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ABSTRACT 

Foreign Bodies: Military Medicine, Modernism and Melodrama traces how 

representations of warfare in the modernist novel, girls’ romances, nursing memoirs, and 

war films dramatize the humanitarian disaster of war through the figure of woman.  My 

analysis focuses on the visual and literary poetics of violence as troped in and through the 

bodies of combat nurses.  The “uncanny” serves as a lens to explore the complex links 

between gendered war work and the radical transgression of the boundaries of the nation 

state and the body experienced during wartime.  To establish the unique explanatory 

power of the uncanny for gender issues, I trace how feminist and postcolonial theorists 

have revised Freud’s analysis of the uncanny.  I trace medical metaphors of wounding 

and infection in the novel and various cinematic adaptations of A Farewell to Arms

(1932, 1951, 1957, 1996).  I read the letters and diaries of World War I nurse Agnes von 

Kurowsky against the censored memoirs of American nurses Mary Borden and Ellen La 

Motte.  I show how the uncanny aesthetic adopted by Ernest Hemingway in A Farewell 

to Arms is subverted by these women writers.  I explore how these uncanny aesthetics 

also manifest in adolescent nursing romances from Sue Barton to Cherry Ames.  With the 

onset of World War II, I trace how the discourse of foreign bodies in relation to the 

metaphor of malaria in the South Pacific.  Focusing on the portrayal of the Japanese 

foreign body, often encoded through off-screen sound, I demonstrate how medical 

metaphors of malaria operate in films portraying nursing in the South Pacific such as So 

Proudly We Hail (1943) and Cry Havoc (1943).   Turning to the Korean and Vietnam 

Wars, I explore the representation of post-traumatic stress disorder in M*A*S*H (1970) 
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and in nursing memoirs such as American Daughter Gone to War (1992) and Home 

Before Morning (1983).  I bring this history of nursing representation to bear on media 

texts concerning the war in Iraq including Baghdad E.R. (HBO, 2006). 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

“The main purpose and outcome of war is injuring.”   
--Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain, 63

This dissertation examines the representation of combat nurses as an essential 

element and also a disruptive element within the literature and cinema of war.  I focus on 

the way that the battle wound is the site for a triangulation that links the foreign bodies 

within each wound to the combat nurse and to the enemy.  The foreign body is a 

rhetorical figure that encompasses an array of substances capable of invading the human 

body, including shrapnel and bullets but also the parasite that causes malaria and the 

memories that intrude upon the consciousness of the returning veteran in PTSD.   I have 

found that such foreign bodies work as rhetorical figures that redirect attention away 

from the pain of the soldier and toward the gendered and raced properties of the foreign 

body.   

The wound itself, and the object that breaks into the body of the soldier, take on 

immensely symbolic properties that are powerfully political, which is why the 

perspective of the nurse (the closest witness besides the military doctor to the injury of 

war) is so potentially threatening.  As Elaine Scarry writes, descriptions of war often hide 

the open wound from view or re-describe it in abstract ways that present injury as 

something on a road to a goal (80).  Such patterns of obfuscation and re-description can 

be seen in various works I discuss in the dissertation that place wounds in the off-screen 

space of the camera, or that re-describe wounds in terms of animal tissue or vegetation.  

However, most interesting for the purpose of this study is Scarry’s analysis of the 
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“referential instability of the body that allows it to confer its reality on whatever outcome 

occurred” (117).  As Scarry notes, “a different symbolic counterpart or cultural fragment 

can be placed beside the wound whose compelling reality may now work on behalf of the 

different constellation of beliefs clinging to that new fragment” (119).  Within my 

dissertation, the nurse serves as just such a metonymic figure whose proximity to the 

wound allows her to absorb some of the symbolic properties of the object that has caused 

the wound.  Nursing texts and films have the very unique function of foregrounding the 

fact of injury in war, a fact which as Scarry poignantly demonstrates, serves as the 

“anchor” for all the abstract rhetorical moves made to justify or to argue against a war,  

“reconnecting the derealized and disembodied beliefs with the force and power of the 

material world” (128).  

Many of the nursing films and writings produced within the modernist period take 

forms that have historically been marginalized in discussions of modernism.  This 

attempt to contextualize works by nurses in relation to the canonical war novels and films 

produced by men has led me to the many unexpected mediums in which nurses’ voices 

do emerge: through modernist form but also in other formats which hover around the 

edges of modernism such as memoir, adolescent mystery, B-film and documentary.  An 

additional aim of the dissertation is thereby to demonstrate how women’s writing about 

the war adapts devalued cultural forms of expression and infuses these mass culture 

forms with an oppositional anti-war message.  In her book After the Great Divide: 

Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism, Andreas Huyssen describes the relationship 

between modernism and mass culture in terms of the uncanny: “mass culture indeed 
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seems to be the repressed other of modernism, the family ghost rumbling in the cellar” 

(16). Within the dissertation I have fully encountered the “powerful masculinist and 

misogynist current within the trajectory of modernism, a current which time and time 

again openly states its contempt for women and for the masses” (Huyssen 49).  Citing 

Klaus Theweleit’s Male Fantasies, Huyssen argues that: “The fear of the masses in this 

age of declining liberalism is always also a fear of woman, a fear of nature out of control, 

a fear of the unconscious, of sexuality, of the loss of identity and stable ego boundaries in 

the mass” (52).  By exploring the ways in which the wound itself – and the nurse who by 

association tends the wound – comes to represent the chaos of wartime, the dissertation 

opens up for view “the persistent gendering as feminine of that which is devalued” (53).  

By viewing how modernist works about war draw upon the figure of woman to encode 

the folly and chaos of war, the dissertation demonstrates “how modernism, even in its 

most adversary, anti-bourgeois manifestations, is deeply implicated in the processes and 

pressures of the same mundane modernization it so ostensibly repudiates” (56).  The 

dissertation thus opens up the problem of how to place these works by and about nurses 

in relation to canonical modernist war novels and films produced by men. 

 The nurse is a privileged figure, a woman with access to the battle zone with a 

perspective that not only encompasses the combat engaged in by male soldiers but also, 

and perhaps most importantly, the aftermath of that fighting.  While male soldiers may 

pass through battlefield hospitals, the nurse must remain in the zone of military medicine 

and indeed that is her main vantage point – not the rhetoric of wartime but instead the 

hollowness of the values which send nations to war.  Because this point of view is often 
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so profoundly anti-war, and the experiences of wartime nursing so destabilizing to the 

self, it often takes decades for nurses’ war writing to be published and distributed.  These 

works tend therefore to be much less known than the wartime texts often read and taught 

in university classrooms.  And yet, as I have learned over the course of seeking out these 

understudied works, they are often more innovative, more interesting, and more 

profoundly challenging to read than war novels, memoirs and films produced by soldiers. 

Canonical modernist works that represent the war, from A Farewell to Arms to 

They Were Expendable, follow modernism’s pattern, discussed by Marianne DeKoven, 

of positioning women characters as the “utopian site of the absence of lack, 

deterritorialization of gender-class-race, repository of all desire” (35).  At the same time, 

women characters within modernist works are also “punished for man’s defeat, his 

disappointment in her (bourgeois culture’s) inability to provide such a utopian plenitude 

in reality” (35).  For DeKoven, canonical modernism oscillates in a swing between 

positioning female characters as a repository for desire and a symbol for the frustration of 

that desire (35).  Modernist war novels and films together constitute a “reaction 

formation” against the repeated presence of war but also the participation of women and 

most specifically nurses in the war.  Often radicalized by their wartime experiences, 

nurses often stayed single and/or adopted feminist or proto-feminist principles.  Many 

lived in the context of what DeKoven calls the “new utopian/dystopian scenario” of 

feminism and socialism (35).  As New Women who sought to travel and escape pressures 

to marry, these nurses provoked both misogyny and admiration from the men around 

them (“Modernism and Gender,” 177).   The dissertation aims to trace the representation 
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of the nurse as a troubling figure whose proximity to the wound places her at the center 

of the modernist war novel and film.  At the same time I seek to place canonical war 

novels and films into dialogue with understudied works which give voice to nurses’ 

perspectives on the war.    

