim that:  

Within literary narratives, disability serves as an interruptive force that 
confronts cultural truisms.  The inherent vulnerability and variability of 
bodies serves literary narratives as a metonym for that which refuses to 
conform to the mind’s desire for order and rationality.  Within this 
schema, disability acts as a metaphor and fleshy example of the body’s 
unruly resistance to the cultural desire to “enforce normalcy.” (Davis 
206).  
 

If we posit the degenerative blindness in Los ojos de Julia as “an interruptive force 

that confronts cultural truisms,” then it is possible to consider its function in the film 

as a radical interruption of the free flow of ideology that underpins the symbolic order 

of post-dictatorship Spain.  Read in terms of the conflict between the opposed cultural 

processes of the Transition and the recuperation of historical memory that I’ve been 

charting throughout Traumatized Subjects, we can take Julia’s condition as a metaphor 

for the predicament of the latter, which derives much of its own force from the desire 

for the children of the disappeared to locate, exhume and identify the remains of their 

loved ones before dying themselves, a real issue since the vast majority of them are 

over sixty-five years old.  Reading the film as an allegory of the state of impunity, this 

real limit is figured in Los ojos de Julia by her struggle to learn the truth about her 

sister’s death by identifying her killer before she loses her vision completely, 

something that would make it nearly impossible to continue her detective work.  

Julia’s struggle is not only against the serial killer, who can be read as a representative 

of the residual Francoist/fascist elements lurking in the shadows of Spanish 

democracy, but also against the lack of assistance on the part of law enforcement, who 

can be read as representatives of the symbolic authorities of post-dictatorship Spain 
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who have proven to be just as ineffectual in facilitating the exhumation of mass graves 

as the police in the film are useless when it comes to solving a case of brutal murder 

that they don’t even recognize as such. 

 Within the context of justice, blindness has served as an important metaphor 

for the impartiality of legal systems across many cultures for centuries.  The first 

statue of Lady Justice with her eyes covered with a blindfold appeared in the city of 

Bern, Switzerland in the 16th century, but her image has become ubiquitous since then.  

Thus, it is also possible to posit Julia as a version of Lady Justice, but with significant 

differences.  Rather than signifying her status as an impartial judge of objective facts, 

Julia’s blindfold is a marker of the degree of her subjective involvement in solving the 

case of her sister’s murder since it is the stress of her investigation that leads to her 

blindness that requires the operation that forces her to cover her eyes with a blindfold 

during recovery.  Yet, far from serving as a form of protection, the blindfold places 

her in danger by making her vulnerable to the serial killer’s strategy of seduction and 

enforced dependence upon him.  When Julia’s life is in danger she risks removing the 

blindfold early in order to escape from the serial killer’s apartment, which is precisely 

how she discovers the identity of her sister’s murderer.  This illustrates how the 

blindness of the law is a quality that can be manipulated by those who take advantage 

of not being seen in order to act with impunity.    

 At the same time, Los ojos de Julia recalls the climax of Oedipus Rex, in which 

Oedipus blinds himself, an act that occurs immediately after seeing the dead body of 

his mother-wife Jocasta, who hung herself upon learning the truth about their 

relationship.  In that text, blindness is a self-inflicted punishment for breaking a 
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fundamental taboo.  I would argue that Julia performs a similar operation in the sense 

that she’s aware that the investigation of her sister’s death is significantly accelerating 

the degeneration of her vision to the point of blindness, but continues it because, like 

Oedipus, her desire for truth is stronger than her desire for sight, despite the dangers 

involved.  Also like him, Julia breaks cultural taboos by ignoring symbolic authorities 

and never giving way on her desire for truth, despite the risks implied.  The fact that 

her early removal of the blindfold in order to survive ensures her imminent total 

blindness by the end of the film is, indeed, a rather cruel punishment for a such a noble 

character, but it parallels the fate of so many people involved in the recuperation of 

historical memory who have managed to lift the blinding veil of Transtitionism from 

their eyes just in time to see that time is quickly  

running out for those searching for the remains of their loved ones. 

 Finally, it should be noted that Julia’s condition seems to be precisely what 

enables her to see what others do not, specifically the traces of a murder that has been 

misrecognized as a suicide.  Interestingly, one of the first clues that Julia discovers is 

an aural one.  When the power in Sara’s house comes back on – it suffered an outage 

during a storm the night of the murder – a record resumes playing a version of Dusty 

Springfield’s 1967 song “The Look of Love,” which Julia finds an odd soundtrack for 

a suicide.  It is by trusting in senses other than sight, particularly her sense of touch, 

that Julia is able to protect herself and solve the mystery of a crime that only she 

perceives.  Here disability functions as a gateway to the heightened “sixth sense” of a 

natural detective.  Read allegorically in terms of the state of impunity, Julia’s 

degenerative blindness marks her with a stigma, aligning her character with the 
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victims of Franocist repression who are the bearers of a social stigma in a symbolic 

order that has perpetuated their inferior citizen status under the dictatorship by 

denying them the right to redress for the crimes against humanity committed against 

them and their family members and by failing to recognize their right to locate and 

exhume the remains of those disappeared by the dictatorship, an act only carried out 

after being identified as “un rojo,” the social stigma used to justify mass 

extermination.  Thus, as the bearer of social stigma, Julia is situated in a position to 

see what the non-stigmatized are blind to, which if we shift this discussion to the level 

of ideology, allows us to argue that Julia’s condition is precisely what produces a 

desire (for knowing the truth of the past) that contests the dominant ideology of the 

Transition (that one should avoid stirring up the past in order to ensure social cohesion 

and personal happiness in the present) as represented by the symbolic authorities of 

the police officer and her husband who makes her promise to “dejar de perseguir 

fantasmas.”  Yet it is the serial killer himself who gives voice to the ultimate symbolic 

order when he tells Julia that “necesitas cerrar heridas.”  Significantly, he tells her this 

at the same time he drugs her cup of tea in order to incapacitate her and ensure she 

remains dependent upon his “care,” giving that oft-repeated phrase a new context from 

which it should be theorized when uttered in political discourse. 

 

BETWEEN GIALLO AND THE SLASHER FILM 

 

 Moving from disability studies to the terrain of genre studies, I’d like to 

consider Los ojos de Julia as a film that mixes elements of giallo with the slasher film, 
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two subgenres of horror film, in order to illuminate some of the film’s themes.  Giallo 

has its roots in Italian detective fiction and takes its name from the yellow covers of a 

line of imported translations of British and American murder mysteries and crime 

novels launched in 1929 by Mondadori, a Milanese publishing house.  It developed 

into Italian pulp fiction and crossed over to cinema with Mario Bava’s film La 

Ragazza che Sapeva Troppo in 1962.  Dario Argento’s name is synonymous with 

cinematic giallo, which saw its heyday in the late 1960s and the early 70s, though it 

has spread from Italy and is still alive today.  Indeed, I would argue that Los ojos de 

Julia is one of the more recent examples of non-Italian giallo that borrows from other 

subgenres.  Others include Amer (2009) a French-Belgium co-production directed by 

Héléne Cattet and Bruno Foranzi, and the Swedish film Ond Tron (Kristian Petri, 

2010).  Leon Hunt has outlined several key features of giallo in his article “A 

(Sadistic) Night at the Opera: Notes on the Italian Horror Film”: 

Amongst these features are elements such as black gloves and masks, 
which function in several ways.  The mask can conceal gender and 
point as well in a quite reflexive way to the killer as a function within 
the text… the weapon is made subservient to the film’s aesthetic 
organization around injury-to-the-eye motifs… it most often favors an 
elaborately choreographed and protracted set piece that draws on the 
full resources of baroque set design, lighting… and music.152 
 

Los ojos de Julia includes all of these features except for the mask, though the killer’s 

identity is kept hidden by camera angles that do not permit viewers to identify him 

until Julia herself sees him for the first time, thus the framing of shots function as a 

sophisticated type of mask.   

                                                 
152 The Horror Reader, pp. 330-1. 
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 The film also exhibits what is perhaps the most conspicuous feature of giallo, 

namely the fetishization of the female body as a sexualized object of desire, though it 

avoids doing so in the exploitative way so typical of classic giallo.  It is on this point 

that Morales has difficulty seeing his creation as a giallo, as he indicates in an 

interview: “Bueno, Guillermo del Toro siempre me ha dicho que yo lo qu he hecho es 

un giallo, así que no he parado de repetírmelo todas las mañanas a ver si me lo creo 

(Risas).  Lo que sí que reivindico es que de ser un giallo, es un giallo feminista, 

porque aquel género italiano siempre era machista.”153  Morales’ ambivalence about 

classifying Los ojos de Julia as giallo is understandable due to the reasons he states, 

although his enthusiasm for presenting Belén Rueda as a sex object betrays a certain 

affinity with Dario Argento’s notorious statement that “I like women, especially 

beautiful ones.  If they have a good face and figure, I would much prefer to watch 

them being murdered than an ugly girl or man.”154  For his part, during an interview in 

which the interviewer stated, “tu protagonista también nos decia que has insistido 

mucho en sacarla sexy,” Morales responded by saying: 

Me encanta que digas eso. Belén tiene una gran belleza, y hasta ahora 
no se había requerido. Pero aquí ella es el objeto de deseo, era la excusa 
para ponerle faldas, tacones y escotes. Es una mujer muy sexy. Me 
decía “Guillem, me estoy quedando ciega, cómo voy a llevar tacones”, 
y yo le respondía “claro que sí, no pasa nada, esto es cine, y tienes unas 
piernas muy bonitas”. Y se marcó una carrera con tacones alucinante, 
no podíamos seguirla. Estoy orgulloso de haber sacado su belleza.155 
 

Aside from demonstrating how narrative prosthesis operates within the logic of 

cinema, this quote makes it clear that Morales’ idea of “feminist giallo” is not entirely 

                                                 
153 Aullidos interview with Morales. 
154 The Horror Reader, pp. 331. 
155 La Butaca interview with Morales. 
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liberated from giallo’s historical rapport with sexplotation films, such as those by 

Spanish director Jess Franco and many of the Spanish horror films of Paul Naschy, 

one of which, Los ojos azules de la muñeca rota (Carlos Aured, 1974) is clearly an 

example of a Spanish giallo.  In a moment I’ll return to questions of sex and gender in 

Los ojos de Julia by reading it through Carol J. Clover’s insightful observations of the 

American slasher film that trouble any attempt to interpret viewer identification in a 

way that would reduce it to a straightforward case of what Laura Mulvey has famously 

dubbed “the male gaze.”  But before doing so, I’d like to analyze an essential figure in 

giallo – the eyewitness – and to consider the setting from which the film’s serial killer 

emerges.  

