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or the fillllmaker~. lHt ress Dorothy 
'eterso n. who play ed :\"urse 
Katherine Kenm:dv in twO of the 
three fil ms. "as cho'st."" n u,er a host of 
other appllc:lIlt s for the rolc, not 
because of her acting abilitit.""s, but 
because of ht.""f blamdess character. 
The Boston Sunda.y Po,l reported 
lyrically, ~Ollly one "i lh lhe highest 
idealism, whose name never had 
been cven faintly touched by scan­
dalous rumor, could be ~rrnitled in 
close proxim it>· to the babie s. What 
type of woman is th e actress chosen as 
worthy to hold ill her a rms those 
precious bundl t's of baby hoodJ a 
charmin g . low-v oic ed wo man, 
dedicated to mother roles . one 
seen occasionall y at teas. but never in 
the popular nightclubs. . She cven 
blushes~·· The worthy ~ti s s Peterson 
was onl y in her twentie s. but she 
looked o lder and ,,·as frequently 
chosen to play middle· aged mother or 
nurse ro les. Something In that 
serene, rather mat ronl y fa ce sug· 
gested ·'mother·' o r ~ nurse·· to the 
directors. She herself speculated that 
she was chose n for such roles 
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~because I am not colorful and 
g lamorous," an interesting, if 
unintentional, commentary on the 
image of the nurse [14J. 

Another reason that the image of 
the nursc was given grcatc r sig­
nificance in these motion pictures was 
the important reality that the nurses 
aClually did replace the babies' 
mothcr. The mother o f the quints 
never appears in the fictionalized 
films; indeed, for the first nine years 
of their lives, the quints knew Mrs. 
Dionne only as a visitor to their little 
hospital. nu rsery. TheIr "real" 
mothcrs were a succession of nurses 
apparently providing the babies with 
loving care. In their bitle r auto­
biography, the quints rdate that their 
happiest years were those early ones 
spent in the hospital with the nurses. 
It is perhaps significant that, as 
adults, four of the five quints entcred 
educat ional programs to prepare 
them for humani tarian-orie nted 
careers-two as nurses and two as 
nuns. 

The five babies, whom the nurses 
and the good doctor cherished dearly, 
were a cheery sight for the viewing 
public. Their eyes sparkled, their 
curls bounced, and their sm ilcs were 
enchanting. \Vhatcver problems 
other characters in the stories might 
have had, no hint of trouble was 
associated with the quintuplets, who 
tumbled about as charmingly as five 
puppies at play while others looked 
on lovingly. The motion picturcs, of 
cou rsc, gave no hint that the babies' 
real life stories did not end so 
happily. While the screen nurses and 
doctor presided wisely and lovingly 
ove r a peaceful nursery, the real Mrs. 
Dionne was having bitter fights with 
Dr. Dafoe, whom she hated, and was 
firing and hiri ng a succession of 
nurses (14 different nurses scrved as 
surrogate mothers during thc quints' 
fIrst 6 years), never allowing the 
children to have a permanent 
mother·figure. 

T he H oUyood creations ga\·e only 
unconsc ious hints that the glorious 
experiment was not going to succeed. 
Sadly, the child ren's perfect, scientific 
upbringing, so celebrated In 
newspapers, magazines, and motion 
pictures, did not, in fact, produce 
superior human beings. The girls 
grew up to be painfully shy, as 
isolated in. society-when they finally 

got out into the world-as they had 
been in their guarded nursery. T heir 
adult lives bore tragic records of early 
deaths, alcoholism, psychological 
deterioration, broken marriages. 
failed careers, poverty, bitterness. 
and permanent family estrange­
ments. The three surviv ing quin­
tuplets wrote a bitter autobiography, 
summin g up their vaunted upbring­
ing by stating: ~There was mor~ 

money than love in our Iives"j15J. 
From a 50'year perspective on 

thei r birth dale, the irony is almost 
un~arable that these children should 
have grown up feeling a lack of love 
when the whole world adored them, 
when millions of people traveled to 
the wilds of Canada for the privilege 
of walking through the viewing com· 
pound to glimpse at the quints at 
play, when the Queen of England 
herself knelt 10 greel them, when gifl s 
were sen t 10 the children from ad­
mirers around the world, when peo­
ple snatched up every newspaper and 
magazine that promised a new pic­
ture of the quints or a new story 
about them. 

