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Cambridge VCE English Units 3&4
New text resource: Tirra Lirra by the River

Area of study 2: Creating and presenting

Context: The imaginative landscape

Tirra Lirra by the River (Jessica Anderson)

Introduction


Tirra Lirra by the River is a novel told from the point of view of Nora Porteous, a woman in her late seventies, who arrives back at her family home in Brisbane after many decades away in London and Sydney. As with most of the changes that have taken place in her life, Nora has passively accepted her fate, and has returned to her home town because ‘the house at Number Six has exploded.’ She begrudgingly finds herself back in the house that stirs memories of her unhappy childhood and her former sense of entrapment. After the long flight from London, Nora falls ill with a serious case of pneumonia, and is nursed back to health by her neighbours, the Custs and the local doctor. It is during her slow recovery that Nora is able to piece together the fragments of her past that she has avoided and repressed for many years. It is during this time that she is able to use the many cues from her past: images, sounds, smells, names and associations, to tap into her rich imaginative landscape in order to understand herself more fully and to reach some sort of resolution about her past.


As the narrator, Nora draws careful attention to her own qualities and flaws, and early in the story the reader becomes aware of her ‘fastidious’ nature, her ‘artistic’ ability and her fine attention to detail. It is these qualities of acute observation and her capacity to draw from memories of the past that establish her rich imaginative landscape. She has spent her whole life ‘waiting’ and ‘searching’ but it is not until she is able to allow her ‘globe’ of memory to spin freely on its own, that she is able to come to terms with her loves, her losses and her past life. Up until this point in her life, she has been unable to unlock the distressing memories and experiences that she has so carefully repressed for so many years. It takes much courage to face what her memories throw at her, but through her pain and struggle, she comes to a deeper understanding of herself and an acceptance of the person she was and the woman she has become. 

The roles of poetry and reading


When Nora first returns to the house of her childhood, she is aware of an ‘obscure sensation’, a source of ‘exaltation’ that she is searching for. She realises that the cause of this feeling is not tangible but she needs some pricks in her memory and imagination to find it. Upon reflection, and by allowing her mind to be transported back to her younger days, she becomes reacquainted with her love of poetry and remembers that she was inspired by works such as The Idylls of the King and The Lady of Shallot. It is the image of Sir Lancelot with his ‘coal-black curls’ riding down to Camelot that becomes an important prompt in connecting Nora back to her father. It is not until the end of the novel that Nora is able to use this image from The Lady of Shallot to retrieve her memories of her father’s funeral and to understand the source of her ‘strange chaotic grief.’ All along these memories have been part of her imaginative landscape, yet she had been able to avoid that part of her mind, to protect herself from the intensity of her pain and the enormity of her loss.

The role of the physical environment

Nora admits that she is in ‘love with beauty’ and it is her quest to find this aesthetic quality that takes her away from the stifling suburban streets of Brisbane. To combat her sense of oppression she goes walking as she ‘waits’ to leave her childhood town. This act of walking provides her with a sense of freedom and escape from the confines of her home and the ever-present snide remarks from her sister, Grace, who continually refers to her as ‘Lady Muck.’ This walking, however, also sets her apart from others in her town as she is noticed for her walking and this is seen as an outward sign of the rejection of her heritage.


When Nora marries ‘the substitute’ Colin she is again confronted by the prospect of living in the absence of beauty at her mother-in-law, Una’s house. She is so depressed by the thought of having to live in the ‘iron-grey’ houses in the ‘chequerboard suburb’ that she remarks to Colin, “If I had to live here, I would die.” While she does not necessarily mean this in a literal sense, she is certainly aware that the realm of her imaginative landscape and sensibilities will be thwarted by such surroundings. Nora is able to temporarily avoid the inevitable by moving in with Colin to Potts Point in Sydney. This is enough to keep her creative juices flowing through her association with Ida Mayo and the artists, but this is all lost, once the Depression hits and Colin and Nora move in with Una. 


While living under the same roof as her mother-in-law, Nora is able to seek some respite from the cold, sterile hub of the house, by retreating to the room she has decorated with ‘white curtains, a yellow bedcover and varnished’ floor. This, however, is not enough, as she finds herself unable to look at the ‘massive, hideous wardrobe.’ Her marriage to Colin is the unhappiest period in Nora’s life. In many ways, her imaginative landscape becomes as arid and barren as the relationship she shares with her husband. Her physical environment at this time is a reflection of this, and the most important thing for Nora is that she needs to escape once again, and this time she finds her refuge in a flat in London.


At first London feels ‘inimical to friendship’ but after meeting Hilda in the hospital, after her failed face lift and suicide attempt, Nora finds refuge with her friends at Number Six. She describes Fred’s house as ‘pleasant’ and it is during this time that she is most content. Nora works for a theatre company as a costume designer where her ‘interior eye was assailed by a medley of rich rippling colour’ and she goes on to become the chief dressmaker. When her external world is rich with positive relationships and meaningful, satisfying work, Nora’s imaginative landscape provides her with inspiration and creativity.

The role of the senses


As Nora lies in bed recovering from her bout of pneumonia, her senses often transport her back to specific events in her life, that would remain otherwise lost. She often enquires about the dull thud of a tennis ball on a racquet that she imagines she hears as she is lying in bed. Even though Doctor Rainbow explains that the noise she can hear is that of the rifle range, she is transported by the sound, back to a time when she watched tennis from Olive’s window and to the games of tennis that she played with Colin. 


