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“What is your first impression about Australia?” Every time when I mentioned to my local
classmates that I was a Chinese international student who had just come to Australia, they would
often give me the same question. What is so special about Australia? I had travelled to Sydney for
a few days after I arrived in Australia. I felt that as an international city, Sydney is almost nothing
different from the places such as Shanghai and Hong Kong that I have been to. Thus, Sydney is
not the first place that would come to my mind when I talk about Australia, but Canberra is
completely different. In my opinion, as a city, Canberra seems to be a little too quiet. If I want to
summarize the unique character of this city, I would say “city with wild place inlay”. It is common
that on one side of a road, there is an orderly human society, and on the other side of the road,
there is a primitive landscape that seems to have been moved directly from an uninhabited land
faraway. As the only major city in Australia that is not near the coast, Canberra might not enough
to be called "outback", but it is enough to let me sometimes felt a sense of terror that comes from
silence and emptiness. Once I was walked back to UC campus from Westfield Belconnen after
watching a film in the evening, when I was halfway through the lakeshore park near the campus, I
suddenly felt a fear of the dark and the unknown. In the woods along the walkway, or in the
window of the abandoned high school dormitory building not far away, I could always feel
someone’s eyes staring at me and ready for the attack. The fear made me put on my hood and
began to run fast to the main road until I saw another person on the sidewalk waiting for the traffic
light. Was there really someone watching me in the dark? I did not know. That kind of fear was
not brought by something knowable, but by the silence and nothingness.

The film Wolf Creek (Greg McLean, 2005), however, captures exactly that kind of fear I
experienced. The film is adapted from the “backpacker murderers” serial killings in Australian
history, but it describes only a small part of this chain of events. Without the plot that the tourists
subdued the murderer or the police caught the murderer, this film was considered “incomplete” by
some critics. However, I think it is exactly what makes the film unique. It is not a film like
Halloween (John Carpenter, 1978) that relies on a classic murderer to create a sense of horror. In
fact, the murderer is only one side of Wolf Creek’s sense of horror. What truly makes people
chilling is the empty, lonely, lifeless while magnificent outback landscape.

Wolf Creek is both a horror movie and a road movie, one which relies heavily upon the landscape
in order to tell its story (Scott & Biron, 2010, p307). The first half of it is a thorough road film.
There are almost no horror genre’s elements. The beach and party scenes established a relaxing
keynote of the beginning. However, just like the real victims of the backpacker murder cases, the
tourists could not meet the crisis when they just arrived. The early period of the journey is usually
easy and calm. If the landscape is to be a site of consumption, the beach presents as an archetypal
space of leisure (Scott & Biron, 2010, p311). The film uses the beach as the opening scene, it
exactly accords with the reality that most of the tourists first enter Australia from the coastal areas.
The film provides a lot of time for the audiences to adjust their mood, and get familiar with the
three main characters. In Big Bad Wolf Creek (Hoskin, 2005), the author mentions that although



the portrayal of the three main characters is still the cliché, it is real enough for the audiences to
understand their behaviours and empathize with them. At this point, the audiences have the
identity and perspective of the tourists and follow them to the outback. The unique landscape
already exists in the beginning. However, rather than heighten the fear, the landscape only shows a
strong sense of mystery. The meteor crater in Wolf Creek is the key clue of the first half’s
narrative. The related information and stories kept mentioned by the main characters, made me
also gradually developed an interest in this scenic spot as an audience. The full view of the scenic
spot is enough to be regarded as a spectacle of the first half of the film. All the expectations that
have been built up are fully satisfied when the aerial footage of the meteor crater appears.
Meanwhile, the audiences, along with the main characters, are drawn to this eyelike outback
centre by the huge gravity. At this time, the only rain in the whole film has appeared in this arid
outback. The long lens of the gloomy sky and the close-up of the animal bones imply the approach
of danger.