The buried positioning of the foreign body within the wound – as well as the 

gendered dynamics at play – make the uncanny an especially useful tool in understanding 

the particular convergences of phenomenon around the wound.  Freud’s analysis of the 

uncanny is inspired in part by E. T. A. Hoffman’s short story “The Sand Man,” a story of 

terror and dread traceable back to events transpiring in the home of its young protagonist 

Nathanael.  Freud argues that the story’s uncanny tone emanates from Nathanael’s fear of 

castration at the hands of the Sand-Man, who from the perspective of the young boy is an 

other-worldly figure who enters his home and threatens to steal his eyes (140).  The story 

opens with a letter written by Nathanael as an adult, relating his memories of the Sand-

Man.  Nathanael was frightened during his childhood by Coppelius, a friend of his 

father’s whom he becomes convinced is the “Sandman” described by his nurse.  In the 

stories told by the nurse, the Sandman steals the eyes of children to feed to his own 

children, who have beaks like owls to peck out eyes (Hoffman 87).  In a nightmarish 

passage, Nathanael hides in a cupboard and witnesses his father and Coppelius 

conducting a strange experiment; once discovered Coppelius dislocates Nathanael’s 

joints as if he were a puppet and threatens to singe his eyes, then shoots his father (91).  

After his recovery from a nervous breakdown caused by witnessing this nightmarish 

incident, Nathanael pursues his studies at a university.  There he meets Olimpia, a woman 



15 

 

with strange eyes who is eventually unmasked as an automaton created by her father, a 

professor at the university.  In a scene that repeats important elements of the scene in 

which his father is killed, Nathanael arrives at the professor’s home and finds the 

professor and Coppelius quarreling over Olimpia, now a lifeless doll laying on the floor 

with her eyes plucked out (114).  After a complete psychological breakdown which sends 

him back to his hometown to recover, Nathanael attempts to kill his fiancée Clara before 

killing himself by jumping from a tower, and landing at the feet of Coppelius.  Thus the 

uncanny tone of the Hoffman story is directly traceable, as Freud argues, to events that 

transpire during the childhood and in the home of its protagonist.  

Freud’s analysis generalizes from the uncanny mood of the Hoffman story to 

discuss the features of the uncanny as a mode in literature.  Here I will list the many 

manifestations of the uncanny that Freud discusses in his essay:  the idea of the self 

presented by the double (141); telepathic communication presenting a threat to the self 

(142); unintended repetition that suggests we are not in control of our own experience 

(144); the evil eye in which the gaze of others threatens our precious but fragile 

possessions (146); the omnipotence of thoughts, suggesting that thoughts can control 

real-world events (147); the troubling of the boundary between life and death suggested 

by the dead, dead bodies coming to life, spirits and ghosts (149); epilepsy and madness 

which suggest that we could lose control over our bodies (150); the female genitals which 

represent every human being’s prior home (151).  The single most important feature of 

all these uncanny symbols and phenomena, however, is the way that they problematize 

and/or cross the boundaries separating normally distinct realms of experience.  As 
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Anthony Vidler writes, “it [the uncanny] is, in its aesthetic dimension, a representation of 

a mental state of projection that precisely elides the boundaries of the real and the unreal 

in order to provoke a disturbing ambiguity, a slippage between waking and dreaming” 

(11).  The uncanny is marked by the disturbance of categories that we would typically 

take for granted, making it a particularly useful term in approaching the representation of 

war in the twentieth century.  War films and novels ritualize the transgression and 

reaffirmation of the boundaries delineating selves, nations, genders, periods of time, and 

states of reality.  The many feminist critics working in the mode of the uncanny can help 

us to understand how the uncanniness of war is expressed not in gender-neutral terms but 

particularly through gendered images and motifs in war texts. 

Feminist critics have long questioned Freud’s reading of the relationship between 

the female characters of Clara/Olimpia and the story’s uncanny mood, and, more 

generally, Freud’s view of women in relation to the uncanny mode in literature. In an 

essay which served as a powerful model for future feminist analyses of the uncanny, 

Helene Cixous argued in 1976 that Freud focuses on the character of Nathanael and his 

fear of losing his eyes (interpreted by Freud as a fear of castration) to the near-exclusion 

of Olympia and Clara: “Freud has no eyes for her” (538).   Ten years later, Jane Marie 

Todd wrote that “…in disregarding the theme of the doll Olympia, Freud failed to see 

that the question of woman is inextricably connected to Nathanial’s fear of castration” 

(523).  By seeing Olympia as Nathanial’s female alter-ego, Freud “veils everything that 

pertains to woman in Hoffman’s story and reduces “The Sandman” to a father-son 

conflict” (523).  Examining the implications of Freud’s selective interpretation of the 
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Sandman story, Todd argues that women are unheimlich in three different senses: “either 

because the sight of their genitals provokes the male’s fear of castration, or because 

woman’s gaze reminds men of the ‘valuable and fragile thing’ they fear to lose, or 

because the desire to be female resurfaces as a fear of death” (527).  She suggests that 

Freud’s essay is primarily about “men’s fear of women and the social consequences of 

that fear” (528).  I bring these questions to a variety of texts and films in the dissertation, 

from Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms to M*A*S*H, and argue that the nurse character, 

in her proximity to the wound, encodes not only the trauma of war in a general sense but 

the threat posed by an enemy understood in racial terms. 

Writing in 1996, Phillip McCafferty suggests that in Freud’s “The Uncanny,” the 

figure of the Uncanny Woman “is not allowed to appear directly in the text” and that each 

time she appears “her true nature is masked” (96).  He notes that the Uncanny Woman 

can be a victim who makes the male subject feel more vulnerable and imagine his own 

castration, or a would-be castrator who threatens the male subject (98).  Recent critics 

have integrated these gendered questions about the uncanny as a central element of the 

uncanny itself.  Writing in 2003, Nicholas Royle echoes Cixous and Todd, arguing that 

Freud’s analysis of “The Sandman” minimizes the significance of the figures of the doll 

and automaton.  Royle argues, “It [Freud’s essay] is also a violent attempt to reduce or 

eliminate the place and importance of women” (41).  He writes that “the uncanny 

commingling of silence, woman and the desirableness of death” is implicit in “The 

Uncanny” (87).  “In ‘The Uncanny’ psychoanalysis teaches us how to get from death to 

Mummy…” (142). Such a quote, as I will explore in this essay, seems tailored to a range 
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of war novels and films from A Farewell to Arms, in which Catherine Barkley, who 

contains the trauma of the Great War, dies during childbirth, to South Pacific, in which 

the male protagonist returns from a near-death experience to find his nurse-lover tending 

his children. 

