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Hello and welcome to Sunlit Horror, a video series where we discuss the darkest moments in 

horror seen in the light of day. I’m your host Anna Studebaker, and today we’re going to be 

discussing sunlit scenes in coming-of-age horror.  

 

Coming-of-age stories are a classic form of narrative that are featured across all genres of film. 

They focus on young, adolescent protagonists who are confronted with experiences that disrupt 

the naïve innocence of childhood. This experience can be contextualized as anything from 

witnessing death firsthand, to discovering the physical changes that occur during puberty, to 

having sex for the first time. But there is no singular event that causes the end of childhood 

other than simply…growing up. Writer Dean Flower sums this up perfectly in his article titled 

“Nothing Will Ever Be the Same.” He writes,  

“...there is one change we all experience, which occurs when we discover that 

somehow our childhood is over and it is time to become an adult. Coming of 

age, we often call it, or simply growing up. It has obvious physical 

manifestations that we associate with puberty, adolescence, sex, and 

hormones. Other life-changing events may be avoided, but nobody escapes 

this one. Emotionally and physically it is probably the greatest metamorphosis 

we will ever know.”  

 

Growing up is intriguing and exciting, but it can also be confusing, nerve wracking, or just 

downright scary. It comes with newfound knowledge and responsibilities, which can range 

anywhere between fun and thrilling to terrifying and traumatizing, depending on your individual 

experience. Flower goes on to say that,  

“Coming of age requires a different sort of discovery and knowledge. It takes 

place as kind of a revolution in the self, when we learn that who we were—the 

child, the innocent, the dependent identity—must be abandoned and that who 

we are or will be—our singular, independent adult self—becomes clear. The 

experience is usually marked by some intuition of uniqueness or moment of 

prescience. Things will never be the same, we say. And we know it's true.”  

 

The physical, emotional, and mental changes that occur when growing up are rich fodder for 

horror films. And horror movies are able to tackle the topic of coming of age in very unique 

ways, oftentimes using fantastical or gruesome elements as a metaphor for the difficulty of 

leaving childhood behind. When these moments happen in the daylight, it makes them all the 

more real and tangible to the protagonists and to the viewers. Showing these experiences in the 

bright light of day gives an immediacy to the loss of innocence that occurs when growing up. 

 

Now I’m going to discuss some examples of sunlit coming-of-age horror. As always, if you’d like 

to avoid spoilers for a movie I cover, you’re welcome to skip ahead to the next example.  

 



Our first film featuring sunlit coming-of-age horror comes from the 2017 adaptation of Stephen 

King’s popular novel, It. The story follows a band of misfit kids in the town of Derry, Maine. Each 

character experiences a traumatic event that signals them nearing the end of childhood. The 

eponymous “It” is an evil shape shifting entity that wreaks havoc upon Derry and torments the 

children. It plays upon the fears that stem from the real-life hurt they have experienced. Its main 

form is that of the iconic Pennywise the Dancing Clown. Pennywise is the perfect example of a 

horrific manifestation of the protagonists’ fears used to illustrate their loss of innocence. It 

shapeshifts to tailor its terror to each individual child, showing that coming of age looks a bit 

different to everyone. And the horrors appearing in the day make them think that whatever they 

are seeing must be real, and exacerbates the actual trauma that they have experienced. Like 

coming of age, the kids must contend with It while they try to navigate their daily lives, and this 

means being confronted with fear at any time, even during the day. It provides us with a 

straightforward way that sunlit horror can represent the terrors that coming-of-age stories have 

to offer.  

 

Up next is the dreamlike and sun-filled Australian film, Picnic at Hanging Rock. Picnic at 

Hanging Rock details the disappearance of two Australian schoolgirls and one of their teachers 

on a field trip to the titular mountainous landmark, Hanging Rock. After denying specific orders 

from the headmistress, they climb to the top of the rock and slip away, never to be seen or 

heard from again.  

 

The unique aspect of sunlit horror in this film is not what is shown in the light, but that which is 

not shown; it’s the disappearance of the girls that is both mystifying and horrifying. It’s a visually 

stunning film, with gorgeous costuming and exquisite cinematography, and lacks outright scares 

or gore, so many might be shocked to find that it can be considered a horror film. Writer Vincent 

Canby convincingly argues this point in his essay on Picnic at Hanging Rock for the Criterion 

Collection. In it he states,  

“Horror need not always be a long-fanged gentleman in evening clothes or a 

dismembered corpse or a doctor who keeps a brain in his gold fish bowl. It may 

be a warm sunny day, the innocence of girlhood and hints of unexplored 

sexuality that combine to produce a euphoria so intense it becomes 

transporting, a state beyond life or death. Such horror is unspeakable not 

because it is gruesome but because it remains outside the realm of things that 

can be easily defined or explained in conventional ways.”  

