
FOLK HORROR, GORE AND SPECIAL EFFECTS 
WHEN EVIL LURKS

Fran Mateu
Miguel Hernández University of Elche

Arts Research Center (CíA)

INTRODUCTION

The �lm When Evil Lurks (Demián Rugna, 2023) had its world premiere 
at the 48th Toronto International Film Festival (TIFF), and was sub-
sequently screened at other events such as the Fantastic Fest in Austin 

(Texas) or the Cannes Film Festival. �is �lm, which merge several subgenres, 
has attracted the attention of both audiences and critics, and is currently the 
highest-grossing horror �lm produced in Argentina, with a gross that currently 
exceeds 1.5 million dollars (Box O�ce Mojo, 2024). �e �lm’s director, Rugna, 
began in the feature �lm world with �e Last Gateway (2007), but it was with 
his psychological thriller Terri�ed (2017) with which he enjoyed a greater reper-
cussion around the world, managing to attract the attention of �lmmakers such 
as Guillermo del Toro (Fleming Jr., 2018).

In the case of When Evil Lurks, Rugna’s �fth feature �lm, it has also gone 
down in History for becoming the �rst Latin American �lm to win the best �lm 
award (the top award) at the Sitges Film Festival, the world’s most important 
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fantastic genre event (Sitges Film Festival, 2023). �is milestone has elevated 
Latin American fantastic genre cinema worldwide; and the �lm has achieved an 
astonishing 97% approval rating on Rotten Tomatoes (2024), the demanding 
�lm review portal. When Evil Lurks, which is in�uenced by Argentinean writers 
such as Mariana Enríquez or Samanta Schweblin, is located in the context of the 
new Argentinean horror cinema, where we �nd other �lms such as Los olvidados 
(Luciano Onetti and Nicolás Onetti, 2017) or Mete miedo (Néstor Sánchez 
Sotelo, 2022), o�ering to the audience high doses of blood, gore and special 
e�ects. All this, through a very particular folk horror.

WHEN FOLK HORROR LURKS

One of the subgenres available in When Evil Lurks is folk horror. �is is 
a special type of horror and storytelling that re�ects the terrifying side of folk-
lore (Jones, 2021, p. 16). Furthermore, although folk horror often uses tropes, 
ideas and �gures from folklore, it always does so in a complex way (Keetley 
and Heholt, 2023, p. 16). �is subgenre was born in the United Kingdom 
and takes as its basis the so-called unholy trinity, consisting of the foundational 
�lms Witch�nder General (Michael Reeves, 1968), Blood on Satan’s Claw (Piers 
Haggard, 1971) and �e Wicker Man (Robin Hardy, 1973); however, although 
this triumvirate is often cited as milestones where the de�ning elements of 
folk horror �rst coalesced, it was originated in the late nineteenth century as a 
dark response to modernity, although its roots go back even further (Edgar and 
Johnson, 2024, p. 1); and today it has reached all parts of the world (Janisse, 
2021).

To specify those elements that make up folk horror, we can apply the 
Folk Horror Chain by Adam Scovell (2017), one of the most useful metrics 
for a subgenre that is not easy to de�ne (Ingham, 2018, p. 10). �e �rst ele-
ment that is part of this chain, and that di�erentiates folk horror from other 
subgenres such as satanism or witchcraft, is the presence of natural spaces or 
landscapes, where topography can have adverse e�ects on the social and moral 
identity of the characters. �e landscape represents an inhospitable place as it 
is di�erent from society as a whole. �e second element is isolation. �e land-
scape must isolate a community of characters to some extent, where the power 
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of nature creates a sense of isolation compounded by the exclusion of the in-
dividual from those communities (Marshall, 2023, p. 189). �is isolation can 
also happen when characters are alienated from some social progress, which 
can create biased beliefs and moralities, which would be another ingredient of 
folk horror. �us, the isolation is not only physical, but also psychic. �e last 
element is the result of this distorted social consciousness along with its conse-
quences: the event, usually through supernatural, demonic or violent methods 
(Scovell, op. cit., pp. 17-18).