Most recently, Susan Linville, in her book History Films, Women and Freud’s 

Uncanny, demonstrates how the uncanny mode is symptomatic of a historical erasure of 

women, who are then symbolized through “iconic versions” of nation and motherhood 

(1).  Nurses have been represented in films and novels through just such iconic versions 

of nation and motherhood, which take the place of more complex histories of gender and 

warfare.  The uncanny “relies on repression and forgetting for its effect,” while also 

activating “the dread, anxiety, and identity destructuration that a meeting with the 

repressed can arouse” (2).  Linville reviews a wide variety of scholarship reassessing the 

centrality of the figure of woman to the uncanny.  She persists in her view that the 

uncanny – and scholarship about the uncanny – has the potential to function as “a 

destabilizing third term that productively deconstructs the binarisms of male-female and 

sublime-beautiful, and can thereby erode nostalgically masculinist versions of the past” 

(23).  While uncanny moments in war films and novels can reduce women to automatons 

(“dolls and monsters”), the uncanny can also encode a wider cultural critique of these 

gendered positions (3).   

While critics such as Cixous, Todd, Royle and Linville provide insights valuable 

in approaching the tangled web of love and war, the terms of the uncanny are also 

implicit in the writings of critics who write about the representation of modern war.  For 
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instance, Anthony Vidler underlines the links between Freud’s essay on the uncanny and 

the emergence of modern warfare during World War I when he suggests that “…the 

uncanny might be understood as a significant psychological and aesthetic response to the 

real shock of the modern, a trauma that, compounded by its unthinkable repetition on an 

even more terrible scale during World War II, has not be exorcised from the 

contemporary imaginary” (8).  And, although he does not cast his analysis in terms of the 

Freudian uncanny, a major theme in Paul Fussell’s well-regarded history of World War 

echoes some of the central concerns of Freud’s uncanny, “the ironic proximity of 

violence and disaster to safety, to meaning, and to love” (Fussell 69).  Fussell’s World 

War I is a land of uncanny myth, ritual and romance in which the war gave birth to a 

“world of reinvigorated myth” similar to Renaissance and Medieval modes of thought 

and feeling, leading to very un-modern superstitions, talismans, wonders, miracles, relics 

and legends – legends from the “Angels of Mons” to the “Crucified Canadian” to the 

myths of the battalion of wild ex-soldiers who inhabited No-Mans Land to emerge only at 

night (115-123).  In this uncanny landscape authors took recourse to pastoral and rural 

modes to re-imagine home; for Fussell, the literature of the Great War celebrates the 

pastoral ideal in scenes “sandwiched between bouts of violence and terror” (236).  Such 

literary techniques call attention to the inadequacy of language itself to convey the 

carnage and unfathomable injustice of trench warfare (170). 

Although she does not formally invoke the uncanny in her analysis of wartime 

representation, Elaine Scarry also describes the failure of language to represent what 

might be called an uncanny landscape of war. She argues that although injury is the 
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ubiquitous reality of war, wartime injury is most often represented through omission, re-

description, or misrepresentation (117).  The “compelling character” of the open body is 

so symbolically powerful that it can lend its “fiction-generating” and “reality-conferring” 

function to whatever “different symbolic counterpart or cultural fragment can be placed 

beside the wound (119-121).  Consequently, symbolic re-descriptions of war wounds 

funnel the basic currency of war – the wartime injury – into a representational aesthetic 

that bandages over the direct portrayal of human blood, tissue and bone.   

The first chapter of my dissertation analyzes Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms

and the many cinematic adaptations of that novel as central to the construction of the 

uncanny feminine in twentieth century representations of war.   I examine the cultural 

significance of wounding, infection, and sterilization in the novel, analyzing how the 

treatment of infected wounds represents an incursion of foreign bodies that threatens the 

very construction of self and sets into motion a complex reaction of cleansing and 

purification.  The metaphors of infection, debridement and irrigation represent the racial 

contamination from the “foreign bodies” of metal implanted within the soldier’s body, as 

well as the possibility of healing the body of the soldier and the civic body upon, and 

through, the landscape of wartime.  Hemingway constructs an elaborate series of food 

metaphors that blur the boundaries between animal and human, food and carnage, and 

ultimately lead to the obfuscation of more abstract boundaries such as that between the 

public realm of war and the private realm of domestic reproduction.  Metaphorical 

parallels between the wounds of Frederic’s leg and Catherine’s vagina, and the hospital 

operations undergone by both characters, suggest a link between enemy shrapnel and the 
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male fetus growing within Catherine.  Catherine Barkley’s death becomes an uncanny 

experience of the pain submerged underneath everyday experience.   

The many adaptations of A Farewell to Arms rehearse Hemingway’s romance 

with the nurse under whose care he regains his health, and a reinterpretation of their 

relationship over a seventy-five year span.  Each reinterpretation reflects evolving social 

attitudes concerning the various military conflicts in which America has engaged, as well 

as the changing role of American women in those conflicts.   For instance, the 1932 

version of A Farewell to Arms reflects the social upheaval of the Great Depression and 

the changing position of cinema in relation to that upheaval.  Force of Arms (1951), 

directed by Michael Curtiz, engages American views of World War II as a just war, and 

the heroics of women in the European theater.  David Selznick’s 1957 A Farewell to 

Arms betrays the public’s much more ambivalent response to the unpopular Korean War.  

These political and social attitudes are projected onto the figure of Catherine Barkley, 

who in each film is reshaped to personify the public image of woman during that period 

in American history.  Finally the 1996 filmic adaptation In Love and War re-interprets 

the Hemingway novel in the light of James Nagel’s 1989 publication of Hemingway in 

Love and War. These works reassess the figure of Agnes von Kurowsky, the nurse with 

whom Hemingway became romantically involved during his World War I hospital 

convalescence, and her previously unpublished diary and letters to Ernest Hemingway.  I 

trace how these cinematic adaptations re-balance the novel’s portrait of the uncanny 

through the themes of domestic space, doubling and ocular mastery. 
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Chapter two examines how the memoirs and nursing romances written by 

American nurses in World War I – the real-world contemporaries of the Catherine 

Barkley figure – populate the uncanny landscape of the domestic within war, thus 

offering an important alternative to the modernist canon, in which Hemingway’s A 

Farewell to Arms is a featured text.  Mary Borden’s The Forbidden Zone, Ellen La 

Motte’s The Backwash of War, and Helen Dore Boylston’s Sister portray a different 

vision of the uncanniness of war, using insect and animal metaphors, literary minimalism, 

swift changes in point of view, and narrations of alternative domestic arrangements 

sustained in the chaos of war.  In these works, the nurse’s house, situated in the midst of 

war, strengthens her and gives her the power to function in the midst of war.  While the 

nurse figure is indeed positioned as an automaton, thinking about her persona through the 

lens of the uncanny allows us to see the way that her relationship to domesticity also 

presents her as desiring subject.  In the context of the horror of the military hospital, the 

nurse’s domestic routine allows her to express her faith in the healing machine of military 

medicine.  Through metaphors of domesticity Borden, La Motte and Boylston explore the 

dehumanizing quality of war, and its banal nature, recasting the domestic as unheimlich,

illustrating Freud’s compelling insight about the intertwined nature of the heimlich and 

the unheimlich. I explore how food metaphors, the construction of domesticity, and 

problems of scale constitute an important part of the exploration of the war as an uncanny 

space.  Like Borden and La Motte, Helen Doyle Boylston’s works explore the uncanny 

nature of the home – from the nursing quarters shared by World War I nurses in Sister to 

the Springdale, New Hampshire family home at the center of the Sue Barton nursing 
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series (1936-1952).  While there is a ten-year gap in the Sue Barton series between 1939 

and 1949, allowing Boylston to avoid setting Sue Barton in a wartime environment, 

Helen Wells’ Cherry Ames series begins in 1943 with Cherry Ames, Student Nurse and 

continues through the early 1960s, bringing Cherry through World War II and beyond.   

Helen Wells’ nursing novels set up mysteries that render the familiar landscape of 

nursing suddenly unfamiliar, exposing how the secretive aspect of military operations 

complicates the nurse’s work within the field of medicine.  As a military nurse, Cherry 

travels to locations in the South Pacific, where fears of the swamp and the foreign bodies 

who inhabit such swamps proliferate.   

