Fatemeh Farnia*

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4607-6567 https://doi.org/10.32798/dIk.33

Is the Film as Empowering as the Book? Studying
Empowerment in A Monster Calls

Abstract:

The aim of the paper is to discuss A Monster Calls (2016) by J. A. Bayona, a film
adaptation of Patrick Ness’s novel (2011) of the same title, based on an original idea
by Siobhan Dowd, from the empowerment theory perspective. The author of the
article indicates that there are some significant changes between the book and the
motion picture, especially when it comes to the ways of empowering the protago-
nist and the works’ potential young audience. The results of this comparative study
show that the film is more affectively empowering than the novel. This is mainly
because in the book, Ness skillfully uses verbal narration (accompanied by Jim
Kay’s illustrations), while in the film, Bayona takes advantage of the possibilities
offered by the audiovisual medium, therefore providing the audience with artistic
and psychological empowerments.
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Czy film daje taka sama site jak ksigzka? Rozwazania nad
upodmiotowieniem w Siedmiu minutach po pétnocy

Abstrakt:
Celem artykulu jest omdwienie Siedmiu minut po pétnocy (2016) J. A. Bayony, fil-
mowej adaptacji powiesci Patricka Nessa (2011) pod tym samym tytulem opartej
na oryginalnym pomysle Siobhan Dowd, z perspektywy teorii upodmiotowienia.
Autorka artykutu wskazuje, ze miedzy ksiazka a filmem istnieja pewne istotne
roznice, zwlaszcza w zakrasie upodmiotowienia bohatera i potencjalnej mlodej
publiczno$ci. Wyniki tej analizy poréwnawczej pokazuja, ze film ma wiekszy po-
tencjal afektywnego upodmiotowienia niz powies¢. Wynika to gldéwnie z faktu,
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ze w ksigzce Ness umiejetnie stosuje narracje stowna (ktorej towarzysza ilustracje
Jima Kaya), podczas gdy w filmie Bayona wykorzystuje mozliwosci, jakie daje me-
dium audiowizualne, zapewniajac widzom artystyczne i psychologiczne upodmio-
towienie.

Stowa kluczowe:
Siedem minut po pétnocy, adaptacja, film dziecigcy i mlodziezowy, literatura
dziecieca i mlodziezowa, upodmiotowienie, J. A. Bayona, Patrick Ness

Introduction

I n my opinion, the author plays an essential role in children’s and young
adult literature and, more broadly, culture by shaping his/her implied read-
ers’ or viewers’ ideology, personality, and life. When this leads to positive ef-
fects, we can say that the author has been able to empower and not disempower
his/her audiences. Furthermore, due to the assumed sensitivity of the target
group of children’s and young adult books, films, TV series, etc., it is - I ar-
gue — the task of the author to do his/her best to provide as much positivity as
possible and lead the recipients to empowerment. In this paper, I use the idea
of empowerment to analyse the film A Monster Calls (Atienza, Horwits, King,
& Bayona, 2017), a cinematic adaptation of Patrick Ness’s (2011) novel of the
same title. This film features some changes in relation to the original work and
in the article, I would like to demonstrate whether these changes might lead to
empowerment and how.

