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A Timeless Tale Told Anew
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Sky backgrounds created for Pinocchio. (Artist: Diana Chamale Carmona)
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Pinocchio standing in the doorway to Death’s chamber. (Artist: Jordy Farrell)
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The Geppetto and Pinocchio puppets, created by famed puppet company Mackinnon & Saunders.








FOREWORD
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It is hard to explain how personal the story of Pinocchio is to me. My life has been supported by two essential myths: Frankenstein and Pinocchio.

Both are father-son stories.

Both are about oddities learning to navigate the ways of the world in search of their own humanity.

That, in a nutshell (or a pine cone), is my entire life.

At age fifty-seven, I believe, more than ever, that we exist only to make the most minute, incremental changes for those who will come after us. To clean this mess just a little. And because our lives are brief, they are precious and important—not in a grand way, but in a cosmically rippling way.

That is the essence of the story I wanted to tell—the story of a wooden boy who refuses to betray himself, despite all the things the adults and “those that know better” keep telling him. And in not changing, he changes everyone around him.

That is our relation to the world and ourselves, and that is the essence of our being: Disobedience breeds thought, imperfection is a virtue, and the most terrible lie is to lie about ourselves.

These things and other thematic touches make our movie antithetical to the versions of Pinocchio that have come before us. And that made it worth making. To tell the world that we make and mold our children in the marred image of ourselves, instead of allowing their shape to reveal to us who they are.

Thus, I knew I didn’t want Pinocchio to transform into a flesh-and-blood boy—I just wanted him to teach the world to see him as one.

For me, it all started with Gris Grimly’s exquisite design for the character of Pinocchio. When I saw it, I knew a retelling of the tale was possible.

As chronicled in the volume you now hold, we tried to get this movie made—twice!

We failed on the first incarnation, in which Gris was to make his debut as director. Matthew Robbins and I were cowriting the story, and I was coproducing with The Jim Henson Company. That went kaput!

And then we almost failed again with me at the reins, restarting the screenplay with Patrick McHale, whom I admired to no end for his brilliant series Over the Garden Wall.

And in both incarnations, at different points, we were supported by the fabulous Mark Gustafson—he of mythical fame in the world of animation. Mark directed this film alongside me.

I made it a point to tell him that I didn’t want him to just direct the animation with me, I wanted him to be a full creative partner and get credited appropriately. And, within a few years, our instincts fused 98 percent of the way, and that 2 percent of divergence was—in my book—a harmonious and rich collaboration.

My version of the story had been met with the same ratio of rejection as Gris’s version before it, even though we had overhauled all the characters, the entire concept design, and color palette, and the story now was embedded in my Catholic bones and pagan heart. It was a “no” from the studios.

So how did the film get made? Well…

Netflix came along when we were at the end of our rope. They were our last and only hope. Our years-long (about eight) collaboration in creating the Tales of Arcadia universe—which included Trollhunters, 3Below, Wizards, and Rise of the Titans—had been perfect. So, I went to Ted Sarandos and pitched this film to him, in person, in the room.
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Guillermo del Toro looks through the window of the Geppetto’s workshop set, where a Pinocchio puppet rests on the carver’s workbench.
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Concept art of the Italian village where the film’s story is set. (Artist: Jordy Farrell)



And he said “yes.”

The team we assembled, thanks to our third Wizards partner, Alex Bulkley, and his Oregon-based animation studio, ShadowMachine, was exceptional. Every one of the people who joined the project was remarkable. And we were able to also help create and support a brand-new stop-motion studio in my hometown of Guadalajara, Mexico: El Taller del Chucho (The Mutt’s Workshop), in which we gathered the best stop-motion animators to bring their craft and wisdom to an important section of the film.

We empowered all animators (in Portland or Mexico) as actors. We refused to be slick but strived for virtuosity. We refuted pantomime and looked for micro-gestures—failed acts and the messy moments of life. We wanted to infuse these puppets with a soul—anima. We wanted to animate these characters and make them real, living human beings.

Just like Pinocchio.

So, here we present you with a small sampling of our efforts, and we strive to enshrine everyone’s contribution to this film. We went to extraordinary lengths to create beauty and emotion. We worked tirelessly for more than fifteen years—including three in production—to tell you a story you may think you know.

