
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

2 
 

 
ZUM INHALT 

Zwei Frauen, zwei Schwangerschaften, zwei Leben. Janis (Penélope Cruz) und Ana (Milena 
Smit) erwarten beide ihr erstes Kind und lernen sich zufällig im Krankenhaus kurz vor der 
Geburt kennen. Beide sind Single und wurden ungewollt schwanger. Janis, mittleren Alters, 
bereut nichts und ist in den Stunden vor der Geburt überglücklich. Ana, das genaue Gegenteil, 
ist ein Teenager, verängstigt und traumatisiert, die auch in ihrer Mutter Teresa (Aitana 
Sánchez Gijón) kaum Unterstützung findet. Janis aber versucht Ana aufzumuntern. Die 
wenigen Worte, die sie in diesen Stunden im Krankenhausflur austauschen, schaffen ein enges 
Band zwischen den beiden. Doch ein Zufall wirft alles durcheinander und verändert ihr Leben 
auf dramatische Weise. 

 

 

PRESSENOTIZ 

Der international gefeierte Regisseur Pedro Almodóvar erzählt in seinem neuen Film PARALLELE 
MÜTTER (OT: Madres Paralelas) von Identität und mütterlicher Leidenschaft anhand von drei 
sehr unterschiedlichen Müttern: Janis, Ana und Anas Mutter Teresa. In dem spannungsgeladenen 
Drama begibt sich Pedro Almodóvar auf Spurensuche – innerhalb der Familiengeschichte sowie 
der ganz persönlichen Wahrheit. In dem spannungsgeladenen Drama spielen Oscar-
Preisträgerin Penélope Cruz (Offenes Geheimnis) und Neuentdeckung Milena Smit (Cross the 
Line – Du sollst nicht töten) virtuos zwei Frauen, die unterschiedlicher nicht sein könnten. Aitana 
Sánchez Gijón (Dem Himmel so nah) spielt Teresa, eine Mutter ohne Mutterinstinkt. In weiteren 
Rollen glänzen Kultstar Rossy de Palma (Zerrissene Umarmungen), Julieta Serrano (Leid und 
Herrlichkeit) und Israel Elejalde (Einer gegen Alle). Die Musik stammt von dem preisgekrönten 
Filmkomponisten Alberto Iglesias (Volver) der seit über zwanzig Jahren erfolgreich mit 
Almodóvar zusammenarbeitet. Auch mit dem Kameramann José Luis Alcaine (Die Haut, in der 
ich wohne) verbindet ihn eine jahrelange künstlerische Freundschaft. PARALLELE MÜTTER 
eröffnete die diesjährigen Filmfestspiele in Venedig, wo Penélope Cruz als Beste Darstellerin 
ausgezeichnet wurde. 
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BESETZUNG 
 
Janis     PENÉLOPE CRUZ  
Ana    MILENA SMIT 
Arturo     ISRAEL ELEJALDE    
Teresa     AITANA SÁNCHEZ GIJÓN   
Elena     ROSSY DE PALMA   
Tante Brígida    JULIETA SERRANO    
 
 
STAB 
 
Written and directed  PEDRO ALMODÓVAR 
Produced    AGUSTÍN ALMODÓVAR  

ESTHER GARCÍA 
Original Score   ALBERTO IGLESIAS 
Director of Photography JOSÉ LUIS ALCAINE (AEC) 
Editing    TERESA FONT 
Production Designer  ANTXON GÓMEZ 
Associate Producers  BÁRBARA PEIRÓ  

DIEGO PAJUELO 
Production Manager  CESAR PARDIÑAS 
Art Direction   ALEJANDRA LOISEAU 
Sound    SERGIO BÜRMANN 
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Mix    MARC ORTS 
Costume Designer  PAOLA TORRES 
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Special Effects   MONTSE RIBÉ 
Casting    EVA LEIRA 
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DIRECTOR’S NOTES 

 

The film starts with Janis looking for the means to open a mass grave containing the body of 
her great-grandfather, murdered in the Spanish civil war, and ends three years later with the 
opening of the grave. 