 

The dazzling Australian sunlight in Picnic at Hanging Rock serves as a metaphor for 

transcendence. The missing girls, Miranda and Marion, and their teacher Miss McCraw have 

escaped the shadowed halls of the boarding school, which represents society’s expectations of 

womanhood. The hot sun even leads them to discard their school clothes on the rock, another 

metaphor for shedding the societal expectations that have been placed on them. We never 

discover what becomes of the missing girls and their teacher, leaving the possibilities of their 

fate completely and totally wide open. They virtually disappear into thin air, while the sun shines 

on their unsuspecting classmates below. In this way, Picnic at Hanging Rock illustrates that 



sometimes not knowing is the scariest outcome of all, and begs the question: what if you could 

escape the process of coming of age altogether?   

 

Our next example is from the Czech new wave film, Valerie and Her Week of Wonders. The 

story, which is often likened to Alice in Wonderland, follows 13-year-old Valerie around the 

whimsical and sometimes terrifying world in which she lives. The film begins with her, barefoot 

and clad in a white dress—the epitome of innocence—walking through a field while blood drips 

onto the flowers beneath her, staining their pure, white petals. Immediately we understand that 

she is experiencing her first period, and the events that ensue show Valerie navigating her way 

through her world, no longer as a child, but as an adolescent. She encounters a slew of fiends 

and ghouls that do not hide in the shadows, but walk about freely in the day…and are even 

shown as people of influence and importance, such as a priest and a constable. These 

frightening beings are generally accepted as being normal in the world in which she lives, and 

can represent the real-life lecherous or predatory people that unfortunately prey upon children 

that are not yet world-weary.  

 

In her article, “Valerie and Her Week of Wonders: Grandmother, What Big Fangs You Have!” 

Czech poet Jana Prikryl describes the film as, “what you might call a surreal polychrome 

coming-of-age vampire costume drama.” She then goes on to say,  

“Like Alice in Wonderland, Valerie is a forebear of Buffy the Vampire Slayer and 

the other strong and oddball female characters who have rightfully claimed their 

place in popular culture in recent years. I suspect [the director] Jireš, like Alice’s 

and Buffy’s creators, hoped audiences would be both moved by his heroine’s 

loveliness and amused by the terrors she faces.”  

 

Valerie represents the children that face coming of age head on and maintain their childlike 

zeal, even when they are exposed to new, sometimes terrifying experiences. Placing these 

terrors in the day symbolizes the dangers that young people can face in their daily lives. They 

can encounter predators that don’t hide in the shadows but may vulgarly display their 

harassment, sexism, or predatory nature in plain day. 

 

Finally, our last film up for discussion is the cult classic vampire flick, The Lost Boys. The Lost 

Boys follows teenager Michael and his younger brother Sam after their move to the fictional 

town of Santa Carla. There they encounter a band of motorcycle-riding teens who just so 

happen to be vampires. The title of the film is lifted straight from the world of Peter Pan, the boy 

who wouldn't grow up, who was brought to life by the author and playwright, J. M. Barrie. It is 

rumoured that Barrie may have based the character of Peter Pan on his older brother, David, 

who died the day before his 14th birthday. Perhaps Kiefer Sutherland’s character and leader of 

the vampire gang is named David for this very reason. References to the famous play abound 

in The Lost Boys, and the film shares the central theme of the fear of growing up. The vampires 

are immortal, literally ageless and stuck in a perpetual state of adolescence. And like traditional 

vampire lore states, they are creatures of the night and cannot set foot into the sun as the light 

will burn their flesh. In the film, this duality equates darkness with adolescence and debauchery, 

and light with innocence and goodness. Michael is turned into a half-vampire after drinking 

https://www.criterion.com/current/author/575-jana-prikryl


blood given to him by David as a form of initiation into the group. Subsequently, Michael 

becomes sensitive to daylight, and as his transformation progresses, and the hold that the 

group has on him grows stronger, he grows apart from his mother and brother, something that 

many families with teenagers experience.  

 

The younger brother, Sam, is shown as being firmly centered in childhood; he is disinterested in 

girls, loves comic books, takes baths instead of showers, and can’t fall asleep unless his closet 

door is closed. He serves as a reminder to Michael of the life he is leaving behind. In The Lost 

Boys, darkness represents how frightening it can be to become a teenager, and proposes that 

it’s even scarier to be an eternal teenager, forever at the mercy of your base instincts and 

urges. The vampires are lost boys in the sense that they are stuck in a liminal space, forever 

straddled between childhood and adulthood. In the end, Michael decides to kill the vampires in 

order to restore his humanity. This means that he ultimately chooses to grow up, and, in this 

way, he returns to the light.  

 

Coming-of-age stories have and will continue to be an integral facet in the horror genre. In 

these films, sunlight can be used to highlight the difficulty of growing up in many different ways.  

 

If you know of any other sunlit coming-of-age horror films, please let me know in the comments. 

Thank you so much for watching, have a great day, and stay sunny! 
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Ginger Snaps (Fawcett, 2000) 
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Stand By Me (Reiner, 1986) 
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