In my third chapter I continue my interest in melodramas which place nurses and 

other female caretakers in the settings of the jungle, in relation to the Japanese aggressors 

and the threat of captivity.  I argue that this construction of the nurse in the South Pacific 

is central to our understanding of World War II as the “good war.”  World War II films 

created a sense of “nursing nostalgia” that presented nurses as white-clad figures with the 

power to heal the wounds of the body politic.  Both threatening and reassuring, the nurse 

is also a sexual and authoritarian presence.  I am particularly concerned with the 

“aesthetic anxiety” of film scenes in which nurses treat soldiers who they cannot 

completely heal, soldiers whose injuries exceeds the ability of the nurse to work her 

magic.   I trace how the anxiety and pain of injury are reflected in Pearl Harbor, in which 

the World War II nurse is positioned as a narrator with limited knowledge in a private 

war of romantic love that parallels and is shaped by the political war taking place.  The 

war of love and the political war coincide in key scenes that illustrate the importance of 
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film sound in the shaping of the nurse’s subjective point of view.  Pearl Harbor draws 

upon earlier nursing films, most notably Cry Havoc (Thorpe, 1943), So Proudly We Hail

(Sandrich, 1943), They Were Expendable (John Ford, 1945), and South Pacific (1958) – 

films which present nurses as key to the war effort.  I am concerned with the construction 

of domestic space in the midst of war and also how film sound in particular plays a role 

in establishing this domesticity – and conversely, the invasion of this domestic space by 

the foreign body of the Japanese.  As part of its recreation of 1940s America, the World 

War II nostalgia film mobilizes a nostalgia for – and transgression against – the sanctity 

of home. 

In Chapter Four, focusing on the nurse in Korea and Vietnam, I continue my 

interest in nurses placed in the jungle, threatened by the foreign bodies of Asian male 

enemies.  The chapter begins with an examination of Richard Hooker’s 1968 novel 

MASH: A Novel About Three Army Doctors, in which the foreign body is symbolized 

by a variety of everyday objects which circulate between sides in the conflict.  Nurse 

Major Margaret Houlihan becomes one such object, exchanged between men in a 

solidifying of male bonds.  Robert Altman’s film M*A*S*H (1970) and the M*A*S*H

television series (1972-1983) enlarge this pattern of positioning Nurse Margaret Houlihan 

as an object of exchange within the medical camp.  I trace how subsequent memoirs by 

women draw on the M*A*S*H legacy to comment upon the gendered politics of the war 

and the construction of military masculinities.  Post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 

serves as a military metaphor in which the bodies treated by nurses during the war 

resurge with uncanny force for decades after the nurses return home to America.  Lynda 
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Van Devanter’s Home Before Morning: The Story of an Army Nurse in Vietnam (1983), 

published the same year as M*A*S*H’s final television episode, is a controversial 

memoir that provides an alternative to the portrait of military nursing embodied by 

“Hotlips” in M*A*S*H (Altman, 1970). Winnie Smith’s American Daughter Gone to 

War: On the Front Lines with an Army Nurse in Vietnam (1992) self-reflexively 

comments on both M*A*S*H and Home Before Morning, and probes the medical 

experience of the foreign body lodged within and symbolized by battle wounds.   

 
The project contributes to existing scholarship on the representation of war, since 

no other project has traced the figure of the nurse through literature and film, in the 

historical context of military medicine.  As an interdisciplinary examination of both 

American literary modernism and film studies, the dissertation blends research interests 

and grounds its scholarship in historical context.  Most current academic writing about 

the literature and film of war focuses almost exclusively on masculinity in images and 

narratives of war.  Scholars have advanced the argument that contemporary images and 

narratives of war have relegated women to the margins of representation.  While clearly 

the war film and novel highlight versions of masculinity, my project qualifies this reality 

by surrounding it with female-authored memoirs that were censored or never found a 

publisher, little-known films about female combat nurses at war, and children’s romances 

that superficially do not seem to concern war at all.  Though this project was 

conceptualized before September 11, 2001, the importance of understanding the role of 

medical personnel, and the representation of wartime injury, is clearly important for our 
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time.  Nostalgia and historical amnesia have made it impossible for Americans to re-

interpret and re-define the national reality and to arrive at public maturity.  Our refusal to 

see the history of war as the history of military medicine remains one way of coping with 

the reality that war is about injury.   
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1. UNCANNY CATHERINE BARKLEY AND THE MANY ADAPTATIONS OF A 
FAREWELL TO ARMS

“The body’s self-immunizing antibody system is sometimes described as a 
memory system: the body, having once encountered certain foreign bodies, will 
the next time recognize, remember, and release its own defenses.”  --Elaine 
Scarry, The Body in Pain, 110.

Introduction 

This first chapter of my dissertation analyzes Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms

and the many cinematic adaptations of that novel as central to the construction of 

twentieth century representations of war.   Since my project focuses on the representation 

of war and gender, I utilize the concept of the uncanny to explore the complex links 

between gender and the radical transgression of the boundaries of the nation state and the 

body experienced during wartime.  The uncanny has been an area of critical debate since 

Sigmund Freud’s famous essay which has for decades been analyzed and challenged by 

literary, feminist and postcolonial theorists.  This chapter argues that the character of 

Catherine Barkley in A Farewell to Arms models the ways in which “the feminine” and 

“the female” have been appropriated by literary and cinematic works to embody and 

symbolize the traumatic legacy of war through the prism of gender.  The nurse-patient 

relationship and the figure of the nurse, far from being peripheral to the way that war is 

represented in each text and film, indicate and guide the construction of values which are 

then parlayed into war’s heroics and tragedy.   

Early critical discussions of A Farewell to Arms drew upon the critical vocabulary 

of Freud’s essay on the uncanny before a feminist criticism questioned the gendered 

dynamics of Freud’s uncanny.  For instance, in 1963 Carlos Baker wrote, in his essay 
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“The Mountain and the Plain,” that A Farewell to Arms is structured around “the opposed 

concepts of Home and Not-Home” (101).  Baker associates the Home-concept with “the 

mountains; with dry-cold weather; with peace and quiet; with love, dignity, health, 

happiness, and the good life; and with worship or at least the consciousness of God” and 

the Not-Home concept “ with low-lying plains; with rain and fog; with obscenity, 

indignity, disease, suffering, nervousness, war and death; and with irreligion” (102).  In 

Baker’s view, these opposing poles emerge in the beginning of the novel, in which the 

homelike clear, dry mountain life is opposed by the “lowland obscenities of the priest-

baiting captain, cheap cafes, one-night prostitutes, drunkenness, destruction, and the war” 

(103).  Catherine Barkley’s entrance into the narrative aligns her immediately with the 

homelike: “Because she can make a ‘home’ of any room she occupies—and Henry 

several times alludes to this power of hers—Catherine naturally moves into this 

association with ideas of home, love and happiness” (104).  In fact,  

In the central antithesis between the image of life, love and home (the mountain), 
and the image of war and death (the plain), Catherine […] has a symbolic part to 
play.  […] For when Frederick Henry has closed the door of the hospital room in 
order to be alone with his dead wife Catherine, he learns at once, as if by that act, 
the finality and totality of his loss.  It is the loss of a life, of a love, of a home.  
(116) 
 

Baker’s famous argument, in its use of the terminology “homelike” and “unhomelike,” 

invokes Freud’s famous essay on the uncanny without acknowledging the central paradox 

of that essay – that within the security of what is homelike we find that which is 

unhomelike, and conversely that the unheimlich rhymes with those elements which are 

long-familiar and intimately known.  Emphasizing the complexity of this relationship 
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between the homelike and the unhomelike, Freud wrote, “the uncanny is that species of 

the frightening that goes back to what was once well known and had long been familiar” 

(124).  Drawing on the work of feminist critics like Cixous, Todd and Linville, I will 

argue that the scholarship of these feminist critics bring new insights into the inquiry 

begun by Carlos Baker’s essay which aligns the character of Catherine Barkley with the 

forces of the home-like, over and against the unhomelike.  Analyzing the role of 

Catherine Barkley in relation to the uncanny also foregrounds the limitations of any neat 

dichotomies between the homelike and the unhomelike as they operate in the novel.  