I first came across this concept in Elisheva Sadan’s (1997/2004) book Em-
powerment and Community Planning when I was working on my MA thesis.
In this monograph, Sadan talks about how it is possible for social minorities to
find their voice and subjectivity. The process of empowerment can sometimes
be accelerated with the help of ‘an empowering professional” who plays the role
of a leader in the community. Having been inspired by Sadan’s theory, I have
studied empowerment in children’s and young adult literature in my academic
research. My co-authored paper, “Empowerment in A Monster Calls by Patrick
Ness” (Farnia & Pourgiv, 2017), contains a discussion on how the writer of the ti-
tle has been able to empower his implied readers. This article was partially based
on a chapter from my PhD dissertation (Farnia, 2017) in which I have examined
how a writer can choose to empower or disempower his/her implied readers. Af-
ter studying and comparing six contemporary Iranian and English young adult
novels, I came upon a model for analysing empowerment in fiction.
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A Monster Calls, written by Ness basing on the original idea by Siobhan
Dowd, who died before creating the story, is a reflective young adult novel that
has won several awards, including the Carnegie and Greenaway Medals for both
Ness’s writing and illustrations by Jim Kay (Jones, 2012)," and I think that most of
these accolades were bestowed due to the book’s empowering nature. This popu-
lar and critically-acclaimed literary work can be seen as “[...] a novel of bereave-
ment in which a monster plays the role of a helper in order to ease [the young pro-
tagonist] through the process of healing” (Farnia & Pourgiv, 2017, p. 42). Based
on the studied employment of empowerment in A Monster Calls, a model has
been proposed (see Figure 1) which encompasses “four kinds of empowerment,
which comprise conceptual and textual aspects of a text” (p. 43).

Literary Empowerment Psychological Empowerment
—decentration —storytelling
-literary elements - fulfilled emotions and caring
thinking: catharsis
—critical thinking

Empowerment
Textual = 40 A Monster = Conceptual

/ Calls \

Linguistic Empowerment Social Empowerment
-language learning - precise formulation of values
—interaction of involvement and giving information and
and subjectivity and critical knowledge
reading

FIGURE 1. A model of empowerment for the novel A Monster Calls
(adapted from Farnia & Pourgiv, 2017, p. 43)

In the novel by Ness, we come across all four kinds of empowerment: liter-
ary, linguistic, psychological, and social, which were specifically explained in
our paper (Farnia & Pourgiv, 2017, pp. 43-48). It can be claimed that A Mon-
ster Calls is a problem and a fantasy novel and because of this, it is possible to
find these varied types of empowerment in the book. In this literary work, the
monster plays an essential role in Conor’s empowerment. It is the creature’s
presence that changes the genre from the realist novel to a fantasy one — and, as
Jessica R. McCort (2016) puts it, fantasy has the power to “translate” the fright-
ening realities of life into “manageable” fears (p. 14). Considering the theme of

' AsPourgivandI (2017) put it, Key’s illustrations “[...] add to the poignancy of the emotions
and thoughts of the reading process” (pp. 41-42). For the detailed analysis of the work of
Kay, which I do not discuss in this paper, see, for instance, Sasada (2013).
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the novel, it is possible to state that this book is also a didactic one. As Kevin
Sun (2018) concludes, A Monster Calls is an example of ‘suitable’ didactic fic-
tion, as it shows “[...] how children can defeat real dragons” (p. 14). It is the
empowered Conor who is able to ‘“defeat’ his inner ‘dragon’ and come to terms
with his mother’s death. Ness’s novel has been studied using the model present-
ed above, with all these positive messages and elements taken under considera-
tion. However, in this paper, I am going to propose a model of empowerment
for the book’s film adaptation to see how the first model is changed. Therefore,
I will examine the new empowering aspects and review the already considered
empowering elements briefly.

