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ONCE UPON A TIME IN SPAIN IN 1944: THE MORPHOLOGY OF
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Guillermo del Toro(s El laberinto del fauno contains a dual discourse of a concrete historical framework with that of a fairy tale.   The intertitles (España 1944( and the explanation of the resistance to the Franco regime by the maquis contrast with the voice-over narrative that places it squarely in the discourse of the fairy tale: (Cuentan que hace mucho tiempo .  .  .(
  This opening also establishes a spatial dichotomy that will play out throughout the rest of the film: the (reino subterráneo donde no existe la mentira ni el dolor( contrasts (from the Republican point of view) with Franco(s Spain.
  Del Toro comments regarding the alternating rhythm of the discourse that (There is magic or a magical element in every other scene in the movie, almost like a checkerboard.(  The importance of the structure of the film rests both on the interweaving of the two discourses, and that the fairy tale discourse correlates to the morphology of classic fairy tales and myths as conceived by critics such as Vladimir Propp, Max Lüthi, Jack Zipes, and Joseph Campbell.  
The interweaving of the two discourses commences at the very beginning of the film.   The zoom-in to the eye of the dying girl takes us to the underground world of blue-gray palaces, which is either an inner reality or fantasy world.   Juxtaposing the princess who escapes with Ofelia in the car reading a fairy tale immediately establishes a link between the two.  The voice-over narration establishes the circular structure of the narrative, as well as foreshadowing the happy ending, announcing the death and return of the princess to her father(s kingdom.  Ofelia(s tale reflects the broad structure of the hero(s tale, which Campbell theorizes as having three stages: Separation and departure; Trials and victories of initiation; and Return and reintegration into society (36).

In the opening historical sequence, when the cars stop, the mysterious pollen that fills the air constitutes the first manifestation of the magic motif, and Ofelia(s separation from the group constitutes what Bettleheim (11) and Lüthi (69) identify as one of the (important features of European fairy tales((the isolation of the hero or heroine.  Ofelia(s finding a stone that she successfully places in the eye of the statue, with the ensuing emergence of the insect / fairy constitute both her first successful trial, and her link to the world of magical beings.  Ofelia(s pronouncement, (He visto un hada( prompts a prosaic response from her mother--(Pues mira cómo te has puesto los zapatos.(  This represents Carmen(s implicit rejection of the world of magic.  Ofelia, however, follows the insect / fairy to the labyrinth.  Her subsequent nocturnal foray to the labyrinth, and her meeting with the Faun constitutes Propp(s first function of the dramatis personae: (One of the members of a family absents himself from home( (25).  It also represents Campbell(s first stage in the development of the hero, the (separation and departure( and includes the (supernatural aid( that is important to the hero (36).  The faun(s self-identification as (Yo soy del monte( also implicitly associates the magical with the resistance fighters, who are referred to as (los del monte.( The mise-en scène also contributes to this connection, since Del Toro notes that (the cave of the rebels reminds you of the cave of the Faun( and that the rebels (feel like magical creatures of the forest.(
 
The faun tells Ofelia who she really is(la Princesa Moanna(and offers her proof: (En vuestro hombro izquierdo encontraréis una marca que lo confirma.(  Ofelia later observes this crescent moon-shaped mark that confirms that she was engendered by the Moon, and she vocalizes her new-found identity: (una princesa.(  As Del Toro comments, (You are what you think you are(your true essence.(  This manifests Propp(s functions, (the hero is branded,( and (the hero is recognized.(  Propp himself links these two motifs (numbers 17 and 27), and he defines (branding( in a broad sense, including when the hero receives a wound in a skirmish (52).  The faun(s charge that Ofelia complete three tasks in order to regain her true identity and her kingdom fulfills Propp(s motif number 9: (Misfortune or lack is made known; the hero is approached with a request or command; he is allowed to go or he is dispatched( (36).

