














ty demonstrated by Nightingale in aU prot;luctions do 
reflect positively upon the nursing profession. But no 
other nurse character in any of the dramatizations ever 
rivals Miss Nightingale for viewer sympathy or appears 
to share Miss Nightingale's particular genius. The best 
support nurse characters, such as Sister Columba in 
The White Angel or Mrs. Roberts in the film The Lady 
with a Lamp, appear in a sympathetic light only because 
of their unfailing loyalty to Nightingale and because the 
viewer can see that Nightingale trusts them, thus sug­
gesting their competence. For the most part, the viewer 
can conclude that Florence Nightingale, who never pro­
vided direct nursing ca re again after the Crimea, re­
mains the exceptional, atypical nursing figu re. Her 
legacy to her �n�u�r�s�e�~� would be summed up in the 
Nightingale oath - recited by Kay Francis in The· White 
Angel - which emphasizes the nurse's obligation to re­
main pure, discrete, loyal, and dedicated to the welfare 
of others. 

Despite li mitations in the presenta t ion of 
Nightingale's particular ideas of nursing, Florence 
Nightingale still offers a great deal as a female role 
model - a woman who overcame enormous social 
obstacles to achieve independence and influence. With 
a couple of notable exceptions, dramatists have been 
unable to present Nightinga le as a strong-minded yet 
sympathetic woman. The fact of her femininity has 
lured too many playwrights into distorting her characte r 
either into a tragic, romantic heroine or a frustrated 
spinster. Reginald Berkeley attempted both in his 1929 
play. He could not accept a st rong yet attractive woman 
who, by an act of will, decided upon a career of service 
to humanity over a career of domest ic bliss. Thus, his 
Florence pays a heavy price for her refusal of marriage; 
she becomes fr ustrated and bitter, and turns her roman­
tic disappointment against others. The radio produc­
tions of the 1940s portray Nightingale as a rather com­
monplace romantic heroine who turns to work after the 
death of her beloved. James Lee's " The Holy Terror" 
never addresses the issue of Florence's romantic life; by 
his neglect, he not only defeminizes her, he 
dehumanizes her enti rely, suggesting that she simply 
was not like other mortals. The two film versions, The 
White Angel and The Lady with the Lamp, handle this 
aspect of Florence's life in the most positive way; these 
Florences turn down romantic and domestic satisfac­
tion; they are not thereafter haunted by the ghost of 
their beloved or turned into repressed spinsters . 

These two films remain the best dramatizOltions 
overall, perhaps because they could show more of the 
texture of Nightingale's work and suggest the impact 
that she had on all sorts of people, from common 
laborers to the queen. Also, both of the fi lms rely most 
heavily on the historic record fo r the construction of 
stories , emphasizing the total scope of her efforts as 
well as providing concrete evidence of the legend incar­
nate. The theatrical and radio plays have tended to pro-

mote more thematic and narrow views of the heroine 
(not surprising, given the greater limitations of these 
medial. In keeping with the narrower focus of the plays, 
the full historic record becomes telescoped, while great 
attention is given to interpretation of Nightingale's per­
sonality. In these plays, Night ingale frequently is re­
duced to a romantic heroine, tragically lost to love by 
the death of her beloved; or she is exaggerated in her in­
tolerant and demanding nature. 

The interplay of legend with biography has produced 
interesting resul ts. Each dramatization has taken a par­
ticular stance vis-a-vis the Nightingale legend. Reid, in 
1922, wanted to contrast the legend w ith rea lity , and 
her Florence provided a whole new list of positive at­
tributes to complement rather than destroy the legend. 
Berkeley, a few years later, sought to expose the 
falseness of the legend by presenting Florence as a 
frustrated harridan, masterfu l and intelligent but 
ultimately insensitive. Dieterle's 1936 film, The White 
Angel, used the biographical fa cts available to illustrate 
the legend. The Wilcox-Neagle fi lm, The Lady with a 
Lamp, let the heroine bask in the aura of legend and 
sympathy surrounding her cha racter, while showing 
Florence battling politicians and bureaucrats after 
Crimea - thus, the Wilcox-Neagle version presented 
the legend and then went beyond the legend into the 
unknown realm of Nightingale's later works. The radio 
plays, much shorter and less ambitious than the stage 
or screen dramatizations, never questioned the legend 
of Florence Nightingale; they simply recounted the 
most famous elements of it . And, finally, James l ee's 
"The Holy Terror" faced down the legend w ith all the 
iconoclasm expected of the 1960s; Lee's Nightingale 
became almost a parody of the legend itself. 

