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‘Lantana’: The Threat
and the Attraction

of the Exotic
   e can learn what’s 
good and what’s bad, what’s 
generous and unselfish, 
what’s cruel and mean, from 
fiction … ‘thou shalt not’ 
might reach the head, but it 
takes ‘once upon a time’ to 
reach the heart. 
(Phillip Pullman, writer of 
children’s books)1

Introduction
lantana, directed by Ray 
Lawrence, is an Australian film 
released in 2001. It tells the 
story of four couples whose 
lives become linked through 
the mysterious disappearance 
of one of the women. Indi-
viduals and their relationships 

come under stress as people 
try to cope in their own ways 
with betrayals and pressures. 
As small pieces of information 
are revealed to the audience 
and to individual characters, 
people behave in ways that 
demonstrate breakdowns of 
trust. The inability to trust and 
share their anxieties, fears 
and longing for real intimacy 
is damaging, painful and, for 
one of the characters, fatal.

Origins, 
Direction and 
Genre
The screenplay was written by 
Andrew Bovell, who adapted 
it from his play, speaking in 

tongues. Ray Lawrence, the 
director, is best known for his 
1985 film Bliss. 

Genre: Crime thriller? 
Mystery? Contemporary so-
cial drama? Family drama? 
lantana could be described 
as a hybrid of these genres or 
as belonging to none of them.

Awards
In the year of its release, 
lantana dominated the AFI 
(Australian Film Institute) 
Awards, winning in almost 
every category. These were:
Best Film
Best Director Ray Lawrence
Best Adapted Screenplay An-
drew Bovell
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Best Actor Anthony LaPaglia
Best Actress Kerry Armstrong
Best Supporting Actor Vince 
Colosimo
Best Supporting Actress Rach-
ael Blake
It was voted most popular 
film at the 50th Melbourne 
International Film Festival 
and was very well received in 
Europe, Canada and the US.

Lantana as an 
Australian film
Many Australian films have 
dealt with issues of Austral-
ian identity e.g. wake in 
Fright (Ted Kotcheff, 1971), 
My Brilliant career (Gillian 
Armstrong, 1979), Breaker 
Morant (Bruce Beresford, 
1980), a number of films 
about Ned Kelly, gallipoli 
(Peter Weir, 1981), the castle 
(Rob Sitch, 1997) and more 

recently look Both ways 
(Sarah Watt, 2005). Films like 
lantana and look Both ways 
deal with human behav-
iour within a contemporary 
Australian context, but 
without focusing directly on 
what it means to be Austral-
ian; rather they focus on 
what it means to be human. 
Unlike some earlier Austral-

ian films, lantana has a 
cast of characters whose 
names and faces reflect a 
multicultural Australia. If 
you compare lantana with 
American films from a similar 
period and genre, dealing 
with contemporary issues of 
family life within a suburban 
setting, such as american 
Beauty (Sam Mendes, 1999), 
Magnolia (P.T. Anderson, 
1999) and happiness (Todd 
Solondz, 1998), it is clear 

that an Australian sensibil-
ity involves a lot more than 
simply an accent and way 
of speaking. Reflecting an 
Australian style, the dialogue 
in lantana tends to be spare 
and understated, rather than 
extended and explicit as it 
is in American films dealing 
with similar themes.

‘Lantana’ as a 
VCE text
Many students now study 
a film as one of their texts 
in English. Questions asked 
about films often look similar 
to questions about print 
texts, asking students to 
reflect on one of the central 
themes presented. However, 
the ways in which ideas are 
presented on film through 
images and dialogue are 

often different to those of 
novels and plays.

You may see watching a 
film, either in the cinema or 
at home on DVD or video as 
principally an entertainment 
and there is nothing wrong 
with that. All good films and 
books should entertain, but 
when a film is set for study, 
you need to look at it more 

than once to ‘deconstruct’ 
and be able to explain how 
the film develops its story 
and attempts to position the 
viewer.

