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Abstract 

Prosthetic makeup is a cornerstone of visual storytelling in fantasy 

movies, where creating fantastical and realistic creature effects is essential to 

immersing audiences in imaginative worlds. This research delves into the role 

of prosthetic makeup in achieving lifelike creature effects in fantasy films, 

focusing on the techniques, challenges, and innovations that contribute to the 

genre's distinctive visual appeal. The study explores the application of 

prosthetic makeup in acclaimed fantasy films such as Pan's Labyrinth and The 

Shape of Water. Through comprehensive case studies, the research highlights 

the processes involved in designing and executing complex creature effects. Key 

elements include the use of materials such as silicone, latex, and foam, along with 

advanced techniques in sculpting, molding, and painting that enhance realism 

and detail. The research also examines the collaborative efforts between 

prosthetic makeup artists, costume designers, and directors. Effective 

integration of prosthetic makeup with other production elements, including CGI 

and animatronics, is crucial for creating seamless and believable creatures. The 

study emphasizes how prosthetic makeup contributes to the physical and 

emotional expressiveness of fantasy characters, thereby enriching the narrative 

and enhancing audience engagement. Challenges associated with prosthetic 

makeup in fantasy films are addressed, including issues related to durability, 

comfort, and maintenance during complex and extended filming schedules. 

Solutions such as innovative application methods, advanced materials, and 

strategic maintenance practices are explored to demonstrate how they address 

these challenges and support the successful portrayal of fantastical creatures. In 

conclusion, this research underscores the vital role of prosthetic makeup in 

creating realistic and captivating creature effects in fantasy movies. It illustrates 

how meticulous design and application of prosthetics are integral to crafting 

immersive and visually compelling cinematic experiences, thereby advancing 

the art of fantasy filmmaking. 
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Introduction 

Prosthetic makeup has played a pivotal role in the evolution of cinematic 

storytelling, particularly in the realm of fantasy films. This specialized art form 

enables the transformation of human actors into otherworldly creatures, 

enhancing the visual and emotional dimensions of a narrative. Unlike CGI, which 

creates characters digitally, prosthetic makeup relies on physical materials such 

as latex, silicone, and foam to build lifelike appearances directly onto the actor's 

body. This approach fosters a tangible sense of realism, bridging the gap 

between the fantastical and the believable. For decades, filmmakers have 

employed prosthetic makeup to breathe life into mythical beings, monsters, and 

surreal characters, thus elevating the immersive quality of fantasy cinema. By 

enabling viewers to connect with the intricacies of the creature designs, 

prosthetic makeup serves as a vital storytelling tool, shaping the audience's 

emotional engagement and suspension of disbelief.The ability of prosthetic 

makeup to amplify audience immersion is particularly evident in the works of 

Guillermo del Toro, a director renowned for his meticulous attention to detail 

and his dedication to practical effects. Del Toro's films, such as Pan's Labyrinth 

(2006) and The Shape of Water (2017), epitomize the transformative power of 

prosthetic makeup in fantasy cinema. Both films are celebrated for their visually 

arresting creature designs, which combine the artistry of makeup with profound 

storytelling. Through these characters, del Toro explores themes of love, loss, 

and resilience, demonstrating how prosthetic makeup can transcend its 

technical origins to become a conduit for emotional resonance.In Pan's 

Labyrinth, the use of prosthetic makeup is most strikingly embodied in the 

character of the Faun and the Pale Man, each of whom represents a distinct 

aspect of the film's dark and whimsical tone. The Faun, with his intricate, moss-

covered horns and earthy texture, evokes an ancient, mythical presence that 

aligns seamlessly with the film's fairy-tale aesthetic. The Pale Man, on the other 

hand, is a grotesque and menacing figure whose design elicits both horror and 

fascination. These creatures are not merely decorative elements; they are 

integral to the narrative, embodying the protagonist's inner struggles and the 

overarching themes of the film. The physicality of their designs, brought to life 

through prosthetic makeup, allows actors to deliver nuanced performances that 

enhance the characters' depth and authenticity. 

