
Theatre assessed student work 1

Example 2: Production proposal

Criteria A: Ideas and intentions 

The play I have chosen to design and direct is 'A Monster Calls' By Patrick Ness. This play, 
originally based on a book, follows our main character Conor, a 13-year-old boy whose mom 
is suffering from cancer. The play follows Connor's journey through life and how he 
struggles to confront the reality of his mom's cancer and struggle with staying hopeful 
throughout his experiences. He struggles with bullies and his relationship with his father and 
grandmother. To help him with this struggle a monster comes and visits him every night. This 
monster made from the old yew tree outside his room tells him 3 fables and in the end, Conor 
bas to tell the monster his biggest fear- the tmtb. 

THEMES 
The key ideas expressed in the play are death, grief, and fear. The idea of death is expressed 
in act one pg 48 when Grandmother states "I'm taking your mother back to the hospital. 
You 're going to come and stay with me for a few days. You 'ti need to pack your bag." Conor
"What 's wrong with her?" Grandmother- "There's a lot of pain. Much more than there 
should be. " Conor- "She's got medicine for her pain" Grandmother- "It's not working, 
Conor. It is not working" Conor- "What's not working"Ness, P. (2015). A monster calls. 
Stuttgart: Klett Sprachen. This quote shows how Conor is avoiding the main issues at hand 
and his age and he doesn't really understand what is wrong or does and is choosing to ignore 
it. "It's an upsetting watch, yes, but a truthful, hopeful and human one too." Bowie-Sell, D. 
(2018, July 18). Review: A Monster Calls (Old Vic Theatre).This quote from a stage critic 
shows that the original play portrayed some of these ideas. Another theme of death is shown 
in act 32 pg 95 when the Monster states "And so the story ends with the boy holding tightly 
onto his mother. And by doing so, he could.finally let her go." Ness, P. (2015). A monster 
calls. Stuttgart: Klett Sprachen. This quote describes Conor and his mother's last moments 
together before her death. This is the last line before ending the play showing how prevalent 
the theme of death is. 

Grief is shown in the play at act two pg 68 when Conor states to his mother "Does that mean 
it's too late?" Mum- "Nol No, Con, don't think that! It's not too late. It's never too late. " 
Conor- "Are you sure? "Ness, P. (2015). A monster calls. Stuttgart: Klett Sprachen. In this 
quote, we see Conors dilemma with hope and how he has already accepted his mother's 
death. He bas lost trust in his mother as be is anticipating her death. A second quote to show 
death is in act 12 page 49 when Mum states "Conor, listen ... this latest treatment's not doing 
what it's supposed to do. And all that means is they're going to have to adjust it, l!y 
something else." Ness, P. (2015). A monster calls. Stuttgart: Klett Sprachen. In this quote we 
see Conor's mum try and prepare him for the grief to come. It also lets the audience know 
that nothing seems to be working so far foreshadowing her death. 

Lastly, fear the biggest idea shown in this play is when Conor exclaims in act 2 page 86 
"This is just my nightmare!" Monster- "This is your truth!" Conor- " Get me out of here! 
Please! I have to get back to my mum." Ness, P. (2015). A monster calls. Stuttgart: Klett 
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Sprachen. This quote is when Conor finally accepts the reality of the situation and 
understands that he needs to spend as much time as he can with his mother before it is too 
late. Ness shows this theme again in act 24 page 76 when the monster and Conor say together 
"Never invisible again. Never invisible again!" Ness, P. (2015). A monster calls. Stuttgart: 
Klett Sprachen. Conors repetition of the word shows the significance of this phrase. In this 
line he is screaming at his bully standing up for himself. Here Conor and the bully are scared 
of each other. 

INTENTIONS 
I have wanted to explore these themes and make the audience's world fall away for an hour 
and use sound to break that and play with this relationship. "When stories are set loose, who 
knows what havoc they will wreak"- the monster. This quote embodies the entire story of the 
play as well as gives the audience the intended emotions and themes that I want them to feel. 
Figure 1 is a mind map I created in the beginning stages of my production proposal including 
topics such as stimulus, aesthetic, ideas, themes, audience reaction, characterization, and 
focus. 

