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A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness: An In-Depth Exploration of Grief, Storytelling, and Healing

The impact of Patrick Ness's A Monster Calls extends far beyond its young adult
classification, resonating deeply with readers of all ages who have grappled with loss. This
poignant novel, born from an original idea by the late Siobhan Dowd, masterfully weaves a
tale of a young boy named Conor O'Malley and his desperate attempts to navigate the
harsh realities of his mother's terminal iliness. Through the surreal and powerful
intervention of a monstrous yew tree, Conor is forced to confront his deepest fears and
complex emotions, challenging the simplistic narratives often imposed upon grief. This
article will delve into the core themes of A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness, examining its
profound exploration of storytelling as a coping mechanism, the multifaceted nature of
grief, and the cathartic journey toward acceptance. We will also explore the literary
techniques Ness employs to bring this emotionally charged story to life, its critical
reception, and its enduring legacy.

e Understanding A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness

e The Genesis of A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness

e Conor O'Malley's Struggle: Facing the Monster Within

e The Monstrous Yew Tree: Symbolism and Significance

e Storytelling as a Coping Mechanism in A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness
e Deconstructing Grief: The Four Truths

e The Redemptive Power of Truth and Acceptance

e Critical Reception and Literary Merit of A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness
¢ A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness: Beyond the Pages

e Conclusion: The Lasting Resonance of A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness

Understanding A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness

A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness is not simply a story about a boy and a magical tree; itis a
profound exploration of the human psyche under immense pressure. The novel confronts
the universal experience of loss and the often-unspoken turmoil that accompanies it.
Patrick Ness skillfully avoids sentimentality, instead opting for a raw and unflinching
portrayal of Conor's emotional landscape. The book delves into the guilt, anger, and fear



that often accompany witnessing a loved one's suffering, themes that resonate with anyone
who has faced similar circumstances. The narrative structure, driven by the encounters
with the Monster, forces Conor to confront the "truth" of his feelings, a concept that is
central to the novel's message.

The brilliance of A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness lies in its ability to tackle mature themes
with a youthful protagonist, making it accessible yet deeply meaningful. The monster’s
visits are not gratuitous; they are deliberate interventions designed to peel back the layers
of Conor's carefully constructed defenses. The novel challenges the reader to consider their
own relationship with difficult emotions and the stories they tell themselves to survive. The
setting, with its bleak atmosphere and the looming presence of the monster, perfectly
mirrors Conor's internal state.

The Genesis of A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness

The creation of A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness is a unique and touching story in itself. The
novel originated from an idea by Siobhan Dowd, a celebrated author who was diagnosed
with terminal cancer. Dowd envisioned a story about a boy visited by a monster, a creature
that would tell him stories and help him through his mother's iliness. Tragically, Dowd
passed away before she could bring her vision to life. However, she entrusted her idea to
Patrick Ness, a fellow author and a friend, with the hope that he could complete the novel.

Patrick Ness took Dowd's premise and developed it into the powerful narrative we know
today. He honored Dowd's original intent, drawing on her themes of death, loss, and the
importance of storytelling. Ness’s contribution was to give voice to Conor’s internal
struggles and to craft the specific encounters with the monster, imbuing them with
symbolic meaning. The collaboration, though posthumous, is a testament to the enduring
power of shared artistic vision and the importance of passing on stories, even in the face of
mortality. This background adds another layer of poignancy to A Monster Calls by Patrick
Ness, highlighting the resilience of the human spirit and the enduring nature of creative
endeavor.

Conor O'Malley's Struggle: Facing the Monster
Within

At the heart of A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness is Conor O'Malley, a young boy thrust into an
adult world of illness and impending loss. Conor is not presented as a perfect protagonist;
he is flawed, angry, and deeply afraid. His mother is suffering from cancer, and his father
has remarried and lives far away, leaving Conor to grapple with his complex family situation
and the terrifying reality of his mother’s decline. Conor’s internal struggle is amplified by
the expectations placed upon him - to be strong, to be understanding, and to be brave -
expectations that he finds impossible to meet.

Conor’s emotional turmoil manifests in various ways, including nightmares and increasingly



aggressive behavior. He desperately wishes for his mother to be cured, but also harbors a
secret, guilt-ridden wish for her suffering to end, a thought that terrifies him and fuels his
self-loathing. This internal conflict is the fertile ground from which the monster emerges.
The monster's visits are a catalyst for Conor to confront these suppressed feelings. He
wants to believe in fairy tales and simple solutions, but the monster forces him to
acknowledge the messy, often contradictory nature of human emotions. The narrative
expertly captures the adolescent experience of feeling misunderstood and overwhelmed,
making Conor's journey in A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness incredibly relatable.