It is important to know 
who is who and how the 
characters interact, to be 
able to comment on what 
they say, how they speak 
and how they behave in dif-
ferent contexts. You need 
to look for recurring images, 
themes and metaphors and 

You need to look for recurring images, themes and 
metaphors and become aware of how they might shape  

our responses
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Lantana

become aware of how they 
might shape our responses. 
Elements such as lighting, 
camera angles and music 
also shape and influence our 
responses. So, as you watch 
and enjoy the film, develop 
your critical skills and be pre-
pared to question and de-
fend your views about the 
way the film works. Decide 

what you think are the most 
interesting parts of the film 
and whether some things 
work less well. Don’t auto-
matically accept one point of 
view or ‘reading’ of a film. To 
respond confidently and per-
ceptively you need to know 
the film very well. This will 
only happen gradually over 
several viewings. 

Glossary of 
the seductive 
exotic
• Lantana – officially a nox-

ious weed. This bush, 
introduced from South 
America, has bram-
bly thickets and tan-
gled growth. Amongst 
its sharp thorns, lantana 

produces bright pink and 
yellow flowers and dark 
berries spread by birds. 
It is a central metaphor 
for the concealing of se-
crets, one of the film’s 
major themes.

• Salsa – a Latin American 
formal dance between 
couples. It involves 
moving in an alternat-
ing pattern of forward 
and backward steps, 
with each person lead-

ing at the changes. Son-
ja and Leon, as well as 
Jane, are seen in several 
scenes at a dance class.

Crew
Director – Ray Lawrence
Producer – Jan Chapman
Writer – Andrew Bovell
Music – Paul Kelly

Cinematography – Mandy 
Walker

Cast
Leon Zat – Anthony LaPaglia
Sonja Zat – Kerry Armstrong
Nik D’Amato – Vince Co-
losimo
Paula D’Amato – Daniela 
Farinacci
Dr. Valerie Somers – Barbara 
Hershey

John Knox – Geoffrey Rush
Jane O’May – Rachael Blake
Pete O’May – Glenn Robbins
Patrick Phelan – Peter 
Phelps
Claudia Weis – Leah Purcell

First watch
After you have watched the 
film once, make brief notes 

on the following questions. 
You may find yourself modi-
fying these responses after 
watching the film again, ei-
ther in a group or with family 
and friends or on your own.
1 What do you believe are 

the central themes or 
ideas in lantana?

2 In what sense can this 
film be described as typi-
cally Australian?

3 Comment on the opening 
scene, before the title.

… as you watch and enjoy the film, develop your critical  
skills and be prepared to question and defend your views 

about the way the film works



4 Comment on the final im-
ages.

5 What part do children 
play in this film?

6 Make a list of any re-
curring images or met-
aphors, such as the 
lantana thickets.

7 Write down any as-
pects of the film that you 
thought stretched belief, 
or seemed unconvincing.

8 Note three scenes that 
you found particularly 
strong and moving.

9 How did you respond to 
the coincidences, chance 
meetings and connec-
tions between the char-
acters?

Narrative 
structure

There is an almost claustro-
phobic focus on the seven 
central figures in the film, 
Leon, Sonya, Valerie, John, 
Nik, Paula and Jane. Leon’s 
colleague, Claudia; Patrick, 
one of Valerie’s patients; 
Pete, Jane’s estranged 
husband; the dance teacher 
at the salsa classes; and the 
children of all three couples 
provide other perspectives 
on the tensions between 
the central characters. 
While Leon (LaPaglia) plays 
a central role in the film as 
the detective investigating 
Valerie’s disappearance, it 
is Valerie the psychiatrist, 
(Hershey) who is really the 
link between the couples. 
Sonja, Leon’s wife, is one of 
her patients, as is Patrick, 
the gay man Valerie fears 
may be having an affair with 
her husband John. Jane, a 
neighbour of Nik and Paula, 
is having an affair with Leon 
and it is Nik who picks up 
Valerie on a deserted road 
when her car breaks down to 
take her home and is caught 
up in the circumstances of 

her death. The following is 
a brief running sheet of the 
main scenes in the film.

Running Sheet 
of Scenes in 
‘Lantana’
1 The bruised body of a 

woman is shown sus-
pended in a tangle of lan-
tana bushes.

2 Leon and Jane have sex.
3 Getting dressed. Jane 

has lost a pearl earring.
4 Leon, in the car driving 

home, finds the earring in 
his clothes.