 Giallo’s obsession with the eyewitness, or “testimone oculare,” springs from 

its fixation with all things ocular, most notably the eye itself.  In Men, Women and 

Chainsaws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film, Carol J. Clover opens her chapter 

entitled “The Eye of Horror” by noting that “eyes are everywhere in horror cinema,” 

to which I would add that eyes are nowhere more visible in horror cinema than in the 

subgenre of giallo.  Positing that “a strong prima facie case could be made for horror’s 

being, intentionally or unintentionally, the most self-reflexive of cinematic genres” 

(168), Clover ties the ubiquity of the eye in horror cinema to a hyperawareness of 

“what it has to say about the psychology of its own production and consumption” 

(168).  She also states that: 

Insofar as it introduces a narrative that necessarily turns on problems of 
vision – seeing too little (to the point of blindness) or seeing too much 
(to the point of insanity) – and insofar as its scary project is to tease, 
confuse, block, and threaten a spectator’s own vision, the opening eye 
of horror also announces a concern “with the way we see ourselves and 
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other and the consequences that often attend our usual manner of 
perception.”  Horror privileges eyes because, more crucially than any 
other kind of cinema, it is about eyes.  (166-7) 
 

The title of Los ojos de Julia is an example of the type of self-consciousness that 

horror film consistently demonstrates by foregrounding the politics of seeing implicit 

to cinema production and consumption through references to the scopic drive, an issue 

I will explore in the final section of this chapter by way of the Lacanian gaze.  Here, I 

would like to take the film’s title as a cue to Julia’s status as a special type of 

testimone oculare whose status during the film oscillates between object of sexual 

desire and eyewitness a posteriori. 

 In his notes on giallo, Gary Needham writes “the typical Argento protagonist is 

the victim/witness of a trauma who must keep returning to the scene of the crime (the 

Freudian ‘nachtraglichkeit’ or retranscription of memory; popularly represented via 

flashback sequences), often committed by a killer who just can’t resist serial murder 

(the psychoanalytic ‘compulsion to repeat’).”156  A crucial difference between Julia 

and the typical giallo protagonist is that she never witnesses the serial killer commit 

one of his murders, though viewers are forced to watch the murder of Julia’s sister in 

the opening scene, effectively converting them into the film’s only true testimone 

oculare.  The fact that the scene is ambiguous – it’s not clear if Sara is in the process 

of committing suicide or not when the black boot of an unidentified person kicks away 

the stool that she’s standing on after she’s placed her head in a noose – signals that 

we’ve entered the terrain of giallo, since misrecognition and the unreliable testimony 

                                                 
156 Needham, Gary.  “Playing with genre: An introduction to the Italian giallo.”  
Kinoeye: New Perspectives on European Film.  Volume 2, Issue 11.  6/10/02 
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of eyewitnesses are common themes of the genre, nowhere more apparent than in the 

brilliant opening scene of Argento’s L’Uccello dale piume di cristallo (1969) in which 

the film’s eyewitness misreads the scene of a murder that he observes from an 

objective perspective in an open museum space.   What is most interesting about how 

Los ojos de Julia situates viewers as the film’s collective “testimone oculare” is that it 

does so in a way that makes them immediately sympathetic to Julia’s investigation, 

placing them in an antagonistic relationship to the symbolic authorities who have done 

nothing to address the crimes of a serial killer who has been able to carry out his 

violent acts with impunity.  Julia’s detective work makes her a witness to the traces of 

those crimes, which lead her ever closer to the truth of her sister’s murder.  Reading 

the film as an allegory for the state of impunity in post-dictatorship Spain, it is 

noteworthy that the action of Los ojos de Julia takes places in the aftermath of a long 

string of murders, the extent of which is only revealed late in the film, when Julia sees 

a wall of photos in the killer’s apartment that contain images of the women he has 

killed over what one can only assume has been a period of several years, all of whom 

have their eyes scratched out.  Thus, viewers are positioned as witnesses to trauma in 

what Davoine and Gaudillére call the “frozen time” that follows disaster.  

Significantly, for my critique of the Transition, they claim “there can be no transition 

from the past to the present when the impact of disaster has immobilized time” (xxx).  

The sense that time in the film has come to a standstill in the wake of something tragic 

is rendered through the film’s mise-en-scéne. 

 From a formal perspective, one of the most successful aspects of Los ojos de 

Julia is the way in which it establishes a peculiar mood through a carefully designed 
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mise-en-scéne.  While the script fails to deliver completely on the high level of 

suspense that it promises with its nods to Hitchcock (the identity of the serial killer is 

obvious long before it’s revealed, the game of cat and mouse goes on for too long) and 

the acting leaves something to be desired (most notably that of Julia’s husband and the 

police commissioner, though this is tied to the underdevelopment of their characters), 

the atmosphere of the film is its strongest merits.  Interestingly, Jordi Costa’s review 

of the film in El País, entitled “Visión retrospectiva,” which I analyzed at length in the 

introduction to Traumatized Subjects, accurately notes the “ucronía” of the film’s 

mise-en-scene at the same time he errs by naming it “Presente Gótico,” linking it to 

“tantos títulos del nuevo cine de terror español.”157  While he’s correct that films such 

as Abre los ojos, El orfanato and No-Do can be classified as such, Los ojos de Julia 

does not rely on the conventions of the gothic, but rather sets the action in a mise-en-

scene laden with dread “that belongs more to a setting that is ornately baroque… or 

intensely modern/postmodern” as Leon Hunt describes the typical giallo setting (The 

Horror Reader 331).  The film is cold and dark and full of grey tones, while the 

framing of shots lends it a degree of claustrophobia.  The precise setting is 

unidentifiable and one almost gets the feeling that Julia – an outsider to this 

community where time has become immobilized – has entered one of the baroque 

mourning plays or horror dramas that Walter Benjamin examines in The Origin of 

German Tragic Drama, which were set among the ruins of death and destruction, 

surrounded by the fragments of historical catastrophe.  Indeed, the film’s artistic 

director, Balter Gallart has commented that he tried to create “una atmósfera con 

                                                 
157 Jordi Costa, “Visión retrospectiva.” El País. October 29, 2010. 
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influencias centroeuropeas increíblemente empobrecida.  No es una estética gótica 

pero otorga a la película la atmósfera adecuada para una historia tan sobrecogedora y 

que describe perfectamente un mundo en el que – como repetía constantemente 

Guillem [Morales] – ya no hay nada hermoso que ver.”158 

The film’s bleak atmosphere corresponds with Julia’s degenerative blindness as a 

metaphor for a world that has been emptied of both beauty and hope.  Such a dreary 

aesthetic provides a stark contrast to films that promote visions of Spain as an ideal 

tourist destination characterized by the fleshy pleasures associated with a 

Mediterranean country marked by a particular “alegría” and passion that has been 

codified in films such as the 1960s and 70s Marisol cycle I analyzed in the last 

chapter, much of Almodóvar’s cinema of the 1980s, as well as titles ranging from 

Bigas Luna’s Jamón, Jamón (1992), Julio Medem’s Lucía y el sexo (2001) and even 

Woody Allen’s Vicky, Cristina, Barcelona (2008), a film that can be read as an 

outsider’s reproduction of the cultural stereotypes consumed during a lifetime of 

watching Spanish export films. 

 Los ojos de Julia, then, undercuts notions of the projected image of Spain as a 

sunny paradise with its dark mood and violent plot at the same time it resists showing 

characteristic markers of cultural specificity.  The best example of this is the 

neighborhood where most of the action of the film takes place.  Shot in the small 

Catalán village of Cantonigrós, the neighborhood, inspired by Belgium design, 

originally served as a leper community that has been converted into “chalets,” or row 

houses, with white, modern exteriors that appear about as typically Spanish as apple 

                                                 
158 “Los ojos de Julia: comentario sobre la película,” La Higuera.net. 
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pie.  As Gallart explains, “su estética iba perfecta para lo soñado… además la parte 

trasera de los chalets derivaba en zonas privadas y comunes ajardinadas que 

conectaban los diferentes espacios y que nos sirvió para crear el laberinto de patios en 

los que Julia tenía que seguir una enigmatica cuerda o corer y esconderse en ellos por 

la noche en medio de la lluvia.”159  Aside from contributing to the film’s baroque 

staging, the isolated neighborhood suggests both the privatization of living space and 

an image of economic affluence that go hand-in-hand with the neoliberal restructuring 

of Spanish communities during the post-dictatorship.  As a consequence of the horrors 

that emerge from this “urbanización,” the film implicitly carries a critique of the 

dangers that accompany social isolation, and the absence of mourners at Sara’s funeral 

is just as notable as the fact that nobody in the neighborhood seems to be alarmed by 

the disappearances of local women.  In short, the Spain represented in the film has 

been drained of all unifying national signifiers at the same time it figures a lack of 

social cohesion through the sense of emptiness and loss that the mise-en-scene 

establishes.  It is as if Julia is situated at “the end of history,” surrounded by the 

remains of neoliberal architecture, yet unlike Fukuyama, she has nothing to celebrate 

and much to fear.  In this sense, the film’s setting contributes to an allegorical reading 

in which it carries an implicit critique of the structure of feeling produced by the 

hypermodern capitalist development promoted as an unequivocal social good by 

neoliberal economists and apologists of the Transition.  However, the serial killer who 

emerges to haunt this architecture problematizes celebratory narratives of Spain’s 

economic success as a result of the neoliberal policies enacted by the post-dictatorship 

                                                 
159 Ibid. 
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governments, the shortcomings of which have been contested by the 15-M movement 

launched on May 15th, 2011, a crucial, but often overlooked antecedent to the Occupy 

Movement that erupted four months later.   

