










dience's perception of her difficulties. However, her 
manner with the officers-deference to their medical 
authority and a good-natured challenge to their estab­
lished routines - does reflect the way in which Florence 
often worked and accomplished her goals. 

Perhaps most interesting of the views put forward by 
Reid is her understanding of the nature of Nightingale's 
nursing endeavor in the Crimea. Florence insists to 
Sidney Herbert that she have unquestioned control over 
the nurses because "We must make this very critical ex­
periment of women nurses on a small scale at first." 
When Herbert disregards her instructions and brings out 
another group of nurses without her request, she la ­
ments the position he has put her in: 

, have toiled my way into the confidence of the 
medical men by keeping my hand on every nurse; to 
have 47 untrained women scampering about means 
disaster. Every nerve has been strained to reform 
shocking abuses. We are "'.:laking a delicate experi­
ment. 

Thus, Florence realizes that her mission is more than a 
work of chari ty; it is her ooportunity to prove by con­
trolled experiment that properly organized and disciplined 
women could make excellent military nurses. Florence, 
as a nurse, is also a scientist who understands the nature 
of experimentation - a rare insight into the founoation of 
modern nursing . 

Reid's Nightingale also shows the loving warmth for 
which she became famous: she cradles the head of a dy­
ing boy and dips a little of his hair to send to his mother. 
Yet, th e overall impression of Reid's Nightingale is that of 
an enthusiastic and efficient organizer who disdains 
pointless sentiment, although she knows how to use it to 
her advantage. She answers leners from a rich admirer 
who writes a series of sentimental poems in her honor 
because she realizes that a flutter of her angelic wings 
will induce a contribution of funds fo r her new hospital 
project. 

Without ever tarnishing the legend, Mrs. Reid made 
her audience aware of the legend's limitations. The next 
playvvright to tackle the Nightinga le story set about to 
topple the legend entirely. In 1929, Reginald Berkeley's 
The Lady With a Lamp opened in London, starring Edith 
Evans as florence Nightingale [10]. Well-received in 
England, the play traveled to New York for a Broadway 
run in '1931, again w ith Evans in the starring role (11]. 
This play represents the first important dramatic treat­
ment of Nightingale's life to receive sustained popular 
and critical attention. As a playvvright, Berkeley sur­
passed Reid in most respects: the play established a 
variety of conflicts emanating from within and without 
the central character, and developed Florence through 
four acts, changing her in response to her experiences. 
Although he did not make an attribution in his production 
notes, Berkeley built his image of Florence Nightingale 
on the suggestions made about the heroine's darker side 
in Stracheys essay. Berkeley, however, created his own 
explanation for Nightingale's character transformations: 
a thwarted desire for romantic and domestic fulfillment 
results in Florence's turning to work and to sarcasm for 
relief. In Berkeley's hands, Florence speaks in demanding 

Act II, Scene 2 - Barracks hospital, Scurari. Turkey, in 
Reginald Berkeley's 1929 The Lady w ith a Lamp featured 
Dame Edith Evans. as Florence Nightingale, giving orders to 
purveyors of the hosp/tol. Oespite the play's mle, the em­
phasis in this play remains on Florence the administrator and 
discounts her role in rendering direct nursing care to the sick. 

and intolerant tones and reveals an acidity and bitterness 
not even suggested in Strachey .. Edith Evans, one of the 
most accomplished actresses of the English stage, did 
imbue the character with dignity and strength, yet she 
could not overcome the discrepancy between Florence's 
supposed romantic inclinations and her iron-willed 
obstinacy-the flowery language spoken by Florence in 
love simply did not fit the reSt of her cha racterization. 

Florence's relationships with men in the Berkeley play 
aU suffer from ambivalence, as if the plaYWright could not 
understand a wo'man dealing with men without romantic 
or sexual tensions, yet was determined to so present his 
heroine. He did this by turning Florence Nightingale into 
an insensitive and sharp-tongued shrew who bullies the 
men around her. Perhaps most telling of Berkeley's view­
point is his handling of the Scutari episode (in Act II, 
Scene 21. Although he enlitled his play The Lady with a 
Lamp, it was an intentional misnomer, as his dramatiza­
tion never indudes a scene of Florence tenderly minis-



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 anention 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 aud ience'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 ref lects what we suspect to have transpired betvveen 
Florence and her last. most ardent suitor-despite the 
unbelieveable dialogue. Berkeley, however, does not 
allow Florence's refusal of this marriage proposal to be 
indicative of a mature, fully decided mind. In an unrealis­
tic and unhistorical scene in the barracks hospital. 
Florence is reun ited, albeit briefly, w ith her love 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 introduces a fa lse note in the au­
dience's perception of Florence Nightingale's commit­
ment to her life of service and work. 

Even Florence's friendship ,-, ... ith Sidney Herbert in­
cludes unhistoric and unflattering images of the heroine. 
Berkeley invents along-simmering conflict between Flor­
ence and Elizabeth Herbert over their respective roles in a 
somewhat hapless Lord Herbert's li te. Not only docs 
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 also squares off Flor­
ence against Liz, reffecting poorly on both women. 
Florence emeryes 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 mvful 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 intellectually 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 yea rs 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. )n 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: "Saint! Oh, I 
know these saints. They're usually sinners who've gone 
soft on it ... I 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 
never heard anyone say before that Florence Nightingale 
had <l 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, moro 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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