A Monster 
Calls 

•• I_I· •
(Figure, 1) 

Fig 3 below is a zoom of my desired aesthetic. Here 
I explain that I want heavy purple lights 
accompanied with fog to swallow the actors which 
will leak onto the audience so they feel swallowed 
by the play and hold their focus while blurring the 
lines between good and evil. Purple is associated 
with mystery as well as darkness portraying my 

desired emotions. I want the audience to feel that same emotions as Connor which is why the 
mood lighting and aesthetic. I would like fast bright flashing lights at points of tension to 
disturb the audience and give the audience a shocking reaction to the events occurring on 
stage. When the monster is on stage I want a great big shadow behind the actor so even 
though he may not look like a monster the shadow shows what the monster looks like to 
Conor to show the power that the monster has over Conor. I will also use a lot of dark and 
bright white lights to symbolize the themes of good and bad themes that sun-ounds the entire 
play. White has a lot of good and pure symbolism associated with it while in juxtaposition 
black and dark lights represent evil, darkness as well as mystery helping me achieve my 
theatre maker intentions. 

The ideas that I have mapped out or the goals of my performance was for the real world to 
fall away through the heavy use of sound and lighting. Sound will signify the way Conor 
tunes out everyone in his day to day life. In a school scene when a teacher is trying to talk to 
him happy music will be playing and as the teacher continues to ask if he is okay the music 
will grow louder representing how Conor's goal is to look as if he is fine. Shadows will be 
used to show the monster is coming and will grow from Conor to show the monster is a part 
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of Conor. All of this will set the tone for the perfonnance and create a memorable 
performance. And show the intended themes trauma, grief, fear, love, and death. 

Next, I discuss the desired focus of the play in figure 2. This will be the character growth of 
Conor and the characterization of all the characters in the play. I want their drives to be 
evident and explicit to the audience. The lighting used in the play will be complex as well as 
the design to the goal of which is to help embody the ideas of the play but also to impress the 
audience. Lastly, I discuss that the audience intentions of the play are to be helplessness, 
distraught, sadness and relate the play to their own experiences with loss and to see the strong 
connection between Conor and his mother. 

Focus 
• Morals that Coner learns 

throughout the story 
• The close relationship vvith 

his mother and hovv cancer 
has changed i t

• Connors character 
development 

• The monster and hovv he
represents good and bad in
Connors life 

• The lessons that Coner 
learns throughout the text 
vvith the help of the 
monster 

(Figure, 2)  

� Aesthetic 
• Heavy Purple lights to swallow the audience 
• Very fast bright lights at points of high 

Intensity 
• The use of shadows to show the monster 
• Monsters lights are dark to and grows to 

white than back to black 
• Upbeat music when Conor Is tuning Life out 

to show how he is trying to act fine 
• The use of shadows to make the audience 

feel some of the same emotions as Conor 

(Figure, 3) 

All this allowed me to picture what my performance in my head and what the character's 
motivations are. The defamiliarization effect is a Brecht technique where you start thinking 
about the play with the themes not the storyline. The defamiliarization effect "tries to prevent 
the audience's succumbing to the usual illusion that is inherent in the presentation of a play, 
by distancing the spectator from what is happening on stage." -Gugu. (1970, January 01 ). 
"Defamiliarization Effect". This allows me to manipulate the audience to feel the main 
themes whilst understanding the meaning. T want Conor to use this technique as well as 
behave in a very vulnerable, confused and half present state. This feeds into certain scenes 
where his teacher can tell he isn't paying attention. lo the beginning, Conor is written as very 
fearful and as the monster teaches Conor these life lessons he becomes very confident and the 
audience can see the character development which is essential as the story follows his 
growth. 

The monster doesn't really have any motivation. I believe he symbolizes the physical 
embodiment of Conors subconscious. We know he is a very wise and powerful character 
composed of good and evil. This starting point allowed me to see that the monster is more of 
a father figure for Conor than his own father as he isn't present. Because of this complex 
mythological character, I decided that magic realism is the acting style my play will use. This 
is the style of fiction that shows the world in a realistic light with the addition of magical 
elements. This allows my actors to play their characters a realistic portrayal keeping true to 
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the text taking inspiration from Stanislavski while allowing the fictional element of magic in 
the monster. 