�e �lm When Evil Lurks ful�ls all the conditions of the Folk Horror 

Chain, as it is a story with characters who spend most of their time in a rural 
space, with an oppressive and increasingly violent and uncomfortable atmo-
sphere. �e characters are isolated people in a practically isolated area, and are 
in�uenced by a set of beliefs, where the con�ict is born within the community; 
and the �nal event will be the birth of evil personi�ed. In terms of atmosphere, 
although there are also moments of night and darkness, When Evil Lurks is a 
daylight horror �lm. �is is not a novel aspect, as it has been done in the past 
in �lms such as �e Birds (Alfred Hitchcock, 1963), Duel (Stephen Spielberg, 
1971), Jaws (Steven Spielberg, 1975), Long Weekend (Colin Eggleston, 1978), 
¿Quién puede matar a un niño? (Narciso Ibáñez Serrador, 1976), Christine 
(John Carpenter, 1983), Cujo (Lewis Teague, 1983), Midsommar (Ari Aster, 
2019) or Pearl (Ti West, 2022), among others. �is atmospheric aspect allows 
the audience to witness the harshness of the images and the gore due to the 
greater visual detail available to them. In allusion to gore, or splatter cinema, 
in aesthetic terms is a type of subgenre focused on visceral and extreme graphic 
violence, thanks to advances in special e�ects (Kendrick, 2017, p. 466).

WHEN GORE AND SPECIAL EFFECTS LURK

When Evil Lurks is a �lm that o�ers the audience high doses of gore im-
ages, but in an unde�ned time and space in a remote village in Argentina. After 
hearing several gunshots during the night near a country house, brothers Pedro 
and Jimi, played by Ezequiel Rodríguez and Demián Salomón, decide to explore 
the landscape the next day, in the sunlight, to �nd out what has happened. Both 
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�nd the corpse of a person cut in half. �is person had planned to arrive at a near-
by house to end the life of the dying Uriel, a rotten who lives there with his mother 
and little brother. Rottens are people who are incubating evil within themselves (de-
mon-infected people). When a rotten appears, something that has happened before 
in the folklore invented for the �lm, negative events start to unfold around him or 
her until the rotten �nally brings out the evil from inside. �is inner evil element is 
complemented and personi�ed through the grotesque and horrible exterior aspect 
of the rotten. �us, the opening shots showing the rotten Uriel are particularly 
unpleasant to watch, thanks to the special e�ects work developed by the Marcos 
Berta Studio team. In addition, the interior of the house has an atmosphere of 
putrefaction and rottenness in keeping with its gore aesthetics.

Figure 1: �e rotten Uriel at the beginning of the �lm.
Source: Rugna (2023).

On the other hand, the character of Ruiz, played by Luis Ziembrowski, is the 
landowner of the area where the rotten is located. When Ruiz is informed of this pres-
ence, he wants the rotten to be removed as far as possible from his domain. Despite 
his initial intentions, Ruiz cannot kill the rotten because when dealing with one of 
them, seven rules must be followed: 1) don’t use electric light, as this attracts evil; 2) 
stay away from animals, as they are the �rst to become infected and react with aggres-
sive behavior; 3) don’t use �rearms, as evil will cause them to be used against you (this 
is why there are cleaners, people who are experts in dealing with the rottens); 4) don’t 



67

 

FOLK HORROR, GORE AND SPECIAL EFFECTS WHEN EVIL LURKS

hurt rottens, as evil can never die; 5) don’t come into physical contact with them, as 
this would be a way of becoming infected; 6) don’t mention evil by name, as it may 
feel invoked; and 7) don’t be afraid of dying, as evil feeds on people’s fear. �ese rules, 
introduced as part of the folklore of the story, will be broken little by little.