In between, the relationship of three women who meet in a hospital room before two of them 
give birth. Janis, middle- aged, excited about the birth; Ana, an adolescent scared and 
traumatized by her imminent maternity; and Teresa, Ana’s mother. 

When they are alone, Janis tries to infect Ana with her delight and enthusiasm. Both got 
pregnant by accident and both will be single mothers. When Janis tells her that “she has no 
regrets”, Ana confesses that she does regret it, months later she will explain to her why. 
Parallel Mothers talks about ancestors and descendants. About the truth of the historical past 
and the most intimate truth of the characters. It talks about identity and maternal passion 
through three very different mothers: Janis, Ana and Ana’s mother, a selfish mother, without 
any maternal instinct, as she herself confesses. 

It’s the imperfections of those mothers that attract me most as a narrator. They are very 
different mothers from those who have appeared in my filmography to date.  

Due to strange circumstances, Janis is forced to live in total contradiction between the 
historical truth (her great-grandfather buried in a mass grave) and her more intimate truth, as 
regards her daughter. Her moral dilemma is the center of the story, which makes Janis a 
complex, generous, contradictory and even mean-spirited character. She is a very difficult 
character to play because she always has more than one face, until her sense of guilt and 
the shame provoked in her by the lie which she is living make her explode. 

Even though all these elements belong to the melodrama genre, I decided from the script and 
in the mise-en-scène that Parallel Mothers would be a tense, contained drama, hard to play 
and with a protagonist who perhaps is not a role model but who attracted me precisely for 
that. She is the most difficult character that Penélope Cruz has played to date, with me and 
without me. And probably the most painful. The result is splendid, as always Penélope has 
given everything to it. At her side the young Milena Smit becomes the great revelation of the 
film. The purity and innocence of her Ana accentuate the darker parts of Janis. Both are very 
well accompanied by Aitana Sánchez Gijón and Israel Elejalde. At the end, they will all form 
part of a diverse and unexpected family, that is also real and authentic. 
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1. MOTHERS AND DAUGHTERS 

Janis’ mother represents the absent mother. She was a hippy in the early ‘70s who named 
her child Janis in honor of Janis Joplin. The absent mother would die like her idol at the age 
of twenty-seven for the same reasons as the singer. 

The grandmother, Cecilia, acted as Janis’ real mother. She reared her and educated her, and 
she left her as a legacy that she should open the mass grave on the outskirts of the town, 
where her father was buried along with other local men in the first days of the civil war. In 
2016, the year when this story begins, Janis still hasn’t achieved it, but she keeps trying. 

The film begins with a photo session. Janis (Penélope Cruz) is a photographer, and she is 
doing a portrait of Arturo Buendía (Israel Elejalde), a forensic anthropologist, and a member 
of a foundation in Navarre that has already intervened in the exhumation of a mass grave. 
Arturo will be the person in charge of opening her grandfather’s grave, but that will happen 
three years later, in 2019, at the end of this story. 

Arturo becomes Janis’ lover. Without intending to, Janis gets pregnant, but Arturo is married. 
His wife is ill with cancer. When Janis announces that she is pregnant, Arturo (anguished by 
the circumstances) tells her that his wife is receiving chemotherapy and it doesn’t seem the 
best time to confess to her that he is having a child outside of their marriage. Janis frees him 
of all responsibility, she will take care of the baby, but to do that she asks him that they 
separate and not see each other. It is a hard, drastic condition that Arturo has no option but 
to accept. Like her mother and grandmother, Janis faces her future maternity on her own with 
energy. She always wanted to be a mother and, even though she hadn’t chosen the moment, 
she isn’t willing to let the opportunity slip by. Her grandmother was her only family and Janis 
feels the need to be a mother, to create a family. 

