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J.A. Bayona must be exhausted––not that he appears 
it. The director of A Monster Calls is brimming over 
with enthusiasm as he chats about his latest film, which 
completed an impressive list of headliners at the London 
Film Festival. Alongside the cast, which includes Felicity 
Jones, Sigourney Weaver, Liam Neeson and young star 
Lewis MacDougall, Bayona has been promoting the film 
endlessly. 

The fantasy film, based on Patrick Ness’s book and 
screenplay, is Bayona’s third major feature film after 
tsunami drama The Impossible and low-budget horror The 
Orphanage. Strongly reminiscent of Guillermo del 
Toro’s Pan’s Labyrinth, A Monster Calls blends real life with 
astonishingly surreal special effects. High in emotion, the 
film, as Bayona is quick to emphasise more than once, 
deals with the truth and nothing but. A contrast between 
gritty realism and an explosion of the fantastical only seems 
to highlight humanity’s plight. As we sit down to talk, it is 
interesting to find out if he is influenced by del Toro’s work. 

“When I was doing The Orphanage, he was doing Pan’s 
Labyrinth but I had no idea about it at the time,” Bayona 
explained. “There were lots of comparisons which I now 
love. He’s obsessed with legends and layers, making it 
accessible to [the] audience but also keeping it mysterious. 
Finding this balance can be tricky.” 

As the name suggests, twelve-year-old Conor (MacDougall) 
and the audience are catapulted into the horror of meeting 
a real life monster. Facing the increased deterioration of 
his cancer-stricken mother (Jones), the cold conservatism of 
his grandmother (Weaver), and bullying at school, Conor 
begins to seek solace in art. That’s until his first vision 
of a thousand year old tree that transforms into a beast 
(Neeson), who aggressively urges him to gradually accept 
that which he has suppressed. Conor’s quick acceptance 
of the monster’s presence leads the audience to question 
its actual existence very early on; asking us what we 
think is and isn’t founded in reality. Like del Toro, Bayona 
successfully achieves the balance of accessibility and 
mystery by intently looking at the psychology of youth and 
growing up, something we can all relate to, and blending 
it with the eerie and disturbing thought processes of ‘limbo’ 
that age can provoke. The film describes Conor as “too old 
to be a child, too young to be an adult.” At what point do 
we grow up? Is it a physical or emotional milestone? 

Bayona is quick to answer. “It’s always emotional and 
about accepting uncertainty and change. Human nature 
is conservative and doesn’t accept [the] idea of this. In The 
Impossible, a Western family experience life in most brutal 
way, before having to return home being aware of their 
privilege with pain and uncertainty that life can change in 
a second. Their position as outsiders is a way for them to 
grow up in a big way.” 

We are constantly growing and evolving as human beings 
by pushing out of our comfort zones and placing things in 
perspective, like Conor with his mother’s illness. “Accepting 
his own truth and what makes him grow up is understanding 
and learning that two things can be felt at [the] same time, 
such as wanting his mother to survive, but not...” 

“Conor starts to experience contradiction when he watches 
[King Kong] with his mother. King Kong is a good guy 
but killed by ‘good’ guys. Why are they killing him? It’s 
very interesting. Growing up is about accepting these 
uncertainties that things can be black and white at the same 
time.”

Growing up is not just about transcending from child to 
adult, but rather experiencing our limitations as human 
beings. How often are we thrust into a severe situation that 
tests us as viciously as the family in The Impossible? Perhaps 
this makes Bayona’s film latest more relatable. Many of 
us have faced cancer in some form or another and grief 
peculiarly has the ability to destroy or cut us open, ready 
to start again. Dealing with the ‘grey area’ of life, and 
learning that there is no such thing as simply good and 
bad, as Bayona describes; this is something a child must 
discover and accept. 

“Conor breaks things to find [his] place in [the] world. His 
mother acted according to what her mother didn’t want 
her to do, rather than what she wanted…it’s a general rule 
of storytelling. Characters destroy what they need to make 
their actions human and to move forward.”

It is clear that the truth, both knowing your own and learning 
society’s, is not only a crucial theme in A Monster Calls, but 
also an imperative part of Bayona’s work and personal life. 

“We live in a society where truth matters less and less. 
Take social media where everyone creates an image of 
themselves. Look at politics and commercials. What is the 
truth? We don’t experience it anymore.”  

THE REAL BECOMES THE SURREAL  
IN A MONSTER CALLS
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