When the night falls, the originally magnificent landscapes suddenly become the unknown threat
and bring the first real thriller point of the film. However, at this time, the villain Mick Taylor
appears in the form of the saver and dispels the horror atmosphere before. From the rest of the
film, I could know that this identity is only his disguise, but I have to admit, I believed in my heart
that he is not the eventual murderer character when the first saw him. The geniality that Taylor
provides also originates from the consumption of Mick Dundee in Crocodile Dundee (Peter
Faiman, 1986). These two characters even have the same given name. Just like what Kristy said,
“he's hilarious, he's like one of those guys from the outback Australia shows, he's like Crocodile
Dundee or something”. The overt comparison of Taylor with Dundee is a crucial narrative element,
marking as it does the end of the first act of the film (Scott & Biron, 2010, p313). From this point
onward, the rural idyll is peeled back to expose a landscape of horror (Scott & Biron, 2010, p313).
Taylor’s friendly attitude finally let the cornered main characters made their choice. When the
wire rope connects their car, there is no turning back. They leave their fate entirely in other’s hand
and be pulled by a stranger. Then comes one of the most unsettling moments of the film, it is not
very horrific or thrilling, but the absence of Taylor’s figure makes the unknown horror comes back
again. The film uses a lot of first-person views of the three main characters, and the audiences
could only see the back of the truck apart from the dark. The indistinct signs near the road seem to
imply the yaw of their fate. In a crosscut shot, there is a weak light on the horizon in the distance.
This reminds me of the scene that I saw from the UC dormitory when I was in insomnia. However,
these are just the refracted light in the distance. Even if people could see, it is still untouchable.
The dark is still the main keynote.

When I was studying in Australia, there was a time that I travelled by flight from Sydney to
Adelaide at night. After the plane took off and left Sydney, I almost could not see any light outside
the windows during the two hours. By the time when I took planes in China, I could always see
the lights on the ground in good weather. Some of the lights drawn the outline of cities and some
of them show the borders of farmlands. However, on that flight in Australia, I could only
occasionally saw a faint light point as far away as the horizon and did not know if that is a small
town or a port. The endless darkness made me feel as if I was flying in limbo, did not know where
the plane was heading to, and also did not know if it would be landing. Just like the three main



characters in the film do not know when would they arrive where. Every minute in the dark is full
of anxiety. The time spent on building atmosphere pays off, and there’s a real feeling of
foreboding as Mick tows the kids’ car back to his compound. The image itself is reminiscent of a
rollercoaster slowly but surely dragging its carriages to the top of the ride, and the viewer squirms
when they realize they’ve passed the point of no return (Hoskin, 2005, p23).

When the main characters arrived at the abandoned mine, Taylor still receives them as a good man.
However, the atmosphere gradually changed. This character begins to reveal his real appearance.
Often pictured as the ‘heart’ of the country, the outback represents values inherent to Australia’s
nationalism and offers a unique way in which to define Australian culture (Rosser, 2013, p75). As
the symbol of the outback, Taylor also presents such a conservative nationalist temperament. Most
of these features that could even rationalize his homicidal acts are presented through the lines. If
the beach and big cities could represent the civilized world, while the outback that has the
completely opposite features could also represent the contrary of civilization. “It's not Pitt Street”,
this line seems like Taylor’s criticism of Ben’s urban thinking apparently, it also indicates the
differences between the city laws and the outback rules. When asked what he does for a living,
Taylor tells the three he would have to kill them if he told them, adding that he is “doing people a
service taking out a few roos”, which he says “are everywhere out here now, like tourists” (Scott
& Biron, 2010, p313). This also reflects his hatred towards tourists and his previous behaviours of
killing tourists. When abusing Kristy, Taylor calls all the overseas tourists “foreign bastards” and
“noxious bloody weeds”, in the article The Wolf Creek Chain Saw Massacre (2014), the author
thinks that Taylor shows the opposite of the “bush spirit”, which includes nativism and
xenophobia. In a break with horror tradition, Ben manages to escape—becoming the ‘final boy’
rather than the ‘final girl’ generally favoured by slasher films (Rosser, 2013, p74). However, this
kind of story setting is not only for the break of normal horror film patterns. The two female
characters have two special identities, one is “woman”, and the other is “British”. Almost every
chase and escape plot in the last half of the film happens between the villain and the two female
characters. While Ben as an important character in the first half has been excluded from the main
plot, and even successfully escaped in the end. This also reflects the bias of Taylor, he seems to
hate women more, just like Ivan Milat in the prototype cases. They all have monstrous masculinity,
and this kind of hyper-masculinity is also another feature of the outback (Rosser, 2013, p77). He
also seems to hate the British more which is a representative Australian feature. Both the
misogynistic and anti-British emotions make Taylor closer to a typical larrikin, and this is also
what makes him unique from other serial killer characters.