STIMULUS 
A stimulus for the direction of this performance is the following quote "The origin of the 
absurd idea of immortal life is easy to discover it is kept alive by hope and fear, by childish 
faith, and by cowardice." - Darrow, C. (n.d.). Clarence Darrow Quote. This quote about the 
original performance tells This my theatre maker's intention was to create a performance that 
explores the grief of a young boy and his relationship with his mother that is slowly decaying 
due to her sickness. Figure 4 was another stimulus which is very symbolic to the play as the 
hand is crippled with disease showing the sickness that the mom is suffering but if you look 
closer you can see a monster. The hand is reaching out just like Conor's mother is reaching 
out to Conor throughout the perfo1mance. Because of this I think figure 4 would be a great 
poster for the performance. 

(Figure, 4) (Hoppes, D. (2008). Salamite [Painting]. Shadowmyths.) 

PERFORMANCE 
The students downstage are where Connor wants to go as they are in front of him to represent 
his future. His mother behind him shows that she is his past and he needs her to be gone 
before he is able to move forward into the next chapter in his life no matter how hard it is for 
him. These lights will produce a strong white light symbolizing the hope that he is missing 
for his mother but the hope he bas for his future without her. The classmates will represent a 
new sta1t as they are young and filled with hope. Conor wants desperately to be like them and 
not have any outside struggles that he faces in his day to day life. 

My artistic intention is to create a memorable play which will allow the audience to relate to 
the performance and w1derstand the motivations of the characters. The play was written to 
evoke emotions in the audience and allow them to reflect on their previous grief experiences 
and understand how it affects young children. I want them to be able to relate to the pain of 
the piece as a critic said: "It's an upsetting watch, yes, but a truthful, hopeful and human one 
too. 11 (Rewis, 2018). The design will create an eerie atmosphere creating a sense of fear in the 
audience. The relationship between Conor and his mother will remind the audience to put 
themselves in Conors position with his mother. 
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Criteria B: The proposed design 

The design, set and aesthetic of the play will shape the entire play and help express the 
themes of the play to the audience. They will not only symbolize key parts of the play but 
also add to the entire experience of the performance and purpose of the script. Since I'm 
dealing with a fictional creature in this play I decided to go with a proscenium stage in order 
to keep the performance as clear as possible. r wanted the use of shadows to represent the 
monster and how it grows from Conor. The image below was what I first found that I thought 
represented my idea. To do this I use a large shadow puppet behind the monster actor. 

/\(figure, 6) Dracomasus. (2015). Depression Follows [Painting]. Macabre and Horror. 

T° \ .,_ -c \,�"t> ���$',ex,""'
r"'-<:_.,._--+-vno�te.-� 

/\(Figure, 7)  
In figure 7 you can see to replicate this on stage I would need a scrim covering the entire back 
of the stage as you can see in the image giving the audience a feeling of uncertainty. The 
many floor lights to give the appearance of the monster being big in the figure on a certain 
angle will give this larger than life apparence to the audience. These puppeteers will mimic 
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what the actor that plays the monster does as seen in fig 7.This is to show that the monster 
comes from Conor as he created it and the scary shadow will show the audience what Conor 
sees compared to what the audience sees which will be someone in a costume but won't be as 
effective which is why I wanted to use puppetry. This will help me achieve my theatre 
maker's intention of fear as the audience will see Conor's view of grief and loss in a physical 
way. Without the shadow puppet, the audience can never get into his mindset and see that 
even though they may have experienced grief it has many different faces and it comes as a 
monster to a child as it is even scarier. This feature will hopefully remind the adults in the 
theatre of what a child's imagination is and how much power it can have over someone, 
allowing them to reflect and helping me reach my intentions. This effect added with some 
dark purple overhead lighting will help add to this and create a sense of fear in the audience 
as seen in figure 7. At certain points of the script, the monster is behind Co nor the purpose of 
which is to not only show the audience how controlling and powerful. grief is but as the 
monster is wise it is also the father figure that he never had watched over him. 

