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Nightingale’s Vision—a Female Christ and the Dying Woman

Masako Kimura
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“The next Christ will perhaps be a female Christ,”
(“Cassandra,” 1852, p. 53) (7% 1)
“THE DYING WOMAN to her mourners: ‘Oh! if you knew
how gladly I leave this life. .. .”” (C, p. 54)
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It seems as if the female spirit of the world were
mourning everlastingly over blessings, not lost, but which
she has never had, and which, in her discouragement she
feels that she never will have, they are so off.

The more complete a woman’s organization, the more
she will feel it, till at last there shall arise a woman, who
will resume, in her own soul, all the sufferings of her race,
and that woman will be the Savior of her race.

Jesus Christ raised women above the condition of mere
slave, mere ministers to the passions of the man, raised
them by this sympathy, to be ministers of God. He gave
them moral activity. But the Age, the World, Humanity,
must give them the means to exercise this moral activity,
must give them intellectual cultivation, spheres of action.

(C, pp. 49-50)
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THE DYING WOMAN to her mourners:— “Oh! If you
knew how gladly I leave this life, how much more courage
I feel to take the chance of another, than of anything I
see before me in this, you would put on your wedding—

clothes instead of mourning for me!” (C, p. 54)

“Free—free—oh! divine freedom, art thou come at last?
Welcome, beautiful death!”

Let neither name nor date be placed on her grave, still
less the expression of regret or of admiration; but simply

the words, “I believe in God.” (C, p. 55)
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Nightingale’s Vision—a Female Christ and the Dying Woman

Masako Kimura
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Abstract

In contrast to the remarkable Victorian image presented by her nursing activity in the Crimean War, followed by the
unfaltering speech of her most famous work Notes on Nursing (1860), Florence Nightingale’s voice in her early work
“Cassandra” (1852) is characterized by an overwhelming tone. The narrator in “Cassandra,” Nightingale’s alter ego, raises
an outcry against Victorian social conventions by claiming a rightful place for a woman’s “passion, intellect, and moral
activity.” She even wishes for a female Savior/Christ to save her from her plight, but in vain. At last, the dying woman
figure appears and says that she is willing to die for the past, not for the future. Here we have some questions: What kind of
salvation or savior does Nightingale long for? Does she give up a place in this world? What does her death mean? Is death
related to salvation for her? Does it represent a stance for or against Victorian society?

In order to find answers to these questions, this paper explores the two visions presented in “Cassandra”: “a
female Christ” and “the dying woman.” As evident from earlier studies, it is not Nightingale alone who has the idea of a
female savior. Some other nineteenth century women writers also depict a female savior or a savior of women in their work.
This paper focuses on heroines from Elizabeth Gaskell’s Ruth (1853) and George Eliot’s Romola (1863); the former is a
fallen woman, an object to be rescued and protected, while the latter takes a leading part in the relief work in a strange
village. As the endings of both novels show, the writers cannot tell their heroines’ stories beyond the literary conventions of
the time. Ruth dies of an epidemic disease; her death, however, can be interpreted as her salvation from disgrace and
suffering in this world. Romola’s action is admitted only outside her hometown, so that she finally decides to give up her
activities and return to domestic life.

In “Cassandra,” Nightingale shares the same view as Ruth. In the end, a woman is to die as a victim of the
conventions, but keeps her faith. But in Notes on Nursing, she refuses to be silent and warns an attendant or nurse to be
careful not let the “murderers” (sickness) into the room. Her uncompromising attitude is like that of Romola in a strange
village. Nightingale seems to gain the art of persuasion and direction through her experience in the barrack hospital during
the war time. The vision of “the dying woman” in “Cassandra,” in a way, means the death of the “Angel in the House.”
Prior to Virginia Woolf’s declaration about killing the “Angel,” Nightingale decides to do so. Therefore, “Cassandra” is not

a requiem but a prelude to Nightingale’s activities in the Crimean War.

Key words: Nightingale, “Cassandra,” Notes on Nursing, female savior, dying woman




