
Synopsis of the novel

Australian author George Johnston’s acclaimed novel My Brother Jack was first published
in 1964.  Today, more than 35 years since it first appeared, My Brother Jack is considered
to have made a major contribution to Australian literature, winning the prestigious Miles
Franklin Award in the first year of its publication.

The novel My Brother Jack has been included in secondary school curricula for many years
now and is recognised by educators as a source of social, political and historical material.
Furthermore, My Brother Jack presents an excellent medium through which teachers may
introduce compelling and thought provoking personal growth and development issues.  The
miniseries My Brother Jack presents this material and themes through the powerful medium
of film, allowing students and teachers to both consider the issues raised in the story as well
as representations of characters, relationships and events.

For more about the author and the novel see the Media Kit

Synopsis of the story
The two part miniseries presents the memories of the series' narrator David Meredith who,
now living on the Greek Island of Hydra, is isolated from his emotional and physical past.  As
a man, David reflects and offers a commentary born of hindsight, that touches on personal
growth issues as well as providing insight to social and political issues relevant to the time.



Part One of the series opens with the voice over of David Meredith reflecting on what he
refers to as the “mess of memories and impressions” of his childhood.  David’s reflection
begins with the return of his father from the First World War, this being a formative point in
the young David’s life.  From here, the story unfolds and follows the experiences of a young
boy growing up in post war inner suburban Melbourne, in a home torn by his father’s violence
and memories of war.  It is early on in the piece that David begins to reflect on his brother
Jack and viewers are presented with the stark contrast of the characters of these two young
men, a theme that continues throughout the series.  David’s ambition is to become a writer
and Part One of the series concludes with the commencement of David’s career at the
Melbourne newspaper, the Morning Post.

Part Two of the series concentrates on the rise and success of David Meredith as a capable
special writer at the Morning Post.  As an adult, David develops new relationships all of
which serve to offer a point of analysis for David’s narration.  In particular David reflects on
his relationship with his first wife Helen, his friendship with colleague Gavin Turley and his
future life with Cressida Morley.  Upon the outbreak of Second World War David begins to
explore issues relating to wartime propaganda and nationalism through his narration, whilst
presenting viewers with reflection upon his own internal personal battles.

For detailed story description see the Media Kit.

The miniseries value as an educational resource

Why My Brother Jack should be viewed and studied

My Brother Jack has relevance to the curriculum areas of Studies of Society and the
Environment (SOSE), History, Health and Physical Education, English and Film and Media
Studies.  The series is suitable for students in the middle to upper secondary school, and has
broad potential as both a text study and as a tool offering material linking to a variety of
curriculum areas.

Film is a powerful medium by which sensitive and controversial issues may be introduced
into the classroom, providing teachers and students with a common point of reference to
discuss issues that are often difficult to introduce in a vacuum.  My Brother Jack presents
some powerful themes such as domestic violence, mental illness and divorce, providing
teachers with the opportunity to introduce discussions into the classroom on each of these
topics.  David Meredith’s narration too offers a unique and personal reflection on each of
these issues, examining the degree to which he as an adult is still affected by some of the
turmoil he experienced in his youth.

My Brother Jack allows for the development of a number of outcomes at Level 8 of
curriculum frameworks, across a variety of different strands within different Key Learning
Areas.

The curriculum framework for Studies of Society and the Environment (SOSE) requires that
students “analyse people, issues and events in the context of their time”.  My Brother Jack
provides a historical context in which students may reflect upon the impact of world events
and the lifestyles and decisions of Australians as they are represented in the series.  The
series explores a variety of themes that are transferable into modern day experience, further
allowing students to consider the historical context and change.

The Human Relations strand of the Health and Physical Education framework requires
that students “analyse the causes of loss of personal, cultural and national identity and how
these affect personal wellbeing”, “use critical thinking interpersonal skills and ethical theories



to make judgements on moral issues and dilemmas” and “critically analyse the influence of
community structures and practices of relationships”.  The narrative provided by David
Meredith provides students with his personal consideration of his own actions and the
consequences of these, thereby providing a unique point for discussion and analysis of
moral theories, decision-making and judgment.  Furthermore, issues relating to Mr
Meredith’s mental illness, wartime propaganda, gender, nationalism and culture allow
students to consider various community attitudes and the degree to which such attitudes
shaped the actions of the individuals presented in the series.

The Reading and Viewing strand of the English framework materials requires students to
demonstrate an ability to “analyse texts in terms of socio-cultural values, attitudes and
assumptions that they reflect and project”.  As a film text My Brother Jack presents a basis
for students to recognise and critique a variety of social and cultural values within the
context in which they are presented allowing for comparison and analysis of evolution and
change.

For Film and Media Studies, the miniseries provides a rich resource for issues of media
representation of war and a study of novel to film.  The Media Kit can be used to trace the
development of the script and miniseries and provides detailed descriptions of the writers,
actors and production personnel involved in the miniseries.

What other themes does the miniseries explore?

My Brother Jack presents a variety of themes relevant to the present day, equipping
students with a degree of empathy and providing a solid starting point for comparison.
Themes such as war and wartime propaganda, poverty and class, gender stereotyping,
nationalism, domestic violence and sibling relationships are presented in a historical context
allowing teachers to consider each of these themes in isolation or as a general social,
political or historical study.

A diverse range of characters allows for consideration of different social groupings within
society, thus providing a basis for comparison with current day social structures and diverse
social and cultural groupings.  Most obvious is the contrast between Jack and David.  Jack
presents as the stereotypical happy go lucky larrikin of the times, whilst David on the other
hand, presents as a more solitary and thoughtful individual connecting with the world of the
Bohemian movements in inner city Melbourne.  Students are given the opportunity to
contrast and compare the experience of each of these individuals and the degree to which
their peers, relationships and friendships affect and determine their individual experiences.

Themes of individual growth and development are constant throughout the series,
emphasised by David’s reflective narration.  In Part One viewers see the gradual
development of David’s self esteem, confidence and worth as he begins to stand on his own
two feet.  The presentation of Sunstail leads to interesting discussion and consideration of
alter ego and the way in which the power of words can be used to develop characters and
personas.  In Part Two viewers are presented with a new and apparently powerful David
Meredith.  They are however also given an insight, through the use of the voiceover
narrative, to the internal trials and dissatisfaction that David experiences.

David’s narration is littered with metaphors allowing students to reflect on their use and the
way in which they serve to represent different aspects, periods, events and occurrences in
David’s life as they unfold.  The use of such metaphors provides insight into the author’s
sensibility that could not be depicted as scripted dialogue in the series.  This leads to
interesting discussion regarding the use of voiceover techniques in film and the degree to
which this enables the presentation of emotion and thought that would otherwise not be
presented.



Issues surrounding War, Nationalism and wartime propaganda are constant throughout the
series and provide teachers with opportunity to compare and contrast each of these themes
with present day experiences.  Further, the series provides an excellent representation of
the Australian experience during the First and Second World Wars and the Depression,
offering a starting point for broader historical studies.

My Brother Jack may be used in conjunction with other media texts such as the Australian
Children’s Television Foundation’s production Boy Soldiers (part of the More Winners
series), as means for comparison of representations of war and wartime experiences.

To order My Brother Jack on video contact the ACTF:
Tel: (61-3) 9419 8800
Fax: (61-3) 9419 0660
Email: info@actf.com.au