Next, I will discuss the scene in which the monster is "controlling" Conor and he beats up his 
bully Harry very badly. I have decided to illustrate this by having the bully (Harry) will be 
attached to white ropes representing the good in Conor as white is related to purity. This also 
lets the audience see that Conor is the one who is hurting the bully as the monster is fake. The 
shadow monster that will be hovering over Conor and will look like the monster is the one 
pulling the strings which will make Harry fly across the stage. In the diagram, you can see 
where the ropes will be placed on the actor as well as an image which I got inspiration from 
which shows what I would like to achieve. The white ropes represent Conor putting his pain 
onto someone else as all the stresses in bis life are pulling him in every direction but at the 
same time pulling him apart. Across the stage, Connor will be holding one rope that is 
attached to Harry's waist. When he pulls once the monster will take over and Harry will be 
pulled all over the left side of the stage. The single rope in Conor's hand shows his 
responsibility for the beating. 
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(Figure, 8) 
In figure ten you can see the monster will be on a set piece on the right side of the stage 
opposite the bully (with the ropes). In figure 9 of this raised platform, there is grass on the 
stairs and raised platform but on stage, it will be covered in grass, moss, and roots. This also 
shows the monsters as a natural creature but the roots tell the audience of the monteres 
wisdom. In this scene, Conor will be on center stage facing directly towards the bully with 
hate in his eyes showing the character change as he is no longer scared and how his fear and 
pain has all shaped him to who he is. 

(Figure, 9) 

Another set piece I will use is a moving walkway. This will be built into the floor of the stage 
and almost act as a treadmill without any handles and Connor will walk on it while staying in 
the same place. This will symbolize how he is trying to move but can't as everything that is 
going on in his head stops him from moving forward. His grief and fear is holding him back. 
This wiJI be shown through the complex staging that you can see in figure 10. 
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Class 
mates 

Movfr\Q 
walkway 

Conor 

(Figure, 10) 
The gray circle with an airnw pointing down to Conor represents a spotlight that will start at 
center stage will slowly grow until it reaches the whole stage and the lights in the wings will 
turn on putting emphasis on Conor. The light on Conor will be a dark purple spotlight like the 
photo below and as the other lights tum on the purple will become faded like in figure 11. 

(Figure, 11) Evgeny, /. (n.d.). Stage Spot light [Photograph 
found in Alamy Stock Photo]. Retrieved May 16, 2019 

www.shutterstodt c:om · :387307129 

/\(Figure, 12) T. S. (2015, May). Spotlight [Photograph]. 

The cylinders on each side of the stage in figure IO represent the fresnel spots I will use that 
will project light from the wings of the stage. Figure 12 shows fresnel lights I will use but 
these will be projecting from the wings not overhead of the actor like in the photo. This will 
project upstage, center stage, and downstage. These will selectively highlight the three points 
of the stage. 
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Criteria C: The proposed staging of one moment of the play 

PERFORMANCE 
The specific moment in the play I will discuss is the climax of the whole performance. It is 
where Conor finally has to tell the truth, that he wished his mother would pass away as he 
cannot take the pain of her being extremely sick and wants to move on. The monster forces 
Conor to tell the truth by putting Conor on a cliff and his mother goes to the end of the cliff 
and ends up falling off it. When she falls Conor catches her and is struggling to hold her band 
for much longer. This is a very emotional scene as Conor is crying to keep his mother alive 
but can't hold onto her any longer. This is symbolic as it is what is happening to Conor in real 
life. He loves bis mother very much but just can't keep supporting her and needs her to fall 
even though it hurts him a lot but it's what he needs to be able to move on. 

Scrim 

Conor 

Spotlight 

Stairs 
prop 

Monsters 
shadow 

(Figure, 13)  

In figure 13 we can see where the actors are placed on the raised platform. Here the tension is 
created as Conor is holding onto his mother for dear life so she doesn't fall to her death. 
Although this is in his it is metaphoric to what is going on in his real life and is really 
struggling to keep her alive. Conor holding his mother up gives the audience a shot of 
adrenaline as there is a chance that if he doesn't let go he will fall with his mother as well and 
he knows he can't let that happen. The monster's positioning behind the character adds to this 
tension. Conor is yelling the monster to either help out or make it stop. The audience's prior 
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knowledge is key in this scene as they know that the monster is a knowledgeable creature 
who has Conor in his best interest almost like a father figure. The fact that he doesn't help 
Conor breaks the audience's heart as they know how much pain Conor is going through. 