When Pedro, Jimi and Ruiz drive the rotten away in a van, they lose him from 
the back when they try to avoid a child on the road. From this situation onwards, the 
evil that has already contaminated the characters will accompany them for the rest 
of the story. Consequently, the character of Pedro, who is the protagonist, will have 
to experience how evil spreads around him, materializing in one misfortune after 
another. �ese �rst scenes of the �lm are warning the audience that later situations 
will be more unpleasant and disturbing. To this end, an uncompromising script is 
used with the characters, as ethically it doesn’t protect anyone (rich, poor, pregnant 
women, children, etc.), not even the protagonist. Among the subsequent unpleasant 
situations, the closest is a scene where a goat appears (along with its satanic sym-
bolism). At that moment, Ruiz kills one of his goats that has been possessed by evil 
and is behaving strangely. To end the goat’s life, Ruiz uses a ri�e, that is a �rearm, in 
violation of the third rule. �is breach makes everything worse, causing his pregnant 
wife to murder him with an axe, and immediately kill herself with this sharp object, 
repeatedly stabbing it into her head, resulting in a completely gore scene in daylight, 
with masterful special e�ects that show the audience all the details of the situation.

Figure 2: �e consequences of breaking the rules of evil.
Source: Rugna (2023).
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Another of the most memorable scenes of the �lm takes place when Pedro 
arrives at the house of his ex-wife, Sabrina, played by Virginia Garófalo, to warn 
of danger and protect his children. In this house, Sabrina lives with Leo, her new 
husband, with the daughter she has had from this new marriage, called Vicky, 
and with the two sons she had with Pedro. �e eldest of them, called Jair, has 
an autistic spectrum disorder, which is a key aspect in the development of the 
story. �e house is also inhabited by a pug of Bordeaux; and this dog has been 
infected by evil for having licked the clothes that Pedro took o� (to burn) when 
he arrived at this house. Suddenly, the dog attacks Vicky, who was close to him. 
From a gore aesthetic, the scene is not overly explicit because it is the content of 
the shots that creates an e�ect in the rhythm of the edition that is particularly 
violent. Likewise, it is an event that happens suddenly, although the audience 
suspects it from the detailed shots of the dog licking Pedro’s clothes. What the 
audience understands is that the dog has smashed Vicky’s head, but several mo-
ments later, the girl reappears without any injuries, as if nothing had happened. 
�is is all part of the game of evil. With this memorable scene, Rugna de�es 
Hitchcock’s advice not to �lm with animals and children. In this case, both share 
a same scene and shots. Finally, Sabrina’s new husband will end the dog’s life 
with a gun, making the situation even worse.

Figure 3: Moments before the dog attack.
Source: Rugna (2023).
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Subsequently, Pedro and his brother Jimi take refuge in the house of 
Mirtha, played by Silvina Sabater, as they try to �ee from evil. Mirtha is a char-
acter who explains how evil works, as she had to confront it in the past; she 
also provides more information to the audience (mainly by explaining the seven 
rules). Mirtha also tells the brothers that evil feeds on people’s fear. �erefore, 
it is Jimi who has to go and look for Pedro’s son, and not Pedro, who is afraid 
of losing him. Mirtha also explains that evil can resurrect people it has already 
killed to turn them into enemies, as is the case with Sabrina, the ex-wife, evoking 
an unpleasant scene with Santino, the youngest son.

�e last act of When Evil Lurks focuses on the search for Uriel, the origi-
nal rotten. �is character is in a rural school, under a kind of wooden trapdoor 
surrounded by corpses, and protected by children who are possessed by evil. It 
is Mirtha who deduces that he is there, as she tells Pedro that evil likes children, 
and children like evil. Mirtha also tells him that the original rotten must be killed 
respecting the rules. If this is not done, evil will continue to lurk and spread. 
�e use of children as unsettling and mysterious elements is a classic trope in 
horror (Maguire, 2023, p. 162), and in the case of this �lm, the protective chil-
dren of the third act are introduced into the plot as hostile characters. �e use 
of children as terrifying elements is not a novelty in cinema because it is a trope 
“that never fails to inspire fear” (Natividad, 2024); and Rugna has at his dispos-
al previous references from �lms such as �e Omen (Richard Donner, 1976), 
�e Brood (David Cronenberg, 1979), Village of the Damned (John Carpenter, 
1995), the previously mentioned ¿Quién puede matar a un niño?, Children of the 