 Thus, the state of impunity includes not only the failure of the Spanish state to 

investigate the crimes against humanity committed during the dictatorship, nor does it 

refer exclusively to the residual Francoist elements haunting the nation.  The violence 

of neoliberalism that goes unnoticed as such constitutes an essential part of the state of 

impunity.  With this in mind, it should be recalled that Garzón was acquitted by the 

Supreme Court of the charge of prevaricación for his investigation of the dictatorship 

only after being found guilty of the same crime for his investigation of “el caso 

Gürtel,” a massive web of political corruption indicative of how democracy in Spain 

presents few obstacles to practicing the sort of “business as usual” under Franco, in 

which political corruption was the norm.  As “la plataforma Solidarios con Garzón” 

claimed during his trials, Garzón “va a ser el primer condenado del caso Gürtel y la 

última víctima del franquismo,”160 demonstrating how the set of charges (three in 

total) levied against Garzón were not totally independent of one another, but linked 

political corruption in the present with a refusal to address the crimes of the past, if in 

subterranean ways.161 

                                                 
160 “Garzón será el primer condenado de Gürtel y la última víctima del franquismo.”  
El País. January 14, 2012. 
161 I’ve limited my commentary here to only two of the three Supreme Court cases 
brought against Garzón.  The third case, which linked Garzón to Emilio Botín, director 
of Banco Santander, through alleged illegal payments made to Garzón for courses he 
organized at NYU in 2005-6 in exchange for archiving a case against Botín is 
certainly not insignificant.  The fact that it was archived by the Supreme Court the day 
after the court declared Garzón guilty in the Gürtel case might signify that the state of 
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 As I’ve suggested above, the hidden or misrecognized violence of neoliberal 

economic policies and the social structures they produce takes on material expression 

in the form of the serial killer, a perverted symptom of the return of structural violence 

repressed by celebratory claims of economic prosperity.  The dominant figure of 

American horror cinema during the heyday of the slasher film during the 1980s, it 

should come as no surprise that the serial killer became so prominent during the years 

of the “Reagan Revolution,” haunting the expanding white suburbs that were largely 

responsible for voting him into office.  While giallo emphasizes ambiguous crimes and 

the amateur detective work that Julia undertakes in Los ojos de Julia, the slasher film 

revolves around a mysterious serial killer who stalks victims, a process that viewers 

often experience from the point of view of the villain.  I’ve already suggested that Los 

ojos de Julia is a hybrid of giallo and the slasher film, and now I would like to 

consider Julia as an example of what Carol J. Clover has termed the “Final Girl,” the 

prototypical female hero of slasher films. 

 While many feminist film scholars have critiqued cinema as an essentially 

patriarchal medium, Clover questions the implicit assumptions about viewer 

identification that such arguments typically betray.  In her 1975 landmark essay in the 

influential British film journal Screen, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Laura 

Mulvey provided the foundation for an influential strain of psychoanalytically oriented 

feminist film scholarship that remains popular today.  Summarizing many of the 

claims she makes in that essay, Mulvey states that: 

                                                                                                                                             
impunity protects billionaires at the same time it disciplines those who dare to 
investigate the dictatorship. 
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The scopophilic instinct (pleasure in looking at another person as an 
erotic object), and, in contradistinction, ego libido (forming identity 
processes) act as formations, mechanisms, which [traditional narrative 
film] has played on.  The image of woman as (passive) raw material for 
the (active) gaze of man takes the argument a step further into the 
structure of representation, adding a further layer demanded by the 
ideology of the patriarchal order as it is worked out in its favorite 
cinematic form – illusionistic narrative film.162 
 

While Mulvey is certainly correct to point out that women are (very) frequently treated 

as eroticized objects for the viewing pleasure of male spectators, she fails to consider 

the possibility of cross-gendered identification.  Still, when one considers the fact that 

in slasher films the monster is almost always male and most of his victims are female, 

it is difficult not to refer them to Mulvey’s paradigm.  Indeed, Clover begins her 

analysis of the Final Girl with the following observation: 

On the face of it, the relation between the sexes in slasher films could 
hardly be clearer.  The killer is with few exceptions recognizably 
human and distinctly male; his fury is unmistakably sexual in both 
roots and expression; his victims are mostly women, often sexually free 
and always young and beautiful… The case could be made that the 
slasher films available at a given neighborhood video rental outlet 
recommend themselves to censorship under the Dworkin-MacKinnon 
guidelines at least as readily as do the hard-core films the next section 
over, at which that legislation aimed; for if some of the victims are 
men, the argument goes, most are women, and the women are 
brutalized in ways that come too close to real life for comfort. (Horror 
Film Reader 294) 
 

Yet Clover claims that such logic does not account for the figure of the Final Girl, the 

prototypical female-hero of slasher films, since it doesn’t question the possibility that 

gender can be “troubled” in myriad ways, as Judith Butler has demonstrated.163  

Clover effectively queers notions of the cinematic gaze, which E. Ann Kaplan, 

                                                 
162 Mulvey, Laura. “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” Screen 16.3 Autumn 
1975 pp. 6-18 
163 See Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble. 
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following Mulvey, has formulated as male: “within the film text itself, men gaze at 

women, who become objects of the gaze; the spectator, in turn, is made to identity 

with this male gaze, and to objectify the woman on the screen” (295).  She does this 

by providing what she calls a “figurative analysis” of the slasher film that takes point 

of view as a critical point of departure.  Suggesting that “gender is less a wall than a 

permeable membrane” (297), Clover posits cross-gender identification with the 

victims in slasher films via the formula “point of view = identification” (297).  Like in 

most slasher films, in Los ojos de Julia, the identification of (both female and male) 

viewers shifts from the point of view of the unidentified serial killer in the opening 

scene to that of the Final Girl as we vicariously experience her trials and, alongside 

her, discover the identity of the killer, a character who fails to elicit our sympathy.  

Clover states that the “fluidity of engaged perspective is in keeping with the universal 

claims of the psychoanalytic model: the threat function and the victim coexist in the 

same unconscious, regardless of anatomical sex” (297). 

 While Clover’s fascinating analysis of slasher films explores issues of gender 

and sexuality in greater depth than I have space to consider here, I would like 

underscore the fact that her analysis indicates the fact that viewers overwhelmingly 

identify with the victims in slasher films, regardless of their own gender, sex or sexual 

orientation (separate categories that are conflated in the type of feminist film analysis 

I’ve noted above) by way of point of view which is conveyed through both camera 

position and storyline.  Thus, the Final Girl, the slasher film’s hero-victim and the only 

character who is developed in psychological detail, is the point of identification for 

men and women alike.  The only surviving main character who seeks out the identity 
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of the serial killer, the Final Girl’s desire to discover the truth and survive to tell it are 

greater than his ability to eliminate her in a chain of unsolved murders that signify a 

state of impunity.  Julia, as a Final Girl, survives when other lesser males – Isaac (her 

husband), Iván (the nurse he kills and poses as in order to get intimately close to 

Julia), and Créspulo (a character who provides her with a clue to the killer’s identity) – 

are easily killed off.  However, unlike the stereotypical Final Girl, whose femininity is 

often complicated by her physical traits, masculine interests and difference from other 

females, Julia – in typical giallo fashion – is the epitome of stereotypical notions of 

hegemonic femininity, and an object of sexual desire who the killer seeks to possess as 

such.  Indeed, the chain of murders he commits are the result of his perverted attempts 

to “court” sexually desirable women who suffer from some sort of visual impairment, 

a condition he perpetuates through his own medical interventions, in order to ensure 

their dependence upon him.  It is only when his methods inevitably fail, that he resorts 

to killing the women he first seeks to win over.   

 While the film provides ample commentary on the concept of traditional 

notions of male-female courtship, read allegorically, this dialectic of sexual desire and 

physical violence hinges upon issues of dependence and acquiescence to one’s 

compromised condition that can be grafted onto the.  Thus, within the context of post-

dictatorship Spain, we can read the serial killer’s desire for compromised victims as 

the Spanish state’s desire to maintain the victims of Francoist repression in a 

compromised state in which their basic rights to truth, justice and reparation are 

suspended by perverse legal interventions, such as Garzón’s public humiliation and 

subsequent elimination from the Spanish judiciary, as well as the Supreme Court’s 
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defense of the 1977 Amnesty Law despite the fact that it contradicts basic principles 

of international law and human rights.164 From this perspective, Garzón can be read as 

one of the lesser males in a national slasher film in search of a Final Girl who can 

survive the attempt to reveal the identity of the residual Francoist elements who 

operate in the long shadow of impunity stretching from El Valle de los Caídos across 

the socio-political landscape of the post-dictatorship. 

 

THE LACANIAN GAZE AND DEATH DRIVE 

 

 I would like to end this chapter by expanding notions of how the gaze figures 

in Los ojos de Julia, and horror film in general, by moving the discussion begun above 

from the field of gender studies to Lacan psychoanalysis.  Although many feminist 

                                                 
164 I stress this fact mainly to draw attention to how it illustrates “the Garzón 
Syndrome” that I discussed in chapter two.  However, it should be noted that while it’s 
clear that international law and human rights can be powerful tools for bringing about 
limited types of justice, the history of their selective application suggests that the de-
politicized nature of these legal discourses often places them on the side of power.  
For example, Spain’s use of universal jurisdiction in the Pinochet and Scilingo cases 
can be interpreted as forms of neocolonial discipline, while the Supreme Court’s 
prohibition of applying the same principles in Spain can be read as evidence of the 
Transition’s continued dominance within the post-dictatorship symbolic order.  Thus, 
Spain’s rather unique relationship to international law and human rights is a case study 
in their efficacy as a means to achieve justice.  To date, they have fared rather poorly 
at the same time they’ve often contributed to a de-politicization of the crimes they 
seek to redress, by positing an essentialzed “humanity” as what is worthy of justice, 
often at the cost of acknowledging the political specificity of victims.  This erasure of 
the very political identities that made victims the target of violence in the first place 
(i.e., “los rojos”) can contribute to what we might call a mystified historical memory, 
in which public recognition of victims is allowed to take place, but only to the extent 
that that it doesn’t threaten the political configurations of the present.  For this reason, 
it is important to resist the uncritical internalization of the discourses of international 
law and human rights. 
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film theorists have followed Mulvey in using psychoanalysis in order to support their 

claims about “the male gaze,” the Lacanian gaze has absolutely nothing to do with 

looking, though it is related to the issue of point of view.165  In his seminar on the Four 

Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, Lacan discusses the gaze in terms of drive, 

classifying it as part of one of four partial drives, namely the scopic drive, which is 

related to the eyes and the gaze.  In this classification Lacan introduces a split between 

the eye and the gaze, between the subject’s field of vision and their being caught in the 

gaze.  He posits the gaze as the point from which objects stare back at the subject, and 

uses Hans Holbein’s painting, The Ambassadors to illustrate the anxiety produced in 

the subject when looking at it from the proper angle, revealing that the stain at the 

bottom of the painting is really a skull staring back at the unknowing subject.  This 

anxiety is an effect of the sense of lack that being caught in the gaze produces in the 

subject since it reminds one of how the symbolic order co-exists with the Real, which 

is always threatening to destabilize that order.  Since the subject depends upon the 

smooth functioning of the symbolic order as a guarantor of meaning, any encounter 

with the Real threatens to dissolve the subject’s perception of reality just as the stain in 

Holbein’s painting calls into question the authority of the accumulated wealth and 

social status that accompanies science and rationality.  Lacan claims that the stain 

“reflects our own nothingness, in the figure of the death’s head” (92) the allegorical 

symbol par excellence, according to Benjamin, which I discussed in the introduction. 

