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Assignment 1

A Close Reading of Ada Cambridge's "Leaving 'The Nest'"

A close reading of "The Nest" forces a reappraisal away from a text that appears to be light romantic fiction to a serious literary response to the Australian myth. The principle literary trope sacrifices suspense and intrigue for the act of doing, an interesting metaphysical and literary alternative to the ideas, conventional plots and restrictive characterisations of the day. "The Nest" is discussed in relation to the social theory of norms and Volosinov's development of ideology. A literary trope that is easily mistaken for proselytism gives ground to a narrative process that combines time and first person positioning as a basis for questioning the status quo.

Criticism of the banal nature of Cambridge's "Nest" rests in the apparent manner in how the story is told, as opposed to what is told. With the first paragraph the author has effectively revealed the plot. The reader can already perceive the narrator's intentions, in noting Lexie's feverish plan to set Robert free, given that he "wished himself rid of her" while the female character could bask in a "magnificent" revenge - one would assume that this euphoria is to be shared by a select readership of largely female audience. The single line paragraph following from the opening - "I will do it, she said... And do it she did" is an interesting construction. Comparisons to the book of Genesis, that bastion of mythoi rationalism so important to Nineteenth Century Protestants (Armstrong 140) are difficult to ignore (Cambridge was a devout Anglican)  - "And God said, Let there be lights... and it was so" (The Bible: King James Version 1). The story has an air of proselytism about it. 

The analogy drawn to the readers attention upon the author's use of "The Nest" in reference to the house brings to mind a bird of course. An intention to leave one's husband is the mirror image of a immature bird growing up and eventually gaining its independence. The antithesis of this realism is found in the gilded comfort of Lexie's 'cage'. Attention is drawn to the upper-middle class standing of the character and perhaps the audience the story is intended for. This 'ideal' audience defines a certain value inherent in Cambridge's 'realist' portrayal of the feminine condition - it is available only to the moneyed class. This marketing to Anglo-Australian aristocratic values which the author apparently found so congenial (Australian Dictionary of Biography) rings true with Lee's (module 1.3) assertion that realism was inflected with liberal doses of romanticism.

Placing "The Nest" in a spectrum of Australian literature is no easy feat, even ignoring the blatant myth of "being Australian" espoused by noted commentators, celebrated in literature and made apparent through ideals like egalitarianism and mateship (Lee module 2.1 - 2.1.2). These myths are encapsulated in a positivism (see Guba & Lincoln 105-9) resulting from enlightenment thinking, which was certainly the prominent ontology of the author's time. The Colonial value of material progressivism (Kitley module 2.14) that went hand in hand with the Australian myth held little place for alternative paradigms like that espoused by Cambridge, which are reflected in the reviews of prominent commentators and in "The Nest" itself. The closing paragraph is suggestive of a defensiveness in Cambridge's writing, that the poor woman of no consequence, wishing she was dead, at the bottom of the sea or back at the nest is a conciliatory move on the narrator's behalf, to defuse the transgression of hierarchically generated norms (see Fukuyama 146-8) in the narrative. That is, that male readers (predominantly) can express their respective negative reaction in response to reading "The Nest" yet rationalise the allegedly undeveloped mind and moral sensibility (Lee module 3.2) of the woman as a source of her misconduct. Cambridge appears to have constructed the narrative ending for such a purpose.

It seems safe to suggest that the social context of "The Nest" can be placed on the 'spontaneously generated' end of a scale of norms that has as its polar opposite a locus of 'hierarchically generated' norms created by a largely white, male group who were the locus of political, economic and cultural power in Australia at the time. In political economy  "The Nest" fits into Volosinov's conceptualisation that proposes culture as an ideological battleground (Schirato & Yell 172). For Volosinov, ideology is produced at the same time that signs are produced as meaningful (Schirato & Yell 172) and is culturally specific (author's emphasis). Thus Cambridge was witness to the creation and sustenance of the Australian myth that supported a hierarchy of norms in order to dominate the cultural landscape for the benefit of a given social group. "The Nest" is offered little place as an alternative narrative in such a setting. Such oppositional polarity continues to be espoused in Australian literary circles by contemporaries like Les Murray, of which the Athenian cultural value (see Murray's "On Sitting Back and Thinking About Porter's Boeotia") is arguably applicable to "The Nest".