As narrator of a tale to her unborn brother, Ofelia herself is linked to the narrative discourse of the fairy tale, as she tells the story of the rose: (Hace muchos, muchos años  en un país muy lejos y muy triste .  .  .(  This introduces the theme of death and the transcendence of death into the film.  This fairy tale element contrasts, however, with the deaths in the historical discourse, which are linked to the villain(s cruelty and a fascist concept of death.
 

Vidal represents both the fairy tale villain and the historical villain.  Both Bettelheim(8) and Lüthi (73) note that a predominant feature of fairy tales is their simplification and their (intensification toward the extremes( (such as evil) and that (the fairy tale(s predilection for cruelty results from its attempt to give everything the clearest and sharpest possible form( (Lüthi 73). The first example of Vidal(s cruelty is his horrific beating and assassination of a young man and his father who were hunting rabbits.  For Del Toro, this is (the most violent and upsetting scene( in the film, and he notes that it is based on an (oral account of a post-war occurrence.(  The mise-en-scène often underscores Captain Vidal(s role as villain: in the dining room scenes, he is devilishly placed in front of the flames of the fireplace; low-angle shots of him with his dark cape, gloves, and glasses give him a menacing appearance.  Del Toro also notes that the (Pale Man and his banquet room echoes the dining room of the fascist.(  The director goes so far as to equate him with the fairy tale character, the Big Bad Wolf.  Vidal himself even recognizes that from the perspective of someone like Mercedes, he must seem like a monster.  
Vidal(s torture of the captured maquis corresponds to different functions elaborated by Propp: (The villain makes an attempt at reconnaissance( (motif 4) (28) includes in this case finding out the identity of undercover agents at the mill.  The tortured maquis confirms to Dr.  Ferreiro that he talked, thus fulfilling the function, (The villain receives information about his victim( (motif 5) (28).  Motif 8, (The villain causes harm or injury to a member of the family(  (30) is fulfilled in a broad sense when Vidal tortures a member of the maquis (family.(  The transcendence of the two discourses with the Vidal character is important, because whereas in fairy tales, (evil figures are not perceived as living people but as symbols of evil( (Lüthi 114), Vidal is a recognizable historical character whose acts of cruelty are modeled on actual historical accounts.  
The comment by her mother Carmen to Ofelia, (Cuentos de hadas.  Ya eres muy mayor para llenarte la cabeza con tantas zarandajas,(  indicates that the girl is about to experience a coming-of-age, passing from childhood to adolescence and adulthood.
  According to Lüthi, (The fairy tale is an initiation.  Man is cast into suffering and want, evidently destined to endure privation, misunderstanding, and malice, and yet summoned to a regal existence( (61).  Ofelia(s role in the fairy tale fulfills this structure.  Part of Ofelia(s suffering comes from the rejection by Carmen and Vidal of her world of magic, which occurs in the scene with the mandrake.  Vidal remarks that (Es por la mierda que tú le permites leer( and Carmen tells her daughter, (Te estás haciendo mayor y pronto verás que la vida no es como tus cuentos de hadas .  .  .  Ofelia, la magia no existe ni para ti ni para mí ni para nadie.( At that moment, however, Carmen grimaces and grabs her belly, and a cut to the fire shows the magical mandrake crying out as it burns.  Carmen(s rejection of the fantastic causes her to die.  Mercedes, on the other hand, represents an in-between character.  When Ofelia asks if she believes in fairies, she seems to corroborate Carmen(s point of view that adults leave that magical world behind: (Ya no, pero cuando era una niña sí.(  However, when Ofelia tells her that a fairy and a faun visited her, Mercedes(s reaction is not one of disbelief, saying that her grandmother told her to be careful with fauns, thus tacitly recognizing the magical world of other beings.  Significantly, this dialog takes place next to a cow that Mercedes milks, since animals figure prominently in fairy tales.  Although Lüthi notes that most animals in fairy tales are either threatening or helping (78), this is not overtly the case here, but the presence of the cow seems to facilitate the dialogue between Ofelia and Mercedes on a topic that the young girl cannot discuss with her mother.