                                                 
165 Joan Copjec has written extensively on the conflation of the Lacanian gaze with 
other ways of theorizing gaze and vision performed by such renowned film scholars 
such as Mulvey, Christian Metz and Jacqueline Rose.  See Read My Desire: Lacan 
versus the Historicists. 
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 Thus, the Lacanian gaze destabilizes normative ways of thinking about seeing 

since Lacan associates it with the invisible point from which the Real catches subjects 

with its deathly stare.  Understood in this way, Los ojos de Julia stages the 

relationship between subject and the Real through its representation of the serial killer 

who operates within the shadow of impunity.  The film shows viewers how subjects 

are caught in the violent gaze of the killer who is invisible to the symbolic order.  

Indeed, as I mentioned earlier, Morales’ attempt to make the killer sympathetic is 

through characterizing him as someone whom everybody fails to notice, causing him 

the psychological pain that stems from a lack of social recognition.  Such social 

anonymity is precisely what allows him to kill with impunity since his existence is 

unregistered at the symbolic level.  Read allegorically, the violence he administers 

suggests the structural violence of neoliberalism as well as a democracy that 

discriminates between classes of victims, positing the victims of ETA over those of 

the Francoist dictatorship, who are denied the types of state-sanctioned visibility 

granted to the victims of “terrorism.” 

 As I’ve indicated, the monster driving the film repetitively seeks impossible 

relationships in which his object of desire falls in love with him through an artificially 

manufactured relationship of dependence.  The impossibility of successful courtship 

followed by the killer’s compulsion to repeat the attempt illustrates how the gaze he 

represents is a manifestation of drive, consistent with Lacan’s association of the gaze 

with the scopic drive.  While Lacan’s notion of drive is complex, what I would like to 

highlight here is simply the fact that Lacan claimed that every drive is animated by 

what Freud called the death drive.  As Dylan Evans notes, “Lacan writes that ‘every 
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drive is virtually a death drive’ (Es, 848), because (i) every drive pursues its own 

extinction, (ii) every drive involves the subject in repetition, and (iii) every drive is an 

attempt to go beyond the pleasure principle, to the realm of excess jouissance where 

enjoyment is experienced as suffering” (Evans 33).  Applying this logic to Los ojos de 

Julia, we can see how the serial killer embodies the death drive through repetition and 

the experience of jouissance well beyond the limits of the pleasure principle, which 

seeks to curtail excess enjoyment via the subject’s internalization of symbolic law.  

Additionally, in the film’s climax, he kills himself once he is (finally) seen by the 

symbolic authorities who rescue Julia after she calls them to alert the police that he’s 

trying to kill her in her sister’s house, an outcome that complicates her status as the 

Final Girl, since it is not her who kills the monster.  This can be interpreted as 

Morales’ way of preserving Julia’s femininity, unquestioned throughout the film, and 

also opens the film to feminist critique and undercuts his claim that if he made a giallo 

film, it’s a feminist version of a chauvinistic genre. 

 What is important to note here for my reading of the film as an allegory of the 

state of impunity is relationship between the relationship between symbolic law and 

the Real of fascist violence.  While it should be obvious by now that symbolic law in 

post-dictatorship Spain is structured in such as way as to prevent the enjoyment of the 

victims of Francoist repression by restricting their basic human rights, that same 

structure obscures the way it simultaneously provides for the jouissance of residual 

Francoist elements that exceed what we call the acceptable international limits on 

fascism by turning a blind eye to their transgressions.  The dual facts that El Valle de 

los Caídos still stands while Carabanchel prison, the most emblematic symbol of 
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Francoist repression, was destroyed in 2010 in the name of capitalist development, and 

that the Falange’s lawsuit accusing Garzón of prevaricación for his investigation of 

crimes against humanity was accepted as a legitimate by the Supreme Court (though it 

was later thrown out on a technicality), both point to the fact that the limits to 

enjoyment within post-dictatorship Spain vary considerably depending upon how one 

is situated in relation to the historical trauma of mass extermination.166  The Real of 

fascism and its long history of violence, which the Transition seeks to ignore with 

through its edict to forget the past, is allowed to operate in the shadow of impunity 

because of the asymmetry of power between the victims of Francoist violence and 

those responsible for it that the Transition perpetuates.  An allegorical reading of Los 

ojos de Julia shows the extreme dangers involved in the attempt to expose this fact.  

The film’s climax demonstrates that it is only through the exposure of the violence of 

the Real in a moment of danger that has the potential to transform the actions of 

symbolic authorities by hailing them as such in a context that demands a non-passive 

response.   

 Unfortunately, Garzón’s elimination from the Spanish judiciary signals that the 

chances of doing so by working from inside the limits of Spanish symbolic law are 

next to impossible, though it is yet to be seen if a bona fide Final Girl in the form of an 

Argentine judge is able to entrap Spanish symbolic authorities into taking the 

appropriate actions to eliminate the state of impunity by working from a point beyond 

its shadow.  The gaze of international law may yet catch the traumatized subjects of 

                                                 
166 What makes this so incredible is the fact that the Falange was one of the primary 
agents of the mass extermination Garzón was investigating. 
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post-dictatorship off guard, causing real structural changes to the symbolic order 

similar to those the Spanish judiciary has previously caused in Argentina and Chile.  

The country that first exercised the principle of universal jurisdiction with such 

bravado may also unwittingly become the first to prove that it is not simply a legal 

tool of neocolonial discipline.  

  Vamos a ver… 
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Conclusion: La piel que habito 

 
The Politics of Pedro Almodóvar and the Horrors of the Body Politic 

 
 

 When I first conceived of this project in 2008, I never would have guessed that 

I would be ending it with a discussion of the politics of Pedro Almodóvar, even 

though Volver (2006) had immediately struck me as being intimately related to the 

cultural process of the recuperation of historical memory, though not 

unproblematically so.  While I have appreciated Almodóvar as a director from the first 

time I watched Todo sobre mi madre (1999) in my small apartment in Alcorcón, one 

of the many “ciudades dormitorios” in the industrial underbelly of Madrid, one rainy 

December night in 2001, I have also been skeptical of Almodóvar’s politics due to his 

status as one of the principle cultural icons of the Transition.  However, between 

forming the original idea for this project and finally reaching its conclusion, I’ve had 

the opportunity to observe, frequently firsthand, what might be called “the Second 

Transition of Almodóvar” at the same time his cinema has taken a rather surprisingly 

dark turn into the horror genre with the release of La piel que habito (2011).  I will 

offer a brief analysis of that film, after examining several of Almodóvar’s political 

interventions over the past few years.  While “the politics of Almodóvar” is not 

intended to refer simply to his public involvement in cultural politics, but also to the 

political implications of his films, an overview of Almodóvar’s activities on behalf of 

the recuperation of historical memory will prepare the ground for my reading of La 
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piel que habito, which I see as cinematic evidence of Almodóvar’s traversal of the 

fundamental fantasy of the Transition. 

 Throughout Traumatized Subjects I have sustained a consistent critique of the 

Transition, positing it as the dominant cultural process in post-dictatorship Spain, at 

the same time I have analyzed how the recent wave of Spanish horror film is related to 

the emergent cultural process of the recuperation of historical memory.  In the space 

remaining, I would like to consider Almodóvar as a cultural bellweather whose 

politics consistently reflect the changing configuration of the post-dictatorship 

symbolic order, a fact that allows for the possibility of making cautious predictions 

about its future since no other public figure better embodies the tensions between the 

opposed cultural processes of the Transition and the recuperation of historical 

memory.  Indeed, by noting shifts in the politics of Almodóvar I would argue that 

despite Garzón’s treatment by the Spanish legal system that revealed the extent of the 

current state of impunity, the future of the Transition as a residual cultural process 

may be closer than it appears, while the recuperation of historical memory has become 

a principle factor in a process of cultural coagulation that began with the historic 

exhumation of the mass grave at Priaranza del Bierzo in 2000.   

 The sanguine imagery I’m employing here is meant to serve not only as a 

metaphor for the healing of cultural wounds tied to the historical trauma of mass 

extermination through the exhumation of mass graves (keeping in mind that the 

discourse of Transitionism routinely asserts the contrary: that exhumations reopen 

wounds), but also to suggest that any healing process involves much more than a 

simple return to the status quo after a trauma has been properly addressed.  Rather, 
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what has kept the wounds of mass extermination festering for so many decades after 

Franco’s death, i.e., a symbolic order structured by the Transition, has produced the 

conditions of prolonged social suffering that must also be attended to in order to 

establish a state of social integrity, in which the social links that were broken by mass 

extermination are restored to the extent possible, in place of the state of impunity I 

described in the last chapter.  Thus, the cultural coagulation that I see taking place may 

begin with the opening of mass graves (primary coagulation), but continues in the 

socio-political domain (secondary coagulation), as different cultural factors bind to 

form, in Gramscian terms, a nascent historical bloc with the potential to radically 

transform the configuration of the current symbolic order in Spain.  While this is not 

the place to describe the process of cultural coagulation in detail, here I will simply 

point to the alignment of the 15-M movement and “los indignados” with the defense 

of Garzón during his Supreme Court trials and the movement for the III Spanish 

Republic, however tentative such connections remain at the moment. 