No new dramatization of Nightingale's life has ap­
peared in over 17 years, and the current lack of interest 
in this potent female figure may be the most significant 
feature in the history of the Nightingale legend . Be­
tween 1915 and 1965, the public received a steady, if oc­
casionally confusing, diet of Night ingale drama. These 
dramatic productions were stimulated both by the 
revelations of biographers and by the success of earlier 
dramas about Nig htinga le. Historic interest in 
Nightingale dried up after the publication of Woodham­
Smith' s "definitive" but unsatisfactory biography in 
1951, and even the nursing profession has done l ittle to 
preserve the legend of its founder. Although Florence 
NightingClle is one of the few female historic figures 
identifiable by most men and women, the public's 
memory is not so strong that it w ill preserve a fading im­
age forever. 

The only way to promote interest in F!orence 
Nightinga le once more is to write about her, hoping that 
somewhere a televis ion o r film producer will become 
curious. The nursing profession should encourage fur­
ther investigation into Nightinga le's life - a fresh look 
at a figure often misrepresented by well-meaning but 
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uninformed biographers and dramatists. If qualified 
historians and nursing professionals do not enter the 
arena of Nightingale biography, the field will be left to 
t he popularizers and the hacks. A 1978 work of fict ion, 
The Private Life of Florence Nightingale, posed the sup­
position that Florence Nightingale, an efficient, 
energetic health care reformer, happened to be a les­
bian - again revealing an inability to accept Florence as 
simply a st rong· minded but othelVv'ise norma l woman 
/73]. 

The recent and highly pretentious "biography" of 
Miss Nightingale, F.B. Smith' s Florence Nightingale: 
Reputation and Power, is most disturbing in its indict­
ment of the heroine's character (14). From the initial 
sentence, "Florence Nightinga le's fi rst chance to 
deploy her talent for manjpulation came in August 
1853," to the concludfng paragraph, "The mystery of 
that divided self which had impelled her to fight, to 
cheat, to bully, to boast and to save lives," the reader is 
led through a polished exercise in character assassina­
tion with highly sexist overtones_ By cleverly quoting 
extracts from selected Nightingale letters and failing to 
erect a framework within which to evaluate Miss Night­
ingale's nursing career, including such organizational 
factors as her feasible power base and limited work en­
vironment, along with her personal behavior con­
straints, such as female Victorian sex roles, expecta­
tions, and lifestyles, this "biography" offers a portrait of 
nursing's founder as a "boastful," "lying," "cheating," 
and "egotistic" woman_ In short, "Miss Nightingale 
served the cause of nursing less than it served her" (p. 
178). All the qualities of leadership that would be 
praised in a male as examples of effective management 
are rendered highly negative when applied to Miss 
Nightingale's behavior . What is more, Smith apparently 
decided that he could evaluate Miss Nightingale without 
reference to recent scholarship in the history of nursing, 
women's history, or the history of medicine. Thus, this 
biography is full of errors of fact. for example, Notes on 
Nursing was "wholly directed to home, not hospital , 
nursing" (it was used as a text in early nu rse training 
schools), "the practice of nursing was never among 
Miss Nightingale's prime concerns" (she corresponded 
extensively on this subject and planned the "Nightin­
gale ward" to faci litate nursing practice I, and "she 
preferred patronage and survell iance of nu rses' lives to 
guiding their professional work" (strict standards for 
nurses were an essential component of Miss Nightin­
gale's concept of the sanitary movement in health care 
and she viewed nurses as soldiers in baule with com­
municable disease). Perhaps the most that can be said 
of F .B. Smith's eHort is that by constituting the ultimate 
insult to Florence Nightingale, it serves as a rallying 
point for leaders in nursing to mobilize to encourage a 
more equitable modern account of the profession's 
founder. 

