






seller of 1935, The Green Light by Lloyd C. Douglas. It s 
theme IS the conflict between self-interest and the duty 
owed to lhe medical profession and patients. . 

The surgical nurse Wishes to clear a surgeon wrong­
ly accused of killin g a patient, but 0 11 someone's advice, 
she keeps silent. The surgeon eventually falls in love 
wit h and mn ries the dead pati ent's daughter, whil e the 
long-suffering nurse goes to work in a remotely located 
clI:penmentallaboratory. 

Reaching the Pinnacle: The 19405 and 1950s 

During World War II . at all levels of society, the 
American nurse received unreserved backing and favor­
able regard, Dramatizations of war exploi ts of nurses, 
ei ther real or imagined, were a perennial staple. For 
example, They Wcre Expcndable (1942), by w. L. 
W hit e, was tbe ill spiring saga of a handful of American 
naval heroes and a group of nurses who wagcd a hopeless 
figh t during Japan's attack on the Philippines. Because 
of their bravery in performing their duties in a tunnel in 
the army hospital under the besieged island fo rtress of 
Corregidor, the nurses were thought of as the epitome of 
fcmale heroism. 

Aft er the war, a nurse character was used as an 
instrument of social reform in one of the first novels to 
attack thc long-neglected issue of racial prejudice. Qual­
ity (1946) �b �~� Cid Ricketts Sumer, describes a young 
nursc's fight against segregation in rural Mi SSIssippI. T he 
heroine, Pin key, or Patricia Johnson. who passes for 
white, went to a school of nursing in Bostoll Upon 
returning home, Pinkey refuses to be humblt.-d hy the 
narrow-minded white people and stands up for her 
rights. Pin ker derives much of her self-respect and 
authorit y frum her identit y as a nurse. 

The character of nurse Kitty Fremont in Exodus 
(1958) by Leon Uris is the last hig hly pOSitive nurse por­
trayal in a bcst-scilill g novel in our study, 

DlITin g the HI·IOs and 1950s, the nalion's younger 
generation was heing introduced to nursing by thc Sue 
Barton, Penny Marsh, and Cherry Ames series that 
were pllrticulariy noteworthy for their accurate and 
attractive portravals of t he profession. T he Sue Bar/o,! 
books were wnlten from 1936 to 1952 bv Helen Dore 
Rovlston. who had been a head nurse, inst; uctor of nues­
i ll !,:, and a pri vate duty nurse. Over the years, Boylston's 
herOine. Sue, became a student nurse, a staff nurse, a 
Vlsltmg nurse. a superintendent of nurses. and a publ ic 
health Hurse. Speeifics of actual nursing carl' were 
IIlci uded and the novels emphaSized such personalit y 
traits as self- sacrifice ami humanit arianism. which were 
deemed important for sucress as a nurse, Alt hough Suc 1S 

clearly an adept and responsible nurse. she almost 
always works ull der a physician's orders 

The /lenny Marsh SO"nes was wntteo between the 
bte 1930s and �E�'�a�r�l�~� 1960s by Dorothy Deming, who was 
�t�'�~�e�c �u�t�i�\�'�e� director of the I\atiooal Organization fo r Pub­
lic Health NursinjO{. During the series. Penny Marsh 
advances f rorn student nurse to director of Il ursing. 
Unl ike Boylston. DeulJlI g was concerned with the pro­
fessionaliz.ati on of nursing. Her nurse heroines take 
appropriate scicll ce courses in high school, choose 
nati onall y approved schools of nursing where they can 
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Juvenile ficlion of the post. 
World War II era ideali zed nurses 
for self·sacrifice and humanitarian­
ism. Recent adult novels, however, 
portray nurses as,cold and controlling. 
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study for their baccalaureates, and enroll in postgrad­
uate studies. 

The Cherry Ames series was begu n by Helen Wells 
in 1943 with Cherry Ames, Student Nurse. Written in i­
tially to inspire young women to take up nursing as a 
patriotic duty in World War IT, the popularity of the 
series resulted in installments thaI ran until 1962. The 
first nine books were written by Helen Wells; then Julie 
Tatham assumed authorship fo r seven more. Helen 
Wells completed the series with nine additional books_ 

Most of these novels projected a posi tive image of 
nursing as an attractive, demandi ng, and rewardi ng pro­
fession. They have probably been particularly popular, 
however, because each includes a gripping and often 
spine-chilling mystery to keep the young reader capti­
vated. Cherry Ames, the heroine of all 25 novels, is a 
young, attractive woman in her early twenties. She is a 
sympathetic and compassionate nurse, although she ca n 
be stern wit h patients and other nurses if a patient's 
health is in jeopardy. 

