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cus (1953). Hellcats of the Naey (l95i), and South 
Pacific (1958), all featured military nurses during war, 
but long gone were instances of llurseS making impor­
tant contributions to the war effort. Instead, these prett y 
and sympathetic nurses concentrated their attentions on 
finding husbands and/or comforting their lovers. Fe­
male bravery now consisted of keeping a stiff upper lip 
when the man wenl into battle-a far cry f rom the cou­
rageous exploit s of World War 11 film nurses. 

A comic series, based around a talki ng mule named 
Francis, featured veteran comedienne ZaZu Pitts as a 
fluttery, silly, and bre3thless older military nurse who 
also became involved in dealing with Francis and in 
helping Donald O·Connor. a hapless sold ier with the 
misfortune to have been chosen Francis's confidante. 

1960 to 1980 

The last 20 years have witnessed the complete 
destruction of the once proud and noble film image of 
the nurse. The decade of the 1960s, a watershed in con­
temporary American social history, introduced a subtle 
erosion of the nurse's good moral character and precipi­
tated the more recent films that have denigrated the 
nursing profession in exaggcrated ways. In 1960, two 
popular films, Operation Petticoat and The Bramble 
Bush, began what would become an all too frequent 
association-nurses as the focus of sexual titillation . 
Operation Petticoat, a lighthearted farce starring Cary 
Grant, told the tale of an almost derelict submarine 
assigned to noncombatant duties in the South Pacific 
during World War II. It s commander, Grant, and crew 
wanted to distinguish themselves as worthy of greater 
assignments, but their efforts were hampered when they 
rescued a group of comely Army nurses who had been 
stranded on an island. The comic tension of the film 
arose from the living situation aboard the submarine­
love-starved men sharing close quarters with beautiful 
young women who hung their drying l ingerie all over 
the sub. The professional importance and value of these 
nurses rarely surfaced. 

The Bramble Bush was a sort of a New England 
"Peyton Place." where sin and corruption lay close to 
the surface of respectable middle-class lives. Angie Dick­
inson played a beautiful, blond nurse who enjoyed a £inc 
professional reputation in the communit y However, her 
facade of professional composure masked a seethi ng, 
passionate, secret life-motel-room romances and being 
blackmailed into posing nude for photographs. All the 
advertiSing for the film featured a half-dressed fran 
(Ms Di ckinson) muttering. ''I' m not a motel room 
tramp . . .. " r-..Js. Dickinson would playa nurse character 
at least three more times in the 19605 (Captain New­
man, M .D., JeSSica. and Sins of Rachel Cade) and each 
time her competent nurse characterization also exuded a 
definite sleazy personal quality. 

And, in still another popular fil m of the decade. 
The Interns (1962), student nurses appear to be rair 
game for the romantically inclined young physicians. 
Called "nurslings" by their own instructor. the young 
nurses serve only as party- time diversions for the physi­
cians. 

If nurse characters of the 1960s suffered from their 
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li ghtweight, sexually charged image. at least they were 
largely bemgn characters, unable to inflict harm on any­
onc �e�l�~ �.� Catch-22. a popular and cri tical success of 
1970, featured two sexually attractive �n�u �r �~�s� whose per· 
sonal and professional demeanor revealed them 10 be 
sterile, cold, unfeeli ng. and ineffective. 

'·Hot Lips" Houlihan, played by Sally Kellerman, 
in the film version of M 0 A. ·5· H served as a sexual joke 
as well as a hypercritical, narrow-minded, and authori­
tarian woman. Only total humiliat ion in front of the 
entire camp could dent her armor-plating and make her 
acceptable to the other members of the camp. 

The decade of the 19705 also added a new dimen­
sion to the professional image-a propensity toward 
malevolence and sadistic personality, heretofore onl y 
occurring in rare and limited instances. In One Flew 
Ouer the Cuckoo's Nest (1975 ), Louise fletcher as Nurse 
Hatched. in her direct confrontation with a patient 
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named i\k\-lurphy. epltomizt:d. the SQul-cle;troying. cas­
trating mother-figure. What made her so effectivf' and 
so frightening was the fact that Hatched looked. and 
sounded like a soft-spoken, re:lsonable woman, with her 
patient's best interest at heart. Bullter actions belied her 
appearance. In the film . the nurse abused her role as 
psychiat ric nurse to supply cruel punishmellts: arranging 
shock treatments to punish some jXltients for a hnrmless, 
enjop.ble outing; shaming one patient into committ ing 
suicide; and fi nall ~ having :-'1c~lurphy lobotomized to 
prove, once and for all, her ultimate power over her 
pattents. 

One Cuckoo's .Vest could influence man y people. 
but , unfortunately, this fil m re prese nted only part of t ill' 
overall trend of the 1960s and 1970s to draw the profes­
sional nurse along unfla ttering a nd often frighteni!! !! 
lines. 