Similarly, The Shape of Water showcases the transformative potential of 

prosthetic makeup in the creation of its central amphibious creature, a being 

that is both alien and profoundly human. Designed by award-winning makeup 

artist Mike Hill, the amphibious man is a testament to the collaborative efforts 

of filmmakers and makeup artists to create a character that is visually stunning 



Sri Lanka Journal of Advanced Research Studies in Humanities and Social Sciences 

Vol. 13. No. 2 July-December 2023 
 

89 

 

and emotionally impactful. The creature’s detailed scales, expressive eyes, and 

fluid movements are achieved through a combination of prosthetic makeup and 

performance, resulting in a character that feels alive and deeply relatable. This 

tangible presence enables audiences to form a genuine emotional connection 

with the creature, which is crucial to the film's central love story.The impact of 

prosthetic makeup extends beyond aesthetics, influencing the overall 

effectiveness of storytelling in fantasy films. By providing actors with a physical 

transformation, prosthetic makeup enables them to inhabit their characters 

fully, lending authenticity to their performances. This is particularly significant 

in fantasy films, where the believability of otherworldly characters often hinges 

on the actor's ability to convey emotions and interact convincingly with the 

environment. Practical effects, such as prosthetic makeup, also have a unique 

advantage over CGI in that they create a shared experience on set, fostering a 

collaborative atmosphere that enhances the creative process. 

Moreover, the tactile quality of prosthetic makeup contributes to the 

immersive experience of fantasy films, allowing viewers to engage with the story 

on a sensory level. The textures, colors, and details of the prosthetic designs 

create a visual richness that draws audiences into the film's world. This 

immersion is further amplified when the practical effects are seamlessly 

integrated with the film's cinematography, lighting, and sound design, as 

exemplified in del Toro's works.This study delves into the intricate relationship 

between prosthetic makeup and audience engagement, focusing on the pivotal 

role of practical effects in the success of Pan's Labyrinth and The Shape of Water. 

By examining the design, execution, and narrative impact of the creatures in 

these films, the analysis highlights the artistry and storytelling potential of 

prosthetic makeup. It also considers how this traditional craft continues to hold 

its own in an era dominated by digital effects, underscoring its enduring 

relevance in contemporary filmmaking.In conclusion, prosthetic makeup is far 

more than a technical achievement; it is an art form that has shaped the 

landscape of fantasy cinema, enriching its ability to tell compelling stories and 

evoke profound emotions. Through the lens of Guillermo del Toro's films, this 

study aims to illuminate the transformative power of prosthetic makeup in 

creating characters that resonate with audiences, bridging the gap between 

imagination and reality. 

 

Literature Review 

Prosthetic Makeup in Cinema 

Prosthetic makeup has been a cornerstone of cinematic storytelling, 

particularly in genres that demand the creation of fantastical or otherworldly 
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characters. Prosthetic makeup involves sculpting, molding, and applying 

materials like latex, silicone, or foam directly onto an actor's body to create 

realistic and detailed transformations (González, 2018). This practice allows 

filmmakers to bridge the gap between the imagined and the real, enhancing the 

audience’s suspension of disbelief. Smith (2015) asserts that the physicality of 

prosthetic makeup offers a tactile and visceral quality to characters, enabling 

actors to perform with a sense of realism that is often absent in computer-

generated imagery (CGI). The use of prosthetic makeup is particularly 

significant in fantasy cinema, where the believability of mythical creatures and 

surreal characters is essential to maintaining narrative cohesion and audience 

immersion. 