Catherine Barkley’s complex and corporeal relationship with domesticity, the 

unheimlich, and the biological catastrophe of the war has made A Farewell to Arms a

dissertation lens text that foregrounds the dynamics through which nurses are represented 

in later nursing texts from South Pacific to M*A*S*H.

In the versions of A Farewell to Arms that I will discuss in this chapter, the 

military medical aspect of the Great War – the medical struggle to find ways to 

counteract the effects of the latest developments in weaponry and strategic thinking – 

manifests itself at the core of the love story which culminates in Frederic Henry’s 

“separate peace.”  This developing romance between Frederic Henry and Catherine 

Barkley – as well as the recently published diary and letters of Agnes von Kurowsky – 

demonstrates the extent to which medical metaphors consciously and unconsciously 

structure the narratives of each war.  As Margot Norris argues, in A Farewell to Arms

“…the love story and the war story can be read against each other, as forming an 

interpretive system that opens alternatives and challenges to more traditional thematic 
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and philosophical readings” (70).  Paradigms of injury repressed in the surface text have 

the power to structure other systems of representation involving literary aesthetics, and 

the representation of gender and race.  Unsurprisingly, the paradigmatic kinds of injury 

which form the core of A Farewell to Arms’ plot and imagery reflect the fact that WWI 

was the most destructive conflict in history up to that time; 60 million men were 

mobilized in total, and out of that number 7 million were killed and 19 million wounded.  

A half-million soldiers underwent amputations (Gabriel and Metz 239).  The wounding 

and recovery of Frederic Henry in Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms reflects the greatest 

military medicine challenge of WWI: the treatment of wounds that had become infected 

due to embedded shrapnel.  In 1915, wound mortality approached 28 percent and the 

amputation rate ran as high as 40% for wounds of the extremities involving injury to the 

bone.  The richly manured soil of the battlefields often caused gas gangrene, a rapidly 

spreading form of gangrene marked by the evolution of gas warfare and usually resulting 

from the infection of deep wounds. These early failures brought about the new treatment 

strategy of debridement (the removal from a wound, etc., of damaged tissue or foreign 

matter), the irrigation of wounds, and the monitoring of bacterial counts through daily 

bacterial smears.  These procedures, by the end of the war, made the suppuration (the 

coming to a head of a boil or other eruption) of wounds relatively rare.  A Farewell to 

Arms, which takes its hero, Frederic Henry, from wounding through debridement to 

complete recovery, reflects World War I as a historic chapter in the annals of military 

medicine. 
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One 1967 usage of the term “debridement” cited in the Oxford English Dictionary

leads us back to the usefulness of the notion of the uncanny in analyzing the medical 

metaphors used in A Farewell to Arms. The Short Textbook of Surgery explained the 

debridement process: “Where there is..contamination of the wound by dirt and foreign 

bodies, full débridement must be carried out” (qtd. in “Debridement,” Oxford English 

Dictionary).  The representation of the debridement procedure has social and cultural 

significance beyond the medical context.  At the root of the term “debridement” is 

“bride,” a word with multiple meanings.  In its most common usage, the word refers to “a 

woman just about to be married or very recently married” (“Bride,” Oxford English 

Dictionary, n1, Def. 1a).  However “bride” also means “Membranaceous filaments found 

in the centre of abscesses or in deep wounds which prevent the escape of pus, or cause 

morbid adherence” (“Bride,” Oxford English Dictionary, n2, Def. 3).  This convergence 

between the gendered meaning of “bride” in the context of marriage and the medical 

significance of “bride” as a description of foreign bodies trapped within a wound 

suggests the overlapping spheres of the female body and the wound explored in A 

Farewell to Arms and many other nursing texts.  War is a site for the mingling of bodies 

– wounding, the enemy’s success in transgressing the borders of the self with a “bride” 

which, however small, has the capacity to break down the body.  Julia Kristeva writes in 

Strangers to Ourselves of “the Unheimliche as a crumbling of conscious defenses, 

resulting from the conflicts the self experiences with an other—the “strange”—with 

whom it maintains a conflictual bond” (188).  This conflictual identification is the 

simultaneous need for identification with the foreign body, and a fear of this 
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identification (188).  I will examine the cultural significance of wounding, infection, and 

sterilization in A Farewell to Arms, analyzing how the treatment of the protagonist’s 

infected wound threatens his construction of self, and sets into motion a complex reaction 

of cleansing and purification.  The metaphors of infection, debridement and irrigation 

imply not only the racial contamination from the foreign bodies of metal now implanted 

within the soldier’s body, but the possibility of healing the body of the soldier and the 

civic body upon, and through, the landscape of wartime. 

 

A Farewell to Arms: The “Ugly, Nasty, Brutal” Foreign Body 

A Farewell to Arms was written in five weeks in 1928-9; in novel form it topped 

the bestseller lists just after the crash of the stock market (Baker, Life 205).  Hemingway 

wrote the book just after Dr. Hemingway’s suicide, and more than ten years after his 

affair with Agnes von Kurowsky during World War I (Baker, Life 181).  Further, the 

novel was written two years after Hemingway’s divorce from Hadley Richardson and in 

the context of an ever-worsening relationship with his mother.  Several motifs and 

representational patterns bear out Frederick Hoffman’s contention that A Farewell to 

Arms is a text revealing Hemingway’s “symbolic wound” – the personal pain that was 

more extensive than the physical wound Hemingway suffered during his experiences as 

an ambulance driver during World War I (108-9).  This “secret wound” is revealed in the 

novel by patterns of omission and re-description that are often centered on the female 

body – in this case, the body of Catherine Barkley.  In the plot of the novel, Frederic 

Henry heals from his war wounds just as his Catherine Barkley becomes pregnant and 
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dies during childbirth.  The simultaneity of these wounds suggest that, in effect, the 

foreign bodies of shrapnel infecting Frederic Henry’s wound are symbolically transferred 

to the body of Catherine Barkley and become personified in the “foreign body” of their 

son.  In this chapter I will trace the uncanny embedding, envisioning and extraction of the 

foreign bodies from Frederic’s knee and the embedding, envisioning and extraction of the 

foreign body from Catherine’s uterus.  Hemingway’s food metaphors presage these 

wounds of war, troubling the boundaries separating human from animal, and food from 

impending carnage, in a pattern that culminates in the description of Frederic and 

Catherine’s stillborn child as a freshly-skinned rabbit.  Hemingway’s masterful use of 

doubling and doll metaphors casts Catherine and Frederic as cogs in the military machine 

of the modern nation state, as their bodies become weapons that are used for purposes 

which remain mysterious and alien.  The war’s claim on individual bodies and its 

destruction of community life takes place in various spaces within the novel including 

private homes, hotels, hospitals and restaurants.  Narrative trajectories, metaphors, 

devices and settings intertwine with each other and thus my reading of the novel 

demonstrates the interdependence of these features and their significance in constructing 

the uncanny through the feminine.  As Nicholas Royle observes, “[O]ne uncanny thing 

keeps leading on to another.  Every attempt to isolate and analyze a specific case of the 

uncanny seems to generate an at least minor epidemic” (13). 