Empowerment in A Monster Calls

Patrick Ness, the author of A Monster Calls, wrote the screenplay for the film
adaptation with the same title, which was directed by J. A. Bayona and released
in 2017. The story is similar to that of the novel: Conor (Lewis MacDougall)
wakes up at 12:07 from his nightmare and is visited by a yew tree which chang-
es into a monster practically every night. The monster (Liam Neeson) says that
he would tell the boy three stories and it is Conor who would tell the fourth one
which is expected to be the true account of his own nightmare. Conor’s mother,
Lizzie (Felicity Jones), is dying of cancer. To help out, his grandmother (Sigour-
ney Weaver) comes to pay them a visit but as Conor and her do not get along
well, he does not like to have her in the house. Because Lizzie’s health is failing,
Conor is forced to stay at his grandmother’s and Lizzie is taken to hospital for
further treatment. At school, Conor is bullied by Harry (James Melville) but
hates to ask for help or protest as he abhors being looked upon as pitiful. Lit-
tle by little, however, we learn that the monster’s stories do Conor some good
as he manages to confess the truth about his nightmare at the end of the film.
He confesses that in the nightmare he lets his mother go and this is what he
feels guilty about. But the monster comforts him by saying that what matters is
what he does, not what he thinks. Thus, at Lizzie’s deathbed, he tells her that he
does not want her to go and in this way is able to accept her death. This experi-
ence improves his relationship with his grandmother, and she lets him stay in
Lizzie’s childhood room where he finds her drawings of the monster and his
stories (Atienza, Horwits, King, & Bayona, 2017). The film after its release has
been quite successful and I think much of its success is due to the empower-
ment conveyed to the audience. In this part of the paper, I would like to discuss
how this empowerment is achieved.
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Drawing upon Benjamin Bloom’s (1956) learning objectives in education-
al psychology, I have divided the kinds of empowerment into three categories,
i.e. ‘affective,’ ‘cognitive, and ‘psychomotor’ (Farnia, 2017). This would make the
categorisation of empowering elements somewhat less complicated. As I have not
found any psychomotor empowering skills, the model of empowerment proposed
for the film adaptation of A Monster Calls would be as presented in Figure 2.

Psychological Empowerment Artistic Empowerment
—storytelling and critical thinking -imagination and arts:
drawing, storytelling

Literary Empowerment
—decentration \ Empowerment

—literary elements Cognitive = in the film = Affective

/ A Monster Calls \
Linguistic Empowerment

Psychological Empowerment
—enriching vocabulary

—interaction of involvement and
subjectivity: critical reading

—drawing and storytelling:
catharsis

Social Empowerment
- ‘precise formulation of values’ and
‘giving information and knowledge’

FIGURE 2. A model of empowerment for the film A Monster Calls

When the skills in the example have been cognitively empowering, I have put
them in the ‘cognitive’ category. However, in the event of a sign of emotion,
I have included them in the affective side of the model. Therefore, I have “psy-
chological empowerment’ in both the cognitive and the affective categories.
I have considered the critical thinking and cognitive effects of storytelling as
cognitively empowering and the emotional empowering effects as belonging to
the affective side.

Peter A. Facione (1992/2015) elaborates and distinguishes between six
skills of critical thinking: ‘interpretation, ‘analysis, ‘evaluation,’ ‘inference,
‘explanation,” and ‘self-regulation.” Throughout the film, as well as the novel,
we can find ‘interpretation, ‘analysis,” ‘evaluation,’ ‘inference, and ‘explana-
tion’ skills. Facione defines the ‘interpretation’ skill as the ability “to compre-
hend and express the meaning or significance of a wide variety of experiences,
situations, data, events, judgments, conventions, beliefs, rules, procedures, or
criteria” (p. 5). When the monster comments on this idea that there is no totally
evil and no totally good person, he is actually using this skill to guide Conor
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(Atienza, Horwits, King, & Bayona, 2017). Analysis is “to identify the intended
and actual inferential relationships among statements, questions, concepts, de-
scriptions, or other forms of representation intended to express belief, judg-
ment, experiences, reasons, information, or opinions” (Facione, 1992/2015,
p. 5). I think that during the progression of the four tales, the monster helps
Conor analyse the reality of life and human beings: “How can a prince be
a murderer and be loved by his people? How can an apothecary be evil-tem-
pered but right-thinking? How can invisible men make themselves more lonely
by being seen?” (Atienza, Horwits, King, & Bayona, 2017).

While analysing the stories and his own verity, I think Conor uses the
‘evaluation’ skill as well. According to Facione (1992/2015), ‘evaluation’ is: “to
assess the credibility of statements or other representations which are accounts
or descriptions of a person’s perception, experience, situation, judgment, belief,
or opinion...” (p. 6). That is why he questions the monster a great deal and wants
him to explain why the stories end like they do. We have ‘inference’ which is
related to drawing conclusions; “to identify and secure elements needed to draw
reasonable conclusions; to form conjectures and hypotheses” (p. 6). I think by
hearing all the three stories and telling his own story, Conor manages to come
to the conclusion that his feelings are the most natural and human. The monster
helps Conor put the pieces of the puzzle together so that he has the entire picture
of human existence and is able to come to terms with Lizzie’s death.