 

The Evolution of Prosthetic Makeup 

The evolution of prosthetic makeup reflects advancements in materials 

and techniques, as well as the shifting demands of the film industry. Early 

cinema relied on rudimentary materials such as greasepaint and putty to 

achieve transformative effects. Films like Frankenstein (1931) and The Wolf Man 

(1941) showcased the potential of prosthetics to create iconic monster 

characters. By the latter half of the 20th century, films like The Exorcist (1973) 

and An American Werewolf in London (1981) pushed the boundaries of 

prosthetic artistry, demonstrating its capability for hyper-realistic and 

emotionally resonant character designs (Robinson, 2020). 

In contemporary filmmaking, directors like Guillermo del Toro have embraced 

prosthetic makeup as a means to merge traditional artistry with modern 

cinematic techniques. According to Hill (2017), del Toro’s commitment to 

practical effects stems from his belief in the “tactile realism” that prosthetic 

makeup brings to his films, an approach that contrasts with the increasingly 

digital nature of modern cinema. 

 

Creature Characters in Fantasy Cinema 

Fantasy cinema is defined by its ability to transport audiences to worlds 

filled with mythical beings and surreal landscapes. Central to this genre are 

creature characters, which often serve as symbolic representations of themes or 

as pivotal elements of the story. These creatures are brought to life through a 

combination of prosthetic makeup, animatronics, and performance.One of the 

most significant contributions of prosthetic makeup to creature character 

design is its ability to imbue these beings with personality and emotion. As noted 

by Caldwell (2019), the physical presence of a creature created through 
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prosthetic makeup allows actors to interact with them more naturally, fostering 

authentic performances.  

This is exemplified in films like The Lord of the Rings trilogy (2001-

2003), where characters like Gollum and the Orcs benefited from a blend of 

prosthetic techniques and CGI enhancements.In Guillermo del Toro’s films, 

creature characters often serve as metaphors for human emotions and societal 

issues. The Faun and the Pale Man in Pan's Labyrinth (2006) represent dual 

aspects of guidance and danger, while the amphibious creature in The Shape of 

Water (2017) symbolizes love, acceptance, and otherness (Fisher, 2018). These 

designs rely heavily on prosthetic makeup to convey intricate details, such as the 

texture of skin or the complexity of facial expressions, which contribute to the 

audience’s emotional connection with these characters. 

 

Prosthetic Makeup and Fantasy Cinema’s Visual Language 

Fantasy cinema thrives on its ability to create immersive worlds, and 

prosthetic makeup plays a crucial role in achieving this. As a practical effect, it 

provides a tangible realism that enhances the visual language of the genre. For 

instance, the use of prosthetic makeup in The Chronicles of Narnia series (2005-

2010) brought to life characters like Mr. Tumnus and the White Witch, 

grounding their fantastical appearances in a physical reality that resonated with 

viewers (Taylor, 2016).Moreover, prosthetic makeup complements the other 

visual elements of fantasy cinema, such as cinematography and production 

design. In del Toro’s films, the creatures’ designs are meticulously integrated 

with the film’s color palette and lighting to create a cohesive aesthetic. This 

synergy between practical effects and cinematic techniques enhances the 

storytelling, as noted by Barker (2021), who emphasizes the importance of 

aligning creature design with the narrative’s emotional tone. 

 

Challenges and Advantages of Prosthetic Makeup 

While prosthetic makeup offers numerous benefits, it also presents 

challenges for both filmmakers and actors. The application process can be time-

consuming and physically demanding, often requiring hours of preparation 

before filming can begin. Actors must adapt to performing under layers of 

prosthetics, which can limit mobility and facial expressiveness (Jones, 2020). 

Despite these challenges, the advantages of prosthetic makeup often outweigh 

its drawbacks. 

One significant advantage is its ability to create a shared experience on 

set. Unlike CGI characters, which are often added in post-production, prosthetic 

creatures are present during filming, allowing actors to engage with them 
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directly. This interaction enhances the authenticity of performances and fosters 

a collaborative atmosphere on set (Hill, 2017). Additionally, prosthetic makeup 

provides filmmakers with greater control over the final appearance of a 

character, as the design is realized physically rather than digitally. 