5 Sonya outside house 
waiting for Leon.

6 Sonya and Leon at a 
dance class. Jane comes 
in.

7 The young salsa teacher 
instructing Leon.

8 Next morning. Leon is 
jogging and clutching his 
chest, feeling breathless.

9 At Leon and Sonja’s 
house. Sons ask Leon 
why he is jogging.

10 Eldest son reluctant to 
kiss his father goodbye in 
morning.

11 Leon at work with partner 
Claudia on a drug bust. 
He goes in hard.

12 Back at work, Claudia 
suggests to Leon he went 
in a bit hard. He asks her 
if she is seeing anyone.

13 Sonja talking to Valerie 
in her office about mar-
riage.

14 Valerie waiting for cab on 
the street, looking at little 
girl in school uniform.

15 Valerie launching her 
book about the murder of 
her daughter Eleanor.

16 John, Valerie’s husband, 
and Patrick, her patient, 
are at the book launch.

17 John and Valerie in car 
going home after launch.

18 John and Valerie at home 
that evening. He sug-
gests they take separate 

cars to work next morn-
ing.

19 Valerie with Patrick in her 
office. He is telling her 
about his affair with a 
married man.

20 Shot of lantana bushes 
opposite Jane’s house. 
Jane shown danc-
ing alone with a drink, 
watching her neighbour 
Nik through the window.

21 Jane with neighbours, 
Nik and Paula. Jane 
tells Paula about her af-
fair with a married man. 
Paula mentions that Nik 
‘caught up’ with Pete, 
Jane’s estranged hus-
band.

22 Jane in her car at night 
outside Leon’s work-
place. Claudia and Leon 
leaving work. He intro-
duces the two women.

23 Claudia in café. Her 
‘mystery man’ comes in.

24 Nik noticing Leon’s car 
parked outside Jane’s 
house.

25 Leon and Jane hav-
ing sex. Leon has chest 
pains and leaves.

26 John and Valerie talking 
in car.

27 Sonja at home. Leon 
comes home late and tells 
her he has been having a 
drink with Claudia. Sonja 
has phoned Claudia who 
confirmed this.

28 Leon out jogging. Collides 
with a stranger who he 
abuses and who collaps-
es crying in Leon’s arms.

29 Sonja loading dishwash-
er. Leon tells her he fell to 
explain blood.

30 Valerie and Patrick in her 
office. He tells her he 
keeps thinking about his 
lover’s wife.

31 Claudia at work acknowl-
edges she lied to Son-
ja for Leon. She is angry 
about this betrayal of 
Sonja.

32 Leon at dance class sees 

Sonja and Jane dancing 
together.

33 Pete visiting Jane. Asks 
Nik to tell him if his ex-
wife is seeing someone 
else.

34 Leon and Jane in café af-
ter dance class. He tells 
her he’s still in love with 
his wife and she asks him 
to go.

35 Leon and Valerie at a res-
taurant. She is telling 
him about Patrick as a 
‘threatening’ client.

36 Valerie and John have 
sex. She asks him to look 
at her.

37 The D’Amato children 
are playing in the lantana 
bushes. Jane leaves for 
work with older children.

38 Jane invites Nik in for 
coffee.

39 Valerie and John at 
home. He leaves for work 
without her and she tells 
him she’ll be home late.

40 Sonja with Valerie in her 
office, explaining her anxi-
eties about her marriage.

41 John in his car ignoring a 
phone call from Valerie.

42 Valerie in office with 
Patrick, discussing his 
role in the ‘triangle’ with 
his married lover.

43 Valerie visibly distressed 
by the conversation with 
Patrick.

44 Valerie in angry street 
confrontation with Pete. 
(Compare with scene 28)

45 Leon in a pub. Pete 
comes in and they talk 
about Pete’s encoun-
ter with a woman in the 
street (Valerie).

46 Nik getting ready to go 
out to meet mates for 
the evening. Tells Paula 
about Jane asking him in 
for coffee.

47 Pete and Leon at urinal; 
Leon tells Pete about the 
collision with the jogger.

48 Leon comes home and 
discovers his older son 120
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Lantana

smoking dope. Leon re-
acts angrily.

49 Valerie driving home. Her 
car leaves the road and 
won’t start.

50 Valerie leaves her car and 
walks down the deserted 
road. 

51 Sonja at the dance class 
with the young teacher 
who makes a pass at her. 
Leon arrives and speaks 
with Sonja about their 
son’s dope smoking. 
She tells him she knows 
about it.

