
 

 

In his The Art of Travel, De Botton’s exploration of the individual perception of 

landscapes must be interpreted through his selection of personal anecdote, paintings, and 

academic analysis. He suggests that at the root of travelling, we as humans seek happiness 

and meaning in the landscapes we inhabit. De Botton expresses that this subjective perception 

of landscapes is due to our past experiences and that our inhabitance within them may also be 

a manifestation of our own identity. While De Botton’s approach is philosophical, 

Anderson’s treatment of such ideas in his film The Grand Budapest Hotel is light-hearted and 

whimsical. However, he similarly expresses our human need to choose the landscape which 

surrounds us to fit our identity, and that our remembrances allow us to connect with the most 

valuable parts of our past. His portrayal of these ideas through the landscape of the screen 

must also be considered in understanding his meaning. 

In this The Art of Travel, De Botton makes of the artistic process of selection as one 

that “involves severe abbreviations,” attributing it to the disconnect we may feel in our 

anticipation of a landscape. The inherent subjective lens we are forced to see through is an 

effect of our identity, which is a notion he explores through Flaubert. He includes selections 

of his satirical catalogue mocking the French bourgeoisie and their values, highlighting 

Flaubert’s own sense of disconnection from his society. We see that he instead finds comfort 

in exotic landscapes, connecting with the “silent strength and humility” of the camel. De 

Botton describes Flaubert as identifying with not his country of birth, but “according to the 

places one was attracted,” reinforcing the subjective nature of perception. As such, De Botton 

intimates that we feel most at ease when our environment accommodates our own values and 

identity, and as a result, certain representations may disappoint us due to our past 

experiences. 

Likewise, Wes Anderson’s film The Grand Budapest Hotel addresses our human need 

to attach meaning to the landscapes we inhabit, but focuses on the connection we feel through 



 

 

our remembrances of the past. While De Botton expresses this through a selection of 

academic analysis, Anderson’s portrayal is one of storytelling, and conveys this idea through 

Zero Moustafa’s telling of his own story. His reminiscences of his time as a lobby boy 

convey to us his connection to the past, symbolised by his maintenance of the now crumbling 

hotel which he admits is “too decadent for current tastes. But I love it all, just the same”. We 

see that within this remote landscape, something of his own joy is retained, and he re-enters 

this ‘vanished world’ by going to bed in the servant’s quarters. Through his remembrances of 

the past, he is connected to those parts of his experience that were most real and valuable to 

him. Zero’s nostalgic yearning of the past (“We were happy there, for a little while”) is at 

odds with Anderson’s light-hearted direction of the film; he suggests that even tragedy does 

not delegitimise the pleasure of remembering the joy of the past. 

In exploring the idea that to satisfy our desire for happiness, De Botton conveys that 

our perception of the mundane landscapes we find ourselves is dependent on our past 

experiences with them. Initially, he presents traditionally mundane environments like the 

service station as we are accustomed to seeing them: the use of sensory imagery in “it smelt 

of fried oil…the food was glutinous” highlights this sentiment. However, he later returns to 

the same environment, encouraging us to see it through a new lens as “like a third traveller’s 

realm, a sole lighthouse in the darkness”. He examines Hopper’s painting, in which the 

“darkness spreads like fog” offsets the brightly-lit human space offered by the service station 

and the solitary attendant. The chiaroscuro softens the threat of the impending darkness, and 

De Botton invites us to see the “gentle, even pleasant kind of loneliness” that is presented by 

this “last outpost of humanity”. It seems he makes of this painting as the extension of his 

previous ‘lighthouse’ metaphor, in that the landscape invites the viewer in the shared 

experience of being unfamiliar with one’s surroundings. In this way, De Botton suggests that 



 

 

the mundanity of one’s surroundings may simply be a matter of perceiving the loneliness of 

plainness as sources of shared human experience. 

While De Botton’s exploration is firmly rooted in reality, examining the practical 

implications of our perception of landscapes, Wes Anderson’s film The Grand Budapest 

Hotel makes no attempt to hide the artificiality of its entirely fictional world. Both composers 

convey their meaning through the careful selection of elements, and this is evident in 

Anderson’s construction of the landscape of the screen. In this way, the landscape of 

Zubrowka also manifests his own ideas on the link between the past and one’s perception of a 

landscape. The hotel is initially described by the Author through his remembrances of the 

past (“once widely celebrated establishment”), and is depicted through flashback. The 

panoramic shot of the hotel, and the saturated pastel palette serve to highlight the fantastical 

nature of the landscape, much like the exotic ones which attracted Flaubert. Similarly, the 

frequent cross-cutting and whip-pans of the camera are almost comical, and the 

choreographed motion of the actors highlights this deep artificiality. However, his film attests 

to the idea that one does not need to mimic the real world to explore such pragmatic ideas; 

Zero’s adventure across Zubrowka and his tragedy are quite real in the landscape of the 

screen, and gesture to the more serious ideas about our identity, and its consequences on how 

we perceive certain landscapes. 

 

  



 

 

 Despite the decadent luxury of the Hotel, the film is set mostly in liminal 

landscapes; in the same train carriages and hotel rooms referenced by Hopper. However, 

Anderson’s portrayal of these spaces differs in that he is acknowledging that the characters’ 

luxury is similarly temporary, or fabricated. The Hotel is an embodiment of the ‘vanished 

world’ of Monsieur Gustave, and is an entirely an imagined/created landscape. Anderson’s 

meticulous mise-en-scene serves as a visual shorthand of the character’s inner selves: the 

pink and red tones of the Hotel complement the purple uniform Gustave and his employees 

wear, a deliberate projection of his style that is “too decadent for current tastes”. His perfume, 

Eau de Panache serves as a symbolic motif (‘panache’ meaning ‘plume’ in French), and a 

point of comedic relief (“the most liberally perfumed man I had ever encountered”). 

Gustave’s continuous struggle to maintain ‘his world’ is reflected in his conflicting 

characterisation. His air of refinement masks his boyish exuberance and vulgarity, an 

expression only understood by Zero at the end of the film, “he certainly sustained the illusion 

with a marvellous grace”. The change in colour palette from the vibrant red lacquer of 

Gustave’s concierge desk to the orange and green plastic of the present visualises the loss of 

his world. The Author’s closing remarks, “It was an enchanting old ruin. But I never 

managed to see it again” signals the eventual end of the Hotel, and the landscape of Monsieur 

Gustave’s identity. In in this way the Hotel serves as a scale model of that original world, 

unknown, and half-remembered. 

 