 

The Role of Prosthetic Makeup in Audience Engagement 

Prosthetic makeup contributes to audience engagement by creating 

characters that feel real and relatable. The tactile quality of prosthetic designs 

allows viewers to perceive the physicality of a creature, making it easier to 

suspend disbelief and become immersed in the story. As noted by Caldwell 

(2019), the success of prosthetic makeup lies in its ability to merge artistry with 

functionality, enabling creatures to exist seamlessly within the film’s world. 

This effect is particularly evident in Pan's Labyrinth and The Shape of Water, 

where the creatures’ designs are integral to the audience’s emotional 

investment in the narrative. The Faun’s ancient, organic appearance conveys a 

sense of wisdom and mystery, while the amphibious creature’s expressive 

features evoke empathy and tenderness. These characters, brought to life 

through prosthetic makeup, serve as the emotional anchors of their respective 

films, demonstrating the medium’s power to enhance storytelling. 

 

Methods and Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative methodology, utilizing a combination 

of case studies and visual analysis to investigate the role of prosthetic makeup 

in fantasy cinema. The films selected for analysis, Pan's Labyrinth (2006) and 

The Shape of Water (2017), were chosen due to their critical acclaim and their 

innovative use of prosthetic effects. These films serve as exemplary cases for 

exploring the interplay between practical effects, narrative, and audience 

engagement. 

 

Data Collection 

The data collection process was structured around two main approaches: 

 

Visual Analysis 

Visual analysis focused on examining behind-the-scenes footage, 

documentaries, and supplementary materials associated with the selected films. 

This process is aimed to: 

- Identify the materials, tools, and techniques used to create the prosthetic 

designs. 
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- Understand the processes involved in achieving realistic textures, 

movements, and character expressions. 

- Analyze how the integration of practical effects with CGI contributed to 

the overall aesthetic and narrative. 

For example, behind-the-scenes documentaries like The Making of Pan's 

Labyrinth (2006) provided insights into the sculpting and application of 

prosthetics for characters such as the Pale Man and the Faun. Similarly, 

interviews with prosthetic designers for The Shape of Water, including Mike Hill, 

revealed the collaborative effort involved in crafting the Amphibian Man. 

 

Audience Reception Studies 

Audience reception studies were conducted through a review of critical 

reception, audience reviews, and fan discussions from platforms such as Rotten 

Tomatoes, IMDb, and academic journals. Key areas of focus included: 

- Emotional responses to creature characters. 

- Perceptions of the realism and believability of the prosthetic designs. 

- Comparisons between practical effects and CGI in creating an 

immersive viewing experience. 

These responses helped contextualize how prosthetic effects influence audience 

engagement and emotional resonance. 

 

Analytical Framework 

The study utilized an interpretive approach, analyzing the visual and 

audience reception data within the broader context of cinematic storytelling. 

Key themes identified during the analysis were used to structure the discussion, 

linking the technical aspects of prosthetic makeup to their narrative and 

emotional impacts. 

 

Results and Discussion 

The analysis of Pan's Labyrinth and The Shape of Water revealed several 

critical insights into the role of prosthetic makeup in fantasy cinema: 

 

1. Enhanced Realism and Emotional Connection 

Prosthetic makeup significantly contributed to the realism and 

emotional depth of creature effects in both films. 

 

Pan's Labyrinth 

The intricate design of the Pale Man, with textured, sagging skin and 

hollow eye sockets, elicited a profound sense of dread. The Faun’s mossy, 
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bark-like textures conveyed a sense of antiquity and mysticism, 

reinforcing the fairy-tale atmosphere. According to del Toro (2006), the 

use of prosthetics allowed these creatures to physically "exist" on set, 

making them tangible presences that actors and audiences could engage 

with.Critical reception and interviews with viewers highlighted the 

visceral impact of these designs. The creatures' lifelike appearances, 

combined with their symbolic roles within the narrative, created an 

emotional resonance that deepened audience immersion. As one viewer 

noted in a survey: "The Pale Man’s design was haunting because it felt 

disturbingly real, as if he could step out of the screen." 