But you don’t.

Guillermo del Toro Normandy, July 2022
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The village church, damaged by an air raid that changes Geppetto’s life forever. (Artist: Rustam Hasanov)








INTRODUCTION
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When Academy Award–winning filmmaker Guillermo del Toro first encountered the story of Pinocchio, he was a child in Guadalajara. Like many people of his generation, he was introduced to the character through Disney’s 1940 animated feature, which placed the little wooden hero in terrible peril. Del Toro was utterly captivated: “I was very much in love the first time I saw Pinocchio, partially because I thought it was a horror movie, in a way—it had such intense moments,” he says.

Ever since then, the visionary writer-director-producer has longed to bring his own version of nineteenth-century Italian author Carlo Collodi’s original fairy tale to the screen. For his twelfth feature film, del Toro has finally realized that ambition, directing a stop-motion incarnation of Collodi’s story alongside animation veteran Mark Gustafson (2009’s Fantastic Mr. Fox) for Netflix. “We wanted to create a movie about a puppet using puppets to tell the tale,” del Toro says. Pinocchio also marks del Toro’s first musical, with songs penned by the filmmaker, his co-screenwriter, Patrick McHale (2014’s Over the Garden Wall), lyricist Roeban Katz, and accomplished composer Alexandre Desplat, whose score for del Toro’s Best Picture winner, 2017’s The Shape of Water, won an Oscar.

Together, del Toro and Gustafson have transformed the classic fairy tale into a deeply affecting story about the imperfect love between fathers and sons, set in Benito Mussolini’s Italy, where Pinocchio eventually becomes the only character to defy the Fascist political order. “As Mussolini ascends to power in Italy, everyone around Pinocchio behaves like a puppet and obeys,” del Toro says. “It’s the puppet that chooses to be disobedient, and through that disobedience, he finds his own morality, his own soul, and his own humanity.”

Pinocchio originated as a fundamentally indomitable character in Collodi’s first serialized short story, “Storia di un burattino” (“The Story of a Puppet”), published in the inaugural issue of the weekly periodical Giornale per i bambini (Newspaper for Children), on July 7, 1881. In the initial tale, a local carpenter gifts an enchanted block of wood to a poor carver named Geppetto, who then uses it to craft a wooden boy that he names Pinocchio. But his creation immediately proves willful and unruly—as soon as Geppetto carves the puppet’s feet, it kicks him and bolts for freedom.

Pinocchio captured the imagination of young readers, who were delighted by the character’s impish nature, and soon audiences began clamoring for more adventures featuring the wooden boy. Collodi was happy to oblige, delivering further serialized tales for Giornale per i bambini. The author, an outspoken advocate of the importance of education, viewed his Pinocchio stories as cautionary tales about the perils that could befall ill-behaved children who refuse to go to school. His Pinocchio is all unbridled id, a creature who can be selfish, violent, and cruel. In the fourth story, he kills the Talking-Cricket that has inhabited Geppetto’s house for a century, smashing it with a hammer after the insect advises Pinocchio to either study or learn a trade to contribute to society. The indolent, hostile puppet causes Geppetto nothing but heartbreak as he defies his well-meaning father’s every wish, but his foolish choices have terrible consequences. In Collodi’s fifteenth story, Pinocchio is hanged to death on the branch of an oak tree by a pair of untrustworthy compatriots; soon after, menacing black rabbits arrive to take him to the underworld.
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A color script shows Geppetto and Carlo waving to a local in the Italian village where they live. Color scripts are quick explorations that help determine how specific plot points will play out in regards to mood, emotion, and color symbolism. (Artist: Jennifer Ely)
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Geppetto pulls Carlo on a wagon through the village in this color script. (Artist: Jennifer Ely)
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Concept art of the village and the mountains behind it. (Artist: Jesse Gregg)



For Collodi, Pinocchio’s escapades were meant to end with the character’s death. But when the grim storyline prompted an outcry, his publishers insisted the author resurrect his popular creation. Collodi complied, and for his subsequent stories, he adopted a more satirical, blackly comic tone, while continuing to use Pinocchio’s adventures to reinforce moral lessons. In one of these later stories, Collodi gave the puppet a nose that grew when he lied to a kindly character known as the Fairy with Azure Hair, a small narrative decision that would come to have an outsize impact on the character’s legacy. The saga concludes when Pinocchio, now attending school and having learned to treat Geppetto with respect, is transformed into a human boy worthy of his father’s love.