Emotion is used to reach my theatre maker intentions shown in figure 14. Adding onto my 
last point the fact that the monster isn't helping Conor in this dire situation brings up the 
feeling of pity and sadness for Con or, but more importantly fear. The close proximity of the 
monster with the prior knowledge that the audience has creates the intended sympathy in the 
audience. The emotions shown in this scene are essential as this scene is the climax for the 
entire perfonnance. Since magical realism is used the actors will be giving a realistic 
performance evoking the feelings of sadness in the audience. The fact that Conor has to be 
independent and the shock to what he says gives the audience feeling of pity and sadness for 
him and bis mother. The goal is for the audience to put themselves in Conors shoes and relate 
to his hard truth as sometimes the truth is too hard to handle. His age adds to the sadness the 
audience is feeling as no child should be going through all the emotions that he is currently 
going through. The fact that Conor is crying out for help shows how much he loves his 
mother and just wants her to be alright but can't handle seeing her in this much pain. The 
dialogue and realistic acting are essential in reaching my theatre maker intentions. 

Next, atmosphere is shown in the performance through a multitude of different techniques. 
This sets up the whole petformance and adds to the overall aesthetic.A technique has been 
shown by the actors and that is heavily present in the spirit is the morality play in my 
moment. Lastly, tableaux will be used in this last scene to help create the intended 
atmosphere. This tableaux will occur just before Conor lets go of his mother and tells the 
truth to the monster. This not only builds tension in the performance as well as makes the 
audience hold their breath knowing the mother's fate but hoping something else will happen 
so the play will have a happy ending adding to the atmosphere of the play. 

Meaning is shown through a plethora of perfonnance techniques used shown in figure 
14.The proximity of Conor and mum represent their close relationship showing the love they
have for each other. Conor holding onto his mother and trying to stop her from falling is
symbolic in their real-life relationship as the only thing that is giving the mum hope is her
love for Conor. This adds to the meaning of the performance as the audience understands that
this scene is happening inside Conor's imagination and not reality so they understand that her
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falling is symbolically adding to the meaning of the scene. 
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(Figure, 14)  

PRODUCTION 
Atmosphere is shown through the lighting and the use of fog. In figure 14 you can see gray 
clouds labeled fog. This will add to the dark atmosphere of the performance and the audience 
will relate the fog to death and fear helping me reach my intentions. The shadow monster 
shown in figure 13 will add to the intended atmosphere but instead of the white lighting being 
projected onto the puppet it will be a dark purple color. This will add to the aesthetic and not 
draw away from the scene as the light will be dull. The dark purple will evoke emotions of 
death to the audience also helping me reach my theatre maker intentions. 

In figure 14 you can see the outline of a purple around the actors. This represents a very 
small spotlight I will use which will show just an outline of the actors during the tableaux 
(where the mum is about to fall). The photo below represents this in the best way as it is the 
desired outcome of the spotlight. Adding to the lost feeling as the audience can't see the end 
of the stage so they will think she will be falling for a longer time than she actually is. This 
also creates a safe environment for the mum as she will be able to fall with padding 
underneath her which the audience won't see. The sound of her falling will be covered with a 
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very loud sound creating a sense of fear and adding to the tension of what will come next as 
the audience knows that this is all happening in Conor's imagination. 

(Figure, 15) (Sineaddee. (n.d.). Nothing to see here.) 

Loss is the emotion is shown in my moment through production elements in a multitude of 
ways. The first way this is shown is through the lighting. In the photo above you can see the 
small spotlight adds to the tension. This also adds to the emotion as it sets up a dire tone for 
the actors. The pain the actors are going through will be portrayed by a very long piece of 
classical piano. This will help the audience focus on what is happening on stage as the music 
won't be distracting. The piano will also set up a sad tone for the events that have been 
foreshadowed. The piano will stop during the tableau adding to the intensity of the scene 
adding to the emotion. 

Lastly, meaning wiU be shown in the play through the multitude of production elements. The 
use oflighting and sound combined creates an emotional scene allowing the audience to feel 
my theatre maker intentions. This piano playing and the background combined with the 
purple lighting add to the meanig that the audience feels while allowing them to slip into the 
performance and forget everything else. 

Overall all of these elements together create a sense of abyss in the audience. The use of 
performance techniques such as tableaux, magical realism and defamiliarization effect help 
me achieve intentions for the audine. This is so reflected in their childhoods and past 
creativity, feeling the themes of death, fear and grief, and seeing the love between Conor and 
his mother allowing them to reflect on their own relationships with loved ones. The use of 
heavy lighting, sound and props helped me create my desired aesthetic. Using these 
production tools my goal is to make the audience leave their lives at the door and fall into the 
entire perfo1mance. 
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