  

THE POLITICS OF ALMODÓVAR 

 

 As noted in the last two chapters, Almodóvar has publicly supported Garzón 

on multiple occasions, most notably by reading a statement in la Puerta del Sol in 

Madrid during the first national demonstrations against impunity in 2010 alongside 
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Almudena Grandes and Marcos Ana.167  Speaking a few days earlier to a much 

smaller audience at a sit-in at Complutense University organized by the Association 

for the Recuperation of Historical Memory, Almodóvar claimed that “la sociedad tiene 

una deuda moral con los que peridieron la guerra y con los familiares de esos 113,000 

cadáveres que yacen en las cunetas.  Si la Falange sienta a Garzón en el banquillo sería 

como si Franco hubiese vuelto a ganar y eso es muy difícil de digerir.”168  He also 

reflected on his own cinema: “Cuando hice mis primeras películas en 1980, tenía 

como norma no citar a Franco.  Negaba su existencia.  No era falta de memoria, sino 

que me parecía la mayor de las protestas.  Las chicas delirantes de Pepi, Luci, Bom y 

otras chicas del montón no habían nacido en la dictadura.  Mi venganza era no 

recordar su existencia.”169  To anyone familiar with Almodóvar’s comments to 

Frédéric Strauss in a series of interviews published as Almodóvar on Almodóvar, this 

statement is a response to his declaration that “transgression isn’t my aim, for it 

implies the kind of respect and acceptance of the law I’m incapable of.  This may 

explain why my films were never anti-Franco.  I simply didn’t even recognize his 

existence.  In a way it’s my revenge against Francoism.  I want there to be no shadow 

or memory of him (18).  Indeed, until the opening sequence of Carne Tremula (1997), 

there is not a single explicit reference to the dictatorship in his cinema, which began 

                                                 
167 It should be noted that this historic mass demonstration occurred almost exactly 
one year before the birth of the 11-M movement in precisely the same location, which 
is adjacent to the former security headquarters of the dictatorship. 
168 Junquera, Natalia.  “Almodóvar se encierra por Garzón.”  El País.  April 13, 2010. 
169 D.B. “El mayor ataque al Estado desde el 23-F.”  Público.  April 13, 2010. 
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seventeen years earlier.170  Yet as Luis Martín-Cabrera has quite convincingly argued 

in a recent article, Almodóvar has never been able to escape the shadow of Francoism, 

which surfaces in spectral form in his cinema:  

Al tratar de que no quede “ni el recuerdo ni la sombra” del dictador, 
paradójicamente, se va a efectuar una espectralización de la misma ley 
del padre que se trataba de anular.  Ya se sabe que lo proprio de un 
fantasma, de un muerto mal enterrado, es volver; todo fantasma 
produce su hauntology, esa mezcla de retorno y acoso incesante.  Por 
eso, a medida que pasen los años, la sombra y el recuerdo spectral de 
ese pasado ominoso de la dictadura y la guerra civil se van a acabar 
colando no sólo en las películas que tratan ese pasado explícitamente 
sino incluso en las que se pretenden del todo separadas de esa 
historia.171 
 

I will return to this line of analysis when I consider La piel que habito in the same way 

I’ve read all of the other horror films discussed in Traumatized Subjects, for it should 

be clear by now that while on the surface horror cinema may seem totally separated 

from history, the truth is exactly the opposite: horror is the inverted reflection of 

unconscious desires and anxieties. 

 Shortly after the historic demonstrations in April 2010, Almodóvar participated 

in the production of a nine-minute Public Service Announcement-like video called 

“Cultura contra la impunidad” in which he and other well-known cultural figures such 

as Pilar and Javier Bardem, Almudena Grandes, Maribel Verdú, and Aitana Sánchez-

Gijón give voice to los desaparecidos del franquismo.  The video was released on 

                                                 
170 Almodóvar commented on this by saying: “Hasta ahora no había hecho un 
comentario sobre el franquismo tan directo.  Al contrario, eran por ausencia.  El 
comienzo de mi cine negaba la presencia de Franco, pero aquí recupero la memoria de 
un modo muy puntual y muy concreto.” Cavestany, Juan.  “Las adaptaciones hay que 
hacerlas con absoluta infidelidad.”  El País.  October 13, 1997. 
171 Martín-Cabrera, Luis.  “La memoria en el closet: duelo, homonormatividad y 
herencia paterna en el último cine de Pedro Almodóvar.”  Revista de ALCESXXI: 
Journal of Contemporary Spanish Literature and Film.  Número 0, 2012.  
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June 14th, and was the lead story on the front page of El País (featuring a still of 

Almodóvar).  It also received national television coverage on RTVE and several other 

major television networks.  The video opens with Almodóvar speaking for Virgilio 

Leret Ruiz, the first military casualty of the 1936 coup, killed by his peers in Mellila.  

As Almodóvar says in the video, “no tuve juicio, ni abogado, ni sentencia, mi familia 

me sigue buscando,” followed by the question that each of these short spectral 

testimonies ends with, “¿Hasta cuando?” While the question is rhetorical, it is also 

implicitly directed at the socialist government, which brings us to another question: 

that of Almodóvar’s relationship with the socialist party. 

 Perhaps no other Spanish film director benefited more from the PSOE that 

emerged along with the Transition than Almodóvar during the 1980s and 90s.  Until 

1996, when the Partido Popular abolished the Miró law discussed earlier, Almodóvar 

consistently received significant government subsidies for his films, which meant that 

from El laberinto de pasiones (1982) to La flor de mi secreto (1995) he was receiving 

funds administered by PSOE, a party he has voiced explicit support for on multiple 

occasions.  Martín-Cabrera has highlighted this fact in order to interpret the political 

implications of La flor de mi secreto and Volver and to deconstruct the popular image 

of Almodóvar as a progressive leftist: 

En general, cuando se discute la ideología de Almodóvar se hace para 
caracterizarlo como un director progresista, contrario a las políticas 
más conservadoras del Partido Popular, pero no necesariamente ligado 
a las políticas culturales del Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE).  
Sin embargo, Almodóvar ha recibido no sólo financiación para sus 
primeras películas a través del Ministerio de Cultura socialista dirigido 
por Pilar Miró en los años ochenta, sino que ha pedido en repetidas 
ocasiones el voto para los candidates del PSOE.  La última vez, durante 
las elecciones del 2008, como miembro activo de la Plataforma en 
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Apoyo a Zapatero (PAZ).  Con esto, quiero aclarar, no trato de reducir 
a Almodóvar a la categorya de intelectual orgánico del PSOE o sugerir 
que sus películas son un simple epifenómeno del ideario 
socialdemócrata, sino más bien argumentar que estas conexiones no se 
pueden simplemente glosar por encima colocando a Almodóvar en la 
categoría abstracta de director de cine “progresista” o “de 
izquierdas.”172 
 

Martín-Cabrera’s concerns about the party politics of Almodóvar stem from the fact 

that scholars of Spanish cinema frequently overlook Almodóvar’s historically close 

relationship to PSOE and how that figures in his cinema, while at the same time they 

tend to celebrate the troubling of gender and queering of sexual desire that is so 

characteristic of Almodóvar’s cinema.  I share Martín-Cabrera’s frustration when he 

writes that “sorprende, después de tantas páginas dedicadas al cine de Almodóvar, que 

sus estrechas conexiones con el ideario de la socialdemocracia española no ocupen un 

lugar más central en los anális de la filmografía del director manchego” (99).  I would 

argue that this is the case because so many of the scholars who write on Almodóvar 

are either products of or defenders of the Transition, who perceive that cultural 

process as inherently progressive.   

 In the introduction to Traumatized Subjects, I discussed how Almodóvar’s 

early cinema contributed to fantasies of unlimited access to jouissance for all under 

liberal democracy, which was a particularly appealing image for foreign film scholars 

watching the colorful carnavalesque scenes unfold from the harsh realities of life in 

Reagan’s America and Thatcher’s England.  And while Almodóvar’s cinema is 

nothing less than anathema to the Catholic Church and the traditional Spanish right, it 

functions fluidly within the neoliberal logic of the free market that the Transition 

                                                 
172 Ibid, pp. 99-100. 
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promotes.  Almodóvar’s fervent embrace of the Transition to the point of synecdoche 

– in which his very name comes to stand for la Movida, the cultural movement most 

closely associated with it – has meant that for most of his career, “the politics of 

Almodóvar” have largely reflected the cultural politics of the socialist party since 

1974, a party that abandoned its Marxist roots and was reinvented along the lines of 

other European social-democratic parties during the Transition.   

 Yet, as I’ve noted above, in recent years, Almodóvar has clearly shifted away 

from the cultural politics of the Transition and the party politics of PSOE through his 

support of the recuperation of historical memory, his defense of Garzón and solidarity 

with the victims of mass extermination.  I would argue that this shift has occurred in 

large part because El País decided to run a particular section of Marcos Ana’s 

memoirs, Decidme cómo es un árbol, in advance of its publication in the Sunday 

magazine supplement on September 30, 2007.  The title of the section was “Cuando el 

primer amor llega a los 41 años,” and it is easy to see how it would have caught 

Almodóvar’s attention.  The text is an account of Ana’s first experiences with sex and 

love with a prostitute upon his release from prison in 1961, twenty-three years after he 

first entered, making him the political prisoner who spent the most time behind bars 

under the Francoist dictatorship.  Almodóvar requested a copy of the book 

immediately upon reading the excerpt and purchased the rights to Marcos Ana’s 

biography less than a week later in order to make a film about Ana’s life.  During the 

production of Los abrazos rotos, Almodóvar wrote that “a pesar de sufrir atrocidades 

inimaginables (en más de una occasion después de torturarle le dieron por muerto), 

Marcos Ana fue y sigue siendo un hombre de una bonhomía casi angelical.  El hombre 
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más bueno que he conocido, no hay un gramo de revancha en él.”173  As someone who 

has been fortunate enough to interview Marcos Ana for the Spanish Civil War 

Memory Project in 2008, I can testify that Almodóvar’s characterization of him is not 

an example of sentimental hyperbole.  More significantly, my extensive contact with 

political prisoners and the family members of the victims of mass extermination 

through conducting other such interviews and participating in various mass grave 

exhumations, I understand how Almodóvar was struck by Ana’s lack of revenge and 

goodwill, which far from being exceptional traits, typify a population that the 

disciplinary discourse of Transitionism demonizes as vectors of venganza. 