In ~:lel Brooks' High Anrlety (1 977) , Cloris Leach­
man played a sadi stic nurse 'admimtralor nam(.-ci Char­
loue Diesel. Among her many interests, :\Iurse Diesel 
affected a talent for murder. extortion, and fratl(l as 
well as interest in the kink ier forms of sexual experience 
Dressed in a l\"azi un iform and thigh-high boots. Nurse 
Diesel supplied the discipline and bondage tbat her lov­
er, Dr, ~Iontague, so cn ... ed . i'\ urse Diesel was a vu lgar 
joke in anyone's opmion, bu t the effectiveness of tbis 
joke rested u[Xln the audicnce's fa miliarit y with the 
nurse administrator character parodied by Diesel : the 
aging, unmarried megaloman iac, sexually abnormal 
woman in power. 

During the 1930s and 1940s, nurses freq uently 
became invoiv(..J in criminal activi ties, usually as righ­
teous young women anxious to see justice done. Howev­
er, during the 1970s, Holly\u.X1d cast the nurse as an 
obvious villain, often involved in ca rrying out criminal 
activities-some dow nright grisly. The Honeymooll 
Killers (1970) featured a drastically overweight nurse 
working with her lover. an aging gigolo, in fl eecing 
unsuspecting womCll of thcir moncy and then murdcr­
ing them with whatever blu nt instrument was handy. 

Tn Scream and Scream Again (1 970). a beautiful 
but deadl y nurse willingly assists a mad doctor in g rue­
some experiments and commits murder as a mallcr of 
course. In Coma (1978). a nu rse plays a key role in the 
business aspects of a m urderous scheme to sell needed 
transplantable body organs to unscrupulous surgC'Ons 

Throughout the entire history of film, the J970s 
represent the lowest pOi nt fo r nurse charactcr inte lli­
gence, rationali ty, sociabil it y. toughness, altruism, kind­
ness, sincerity, and warmth. Film nurses in th is decade 
also soored the lowest in thei r value for dut y, self-sacri-

• fi ce, achievement, integrity , virtue. intellect. and reli­
gion. 

In terms of nursing activit ies. the 1970s showed the 
lowest point fo r the appearance of nurses providing 
emotional su pport to patients and thcir famil ies, acting 
as a profession.'!.1 resource, carrying out nurSing process 
activities, and providillg physical comfort to paticnts. 

Altruism as a motive for choosing nursing as .'!. 
career also fell d ramatically in the 1970s. Sadistic nurse 
portrayals rcached all all- time high in tha t decade. and 
at the same time. physicians were portra yed in motion 
pictures to be just as nurlurant as nurses. 

During the past two decades, the contribution of 
nurses to society has been greatly undervalued in motIOn 
pictures. While SOUl l' films have shown the nurse to be 
competent, the scope of that competence has been lim­
ited ...... ·ursi ng has largely been prescnted as a scl f-su l>or­
dinating. quintessentially femini ne profeSSion. 

Nurses al most always appear as the sexual mascots 
of the health care world. appearing more interestcd in 
linen closet trysts than in professional development. And 
when this tradi tionallv femlll ine imagery is not in focus, 
the b rusque, officious professional who on occasion 
becomes sadisllc and lethal emerges. Presentallons of 
individual achie\'cment and personal au tonomy among 
nurses were virtually nonex istent in 1970$ motion pic­
tures. 

There may be a dim light at the end of the tun nel. 
however, rega rdill g the image of nursing in feature 
fil ms, A handfu l of sym pathetic, positive nursing charac­
ters has dribbled out of Hollywood in the pa.st year. Con­
fined to minor, supportlllg roles. nonetheless, these h:w 
nu rses have shown that Hollywood ca n present nurses 
and nursing in a poSitive fash ion. 

In Elep /lanl.\fan (1980). which was set in Victorian 
England . a hospi tal nursing dlTl~ctor , \ ls. Mothershead, 
and her you ng staff nurses provide not only e.xcmplarr 
nursing care for this ma n but even tually offer h im their 
friendship-a fa r more Tarc and valued commodity fo r 
poor Merrick. In Fort Apache, The Bronx (198 1), an 
att ra ctive. Puerto Rican nurse who becomes Palll New­
man 's lover is a caring, well-liked young woman, Unfor­
tunately she is addicted to heroi n a nd dies from an over­
dose at the e nd of the film. Although this image is 
mixed, at least the nurse is meant to be admired and 
pitied when she dies. 

In Whose Life Is It Anyway? (1981), two nurses, 
while cast in the shadow of a glamorous fe ma le physi­
cian who assumes much of the nursing care, do appear 
sympathet ic to the wish to die of one of thei r patients- a 
quadriplegic scu lptor. Although the physician in charge 
of the patient refuses to listen to his patie nt or to accept 
his decision to be allowed to die, the nurses-while pow­
erless to help-treat the palient as a rational. total 
human being. 
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