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Getting the most from this guide



This guide is designed to help you to develop your understanding and critical appreciation of the concepts and issues raised in El laberinto del fauno, as well as your language skills, fully preparing you for your Paper 2 exam. It will help you when you are studying the film for the first time and also during your revision.


A mix of Spanish and English is used throughout the guide to ensure you learn key vocabulary and structures that you will need for your essay, while also allowing you to develop a deep understanding of the work.


The following features have been used throughout this guide to help build your language skills and focus your understanding of the film:
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Activity


A mix of activities is found throughout the book to test your knowledge of the work and to develop your vocabulary and grammar. Longer writing tasks will help prepare you for your exam.
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Build critical skills


These offer an opportunity to consider some more challenging questions. They are designed to encourage deeper thinking and analysis to take you beyond what happens in the film in order to explore why the director has used particular techniques, and the effects they have on you. These analytical and critical skills are essential for success in AO4 in the exam.
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Answers


Answers to every activity, task, and critical skills question can be found online at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/mfl-study-guide-answers
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el ahínco heart and soul


For every paragraph in Spanish, key vocabulary is highlighted and translated. Make sure you know these words so you can write an essay with accurate language and a wide range of vocabulary, which is essential to receive the top mark for AO3.
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TASK


Short tasks are included throughout the book to test your knowledge of the film. These require short written answers.
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GRADE BOOSTER


These top tips advise you on what to do, as well as what not to do, to maximise your chances of success in the examination.
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Key quotation


These are highlighted as they may be useful supporting evidence in your essay.
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1 Synopsis



El laberinto del fauno is a critically acclaimed fantasy film written and directed by the renowned Mexican filmmaker Guillermo del Toro. It is set in northern Spain in 1944, during the tense and repressive early years of the Franco regime and following the victory of the Nationalists in the Spanish Civil War. The principal cinematic technique of the film is the interweaving of two distinct worlds: one rooted in the harsh environment of the postwar, the other in a mythical world of labyrinths and supernatural beings.


In the opening scene, Princess Moanna of the Underworld has left her supernatural kingdom and, blinded by the sunlight, becomes mortal forgetting who she is and is fatally struck down by illness. Her father, the King, affirms that one day her spirit will return through one of the many portals he built around the world for this purpose. Meanwhile, in postwar Spain, Ofelia, an astute young girl and the main character of the film, is chauffeured with her heavily pregnant mother, Carmen, to a bleak rural mill commandeered by the sadistic Captain Vidal, who is the father of the unborn child and Ofelia’s new stepfather. On their way through the forest, the car stops and Ofelia comes across a stone monolith, where a large mantis-like insect appears. Soon after her arrival, the large mantis-like insect appears again and leads Ofelia into an ancient labyrinth, but she is interrupted by Mercedes, the mill’s housekeeper. Later that night, the insect reappears in Ofelia’s room becoming a fairy and once again takes her to the labyrinth, this time introducing her to a large, grotesquely featured faun. The faun believes Ofelia to be Princess Moanna of the Underworld, and sets her three tasks to be completed before the arrival of the full moon to prove that she still has her immortal essence and her claim to the throne. The faun also gives Ofelia a magical book that will guide her in her endeavours, and explains that the labyrinth is the last portal left for her to return to the Underworld. Meanwhile, in the real world, Captain Vidal gives a brutal insight into his ruthlessness by murdering two suspected rebels, who turn out to be farmers innocently hunting rabbits in the forest.


To fulfil her first task, Ofelia wades fearlessly into the bowels of an ancient tree, home to a huge, slimy toad, and retrieves a key from its belly. As the lines between myth and reality begin to blur, the faun gives Ofelia a mandrake root that successfully soothes her mother’s pregnancy pains. For the second task, Ofelia must retrieve a dagger from the ornately decorated lair of the Pale Man, a frightening, child-eating monster, on the proviso that she does not eat any of the food from the banquet laid out on the table in the room. Foolishly, Ofelia eats two grapes, awakening the Pale Man and incurring his wrath. He devours two fairies that accompanied Ofelia and almost catches the girl. Having escaped, Ofelia is reunited with the faun, who is enraged by her actions and refuses to give her the opportunity to complete the third task.


