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This file photo shows Joanna Maleszyk hanging up reproductions of Vincent van Gogh paintings at a
film studio in the northern Polish city of Gdansk.—AFP photos

Long before he was the celebrated director of
fantasy romance “The Shape of Water,” this
year’s top Oscar contender with 13 nomina-

tions, Guillermo del Toro was fascinated with
monsters and the movies. Teachers in his home-
town, Guadalajara, Mexico, remember him com-
ing to class with giant cockroaches, and friends
recall helping him shoot his first movie at their
school-an eight-millimeter short film featuring a
gelatinous monster.

Those who knew him before he was Guillermo
del Toro, the award-winning filmmaker, remember
him as just Guillermo-an affable teenager with a
love of strange creatures, a soft spot for misfits
and explosive creativity. “You could already see
his imagination, his fantastical way of interpreting
reality, in the short films he was making as a
teenager,” says Anne Marie Meier, a Swiss film
critic who met Del Toro when he was 16 and tak-
ing a screenwriting workshop that she taught.

“He was passionate about insects,” she says
with a laugh. “He had a competition going with
the other kids to see who could find the biggest
cockroach in Guadalajara. He would show up to
class saying, ‘I’ve got one that’s seven centime-
ters!’” Meier, who lives in Guadalajara, also re-
members Del Toro as a voracious consumer of
popular culture. “He loved to play with whatever
caught his interest. He feasted on culture, read
comics, drew graphic novels and went to the
movies all the time,” she says.

First films 
“The Shape of Water,” set during the Cold

War, tells the story of a mute cleaning woman
who falls in love with a strange amphibious mon-
ster held captive at the top-secret US govern-
ment research facility where she works. Adored
by critics, it is up for several of the top prizes at
Sunday’s Oscars, including best picture, best di-
rector and best actress. Del Toro has come a long
way-yet in some ways not far at all-from his first
teenage films, says photographer Mariano Apari-
cio, who helped the director make his first movies.

Aparicio has fond memories of their first effort:
a short called “Nightmare,” which they made
when they were 17. “There were no video cam-
eras then. We had a Super 8,” he tells AFP. “It was
pure silliness. It was a lot of fun though. The movie
was about a gelatinous monster that comes out
of the toilets and starts running around our
school.” They filmed the movie together, taking
turns with the camera, he says. But the script was
Del Toro’s. “You had to send the film to the United
States to be developed. It was an agonizingly long
wait. Then you edited it with a special cutter and
glued it together,” says Aparicio.

After “Nightmare” (parts one and two), Del
Toro made “Matilde,” a horror movie filmed at his
grandmother’s house. It bore many of his future
trademarks, blending the supernatural with the
religious imagery he grew up with in his devoutly
Catholic household. Del Toro’s mother,
Guadalupe, played the lead-a wheelchair-bound
woman who gets swallowed up by an ominous
crack in her wall. His mother also appeared in one
of his first professional films, “Geometria” (1987),
which featured his father, as well.

Terror and wonder 
Del Toro, 53, comes from a world infused with

all the terror and wonder of a fairy tale. When he
was a boy, his father won the lottery, then used
his newfound fortune to build an empire of car
dealerships. Del Toro set about building a fantas-
tical world within the family’s stately new man-
sion, covering his bedroom walls in aliens and
monsters. But, as in many of his movies, the real
monsters in the story turned out to be human-in
particular, the people who kidnapped his father
in 1998, when Del Toro was just starting to make
it in Hollywood.

The harrowing ordeal ended with fellow di-
rector James Cameron helping Del Toro put to-
gether the $1 million cash ransom to get his father
released. After that, Del Toro moved the rest of
the family to the United States. Today, he splits his
time between Los Angeles and Toronto. But “at
bottom, he’s still fundamentally Mexican,” Meier
says. “His protagonists all have some weakness. I
think it’s important for him to have fragile charac-
ters. That’s typical of Mexican cinema,” she says.

From the vampires in “Cronos” to the magical
fable “Pan’s Labyrinth” to the title demon in “Hell-
boy,” Del Toro’s work has often featured crea-
tures from the 

depths of his imagination. Despite the dark
shadows that have haunted his life and many of
his films and the fact that he has become one of
Hollywood’s hottest directors-friends say Del
Toro still has the same gentle, fun-loving, some-
times mischievous side he had in his youth.