The relationship between the Faun and Ofelia/Moanna and her subsequent adventures represent various of Propp(s functions.  The linguistic element of the faun(s speech links him to the discourse of the fairy tale, as he uses the antiquated (vos( form from the very first time that he addresses Ofelia/the princess: (Sos vos.  Habéis regresado.(  Each of the three tests that the Faun gives her represents function number 3, (A difficult task is proposed to the hero.(  When Ofelia goes alone into the forest to complete her first task, she fulfills motifs 10 and 11: (the seeker agrees( and (the hero leaves home( (Propp 38, 39).  The function, (the hero acquires the use of a magical agent( (Propp 39) applies both to the Faun giving her the magical stones for the toad, and the magical chalk that Ofelia uses both to enter both the gallery of the Pale Man as well as to enter Captain Vidal(s bedroom, which is under guard; it also applies to the Faun giving her the mandrake in order to cure her mother.  Likewise, the fairies function as a magical agent, as the faun says, (Dejaos guiar por ellas.( 

Del Toro notes the constant confluence of the two worlds (the magical and the historic) in the film, and this is especially true of the mandrake.  The number of drops of both the medicine that the doctor gives and the blood that Ofelia must add to the milk in the mandrake(s bowl is two.  The magical effect of the mandrake mystifies the doctor, who notes that Carmen(s fever is lower: (No sé cómo, pero así es.(  Later, when Carmen says she feels better, Dr. Ferreiro responds, (No me lo explico, pero me alegro.(  Mandragoras have long been associated with magical rituals.  They are (familiar demons who appear in the figure of little men without beards.  The name is also applied to the plant popularly known as the mandrake, whose roots resemble human form and were believed to be inhabited by demons,( and they are mentioned in the Disquisitonium Magicarum Libri Sex by sixteenth-century Spanish Jesuit Martín Antoine Del Río.  (Shepard II, 1022; I, 401).

The number three is the prominent number in European folktales, and is a key discursive folk element in the film.  Ofelia insists three times to Mercedes that the Captain is not her father, and adds that her father was a tailor who was killed during the war; Carmen later emphasizes this detail during a dinner conversation.  (Del Toro links the father(s occupation to the fairy tale, saying that tailors used to go from town to town and would often tell fairy tales.)  So as to acknowledge the importance of the number three, on the third statement, Mercedes remarks, (Me queda claro.(  The captain orders three lookouts, and a close-up of the map as the Captain specifies, (Aquí, aquí y aquí( underscores the importance of the number three.  The faun tells Ofelia that she must pass three tests before the full moon.  The name of the book that the faun gives Ofelia, El libro de las encrucijadas, indicates choices that she will have to make at each test.  (The opening words of the book, (Al principio de los tiempos .  .  .( is another affirmation of the fairy tale discourse.)  In the bathroom where Ofelia opens and reads the book, the mise-en-scène underscores this folk motif, as there are three windows over the bathtub.  The information in the book leads Ofelia to the (whereabouts of an object or search( (motif 15) (50).  In the first of these tests, Ofelia has to put three magic stones into the mouth of the toad.  In her second task, she must chose among three doors to find the dagger.  She eats some grapes, thus provoking the Pale Man to eat three fairies.  The Faun then becomes angry with her, and notes that the moon will be full in three days.  And the Faun asks three questions to Ofelia regarding obedience.  In the historical discourse, the captain shows the captured maquis three instruments of torture: a hammer, a pliers, and an awl.  (In the second scene with the torture instruments that he plans to use on Mercedes, a fourth is added for dramatic intensity.)  He gives the captured maquis, who stutters, a chance to earn his freedom by counting to three without stuttering.  The wounded maquis in the forest pushes aside Captain Vidal(s pistol three times before being killed (The number seven is also a key element of folktales. Here, the Faun notes that the patio has seven concentric circles).
In her first test, putting the three magic stones in the mouth of the toad, Ofelia identifies herself as pertaining to the magic realm: (Ho(Hola.
Soy la Princesa Moanna y no te tengo miedo.(
  Although her initial stutter indicates trepidation, the subsequent words indicate a growing self-confidence.  Lüthi believes that a battle with a monster such as dragon(or here, a giant toad--represents (ultimately the internal struggle with one(s own drives and feelings( (80).  And as Campbell notes, (the first work of the hero is to retreat from the world scene of secondary effects to those causal zones of the psyche where the difficulties really reside, and to clarify the difficulties, eradicate them in his own case( (17).  Like in the tale of Rapunzel, which Lüthi categorizes as a rite of passage, (Every process of development and maturation demands great bravery.(  When the toad(s giant tongue touches her face, Ofelia reacts (motif 13) by putting the three magic stones together with a bug in her left hand, thus tricking and overcoming the toad: thus, (the task is resolved( (motif 26) (Propp 62).  Later, she identifies herself to her unborn brother as the Princess, promising that if he does not harm their mother, she will take him to her kingdom, and make him a prince, thus fully realizing her new identity.  

