
 

 

Discuss how the interactions between people and landscapes can hold both negative and 

positive consequences. 

 

People either adapt to the landscape around them or end up being consumed by it. The 

landscape always holds the power in the relationship as it is immortal, unyielding and 

transcends the human scale of time. This power dynamic between land and people is explored 

in Judith Wright’s poetry. “Brothers and Sisters” warns against the futility of blocking out the 

Australian landscape with the ways and paraphernalia of the old country. In “South of My 

Days”, the landscape is still a harsh mistress, but the consequences for the people who have 

wrestled a living from it are more positive. A person’s cultural and spiritual connections to 

the landscape are also important determinants of the outcome. Nicolas Roeg’s film 

“Walkabout” provides an Aboriginal perspective on the Australian landscape – one that is 

implicitly contained within the poems.  

 

“South of My Days” is a reminiscence of outback life which toughens, but does not overcome 

the personas. In the first line, the landscape is referred to as “my blood’s country”, “blood” 

being a metaphor linking to identity, family heritage and the essence of life. This suggests 

that, as a result of their interaction with it, the personas have become a fundamental part of 

the landscape. Old Dan, for example, is personified in the “bony slopes wincing under the 

winter” and the “lean, hungry country”. He uses a laconic colloquial tone, “nineteen-one it 

was, and the drought beginning”, and names places – “the Hunter”, “Charleville”,  and 

“Tamworth” – in a way that indicates a confident mastery of the landscape. This is something 

that Old Dan is proud of as he has spent his whole life working hard in order to survive. The 

conditions are so extreme that even “the old cottage lurches in for shelter” – an ironic 

personification which highlights the danger and potential negative consequences associated 

with exposure to such a harsh landscape. Severe heat and dryness are described through the 

use of metaphor and simile, “the river was dust” and “the mud round them hardened like 

iron”, only to be juxtaposed by the “black-frost night”. In struggling to adapt to such an 

environment, Old Dan has collected his share of memories and is fond of them. The simile, 

“seventy summers are hived in him like old honey”, reveals the underlying sweetness and 

positivity of his tough experiences.  

 

While in “South of My Days” the personas engage with the landscape, the siblings in 

“Brothers and Sisters” turn away from it; they wither away in their cottage, stubbornly 

refusing to detach from their British identity. In the first verse “the road turned out to be a 

cul-de-sac” and “never crossed the mountains to the coast.” This metaphor suggests that these 

people have not and will never be able to establish themselves in the new country. The 

truncated sentence “but they stayed on”, demonstrates their futile persistence. Time becomes 

the ultimate downfall for the characters in “Brothers and Sisters” as it is the most significant 

advantage the landscape has over them: “the saplings sprouted slyly day by day”. Here, 

Wright emphasises the passing of time through the repetition of measures of time, while 

sibilance reveals nature’s cunning exploitation of it. The symbol of the “gilt clock” represents 

the settlers’ beloved old world elegance, completely out of place in a timeless landscape. By 

clinging to the old world, the personas in this poem wither and die unfulfilled: “Lucy looked 

up and saw the stockman’s eye telling her she was cracked and old.” This extract blends both 

the literal and and symbolic in two meanings. Firstly, it could mean the stockman is refusing 

to marry Lucy – since in the previous stanza she was “waiting for a word”. The stockman 

could also represent God telling Lucy that her time is up and death is near; a “stockman’s 

eye” is a device used to determine the weight of animals before they are slaughtered. 

Whichever way it is looked at, however, the overall consequences for the personas in this 



 

 

poem are grim. 

 

In the film “Walkabout”, director Nicolas Roeg contrasts British and Aboriginal interactions 

with the landscape. As opposed to the personas in Judith Wright’s poetry and the white 

children in the film, the Aboriginal boy does not even have to struggle in order to be 

completely at home in the outback. A cut-in of the boy’s waist depicts a belt adorned with 

dead, fly-ridden lizards. Intended to perhaps disgust a western audience, this shot exaggerates 

how culturally different the boy’s interactions are with the landscape compared to the white 

children. Roeg composes a long-shot in which the confident figure of the boy visually joins 

the land, silhouetted by the evening sky. This is symbolic of their deep historical and spiritual 

connection; a consequence of the boy’s interaction with the land which is founded upon 

Aboriginal respect and knowledge. The white children, on the other hand, lack this 

connection with the land and, as a result, come close to death. Their children’s skin being 

sunburnt and covered in desert sand becomes a motif symbolising their incompetence. 

Extreme long shots have a similar effect as they make the characters appear small and 

consumed by the landscape. Upon meeting the white children, the Aboriginal boy is able to 

share his connection to the land with them, and helps them to survive. He provides them with 

water and tends to their sunburn with animal blood. At this point Roeg also incorporates 

editing sequences that intercut shots of the white girl with similar shots of nature. This 

symbolises a unity with the landscape – something that only the Aboriginal boy could have 

allowed them to experience. The characters’ vast cultural differences – culture being shaped 

by interaction with the landscape – however, is unfortunately what renders them incompatible 

and ultimately leads to a tragic misunderstanding.  

 

In conclusion, people’s interactions with the land, which are shaped by culture, can result in 

both negative and positive consequences. Even though the landscape is timeless and very 

powerful, the relationship between people and landscape is one of reciprocity. A person born 

and raised in a landscape learns its ways and has the best chance of living in harmony with it 

whereas a person transplanted into a landscape so different to their country of origin must 

adapt – or face such adversity that there is risk to mind and body, and the possibility of death 

itself.  