 While it is certainly true that Almodóvar’s contact with the communist poet 

did not deter him from publicly supporting Zapatero’s reelection campaign in 2008, it 

should be noted that at a press conference at the Círculo de Bellas Artes for la 

Plataforma de Apoyo a Zapatero, Almodóvar stated that his support for Zapatero 

extended “a toda la izquierda” and that “lo más importante es la participación.”174  

While such a qualification seems quite minor considering Almodóvar’s close 

association with PSOE, I would argue that it signifies a subtle shift in his politics that 

has become more pronounced since then.  For example, in addition to his initial and 

continued support of Garzón and los desaparecidos through la Plataforma de Apoyo al 

Juez Garzón during Garzón’s trials, “Pedro Almodóvar” is the third signature of the 

manifesto “Una ilusión compartida,” a document crafted by prominent Spanish 

                                                 
173 Almodovar, Pedro.  “The Script.”  BlogPedroAlmodóvar. www.pedroalmodovar.es. 
March 25, 2008. 
174 EFE.  “La Plataforma de Apoyo a Zapatero arremete contra el PP y los obispos en 
su presentación.”  El País. February 9, 2008. 
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intellectuals and cultural figures with the intention to reconstruct the Spanish left.  

Written a month after the 15-M movement flashed up on the Spanish political scene, 

his name follows that of Garzón and José Antonio Martín Pallín, the former Supreme 

Court judge I cited in the last chapter.  The list of names contains those who supported 

both PSOE and Izquierda Unida in the 2008 elections.  The manifesto strongly 

criticizes the socialist government’s response to the economic crisis through the 

“desmantelamiento del Estado del bienestar” and by accepting “las presiones 

antisociales y degradar los derechos públicos y las condiciones laborales” at the same 

time it calls for “energía cívica” in order to “transformar el envejecido mapa electoral 

bipartidista,” claiming that “nada está escrito y todo es posible.”175  While the 

manifesto can be criticized as an elitist effort to direct the 15-M movement and its 

potential drawbacks and possible merits are up for debate, I cite it here to suggest the 

possibility that Almodóvar is in the process of moving away from his close ties to 

PSOE and towards a politics that looks beyond Spain’s two dominant political parties.  

 Almodóvar spoke positively about the 15-M movement in interviews during 

the promotion of his latest film, La piel que habito, which debuted at the 2011 Cannes 

Film Festival four days after the 15-M debuted in Madrid.  In an interview with El 

País, Almodóvar referred to the 15-M movement “nuestro mayo del 68” and that: 

Por fin, estos miles de jóvenes han representado de modo emocionante 
la desafección que muchos españoles sentimos como ellos, la falta de 
identificación con los políticos que nos gobiernanan, su repulsa a los 
desahucios, el modo en que se aborda la crisis, su oposición al 
bipartidismo, la necesidad de una nueva ley electoral, el 

                                                 
175 “Una ilusión compartida.”  www.unailusioncompartida.com.  June 28, 2011. 
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empequeñecimiento de una democracia que debe evoluncionar para 
seguir siéndolo.176 
 

In the same interview, Almodóvar commented that “la democracia no puede consistir 

exclusivamente en que cada cuatro años vayamos a votar en casos como el actual, a 

dos partidos con los que no nos sentimos identifcados.”177  Clearly, much has changed 

in the politics of Almodóvar over the course of the past years, changes that I would 

attribute to his contact with Marcos Ana and his subsequent involvement with the 

emergent cultural process of the recuperation of historical memory.  Not surprisingly, 

these changes correspond to changes in his cinema, which I will turn my attention to 

now. 

 

HORRORS OF THE BODY POLITIC 

 

 La piel que habito, Almodóvar’s first venture into the horror genre, has 

received mixed reviews in Spain and abroad, a fact that is not surprising due to the 

way the film mixes genres.  Part horror, part psychological thriller and part melodrama 

with hints of giallo and gothic touches, the film resists easy classification, which may 

frustrate desires for easy consumption since the expectations of viewers must 

constantly readjust to changes in genre over the course of the film.  This is not 

insignificant in light of my observations above about how Almodóvar’s earlier cinema 

functioned within the logic of neoliberalism, particularly his melodramatic comedies.  

Yet there are few opportunities to laugh while watching La piel que habito, and the 

                                                 
176 Harguindey, Ángel. “El abismo Almodóvar.” El País. August 21, 2011. 
177 Ibid. 
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nervous laughter it elicits seems more a product of anxiety, rather than the sort of 

pleasurable enjoyment associated with Almodóvar’s earlier cinema.  Indeed, it’s quite 

difficult to feel comfortable in this film.  Yet, far from being a criticism of La piel que 

habito, this is a testament to how the film effectively deploys body horror to provoke 

discomfort in viewers, which, far from being an end in itself, serves as a vehicle for 

Almodóvar to express his own growing discomfort with the configuration of the 

Spanish body politic. 

 While Almodóvar is still associated primarily with melodramatic comedy 

because of his early films and the international success of Mujeres al borde de un 

ataque de nervios (1988), Todo sobre mi madre and Volver, his most recent cinema 

has taken a rather dark turn.  La piel que habito is the latest installment in an artistic 

evolution reminiscent of the shifting tones of Mark Rothko’s multiform paintings, in 

which – Volver aside – the vibrant magentas, oranges and greens of his early years 

gradually fade until reaching their climax in Rothko’s last somber painting before his 

suicide in 1970: “Black and Grey.”  Since one of the most striking features of 

Almodóvar’s cinema is his use of color to produce the distinctive moods of his 

emotionally rich films, the cold grays and blues that permeate La piel que habito 

warrant analysis.  As Rothko’s tragic example illustrates, I would argue that in 

addition to creating the appropriate atmosphere for his darkest film yet, the muted 

tones express the emotional state of the Manchego director, which – if we take 

Almodóvar as a cultural bell weather – suggests that such a state is related to the shift 

in Almodóvar’s politics that I highlighted in the previous section.  The effects of this 

shift are evident everywhere in La piel que habito, from his use of color to the mixture 



269 

of genres, which, as I’ve already noted, frustrates the desire for comedies and 

melodramas associated with the Almodóvar/El Deseo brand. 

 Carlos Boyero’s review of La piel que habito in El País is indicative of a 

growing frustration with Almodóvar’s evolution, a sentiment Boyero had previously 

expressed with disdain in his review of Los abrazos rotos, which provoked a flurry of 

harsh words between him and Almodóvar, who accused Boyero of attacking him 

personally instead of criticizing the film.178  Considering Almodóvar’s longtime cozy 

relationship with the newspaper, another product of the Transition along with PSOE 

and Almodóvar himself, the dispute is loaded with significance that goes beyond what 

may appear as simply a petty case of egomania.  Regarding La piel que habito, Boyero 

had this to say: 

Ví con fastido esta película, pero al recordarla todavía es peor.  Y me 
ocurre lo mismo con las últimas obras de este hombre, con las 
relamidas, enfáticas, hinchadas, seudoartísticas, inútilmente retorcidas 
y cansinas Hable con ella, La mala educación y Los abrazos rotos.  El 
desgarro, la gracia, el talento y la frescura de Volver, auténtica 
tragicomedia, alcanza el valor de un irrecuperable oasis.  El artista 
internacional debe de estar convencido de que la comedia ya no le sirve 
para demostrar su inabarcable genio, la profundidad de su pensamiento, 
la belleza de su estilo, la complejidad de su universo.179 
 

While Boyero is certainly correct to point out Volver’s status as an anomaly in 

Almodóvar’s recent cinema180 – although he is not a critic particularly interested in the 

socio-political implications of that film – what is most significant about his comments 

                                                 
178 Due to limitations of space and time, I will reframe from commenting on Los 
abrazos rotos, though the type of allegorical reading I have performed throughout 
Traumatized Subjects yields a variety of surprising interpretations that support my 
claims on the shift in the politics of Almodóvar. 
179 Boyero, Carlos.  “¿Horror frío?  No, horror grotesco.”  El País.  September 2, 2011. 
180 It should be noted that Almodóvar’s current project, Los amantes pasejeros, is a 
comedy featuring Lola Dueñas and Javier Cámara. 
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is that they betray a certain ideological position; in fact, they say more about Boyero 

and El País than they do about Almodóvar and La piel que habito.  Not only do they 

demonstrate the discrepancy between what viewers (and critics) have come to expect 

from Almodóvar and what he is currently producing, they are a clear example of a 

preference for and the exercise of what Guillem Martinez has dubbed “la Cultura de la 

transición,” or “CT.” 

 Martinez, a journalist and screenwriter, introduced the concept of CT in 

Franquismo Pop, a collection of essays published in 2001.  In an interview with 

Público in 2009 he explained CT in the following terms: 

Es la cultura española actual, que no debe nada a la Guerra Civil y que 
lo debe todo a la Transición.  Básicamente, y explicada en un plis-plas, 
consiste en una cultura vertical, en la que el Estado – y en ocasiones la 
empresa, que por lo que sea identifica con el proyecto o los negocios 
del Estado – gestiona la agenda de accesos a la realidad.  Marca lo que 
debe de aparecer en un artículo, un libro, una peli, para ser reconocidos 
como objetos culturales y no como la obra de un colgado.  Es una 
cultura que, básicamente, oculta todo lo que sea problemático.  O 
decide lo que es o no problemático.  Eso, insisto, no se realiza desde el 
despacho del Doctor NO.  Es una dinámica cultural, que se realiza 
mediante mecanismos culturales...  La CT es la gran aportación de las 
izquierdas a la Transi. Posiblemente, es lo único –o, al menos, lo más 
ganso- que aportan. En un momento en el que para realizar una 
determinada transición democrática se decide hacer un esfuerzo de 
cohesión, las izquierdas, zas, desarticulan la cultura, que deja de ser el 
territorio en el que se crea lo problemático, para ser un territorio más en 
el que se crea la cohesión esa de las narices. De hecho, la CT es la 
única cultura europea que tiene como principal función denunciar e 
impedir lo problemático, y crear cohesión full-time.181 
 

Like Martinez, in Traumatized Subjects, I’ve argued that Transitionism is a 

disciplinary discourse that defines what is acceptable speech, particularly in relation to 