Away from these mythical confrontations, Captain Vidal mercilessly tortures a rebel to elicit strategic information, and then kills Doctor Ferreiro, who, by administering a drug that humanely puts the rebel to death, reveals his own Republican sympathies. On returning to the house, Vidal is repulsed by the sight of the mandrake root and when Carmen feels compelled to throw it on the fire, the root appears to die and its magical properties are nullified. Carmen then dies following a distressing labour in which she gives birth to a boy.


Thinking he has uncovered her spying network and collaboration with the rebels, Captain Vidal prepares to torture Mercedes, but with fearlessness and determination, she manages to evade torture and return to the rebel base, severely injuring Vidal’s face with a knife in the process. The faun returns to Ofelia and orders her to take her new baby brother into the labyrinth. Ofelia does so, though Vidal pursues her. The faun orders Ofelia to draw her brother’s blood as a sacrificial gesture in order to open the portal, but she refuses to do so. Vidal then seizes the baby and mercilessly shoots Ofelia. He returns to the labyrinth entrance, though as a result of the rapid rebel advance, Vidal is faced with no escape and after giving the baby to Mercedes, Vidal himself is killed.


Mercedes enters the labyrinth and cradles the dying Ofelia in her arms, whose blood trickles downwards to reveal Ofelia in a throne room. Ofelia’s father explains that the third task was a test of morals, seeking to discover if Ofelia would choose to spill her own blood over the blood of an innocent. By successfully completing the three tasks, Ofelia is invited by her mother, the Queen of the Underworld, to sit by her father’s side once again as a princess. Her father’s prophetic statement at the start of the film has been proved true. The viewer is then taken back to the labyrinth, where Ofelia, cradled by Mercedes, dies peacefully, content with her fate.





2 Historical and social context



La guerra civil española
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La acción de la película tiene lugar en el año 1944, cinco años después del fin de la guerra civil española que tuvo a España dividida entre el bando fascista liderado por el general Francisco Franco y los republicanos. La guerra civil española duró 2 años y 8 meses concretamente, y comenzó al fracasar el golpe de estado de parte del ejército contra el gobierno de la segunda república española. La guerra acabó con las vidas de cientos de miles de personas en ambos bandos y empezó una dictadura de 36 años que marcaría el país para siempre.
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Con la victoria de Franco y él mismo en el poder, los republicanos eligieron, o bien vivir escondidos o emigrar a otros países, o bien llevar una doble vida negando sus ideales políticos. En la película vemos a un grupo de republicanos que vive en las montañas, en los Pirineos de la región de Aragón, en el norte de España. Su situación es crítica, ya que estos guerrilleros están faltos de comida y víveres en general, como medicinas y agua. Muchos de ellos están enfermos, pero la mayoría creen en sus ideales y se enfrentan al ejército con ahínco.
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fracasar to fail


el golpe de estado coup d’état


la dictadura dictatorship


el poder power


esconder(se) to hide


los víveres supplies, provisions


el ahínco heart and soul
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The Civil War (1936–39) created deep ideological divisions across Spanish society. It is generally portrayed as a struggle between democracy and fascism, or Republicanism and Nationalism, although on each side a range of political groups and ideologies were represented, such as anarchists, communists and socialists on the Republican side, and Falangists (followers of the Falange fascist movement in Spain), monarchists and Catholics on the Nationalist side. It was a time of fervent political debate, of increased political consciousness among the people, and a sense among many that they had a real hand in shaping the society of the future. The rest of the world watched eagerly as Spain was regarded as a potential microcosm of a New World order.


The Republicans received military support primarily from Russia and Mexico, the Nationalists much more extensive support from fascist Germany and Italy. The victory of the Nationalists in 1939 led to harsh reprisals against Franco’s enemies in the years that followed, including summary executions, forced exile and internment in labour camps. It is this postwar period that is the setting for El laberinto del fauno, which depicts the brutal enforcement of the Franco regime amidst the backdrop of pockets of Republican resistance in Northern Spain.
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GRADE BOOSTER


When analysing El laberinto del fauno, it is important to have a good historical knowledge of Spain during the Civil War and post-Civil-War period. Nevertheless, any reference to historical events in your essay must be relevant to the film and the question you have chosen.
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La sociedad española del momento
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En 1944 la sociedad española estaba muy dividida, así que el éxito del bando sublevado agudizó la división entre ricos y pobres, y entre clase alta y clase trabajadora.