In the room in the hospital where she is going to give birth she coincides with a girl, Ana 
(Milena Smit), seventeen, scared and traumatized by her imminent maternity. Janis feels sorry 
for her and from that moment she behaves as if she were Ana’s mother. They will both be 
single mothers, both got pregnant by accident. Janis tries to transmit her excitement and 
enthusiasm to Ana. In the future, they are going to live parallel lives, but in the hospital, when 
Janis confesses to her that “she doesn’t regret it”, Ana tells her that she does. Janis is the 
vocational mother and Ana the accidental mother. 

Teresa (Aitana Sánchez Gijon) appears at the hospital. She is Ana’s biological mother, the 
imperfect mother, lacking in maternal instinct, who, when she separated from Ana’s father, 
didn’t hesitate in handing the child over to him. In her way, Ana has felt more of an orphan 
than Janis always did. Both give birth at the same time to two girls, who hours later are in 
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observation because of unimportant issues. Janis’ daughter because she had problems with 
extra-uterine breathing, and Ana’s because she has low blood sugar. 

Exhausted, the new mothers are in Janis’s room. The experience has changed Ana radically, 
the time she had with her new-born child lying on her breast, feeling her tiny heart beating in 
time with her own, has erased the fear and uncertainty she felt before the birth. 

All these elements belong to the melodrama genre, but I decided that Parallel Mothers would 
be a tense, restrained drama, difficult to act, and with a protagonist who perhaps is not a 
model of behavior but who attracted me precisely for that. 

 

2. 

After a few months, a series of connected circumstances prove to Janis, after a DNA test, that 
she isn’t the biological mother of Cecilia, the baby they gave to her in the hospital and the 
rearing of whom has become the driving force in her life. And Arturo isn’t the father. Confused 
and heartbroken, as soon as Janis discovers this, she makes some calls for help in deciding. 
She calls a lawyer, Arturo and Ana, but she can’t find anyone. After hours of anguish, Janis 
decides to bury her secret, to live as she has done until then, working and taking care of 
Cecilia, completely deactivating the thought that she isn’t her daughter, letting herself be 
carried along by the absolute love she feels for the child. Her reaction is just as drastic as 
when she broke up with Arturo. Janis is a woman of inflexible decisions for which she later 
must pay a high price. 

She isolates herself, she changes her phone number, she stops calling Ana, with whom she 
had maintained a phone friendship since they left the hospital. She has the unfounded 
suspicion that they could have made a mistake in the hospital and given her child to Ana 
while she was given the adolescent’s child. That’s why she rang her as soon as she found out, 
to tell her about the discovery, but as she is unable to speak to her, she backs away. Her only 
certainty is that she adores Cecilia and can’t conceive of life without her. 

 

3. 

One morning, when Cecilia is a year old, Janis goes down to a bar close to her home, on 
the corner of the Plaza Comendadoras. She orders a coffee and is served by a young girl 
with a sweetly androgynous appearance. When she looks at her, Janis realizes that it’s Ana, 
her hair cut has changed her so much she is unrecognizable. 

Ana tells her that she works as a waitress there, that she has turned eighteen and has moved 
out of her mother’s house. The “chance” encounter has shades of Patricia Highsmith and of 
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Hitchcock, a disturbing surprise. Even though she hides it, Janis feels threatened by Ana’s 
presence. To explain her sudden proximity, Ana confesses that she had originally come 
looking for Janis, to her house, but at the very last minute she didn’t dare ring the bell and 
went to the bar on the corner instead, where she found work. Janis hides her surprise and 
feels disarmed by young Ana’s total naturalness, lacking in any malice. Deliberately, she 
doesn’t ask about her daughter, but the sudden change in Ana’s appearance and life disturbs 
her, the fact that she had come looking for her makes her fear that it has something to do 
with her little Cecilia, however absurd that may seem. Janis practically flees from there when 
she gets in a taxi to take her to the studio where she is working that day, but first she invites 
Ana to her home after work. 