In 1883, Collodi’s Pinocchio tales were collected into a single volume, and since then, the puppet has remained a fixture in the cultural consciousness around the world, inspiring numerous adaptations for stage and screen. For decades, the 1940 animated feature ranked as the most famous adaptation of the story, and though that film eschewed some of the darkest aspects of the source material—depicting the character as a gullible naïf rather than an unapologetic troublemaker—it still managed to become the stuff of nightmares for many viewers. Particularly harrowing were the scenes in which Pinocchio visits the deceptively named Pleasure Island, where parentless boys are encouraged to indulge their worst instincts only to be transformed into donkeys and put to work in salt mines. Equally terrifying is Monstro, the giant whale that devours Geppetto in the film’s climatic sequence.
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A black-and-white concept illustration of the village. (Artist: Rustam Hasanov)



Del Toro and Gustafson’s Pinocchio contains intense moments too. Their wayward protagonist encounters a pair of treacherous villains: the cruel carnival impresario Volpe, who is eager to exploit the puppet for personal gain, and local Fascist functionary the Podestà, who sees Pinocchio as the ideal soldier and brings him to a training camp for young Italian boys. The film has its answer to Monstro as well—a giant voracious dogfish, closer to the one depicted in the Collodi version, with a yawning maw and rows of teeth that feeds on everything in its path. “It’s not a sanitized Pinocchio,” del Toro says.

With its savvy marriage of fantastical characters and real-world themes, Pinocchio might be viewed as the spiritual sibling to two of del Toro’s Spanish-language films, 2001’s The Devil’s Backbone and 2006’s Pan’s Labyrinth, both supernatural-inflected tales that center on child protagonists and unfold against the cruel backdrop of fascism and war. But Pinocchio also connects to the director’s other work in its exploration of the way those perceived as “other” are viewed by society, a consistent hallmark of del Toro’s oeuvre. It’s the throughline that runs from his feature film debut, 1993’s Spanish-language vampire tale Cronos, to The Shape of Water, which chronicled the unusual love story between a mute cleaning woman and an amphibian river god.
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Pinocchio explores the village in a frame from the final film.
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Concept art showing a village house decorated with three different looks: (from left) Fascist imagery, a banner advertising Volpe’s carnival, and a painting announcing the village’s harvest festival. (Artist: Desiree Ong)



Pinocchio even returns to some of the same themes underpinning 2021’s Nightmare Alley, in which del Toro dove into the fractured psyche of con man Stanton Carlisle—an outwardly charismatic charmer who hustles his way to celebrity only to descend into alcoholism and end his days as a carnival geek. “It continues the idea for me of truth and lies, which is in Nightmare Alley, and the attraction of the shiny lights and stardom, and finding love with a father or losing it,” del Toro says. “Ultimately, most of my movies are about my father in a strange way—not that he was a carver or rejected me as an early model!”

By marrying principles of live-action filmmaking with time-tested animation techniques, del Toro and Gustafson have fashioned a handcrafted fairy tale that stands alongside the Mexican auteur’s most creatively compelling work. “Pinocchio provides a cinematic level of stop-motion from a live-action filmmaker,” says producer Alex Bulkley. “That plays into the costumes, it plays into the camerawork, it plays into the production design—it’s all the same visual language Guillermo would use on any of his live-action films. I think we’re starting to see a blend here of live-action filmmaking into a frame-by-frame format.”

Del Toro approached his first animated feature from the same vantage point as any of his live-action projects—beautifully realized, Pinocchio serves as a powerful reminder that animation is not simply a genre for family audiences: Animation is film. “I think we have to push animation—all of it—into the realm of being recognized as an art form,” del Toro says. “With Pinocchio, we tried to do long takes. We tried to do wide takes. We tried to shoot it as we would with a live-action crew. And we tried to give it an old-world beauty that enhances the tale. Animation allows us to address perennial stories in a way that makes them new again and makes them resonate for us as personal, intimate tales that are full of emotion for those of us that tell them. This art form is a crucial form of expression.”
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