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Probably the most well-known magical realist in 
the US today is Guillermo del Toro, the director of 
films like “Hellboy” and “Pan’s Labyrinth.” He is 
also the author of several books including “The 
Strain,” which will air as a television series this fall. 
Of all del Toro’s movies, the one that most closely 
embodies the style of magical realism is “Pan’s Lab-
yrinth.” Like “One Hundred Years of Solitude” or 
“Like Water for Chocolate,” “Pan’s Labyrinth” uses 
a realistic style to make its more fantastic scenes be-
lievable. In addition, the film has been described as 
uniquely Mexican--the most Mexican element about 
it being that it shows magic can exist in everyday 
life if one only believes. As the director, writer and 
co-producer of “Pan’s,” del Toro made this happen 
through his use of color, texture, and motifs derived 
from the work of Mexican painter, Remedios Varo.

In “Pan’s Labyrinth,” a young girl named Ofelia 
travels with her pregnant mother, Carmen, to meet 
her new stepfather, Captain Vidal, in 1944 Spain. 
Although Generalísimo Franco has won the Span-
ish Civil War, some rebels still survive, and Vidal is 
stationed in a mill at the base of the mountains to 
eradicate them. Soon after arriving at the mill, Ofelia 
is lured into a stone labyrinth by a fairy disguised as 
a stick bug and learns from a faun that she is Princess 

Moanna, the reincarnated daughter of the king of the 
underworld. The faun tells Ofelia that in order to re-
turn to her father, she has to pass three tests before 
the rise of the full moon, proving that her spirit is 
intact and she has not become a mortal. Meanwhile, 
Mercedes, Vidal’s housekeeper, is working as a spy 
for the rebels, who are led by her brother.

The film has strong connections to surrealism and 
the surrealist artists who emigrated to Mexico dur-
ing World War II. Remedios Varo was one of these 
artists. Born in Spain, she was living in Paris when 
France closed the French-Spanish border. As a re-
sult, like many of the other surrealists, Varo had 
nowhere to go other than the New World after the 
Nazis invaded France. The same was true of Luis 
Buñuel, who filmed a story in 1946 about children 
trapped in Franco’s Spanish regime called “Los Olvi-
dados.” Pan’s seems to turn “Los Olvidados” on its 
head by allowing children to escape Franco through 
myth and dreams. Time Magazine’s Mary Corliss 
even described “Pan’s” as “Lewis Carroll meets Luis 
Buñuel”--although, as Slate’s Ed Gonzalez pointed 
out, the only thing del Toro has in common with Bu-
ñuel is the Spanish tongue.

Corliss was correct, however, in identifying a sur-
realist vein in del Toro’s work--it just wasn’t Buñuel’s. 
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On this page: Pan’s Labyrinth directed by Guillermo del Toro 
relies heavily on imagery reminiscent of Remedios Varo work. In 
this scene, Ofelia is entering the hallway leading to the Pale Man 
which is strikingly similar to Varo’s “Farewell”. (All movie images: 
New Line Entertainment. Painting: Remedios Varo, Farewell, 
1958, oil on canvas.)
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Instead, “Pan’s Labyrinth” is redolent 
with the visual language of painter 
Remedios Varo, who after emigrating 
became one of the most beloved artists 
in Mexico. The last three exhibitions 
of her work in Mexico City broke at-
tendance records, and the 1971 retro-
spective of her paintings at the Museo 
de Arte Moderno was so popular that 
the museum was mobbed during a 
holiday by crowds who threatened to 
break down the doors of the museum 
unless they were let in. According to 
Pallant House Gallery Magazine, del 
Toro “self-confessedly” refers to the 
work of Varo in “Pan’s Labyrinth.”

Who was Remedios Varo, and why 
did del Toro use her work as a tem-
plate for the art direction in “Pan’s”? 
The answer can be found in her life 
and paintings, both of which bear a 
striking resemblance to the story and 
purpose of “Pan’s.” In a film about Re-
medios Varo, the narrator says, “We do 
not find ourselves here simply in front 
of the work of a painter, but in front of 
the creation of a world: a total world, a 
coherent world, a secret world.” Octa-
vio Paz, who wrote several poems ded-
icated to Varo, once said her paintings 
were a “rare poetry…. The paintings of 
Remedios are enigmas: we should lis-
ten to their colors and dance with their 
forms without ever trying to decipher 
them. They are not mysterious paint-
ings; they are marvelous.” 

“Pan’s Labyrinth” relies on the col-
ors and motifs in Varo’s paintings to 
help it make the fantasy world seem 
real and the real world appear surreal. 

Works of magical realism, “Pan’s 
Labyrinth” included, are usually said 
to rely heavily on realistic detail. It 
would be more accurate to say, though, 
that the worlds of Varo’s paintings 
and “Pan’s Labyrinth” have their own 
internal logic, which convince the 

viewer of their reality. For example, in 
“Pan’s,” the first “magical” creature 
Ofelia encounters is a stick bug. When 
the viewer initially sees the stick bug, 
it is obvious that the bug is not real--it 
is a little too large, for one thing, and 
its body is too shiny and strangely col-
ored to be an actual bug. However, this 
all serves a purpose, because when the 
bug reveals itself to be a fairy, it makes 
a certain sense that the bug didn’t look 
like a real bug because it wasn’t. This 
also prepares the viewer to accept oth-
er visual effects in the movie as reality, 
such as the faun.

