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Monsters in films are often as-

sociated with fear and death. But 
not all are malevolent.

Director J.A. Bayona’s latest 
film, “A Monster Calls,” tells 
the story of a gigantic talking 
tree mon-
ster (voiced 
by Liam 
N e e s o n ) 
who teaches 
a teenage 
boy how to 
cope with 
his mother’s 
terminal ill-
ness.

It is a well-
constructed 
e m o t i o n a l 
story with 
life lessons pertaining to every-
one. The story comes from the 
“A Monster Calls” novel written 
by Patrick Ness, who also wrote 
the screenplay.

The film plays like an adult 
fairy tale dealing with themes 
of anger, fear and acceptance of 
death. Each is explored through 
artistic and eloquent animated 
stories told by the monster.

Compelling art and vibrant 
cinematography are the staple of 
the movie. Bayona and cinema-
tographer Oscar Faura perfectly 
balanced dull earth tones — 
green, brown and gray — with 
fiery reds, yellows and oranges 
for appealing visuals.

And the monster’s stories are 
like art galleries of water paint-
ings and 3-D sculptures come to 
life.

Similar to the ghosts in “A 
Christmas Carol,” the monster 
unexpectedly appears to the teen-
age boy Conor, played by Lewis 
MacDougall, to tell him three 
stories — each pertaining to a 
hardship Conor is dealing with. 
The worse his mother Lizzie’s 
(played by Felicity Jones) physi-
cal condition gets, the worse his 
mental state becomes. The mon-
ster comes to Conor’s rescue with 
tales of good and evil, each with 
a metaphorical life lesson help-
ing Conor confront his fears.

Good and bad are two com-
plementary concepts that flow 
throughout the film, primarily 
with Conor’s thoughts and ac-
tions. While he only wants the 
best for his mom, his actions get 
the better of him at times.

The monster is another repre-
sentation of the concept, as it is 
large and sometimes terrifying 
with a volcanic inside, yet being 
a large old tree gives it a wise 
and caring character.

It is the perfect mentor to 
Conor — especially as the oth-
er adults in his life are either 
not around or also coping with 
Lizzie’s illness. Neeson’s burly, 
gruff voice also adds to the mon-
ster’s compassionate moments.

MacDougall, in just his sec-
ond film, does a spectacular job 
of portraying a broken child. 
However, more screen time be-
tween Conor and his mom en-
joying life together, before her 
illness, would have made their 
emotional scenes together more 
meaningful.

Aside from the monster, 
Conor’s best relationship in the 
film is with his grandmother, 
played by Sigourney Weaver. 
Their chemistry is good from the 
beginning of the film, even when 
Weaver’s initial entrance as the 
hard-nosed grandmother feels 
out of place. But when she breaks 
down and confesses to Conor 
they share the same fears, the two 
are at their best together. The role 
is one of Weaver’s best dramatic 
performances in a while.

Every good story finds a way 
to end in a similar way it began. 
“A Monster Calls” may have one 
of the most creative conclusions, 
using an assortment of artwork 
to retell the entire tale while add-
ing new insight, providing unex-
pected closure to the film.

The movie provides a touch-
ing message to all coping with 
the potential death of a loved 
one: it is OK to be afraid and it 
is OK to be angry. And when the 
time comes, it is OK to let go.

Nick Graziano

Review