In fact, according to the relevant investigation, the tourist homicide rate in Australia is not high. A
particular aspect of murder is often sought by the media in order to increase public interest. It is
not surprising that the murder of an overseas visitor in a foreign country satisfies all the requisite
criteria (Venditto & Mouzos, 2006). However, I could still feel a sense of uneasiness while living
in Australia. The origin of this kind of uneasiness is the Australian landscape. The unique
vegetation and landform make the scape way of the two female characters very different. The
Australian outback is an open environment where most of the areas are flat, even without huge
obstacles. Thus, any light and any trace of human activity could still be seen even at a great
distance. This makes the two characters’ behaviour such as abandon the car and hide on the cliff



reasonable. In such an environment, the distance is not enough for people to hide. Similarly, when
the two characters look back, they could easily see the lights of the pursuer’s car in the distance.
This actually adds a feeling of tension to the escape plot. The threat is always visible, but
inescapable. Like Wake in Fright (Ted Kotcheff, 1971), the open surroundings of the outback form
a huge transparent prison, and people inside could not escape no matter how. The terrain is no
longer an object for these tourists to consume – they have to an extent become its prisoners (Scott
& Biron, 2010, p313). In the day-time escape plot of Kristy, the open scene makes both her and
the passer-by become obvious targets. The flash of the sniper rifle in the distant bush is the
prediction of their death. After the main characters enter the outback, there is not a single wild
animal appears until the solar eclipse footage. It is because the main characters have already
replaced the animals that are about to be killed, and the outback area is a huge hunting field of
Taylor. “Road-horror film” is not that the film simply combines the road film genre and horror
genre, actually, the road is a part of the horror elements. The road itself is positioned as an
extension out of urban Australia and into rural danger (Scott & Biron, 2010, p316). Just like in
Rabbi-Proof Fence (Phillip Noyce, 2002), the fence could become the little girls’ way to home,
but meanwhile, it is also a clue for the villain to track the girls. Road in Wolf Creek also has the
same function. The close-up of the car that similar to Mad Max (George Miller, 1979) reflects that
Taylor is the dominator of this road. In the last scene, after killing the last girl, Taylor walks into
the sunset with a gun over his shoulder and eventually disappeared into the background.

This kind of scene raises a question for me: is Taylor really exist or not? The words at the end of
the film describe that Ben does not know the specific location of the murderer’s hideout, and the
police do not find the murderer too. So, it is also reasonable if people think Taylor is not real, and
he is only a symbol of the harsh environment of the outback. The outback functions as well as any
cage, and a killer such as Mick Taylor can be seen as a manifestation of the real dangers of
isolation, dehydration and starvation (Rosser, 2013, p74). The main characters meet Taylor after
nightfall, and Ben is rescued after the solar eclipse. The illusory scenes also seem to imply the
chaos of the main characters under the extreme environment. They finally killed by the outback
environment instead of Taylor. Taylor is also a part of the landscape, so attuned to it that he seems
to magically appear and disappear within it (Scott & Biron, 2010, p313).

There are actually many “eye” images in the film. For example, before the title appears, there is a
very distinctive scene that a kangaroo warning sign covering up most of the screen. There is a
bullet hole in the eye position of the kangaroo logo. Through the hole, the camera shots the
footage of the running car. This scene has already implied the whole film’s plot. The eye shows
that they are being watched. The kangaroo represents the Australian identity of the stalker. The
bullet hole implies the following violence and kill. The car has been framed by the outline of the
bullet hole; represents that they could never escape from the trap. The meteor crater is also
eye-shaped. When the three main characters walk into the meteor crater, the camera shots behind
their car which is like a first-person view of the stalker, seems like Taylor is spying on them. The
biggest thriller point of the film is, the audiences and the main characters thought that their fate is
determined when they choose to follow Taylor, however, Ben’s vlog proves that their fate is
determined at the time they step into the outback. In my opinion, the kangaroo warning sign not
only represents the Australian murderer but also represents the entire Australian continent. Recall



again the fear of the unknown gaze I had experienced earlier on my way back to school, I have
finally understood it. The most frightening thing is nature, instead of people.
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