Corn (Fritz Kiersch, 1984), Pet Sematary (Mary Lambert, 1989), �e Children 
(Tom Shankland, 2008) or Eden Lake (James Watkins, 2008), among others. In 
addition, there is a connection with the stories of the Argentinean writer Mari-
ana Enríquez, mentioned above, who also often uses the resource of children as 
terrifying elements.

�en, the children protecting the rotten Uriel trick Pedro and lock him 
in one of the school’s rooms; the children then kill Mirtha bloodthirstily, thus 
preventing her from killing the rotten. Finally, Pedro manages to get out of the 
room and kills the rotten by hitting him on the head with a piece of Mirtha’s 
device (a special device used by the cleaners). After committing this murder in 
this bloodbath, evil is born from inside the rotten, which is represented by the 
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character of a child with a body covered in blood. �is child begins to walk and 
goes outside the rural school. In the meantime, the protective children solemnly 
make way for him and follow him. But before they do so, the boy smears Pedro’s 
forehead with his �ngers covered in blood. Pedro will never be able to get rid of 
this bloodstain, and will be marked by evil forever. In this way, the character will 
remember that everything he lived through really happened; and everything he 
lost. �ese moments of violence through gore aesthetics allow the special e�ects 
work to reach its peak.

Figure 4: �e birth of evil, represented by a child.
Source: Rugna (2023).

Minutes before the �lm ends, the rotten little brother reappears. �e child tells 
Jimi that he killed the cleaner who appeared at the beginning of the story. He also 
declares him to have ended his mother’s life and ate her because evil was ordering it 
from inside his mind. �is event is related to Jair, Pedro’s autistic son, who minutes 
before the audience had watched how he approached his grandmother (being able 
to speak to her thanks to evil), who has su�ered the same fate. �us, Jair is also pos-
sessed by evil. In this sense, this is an aspect that Mirtha suspected from the moment 
she saw the child. But she also explained that evil takes longer to decipher the mind 
of an autistic person. �ese last moments result in Pedro being forced to end his son’s 
life by burning his body. �us, the story will end with a desolate character stripped 
of almost all his loved ones. Evil will be the great triumphant of the plot, which will 
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begin to spread worldwide. In relation to this denouement and its dark connection 
with Pedro, the protagonist, it should be noted that we are faced with a story where 
the �gure of the hero doesn’t exist. In fact, Pedro’s ex-wife tells him that he is a mur-
derer. �is fact connects with the idea that in the past, Pedro tried to end Jair’s life 
because he was unable to accept his autistic state. It is also suggested that he may 
have attempted suicide with his two children because he could not stand his life with 
Sabrina. �us, this attempted murder may be what attracted the evil around Pedro 
to �nish what he was unable to do in the past.

CONCLUSIONS

�e inclusion of folk horror and gore aesthetics through the special e�ects 
work turns When Evil Lurks into a horror �lm of special interest within contempo-
rary fantastic cinema. It is a work that, in addition to o�ering a second reading (the 
past world pandemic, the recent arrival of the political extreme right in Argentina, 
the problems with the use of pesticides in the rural areas, etc.), has been able to 
put Latin American fantastic cinema in the international spotlight (especially after 
its screening in Sitges). In this sense, it is a �lm whose phenomenon resembles the 
Spanish case of [REC] (Jaume Balagueró and Paco Plaza, 2007), the Cuban case of 
Juan of the Dead (Alejandro Brugués, 2011), the Brazilian case of As boas maneiras 
(Marco Dutra and Juliana Rojas, 2017), or the Guatemalan case of La llorona (Jayro 
Bustamante, 2019), among others.

