

















tering and monitoring her patients through the night.
Aside from the brief scene of Henry Tremayne—an alias
for Florence's true love—dying in her arms, there are no
other scenes of Florence actually delivering nursing care.
Offering comfort is made to appear atypical of Nightin-
gale's role; her real job lies in purveying the hospital and
overseeing the personnel of the hospital. Her handling of
Bamford, the recalcitrant purveyor, exemplifies Berkeley's
Florence in the Crimea. Miss Nightingale (with some
justification, no doubt) bullies and blackmails the purvey-
or into doing her bidding; by threatening to have him
fired, she finally wins his grudging cooperation. From
Bamford, she turns her attention to a nurse who has in-
advertently provided information for an article in the
Times on the doctors’ failures, The nurse, frightened and
penitent, begs to stay, but Florence insists upon a
dismissal. The dismissal itself can be comprehended, but
Florence’s abrupt, unfeeling handling of it cannot; she
orders the nurse to leave, without even a word of thanks
for the work she has already done. Although the historic
Florence was strict, demanding, and tenacious in pursu-
ing her goals, she was also aware that gentle words and
charm had their place. Berkeley does present to the au-
dience Nightingale's formidable obstacles and her iron
will, but he renders her unlikeable in the process.

Florence's relationship with Henry Tremayne (the alias
for Richard Monckton Milnes) is perhaps the weakest
point in the entire play, for it undermines the audience’s
understanding of Nightingale's ability to make a decision
and remain true to it. The love scene in the first act
features Florence and her suitor talking of their emotions
through the dubious intermediary of a fountain; their
conversation reveals that Florence is tempted by the joys
of domestic happiness and yet able to resist. So far, the
play reflects what we suspect to have transpired between
Florence and her last, most ardent suitor—despite the
unbelieveable dialogue. Berkeley, however, does not
allow Florence's refusal of this marrizge proposal to be
indicative of a mature, fully decided mind. In an unrealis-
tic and unhistorical scene in the barracks hospital,
Florence is reunited, albeit briefly, with herlove and prom-
ises to go away with him forever. Tremayne's timely
death saves Berkeley from having Florence change her
mind yet again, but it intreduces a false note in the au-
dience’'s perception of Florence Nightingale’s commit-
ment to her life of service and work.

Even Florence's friendship with Sidney Herbert in-
cludes unhistoric and unflattering images of the heroine.
Berkeley invents a long-simmering conflict between Flor-
ence and Elizabeth Herbert over their respective roles in a
somewhat hapless Lord Herbert's life. Not only does
Berkeley's Florence drive poor Sidney to his death, with-
out a shred of sympathy for the man'’s efforts, as sug-
gested by Strachey, but Berkeley aiso squares off Flor-
ence against Liz, reflecting poorly on both women.
Florence emerges as a condescending, demanding wom-
an who resents Liz's natural concern for her husband’s
well being; she patronizes Liz's jealousy: “Liz dear, I'm
really very, very sorry for you. It must be awful to be
unable to dissociate men from the seraglio.”” Liz, for her
part, appears a vicious and petty woman, unable to com-
pete with Florence inteilectually so that she accuses her

of base emotions. Berkeley's last transformation of Flor-
ence from a frustrated, bitter virago into a benign old lady
sinking into senility also follows Strachey’s suggestions.
Berkeley uses Florence's prolonged old age and gradual
debilitation as a sort of punishment for her sins of in-
tolerance. In one of the last scenes between Liz and
Florence, many years after Sidney's death, Liz warns
Florence that the Lord might have his own plans for her.
Florence clarifies the threat: Do you mean one might
live on and on—unable to work and unable to die?" Liz
agrees that it might be her “'purgatory. Which we must
all endure.”

To fulfill this prophecy, Florence does live on and on,
unable even to fully comprehend the honors done to her
throughout the world. In the finale, unable to do more
than sit in her chair, Florence is surrounded by dignitaries
from around the world gathered to recite the litany of her
achievements and to shower her with tributes. In an al-
ternative ending, the playwright revealed his own pur-
pose more clearly. Florence, lying in her bed a few hours
before her death, is tended by two nurses. The older
nurse represents the popular attitude toward the legen-
dary heroine: “She’s a saint.” The younger nurse per-
haps voices the author’'s own opinion: “Saintl Oh, |
know these saints. They're usually sinners who've gone
soft on it . . . | don't believe in making idols of people.
They've got their faults like you and me. Why not be
frank about it?” The older nurse simply responds, "I
naver heard anyone say before that Florence Nightingale
had a fault.”

Today's dramatist has never had a better opportunity
to present Florence Nightingale to the public than now, as
most women and men are less sexist, more politically
aware, and willing to comprehend the complex character
of Miss Nightingale and her world. With a large potential
audience with interest in successful female role models,
nurses and playwrights have an excellent opportunity to
refocus public attention on one of the great heroines of
civilization.
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