Last but not least, ‘explanation’ is the ability to express one’s self: “to state
and to justify that reasoning in terms of the evidential, conceptual, methodo-
logical, criteriological, and contextual considerations upon which one’s results
were based; and to present one’s reasoning in the form of cogent arguments”
(Facione, 1992/2015, p. 6). I think when Conor is at his mother’s bed and con-
fesses his true feelings to her, he is using ‘explanation.” Or when he is trying to
justify the idea of believing, which is half the cure. That said, we realise that the
monster’s ‘storytelling’ has some cognitive empowerment for Conor.

In literary empowerment, I would like to talk about ‘decentration” and ‘lit-
erary elements’ which might help guide the viewer towards empowerment. By
nature, children develop ‘centration, however, as Morteza Khosronejad (2004)
explains, one of the main objectives of children’s literature is to help develop
‘decentration’ in children. There are some critics who have focused on ‘decen-
tration’ in children’s literature, however, it is not the main focus of this paper.
I will only mention the decentration techniques” we find it the film adapta-

2 To learn more about decentration techniques, see Khosronejad (2004); Moradpour (2016),
and Farnia (2017).
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tion: ‘home-away-home, ‘gap, ‘surprise, and ‘embedded narrative.” As we can
see with the novel, we can trace the pattern home-away-home’ in at least two
points: the first and the second story. It is as if the monster carries Conor off in
order to tell his story and “Conor gets involved so much in each story that it is
as if he lives through them” (Farnia & Pourgiv, 2017, p. 44).

Furthermore, just as in the novel, in the film we have no direct mention
of Lizzie’s cancer. From the very beginning we see the signs: Conor making
breakfast and doing the washing alone. There is, however, a one-second pause
on Lizzie’s medicine when Conor is taking something from the medicine cabi-
net. As Conor is dressing up to get ready for school, we also hear Lizzie cough-
ing. These ‘gaps’ are filled when we see Conor’s grandmother bringing some
wigs for Lizzie to wear and hear Conor talking about the treatments Lizzie gets
regularly (Atienza, Horwits, King, & Bayona, 2017).

We have the element of ‘surprise’ in the way the monster finishes the first
two stories: he saves the witch and destroys the parson’s house. These end-
ings would be as surprising for the viewer as they are for Conor and, therefore,
they would help the viewer decenter from the film and analyse the message for
him/herself. In addition, the presence of these stories in the plot of the film
could be counted as the ‘embedded narrative’ and this leads to decentration
(Farnia & Pourgiv, 2017, p. 44). There is also at least one humorous point which
would lead to decentration. At the beginning of the first story, the monster says
that long ago there was a kingdom in this land. This surprises Conor and he
says: “Here? We don’t even have a Tesco!” (Atienza, Horwits, King, & Bayona,
2017). The name of this well-known British retailer is a touch of humour for
the alert viewer. In the novel, Conor says: “We don’t even have a McDonald’s!”
(Ness, 2011, p. 62). In both cases, we have decentration.

In ‘literary elements, I would like to talk about the genre and the plot. Be-
cause of the presence of the monster, this motion picture, as well as the novel, is
a crossover narrative; i.e. it combines realism and fantasy. This is interesting be-
cause in the film adaptation, we actually see the monster, and this makes it very
real. Thus, it would be possible to talk about the ‘liminal space’; a setting between
imagination and reality which according to Maria Nikolajeva (2010, p. 151) is
empowering. And if we consider the plot, we have Conor’s quest which is “how to
deal with his mother’s ailment and the fear of loss” (Farnia & Pourgiv, 2017, p. 45).