52 Sonja in car with young 
teacher, kissing. She 
stops the encounter.

53 Valerie walking alone at 
night. Goes to phone 
box, calls John and 
leaves message, then 
calls his mobile.

54 Valerie again phones 
John, leaving a longer 
message.

55 Valerie waves down Nik 
in his car.

56 Jane sees Nik come 
home late and throw the 
shoe into the lantana.

57 Leon at Valerie’s aban-
doned car. Claudia tells 
him about phone mes-
sages.

58 Leon and Claudia at 
John’s house. They take 
away the tape from the 
answering machine.

59 Paula giving baby to Nik 
before leaving for work. 
Asks about scratches on 
his face.

60 Jane speaks with Paula 
about asking Nik in for 
coffee while she is at 
work.

61 Leon at Valerie’s office 
getting a list of her cli-
ents. He takes the tape 
of Sonja’s sessions from 
the files.

62 Jane watching Nik walk-
ing baby. She hides in 
the lantana looking for 
what she saw him throw 
there.

63 Leon in his car listen-
ing to taped session be-
tween Valerie and Sonya.

64 Nik and Paula, Jane 
and Sonja all separate-
ly watching the television 
news report of Valerie’s 
disappearance.

65 Leon in car with John re-
visiting scene of Valerie’s 
disappearance. Discus-
sion of marriage between 
them.

66 Leon in car listening to 
Patrick’s taped interview 
with Valerie.

67 At police headquarters. 
Claudia reading Valerie’s 
book eleanor with a dedi-
cation to John ‘for teach-
ing me to trust again’.

68 Leon, at home with Son-
ja, tells her he has seen 
Valerie’s client list. He 
confesses to the affair 
with Jane.

69 At Leon and Sonja’s next 
morning. Tensions are 
apparent and sons are 
curious and concerned.

70 Sonja with Claudia ask-
ing if she knew.

71 At Jane’s. Shoe on table. 
She watches Nik out-
side with baby. Close up 
of lantana. Jane phones 
Pete. 

72 Claudia and Leon at 
Patrick’s flat. Leon con-
fronts him and boyfriend 
in a hostile way.

73 Claudia tells Leon he and 
his marriage are falling 
apart.

74 John placing flowers 
in the street where his 
daughter was killed.

75 Leon phones Sonja from 
his car. She won’t speak 
with him. Son takes the 
call and tries to cover for 
his father to make peace.

76 Leon with John at John’s 
place, having a drink and 
talking about marriages.

77 Claudia and Leon go to 
Jane’s after she phones 
about the shoe. Pete rec-

ognizes Leon from earlier 
pub meeting.

78 Police take Nik in for 
questioning.

79 Jane tells police about 
seeing Nik throw the 
shoe.

80 Nik leaves his three chil-
dren with Jane and Pete 
while he goes with po-
lice.

81 Leon interviewing Nik. 
Leon aggressive when 
Nik recognizes him from 
visiting Jane next door.

82 Paula comes to sta-
tion wanting to see Nik. 
Phones Jane about her 
kids.

83 Nik tells Paula he didn’t 
touch Valerie. They em-
brace as Leon watches.

84 Jane and Pete on bed 
where she rebuffs him.

85 At Jane’s, the baby is 
sick and Jane goes next 
door to get panadol.

86 In the interview room, Nik 
explains how he picked 
up Valerie on the back 
road.

87 His account is re-enacted 
in a detailed flashback as 
he tells what happened.

88 John taking call from 
Leon letting him know 
what happened.

89 Paula collecting her kids 
from Jane and Pete

90 Paula shouting at Jane 
about having tidied the 
house when they were 
not there.

91 Valerie’s body being 
pulled up from the gorge. 
Leon placing her hand in-
side body bag.

92 John and Leon in car. 
John admits to being 
home when Valerie’s calls 
came through.

93 Leon alone in car listen-
ing to Sonja’s interview. 
Breaks down and cries 
when he hears her say 
she still loves him.

94 Claudia drops Leon at 
home. Sonja in the yard, 

upset.
95 Final scenes.

a) Leon on bed alone.
b) Jane dancing alone 

to Celia Cruz song 
te Busco (I look For 
You).

c) Pete driving away 
from Jane’s.

d) Claudia at café. ‘Mys-
tery man’ comes in 
and sits with her.

e) Patrick watching his 
married lover in a 
café with his wife and 
child.

f) Nik and Paula playing 
with their kids outside 
house.

g) John alone looking 
out across the water.

h) Sonja lies with Leon 
on their bed and ten-
tatively accepts his 
embrace.

i) Leon and Son-
ja dancing together, 
watching each other, 
while the Cruz song 
plays.