En la película se puede observar muy bien cómo los militares son considerados ciudadanos de primera clase, con muchos privilegios sociales y una vida cómoda. Los oficiales de la época, como el capitán Vidal, viven en grandes caseríos con personal de limpieza y mantenimiento en la casa, al que generalmente no pagan muy bien.


La clase más alta y el ejército tuvieron una relación muy estrecha en este momento de la historia en España con la Iglesia, y sus curas y sacerdotes. En su casa, el capitán Vidal ofrece una opulenta comida a miembros destacados de la sociedad local de la zona donde vive para presentar a su mujer, mientras en los pisos más bajos de la casa, las cocineras preparan el menú.
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el bando sublevado rebel side (name for the pro-Franco Nationalists in the Civil War)


agudizar to exacerbate


el caserío group of country houses


el ejército army, armed forces


el cura priest, pastor


el sacerdote priest


destacado/a prominent, distinguished
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The battle of ideals so evident throughout the war continued in the postwar period. Captain Vidal embodies many of the values of the fascists: anti-communist, pro-Catholic and with a strong belief in a unified Spain. His role is to make sure the last traces of Republican resistance are vanquished, and on numerous occasions he aims to do so with extreme cruelty and ruthlessness.
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Key quotation


Quiero que mi hijo nazca en una España limpia y nueva. Esta gente parte de una idea equivocada: que somos todos iguales.


(Capitán Vidal)
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Near the start of the film, Captain Vidal’s pregnant wife, Carmen, arrives via a convoy of expensive, chauffeur-driven cars, and within her new residence, a clear hierarchy is present, with servants, cooks and other workers all pandering to the needs of the Captain, his family and high-ranking officials. Carmen has a doctor who tends to her meticulously, while the Republican fighters who hide in the mountains are forced to procure medicines and other supplies from those who are sympathetic to their cause, such as the housekeeper Mercedes, who smuggles items out of the Captain’s residence.
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Key quotation


Es que, obedecer por obedecer, así, sin pensarlo, eso solo lo hacen gentes como usted, capitán.


(Doctor Ferreiro)
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Many of the characters in the film have strong political convictions, and there is palpable resentment between those with opposing views. Mercedes risks her own life to maintain the covert supply line to the Republican resistance, and her passionate hatred for Vidal and all he represents ultimately manifests itself through physical violence, when she attacks him with a knife. Doctor Ferreiro is murdered for coming to the aid of a tortured Republican loyalist, and this brutally tortured man is himself fiercely loyal to his political beliefs and comrades, doggedly refusing to provide key strategic information to his torturer, Vidal, before finally succumbing as the pain becomes too much to bear.


Los maquis
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Es importante destacar la figura de los maquis durante la posguerra española y la dictadura franquista. Los maquis eran guerrilleros que lucharon en el bando republicano que se quedaron con ganas de luchar por sus ideales y contra la dictadura. Principalmente, se escondieron y se refugiaron en las montañas, y desde allí se reunían y planeaban sus siguientes movimientos contra el ejército franquista. Lo más importante para los maquis, además de planear cómo debilitar al ejército, era estar cerca de pueblos para tener enlaces con familiares o amigos que les proporcionasen ayuda, comida e información. En la película está claro que Mercedes, el ama de llaves y persona de confianza del capitán Vidal, es la principal espía y ayuda para el grupo de guerrilleros en las montañas, en el que se encuentran su hermano y numerosos amigos.
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los maquis the resistance


el guerrillero guerrilla


luchar to fight


refugiarse to take refuge


debilitar to weaken


el enlace link


proporcionar to provide


el ama (f) de llaves housekeeper
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For much of the film, the viewer, like Vidal and his troops, knows little of the movements of the Republican guerrillas. Clues are left which indicate their presence: a small bottle of antibiotics, a lottery ticket, a wisp of smoke in the sky. As the film progresses, the guerrillas come to the fore, launching an assault to break into the mill and steal supplies with the help of the key provided by Mercedes. In a counter-offensive by Vidal and his troops, one of the guerrillas is captured, interrogated and tortured. Characters such as Mercedes, Paco and Doctor Ferreiro are depicted in just enough depth to make the viewer greatly sympathise with the Republican cause and their plight. They seem to have moral integrity, heroism and humanity. These characteristics are in stark contrast to the wickedness of Captain Vidal.
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Build critical skills
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