












having an affair with Lethany's wife, who tells him that 
she'd like him better if he had more money; handyman 
Higgins knows. from having heard the local gossip, how 
valuable the rad ium is; and O'leary's manservant, Bent­
ly. had a grudge against Warren, his former employer. 
Everyone appears in suspicious places at suspicious 
times, leaving traces behind. lance O'Leary decides 
that the best medicine for his ailment would be to solve 
the mystery, which he does with Sarah's assistance. 

In the last of these films, Mystery House (1938). 
banker Hubert Kingery invites the other bank officers 
for a weekend at his hunting lodge, where he informs 
them that he knows that one of them has been 
defrauding the bank through forgery and that he will 
reveal the name of the embezzler later. However, before 
that revelation can be made, Kingery is found shot in his 
locked room. The death is judged suicide, but Kingery's 
daughter. Gwen (Anne Nagel) doesn't believe it and 
later invites the same party to the lodge, with the addi­
tion of detective Lance O'Leary (Dick Purcell) and her 
old aunt's nurse, Sarah Keate (Ann Sheridan again). 
Once there, they are isolated by a heavy snowstorm. 
One officer's jealous wife th reatens to tell "what really 
happened to Kingery," and she is soon found dead, 
another apparent suicide. One of the guests admits to 
Gwen that he knew Kingery had proof against one of his 
associates. and that guest dies of a gunshot wound as 
he locks his bedroom door that evening, though not 
before leaving a note that says, "The key is in my 
toupee." Again, Sarah and lance together solve the 
crime. 

Despite the variety of murders in these six films 
featuring Sarah Keate (by whatever name), they all 
display similar ingredients. Nearly all involve rich peo­
ple, either in their gloomy mansions or as patients 'n 
private hospitals . Every murder investigation usually un­
covers assorted �a�d�u �~ �t�e�r�i�e�s� and other vices along with 
the homicide. Nature always obliges the sense of 
mystery by whipping up an enormous storm. Nighttime 
or bad fuses provide the obligatory darkness in which .• 
Sarah can creep about in search of clues and in which' . 
she is usually attacked, typically by either being shoved 
about or locked in a closet. A generous serving of com­
edy assures the audience that the murders are not to be 
considered too seriously, and Sarah is usually the object 
of attention from the doctor or the detective. In the 
background, most often, is a foolish and obnoxious 
policeman who is totally incapable of solving the crime . 

The image of the nurse-detective is remarkably 
sim ilar in all six motion pictures, regardless of whether 
Sarah is young or middle-aged, pert or austere, an in­
dependent slet,;th or dependent on a man for the final 
deductions. Sarah is depicted as an excellent nurse, 
although the patient rarely has a serious illness. She is 
intelligent, compassionate, energetic, and confident. 
She performs her duties with cheerful competence and 
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establishes a good rapport with even the most difficult 
of patients. 

In the whodunits' mad atmosphere of corruption, 
murders, cover-ups, suspicion, and terror, Sarah is a 
welcome source of sanity, order, and integrity. Further­
more, she is usually the only character developed 
enough for the audience to identify with at all. And 
since, through her bravery and intelligence, she gathers 
the information w ith which to either solve the mystery 
herself or to enable the police detective to solve it, she is 
clearly meant to be a sympathetic character - the 
heroine, in fact. Sarah usually is better looking than any 
other character, she likes her work and does it well , she 
has unusual courage and common sense, and she is 
clearly on the side of law and justice. 

Cultural Influence 

Viewed objectively, the 1930s nurse-detective image 
was enormously popular. The books sold millions of 
copies, and the movies pulled in enough money at the 
box office to convince filmmakers to conti nue to make 
nurse-detective films throughout the decade. What 
were people identifying with when they saw t.he films? 

The public had already made the nurse-sleuth 
mystery novels of Mary Roberts Rinehart and Mignon 
Eberhart best-sellers. These nurse-detective whodunits 
exhibited many similarities to gothic novels, a tradition 
already long accepted. The film stories also played on 
Americans' general interest in crime and the mysterious 
world of sick rooms and hospitals. With these elements, 
bolstered by the widespread admiration of the nurse, it 
is hardly surprising that Hollywood considered the 
nurse-detective character an idea worth creating on 
screen and repeating over and over again. Once 
established, this film genre seemed to fit neatly into the 
psychological niche created by all those unrelated fac­
tors, and the nurse-detective remained popular until 
people and times changed enough to make her ob­
solete. 