                                                 
181 “La Cultura de la Transición es una cultura tutelada y que tutela.” Público.  
September 26, 2009. 
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statements related to mass extermination and the historical memory of repression 

under the dictatorship.  I would relate Martinez’ observations about how CT is 

reproduced through “cultural mechanisms” to my assertion that the most productive 

way to think about the Transition is not as a discrete historical moment, but as the 

dominant cultural process in the post-dictatorship.  Boyero’s review of La piel que 

habito then, is demonstrative of a desire for a “non-problematic” cinema that promotes 

social cohesion by a primary agent of the transmission of CT to the masses: film critic 

in El País.  The fact that he laments the loss of what he considers Almodóvar’s 

particular talent is significant since Almodóvar is the only director Martinez cites as 

representative CT in the field of cinema, “Cine: las tramas tienden a la 

sentimentalización y carecen, por lo común, de problemática, pero es imposible 

comunicárselo a Almodóvar,” a comment that demonstrates Almodóvar’s historic 

centrality to CT.182  

 Indeed, taking Volver as an example, we can see how that film, which deals 

with all sorts of problems that can be read allegorically as being intimately related to 

the problem that los desaparecidos present for post-dictatorship claims of democracy, 

resolves all of them in a private manner, reflective of the way the issue of mass graves 

and the disappeared have been handled by successive governments when confronted 

by the emergence of the cultural process of the recuperation of historical memory. La 

piel que habito moves in the opposite direction: it brings problems that have been kept 

hidden in private out into the public.  In fact, the movement of the film’s final 

sequence in which Vicente flees the house of his tormentor and arrives at his mother’s 

                                                 
182 Ibid. 
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dress shop, declaring his identity, which has been changed radically during the years 

of his disappearance, is the antithesis of the final scene of Volver in which Carmen 

Maura’s character, Irene, retreats up a staircase like the ghost she plays in real life in a 

house that has become a tomb, ensuring that the traumas of her village will remain a 

secret protected by silence and inevitable death. 

 While I certainly agree with Martinez that the vast majority of Almodóvar’s 

films are representative of CT, La piel que habito does not engage in the type of 

sentimentality that he condemns, nor does it avoid dealing with problems that have 

(irreversible) consequences, problems that are granted a public dimension in this film, 

as opposed to the privatization of “lo problemático” that is prescribed in Volver.  

Furthermore, the discomfort the film attempts to produce through its deployment of 

body horror can be interpreted itself as a way to transmit a sense of unease to 

Almodóvar’s viewing public, illustrating the unique capacity of horror to disrupt the 

smooth flow of CT.  The fact that Almodóvar turned to this genre at the same time he 

has demonstrated such a significant political shift is perhaps the biggest single 

endorsement in Spanish cinema to support the general claim behind this project: 

namely, that the new wave of Spanish horror film is in dialogue with the process of 

cultural reevaluation that has accompanied the recuperation of historical memory, 

which more than any other cultural process, has exposed many of the horrors 

previously kept secret within the Spanish body politic.  By focusing its horror on the 

body, La piel que habito is a film that reflects back to Spanish audiences in inverted 

form their own disfigurement under the dictatorship, the horrors of which democracy 

tries to hide. 
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 Looked at from this angle, the character of Robert Ledgard (Antonio Banderas) 

represents both the law of Franco and the law of the Transition.  The fact that the two 

laws are figured in the same character (condensation), links them in ways that critics 

of the Transition have stressed, namely that democracy is the continuation of the 

dictatorship by other means.  In La piel que habito, Ledgard kidnaps and tortures 

Vicente (Jan Cornet) because he believes Vicente raped his daughter Norma at a party, 

an ambiguous event complicated by the fact that Norma thinks Ledgard himself was 

her rapist.  The misreading of the scene is double, as Norma mistakes her father for 

Vicente and Ledgard mistakes Vicente as a rapist, which he is not, although he did try 

to have sex with Norma and ends up knocking her unconscious when she resists.  

Since the first person she sees when she wakes up is her father’s, she believes that he 

raped her and she is unable to be in his presence from that point on.  Committed to a 

psych ward, Norma ends up killing herself in the same way her mother did after she 

saw her face in a mirror after being severely burned in a car accident, a trauma that 

Norma (and Ledgard) never recovered from.  A plastic surgeon, Ledgard has been 

obsessed with developing a synthetic skin that can resist fire by perfecting advances in 

cellular therapy since his wife’s suicide.  He conducts his investigations in the 

basement of a gothic mansion on the outskirts of Toledo that has been converted into a 

state-of-the-art medical laboratory.  After torturing Vicente for some time in what 

amounts to a private medieval prison, Ledgard performs sex reassignment surgery on 

him, including castration and neovaginoplasty, which is followed by a long process of 

totally reconfiguring Vicente’s body from male to female while he grafts the synthetic 

skin he’s created onto Vicente’s own, which successfully merges with it to form a new 
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skin that is impermeable to the dangers that led to his wife’s disfigurement and tragic 

end. 

 Read allegorically, we can interpret this half of the film as representative of the 

law of Franco.  Vicente’s perceived offense can be read as the perception on the right 

that the Second Spanish Republic engaged in the unjustified persecution of the 

Catholic Church, denigrated the role of the Spanish military and generally attacked the 

pillars of traditional Spanish society.  Such a reading of the Republic was used as 

justification for the 1936 coup and the mass extermination of los rojos, who were 

perceived of as enemies of the state by los golpistas.  The repression of the 

dictatorship, which included involuntary mass disappearance, kidnapping children, 

imprisonment and torture, was intended to restore the integrity of the Spanish nation 

by recreating it in the image of the lost glory days of the Spanish Empire.  If we take 

Vicente’s body as a metaphor for the Spanish body politic, Ledgard is equivalent to 

Franco’s particular interpretation of Joaquín Costa’s famous call for a “iron surgeon” 

to “regenerate” Spain in the wake of losing its imperial status in 1898.  Responding to 

the same perceived crisis, Ortega y Gasset stressed the importance of revitalizing 

Spain’s “vitalidad” in España invertebrada.  Seeking to clarify what he meant by his 

use of the term Ortega y Gasset wrote the following: 

Yo quisiera que mis lectores entendiesen por vitalidad simplemente el 
poder de creación orgánica en que la vida consiste, cualquiera que sea 
su misterioso origen.  Vitalidad es el poder que la célula sana tiene de 
engendrar otra célula, y es igualmente vitalidad la fuerza que arcane 
que crea un gran imperio histórico.  En cada especie y variedad de seres 
vivos la vitalidad o poder de creación orgánica toma una dirección o 
estilo peculiar. (97) 
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Needless to say, the direction that organic creation takes in La piel que habito is rather 

peculiar, but it mirrors the reconfiguration of the Spanish nation under Franco, a 

nation that was conceived of in organic terms under the dictatorship, a legacy that can 

still be seen in the “organic laws” of the Spanish judicial code.183  What I’d like to 

point out in this passage, however, is the reference to empire, which pertains to a lost 

historic period, a main concern of regenerationist literature.  In La piel que habito, 

such a loss is figured precisely in the disfigurement of Ledgard’s wife, which is 

magnified by her suicide, a loss that haunts him and serves as the frenetic energy 

behind his obsession and the systematic violence he deploys in order to reach his goal 

of creating a body that is not only protected from injury, but also resembles that of his 

wife.  The parallels to Franco’s crusade to create a modern version of imperial Spain 

through violence are undeniable. 

 Once Vicente’s radical physical transformation is complete, which is signaled 

by the substitution of Jan Cornet by Elena Anaya and their shared character’s name 

change to Vera, the parallels with the dictatorship end and those with the post-

dictatorship begin.  Ledgard keeps Vicente/Vera locked up in a room next to his 

bedroom and monitors “her” through surveillance cameras, which are placed all over 

the house.  An enormous television screen hangs on the bedroom wall between them, 

and Ledgard seems to take pleasure watching Vera at the same time her image haunts 

                                                 
183 The first “ley orgánica del Estado” was passed in 1967 in order to complete the 
legal institutionalization of the dictatorship.  The first sentence of the law deploys the 
rhetoric of reconstructive surgery: “A lo largo de seis lustros, el Estado nacido el 18 de 
julio de 1936 ha realizado una honda labor de reconstrucción en todos los órdenes de 
la vida nacional.”  “La ley orgánica del Estado de 1967.”  Biblioteca Virtual Miguel de 
Cervantes.  www.cervantesvirtual.com 
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his interior space.  He periodically enters her room to offer her opium.  Vera has taken 

to writing on the grey walls like the prisoner she is.  In one shot, the words “El opio 

me ayuda a olvidar” are clearly visible.  After a disturbing sequence that exploits 

racial and cultural stereotypes in the worst way, in which Vera is raped by Zeca, a 

Spanish-Brazilian beast for a man dressed in a tiger suit during Carnaval (who, in 

typical Almodóvar fashion, is Ledgard’s brother, although the two siblings are 

unaware of this fact), Ledgard and Vera have sex and sleep together in Ledgard’s bed 

while Zeca’s body is quietly disposed of.  Shortly thereafter, Ledgard grants Vera 

increasing freedoms and for a while it appears as if she’s acquiesced, and perhaps has 

even fallen in love with Ledgard.  In a scene meant to demonstrate her fidelity to 

Ledgard, Vera lies about her identity to a doctor who is suspicious that she’s Vicente, 

whose status as a desaparecido has been made public in a newspaper article that also 

mentions the disappearance of many other teenagers over the years. 