With Ofelia(s second task, function 2, (An interdiction is addressed to the hero( (26), occurs when the faun warns, (Veréis un suntuoso banquete.  No comáis ni bebáis nada.(  Ofelia proceeds with the next function, (The interdiction is violated( when she does not pay attention to the fairies,
 and eats the grapes, thus resulting in another function, (The hero is pursued( (number 21), when the Pale Man, in one of the most suspenseful scenes, devours the fairies (an intertextual reference to Goya(s (Saturn Devouring his Son( according to the director) and chases Ofelia, who barely escapes by using the magic chalk, thus fulfilling function 22, (Rescue of the hero from pursuit( (57).  Another key component of this scene is the motif that (The hero is transferred, delivered, or led to the whereabouts of an object or search((number 15)(in this case, the object of her quest is a dagger.   One of the key themes in the film(independent thinking(is manifested in this scene in an important way.
  In this regard, the film narrative differs from the traditional fairy tale, since as Lüthi points out, (The characters in the fairy tale, as a rule, are guided less by their own decisions by external impulses: advice, magic gifts, tasks, misfortunes( (74).   This fundamental difference marks the key to the film.  Ofelia must choose among three doors to find the dagger.  Although the image in the Libro de las encrucijadas shows the girl reaching for the middle door, and although the faun told her to be guided by the fairies, who inform her that the middle door is the correct one, Ofelia trusts her own instincts, thinks for herself, and correctly chooses the left door.  Her completion of this second task again constitutes the function (the task is resolved.(