Mexican movie critic Leonardo Garcia Tsao
has known Del Toro since he was a 20-something
who “only wanted one thing in life: to make
movies.” The critic tells a story of finding himself
at the Cannes film festival one year, stuck in a
hotel room next to a horrifically noisy neighbor
watching television. He pounded on the wall re-
lentlessly, to no avail: the neighbor was apparently
determined to watch TV at full blast. “In the
morning, I opened the door, and it was him,” he
says with a laugh. “Guillermo was my noisy neigh-
bor.”— AFP

Vying for an Oscar, “Loving Vincent” is the
world’s first animated feature film painted
by hand-all 65,000 frames-in the distinct

style of Vincent van Gogh.  Centered on a probe
into his untimely death, the film was shot on a
shoestring budget of $5.5 million (4.5 million
euros). That is 30 times less than Disney’s “Coco”,
one of the film’s four Oscar rivals. For director
Dorota Kobiela, “Loving Vincent” has been a
seven-year labor of love combining her twin pas-
sions of cinema and painting.

“Van Gogh’s style was perfect for the project;
his paintings show all the details of his life, his
day-to-day habits, his house, his room, his
friends,” Kobiela told AFP ahead of Sunday’s
Oscar ceremonies in Los Angeles.  Kobiela and
co-director Hugh Welchman already have one
Oscar under their belt; their BreakThru Produc-
tions film company won an Academy Award in
2008 for the animated short “Peter and the Wolf”,
based on the story and music by Sergei Prokofiev.
“We are the underdogs! In our category it’s nor-
mally dominated by Disney and Pixar but I have
a feeling we might be one of the big upsets this
year,” Welchman, who is also Kobiela’s husband,
told AFP.

25 secs per day 
After five years of pre-production, it took an-

other two years for 125 artists from around the
globe to bring the opus to life under Kobiela’s
watchful eye.  Working in a massive studio in
Poland’s Baltic port city of Gdansk, they based
their oil paintings on scenes initially shot on film
with actors. The film includes representations of
van Gogh’s most famous paintings such as “The
Starry Night”. Van Gogh, known for his bold col-
ors and rough, vibrant painting style, is consid-
ered one of the most revolutionary painters of the
19th century. Painting the 93-minute-long movie
was a painstaking task.

“The pace of work was very slow, averaging a
quarter of a second of the film a day,” said Ko-
biela, who spent seven years on the project. A sin-
gle second of the film represents an average of 12
hand-painted frames.  Each artist completed an
average of six paintings a day, amounting to a

half-second of the film for simple scenes.  But ac-
cording to Kobiela, the quality of the hand-
painted frames surpasses digital animation,
making them well worth the extra effort. “Often in
animation, we have the problem that facial ex-
pressions are limited. But in oil painting, we can
show even greater expression if the portrait is
painted properly,” she told AFP.

Doubts about suicide 
“Loving Vincent” explores both van Gogh’s

works and his death, widely regarded as a suicide,
from a gunshot wound. Based on an original script
by Pole Jacek Dehnel, the film follows Armand
Roulin, the son of the postman from Arles who
was the subject of several of van Gogh’s paintings.
Doubting van Gogh committed suicide, Armand
travels to Paris to find out more about his death.

The artist was only 37 when he died after suf-
fering frequent bouts of mental illness including
the infamous episode in which he sliced off part
of his left ear. Five million people have already
seen “Loving Vincent” in cinemas across the
globe.  Its makers are already thinking about their
next project, which could be a horror film based
on the disturbing canvases of Spanish painter
Francisco Goya. — AFP

How young Guillermo 
became monster-mad 

director Del Toro

This file photo shows Mexican director Guillermo
Del Toro receiving the Golden Lion for Best Film
with the movie “The Shape of Water” during the
award ceremony of the 74th Venice Film Festival
at Venice Lido. — AFP

World’s first hand-painted
film vies for an Oscar

This file photo shows Danuta Roman recreating
a Vincent van Gogh painting at a film studio in the
northern Polish city of Gdansk.