 The parallels to the post-dictatorship are clear.  Ledgard now acts as the law of 

the Transition, ordering a world in which the violence performed upon the body politic 

during the dictatorship occurred in a past that is treated as if it is as complete as the 

transformation of that body.  Ledgard’s administration of opium as a way to help Vera 

cope with her new reality not only serves as a means of enforced forgetting typified by 

the Transition, it also elicits memories of Marx’s maxim that “religion is the opium of 

the people.”  Thus, the opium in the film can be seen to stand for “the pact of 

forgetting” the crimes of the dictatorship that is constitutive of the Transition, an 

unwritten policy backed by the Catholic Church in order to obfuscate the religious 

institution’s involvement with such crimes.  Marx was not the first to cite opium in 
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this way, however.  In the Maquis de Sade’s 1797 novel Juliette, Juliette says to King 

Ferdinand “this opium you feed your people, so that, drugged, they do not feel their 

hurts, inflicted by you” (930).  Vera could say the same to Ledgard, though his rescue 

of her from the hands of barbaric violence distinguishes Ledgard from the barbaric 

violence characteristic of the law of Franco, an act that serves to overwrite the 

memory of his implication in the violence performed upon Vicente.  The violence that 

erupts in the Zeca sequence can be read as a metaphor for the failed coup of 1981,  “el 

23-F,” which provides Ledgard with the means to improve his standing in Vera’s 

mind by acting as her savior much in the way el 23-F provided King Juan Carlos I the 

opportunity to disassociate his image from Franco’s and come to be perceived as the 

savior of Spanish democracy in the cultural imagination.  After this critical moment in 

the film, Ledgard and Vera’s relationship resembles the relationship between Juan 

Carlos and the Spanish body politic after el 23-F: while Ledgard can never be entirely 

sure of Vera’s fidelity, she remains loyal to him and defends him even when evidence 

surfaces that sheds doubt on his character.184 

 The ultimate odd couple, Ledgard and Vera share an uneasy intimacy that goes 

on for some time, until Vera finally turns on Ledgard, killing him and his faithful 

mother-servant Marilia (Marisa Paredes) before fleeing the house and escaping to her 

mother’s dress shop in town.  Earlier in the film we observed Vicente working in the 

shop and flirting with Cristina, his mother’s assistant, who refused his advances since 

                                                 
184 The declassification of German diplomatic cables related to el 23-F, which were 
published in Der Spiegel in February 2012, is the most recent – and most widely 
publicized – example of evidence that suggests Juan Carlos supported the attempted 
coup up until it failed.  See Gómez, Juan.  “El Rey mostró ‘comprensión’ por los 
golpistas del 23-F, según ‘Der Spiegel.’” El País.  February, 5 2012.  



278 

she’s a lesbian.  When Vera returns to the shop a bright red dress is hanging in the 

shop window, the most brilliant flash of color in the entire film.  The display case is 

decorated with the same grey paint that was in Vicente/Vera’s room in Ledgard’s 

house, and it is full of charcoal etchings of small village houses, which resemble her 

writing on the wall in a subtle, but clear case of visual parallelism.  Inside the shop 

Vera sees Cristina and then her mother, and the film ends with a shot of the three 

standing together while Vera declares, “Soy Vicente.” 

 I read the film’s ending as indicative of Almodóvar’s desire for family reunion 

as a response to the trauma of enforced involuntary disappearance, at the same time it 

provides the possibility for a sexual union that was impossible before that trauma.  

Vicente reunion with his mother can be likened to the reunion of the exhumed remains 

of los desaparecidos with their family members, while Vera’s identity allows for 

intimacy with Cristina, an ironic situation that can be interpreted as the possibility for 

new configurations of solidarity between the victims of the dictatorship and other 

marginalized groups.  Reunion and possible union are framed by the display in the 

shop window, and the film’s last line of dialogue.  The vibrant red color of the dress 

interrupts the muted, cold tones that have permeated the film and suggest the 

recuperation of vitality following Vera’s break with Ledgard.  The color is obviously 

associated with “los rojos,” and suggests the film’s alignment with leftist politics, 

something that is underscored by the charcoal etchings of houses barely noticeable in 

the background.  They can be seen as an index of “el pueblo,” as they are small, 

humble houses drawn closely together – in contrast to Ledgard’s mansion that is 

isolated from the village he terrorized.  The shop window can be read as call for the 
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recuperation of community politics, which in the film, is accomplished through a 

radical break with symbolic authority.  This break allows for new forms of jouissance 

that queer symbolic law to the point of making it unrecognizable, signifying a real 

state of emergency for the states of exception and impunity that have characterized the 

symbolic order of Spain since the 1936 coup up until the present.  The union of the 15-

M movement with the defense of Garzón during his Supreme Court trials and with the 

movement for the III Spanish Republic is a clear example of this, particularly because 

of the way the 15-M movement operates largely outside the limits of symbolic law, 

and has sustained a radical critique of la Cultura de la transición. 

 The film’s final line of dialogue, “Soy Vicente,” echoes the last line of El 

espíritu de la colmena (Víctor Erice, 1973), which I discussed in detail in chapter 

three.  That film, which also employs elements of horror in order to carry out cultural 

critique, ends with a voiceover of Ana Torrent saying, “Soy Ana.”  The citation of 

what is perhaps the most critically acclaimed film in Spanish cinema history aligns La 

piel que habito with the anti-franquista politics of that film at the same time it invites 

the type of allegorical reading I’ve performed here since El espíritu de la colmena had 

to rely upon allegory and symbolism in order to be approved by the Francoist censor.  

The reclamation of Vicente’s original name at the same time he exposes the radical 

changes performed to his physical body represents the recuperation of historical 

memory in a political landscape that has been radically altered since the trauma of 

mass extermination and enforced involuntary disappearance. 

 

-- -- -- 
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As I think my reading of La piel que habito demonstrates, I interpret it as very much 

related to the shift in Almodóvar’s politics outlined above.  While there is nothing 

inherently significant in noting the shift in the politics of any single individual, I take 

Almodóvar as a cultural bell weather, which allows me to conclude Traumatized 

Subjects on an optimistic note that was unexpected when I began this project in 2008.  

Since that time a significant shift in the politics of the recuperation of historical 

memory has also taken place, which was spurred by the Spanish judicial system’s 

reaction to Garzón’s investigation of the crimes against humanity committed during 

the 1936 coup and continued during the Francoist dictatorship.  The pressure Garzón 

received from the Attorney General, appointed by the socialist government, to close 

his case prematurely and without a legal justification that was consistent with human 

rights principles and international law statues, revealed the extent to which PSOE was 

invested in maintaining the politics of the Transition and the state of impunity they 

authorize.  While this had always been so, the tribulations and eventual trials of 

Garzón after he turned the gaze of universal jurisdiction away from Latin America to 

Spain, exposed the rigidity of the post-dictatorship symbolic order at the same time the 

recuperation of historical memory had reached a critical mass of support in the general 

population who had been sensitized to the plight of the victims of the dictatorship after 

years of mass grave exhumations, public debates, documentaries, television programs 

and newspaper articles about the plight of los desaparecidos and their family 

members.  Before Garzón was forced to close his investigation of the dictatorship it 

was possible (and quite common) to argue that the socialist party had done so little on 
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behalf of the victims of the dictatorship because of pressure from the right, this 

argument evaporated as the socialist government remained silent or demanded respect 

for the independence of the Spanish judiciary while Garzón was suspended and 

brought to trial in the nation’s highest court by the fascist party and a secretive far-

right organization.  The official position of the socialist party betrayed its tacit 

agreement with the conservative People’s Party to protect the dominance of the 

cultural process of the Transition at the expense of justice.   

 In this sense, we might as well consider Almodóvar’s involvement in the 

demonstrations against the state of impunity in 2010 as just one of the most visible 

examples of the many thousands of people without any family relation to los 

desaparecidos that filled the streets of Spain in solidarity with las víctimas del 

franquismo for the first time in Spanish history.  On that day, the protective shell of 

fear produced in victims and their family members by so many decades of state-

sponsored terrorism and enforced involuntary silence on the historical trauma of mass 

extermination shed a layer, making it a little more comfortable for them to live in their 

own skin.  Since then, Spanish symbolic authorities have continued to insist on the 

legitimacy of residual notions of the law at the expense of justice, as the Supreme 

Court’s ardent defense of the 1977 Amnesty Law in Garzón’s trial demonstrates.  

However, the legitimacy of the symbolic order of post-dictatorship Spain has never 

been questioned more, and from as many different angles, as it is now.  If I’ve 

accomplished nothing else in Traumatized Subjects, I hope to have at least 

demonstrated beyond a shadow of a doubt how the recent wave of Spanish horror film 

is related to that critical process of cultural interrogation. 
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 While it was not my original intention, and I had absolutely no way of 

anticipating the significant political changes that have taken place in Spain since I 

began this project four years ago, Traumatized Subjects charts this process of cultural 

interrogation one chapter at a time.  After presenting the historical framework and a 

discussion of the primary theoretical concepts referenced throughout Traumatized 

Subjects in the introduction, I examined how El orfanato illustrated the fundamental 

fantasy of the Transition.  This served not only as a point of departure for the rest of 

the project, but the unparalleled commercial success of that film also demonstrated the 

extent to which the politics of disavowal were overwhelmingly dominant in 2007.  My 

reading of Aparecidos as an example of the politics of displacement showed how 

disavowal and displacement can seamlessly co-exist since they are both strategies for 

avoiding a confrontation with the traumatic real of mass extermination, though for 

different reasons.  While the mass grave exhumation at Priaranza in 2001signaled the 

emergence of the cultural process of the recuperation of historical memory as a force 

with the power to reconfigure the post-dictatorship symbolic order, the radical break 

with the politics of the Transition occurred when Garzón opened his criminal 

investigation of the Francoist dictatorship in 2008, a year after El orfanto and 

Aparecidos debuted at the Sitges Fantastic Film Festival.  In spite of the Spanish 

judicial system’s negative reaction to Garzón’s decision to not give way on his desire 

to apply the same principles of international justice and human rights that he had 

previously applied to Chile and Argentina to his own country, his ethical act as an 

important symbolic authority changed the Spanish political landscape, opening the 
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door to the politics of the real I outlined in my analysis of No-Do and a critique of the 

state of impunity I attempted to illuminate in my chapter on Los ojos de Julia. 

 Thus, in addition to sustaining a critique of the Transition as a cultural process 

– a process I still consider to be dominant, but whose immediate future is more 

precarious than ever – through an analysis of the recent wave of Spanish horror film, I 

have also unwittingly provided readers of Traumatized Subjects with a cultural history 

of political change in post-dictatorship Spain.  It is not always the case that one’s 

academic work coincides with such a fortuitous series of events, and I feel fortunate to 

have had the opportunity to be a frequent witness to and an occasional participant in 

many of them.  If readers find anything of merit written about horror film in these 

pages, it is due to my (often intense and sometimes critical) engagement with the 

process of the recuperation of historical memory in Spain over the past six years, not 

because of any attempt to maintain the liberal illusion that scholarship and politics are 

completely separate spheres.  With that in mind, I will conclude Traumatized Subjects 

by stating that my ultimate desire for this project is that it helps those readers who 

have not yet traversed the fundamental fantasy of the Transition to come a little closer 

to doing so. 
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