From the first, Catherine is an uncanny figure whose grief, which embodies his 

own buried grief, fascinates Frederic Henry.   Catherine projects a sense of loss and pain 

about what has happened in her past, and a sense of purposelessness about the present.  
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Her grief over her dead fiancé comes to distinguish her from the many other VAD 

(Voluntary Aid Detachment) nursing aides who wear the same uniform.  When Frederic 

first sees Catherine, she is indistinguishable from her peers: “We saw their white 

uniforms through the trees” (18).  The VADs move as a unit, blurred in the distance, a 

mass composed of identical smaller parts.   As Frederic becomes involved with 

Catherine, her pain differentiates her from the other nurses.  Early on in the novel, 

Catherine’s internal demons are symbolized by the “thin rattan stick like a toy riding 

crop, bound in leather” that she carries, belonging to her fiancé, a soldier killed in the war 

(18).  This rattan stick, a symbol of painful memories from the past, symbolizes a key 

aspect of Catherine’s character in the novel: an unpredictable and aggressive emotional 

quality lurking just underneath the surface, aligning her with the forces of the unheimlich 

and the carnage of the war. In one key scene, she slaps Frederic when he attempts to kiss 

her.  The novel emphasizes the painful and surprising element of the slap, and also how it 

is part of a game that Frederic and Catherine play: “She had slapped my face hard.  Her 

hand had hit my nose and eyes, and tears came in my eyes from the reflex … ‘I’m 

dreadfully sorry…I just couldn’t stand the nurse’s-evening-off aspect of it’” (26).  This 

aggressive defensive reflex hooks Frederic into pursuing her with even more energy.  

Again she resists him when he attempts to kiss her; her resistance to him increases his 

pleasure in kissing her:   

I kissed her hard and held her tight and tried to open her lips; they were closed 
tight.  I was still angry and as I held her suddenly she shivered.  I held her close 
against me and could feel her heart beating and her lips opened and her head went 
back against my hand and then she was crying on my shoulder.  ‘Oh, darling,’ she 
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said.  ‘You will be good to me, won’t you?’  What the hell, I thought.  I stroked 
her hair and patted her shoulder.  She was crying. (27) 
 

Catherine’s vulnerability and desire for his understanding appeal to Frederic’s sense of 

his own buried pain and invite him to open to this pain and heal from it.   

Frederic does not speak about the relationship between his own pain and his 

fascination for Catherine’s pain; Hemingway instead constructs an elaborate series of 

food metaphors to foreshadow and re-describe Frederic’s “secret wounds.”  The food 

metaphors blur the boundaries between animal and human, food and carnage, and 

ultimately lead to the blurring of more abstract boundaries such as that between the 

public realm of war and the private realm of domestic reproduction.  The food metaphors 

uncannily foreshadow wounding; whenever the characters partake of a meal, an assault of 

some kind soon follows.  At the same time, specific foods prefigure the nature of the pain 

to come.  These food metaphors set the stage for the blurring of boundaries between war 

and reproduction.  The most representative example of this blurring of boundaries occurs 

during the scene in which Frederic is wounded while eating cheese.  While trying to 

obtain food for the group of ambulance drivers when they arrive on the battlefield, 

Frederic ignores a sign of danger: a soldier wounded in the shelling outside is brought in 

for medical treatment (52).  Even after he is warned about the shelling outside, Frederic is 

singularly focused on bringing wine, pasta and cheese back to the other ambulance 

drivers so that they can eat.  The soldiers’ consumption of the meal of wine, pasta and 

cheese is described in terms that foreshadow the wounds that Frederic sustains in the 

bombing.  For instance, Frederic’s narration of eating the pasta echoes the later 
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description of how the doctor must probe his wounds for shell fragments:  “I put thumb 

and fingers into the macaroni and lifted.  A mass loosened” (53).  Then Frederic’s 

description of eating the long strands of macaroni anticipates the description of the 

exposed tendons rendered visible by a fellow soldier’s wounds: 

Food: I lifted it to arm’s length and the strands cleared.  I lowered it into the 
mouth, sucked and snapped in the ends, and chewed, then took a bite of cheese, 
chewed, and then a drink of the wine. (53-4) 
Injury:  One leg was gone and the other was held by tendons and part of the 
trouser and the stump twitched and jerked as though it were not connected. (55) 
 

Both quotes emphasize tough stringy substances:  the chewy spaghetti that Frederic eats 

and the hard tendons which are now visible in Passini’s body.  This paralleling also 

occurs with the wine that the ambulance drivers drink, and the blood that is everywhere 

after the shelling.  Objects shaped like the cheese (for instance, the bone within Frederic’s 

knee) are also dislocated in the attack.  Lights are white and round like the cheese.  This 

is a “call-response” motif in the novel, in which aspects of the injured body are consumed 

in the meals eaten before the injury is sustained.  This pattern occurs in other places in the 

novel (for instance in the scenes around Catherine’s death) and uses food as an expressive 

way to portray wounds and pain that otherwise are described by Hemingway in 

characteristically flat and minimalist language. 

Once injured, Frederic enters the military medical system; now that he is forced to 

switch places with his patients he gains a new awareness of the power of modern 

medicine over the body, and the brand of objectification to which his patients have long 

been subject.  These military doctors “were working with their sleeves up to their soldiers 

and were red as butchers” (57).  In a grotesque scene dramatizing the newly-developed 
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process of triage, the wounded wait on stretchers outside the dressing station in the cold 

night air, while the dead are stacked beside the tent.  Inside doctors operate while 

“chemical smells and the sweet smell of blood” suffuse the air (59).  The doctors treat 

Frederic as an inanimate object on an assembly line; they ask him questions for their 

paperwork and do not anesthetize him while they cut flesh and sever tissue (59).  The 

field doctor is cavalier about his patients’ pain, since he is judging the severity of the 

injuries on a comparative basis: “Does that sting?  Good that’s nothing to how it will feel 

later.  The pain hasn’t started yet” (60).  The doctor is impatient to get through the group 

of injured soldiers waiting outside the tent; he finishes with Frederic and orders the 

stretcher bearers to “Bring on something serious” (60).  Frederic mentions his pain 

repeatedly but in an understated way; during the ambulance ride he lays still and lets the 

pain ride (61).  In the ambulance, the soldier in the bunk above him hemorrhages and 

bleeds to death: “The drops fell very slowly, as they fall from an icicle after the sun has 

gone” (61).  As soon as they take the dead soldier out, they put another wounded soldier 

in his place.  This Tayloristic assembly-line system of handling the soldiers is best 

represented by Hemingway’s use of a doll metaphor to represent his head pain:  right 

after the shelling Frederic describes his headache as the feeling of a doll’s eyes shutting 

(55).  The metaphor of the doll suggests that the wounded Frederic has become a 

plaything experimented upon by doctors and politicians.  As a patient without power or 

rights, obtaining compassionate and efficient treatment couldn’t seem more urgent.  This 

reversal of fortunes places him in the position of an inanimate object to be consumed like 

the food which drew him into the danger in the first place.  Frederic Henry is like 
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Nathanael from Hoffman’s story “The Sandman,” an automaton possibly created by a 

Coppelius-like state apparatus that is bent upon taking away his individual autonomy. 