As soon as she opens the door of her house, the first thing she asks her about is her daughter, 
also called Ana. If she has run away from her mother’s house, did she take the baby with 
her? Does she leave her in a nursery while she is working in the bar? Janis bombards her 
with questions like this while Ana remains silent, broken by sorrow. Is anything wrong?, Janis 
finally asks. My Anita is dead, Ana replies, crying. Janis is stunned. If the babies were 
interchanged (although it is only a hypothesis), she has just realized that her possible daughter 
is dead. (There is no real proof, she feels confused and paranoid.) 

The two women suffer in parallel. Ana is touched that Janis empathizes so much with her 
grief. Again, Janis must hide the whirlwind of emotions provoked in her by Ana’s information. 
Ana shows her a photo of her daughter, full of health (and Janis sees some family features in 
the photo). She explains that her baby had a crib death. Something very unusual that can 
happen to babies just a few months old when their brain, still immature, forgets to give the 
order to breathe. To escape from Ana’s gaze, Janis goes over to the monitor that shows 
Cecilia’s image, a little sound indicates that she has just wakened. Ana gets up and, with Janis, 
looks at the child’s image on the monitor. Janis invites her to come and see her in her room. 
Ana melts as she looks at the child. Janis looks at them, imagining them as mother and 
daughter, anticipating the drama. 

The situation gives her something like vertigo. The fear of the void makes people with vertigo 
feel an intense attraction to the abyss. Janis feels the same irrational impulse with Ana. The 
fear that Ana is Cecilia’s biological mother, instead of making her try to get her out of her life, 
pushes her to the opposite reaction: Janis suggests to Ana that she works in her house and 
looks after Cecilia, as she has lost her babysitter and needs someone to look after her 
daughter. Ana, for her part, has felt a great attraction to Janis since the day they coincided 
in the hospital. The chance of living with her while also looking after Cecilia is the closest thing 
to a dream. Her daughter’s death has left an emptiness that Cecilia will fill. Ana is enthusiastic 
about the idea. 
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4. 

Once they are living together, Janis takes some saliva samples from Ana and the child, under 
the false pretext that she is going to have a complete analysis done of them, but the real 
reason is to do a genetic maternity test on them. And the test is positive. Everything that 
seemed the product of her paranoia is true. Ana is Cecilia’s biological mother. 

Janis isn’t willing to hand her daughter over to Ana. For the time being, she tries to turn her 
into the best housewife in case some day she has the strength to make the transfer. And the 
moral dilemma in which Janis lives becomes the center of the narrative, a silence that 
consumes her with grief and shame. 

 

5. TOUR DE FORCE 

For Penélope Cruz, playing Janis has been a real tour de force. During a large part of the 
film her character moves with a double intention. All her actions are determined by the 
contradiction in which she lives and by fear. This contradiction is very difficult to play, 
especially because Ana fits perfectly into her new role and becomes an adorable being for 
her daughter and for the mother, which increases her sense of guilt. The attraction that Ana 
feels for Janis naturally ends up turning her into her lover, forming with the child her ideal 
family. Ana falls in love with Janis and Janis lets herself be loved, and she loves her too, in 
her way, mingling the new feeling for Ana with the guilt and shame of lying to her. 

One night Arturo appears to tell Janis that the foundation of which he is a member has 
decided to exhume her great-grandfather’s grave. They go out and have a few drinks. She 
doesn’t tell him anything about Ana or her inner conflict, and she returns home late. Once in 
bed, Janis amiably rejects Ana who, half asleep, tastes wine on Janis’ lips. The next day, Janis 
tells her that she was with her child’s father and Ana feels jealous. Janis suffers more than 
ever at the heap of contradictions that her life has become. Precisely at the moment when the 
historical truth of her great-grandfather’s grave will come to light, her lies become more 
evident to her, the moral dilemma fills her with shame and guilt. Until one night she breaks her 
silence and reveals her secret to Ana. 

