Pan’s Labyrinth










M=4; F=5
From a young age I was fascinated with the otherworldly, the gory, and the scary.  I began to read through Fangoria at a young age just to look at the special effects and creatures in a better light and to see how things were accomplished.  Horror movies never really grossed me out because I was looking at how they were done.  About the only time a movie has made me sick is when the handheld camera was so shaky as to cause motion sickness or if a camera was poorly placed on a tripod out at sea, also causing motion sickness.  Guillermo del Toro is a sick, twisted, wonderful little man.  I am fascinated by his direction, even when the movie he is helming is less than enjoyable.  Del Toro did the impossible this time; he made me almost throw up.  And he did it the old fashioned way.


Pre-show:  I toddled on over to the Arclight to catch this show on the first of the new year.  Fortunately I got there with 45 minutes to spare because the lines were crazy long.  I had pre-bought my ticket but even the automated kiosks were 30 deep: no exaggeration.  I counted.  After waiting in line for 20 minutes to pick up my tickets, I went upstairs to get some popcorn.  It was an unfortunate error on my part that I failed to get there a day sooner in order to take advantage of the member $5 concessions coupon, but I got my popcorn anyway, and still managed to be 5 minutes early to my assigned seat, smack in the dead center of the room.  What a viewpoint!


I settled in and enjoyed some previews (I think one was for “El Cantante” with Jennifer Lopez and Marc Anthony).  I can’t exactly tell you what the previews were though because it looks like I left my movie notebook in the theatre where I saw “Children of Men” last night.  Dang.  Since I was at the Arclight, rest assured they were previews for artsy movies.  

Movie:  The lights dimmed on the packed house and the movie unspooled.  I had a general idea what I was getting myself into, but nothing could have prepared me for the layered and textured masterpiece I was about to witness.  Part fairytale, part war story, and part broken childhood story, this fable had the richness of a Grimm fairytale with the contemporary update of a more modern society.

Shortly after the Spanish-American War in Fascist 1944 Spain, Ofelia (Ivan Baquero) is moving to the country with her mother Carmen (Adriadna Gil) to live with her new stepfather, Captain Vidale (Sergi Lopez).  Carmen is pregnant with the Captain’s son and despite the danger of a long ride to the new home, he demands it so that his son will be born near him.  The ride makes Carmen ill and she struggles through this last stage of her pregnancy.  Meanwhile, Ofelia has found a fairy who leads her into a nearby stone labyrinth and into the presence of a faun who tells her she is a princess of the underworld.  In order for her to return home she must complete three tasks to take her rightful place in her home world.  Caught between an increasingly inhospitable life with her frightening and cold stepfather Captain Vidale and the possibility of a new life in another world, Ofelia works to complete the tasks.  The only thing tethering her to this life is her ailing mother and the impending birth of her little brother.

What I found most intriguing about the film was how it lends itself to two interpretations.  On one hand, if you see it purely as a fairytale, then it ends on a high optimistic note.  On the other hand, if you see it in a realistic fashion with the whole thing being in the girl’s imagination, it is an incredibly heartbreaking tale of child who has lost everything and can only find happiness in her imagination because she can find no comfort in her real life.  Is it a delusion that has become real to her, or is this truly happening?  Del Toro leaves it up to the audience to decide.  In doing so, he creates two different movies in one.  The evidence of this dichotomy, this split in realities, is only shown to the audience in the last scene between the girl and her stepfather.  How he sees her in the labyrinth is a question of whether what he sees is real or if he just can’t see reality.  Whatever you decide is what type of movie it is and whether the movie is happy or sad in the end.  It is a form of “choose your own Adventure” in a way.

This brings me to why I was nauseated by the movie and it was not because of motion sickness.  There is a scene early on in the movie where the depths of the Captain’s evil are shown.  An innocent man is brought before the Captain for interrogation and his response is to break every tooth out of the man’s head with a bottle.  It is shot from the mouth’s point of view so that the audience is, at that moment, the victim.  At the same time, the audience can see the cold look on the Captain’s unfeeling face.  The Captain is not enjoying doing this, he just isn’t affected by the violence.  It is startling and shocking.  On top of that, the sound of it is nauseating and the scene seems to go on for a full minute.  The genius to this scene is that it is classic Hitchcock shower scene.  We don’t see the bottle making contact.  We see the victim’s point of view.  We see the blood.  We hear the sound of it all.  But it is all in our minds.  I have never been so sickened by anything in all my years of watching movies.  It was horrible.  It was brilliant.  It was unforgettable.  It also causes an incredible tension in the audience whenever the possibility of more violence comes up.  You have to steel yourself.


Outside of the gore, there are also plenty of scares.  You fear for her safety.  No one seems safe to trust and you fear for every decision Ofelia makes.  The decisions are made by her gut and not always based on how things appear.  It is therefore a terrifying thing to have to trust her judgment and not to draw conclusions based on how things appear.  The audience is ill at ease throughout.  It is a brilliant piece of writing and directing that an audience could be so well manipulated.  Del Toro makes it impossible to think of possibilities because each one is more terrifying than the last.  This means the only thing you can do is trust Ofelia and trust del Toro to lead you through the film.  


This film is a remarkable achievement and may be my favorite film of the year.  Del Toro is so in control of this film and so deftly weaved together two different films that one can not help but be in awe of his accomplishment here.  This film will haunt your mind and sit in your stomach long after the credits roll.