Her third test is the most important one, and the Faun insists on complete obedience, asking her three questions: ((Prometéis obedecerme? (Haréis todo lo que yo os diga? (sin cuestionarlo?(  She follows the Faun(s orders and gets her brother.  We now understand the iconography of the statue that we saw before: when the Faun pointed out both his and her representation, she asked about the image of a baby, but the Faun changed the subject without answering.   Her taking the infant results in a second instance of the function (The hero is pursued,( this time by Vidal.  Once in the laberynth, her act of disobedience to the Faun is the ultimate example of independent thinking, and it provides for the hero(s transcendence in the narrative.  The Faun insists that Ofelia give him the baby, affirming that he will only shed a bit of his blood, (un pinchazo tan solo.( However, she refuses to relinquish him: (mi hermano se queda conmigo.(  She resolutely responds to the Faun(s questions about sacrificing her right as princess, and denying her throne by responding, (Sí, lo sacrifico,( and (Sí, reniego.( 
The denouement of the film incorporates several of Propp(s functions.  Due to the nature of the heroine, the final confrontation does not completely fit the classic motif 16, (The hero and the villain join in direct combat( (51).  Vidal shoots Ofelia, thus fulfilling in a broad sense the next motif, (the hero is branded( (number 17) (52), which Propp defines as generally referring to a wound.   The following motif, (the villain is punished( (motif 30) (63) occurs when Vidal emerges from the labyrinth and is killed by Pedro.  When Ofelia definitively becomes the Princess Moanna, dressed in her smart outfit and red shoes,
 (the hero is given a new appearance( (motif 29) (62).   Most importantly, we discover that the third task was resolved as well.  Her father, the king, announces: (Habéis derramado vuestra sangre antes de la de un inocente.  Esta era la última prueba, la más importante.( And the Faun concurs, (Y habéis elegido bien, Alteza.(  The initial lack is liquidated (motif 19) (53), and Propp(s final function, (The hero is married and ascends the throne( (motif 31) (63) is modified here due to the age of the heroine.   It is interesting to note that the mise-en-scène makes the ascension to the throne quite literal, as the royal seats are quite elevated.  The fairy tale comes full circle, as the voice-over narration proclaims the happy ending of the Princess(s return to her kingdom and her benevolent reign.
Zipes observes that in the traditional fairy tale, (the female hero learns to be passive, obedient, self-sacrificing, hard-working, patient, straight-laced.  Her goal is wealth, jewels, and a man to protect her property rights.  Her jurisdiction is the home or castle.  Her happiness depends on conformity to patriarchal rule ( (57).   However, as Heide Göttner-Abendroth demonstrates in Die Göttin und ihr Heros (the matriarchal world view and motifs of the original folk tales underwent successive stages of (patriarchalization( .  .  .  the active, young princess was changed into an active hero .  .  .  the pattern of action which concerned maturation and integration was gradually recast to stress domination and wealth( (Zipes 7).   In a sense, Del Toro returns to the roots of the genre: Ofelia/Moanna is the active, young princess.  At the same time, however, Del Toro is part of the trend of rewriting subversive fairy tales.   Zipes notes that writers have often rewritten classic fairy tales or invented new ones that (function against conformation to the standard socialization process and are meant to function for a different, more emancipatory society( (46) and he states that this subversion occurs in tales (written for children as well as for adults( (99) (my emphasis).  
For Bettleheim, (fairy tales pose the dilemma of wishing to live eternally( (10) but that the formula (And they lived happily ever after( (does not for a moment fool the child that eternal life is possible.  But it does indicate that which alone can take the sting out of the narrow limits of our time on this earth: forming a truly satisfying bond to another( (10).  Del Toro, however, does both: Ofelia manifests her bond to her brother, and does transcend mortality.  For the director, the film is (not about a girl dying, but a girl giving birth to herself, the way she wanted to be.( As Joseph Campbell notes, (Only birth can conquer death(the birth, not of the old thing again, but of something new( (16).  Here, the (new( is paradoxically the old (the princess returns to her kingdom).  
Campell notes that (Typically, the hero of the fairy tale achieves a domestic, microcosmic triumph( (38-9).  The conflation of the two discourses shows this to be the case here.  In the historical sequences, Del Toro observes that he confines the interior action to a single set of buildings--the mill and the dispensary(in order to show the resistance in a microcosm, to (make it a household war.(  Yet Ofelia(s rebirth takes on transcendent qualities.  As Lüthi notes regarding fairy tales such as Sleeping Beauty, (one instinctively conceives of the princess as an image for the human spirit: the story portrays the endowment, peril, paralysis, and redemption not just of one girl, but of all mankind( (24).  
The conflation of the historical character, Ofelia, and the mythical Moanna, with her transcendent reintegration to her kingdom, completes the interweaving of the two discourses and the morphology of the tale.  Ofelia(s story thus completes almost all of Propp(s 31 motifs.  The only functions not fulfilled are numbers 28, (The false hero or villain is exposed( (62), and 23, since she does not return home unrecognized.   In the case of number 7, (The victim submits to deception and thereby unwittingly helps his enemy( (30), the only instance of deception by the villain is when Vidal tricks Mercedes by telling her to retrieve goods from the storage area; when she starts to leave without asking for the key, he says, (Mercedes, (no se olvida de algo?( thus implying that he knows that she has a copy of the key.
The final statement and closing image ultimately conjoins the two narratives.  The narrator says, (dejó detrás de sí pequeñas huellas de su paso por el mundo, visibles sólo para aquel que sepa dónde mirar,( and we see a white flower magically open.  This implies, then, that we members of the audience have received the boon of initiation and knowledge in order to access the world of the magical.  Campbell says that (The effect of the successful adventure of the hero is the unlocking and release again of the flow of life into the body of the world( (40).  Fairy tales and magic, rather than something to be left behind as we become adults, provide transcendence.  Campbell believes that (It has always been the prime function of mythology and rite to supply the symbols that carry the human spirit forward( (11).  If, as Lüthi maintains, (Fairy tales are experienced by their hearers and readers, not as realistic, but as symbolic poetry( (66), then the audience must come away with a profound lesson from this film, a lesson that the director wants us to have in this post 9-11 world: the importance of choice and disobedience (Del Toro).  Zipes comment regarding fairy tales for children also applies to tales for adults, and this film in particular: (The writers of fairy tales for children acted ideologically by presenting their notions regarding social conditions and conflicts, and they interacted with each other and with past writers and storytellers of folklore in a public sphere( (3).
Like Propp, Bettleheim notes the importance of form in fairy tales, saying that  (the form and structure of fairy tales suggest images to the child by which he can structure his daydreams and with them give better direction to his life( (7), and that (The delight we experience when we allow ourselves to respond to a fairy tale, the enchantment we feel, comes not from the psychological meaning of the tale (although this contributes to it) but from its literary qualities- the tale as a work of art( (12).  The morphology of Guillermo del Toro(s El laberinto del fauno likewise fulfills these functions-giving us a feeling of enchantment and a better direction to life.
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1 Several Spanish films deal with the resistance of the maquis, but this is the only film to combine the historical with the fairy tale.  Salient examples are: Mario Camus(s Días del pasado, Manuel Gutiérrez Aragón(s El corazón del bosque, Julio Sánchez Valdés(s Luna de lobos, Manolo Matji(s La guerra de los locos, and Montxo Armendáriz(s Silencio roto.  As secondary figures, the maquis appear in Pedro Olea(s Pim, pam, pum, fuego, Miñón and Trujillo(s Kargus, Vicente Aranda(s Si te dicen que caí, Víctor Erice(s El espíritu de la colmena.  The latter film establishes an intertextual relationship with James Whales(s Frankenstein, and there are points of contact between El laberinto del fauno and Erice(s film.   An excellent documentary on the maquis is La guerrilla de la memoria by Javier Corcuera (2001).  See the chapter on (The maquis( in Deveny, Cain on Screen: Contemporary Spanish Cinema.