It is indeed unfortunate thai the 
qui ntuplets' real lives did not match 
the image projected In Ihe mass 
media- an image of children without 
a problem in the world, playing 
happily with the nurses who cared for 
them. The motion pictures about 
them reRected only the prom ise, the 
hope, and the good intentions for 
these unusual children. Only on film 
did the noble experimenl work Ihe 
way it was supposed to. In reality, Ihe 
children inhcrited the sad fruiu of all 
of the greed, misundc rstanding, 
jealously, and bitterness that raged 
around them. The American public , 
however, inherited the ideal- the im­
age of the courageous country doctor 
and the devoted, happily subservient 
nurse. This archetypal image has 
proven nearly indelible and presents 
a formidable obstacle to effons to 

enhance thc current image of the 
nurse. 
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1\ Ib,d .. pp, 61-94 
E"dush-e phorographs of b,m"d quin· 
wplelS w,ll be shown III Tit, Cow .. rr, /)O{. 

wr. S)"aruu Htrald. February 23. 1936. 
Qu,"\! ad lib all SCenes in lheir piclure 
due on radio cilV sc reen . ~.,',,~ Yo.kjou."~/. 

~Iarch II, 1936. Qu"us 'gnore 1111 film 
rules. Dn MO'rla r lowal R'l.m,. February 
29, 1936: D,onncs to scar again. K~~"". 
ell, S'",r, Ju"" 3, 1936. O'o""e' ha~" 
~rea ( li'"e play,ng !FtnlU ..... uh acror. P,llS' 
.. ,,(It Prm. o.:c~mber 7, 1935. Quin· 
"'I,I"u arc ""rfrt'r bab",~. Lo. Angeles 
'''r'''ld aNI E~"'mmn. o.. .. "",o.:r 1 I. 1935: 
'\musing mm't" ad""nrul"<:l of rhe DIonne 
'1uilltuple.,. &SIC" Su"d",.! /'Oll. Fehruary 
! 19)6 

1" H, Counl'J Doclo •. 110 min,. H & W. 
Krl~as<:d, 3·2·36, Dislributor: T ... ·(I11 k(h. 
(,'mury. Fall D'I"«(or: Henry King 
"'~rc"npld)': Son)'a L.,\'Ien. from an 
'''I('n~1 scl"<:en scory by Charle. Blake. 
. "1 O.onne Quintuplets. Jean Hersholt, 

'''''c L~ng. SIi", Su""n~rville, I<.'l'ch~el 
\\'h .• I(n. Oormhy Peterson. Roberr 
II"'ra!. John Qualen. MO'>l~gu Love. 
I.'nc Da ..... ·ell. Fr~nk Reich~r, David Tor. 
r .. nce. George Chantlcrl. Helen J~romc 
hid)". Aileen ClIdyl". G"orge Meeker,J. 
"n'hnny Hughes. and W,lIiam Benedkc . 

I 
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II. Ibid,. rhe analy." !hat follo,",'s is hued ou 

several viewings of TIlt CU"I? 1J«1~' 
12. Reu~;on. 80 min. B & h'. Reluscd; 

I I· 13·36 Diurtburor: T ... ·enr;erh· 
Century· Fox. Dlree!Or: Norman Taurog. 
Screenplay; Sam Hellman. GladYI 
Lehman. SOil Levien. from an unpub· 
hshed Itory by Bruce Gould 
CUI: Dionne Quintuplcn.Jean Henhoh. 
Rochelle Hudson . Helen Vinson. Slim 
Summerville. Roberr Kcnt.John Qualen. 
Doro(hy Peterlon. Alan Dinehart . JEd· 
w"rd Brombert, Sara Haden. Monlaguc 
Love. Tom Moore, George Ernesr . Es(her 
Ralsron. Katherine Alexander, Juhus 
Tannen. Edward McWade. ~ l lude 