Perhaps the most important notion to disseminate from this understanding is the literary trope that Cambridge used in writing "The Nest". Whereas ideas are created and sustained to serve a particular purpose or group interest, the characteristic of "The Nest" is that it is written with doing as its emphasis. "Doing" has two interesting traits philosophically and literary and they are connected. Blücher and his celebrated wife Hanna Arendt were convinced that man was a "doer" (Blücher 2009 - that "power existed in its actualization" [sic] (Arendt 200). This is contrary to Blücher's (2009) assertion that leaning "on history, or on nature, or on god", or conceivably our self-created myths, leads us to fall down every time. Yet the narrator's construction in "The Nest", Lexie Brown, does not lean on her husband for her support, she learns to stand erect. While Lexie is not the complex character example of Ripley in "Aliens" used by Thwaites (125) to contrast the notion of conventional characterisation, Lexie's function as a doer as opposed to receiver is clearly a break from conventional literary constructions - think "Monsieur Caloche" by Tasma - receiver of violence against her beauty and herself.

Thus an apparently bland, upper middle class narrative easily dismissed (Palmer, as qtd in Lee 3.1)  as a light romantic fiction sacrifices intrigue, frustration and flattery of readers' knowledge for the act of doing. Cambridge's reference in other literature to the 'physical body' could arguably stand as a metonym for doing, which is in conflict with 'moral conscience'. This, in the framework of constricting social conventions of the epoch  is synonymic with 'conduct'. Thus the apparent proselytism of Cambridge turns out to be a competing cultural sign that foregrounds Lexie's act of doing in the present and moving beyond a husband (metonym for a society) whose emotional transgressions (his stated desire to be rid of her) are located in the past. Cambridge's realism requires a reappraisal away from so-called 'real' or objective realism of the socially deprived (Hayward 334) - Lawson's experience in Western NSW is an example - with an affective realism particular to women in Australian society. It is ironic but perhaps unsurprising that the Australian myth of laconic stoicism in the face of objective reality (Lee module 2.2.1) - epitomised by Lexie's emotionless husband - mirrors the opposite, but ignored, affective reality facing Australian women as a result of this misogynist myth.

Cambridge's proselytism stands as a call for action to be taken in the present. While the story is largely passive third person and narratively straightforward - which does not differ radically from Romantic women authors' prior to the Modernist and New Critical movements [Bartlett 61] - the literary trope of doing in "The Nest" is found in the infrequent change from third to first person. By joining the significance of time with a first person position - "I will do it... that settles it" - the positioning effect is, like Thwaites' (115) advertising example, intensified and inviting the reader to join the story. It invites the reader to reappraise relationships with their respective spouses and if necessary, take action. For the educated class that Cambridge so clearly admired and who no doubt consumed her work, it invited them to reappraise the Australian myth alongside more legitimate authors like Henry Lawson - whom Phillips (149) tactfully suggests was breaking "the surface of national complacency" - dissidents like Bayton and doers  like Miles Franklin.

A close reading of "The Nest" has forced a recognition - that which appears to be light romantic fiction is a response to a literary tradition that profited a particular social group through the maintenance of particular ideological constructs. "The Nest" fits well within the ideological framework developed by Volosinov and can be viewed as a competing social norm to those that aided the maintenance of power. The literary trope of doing, represented by a juxtaposition of time and infrequent first person positioning is a clever and discrete rebellion against constricting social conventions. "The Nest" didn't garner the same attention as works by Bayton and Franklin, but does add to the collection of literature that furthers discussion on our national complacency that is the Australian myth.
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