2 Del Toro notes that the propagandistic rhetoric that a soldier repeats while distributing bread (Este es el pan de cada día de la España de Franco .  .  .  en una España unida, grande y libre .  .  .  no hay un hogar sin lumbre ni una familia sin pan( comes from historical sources.


3 In the battle with the maquis, Vidal invokes Serrano, saying, (Venga Serrano, sin miedo, que es la única forma decente de morir.( For the fascist cult of death, see the studies by Eco, Frielander, Paxton, and Sontag.


4 For the director, this (moment of loss of childhood is a profoundly melancholic loss in all our lives.(


5 Later, she identifies herself to her unborn brother as the Princess, promising that if he does not harm their mother, she will take him to her kingdom, and make him a prince.


6 Del Toro maintains that (It is important that they are never fully good or never fully bad,( but in this instance, as they try to avert Ofelia from danger, they are clearly good.


7 Another key scene of independent thinking occurs when the doctor performs euthanasia on the tortured maquis.  When Vidal asks why he disobeyed his orders, Dr.  Ferreira responds, (Obedecer por obedecer, sin pensarlo, eso sólo lo hace gentes como usted, Capitán.( Del Toro notes that the key themes in the film are choice and disobedience, (themes that are urgent in the world today.( 


8 For Del Toro, (In essence, the tests are not important in terms of her failing or passing them.  She actually fails two out of the three tests.  The important thing is how she goes about these tests.  How brave and how self-reliant, how her spirit has remained intact.( Although she did not perform perfectly, I believe that she did not fail the tests.


9 This is an intertextual reference to The Wizard of Oz, a film that, as Zipes (122) notes, (arose against the background of the great economic Depression of the 1930s.(