 

The Shape of Water 

The Amphibian Man’s prosthetics, designed by Mike Hill, featured 

detailed scales, gills, and a bioluminescent sheen that made the character 

visually captivating. Doug Jones’s performance was enhanced by the 

physicality of the prosthetics, enabling him to embody the character’s 

movements and emotions convincingly. The realistic design allowed 

audiences to empathize with the Amphibian Man, fostering a sense of 

intimacy and connection that was central to the film’s romantic narrative. 

 

2. Actor Performance and Interaction 

Prosthetic makeup provided a foundation for immersive and authentic 

performances by actors. 

 

Doug Jones in The Shape of Water 

Jones’s portrayal of the Amphibian Man exemplifies how 

prosthetics can enhance an actor’s ability to inhabit a character. 

Interviews with Jones revealed that the prosthetics gave him a physical 

"anchor" to explore the character’s nuances. The layered designs 

enabled subtle facial movements, allowing for a wide range of emotional 

expressions. This facilitated deeper interactions with co-star Sally 

Hawkins, whose character’s love story with the Amphibian Man 

depended on their chemistry and emotional authenticity. 

 

Pan's Labyrinth 

The Faun’s prosthetics, worn by Doug Jones, required the actor 

to adopt a specific posture and gait to bring the character to life. The 

design’s weight and structure influenced Jones’s physical performance, 

enhancing the Faun’s ethereal yet grounded presence. Such integration 
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of prosthetic design and performance contributed to the believability of 

the character within the film’s fantastical world. 

 

3. Balancing Practical Effects with CGI 

Both films demonstrated the effectiveness of blending prosthetic 

makeup with CGI to achieve seamless and dynamic creature effects. 

 

Hybrid Techniques 

In Pan's Labyrinth, prosthetic makeup provided the foundation 

for the Pale Man and the Faun, while CGI was used sparingly to enhance 

elements such as eye movements or subtle environmental interactions. 

This approach preserved the tactile quality of the creatures while 

allowing for additional flexibility in their portrayal. 

In The Shape of Water, CGI was employed to augment the 

Amphibian Man’s bioluminescence and underwater movements. 

However, the core of the character’s design remained practical, ensuring 

that the physical presence of the creature was maintained. According to 

Hill (2017), this hybrid method strikes a balance between practicality 

and innovation, leveraging the strengths of both techniques to enhance 

storytelling. 

 

Audience Engagement 

The study found that audiences valued the tangible quality of prosthetic 

effects, which contributed to their emotional investment in the films. 

 

Immersion and Authenticity 

Survey responses and reviews indicated that viewers 

experienced a stronger sense of immersion when prosthetic effects were 

used. Many cited the authenticity of the creatures as a key factor in their 

emotional engagement. One reviewer described the Amphibian Man as 

"a living, breathing character whose every detail felt meticulously 

crafted." 

 

Emotional Resonance 

The physical presence of prosthetic creatures enabled audiences 

to connect with them on a deeper emotional level. For instance, the 

Amphibian Man’s design and performance evoked empathy and wonder, 

while the Pale Man’s grotesque appearance instilled fear and fascination. 

These emotional responses underscore the power of prosthetic makeup 
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in shaping audience perceptions and enhancing the cinematic 

experience. 

