How are gothic themes presented in Pan’s Labyrinth (2006)?
Guillermo del Toro and cinematographer Guillermo Navarro worked incredibly hard to show a clear sense of auteur style in Pan’s Labyrinth (2006) which shines through in the classic dark fairytale inspired film. With grand, on location sets, mythical creatures and gothic architecture, themes of Gothicism are portrayed in Pans Labyrinth through the visual aesthetics of the film, as well as the themes reflecting the socio-political ideologies that contextualise the film and its setting. 
The aesthetics of the film vary but one of the main features is the colour schemes, more specifically, the contrasting colours that portray the two themes of reality and fantasy. The dark blues and greens of the real world filled with fascism reflects the darkness and horror that comes alongside fascism and their ideologies. On the contrast, the fantasy world that Ofelia is drawn to is shown with warmer golden and yellow tones to show the fantastical and otherworldly beauty of this hidden realm. The sets in the film are that of gothic grandeur, with dark wood and chiselled stone architecture. The grandiosity of the house and everything owned by the Captain Vidal shows the fortune that comes along with being a Captain of war and how he is to be respected he is by his peers. The grand architecture of the labyrinth, the Pale Man’s lair and everything surrounding the fantasy world, shows the magical influence over their aesthetic, and how beautiful everything is. Vidal’s surroundings are no more than a façade, just to show how rich and powerful he is and how he should be respected, showing off all his possessions in a time of hunger and lack of resources due to the war. Whereas the fantasy world shows its own grand architecture as whimsical, awe inspiring and of royalty in a sense of freedom and glory, not of power and oppression. While the two themes contrast each other, they also intertwine with one another, del Toro uses the fairytale convention and subverts it to infer a deeper meaning. “Children’s fairytales have a darkness to them” (McDonald and Clark, 2016) which is what he aimed to do with Pan’s Labyrinth “He uses fairy tale structure to talk about deeply serious, political events” (McDonald and Clark, 2016)
The characteristics of “Gothic” are dark, gloomy and horror, all of which are presented in Pan’s Labyrinth. The genre of horror is evidently present with the monsters like the Pale Man and the Faun, and feelings of unease that run through the narrative. To interviewer Merin, Del Toro (2006) explains “It’s the place where humans contemplate their biggest fears and, in a way, their own evil instincts”. Suspense is also a huge part of the horror genre and the scene in which Ofelia is being chased by the Pale Man puts audiences on the edge of their seats. That scene has other gothic aspects with the architecture of the Pale Man’s lair. Religious imagery is presented throughout the film, and is clear in the Pale Man scene, with the grand architecture reminiscent of a church or chapel with paintings of the monster eating babies depicted on the ceiling. In his lair, there is also a pile of children’s shoes, the Pale Mans victims, imitates the pile of shoes at Auschwitz, the death camp of World War II run by the Nazi’s. In an interview with Kermode, Del Toro (2006) has said himself that the Pale Man “Represents the church and the devouring of children”. The imagery of the table full of food shows how the Catholic church, all powerful, still chooses to oppress and indoctrinate. The Pale Man has this banquet but chooses to eat the innocent. The scene also parallels Captain Vidal and the scene of the feast in the real world as Vidal is shown to have a stockpile of food and other supplies in his house that he refuses to share to the refugees. This links and parallels the Pale Man to Vidal and fascism and the oppression of the 1940s Spain. A characteristic of a Gothic narrative is that of death, which is prevalent in Pan’s Labyrinth. Carmen’s death, while giving birth, is the trigger for Ofelia’s rebellion against Vidal for good, and her rejection of his ways. In the final scene, Ofelia is told by the Faun that in order to pass through to the fantasy underworld, that she needs to kill her baby brother and spill innocent blood. This morose turn is Ofelia’s final challenge and task. Her refusal to take an innocent’s life proves her virtue, and this lack of death leaves audiences hopeful of a happy ending. However, this is not the case as she is shot by Vidal, and the blood of an innocent is inevitably spilled, allowing her passage to the underworld. Ofelia’s “death” is peaceful but lonely. The final death of the film, that of Vidal’s, is violent and brutal and even more lonely, reminiscent of the nature of fascism and war, a fitting way for him to die. Vidal wanted nothing more than power and reputation which Mercedes takes away from him by saying “He won’t even know your name.” (Pan’s Labyrinth, 2006) about his newborn son. This melancholy finale ties the film together and is a representation of the effects of fascism on the weak-minded vs the strong. Although the protagonist, Ofelia, dies at the end, her story will not be forgotten by the rebellion and Mercedes who fought for her and everyone’s freedom. 
Fascism is a political ideology that ideals in authoritarian, ultranationalism, and dictatorial leadership. It involved the oppression of people in Europe. In 1944, Spain was under the dictatorship of Franco who enforced the Fascist regime upon its citizens after his forces won the Spanish civil war. Captain Vidal is a Francoist who is hunting down the remnants of the republican forces who are trying to wage an uprising and war against Fascism (Howe, 2023). As shown throughout the film, he is power hungry and controlling to the his peers, the refugees and Ofelia and her pregnant mother, his main interest is gaining more power, and having a son to succeed him, the only reason he brough Carmen (Ofelia’s mother) to his headquarters is to bear him that son. In an interview with Guillen, Del Toro (2006) says that fascism is very attractive to the weak-willed. “The fact that an 11-year-old girl is much more comfortable in her own skin than this fascist that hates himself so much that he slits his own throat in the mirror.” - “that gives (Ofelia) power and (Vidal) the illusion of power and the choice of cruelty” These quotes from the director del Toro resonate as it shows that fascism and the power it gives, is all a façade that enraptures the weak and power-hungry, and that real power comes from the choice to do good “You choose to be destructive or you choose to be all encompassing and love-giving.” Links to Fascism run throughout the film, whether it is the explicit wartime setting, or the implicit themes represented through the fantasy world and the monsters. Ofelia uses fairytales and her books to escape the reality of her life and the fascist regime surrounding her childhood, despite being told the stories are not real. She chooses to believe, as not-believing and giving into to the reality is undesirable. Her imagination is what drives the narrative of Pan’s Labyrinth and what contrasts the horrors of the real world. Despite the fantasy world seeming like a haven and escape, themes of fascism and politics run throughout the fantasy world as well, showing how nowhere is perfect, not even a magical world. The first task given to Ofelia by the Faun is to retrieve a key from a toad, which is parasitic to the tree it inhabits. The toad poisons the tree, once full of life an innocent, just as fascism pollutes innocents into fighting in war and participating in violence. 
The links between the gothic themes and Pans Labyrinth are of that of the aesthetics in the architecture and visual aspects like the colours, as well as the gothic themes of darkness and horror. Del Toro is a master at his work, and the effort put into the attention to detail in this film is astounding. The dark fantasy themes tie together gothic values and characteristics with the aesthetics and the social and political contexts along with genre conventions typical to that of gothic literature and media. 
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