The nursing profession has a vested interest in pre-
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serving Florence Nightingale's reputation and in pro­
moting the positive association evoked by her name. If 
much of the Nightingale legend- the emphasis on self­
sacrifice, discipline, and obedience- no longer appeals 
to nursing leaders, Nightingale's life rem ains a fert ile 
field for the discovery and examination of the powerful 
scientific and creative forces that helped 10 shape the 
modern nursing profession. Florence Nightingale re­
mains a strong role model for professional nurses, as 
well as for the female population in general; her value 
and fame ought to be used for the advancement of the 
profession and not shelved as out-of-date . 

Ref erences 
1. Florence Nightingsle. 35 min., 8 & W Released: 11-20-15. 

Distributor: Ideal. Director: Maurice Elvey. Screenplay: 
Eliot Stannard, adapted from Edward Cook, The Life of 
Florence Nightingale. Cast: Elizabeth Risdon, Fred 
Groves, A. V. Bramble, M. Gray Murray, Beatrix 
Templeton, Pauline Peters. 

2. The Moving Picture World, November 20, 1915, p. 1509. 
3. The White Angel. 75 min., B & W Released: 6-2-36. 

Oistributor: First National. Director: William Dieterle. 
Screenplay: Michel Jacoby. Mordaunt Shairp, adapted 
from a chapter, "Florence Nightingale, " from Giles Lynon 
Strachey, Eminent Victorisns. Cast: Kay Francis, Ian 
Hunter, Donald Woods, Nigel Bruce, Donald CrisP. Henry 
O'Neill. Billy Mauch, Georgia Caine, Charles Croker-King, 
Halliwell Hobbes, Eily Malyon, Barbra Leondard, Vesey 
O'Davern, Phoebe Foster, Harry Cording, Ara Gerald, 
lillian Cooper, Ferdinand Munier, Tempe Pigott, Egon 
Brecher, George Curlon, Montagu Love. 

4. The Lady with the Lemp. 110 min ., B & W Released: Oc­
tober, 1951. Distributor: British Lion. Director: Herbert 
Wilcox. Screenplay: Warren Chetham Strode, adapted 
from the play by Reginald Berkeley. Cast: Anna Neagle, 
Michael Wilding, Gladys Young, Felix Aylmer, Sybil 
Thorndike, Peter Graves, Julien O'Albie, Arthur Young, 
Edwin Styles, Barbara Couper, Helen Singler, Helena 
Pickard, Rosalie Crutchley, Maureen Pryor, Henry Ed­
wards, Andrew Osborn, Clement McCallin, Monckton 
Hoffe. 

S. Variety, October 3, 1951. 
6. New York. Times, October 28, 1951. 
7. New Staresman and Netion, September 22, 1951. 
8. The Helen Hayes Theatre, '"The Lady with the Lamp." 

Adapted by Thiro Higley from the play by Reginald 
Berkeley. Broadcast : April 1941. CBS. Cast: Helen Hayes, 
les Tremayne. 

9. Favorite Story, "lady of the -Lamp." Writers: Jerome 
l awrence and Robert E. Lee. Broadcast: c. 1948, syn­
dicated. Host: Ronald Colman. Cast: Edna Best. 

10. Hallmark. Playhouse, "Ufe of Florence Nightingale." Bas­
ed on biography by Sir Edward Cook. Broadcast: 1950, 
CBS. Host: James Hilton. Cast: Irene Dunne. 

11. Your Story Hour, "Angel of the Crimea." Syndicated 
juvenile series. 

12. The Hallmark Hall of Fame, " The Holy Terror." Writer: 
James Lee. Broadcast: April 7, 1965, NBC. Producer. 
Director: Gebrge SchaeHer. Cast: Julie Haris, Denholm 
Elliott. Torin Thatcher, Kate Reid, Leveen MacGrath, Alan 
Webb, Brian Bedford. 

13. Gordon, R. The Private Life of Florence Nighringale. New 
York: Atheneum Publishers, 1978. 

14. Smith, F. B. Florence Nightingale: Reputation and Power. 
New York: St. Martin's Press, 1982. 