The Monstrous Yew Tree: Symbolism and
Significance

The most striking element of A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness is undoubtedly the monstrous
yew tree. This ancient creature, which emerges from the churchyard outside Conor’s
window, is more than just a fantastical element; it is a powerful symbol of truth, nature, and
the deeper, often uncomfortable, realities of life and death. The yew tree is a potent symbol
in many cultures, often associated with death and rebirth due to its longevity and its
association with cemeteries.

The monster itself is not a typical villain. It is a force of nature, ancient and imposing, with a
voice that is both terrifying and strangely comforting. The monster’s primary function is to
tell Conor stories, not the comforting tales Conor initially desires, but brutal and honest
narratives that reflect the complexities of human nature. These stories serve as allegories
for Conor’s own situation, forcing him to see parallels and to question his own assumptions
about good versus evil, right versus wrong. The monster represents the unfiltered truth, the
parts of life that are messy, painful, and often ignored. Its immense size and power also
suggest the overwhelming nature of Conor's grief and the magnitude of the challenges he
faces. The yew tree’s transformation throughout the novel, from a terrifying presence to a
conduit for truth, mirrors Conor's own growth.

Storytelling as a Coping Mechanism in A Monster
Calls by Patrick Ness

One of the most significant themes explored in A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness is the power
of storytelling as a coping mechanism. Conor is bombarded with the "true story" of his
mother's iliness, a narrative of decline and inevitable death. He yearns for a different story,
a happier one, but the monster offers him something more profound: the understanding
that stories can be used to process pain, to understand complex emotions, and to
ultimately find a way forward.

The monster's storytelling sessions are central to Conor's healing process. Each story the
monster tells is deliberately ambiguous, lacking clear heroes or villains, forcing Conor to
engage with the nuances of human behavior and motivation. These stories are not meant
to provide answers, but to encourage Conor to think critically and to accept that life is



rarely black and white. By engaging with these tales, Conor begins to understand that the
stories we tell ourselves and others shape our reality. He learns that by confronting the
difficult truths, even the ones he wishes to ignore, he can gain a sense of control and
agency. This aspect of A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness highlights how narrative can be a
tool for emotional resilience and a way to make sense of overwhelming experiences.

The stories the monster tells:

e The Tale of the American Prince: This story explores themes of greed and
manipulation, showing how power can corrupt even those who seem virtuous.

e The Tale of the Pulpit Preacher: This narrative delves into the hypocrisy and self-
interest that can sometimes lie beneath religious pronouncements.

e The Tale of the Invisible Boy: This story highlights the pain of being overlooked and
the desperate need for connection and acknowledgment.

Deconstructing Grief: The Four Truths

Patrick Ness’s A Monster Calls offers a remarkably nuanced perspective on grief, moving
beyond simplistic notions of sadness and loss to explore the more complex and often
contradictory emotions that accompany death. The novel, through the monster's relentless
questioning, guides Conor towards understanding the "four truths" of his situation, though
these are not explicitly labeled as such within the text. These truths represent the
multifaceted nature of human response to terminal illness and loss.

The first truth is the wish for the suffering to end, even if that means the death of the loved
one. Conor grapples with this intensely, feeling immense guilt over his unspoken desire for
his mother's pain to cease. The second truth is the acknowledgment of one's own self-
preservation and the instinct to move on, even when that feels like a betrayal. Conor
struggles with the idea that life continues for him, even as his mother fades. The third truth
involves the messy reality of relationships, where love and resentment can coexist, and
where people are not always purely good or bad. Conor’s complicated feelings towards his
father and stepmother are examples of this. Finally, the fourth truth, and the one that
ultimately brings catharsis, is the confrontation with the absolute truth - the finality of
death and the acceptance of what cannot be changed. A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness
emphasizes that true healing comes not from denial, but from integrating these difficult
truths into one's understanding of the world.

The Redemptive Power of Truth and Acceptance

The journey depicted in A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness is ultimately one of redemption
through truth and acceptance. Conor’s initial attempts to shield himself from the painful



reality of his mother’s illness only prolong his suffering and isolate him further. The
monster’s stories, though unsettling, are the vehicle through which Conor is propelled
towards confronting his deepest fears and guilt.