In a similar way, the playing of the piano scales and the memories associated with that sound, transport Nora back to her twenty-year-old self when she worked at the Newsagency owned by the Custs. It is only now that she has reached her late seventies that she allows herself to explore her imaginative landscape, and to search for the source of her tears. Through her memories of the sounds of the scales and their changing pace and rhythm, she remembers her encounters with Arch Cust, and the sexual nature of their interactions. It is through her understanding of what these games with Arch signify that allows Nora to unravel the reasons behind the difficulties she experiences with her sexuality once she has left home and is married to Colin. 
Her affair on board the ship to London also links back to Arch as she describes her lover as ‘broad’ with ‘wide cheekbones, and...big, concave teeth.’ This is an almost exact description of Arch, and shows the extent to which Nora is subconsciously drawn to similar looking men who excite that sense of playfulness within her that is completely repressed during her marriage. 


Nora further explores her imaginative landscape through images that are connected to positive recollections of her past. When she first arrives back at her family home she hardly ‘dares to part’ the curtains of the living room because in her mind’s eye she imagines something beautiful but she does not want to be disappointed by the reality. However, after relaxing and allowing her mind to drift back to the visions of her childhood, she recognises in the garden ‘the miniature landscape’ that had represented her Camelot. This triggers her memory of the lush, green slopes and castles that she used to escape to in her mind. Nora then notes that this ‘landscape had become a region of my (her) mind where infinite expansion was possible.’ It is this until recently unexplored region that leads to the final moment in the novel, when Nora allows her globe to go into a free spin that provides the opportunity for her to identify not only the pain she experienced at the loss of her father, but also the love she had felt for him as a little girl.

The role of creativity


Nora is described by Grace as ‘refined’ and ‘artistic’. All her life she has an eye for colour and a passion for sewing. She is unaware how much of this creative energy has been harnessed when she was young until Betty Cust provides her with some fine examples of her embroidery. Once Nora is re-acquainted with the wall hangings of the orange tree and the magpie, she is made aware of her creative potential and the early signs she showed of being an artist. These skills, however, are stifled by her home environment and then further repressed during her marriage to Colin. When Nora is unable to have an outlet for her creativity then all aspects of her life suffer, particularly her sense of self and her sense of purpose. When she is forced to operate in a barren imaginative landscape, her life too becomes devoid of richness and meaning.


It is important for Nora to nourish her creative self, but all too often she finds herself in a hostile environment where her passion for beautiful things is equated with arrogance. Even though she is often derided for her talents, she takes any opportunity she can to use her imagination and her creative flair. She does this through the making of clothes for both her family and Una Porteous, even her wartime work with uniforms, her association with Ida Mayo and the artists, her decorating of rooms, her study at the academy in London, her work with the theatre company and her final triumph when she becomes ‘NORA PORTEOUS – DRESSMAKER.’ Nora is able to draw from her imaginative landscape, even at times when she is devoid of creative inspiration and nourishment. This demonstrates how essential her ability to connect her imagination and memory is so that Nora is able to sustain herself through long bleak periods in her life. 

DIY

1. In what ways does the physical landscape in which you live have an impact upon you?

a) Do you live in a suburb? On the outskirts of a city? A small town? A remote area? Describe it.

b) How is this area populated? Are there many people around you? How does this affect you?

c) Do you have a relationship with nature? If so, describe it. If not, how does this affect you and your sense of the world?

2. Do you have a special place that you go where you feel comfortable and at peace with your surroundings? 

a) If so, describe this place. Why is it special?
b) What qualities about it appeal to you? 

c) What memories or thoughts does it evoke?

3. Nora is often transported back to her past through one of her senses.
a) Select one of the following: sight, smell, taste, touch or sound.
b) Match it to a personal experience.
c) Describe how this sense takes you back to that time and what kinds of feelings it evokes.

4. Think of a place that you visited as a child that you have returned to when you are older. 

a) In what ways does this place now appear to be different to the image that you had in your mind?

b) Can you explain why your memory of this place has altered with time?

c) What role do you think your imagination had in creating these changes?

5. In groups, select two contrasting images from a magazine that depicts two vastly different landscapes, for example, a photo of a desert and a photo of a high rise apartment.

a) Paste each image on a piece of poster paper.

b) Brainstorm all of the adjectives that describe the place and write them around the image.

c) What kinds of emotions might each of these landscapes evoke in someone who lives there? Add these words or phrases to the poster.

d) Is there a relationship between the physical landscape that one inhabits and their emotional landscape?
Sample practice assessment tasks

6. Create a conversation between two siblings who are looking back on their childhood. Focus the discussion on the importance of one central landscape in their memories. Show how the same place can evoke very different feelings from two different people.

7. Write a feature article for a newspaper that explores the experiences of two rural students who move to the city to complete Year 12. Show how such a shift has an impact on how they see themselves.

8. Write a review of a popular tourist destination in Victoria that focuses on the way the natural landscape contributes to the travel experience.

9. Write an essay for a competition that responds to the topic: “Our imaginative landscape is shaped by where we live.”

10. Write a letter to a foreign exchange student who will be coming to live with you. Describe your landscape and what it means to you, giving a sense of what to expect when they arrive at your house in Australia.

PAGE  
Cambridge University Press

2 

© Kellie Heintz and Mark Stracey 2009

