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The most striking element of Andrew Cividino’s directorial debut Sleeping Giant is the camerawork. From the 
film’s frenetic opening sequences following swift, alert bodies in motion, DP James Klopko’s camera swiftly 
aligns us with the film’s central trio of teenage boys. There’s the loud-mouthed Nate (Nick Serino), his 
brutish older cousin Riley (Reece Moffett) and the quieter, more aloof Adam (Jackson Martin). Scarcely 
pausing for stillness we observe them run around, playfight and cause general low key mayhem against the 
backdrop of a lakeside holiday.  
 
There are cliffs to jump from, convenience stores to rob, holiday homes to pelt with eggs and beaches on 
which to smoke and impress girls. In short, it’s a low-key paradise for these boys and the camera follows 
their jittery, athletic movements with real synchronicity, seeming to almost move with their every impulse 
and becoming a fourth character in this tightly homosocial unit.  
 
Of course this handheld realism is familiar, being straight out of the Dardennes’ school of filmmaking. This is 
matched by a level of authenticity in performance that feels achieved by the use of non-professional actors 
and semi-improvised dialogue. But it is the exquisite logic of the camerawork, the intelligence of framing 
and movement that really distinguishes this film from any number of coming-of-age stories and which 
clearly caught the attention of the Critics Week programmers at Cannes 2015.   
 
Fast-paced and funny, full of teen sexual confusion, frustration with adults and directionless yearning, 
Cividino’s film firmly aligns us with the boys’ point of view. Its more serious preoccupation, with their 
adolescent male struggle to find purpose and authority within this weird idyll becomes more apparent as we 
are presented with a pair of contrastingly ineffectual father figures for the boys to resolutely ignore, poke 
fun at and even threaten as the story unfolds. 
 
Brad (Kyle Bertrand) is the boys’ super chilled drug dealer, while Adam’s Dad William (David Disher) appears 
desperate to be cool and relaxed with the boys to the point of total awkwardness. When the boys discover 
that William is cheating on his wife with a local woman they swiftly abandon all faith in him, challenging his 
authority, joking at his expense and ignoring his pleas and threats as their behaviour becomes increasingly 
extreme. After their theft of beers from a local convenience store is exposed, William confronts his son and 
his friends. But he has little power to punish them as they hold the threat of exposure over him.  
 
Drug dealer Brad meanwhile is shown to be sedentary and unambitious, playing videogames in his house, 
attempting to rip the boys off and boasting of previous sporting achievements, in particular a fearless dive 
from the highest cliff in the area, the ‘Sleeping Giant’ of the title. The boys don’t look up to this man, instead 
joking about him to his face and behind his back. But his infamous dive certainly fascinates them, 
representing in some ways the possibility of a real demonstration of macho bravado, a ritual which they 
each crave.  
 
But there is also tension within the trio and it is within the group that the friends confusedly try and work 
out a power structure and something to compete over. Mutual interest in a local girl, Taylor (Katelyn 
McKerracher) spirals into tough, brutal competition, particularly in a fierce argument about sex and pride.  
 
 
 



 
 
 
When one of the boys eventually does hook up with the girl, things get more brutal as a fight shifts into a 
challenge to scale the Sleeping Giant and jump into the ocean. It is in this challenge that Cividino finds not 
only the escalating incident for the final, more melodramatic developments of his drama, but also the apt 
metaphor for the male coming-of-age story.  
 
A display of absolutely pointless, masculine bravado, scaling the summit and leaping from it takes on a huge 
and proud significance for these three boys who find little meaning elsewhere, either from authority or its 
challenge. That the incident results in a dramatic escalation of the story away from the rather aimless 
events of the film up to this point is the director’s biggest challenge. The fact that this dramatic escalation 
works is down to the authenticity and extreme realism of the performances from the children and adults in 
the film, but also Cividino’s knowing observation of the traditional male coming-of-age narrative, his 
awareness of tropes and his subversion of them.   
 
It’s a strange hybrid as a fiction, since so much of what we witness, particularly in the scenes only involving 
the kids feels semi-improvised and almost documentary-like in its capturing of social life. In one scene the 
boys smoke a joint and eat cheese balls, laughing and joking and becoming increasingly incoherent. The 
scene doesn’t feel scripted. In another they talk graphically amongst themselves about sex and in particular 
their chances of hooking up with girls. Their naivety, mixed up with extremely graphic language – there is 
talk of ‘felching’ and ‘white dragons’ – speaks of teen virgins who have learnt everything from porn and the 
internet. Again it feels hard to imagine the scene being scripted.  
 
There is also an acute sense of nature and of danger throughout the film. So many films like this use the 
natural world as a kind of scenic backdrop to childhood innocence, imagining a kind of garden of Eden 
simplicity as an extension of a principle of nostalgia, of looking back and of some kind of imagined 
innocence in youth. But because Cividinos’ film is so full of a sense of danger, of edge and of male violence, 
instead the natural landscape is presented as both beautiful and dangerous. For every shot of lush green 
landscape and the expansive blue of the ocean, there is a shot of insects eating one another or a dead 
seagull caught up in the twigs of a barren tree.  
 
There is also some ambiguity over desire in the film. Though the three boys remain fully committed to their 
competition over the girl throughout, there is some sense of homoerotic attraction, particularly in the 
exchange of looks between Adam and Riley, and in the slowed-down and eroticised movement of their 
bodies in conflict when they fight or play sports. A sense of total confusion over sexuality only heightens the 
realism, a principle which extends into awkward humour as in the moment when Nate announces: “Your Dad 
and the lady from the fish market are having sex, do you know what that means?” – a line delivered with an 
uncertainty that suggests that he might not actually himself really know, or at least certainly does not 
know what to do with this information about a secret adult world.  
 
The sound design is similarly rich throughout, combining music, mostly diegetic with natural sounds and 
breathing. It is also heightened and subjective, as in the scene in which the boys visit an amusement arcade 
and the bleeps and noises of videogames mix with the sound of breathing and thudding music to emphasise 
Adam’s confusion on discovering his friend hooking up with a girl.  
 
Combining a sense of place and of landscape that is astonishingly vivid with a nostalgia for youth without 
being entirely seduced by it, Cividino’s film manages to capture the sense of danger and excitement in the 
coming-of-age story, but also query its more traditionally macho overtones. It is apt that the more tragic, 
traditional narrative beats of the last act still do surprising things, such that even as we expect a dramatic 
showdown with adult characters or a reconciliation between boys, we get instead an awkward scene of 
attempted seduction between a teenager and an older woman and a weird semi-erotic fight between young 
men. 
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