The climax of the novel sees Conor finally embracing the "truth" that he has been so
desperately avoiding: his mother is dying, and he is not responsible for her fate. This
acceptance, however painful, is what allows for true healing to begin. It is not about
forgetting his mother or moving on without sorrow, but about integrating the experience of
her illness and her eventual death into his life in a way that fosters growth rather than
despair. The redemptive power lies in Conor’s ability to acknowledge all his feelings - his
love, his anger, his fear, and even his wish for release - without judgment. By accepting the
messiness and complexity of his emotions, Conor finds a path towards peace and the ability
to carry forward his mother’'s memory with a clearer heart. This resolution in A Monster
Calls by Patrick Ness underscores the therapeutic value of honesty, both with oneself and
with others.

Critical Reception and Literary Merit of A Monster
Calls by Patrick Ness

A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness garnered widespread critical acclaim for its profound
emotional depth, its powerful exploration of grief, and its masterful storytelling. Critics
lauded Patrick Ness for his ability to handle such sensitive subject matter with unflinching
honesty and remarkable nuance, making the novel accessible to a young adult audience
while offering profound insights for adult readers as well.

The novel was praised for its innovative narrative structure, which seamlessly blends
Conor's reality with the symbolic encounters with the monster. The characterization of
Conor was particularly highlighted, with reviewers commending Ness for portraying a
believable and complex adolescent protagonist grappling with unimaginable circumstances.
The themes of storytelling, truth, and acceptance were consistently identified as the novel’s
strengths, offering a fresh perspective on the process of mourning. A Monster Calls by
Patrick Ness received numerous prestigious awards and nominations, solidifying its place as
a significant work of contemporary literature. Its literary merit lies in its ability to be both
deeply moving and intellectually stimulating, prompting readers to reflect on their own
experiences with loss and the stories that shape them.

A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness: Beyond the
Pages

The impact of A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness has extended beyond the literary world,
inspiring a critically acclaimed film adaptation and a successful stage production. These
adaptations have further amplified the novel's reach, introducing its powerful themes to
new audiences and reinforcing its status as a modern classic.



The 2016 film, directed by J.A. Bayona and featuring the voice talents of Liam Neeson as
the Monster, was praised for its visual artistry and its faithful yet innovative interpretation
of the novel's emotional core. Similarly, the stage adaptation has brought the visceral and
symbolic nature of the story to life through powerful performances and evocative staging.
These various interpretations underscore the universal appeal of A Monster Calls by Patrick
Ness and its ability to translate across different artistic mediums, all while retaining the
original work's profound message about confronting grief and finding solace in truth.

Conclusion: The Lasting Resonance of A Monster
Calls by Patrick Ness

A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness remains a testament to the enduring power of storytelling
to navigate the most challenging human experiences. The novel's unflinching honesty in
confronting grief, its masterful use of symbolism through the monstrous yew tree, and its
exploration of the complex nature of truth have cemented its place as a significant and
beloved work. Patrick Ness’s ability to capture the raw, often contradictory emotions of a
young boy facing the terminal illness of his mother is nothing short of extraordinary. The
book offers not easy answers, but a pathway towards understanding and acceptance,
demonstrating that even in the face of immense loss, there is a redemptive power in
confronting our deepest fears and embracing the multifaceted nature of life and love. The
enduring resonance of A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness lies in its ability to speak to the
universal human condition, offering solace and a profound understanding of how we can
heal by facing the monsters within and without.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'A Monster Calls'?

The central theme revolves around grief, loss, and the complex process of accepting
difficult truths. The monster acts as a catalyst for Conor to confront his emotions about his
mother's terminal illness and his own internal struggles.

Who is the narrator of the story, and what is his
perspective?

The story is narrated from the perspective of Conor O'Malley, a young boy dealing with his
mother's terminal cancer. His perspective is colored by his fear, anger, and confusion,
which are externalized through the monster's visits.

What is the significance of the monster's stories?

The monster's stories are not simple fables; they are parables that challenge Conor's black-
and-white thinking about good and evil. They illustrate that truth is often messy and that
people are complex, capable of both good and bad actions.



How does the book portray the process of grieving?

The book portrays grieving as a messy, non-linear process. Conor experiences denial,
anger, bargaining, and eventual acceptance. The monster's interventions help him to
articulate and process these overwhelming emotions.

What does the monster represent in the story?

The monster is a manifestation of Conor's own inner turmoil, specifically his deep-seated
fear, anger, and the unconscious desire for his mother's suffering to end. He represents the
raw, unfiltered emotions that Conor struggles to express.

