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I stood here, and saw before me the unutterable, the unthinkable gulf that yawns profound between two worlds, the world of matter and the world of spirit; I saw the great empty deep stretch dim before me, and in that instant a bridge of light leapt from the earth to the unknown shore, and the abyss was spanned.1

(Arthur Machen)
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Introduction

The real and the imagined

The opening sequence in Mexican director Guillermo del Toro’s universally acclaimed 2006 cult feature, El laberinto del fauno/Pan’s Labyrinth2 (henceforth referred to as GdT and Pan respectively), is a cunning foretaste of the commingling of real and fantasy worlds that will characterise the film. Accompanied by the tune of the lullaby that will haunt the film throughout, an intertitle tells us that the story is set in Spain in 1944, five years after the end of the Civil War, during the so-called Peace Years. A few Republican insurgents – known in Spain as the maquis – remain hidden in woods, still trying to fight back against the forcibly established fascist government. We see thirteen-year-old Ofelia (Ivana Baquero) lying on the floor drawing her last breath, but both the sound and the blood streaming from her nose are going backwards, indicating that this tale will not follow the normal rules of time or reality. The camera then zooms into her eye, revealing what she will remember as her true identity and the world she truly belongs to; the Underworld Realm, a place, it transpires, she has constructed for herself. A male voiceover intones the fairytale staple ‘A long, long time ago’ and introduces Princess Moanna, who, lured by the upper world, escaped from the Underworld Realm and was blinded by the sunlight, causing her to forget who she really was. It is no coincidence that the fairytale is introduced verbally, whereas the actual historical setting is introduced via a text written on the screen. From the start, textual history is imprinted on the ancient oral tradition of folklore, myths and fairytales, presented in equal terms on the basis that, like two sides of the same coin, they constitute the two halves of one character’s psyche, in this case Ofelia’s. Yet oral tradition is superior to text in the permanence that it acquires through its flexibility and capacity to transform, a prerequisite for survival in Pan.

For this is as much Princess Moanna’s story as it is Ofelia’s. A pan of some ruins ensues, and we are told that, although the princess died in the upper world after suffering from ‘cold, sickness and pain’, her spirit lived on; for that reason, her father, the king (Federico Luppi), opened portals around the world to enable her to find her way back and recover her immortality. It is at this point that the princess and Ofelia are fused visually; when the narrator tells us that the spirit of Princess Moanna lives on, the camera cuts to the inside of the car in which Ofelia is travelling with her mother Carmen (Ariadna Gil) to the military outpost of Carmen’s new husband, the vicious Captain Vidal (Sergi López), a mill from where he and his men are hunting the remaining maquis. At the end of the film, the fairytale triumphs, as ultimately Princess Moanna prevails in both worlds. Even though she recovers her memory and is able to get back to the Underworld Realm, her presence in the mortal world has left a series of signs, which are only visible ‘to those who know where to look’. For everything in Pan depends on the principle that seeing is believing – or, in GdT’s words, ‘the eyes are the beginning of it all’3 – his most recent production company, established in 2011, is called Mirada, which GdT translates on its website as ‘a point of view, a possibility to look into things differently’.4 It is this kind of mirada, a kaleidoscopic way of looking at GdT’s Pan, that this book is also attempting.
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Carmen and Ofelia in the car




[image: ]


Car arriving at the mill



Just as there are two realities present in Pan, there are two sides to GdT’s film-making. On the one hand there is Hollywood studio fare such as Mimic (1997), a traumatic experience with Miramax; Blade II (2002), a Grand Guignol sequel which turned out to be more popular than the original; and Hellboy (2004) and Hellboy II (2008), both heralded as arguably the best comic-book adaptations ever.5 These films alternate with what GdT refers to as his ‘personal’ projects: Cronos (1993), and the first two instalments of what should ultimately be a trilogy on the Civil War: El espinazo del diablo/ The Devil’s Backbone (2001), the film GdT considers his most autobiographical, and which established him as an international auteur; and Pan, which GdT describes as a sister film, a companion piece to Devil. The third instalment’s provisional title is 3993.

In many ways Pan is a culmination, corralling all of GdT’s thematic preoccupations: family, children, horror, violence, the solitary hero/heroine and, above all, ‘the permeability of the membrane between reality and fantasy’.6 The latter trait, together with the melodrama and violence, GdT regards as the most Mexican element not only in Pan but also throughout his oeuvre. Written, directed and produced by GdT, Pan’s inception came about in 2003 when the director annotated some ideas and drawings, in a by-now famous leatherbound notebook that he has been religiously carrying around since 1982. Yet the original synopsis for the film differed greatly from the version we now know. Set during the Spanish Civil War, initially the plot focused on the fascist captain and his pregnant wife, who, dissatisfied in her marriage, fell in love with the world opened up to her by a Faun she met at a nearby labyrinth. When she gave birth the Faun told her that, in order to enter his world, she had to kill the baby, which she duly did. But it transpires she was betrayed by both worlds and, instead of passing through to the Faun’s universe, she remained locked in the centre of the labyrinth.7

However, once GdT started writing the story, he soon realised it would be more interesting to see this world through the eyes of a pre-pubescent girl instead. He explains,

I always start with a long period of research – fiction, non-fiction, travelling, etc., so I started making notes on fairytales, and when I went back and read books on myth, fairytale lore and analysis, it seemed much more interesting to base the story on a girl who’s about to become a woman – a staple in fairytales. Everybody around her is telling her how she should behave. Her mother is saying, ‘You have to leave all that behind, the world is a horrible, disappointing place, you have to believe me and you have to obey your father.’ And I thought, this is the last moment when, as a kid, your spirit is still free, and if you give up that freedom then you become just another boring adult. And even more so when your father is a fascist. Because for a fascist, a central virtue is obedience, and I thought the young girl would be a more interesting figure of disobedience than the adult – she has even fewer social tools and so is able to resist from a genuine spiritual place.8

As such, Ofelia will confront her stepfather’s cruelty, and that of the times, through her imagination and the fairytales she loves – a world as real to her as the iron grip of Franco’s fascist Spain is to everyone else. In the forest near the family’s home, she meets the Faun (Doug Jones), the guardian of an ancient stone labyrinth, who tells her she is the long-lost Princess Moanna. In order to return to her kingdom, and regain her immortality, she will have to undertake three dangerous tasks that will mean confronting the Giant Toad and the child-eating Pale Man (Doug Jones, whose referent in the real world is Vidal) – these tasks will be revealed in the blank pages of the Book of Crossroads with which the Faun entrusts her.
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The Giant Toad; the Pale Man



Mirroring Ofelia’s duality, each character in Pan either lives a divided reality or constructs their own version of reality, none more clearly so than Captain Vidal, whose own twisted sensibility is based on fascist ideologies of unity and cleanliness, as fictional in their own way as the world Ofelia imagines. Mercedes (Maribel Verdú) is divided between the world she inhabits during the day as Vidal’s housekeeper, and her own involvement with the maquis hidden in the woods, led by her brother Pedro (Roger Casamajor). Dr Ferreiro (Álex Angulo) works for Vidal but clandestinely passes medicines to the maquis. Finally, Ofelia’s mother Carmen is perfectly aware of the cruelty of her new husband (it is hinted that he killed her first husband) but resigns herself to subjugation by him; when Ofelia asks her why she had to remarry, her answer is a defeated, ‘When you are older, you’ll understand that it hasn’t been easy for me either.’

GdT has acknowledged many times that the philosophy that has had the most influence on his work is

the Jungian, almost psycho-magical conception of the world. I believe we see the world, and create
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