Frederic has come full circle: instead of transporting the wounded he is the 

wounded being transported and experimented upon in a military medical system that 

views the soldier as another piece of equipment.  This rehearsal of Frederic’s pain is 

central to the novel’s anti-war rhetorical strategy, its railing against the war’s toll on 

human bodies and the inability of military medicine to fix these shattered bodies.  The 

dual role of Frederic’s friend Rinaldi conveys the Janus-faced quality of the military 

medical system.  Rinaldi, a doctor, professionally assesses Frederic’s wounds, claiming 

that he can fix Frederic, since every day he learns to do things “smoother and better” 

(64).  In other words, Rinaldi has practiced on other soldiers, made his mistakes in those 

operations, and thereby perfected his technique.  He promises to treat Frederic’s body 

better than would the assembly-line military doctors who are little better than “butchers” 

in his estimation.  As a doctor who is also Frederic’s friend, Rinaldi adopts a clinical 

assembly-line tone when offering his medical opinions; alternatively as a friend he adopts 

a tone of concern and affection: “I would take you and never hurt you.  I never hurt 

anybody” (64).  Rinaldi treats Frederic as a special case who will not receive the usual 

soldierly treatment in the military medical system.  The sensuality of his words echoes 

his earlier descriptions of visits to the houses of prostitution in the battle zone.  This 

similarity between the way Rinaldi addresses Frederic and the way he speaks to 

prostitutes suggests a link between Rinaldi’s medical “probing” of Frederic’s body with 

his sexual relations to prostitutes.  This parallel places Frederic (again the doll-like 
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figure) in a position of receptacle, paid toy, one who is serving the corrupt state.  Frederic 

knows Rinaldi as a friend; now his friend knows him intimately and will use this intimate 

knowledge not only to heal him but to return him to the front. 

 In their efforts to save soldiers in order to return them to the battlefield, doctors, 

nurses, and other military medical personnel including ambulance drivers are folded into 

the military medical system and thus become complicit in perpetuating the war.  The 

Franciscan priest notes this irony when he remarks that Frederic – a “foreigner” and a 

“patriot” – has been wounded while fighting a war that he does not understand.  The 

priest suggests that Frederic is blind to his complicity in destroying the bodies he is trying 

to save (70-71).  As workers caught within the bureaucracy of military medicine, Frederic 

and Catherine are the custodians of death, anonymous parts in the modern war machine.  

The biological realities of the war plunge Frederic into psychological distress and force 

him to confront the senseless destruction all around him. 

Frederic’s ambulance trip to Milan and his reception at the military hospital in 

Milan dramatize the insensitivity of the medical bureaucracy to the body of the individual 

soldier.   After arriving in Milan as an injured soldier who can no longer fight with the 

army, Frederic is ignored, military medicine’s resources concentrated upon making 

soldiers well enough to return to battle.  At the field station, the triage process sorts 

wounded soldiers who can return to active duty from those who are no longer able to 

fight.  Frederic, whose leg injury prevents him from returning to active status, is shunted 

aside, a lower priority for medical treatment.  When he is sent to the Milan hospital, the 

on-duty nurse has not been notified of Frederic’s impending arrival, cannot read Italian 
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(the language of Frederic’s medical paperwork), and has no access to pain-relieving 

medication.  She cries ineffectually, ignores him when he rings for a glass of water, and 

leaves him in dirty bandages for days.  Frederic’s vulnerability within the military 

medical system leads him to turn to alcohol as a form of self-medication (88).  With each 

additional scene, Frederic is newly threatened as a wounded soldier; the injured 

sacrificial body of Frederic becomes the focus of the narrative.  Even having his face 

shaved turns into a dance with death when the barber almost slits his throat, believing that 

Frederic is an enemy spy (90-91).  Truly he is a “foreign body,” as an American national 

and as a wounded soldier whose pain has rendered him inert.   

Frederic’s body—the imperiled body of the wounded male soldier—is ministered 

to both medically and sexually within the hospital.  Catherine mediates between her 

professional role in the objectification of his body within the medical system – for 

instance, she helps him to prepare for and interpret the findings of the X-rays – and 

sharing his body sexually.  The X-Ray machine, another World War I invention, fuses the 

public and private views of his body, allowing Catherine to help him to locate shrapnel 

fragments within his leg.  Through the newly developed technology of the X-Ray, 

Catherine can penetrate Frederic’s body with the gaze.  Jane Marie Todd writes that the 

gaze of woman is “quite simply unnerving,” a “castrating look” and that woman’s gaze 

reminds men of the “valuable and fragile thing” they fear to lose (527).  Through military 

medicine Frederic’s body is exposed as a vessel for foreign bodies—bodies that 

Catherine is trained to treat but that Frederic himself can do nothing to remedy. 
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The danger of embedded fragments of shrapnel, dirt, and other objects is of major 

concern in World War I —a conflict during which the processes of debridement and 

irrigation came into widespread use as a means of preventing the infection of wounds.  

Frederic claims that he has “old iron” – embedded objects from previous injuries – in his 

legs.  A nurse claims that this cannot be true:  “If you had any foreign bodies in your legs 

they would set up an inflammation and you’d have fever” (85).  The very phrase “foreign 

bodies,” is, of course, loaded in an expatriate novel such as A Farewell to Arms. As an 

American ambulance driver who is trying to learn the Italian customs and language, 

Frederic Henry is a “foreign body.” At the same time he is one of the Italians despite his 

foreignness, since he has joined with them against other foreign bodies (the military 

enemy).  Julia Kristeva writes of the experience of exile as an uncanny “shattering of the 

former body” (30):  

With the Freudian notion of the unconscious the involution of the strange in the 
psyche loses its pathological aspect and integrates within the assumed unity of 
human beings and otherness that is both biological and symbolic and becomes an 
integral part of the same.  Henceforth the foreigner is neither a race nor a nation.  … 
Uncanny, foreignness is within us: we are our own foreigners, we are divided. (181) 
 

Frederic bears the traces of an encounter with the enemy; he has been penetrated by 

enemy weapons – a penetration that is at once an invasion of the home and a symbol of 

the arbitrary nature of national boundaries.  This chaotic boundary transgression becomes 

evident during the retreat from Caporetto, where military authorities suspect him of being 

a German spy because of his accent and physical appearance.  At the same time, for 

American readers of A Farewell to Arms, Frederic is both American and foreign in the 
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sense that he has chosen to serve abroad, among Italians, a racial group experiencing 

harsh discrimination in America during the 1920s.  As Homi Bhaba notes,  

We are confronted with the national split within itself, articulating the 
heterogeneity of its population.  The barred National It/Self, alienated from its 
eternal self-generation, becomes a liminal signifying space that is internally 
marked by the discourses of minorities, the heterogeneous histories of contending 
peoples, antagonistic authorities and tense locations of cultural difference. (148) 
 

Frederic is a liminal figure whose body bears the mark of otherness and in which is 

embedded the evidence of foreignness; at the same time he is not foreign because he has 

declared his political allegiance to Italy in the war.   

This discourse surrounding the “foreign bodies” within Frederic Henry pervades 

the medical examination of Frederic’s knee, during which doctors discuss the nature of 

foreign bodies and the best way to extract them from Frederic’s leg.  They use a local 

anesthetic called “snow” that numbs portions of Frederic’s leg, and unsuccessfully probe 

his wound for splinters of steel.  The failure of this procedure is mirrored at the end of the 

novel when the doctors administer anesthetic to Catherine and examine her in an attempt 

to determine why her labor is so prolonged.  The manual search for embedded fragments 

within Frederic’s wound is quite painful.  Therefore, when possible, the doctors turn to 

the X-Ray machine to locate the fragments.  During the X-Ray, the room is set up to 

allow the patient to “see personally some of the larger foreign bodies through the 

machine” (94).  However, although Frederic can see the foreign bodies, the doctors have 

the ability to describe the foreign bodies and to remove them.  One of the doctors 

declares that the foreign bodies are “ugly, nasty, brutal” (94), as if they were the 

foreigners described by Julia Kristeva as the voiceless oppressed occupants of a foreign 
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country, objects of fascination, a problem, a desire (39). At this point in the novel, the 

singularity of Frederic’s wound bleeds into its uncanny double in the text, Catherine’s 

fatal pregnancy.    