On the other hand, When Evil Lurks is a �lm that fuses subgenres, apart from 
folk horror. In this way, a di�erent product with its own personality is created. �us, 
we �nd the presence of subgenres such as hillbilly horror, zombies, dystopias, road 
movies, etc. All this, together with the in�uence of �lmmakers such as Tobe Hooper, 
George A. Romero, Wes Craven, John Carpenter or Lucio Fulci, among many oth-
ers. �ese aspects enrich the �lm, which di�ers from many others by moving away 
from night-time settings almost all the time, and avoiding the typical jump scare pro-
duced above all by the sound impacts on the audience. Finally, we can conclude that 
this milestone will happen again in the future of Latin American fantastic cinema. 
For this, large doses of horror, gore and special e�ects will be necessary, but enriched 
with a story that will engage the increasingly demanding audience.



72

 

Fran Mateu

REFERENCES

BOX OFFICE MOJO: “When Evil Lurks” [online], (2024), <https://t.ly/GgOO3> 
[Accessed on: 13/02/2024.]

EDGAR, R., JOHNSON, W., �e Routledge Companion to Folk Horror, Routledge, 
Oxon and New York, 2024.

FLEMING Jr., M.: “Fox Searchlight Sets ‘Terri�ed’ Remake: Guillermo Del Toro, Sacha 
Gervasi, Director Demián Rugna Team” [online], (2018), <https://t.ly/GFz0c> 
[Accessed on: 13/02/2024.]

INGHAM, H. H., We Don’t Go Back: A Watcher’s Guide to Folk Horror, Room207Press, 
Swansea, 2018.

JANISSE, K. (Director). (2021). Woodlands Dark and Days Bewitched: A History of Folk 

Horror [Documentary Film]. Severin Films.

JONES, R., �e Mammoth Book of Folk Horror, Skyhorse Publishing, New York, 2021.

KEETLEY, D., HEHOLT, R., Folk Horror: New Global Pathways, University of Wales 
Press, Cardi�, 2023.

KENDRICK, J., “Slasher Films and Gore in the 1980s”, In A Companion to the Horror 

Film, Wiley-Blackwell, New Jersey, 2017, pp. 466-467.

MAGUIRE, E., “A Mother’s Milk. Motherhood, Trauma, and Monstrous Children 
in Folk Horror”, In Monstrous Beings and Media Cultures: Folk Monsters, Im/

materiality, Regionality, Amsterdam University Press, Amsterdam, 2023, pp. 145-
171.

MARSHALL, K., “Who Makes the Hood? �e City, Community, and Contemporary 
Folk Horror in Nia DaCosta’s Candyman”, In Future Folk Horror: Contemporary 

Anxieties and Possible Futures, Lexington Books, Maryland, 2018, pp. 189-200.

NATIVIDAD, S.: “23 Terrifying Horror Movies About Evil Children” [online], (2024), 
<https://t.ly/C3t-d> [Accessed on: 13/02/2024.]

ROTTEN TOMATOES: “When Evil Lurks” [online], (2024), <https://t.ly/lRfcl> 
[Accessed on: 13/02/2024.]



73

 

FOLK HORROR, GORE AND SPECIAL EFFECTS WHEN EVIL LURKS

RUGNA, D. (Director). (2007). �e Last Gateway [Film]. DSX Films.

RUGNA, D. (Director). (2017). Terri�ed [Film]. INCAA and Machaco Films.

RUGNA, D. (Director). (2023). When Evil Lurks [Film]. Shudder, La Puerta Roja, 
Aramos Cine and Machaco Films.

SCOVELL, A., Folk Horror: Hours Dreadful and �ings Strange, Auteur Publishing, 
Leighton Buzzard, 2017.

SITGES FILM FESTIVAL: “When Evil Lurks Wins the Award for Best Feature Film at 
Sitges 2023” [online], (2023), <https://t.ly/U3qD-> [Accessed on: 13/02/2024.]