In ‘linguistic empowerment,” I would like to discuss ‘enriching vocabu-
lary” and ‘critical reading.” With the words like ‘apothecary’ and some idioms
such as ‘worst things happen at sea,” we can state that this film adaptation as
well as the novel enriches viewers and readers linguistically (Farnia & Pour-
giv, 2017, p. 44). Furthermore, I think in this motion picture, the interaction
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of involvement and subjectivity could lead the viewer to critical reading. The
film involves the viewer as it makes use of several engaging techniques: Conor
is a youth struggling with his mother’s illness and the presence of the monster
coming alive to pay him visits to heal him are all involving elements. The film’s
special effects also have a great share in this. However, there are some decen-
trations - I discussed them above — which would move the viewer’s attention
away for a while and make him or her think about what happened or what is
being said. This subjectivity is essential in leading the viewer towards a critical
reading of the film.

As Robyn McCullum (2018) comments: “As a repetition, an adaptation
may serve to affirm and reinforce cultural assumptions associated with the
pretext and hence ensure its status as cultural capital, that is, as telling a story
and embodying values and ideas that a society sees as having cultural worth.
Thus, the impulse to tell a story over and over in different media, across dif-
ferent cultures may be an expression of a need to assert basic ideologies and
values” (p. 2). I think this can be the case with A Monster Calls and its film
adaptation. Ness and Bayona act as empowering professionals and through
their act of filmmaking, they have been able to empower their audiences, as
the ‘ideologies’ and ‘values’ they promulgate in this film are profound - as they
were in the book. I would like to classify these values and ideologies stated in
the film as ‘social empowerment.” Sadan (2004) takes ‘precise formulation of
values’ and ‘giving information and knowledge’ as empowering tactics that the
empowering professionals should make use of to empower their community
members. The same things happen in this film when we discover some values
and fragments of information. For instance:

® “Belief is half of all healing. Belief in the cure, belief in the future that
awaits. Your belief is valuable, so you must be careful where you put it
and in whom.” (Atienza, Horwits, King, & Bayona, 2017)

® “Because humans are complicated beasts.” (Atienza, Horwits, King,
& Bayona, 2017)

® “Stories are wild creatures, Conor O’Malley. When you let them loose,
who knows what havoc they may wreak?” (Atienza, Horwits, King,
& Bayona, 2017)

In the affective side, we talk about artistic and psychological empower-
ments. Unlike the novel’s character, in the film, Conor has a gift for drawing
(Loépez Diez, 2019, p. 48) and expresses his thoughts and feelings skilfully with
his pencil. He draws the monster as he has seen him and uses different tech-
niques of drawing and colouring. There are many close-ups of Conor’s pencil
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on the paper - and this makes for some impressive effects. In my opinion, this
idea could help the viewer with artistic empowerment. As identification occurs
throughout the story, the viewer could consider Conor as a model and so this
concept of drawing and art is introduced to the audience indirectly. Storytell-
ing also improves creativity and imagination. When we take it as a form of art,
we can declare that the ideas of drawing and storytelling in this film could help
the viewer gain a certain artistic empowerment. Additionally, we can say of this
book and its film adaptation that they can have a great psychological impact
on their audiences. Chloé Buckley (2014) sees the novel as an example of “psy-
chological Gothic” (p. 254) and Giskin Day (2012) considers it to be “[...] an
important addition to the canon of fictional pathography” (p. 115). The same
can be said about the film and consequently, we can find some psychological
empowerment in it too.