While Varo’s world doesn’t depend 
on visual effects like CGI in the same 
way a movie does, her work, too, has 
an internal logic which serves to fur-
ther its own reality. Varo, whose father 
was an engineer, designed the strange 
devices of her world with such detail 
and precision that with a little magic 
they could as easily operate in the real 
world. Exploring the Sources of the 
Orinoco River, for example, shows a 
woman who looks a lot like Varo, bent 
upon a serious mission. Although her 
vehicle of transport is rather fanciful--a 
waistcoat with a pocket to hold notes 
or maps, some wings, and a compass 
instead of a watch fob--her somber at-
titude and gravity of purpose are not 
diminished, especially as she comes 
across a cup (the Holy Grail?), out of 
which pours the source of the river. 
As fanciful as a waistcoat boat (waist-
boat?) might sound, Varo took the de-
sign of it as seriously as the subject of 
her painting is taking her journey. In-
stead of just letting the boat float along, 
she shows us how it works, fashioning 
a number of strings and pulleys which 
the subject of the painting pulls in or-
der to direct the course and speed of 
the boat.

Varo also modified her palate so that 

the predominant colors in many of her 
pieces were red, gold, and brown, the 
colors of alchemy. This palette is seen in 
“Pan’s Labyrinth” as well, particularly 
in the fantasy world and (of course) in 
the forest, where the fantasy world and 
the real world so often meet. 

Another extremely important ele-
ment utilized for realism and fantasy 
in both “Pan’s Labyrinth” and Reme-
dios Varo’s paintings is texture. In “To 
Women”s Happiness,” the women look 
like half-rotted leaves (a body aesthetic 
similar to the Pale Man’s in “Pan’s Lab-
yrinth”), and the texture of their bodies 
contrasts against the smooth brick con-
fines of the courtyard, the little circle of 
grass with the tree, and the bubbling, 
molten gold sky above their heads. 
Del Toro also believes texture is an es-
sential element to the believability of 
fantasy, which is why he prefers Harry 
Haussman-style special effects and 
wanted the fairies’ skins in “Pan’s” to 
be the texture of leaves. 

Aside from these things, “Pan’s 
Labyrinth” and Varo’s work use simi-
lar motifs related to women and magic: 
the moon, owls, and magical transfor-
mations appear with regularity in both 
works. This might be coincidental, but 
the visual and thematic similarities go 
further than just surface imagery and 
expand into a similar visual language. 
The design of Vidal’s office, for exam-
ple, bears an intriguing resemblance to 
Varo’s “The Clockmaker.” As we learn 
during the course of the film, Captain 
Vidal is obsessed with time. In the 
movie, this is explained by the fact that 
his father smashed his pocket watch 
against a rock as he died in battle, so 
his son “would know how a brave 
man dies.” However, this does not 
completely explain the strength of Vi-
dal’s obsession. Del Toro has described 
Captain Vidal as inexorable, and his 

fixation with time is an extension of his 
ruthlessness because no one can stop 
time--it marches on without question-
ing purposes, ends, or means. Vidal’s 
office, where we first see him clean-
ing his beloved pocket watch, is in the 
bowels of the mill. But the wheels of 
the mill that populate his office could 
just as easily be the gears of a clock, 
and similar gear-like wheels appear in 
other scenes with Vidal, such as when 
he executes two rebel sympathizers. 

In “The Clockmaker,” grandfather 
clocks hold up the clockmaker’s ceil-
ing. Although they all show the same 
time, each clock has a figure wearing a 
costume from a different time period-
-the clocks represent Newtonian time, a 
clockwork universe where everything 
is uniform, absolute, and unchanging 
(the exact world which Vidal inhabits). 
The clockmaker, however, is being con-
fronted by a swirling mass which rep-
resents Einsteinian Time, where every-
thing is relative, and is as taken aback 
as Vidal is about to be, confronted by 
the fantasy world of Ofelia.

“Pan’s Labyrinth,” or any film, for 
that matter, cannot truly recreate Va-
ro’s paintings, as they remain an unat-
tainable visual idiom for film. As the 
quote from Octavio Paz stated, “They 
are not mysterious paintings; they are 
marvelous.” Varo’s paintings are not a 
magic show, with tricks to be revealed 
or CGI to hide an actor’s legs; they are 
complete, fantastical, and supernatu-
ral worlds. Although films like “Pan’s 
Labyrinth” aspire to the level of revela-
tion, there is still always a puppet mas-
ter behind the monsters, and thus the 
world of Ofelia remains merely myste-
rious. Yet in drawing from Remedios 
Varo’s work, del Toro added a rich-
ness and mythological depth to “Pan’s 
Labyrinth” that would have otherwise 
been missing.

Across: Here again is more of Varo’s imagery is can be found of 
Captain Vidal in the mill which resembles more of Varo’s style. 
(Painting: Remedios Varo, Revelation or The Clockmaker, 1955 
oil on masonite.)