Falling Back to the Bottom: The 19605 and 1970s 

The association of nursing with sexual promiscuity 
is recent. Before the 1960s, nurses routinely appea red as 
chaste young women, involved in mu tually AAtisfyi ng 
romantic relationships, but not in casual affai rs. The 
Interns, a 1960 novel by Richard Frede, deals with the 
first year of internsh ip of a group of aspiring doctors. 
Nurses appear on nearly every other page of the novel, 
usually referred to by their firs t names. The general 
impression resulting from the novel is that nurses serve 
as the physicians' helpers as well as providi ng a ready 
fo rm of relief for the interns ' sexual tensions. 

In similar fash ion, The Bramble Bush (1958) by 
Charles Mergendahl , presents a wayward nurse in a 
small New England town, where old traditions and reli­
gious ethics abound. Readers are told that she is essen­
tiallya kind, compassionate woman, and this helps her to 
be an especially good nurse, Her passionate sexual life, 
however, results in numerous difficulties, 

Joseph Heller 's 1961 novel, Catch 22, which has 
sold over 6 mill ion copies, describes a group of us fliers 
stationed on a fictional Ita lian island toward the end of 
World War II. A negat ive image of nursing is contrib~ 
uted by the three nu rses who turn up from time to time. 
Two of the nurses arc described by their sexual relat ion­
ships to characters in the book. The nurses are never 
involved in any demanding nursi ng work. They lake a 
goodly number of temperatures, order patients to bed, 
and on one occasion, a nurse accompanies a physician on 
his hospital rounds. The nurses' most noticeable activity 
is to clean the body cast and care for the tubes and cath­
eters of a patient swathed in bandages whom no one can 

The "nurse as the physician's sexual playt hing" tra­
dition continued in novels that appeared throughout the 
1970s. For exam ple, Samuel Shem (the pseudonym fo r a 
Boston psychiatrist), who wrote The House of God 
(1978), claims that the interns' numerous sexual en­
counters with the nurses in his novel a re based on fact. 
"A nurse gets off at 11 PM, you're there, and there's a 
bed. What else do you need?" he asks (4). 
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On the opposite end of the spectrum of nu rses in 
novels is the aging authoritarian spinster who has 
become a perennial nurse character of the past two 
decades. Frequently found as a nu rsing service admin is­
tra tor, this older, powcrful, unmarried, and often emo­
tionally warped nurse recurs in all types 0'£ settings. In 
One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest (1962 ), Ken Kesey 
draws Nurse Hatched as an obsessive-compulsive crea­
ture, intent on order, cleanliness, and (Xlwer, who treats 
men as objects. 

The 19705 brought nurse Jenny Fields in The 
World According to Carp, a 1978 best-seller by John 
Irving. Both as a nurse and as a woman, Jenny has little 
interest in men. When a soldier makes a pass at Jenny in 
a dark movie theater, she sli ts his ar m fro m shoulder to 
wrist with a scal pel, a puii"ish ment that she believes "ap­
propiate"' for a man with lust in his heart. After all, the 
narrator argues, she had no intention of killing the man, 
for as any nu rse knows, it is a horizontal, not a vertical, 
slice that would cause him to bleed to death. 

Jenny does love children. however, and uses a dying 
soldie r to impregnate herself. Throughout the novel, 
Jenny does not bend or compromise, a quality that is not 
always flatter ing and, in fact, earns her the label of 
"d ri llmaster" fro m her loving son. 

Scores of romantic novels about nurses were 
churned out during the 1960s and 1970s. as if from an 
assembly line and following a basic formula for plot, 
characterization, and theme. Homance novel nurses are 
portrayed as ultimately submissive women, never, or 
ra rely, daring to question the authority of ph ysicians. 
even when the physician is wrqng. NurSing is generally 
identified as a technical oecupation rather than as a pro­
fession , and education and research Me deemphasized. 

All these nurse stereotypes in novels, as well as on 
television and in motion pietures, ha ve maintained a 
basic element of continuity despite far-reaching changes 
occurring in rea l-life nursing education, practice, and 
research. Novelists, especially during the past two 
decades, have sadly neglected and maligned their nurse 
characters. Most obvious is the faet that the same rigor, 
intensity of effort, and originality afforded heroic physi­
cian roles has not been given to the development of 
admirable nurse characters. Contemporary novelists 
have ignored the nu rses' profeSSional moti vations and 
health care perspectives. It is not surprising that the 
image of the nurse in novels is at an all-time low within 
social and cultural contexts. If nurses are to receive the 
sa me quality of literary portrayal as that of physicians 
and other professionals, they mllst become more active 
as authors and as collaborators with established authors. 
Such individual and join t literary efforts can do much to 
improve the fictional portraya l of the world of nurses 
and nursing. 
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