
 

 

‘Experiences of landscapes may be diverse, but the influence on identity is always profound’ 
In order to enhance the experience of travel, individuals must open themselves up to unusual places to encounter their unique 
culture and beauty. Alain de Botton’s pastiche “The Art of Travel” (2002) explores the profound influence of landscapes on one’s 
identity and sense of self. This is done in a philosophical inquiry of travel, with eclectic reference to famous travellers, poets, 
painters and writers as well as his personal anecdotes that act as a microcosm of the universal human experience. Likewise, 
Dorothea Mackellar’s poem ‘My Country’ expresses her deep passion and love for her country. The relationship between people 
and landscapes are symbiotic, and some individuals are dependent on past guides to travel however many will experience the 
disappointment when expectations exceed reality. 
 
The idealistic expectations individuals’ hold of their travels can lead to disappointment when faced with reality. Individuals predict 
how their lives will be improved by their engagement with an imagined landscape. The disjunction is coloured by the subjectivity of 
memory and individual perception as De Botton challenges the audience to understand “the relationship between the anticipation of 
travel and its reality”. De Botton’s fascination with the ordered architecture and design in Amsterdam, “why be seduced by 
something as small as a front door in another country?” is compared with Flaubert’s view of Egypt being exotic. The rhetorica l 
question implies that people romanticise the realm of the foreign and ascribe specific values to them as explained by the 
“dissatisfaction with my own country…what we find exotic abroad may be what we hunger for in vain at home”. With two months of 
anticipation, de Botton’s personal travel to Barbados was tinged with disappointment, “nothing was as I had imagined”, 
expectations largely influenced by the “winter sun” travel brochure. His anticipated xanadu results in incongruity when he 
encounters the real landscape which promised to remedy his negative psychological state. The first person viewpoint “I had 
inadvertently brought myself with me to the island” accentuates the anxieties he brought with him- the sore throat and headache. 
Charles Baudelaire explores these concepts in the metaphorical “life is a hospital in which every patient is obsessed with changing 
beds” illustrating the engrained need of individuals to find somewhere better and the high expectations that accompany this. The 
desire to seek fulfilment is again explored in Baudelaire’s ecphonesis “Anywhere! Anywhere! So long as it is out of this world!” 
where the punctuation resonates the nature of individuals’ expectations and the needs of their journeys. De Botton realises that 
landscapes, with its profound influence on identity, do not actually change the circumstance of our lives.  
 
In addition, an individual’s unrealistic expectations of travels can lead to a longing for familiar landscapes. Mackellar contrasts the 
natural landscape of England, portrayed with “ordered woods” and “soft skies”, to that of Australia. She reminisces on her home 
country when disappointed with her journey to Europe evident in the metaphorical “the love of field and coppice…/is running in your 
veins”, where the second person perspective detaches the persona from the love that the locals hold of Europe and enables 
responders to sympathise with the unease of travelling to new landscapes. The imperative tone “all you who have not loved her/ 
you will not understand” sways the responder’s connection to the detailed landscape and explains that perceptions are not shared 
between distinct places. Hence, Mackellar illustrates an amazing land, a place that could live in fantasy except for the fact that it is 
real.  

 
Individuals often search for happiness and beauty that they cannot find in their usual, mundane lives. As a narrative lynchpin, travel 
offers ‘escape’ from ‘our habits of mind’ and momentarily exist outside the ‘ordinary, rooted world’. Everyday “our lives are 
dominated by a [epistemological] search for happiness”. The first person palilogy “We are inundated with advice on where to travel 
to; we hear little on why and how we should go” exemplifies the oppressive control that travel guidebooks have over intellect. The 
text exhorts us to move from a reliance on the packaged commercialised travel presented in society to a greater awareness and 
reliance on our own ability to interpret real, imagined and remembered landscapes. The personal anecdote “After Van Gogh, I 
began to notice that there was something unusual about the colours of Provence as well…” explores the modern malaise of 
prescriptions of travel, allowing us to connect and focus on the aspects that we may have initially overlooked. In his last chapter, De 
Botton considers the findings of De Maistre whose “pioneering journey” concludes “that the pleasure we derive from journey’s is 
perhaps dependent more on the mindset with which we travel, than on the destination”. Individual findings within landscapes 
rejuvenate and inspire the individual, promoting new perceptions of the past.  
 
Alternatively, an individual may search for happiness and beauty amongst familiar landscapes. Travel has allowed Mackellar to 
truly recognise the beauty in her home, as demonstrated through the rich imagery in, “A land of sweeping plains, / Of ragged 
mountain ranges,” in which the responder can visualise the complexity of the destination. The anaphora “core of my heart, my 
country!” allows the responder to grasp the magnitude of emotions that landscapes entice. The persona has reconnected with the 
happiness and beauty that is her home. 

 
The intricate relationship between people and landscapes and the infinite influence landscape has on our identity offer 
philosophical views on their coexistence.  Alain de Botton’s bricolage text “The Art of Travel” and Dorothea Mackellar’s poem ‘My 
Country’ accentuates how an individual’s search for past landscapes can lead to prescriptions of how to travel to experience 
happiness but also disappointment when expectations exceed reality. It is in the acts of representation of writers and artists that a 
true engagement with landscape is created, taking us beyond reality and transcends time to shape a future relationship for the 
reader. 
 
 
 