Quantitative results from content analysis support 
the fact that nurse-detective characters presented some 
of the most favorable images to appear in motion pic' 
tures over the past 50 years. Nurses in detective films 
saw their career as more important t han did other nurse 
characters, they were shown more often in their profes­
sional role than otherwise, and they were centra l to the 
dramatizations (Mann -Whitney U = 687, p < .01). In 
�t�e�~�m�s� of personal attributes, nurse-detectives w ere 
more intelligent, perceptive, confident, sophisticated, 
composed, tough, individualistic, and assertive than 
were the other nurse characters (Figures 1 to 3). Nurse­
detectives were also more likely to take risks and to be 
less obedient and conforming (Figure 4). These nurses 
were also more powerful (t(216) = - 2.31 p < .02). It is 
interesting that they valued sex (Mann-Whitney 
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Figure 1. Intelligence and perceptiveness of nurses in detec­
tIVe versus nonderective films. 

,., ,------------ -

,,, 
::0 

"OI .. 'U.""" 
RVTONO~ Oij5 8tH~VIO~ 

..... ," •. '0 " ' ''. " ." ..... .. 

~ O!HClIVE 

o HO.-OtTHTIOE 

,.""ouOl"".. • ••• -•• ".0 " ..... '.'''. ,. '" 
""-"OJ"', ..... ,.,"" "_" ' . '_'". '<." 
lOUO', " "_"'"'' , . .... ,., ... ,<.,, 

Figure 3. Autonomous behevior of nurses in detective 
versus nondetective Ums. 

U=:902, p < ,06). family (Mann-Whitney U=:869, p < 
.04), and sacrifice (Mann-Whitney U=869. p ~ .04) 
tess than did other nurses in motion pictures. 

It is important to remember that the dominant 
general culture of the 1930s was composed o f popular 
values that were highly supportive of the nursing pro­
fession . American motion pictures of that decade 
reflected th is positive orientation toward nurses and 
reinforced and transmitted these values to American 
youth. 

In n~rse- detective films, nursing was associated with 
mystery, adventure. admiration, and success . Half a 
century later, the 1980s fi lm image of the nurse has hit 
an all-time low, si nking far below that of any other pro­
fessional group. The current, deficient image of nurses 
in relation to other professional groups translates into 
such real-world consequences as falling enrollmen ts in 
schools of nursing, lack of support by the public o f 

'" '" '" 
'"' '" ,,, ,,, 

· " · ., , 
" " 0 ., , 
" " · " • 
" " " , 

C''''.,"' 

""'."" " "-""'" u_ .... . _,:t. " .0' 

'0.""'" ,." .",,," 0_1" ., . '_"'. " .• < 

~ :(1(01>( 

o ~ D H - O[IECII'~ 

Figure 2. Self-assurance of nurses in detective versus 
nondetective films. 
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Figure 4. Obedience and conformity of nurses in detective 
versus nondetective films. 

hard-won nurse practice acts, and attempts to cut 
already inadequate nurs ing budgets . 

Notes 

1. This study of nurse-detective characters in motion pictures 
is part of a larger investigation into the image of the nurse 
in motion pictu res from 1930 to 1980. Content analysis was 
the research methodology used to analyzo the fi lms about 
nurses and nursing. Coders underwent a standardized 
training program. Interrater reliability was 91.6 percent, and 
intrarater reliabil ity was 93 .1 percent. For further informa­
tion on the study methodology, see: B. Kalisch, P. Kalisch, 
and M. McHugh. "Content Analysis of Film Stereotypes of 
Nurses," Inrernational Journal of Women's Studies, Vol. 
3, No. 6, pp. 531-558. 

2. Eberhart, M . G. The M»stery of Hunting's End. Garden Ci­
ty, New York: Doubleday, Doran & Co., 1930, p. 12. 

3. Eberhart, M . G. Murder 8» An Aristocrat. Garden City, 
New York : Doubleday, Doran & Co., 1932, p. v. 
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