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Guillermo del Toro on ‘Crimson Peak’

You wrote the story for Crimson Peak back in 2006 with Matthew Robbins.
Why did it take so long to get made?

| wanted to make it right after Pan’s Labyrinth, but two things detained it. One
was that | wanted it to be R rated. | knew that at the heart of the movie there
were concerns that were very adult for me, sexually and psychologically, and
visually there were moments of violence and eroticism that were not going to
be PG-13. And secondly | knew | wanted to make it for $50 million, and not 20,
not 30, because | wanted to build the house, | wanted to do the wardrobe,
because | wanted to hide several clues of the story and the characters in the
wardrobe and the sets. | wanted to make it like a living painting. And it took
eight years for someone, in this case Legendary Pictures, to come back to me
and say, ‘Here’s the money and we're OK with the R rating.’

Unusually for your gothic films, Crimson Peak is about adults rather than
children — we see the ten-year-old Edith only briefly.

It’s a curious thing because although there are no kids, in reality the stories of
both the protagonist [Edith] and the antagonists [Lucille and Thomas] are firmly
rooted in childhood. Edith we see in the opening as a little kid. But then we
hear innumerable times about the childhood of Thomas and Lucille; the whole
point of the movie is to show that the real horror was that childhood. | gave the
house windows that look like eyes and the house almost becomes all those
ancestors watching over them. And then you see Lucille and Thomas as
children in a very strange mural in the attic. So it is still rooted in childhood. |
wanted very much to talk about this Chinese puzzle box of abuse that is the
family, this ancestral horror of a family passing the poison from one generation
to the next — that was interesting to me.

Why did you choose to place the story in this particular period — the turn of the
century at the transition from Victorian to Edwardian — and to contrast the US
with the UK, the New World with the Old.

It's a crucial moment. When Henry James was discussing gothic romance, and
I'm paraphrasing here, he said it was essentially about ghosts that represent
the past, or the incapacity to move into the future without vanquishing them.
And | thought it was a very interesting time because in 1901 Buffalo, New York,
and America in general were practically futuristic. In 1901 Buffalo was the most
electrified city in the world. Edith is using a typewriter, we see cars on the
streets, we can hear the constant traffic of trains in the distance, there’s a
telegraph, we hear phones ringing everywhere. And even though she’s seen a
ghost, Edith has an incredibly modern, almost futuristic attitude towards her
femininity. Then she travels to a world that is frozen in time. In fact we made
that point in the design of Thomas and Lucille’s clothes — they are 10 or 15
years older than anybody else’s because they are their parents’ clothes.

So the idea was: can | pose Edith as the future, trying to break with the past
and the guilt and the horror of that family? This was crucial for me, since it was
such a female-centric movie in my mind. | wanted her not to be rescued by the
hero, but for her to rescue the hero.
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One of the most recognisable traits of your work is precisely the humanity you
give to the ghosts and monsters. That's reflected in the effects you use to
create them — they are ethereal here, but much fleshier than a CGl-generated
image, like a mix of flesh, bones, spirit and smoke.

| wanted the movie to feel handmade. | wanted people to realise that they are
not in a digital set, that we actually built the house. | wanted people to sense
that we painstakingly hand-made those dresses. And, in fact, Lucille and
Thomas'’s clothes are hand-stitched, in contrast to the American wardrobe
which is machine-stitched. | wanted people to have a sense that it was almost
like an opera, that everything had been created, slightly exaggerated, but
beautifully enhanced. | wanted the ghosts to be unlike any other ghosts you've
ever seen, so | decided | would use actors and make-up. | then said to the
digital effects guys, ‘Let’s find a way to make them translucent, without having
to shoot them against a green screen.’ | wanted them to be on set with the
actors. We came up with a very simple but nice solution and created a little
black box of photogrammetry that reproduces the background. Then we
animated a skeleton inside the bodies, like we did with Santi in Devil's
Backbone, and | made their body a little more liquid, so when they move they
leave traces of their body around. That way it's a perfect mixture of make-up
and digital effects, because it's 50/50.

Crimson Peak seems the most lavish and beautiful film you have made.
Why was this so important for you?

| have a nostalgia for the big Hollywood gothic romance, like Robert
Stevenson’s Jane Eyre [1943] or Alfred Hitchcock’s Rebecca [1940] or the
beautiful production of Great Expectations [1946] by David Lean. But | have an
almost painful realisation that for many people horror or anything gothic means
a B movie and that no one has produced anything that's as operatic as those
films in at least 30 years. | wanted to make this opulent sort of operatic movie
because gothic romance is about excess, albeit a very controlled sense of
excess — in the acting, in the mise en scéne.

I made it clear to the cinematographer [Dan Laustsen] that we were creating
the opposite of the desaturation that normally goes with period pieces. We
were going to be really saturated. The one movie | watched a lot was The
Leopard [1963]. | really studied the way Visconti shot the dancers, and the way
he controlled the colour palette. And then | said to my cinematographer, we are
going to move the camera as if it were very heavy. We won’t be chasing people
around; it's going to be very stately, like we are on tracks or a dolly, even if we
use the Steadicam.

This is the most gothic of your films, but do you think it also has a Mexican
dimension?

Normally the Anglo-Saxon approach to a ghost story — even in the best cases,
like M.R. James — is an approach that sees the rational clashing with the
supernatural. On the other hand, in Crimson Peak there’s a full-blown
acceptance of the ghosts being real from the first ten seconds of the film.
There is a postulate that opens the movie that says, ‘Ghosts are real. This
much | know.” That’s a very Mexican thing to say. The viclence and the passion
of Crimson Peak is very Latin; the relationship with stabbing in particular as a
means of death is extremely Mexican. And ultimately, there is a very intimate
relationship with melodrama, which is almost a signature part of the Mexican
culture — the explosive passions that run underneath the very Anglo-Saxon
facade of characters like Lucille.
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