Scene analysis
Select two or more groups 
of scenes you consider to be 
particularly important in lan-
tana. (Refer to the scene list 
in this guide). With more than 
ninety-four separate scenes 
in the film’s 115 minutes 
running time (some lasting 
for less than one minute), it 
is probably most useful to 
select sequences of three 
scenes for this analysis.

Explain how each group 
is significant through the 
ways in which the characters 
speak, behave, connect or 
don’t connect, and how each 
scene relates to the one fol-
lowing.
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People and 
their central 
relationships
THE MEN 

What it might mean to be 
a male in contemporary 
Australian society is one of 
the central issues explored in 
the film, principally through 
the behaviour of Leon, Nik, 
Patrick and John. Male 
emotions are often shown to 
be both guarded and given 
expression in sudden and 
sometimes aggressive be-
haviour. Some of the scenes 
demonstrating different 
aspects of male behaviour 
include:
1 Leon jogging and collid-

ing with Claudia’s ‘mys-
tery man’.

2 Leon and Pete meeting in 
the pub.

3 John and Leon talking 
about what ‘marriage’ 
means.

4 Leon’s response to his 
teenage son’s reluctance 
to kiss him goodbye in 
the morning.

5 Leon reacting to his son’s 
dope smoking

6 Nik as a ‘house husband’ 
with his children.

7 Nik taking a short-cut 
after he has picked up 
Valerie.

8 Patrick with Valerie in her 
consulting rooms.

9 Leon’s response at the 
drug bust with his part-
ner, Claudia.

10 Leon’s aggression to-
wards Patrick at his flat.

11 John’s difficulties sup-
porting Valerie emotional-
ly.

12 John’s way of grieving 
the death of his daughter.

THE WOMEN 

Women are sometimes 
thought to be more emotion-

ally open and trusting than 
males, and better able to 
express their feelings. Test 
this perception by looking at 
several of the key scenes, 
including:
1 Jane with Leon the 

morning after the first 
‘one-night stand that 
happened twice’.

2 Jane’s response to Leon 
in the café.

3 Sonja at the dance class 
with the young dance 
teacher.

4 Paula’s reaction to Nik 
having coffee with Jane.

5 Paula’s reaction to Jane 
tidying the house when 
she’s not there.

6 Claudia’s warning to 
Leon about his behav-
iour.

7 Valerie’s response to 
Nik’s ‘short-cut’.

8 Valerie’s writing a book 
about her daughter’s 
death.

9 Sonja’s reaction to Le-
on’s admission of infidel-
ity.

10 Paula’s response to Nik 
at the police station.

UNCOUPLED CHARACTERS

Claudia - How does she 
provide both a contrast and 
a commentary on Leon’s 
behaviour? Where does her 
loyalty lie?
Patrick - How is he shown as 
being threatening to Valerie? 
What do you understand 
from the way he is depict-
ed in the final scenes of the 
film?
Pete - How do we understand 
the breakdown of his mar-
riage to Jane? What do we 
learn about him from the en-
counter with Leon in the pub? 
Is he portrayed in a sympa-
thetic light?

CHILDREN 
• One couple has lost their 

child in terrible circum-

stances. 
• Nik and Paula’s chil-

dren are quite young and 
still physically and emo-
tionally very dependent, 
though the eldest child 
seems quite self-pos-
sessed. 

• Sonja and Leon’s boys 
are adolescents, aware 
of the growing tensions 
and unhappiness in their 
parents’ relationship.

Yet in all three families, the 
children are crucial emotion-
ally to each adult’s sense of 
themselves. Their presence 
– or absence – is both a 
stabilizing and destabilizing 
influence. Comment on the 
part the children play in the 
film.

The threat and 
attraction of 
the exotic, 
the other and 
outsiders
How are these things shown 
to be both attractive and 
threatening in lantana?
• Flirting and affairs
• Lantana
• Latin dancing

Why watch a 
film more than 
once?
It is important to refine and 
develop an understanding 
of the different elements in 
a film which contribute to 
being able to articulate ‘a 
reading’ of the film. Some-
times people say, the first 
time I saw this film, I thought 
I knew what it was really 
about, but when I watched it 
again I noticed other things 
and felt it to be more impres-
sive, or disturbing, than I 
thought at first. 