What is the relationship between Conor's reality and
the monster's appearances?

The monster's appearances are presented as a supernatural phenomenon that only Conor
can see and interact with. However, the book suggests that these appearances are deeply
rooted in Conor's psychological state and his need to process his situation.

What is the role of the grandmother in the story?

Conor's grandmother represents a different form of coping with the impending loss - stoic
and practical. Their relationship is strained due to their differing approaches to the situation
and Conor's resentment towards her perceived lack of emotional expression.

How does the book handle the theme of truth and lies?

The book explores the idea that sometimes the truth is too painful to bear, leading to self-
deception or the desire for a simpler, more comforting narrative. The monster pushes Conor
to confront the 'ugly truth' that he has been avoiding.

What is the intended impact of the ending on the
reader?

The ending is designed to be emotionally resonant and cathartic. It signifies Conor's
acceptance of his mother's death and his ability to finally embrace the complexity of his
feelings, offering a sense of closure and maturity.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to A Monster Calls by Patrick Ness, with short descriptions:

1. The Graveyard Book by Neil Gaiman

This novel tells the story of Bod Owens, a boy raised by ghosts in a graveyard after his
family is murdered. It explores themes of belonging, life, death, and the boundaries
between different worlds, much like the fantastical elements and the confrontation with
mortality present in A Monster Calls. Bod's journey of self-discovery and his interactions



with the supernatural are central to the narrative.

2. The Ocean at the End of the Lane by Neil Gaiman

A man returns to his childhood home and recalls a series of events from his past involving
his childhood friends, the Hempstocks, who possess ancient, otherworldly powers. The book
delves into themes of memory, loss, and the encroaching darkness that can threaten
innocence. It shares A Monster Calls's exploration of childhood trauma and the way
imagination can be a powerful, albeit sometimes terrifying, tool.

3. The Girl Who Drank the Moon by Kelly Barnhill

In a village that offers a baby to a witch every year as a sacrifice, a kind witch accidentally
feeds the baby moonlight, imbuing her with magic. This story beautifully portrays the
complexities of love, sacrifice, and the nature of monsters, both literal and metaphorical.
Like Conor's monster, Luna's power is a burden and a gift, and the book examines how
people perceive and react to the 'other'.

4. The Little Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

This classic tale follows a young prince who travels from his asteroid to Earth, encountering
various adults and learning about life, love, and loss. The book's philosophical musings on
human nature, the importance of imagination, and the pain of saying goodbye resonate
deeply with the emotional core of A Monster Calls. The prince's encounters highlight the
absurdity and the beauty of the human condition.

5. The Book Thief by Markus Zusak

Narrated by Death, this story follows Liesel Meminger, a young girl in Nazi Germany who
finds solace in stolen books. It powerfully addresses themes of mortality, the impact of war,
and the redemptive power of words and stories. The presence of Death as a character,
observing and commenting on human lives, parallels the supernatural counselor in A
Monster Calls and its examination of grief.

6. The House with a Clock in Its Walls by John Bellairs

Lewis Barnavelt, an orphan, goes to live with his eccentric uncle Jonathan and discovers a
magical house filled with secrets and danger. This middle-grade novel blends mystery,
magic, and a touch of gothic atmosphere, exploring themes of courage and confronting the
unknown. The discovery of hidden worlds and the presence of magical forces parallel
Conor's experiences with the monster.

7. When You Reach Me by Rebecca Stead

Miranda receives a series of mysterious notes that seem to predict the future and warn her
of impending events, leading her to question the nature of time and reality. This book
masterfully weaves together elements of mystery, friendship, and a touch of science fiction,
exploring how people cope with uncertainty and change. The unexpected nature of the
supernatural intervention in A Monster Calls is echoed in the unfolding mystery of the
notes.

8. The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton

Set against a backdrop of social class divides, this novel follows Ponyboy Curtis and his
Greaser friends as they navigate gang rivalries and personal struggles. While not
fantastical, it deeply explores themes of identity, belonging, and the harsh realities of life,
mirroring Conor's feelings of isolation and his struggle to find his place. The book examines
how external forces and societal expectations can feel monstrous.



9. Bridge to Terabithia by Katherine Paterson

Jess Aarons and Leslie Burke create a magical kingdom called Terabithia in the woods, a
place where they can escape the difficulties of their lives. This poignant story deals with
themes of friendship, imagination, and the profound impact of loss and grief. The shared
creation of a fantastical world to cope with reality strongly echoes Conor's use of the
monster as a way to process his own emotional turmoil.
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