I admit that I am fascinated by Janis’ complexity and determination. Half-way through writing, 
when the characters are already alive, at times they become independent of the author, and 
he can only put himself at their service like a notary or a medium. It is a part of the gestation 
of the script that, when it happens, always in the second or third draft, subjugates me. This 
part of the writing process is very mysterious and difficult to explain. It happened to me with 
Janis. I think that her situation is the most difficult one in which I have put any character until 
now (along with that of Elena Anaya in The Skin I Live In). The originality and darkness of her 
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situation made it difficult to offer Penélope Cruz any references that existed in real life. 
Directing her has been a meticulous process where I needed her to surrender herself to me 
as if in a state of hypnosis. I contained the flood of tears, Penélope is very emotional and she 
would have been crying from start to finish, and she knew how to replace them with the exact 
amount of guilt and shame, in a state of constant alarm. 

 

6. THE ACTORS 

I have been very fortunate with the casting. Israel Elejalde and Aitana Sánchez Gijon are 
two actors I admire for their magnificent stage work, and I was very impressed by the 
precision and speed with which they took possession of their respective roles in the film. And 
as regards Milena Smit, I think she is the great revelation in Parallel Mothers. This is her 
second work in cinema, and everything she does before the camera has so much truth… It is 
very difficult not to disappear when all the time you have in front of you a Penélope Cruz 
who is a whirlwind in her role as Janis, but Milena is the perfect counterpoint, her purity and 
innocence accentuate the darker sides of Janis. I foresee a great future for her. Julieta 
Serrano and Rossy de Palma complete the cast. Their contributions are brief but juicy. 

 

7. THE MASS GRAVE 

The theme of Franco’s mass graves is an important one, which I try to show tangentially at 
the end. In the first drafts it had a greater presence, but it absorbed everything around it. It is 
too strong a theme to combine with others and, from the outset, I wanted to tell of Janis’ 
difficulties, her story with Ana and that of their daughters, the moral dilemma in which she 
lives. In order to develop this storyline, I decided to leave the opening of the grave for the 
end. Even so, I hope that its presence in the film helps raise awareness of what is an urgent 
problem in Spanish society today. 

I have treated the subject with great delicacy because I am not settling scores with our history, 
just as families of the victims are not demanding anything other than a headstone on which 
to put the name of their loved ones and being able to bury them in a dignified place where 
they can honor them. It is something that Spanish society owes them today and it is an urgent 
debt because now it is the generation of great-grandchildren who are calling for the 
excavation of the graves. This is something which surprised Ariel Dulitzky, rapporteur for the 
United Nations, during his visit to Spain in 2013, that the grandchildren and great-
grandchildren were the first generations to ask about their ancestors and demand that the 
graves be opened to honor and pay tribute to them. It is a solution that in the best of cases 
will never be able to identify all the missing people, only a quarter of them according to 
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Francisco Etxeberria, forensic anthropologist commissioned by the current government to 
draw up a report on the present situation with mass graves. 

The film changes in the final stretch, from the journey by Janis and Arturo to her town to take 
DNA samples from relatives of the victims. The statements by all of them are taken from reality. 
Despite the drama of our past, the civil war, the film enters an area of relief and emotion. 
There is no settling of scores or feelings of revenge in the relatives’ statements. At the end, 
once the grave is emptied, the members of the NGO who have excavated it and some 
relatives lie down in it, imitating the positions in which the bodies were found. It is a tribute 
from the living to the dead. 

Among the relatives who have remained outside are Ana, Janis and little Cecilia. The film 
ends with a shot of the little girl looking into the grave. It is the gaze of the future, Cecilia will 
always remember that moment.  

 

8. THE LAST SHOT OF THE LITTLE GIRL 

It was hard to shoot that close-up of the little girl, Luna Auria Contreras, who plays Cecilia 
when she is barely two years old. 

During the first two months Luna became familiar with Penélope and Milena and we could 
film all the scenes from the script with no problem, but during the shooting period the child 
grew and was no longer an infant who went from hand to hand. She became a child of 
almost two who was starting to become aware of herself and to show her own will. The 
second last day of shooting, she refused to share a scene of a meal with her two mothers, 
and she wouldn’t stop crying. We had to postpone shooting for two or three hours so that 
the child could recover. I had already written an alternative scene, improvising as we went, 
without the child appearing, just in case. 