Our response to a film 
is often conditioned by the 
context in which we watch it, 

and by what may be happen-
ing in our lives and within our 
own family at the time.

We also often relate to, 
or feel more sympathetic to, 
characters played by ac-
tors we admire or have seen 
in other films. Our under-
standing of a character is of-
ten influenced by the way in 
which the actor presents the 
character. In lantana there 
are several very strong per-
formances, in some cases 
from actors playing roles un-
like those we may associate 
them with, e.g. Peter Phelps 
as Patrick, Vince Colosimo 
as Nik and Glenn Robbins as 
Pete O’May. 

Suggested 
classroom 
activities for 
discussion and/
or writing
1 Choose one of the three 

couples in the film and 
comment on how, both 
as individuals and as a 
couple, we learn more 
about them as the film 
develops.

2 Choose one character 
that particularly interests 
you and explain their role 
in the story. This should 
not be one of the people 
in the couple you chose 
to write about in question 
1. 

3 Select one of the per-
formances in the film and 
comment on the qualities 
of the acting.

4 With the Zat boys in 
mind, explain how you 
think children can and 
cannot affect the way 
their parents behave to-
wards one another.

5 Had you found a wom-
an’s shoe in nearby 
bushes, and seen, both 
on television and in your 
neighbour’s action, that 
it could be vital evidence 122
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Lantana

in a police investigation, 
what would you have 
done?

6 In groups, discuss those 
aspects of the film you 
thought differently about 
after a second viewing.

7 Consider the final scenes 
of the film and record 
your responses to the 
apparent ‘tying up of 
loose ends’.

THE SOUNDTRACK

From the opening scenes, in 
which we see part of a body 
entangled in the lantana and 
hear the shrilling of cicadas, 
to the final song te Busco (I 
look For You) at the end of 
the film, the sounds and mu-
sic of lantana play a crucial 
role in both establishing and 
heightening the mood and 
emotional nuances. Watch 
a section of the film with the 
sound muted and you will 
see how vital the soundtrack 
is. How are sounds, music 
and songs used to intensify 
mood and action?

KEY QUOTES

Who said each of the follow-
ing and in what context?
1 ‘If you mess with our 

marriage, I’ll cut your 
balls off and hang them 
on the line between your 
jocks and your socks.’

2 ‘Sometimes love isn’t 
enough.’

3 ‘I grieve too, but I didn’t 
have to write a book 
about it.’

4 ‘Your marriage is falling 
apart and so are you.’

5 ‘You’ve got no right, no 
fucking right.’

6 ‘… loyalty … love … 
maybe habit … some-
times passion … our 
kids.’

7 ‘Do you still love him?’
8 ‘What are you telling me 

... You’re a man now?’

9 ‘How do you want your 
marriage to be?’

10 ‘It feels like we’re just go-
ing through the motions.’

11 ‘This was a one-night 
stand except it happened 
twice.’

12 ‘I keep thinking about 
her. You think you know 
what goes on in most 
marriages.’

13 ‘Why are you trying so 
hard to fuck up your life 
at the moment?’

14 ‘I hate what’s happening 
to us … we don’t talk 
anymore.’

15 ‘He might not tell me … 
that would be the betray-
al.’

16 ‘Sex unencumbered by 
need.’

17 ‘I haven’t told you be-
cause you haven’t been 
around much lately.’

18 ‘I tell my wife everything.’
19 ‘I can’t feel anything any-

more.’
20 ‘It’s so easy to go out 

and find someone. 
What’s hard is not to.’

21 ‘He said to say he loves 
you.’

22 ‘Trust me; I’m not going 
to hurt you.’

23 ‘He didn’t do it ... he told 
me.’

24 ‘That’s my life.’

THEMES

1 Judging and misjudging 
people, especially those 
closest to us.

2 Being both attracted to, 
and fearful of, the exotic.

3 The search for emotional 
security.

4 The concealing and re-
vealing of secrets with 
those we love, and with 
strangers.

5 Acceptance of the diffi-
culties inherent in rela-
tionships.

Preparation 
for the English 
exam
SAMPLE QUESTIONS

1 ‘This is a study of choic-
es – poor choices made 
by people in crisis.’