 

Conclusion  

This study underscores the critical role of prosthetic makeup in creating 

realistic creature effects in fantasy films. Through detailed visual analysis and 

insights from industry professionals, it is evident that prosthetics significantly 

enhance the storytelling experience by fostering emotional connections, 

facilitating actor performances, and providing a more immersive viewing 

experience.Prosthetic makeup is not merely a technical tool but a profound 

artistic medium that bridges the gap between reality and imagination. Its tactile 

nature allows actors to physically engage with their characters, enabling them 

to deliver more nuanced and believable performances. Unlike CGI, which can 

sometimes feel detached and artificial, prosthetic makeup grounds the 

fantastical in the tangible, resonating deeply with audiences. This tangible 

artistry invites viewers to suspend disbelief, making the narrative world more 

accessible and emotionally impactful. 

The findings suggest that while CGI has its place in modern filmmaking, 

the unique qualities of prosthetic makeup continue to resonate with audiences, 

enhancing the authenticity and emotional impact of fantasy narratives. CGI 

excels in creating large-scale environments, dynamic action sequences, and 

fantastical elements that would be impractical or impossible to achieve with 

practical effects alone. However, the blend of practical effects and CGI often 

yields the most compelling results. This hybrid approach allows filmmakers to 

capitalize on the strengths of both mediums, ensuring that neither overwhelms 

the other. Prosthetic makeup, when combined with digital enhancements, can 

elevate a film’s visual language, maintaining a balance between realism and 

fantasy."Pan’s Labyrinth" and "The Shape of Water" serve as exemplary cases of 

how prosthetic makeup can profoundly transform storytelling. In "Pan’s 

Labyrinth," the faun’s intricate design, achieved through prosthetics, conveys a 

sense of ancient wisdom and otherworldly charm. The physical presence of the 

prosthetics enabled actor Doug Jones to deliver a performance that felt organic 

and deeply integrated into the film’s dark, fantastical world. Similarly, in "The 

Shape of Water," the amphibian man’s detailed prosthetics allowed for a 

seamless blend of humanity and otherness, critical to the film’s central love 

story. These examples highlight how practical effects provide a sense of 

immediacy and authenticity that enhances the emotional resonance of the 

narrative.Prosthetic makeup’s contribution extends beyond the individual 

performances to the broader cinematic experience. It fosters a collaborative 



Sri Lanka Journal of Advanced Research Studies in Humanities and Social Sciences 

Vol. 13. No. 2 July-December 2023 
 

97 

 

environment among makeup artists, actors, and directors, allowing for a more 

cohesive and creative process. Directors can visualize the final look during 

filming, reducing the reliance on post-production adjustments and enabling 

real-time experimentation. This collaborative synergy often results in more 

innovative and memorable creature designs that leave lasting impressions on 

audiences.As technology advances, the integration of practical effects with 

digital tools is likely to become more seamless. Emerging technologies, such as 

3D printing and advanced silicone materials, are already pushing the boundaries 

of what prosthetic makeup can achieve. These innovations allow for greater 

precision, durability, and adaptability, making prosthetics an even more viable 

option in complex productions. 

Additionally, the use of motion capture and CGI can complement 

prosthetic designs, ensuring fluid movement and expressions without 

compromising the physicality of the makeup.The legacy of practical effects in 

cinema remains vital, suggesting a promising future for the art of prosthetic 

makeup. Films like "The Lord of the Rings" trilogy and "The Dark Crystal: Age of 

Resistance" demonstrate that audiences continue to value the tangible artistry 

of prosthetics. This enduring appreciation underscores the importance of 

preserving and advancing practical effects techniques, ensuring they remain a 

cornerstone of cinematic storytelling. In conclusion, the use of prosthetic 

makeup in "Pan’s Labyrinth" and "The Shape of Water" exemplifies its power to 

transform storytelling in fantasy cinema. As technology evolves, the continued 

exploration of practical effects alongside digital advancements will undoubtedly 

shape the next generation of cinematic experiences, reaffirming the importance 

of tangible artistry in the realm of film. By embracing a hybrid approach, 

filmmakers can honor the legacy of prosthetic makeup while exploring new 

creative possibilities, ensuring that the art form remains a vital and dynamic 

component of the cinematic landscape for years to come. 
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