VICENTE J. PÉREZ VALERO 
& FRANCISCO CUÉLLAR SANTIAGO (Eds.)

NEW MANIFESTATIONS FROM THE CREATION 
AND THOUGHT OF THE FANTASTIC



AQUILAFUENTE 372

©
 Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca 

y los autores

CIA (Arts Research Center)
Massiva Research Group

International Congress of Fantastic Genre, Audiovisuals and New Technologies 
congreso@festivalcinefantaelx.com

1ª edición: noviembre, 2024
ISBN: 978-84-1091-012-6 (PDF)

DOI: https://doi.org/10.14201/0AQ0372

Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca 
Plaza San Benito s/n

E-37002 Salamanca (España)
www.eusal.es 
eus@usal.es

Realizado en UE-Made in EU

Book design: Francisco Cuéllar Santiago and Vicente Javier Pérez Valero 

Cover design: Vicente J. Pérez Valero

Obra sometida a proceso de evaluación mediante sistema de doble ciego

Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca es miembro de la UNE
Unión de Editoriales Universitarias Españolas

www.une.es

Usted es libre de: Compartir — copiar y redistribuir el material en cualquier medio o formato
Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca no revocará mientras cumpla con los términos: 

  Reconocimiento — Debe reconocer adecuadamente la autoría, proporcionar un enlace
a la licencia e indicar si se han realizado cambios. Puede hacerlo de cualquier manera razonable,

pero no de una manera que sugiera que tiene el apoyo 
del licenciador o lo recibe por el uso que hace. 

NoComercial — No puede utilizar el material para una �nalidad comercial. 
SinObraDerivada — Si remezcla, transforma o crea a partir del material,

no puede difundir el material modi�cado.

♠

Catalogación de editor en ONIX accesible en https://www.dilve.es


	Cubierta
	Portada
	Editorial committe
	Portadilla
	Créditos
	Index
	The Fantastic and the Monstrous as We’ve Never Seen Them Before
	New Manifestations from the Creation Andthought of the Fantastic
	Organ-Machines, Mutant Centipedes, Mugwumps, and the Ugly Spirit in Williamburroughs and David Cronenberg’s Nacked Lunch
	Game of Thrones: Between History and Political Science
	Don’t Fear the Science. Learning Biotechnology with Dinosaurs, Zombies, Mad Doctors and Monsters
	Folk Horror, Gore and Special Effects When Evil Lurks
	Fear and Fantasy. Analyzing Emotion in Del Toro’s Pan’s Labyrinth
	A Horror Genre Approach to Timon West’s Films X and Pearl: Revisiting and Updating Slasher Fiction and the Female Gothic Through Aging and Gender
	The Controling and Watchful Eye from Above. Meanings of Vertical Space Division of the City in the Ovas Alita: Battle Angel (1993)
	The Representation of the Japanese Ideology in Hayao Miyazaki’s Fantastical Creatures: Spirited Away
	The Fantasy Genre in Spanish Music Videos
	Even the Very Wise Cannot See All Ends: Gollum Alter Ego of Heroes
	The Hybrid Identity of the Monster: Dialectics of the Possible and Impossible in Video Game Narratives
	From Exotic Being to Sister. The Image of the Witch in Contemporary Video Games and Her Humanization in The Cosmic Wheel Sisterhood
	Roles of the Heroic Player in the Epic Fantasy Open-World Video Game
	“The Monstrous” in The Legend of Zelda Botw/Totk
	Fantastic and Digital Landscape: Pictorial Modalities and Interpretations in Early Adventure Game Environments
	The World Fragmented Into Alternative Dimensions: Intertextuality, Verisimilitude, and Fiction in Félix J. Palma’s Victorian Trilogy
	Pandemic and Scarcity in Fernanda Trías’ Mugre Rosa
	Nocturnal Queers in Hong Ling’s Vampire Fiction
	Spatial Landmarks from Middle-Earth in The Lord of the Rings