For example, we can advocate the idea that drawing one’s fears or aspira-
tions can be of great help for people with trauma (Klammer, n.d.). Conor is
talented in drawing and we see him draw the monster frequently. The monster
plays the role of his absent father and it is by relying on the creature that the
boy manages to cope with the loss of his mother. Just like a loving father, the
monster accompanies Conor in the hardest moment of his life; as if his pres-
ence gives Conor some courage to go on and confess the truth to his mother.
In addition, and interestingly enough, at the end of the film, when Conor is
looking at Lizzie’s drawings, he finds a painting that shows a little girl sitting
on the shoulder of the monster. He realises that she has also been visited by this
unusual companion and that, apparently, the place she felt the safest was the
monster’s shoulder; it is as if the little girl feels strong and empowered there.
All these assumptions would explain Lizzie’s interest and love for the yew tree.
Thus, I have added drawing as a subcategory for psychological empowerment.
I think the same can be said of telling stories. The monster first makes Conor
listen to his first story and then asks the boy to join him to finish the second
story (destroying the parson’s house), and in the third story, Conor becomes
the main character - as if it is his own story: the story of an invisible man.
As Nicolette Jones (2012) most appropriately puts it: “He’s [Conor is] first an
observer, then a participant, then a hero, then he tells his own story.” It is the
final step, however, that leads the protagonist to psychological empowerment.
According to Ellin Greene and Janice M. Del Negro (2010), “[w]hen we tell
[stories], we show our willingness to be vulnerable, to expose our deepest feel-
ings, our values” (p. 42). This is what the monster wants Conor to do to help him
through his quest - if we take Conor’s acceptance of Lizzie’s death as a quest
(Farnia, 2017). Thus, by considering drawing and storytelling, it is possible
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to state that Bayona and Ness, as the creators of the film, have made catharsis
possible for Conor and the implied viewer.

Similarly, we have Conor and his nightmare. Lewis MacDougall who plays
Conor is a talented young actor and from the very beginning of the film is able
to share his feelings with the audience; when he is awakened by his nightmare,
he is sweating and panting, and there are tears in his eyes. Throughout the film,
we see many potentially touching and moving scenes: when he is watching King
Kong’s fall with open eyes; when he is smashing his grandmother’s furniture and
after, when he realises what he has actually done; when he refuses to talk about
his nightmare and tell the truth; and, finally, when he is at Lizzie’s deathbed.
Such scenes can awaken the audience’s feelings and emotions when its members
identify themselves with Conor. One can feel what the main character feels and
how this facilitates the process of empowerment. As the protagonist listens to
the monster’s stories and is made to tell his own story, Conor and the audience
learn that it is natural for humans to wish the end of their pain. This would lead
us — the viewers - to catharsis. For children and young adults (and even adults),
this catharsis can be experienced not by facing these problems in real life but by
knowing how that feels and purging the inner fears and feelings.’

Overall, I think due to the visual narrative, the affective side of empower-
ment is much more tangible in the film than in the book - even if we consider
Kay’s illustrations, though they do not accompany the text in all the editions
of this work.*

Conclusion

In this paper, I have tried to show how an adaptation can have more empower-
ing ideas than a textual version of a story. One can claim that Bayona’s film is

> More on this topic, in the context of the book, see, for instance, Farnia and Pourgiv (2017),

Sasada (2013), and Taylor (2010).

I avoided any reference to the music of this film as it is not a part of my research interest.
However, I think in this film, one cannot ignore the effect of the background music and
even the silence in conveying the affection. For instance, just after Conor has let his mother
go in his nightmare, after all the shouting and struggling, suddenly we have silence. This
silence awakens the attention of the viewer even more and adds to the suspense until Conor
confesses his true thoughts. In the same way, the light background music especially during
Lizzie’s deathbed scene is full of pathos which is appropriate for a scene like this. Thus, the
music is in accord with the visual narrative and offers greater importance to the affective
side of empowerment making it even more tangible.
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more empowering from an affective point of view, as it makes a great use of the
possibilities offered by the audiovisual medium. In his novel, Patrick Ness is
skilful in his verbal narration and Jim Kay’s illustrations have indeed inspired
the film monster’s image. However, it is in the cinematic adaptation that we can
see the traces of artistic empowerments. The screenplay was written by Ness
but the elements that he has added to his story can potentially make viewers
more involved in the film and thus this narrative becomes more empowering.
McCallum (2018) believes that film adaptations of contemporary works of lit-
erary fiction “may prolong the shelf life of a novel” (p. 2). This is good news for
those who look forward to improving children’s and young adult literature and
the empowerment of its audience.
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