Ebume. George Chandler. Claudia 
Coleman. Hank Ma"n. HaUte ~lcDanici 
Ftu of c Xmd. 83 mi" . B & \\' Rcleascd 
10,14·38, Di.tribu(or; T ... ·cmicth·Century 
Fox Producer; Sol M. WurucI, Director: 
Herbert [ Leed5 Screcnpla:.- Lou 
Breslo ...... John Palnck. 
Cast. The Dionne Quimuplcrs. Jean Her· 
.hoh. Claire T I"<:,"or , Cesar Romero. Slim 
Summerville, Henry \Vilcoxon . Inc. 
Cou rtney. John Qualcn. Jane Darwell . 
Paul ine 1<.100'-':. John Russell. Andrew 
T ombes. D,,,,id T orrence , Marion B)·ron. 
Ham,hon l\lacFadtl"n, Sp"ncer Chrrers. 
Charles D. Brown 
.11m D, Ch,i,,,,,, ... 63 min .. B & W. Re· 
lcased : 11· 17·39. Di.trihu!Or: RKO 
Radio OlfecrOr: Hern3rd Vorhau$. 
Screenplay: Ian McLellen Humer. Ring 
Lardner. Jr .. Harvey Garel. from an 
original Kr«n trory h)' Harvey Gates. 
CaSt: Jean Hersholt. Dorothy Loven . 
Roher! Baldwin. Ellid ikllne". Paul 
Ha ..... ·ey. Marcia "-lac JOlles. J.~kie 
Moran, Maude Eburne, Frank Coghlan. 
J r, Pa rsy Lee Parsons. Sarah EUwlIrds. 
J ohn Kelly. Eddte Acuff. 
n. CO""~~1lJ Dr CIt,;rl;a ... 67 min., B & 
W. Re1used: 4·5,40. Dimibutor: RKO 
Radio. DiTeccor: Vernaru Vorh .. u •. 

Screenplay: Rmg Lardner. Jr. lall ~I . 

Hunter. 
Ca5r Jean Hershelr. Dorotlw Lo"el!. 
Roberr Bald ... ·m. Tom :-;eal, :\Iaude 
Eburne . Vera LewIS. George Meader. 
Bobby Larson. Bobelte Benlk Reginald 
BarJow. Ja~qucl",e de River, Edmund 
Glo,"e r. 
D,. C1.mlla~ M"u Ih, lL"omt~, 66 ~Ion .. B 
& \\'. Released 1·~·40. Disrriburor 
RKO RadIO. D,,«to •. \\",l1iam ~lcGann 
Ca.t: Jean Henhoh. DOrOlh) Lovett. 
Edgar Ken"ed~. Rod La Rc.que. Frank 
Alber(son, Marilyn ~I.rrick. ~Iaude 

Eburne. Veda Ann Korg. Lelah Taylor, 
William Gould. Phyllis Kennedy. Bercha 
Priesely. Dtedra Vale, H"inie Conklin. 
Mrlody for Tit,", 67 m.n. B & W. Re· 
leased: 3·28·41 D'strlbutor RKO Radto, 
Director; Erk C. Kenlan Screen pia)': 
Lee Loeb, Walter Furi, 
Cast Jean Hershoh. Fa~' \\"ra\. Waher 
\\'oc>lf King. AS(rld AIIo .. ",n. Sch,,'kr 
Srandish. Andre.... Tombes. :\laude 
Eburne. Par" Rurh PMSOn!. To.cha 
Seltld. Ir~l\e Ryan. EI1,ia .... II"'an. [ren~ 
ShIrley. Donn,,, AII,·n. Le '''' T,·ll·r. C llt! 
"'azarro. 
TIt,y .lfu/ Ag<I'n. 67 min, B & W. Rr· 
kas-ed 7-11-41 [) .. ",bucur RKORadoo 
Dtrector: EriC C. Kenron, Adapted from 
an original ",rfin story by Perer :\1I1"e 
Cast. J eal\ Hersholl. Doro(h;' Lo'·en. 
Raben Bald"in . I<.budc Eburn". "'eil 
H:unilron. Anne Benneu, Harwn Yar· 
borough. Arlhu r Hoyr. J ohn Dlbon. 
Frank Mehan, Leon Tyler. Mthon 
Kibbe". Gus Glassmirc. PallY Lee PH' 
.ons. Meredirh Howa.d. 

13 . Lerou.~. Y,·onn ... My tit.,)· of eh.ec y"ars 
with q ui,uup\els. Ptll1b.,(h p.m. Ma)' 
26-30 . 1937. Serlel of fi"e article. 

14 . Dionne quinu scired Dorothy Peterson. 
movie srar. &.1lIrI Sun"':; I'od. J .nuary 27, 
1936. 

15. Brough, Of ,II .. pp 2-3. 
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