But my doubt was if Luna would be willing to film one of the final shots. For the film it was 
essential, that shot represents the memory of future generations who wouldn’t forget the 
barbarity that the existence of those mass graves signifies for our history. But when everything 
was ready for filming her shot, Luna wasn’t willing to stand still and kept screaming until 
suddenly something caught her attention and she looked in silence at the bottom of the grave, 
a look that I couldn’t describe, but it was just what I needed. 

Afterwards I became aware of how it had all happened. Virginia, the second assistant 
director, had become pregnant during shooting and also in the middle of it had had a 
miscarriage. In the final shot Virginia got into the grave to attract the child’s attention and she 
started to sing to her the songs she probably dreamed of singing to her own baby. And Luna 
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was captivated by those songs, she forgot about her anger, she relaxed and presented us 
with a long, concentrated, mysterious gaze, happily completing the shooting of the film. 

These things happen at times on shoots. 

 

9. PHOTOGRAPHY 

Once again, José Luis Alcaine has known how to capture the coloring that I felt was right for 
the film. The sun is very present, through the windows that look out on the protagonist’s square. 
A very luminous photography for a somber story. Alcaine comments on his work: 

“We tried, using very high diaphragms (almost everything is shot between f:16 and f:22) to 
have the actors who appear on the screen in the foreground, middle ground and even 
background, always in focus. I also wanted to take in the total view of the sets, which gave 
us an in-depth mise-en-scène and the spectator can turn their eyes to the character, set or 
detail that most attracts them. Everything is interacting and I think that the spectator, thanks to 
the increase in visual information, feels in the middle, almost participating in the story. I think 
that these diaphragms make it possible to create a certain sensation of relief. This approach 
is very different from what is being done today, but I think that in this way I obtain a greater 
visual immersion in Pedro’s world.” 

 

10. THE MUSIC 

Alberto Iglesias has undertaken to dress the story musically and, once again, I have been 
surprised by his ability to dialog with the silences and the words, the actions, and the glances 
of the characters. I prefer that he explain it himself:  

“I started with the most complex sequence, when Janis receives the news from the Labgenerics 
laboratories on the computer. It’s a sequence that forces the music to involve itself in the 
cinematic substance, in the narrative instant. The close-ups could suggest a musical writing 
that was not very dense, with few instruments. It is the first thing I thought. However, hearing 
Penélope’s unsteady breathing, her anguish and her resistance to accepting the results (and 
her subsequent concealment) provoked a sphere of denser, more complex sounds. 

I have used dramatic textures that are distributed in a large string orchestra. At some points, 
aspects such as the phrasing and harmony recall the musical classicism of the 30s and 40s. 
I am referring to that group of composers trained in European theater and opera who arrived 
in Hollywood and founded the main movements in cinematic accompaniment. Korngold is 
one of my favorites. 
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There are other thematic elements that appeared as I advanced. They gradually thread 
together and recall not only that classic cinema sound but rather the kind of music that I have 
done for other films by Pedro. A more emotive character in some cases and in others with a 
more hypnotic ambition, because of the repetitiveness, and a taste for unpredictability. 

In every case, they are always a mirror of what is happening to Janis, like a piano 
accompanying a singer, waiting for her, inspiring her and falling silent so as never to reveal 
more than what her eyes tell us. This is a film full of eyes that look, not only the actors, also 
the photos that seem to be looking at us. And the doors, there are lots of times when the 
actors open a door and are faced with a surprise, anticipation, disappointment, or grief. 

Musical accompaniment is associated naturally with the editing, starting at the beginning or 
end of a phrase, they are very functional but not very obvious synchronic elements that seek 
naturalness and fluidity.” 

In addition to Alberto Iglesias’ music, we hear Summertime, sung by Janis Joplin, and Autumn 
Leaves in the version by Miles Davies. 
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