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Under the Skin by Michel Faber is a hauntingly original novel that explores themes of
identity, humanity, and the essence of existence. Set against the backdrop of the Scottish
Highlands, this story blends elements of science fiction and psychological horror,
challenging readers to confront their own perceptions of morality and otherness. Faber’s
narrative weaves a complex tapestry that invites deep reflection on what it means to be
human in a world that often feels alien and unforgiving.

Plot Overview

Under the Skin follows the life of Isserley, a woman who drives along the remote roads of
Scotland, seeking hitchhikers. However, her motivations are not what they appear. Isserley
is part of a sinister operation, and her actions are dictated by a need that transcends the
ordinary. The novel opens with Isserley’s driving, which soon reveals her unusual physical
characteristics and the nature of her work.

As she picks up various hitchhikers, the story unfolds to reveal the true nature of her
existence. The hitchhikers, unsuspecting of their fate, are used as a resource for Isserley’s
alien race. The narrative serves as a mirror, reflecting the depths of human nature while
simultaneously dissecting the moral quandaries surrounding exploitation and survival.

Thematic Elements

Under the Skin delves into several profound themes that resonate throughout the narrative:

1. Identity and Otherness:
- Isserley’s character raises questions about identity, both personal and collective. Her alien
nature forces readers to confront the idea of what it means to belong.
- The concept of ‘the other’ is explored through Isserley’s interactions with humans, who
she views as both intriguing and repulsive.

2. Exploitation and Consumption:
- The novel critiques society’s propensity for exploitation, particularly in the context of
consumerism and the food chain.
- Faber juxtaposes Isserley’s predatory actions with human behaviors, prompting readers to
consider who the real predators are.

3. Isolation and Loneliness:
- Isserley’s journey is marked by isolation, both physical and emotional. Her alienation from
humanity reflects a deeper existential crisis.
- The stark Scottish landscape serves as both a setting and a symbol of her internal
struggles.

4. Morality and Ethics:



- Faber challenges readers to grapple with complex moral dilemmas. Is Isserley justified in
her actions? What does it mean to be moral in a world driven by survival?

Character Analysis

Under the Skin features a cast of characters that are pivotal to the development of its
themes:

Isserley

- Background:
- Isserley is portrayed as a complex figure, struggling with her identity as an alien among
humans. Her physical characteristics—a body that has been altered—serve as a metaphor
for her internal conflict.

- Motivation:
- Her primary motivation stems from the need to fulfill her alien race’s dietary
requirements, creating a sense of urgency and desperation in her actions.

- Development:
- Throughout the novel, Isserley experiences moments of doubt and reflection, challenging
her understanding of humanity and her place within it.

The Hitchhikers

- Each hitchhiker represents different facets of humanity, highlighting the diversity of
human experience.
- Their interactions with Isserley serve as a vehicle for exploring broader societal issues,
such as vulnerability and trust.

The Alien Race

- The unseen alien race that Isserley belongs to embodies a cold, calculated approach to
survival, contrasting sharply with human emotional complexity.

Setting and Atmosphere

Faber’s choice of setting plays a crucial role in shaping the narrative:

- Scottish Highlands:
- The remote and desolate landscape reflects Isserley’s isolation and serves as a backdrop



for her existential journey.

- Symbolism:
- The harsh environment mirrors the internal struggles of the characters, emphasizing
themes of survival and the primal instincts that govern behavior.

- Imagery:
- Faber’s vivid descriptions create an atmospheric tension that permeates the novel,
enhancing the sense of unease that accompanies Isserley’s actions.

Writing Style and Structure

Under the Skin employs a unique narrative style that contributes to its unsettling
atmosphere:

- Point of View:
- The novel is primarily told from Isserley’s perspective, allowing readers to experience her
internal conflict and rationalizations firsthand.

- Descriptive Language:
- Faber’s use of detailed imagery immerses readers in the setting and the characters'
emotions, making the experience visceral and impactful.

- Pacing:
- The pacing of the narrative fluctuates, interspersing moments of tension with
introspective passages that invite contemplation.

Critical Reception

Since its publication, Under the Skin has garnered considerable acclaim from critics and
readers alike:

- Praise for Originality:
- Many reviews highlight Faber’s innovative approach to storytelling, blending genres in a
way that challenges conventional narratives.

- Exploration of Deep Themes:
- Critics have noted the novel’s ability to provoke thought and discussion on complex
issues, making it a relevant work in contemporary literature.

- Adaptations:
- The novel was adapted into a film in 2013, directed by Jonathan Glazer. The film received
positive reviews for its atmospheric storytelling and fidelity to the source material, further
expanding the novel's reach.



Conclusion

Under the Skin by Michel Faber is a profound exploration of identity, morality, and the
human experience, wrapped in a narrative that is as unsettling as it is thought-provoking.
Through the lens of Isserley, Faber invites readers to confront the uncomfortable truths of
existence and the nature of being. The novel’s rich thematic content, coupled with its
haunting atmosphere, positions it as a significant work of contemporary literature that
resonates long after the last page is turned.

In a world that often feels increasingly alien, Under the Skin serves as a stark reminder of
our shared humanity and the moral complexities that define our interactions with others.
Faber’s masterful storytelling ensures that this novel will remain a compelling discussion
piece for years to come, challenging us to look beneath the surface and consider what lies
underneath.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Under the Skin'
by Michel Faber?
The novel explores themes of identity, humanity, and the nature of existence, examining
what it means to be human through the perspective of an alien creature.

How does Michel Faber use the setting in 'Under the
Skin' to enhance the story?
Faber uses the Scottish Highlands as a stark and haunting backdrop, which enhances the
isolation and alienation felt by the characters, reflecting their internal struggles.

What is the significance of the protagonist's dual
identity in 'Under the Skin'?
The protagonist's dual identity highlights the conflict between her alien nature and her
experiences on Earth, raising questions about empathy and the moral implications of her
actions.

How does 'Under the Skin' challenge traditional notions
of morality?
The novel challenges traditional morality by presenting the protagonist's actions in a
morally ambiguous light, forcing readers to reconsider what is right or wrong from different
perspectives.



In what ways does 'Under the Skin' comment on human
society and its flaws?
Faber critiques human society by illustrating its exploitation and dehumanization,
particularly through the lens of the protagonist's observations of human behavior and
societal norms.

What literary techniques does Michel Faber employ in
'Under the Skin' to convey its themes?
Faber uses vivid imagery, symbolism, and a first-person narrative to create an immersive
experience, allowing readers to deeply connect with the protagonist's emotional journey
and the novel's themes.
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