  Discuss. (Part 1 question 
VCE English exam 2005)

2 ‘lantana shows that to 
communicate honestly is 
difficult, even for people 
who love each other.’

 Discuss. (Part 2 question 
VCE English exam 2005)

3 ‘This is a film about ba-
sically good people who 
have difficulty commu-
nicating with those they 
are most close to.’ 

 Discuss.
4 ‘Both Jane and Patrick 

are presented as outsid-
ers and a threat to the 
married families in the 
film.’ Discuss.

5 ‘The ending of lantana 
suggests that the unruly 
plant has been contained 
and that all will be well 
for those characters who 
accept both the security 
and limits of the nuclear 
family.’

 How convincing are 
these final images of res-
olution?

6 ‘Oh, what a tangled web 
we weave when first we 
practice to deceive’.

 What part does ‘deceit’ 
play in the web of lan-
tana?

7 ‘lantana is a film about 
human connection, the 
lack of it and how much 
we want and need it.’ 
Discuss.

8 ‘In the DVD extra the 
nature of lantana, Ker-
ry Armstrong (who plays 
Sonja in the film) de-
scribes Jane as “a sleazy, 
affair-driven housewife 
slut”. The film does not 

invite the audience to 
make judgements, but 
rather to empathize with 
the characters.’ Discuss.

References and 
Resources

The special edition DVD 
of lantana includes extra 
features such as interviews 
with the crew and cast and 
commentary from the direc-
tor and scriptwriter. While 
the ‘making of’ features 
accompanying DVDs are 
often interesting, there is no 
substitute for focusing on the 
film itself.

CONTEMPORARY REVIEWS

This is just a selection of 
some of the many reviews 
published in 2001 when 
lantana was released. 
http://www.infilm.com.au/ 

reviews/lantana.htm
 from infilm australia (ac-

cessed 21/01/06)
http://www.abc.net.au/triplej/

review/film/s390748.htm
 from ABC Triple JJJ (ac-

cessed 21/01/06)
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/

arts/atoday/stories/
s384962.htm

 from ABC Radio Nation-
al arts today (accessed 
21/01/06)

http://www.zadok.org.au/
perspectives/issue73/
lantana.html

 from Zadok online (ac-
cessed 21/01/06)

http://sunday.ninemsn.com.
au/sunday/film_reviews/
article_937.asp?s=1

 from Channel Nine’s sun-
day program (accessed 
21/01/06)

http://www.eurekastreet.
com.au/pages/109/
109flash.html

 from eureka street (ac-
cessed 21/01/06)

123

IS
S

U
E

 4
2

 S
C

R
E

E
N

 E
D

U
C

A
T

IO
N



GUIDES AND ARTICLES

1 lantana: a rippling 
good Yarn by Gary Sim-
mons. This new 75-page 
study guide by Gary Sim-
mons examines lantana. 
It can be purchased from 
ACMI at the Information 
Desk or ordered online at 
http://www.acmi.net.au

2 K. Duncanson, C. Elder 

and M. Pratt, entangle-
ment and the Modern 
australian rhythm Meth-
od: lantana’s lessons in 
Policing sexuality and 
gender.

 http://epress.lib.uts.edu.
au/ojs/index.php/portal/
article/viewArticle/47/0 
(accessed 21/01/06)

 The complete text of this 
fascinating academic ar-

ticle about the values im-
plicit in lantana can be 
downloaded as a PDF 
from the listed website.

Marguerite O’Hara has taught 
VCE English, Literature, Media 
Studies and Art in a number 
of Melbourne schools. She is 
an examiner in VCE English 
and an education writer. •

Endnote
1 Pullman, Phillip, Far From 

narnia, Quoted in the 
new Yorker, 26 Decem-
ber 2005 & 2 January 
2006.

This Film As Text guide was produced by ATOM editor@atom.org.au > 
For more info on Screen education magazine, or to download other 
study guides: www.theeducationshop.com.au > For hundreds of articles 
on Film as Text, Screen Literacy, Multiliteracy and Media Studies: www.
theeducationshop.com.au > If you would like to be invited 
to free film screenings for teachers please email editor@
atom.org.au writing ‘Subscribe’. Please indicate in which 
state or territory you are located.
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