Not only is there a slippage between descriptions of their wounds – as there had 

been in the earlier re-description of wounds and food – but the text is itself concerned 

with the problem of doubles, triples and negative images.  As Freud emphasized, uncanny 

doubling and repetition derive their power from the resurgence of primitive beliefs and 

superstitions that overwhelm the modern self (143, 144).   The three Italian doctors 

examining Frederic’s knee foreshadow the ineffectual doctors under whose care 

Catherine dies.   As Frederic observes, “I have noticed that doctors who fail in the 

practice of medicine have a tendency to seek one another’s company and aid in 

consultation.  [T]hese were three such doctors” (95).  The doctors view X-Ray images of 

Frederic’s legs, and confuse the left and right legs (96).  The doctor who confuses these 

mirror images explains that the left leg and right leg look alike, only that he “was looking 

from a different angle” (96).  The embedded shrapnel and the embedded fetus 

encapsulate a foreign body that transgresses the boundaries separating the past from the 

present, human and animal, self and other.   This slippage between the shrapnel and fetus 

is clearly indicated when one doctor locates a foreign body within Frederic’s leg that 

“showed spherical and clear against the light.”  The doctor predicts that, “It is a question 

of time.  Three months, six months, probably” until the “synovial fluid” encysts around 

the foreign body (96).  This is a mirror image of the pregnancy that Catherine will 

announce is almost three months along (137-138).  Thus the doctor’s declaration that 
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“foreign bodies were ugly, nasty, brutal” triggers the narrative transference that occurs 

between Frederic’s wound and Catherine’s unsuccessful pregnancy, as well as Frederic’s 

eventual feelings of resentment toward the foreign body of his dead newborn son.   

The doctor, after trying to bend Frederic’s knee, diagnoses a “partial articulation” 

(96) – a diagnosis that suggests Frederic’s limited ability to discuss or deal with his 

experience of war—and Hemingway’s minimalist aesthetic.  This pattern of elliptical, 

metaphorical reference implodes when Frederic responds to the doctors’ ineptitude with 

the quip: “I want to cut it [the knee/leg] off…so I can wear a hook in it” (97).  This 

defiant image of castration is itself a partial articulation of Frederic’s suffering and fear.  

In A Farewell to Arms, the medical metaphors express degrees of emotional experience 

that remain implicit as Hemingway loads objects and bodies with significance.  In A 

Moveable Feast Hemingway theorizes that “you could omit anything if you knew that 

you omitted and the omitted part would strengthen the story and make people feel 

something more than they understood” (75).  As a structured absence in which this 

transfer of the foreign body takes place, minimalism, as Margot Norris suggests, is a 

moral economy that expels and occludes “excess, excrescence and waste” from the 

novel’s discourse (67).  Hemingway constructs such a moral economy using food and 

animal imagery to convey the “excess, excrescence and waste” of human bodies in the 

war.  For instance, in one scene Frederic and Catherine realize that a horse race they are 

attending has been fixed, exacerbating the reader’s anxiety about their future.  Like the 

horses running in a fixed race, Frederic and Catherine can’t win: they are commodities in 

the game of war.  Their horse loses, just as the Italians are losing the war (133).  A British 
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major at the club tells Frederic: “We were all cooked.  The thing was not to recognize it.  

The last country to realize they were cooked would win the war” (134).  

Once Frederic Henry is returned to the front, food metaphors continue to express 

the futility of the war and the likelihood of Italian defeat.  At Bainsizza, there is a 

shortage of food; Frederic describes the vanity of wartime sacrifice through the metaphor 

of the Chicago stockyards:  

I was always embarrassed by the words sacred, glorious and sacrifice and the 
expression in vain.  [I] had seen nothing sacred, and the things that were glorious 
had no glory and the sacrifices were like the stockyards at Chicago if nothing was 
done with the meat except to bury it.  [A]bstract words such as glory, honor, 
courage, or hallow were obscene beside the concrete names of villages, the 
numbers of roads, the names of rivers, the numbers of regiments and the dates. 
(184). 
 

Like the soldiers buried in the garden at the Milan hospital, men at the front are buried 

and their gravesites only commemorated with a hasty token of remembrance.  At the 

stockyards, animals are killed for a purpose deemed necessary: in order to provide human 

food.  Hemingway suggests that the war is like a stockyard gone wrong; humans are 

killed but for no productive or rational reason.  Rhetorical phrases such as “sacrifice” and 

“glory” obscure the arbitrary nature of the modern killing machine of war and subject 

people to the types of procedures familiar to us in the hunting and cooking of animals.  In 

this way the familiar bodies of animals become the ultimate foreign bodies in A Farewell 

to Arms, symbolizing the effect of the war on human bodies as in the following passage:  

“If those bastards let them [the Germans] through we are cooked” (187).  Once the 

Germans break through Italian defenses a series of meals foreshadows the Italian army’s 

impending defeat (191, 201).  The men share their “last supper,” realizing that they have 
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become targets of the Italian army as well as of the German army (214,216).  They 

devour bread and wine—foods with religiously symbolic qualities—in an abandoned 

barn’s hayloft (217).   

To deal with the shame of their military defeat, Italian officers execute as German 

spies any officers who have become separated from their regiments, targeting individual 

officers as if they were herding stray animals for slaughter in a stockyard.  The officers 

are caught randomly in a net as it has become difficult to identify accurately which 

officers belong to which army, or which officers are retreating out of cowardice.  

Consequently in a random sweep whole groups of officers are detained and executed 

under the pronouncement: “It is you and such as you that have let the barbarians onto the 

sacred soil of the fatherland” (223).  Frederic Henry is an obviously foreign body, a 

barbarian who speaks with a foreign accent, a man capable of contaminating “the sacred 

soil of the fatherland.”  His rapid transformation from loyal comrade to spy reveals the 

arbitrary system of military classifications which organize the slaughterhouse of warfare.    

The fascist military response to the social chaos of the retreat from Caporetto is 

illuminated by Klaus Theweleit’s discussion of the frequency with which soldiers in the 

German Freikorps resorted to metaphors of floods and dams.  Examining the individual 

diaries of these German soldiers, Theweleit notes the predominance of flood metaphors 

that act as code words for a fear of the social chaos represented by unregulated masses of 

people who come to symbolize “contaminants” such as dirt, mud, slime, excrement, 

blood, rain, and women’s bodily fluids (I: 266, I: 385-434).   Theweleit argues that in the 

Freitkorps soldier’s psyche, these external fluids and flows correspond to an inner realm 
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“concealing a ‘numbly glowing, fluid ocean’ and other dangers” contained by a 

“restraining external shell” (I: 242).  As if describing the Italian military officers who 

conduct the court martial, Theweleit writes, “The soldierly male body is a ‘unified 

nation’ at one with itself after hard-fought battles to dam its own flows; it is the ultimate 

form of a male sexuality at odds with itself, of a life of desires dogged by contradiction 

(II: 84).  Drawing upon Kristeva’s theories of abjection, Theweleit describes this need to 

dam up the flood as a gendered battle against the flow of female sexuality (I: 258).  

Theweleit’s connection between the unacknowledged forces and desires trapped within 

the soldier-male and the casting of woman as the symbol of these flows brings him a lot 

closer to feminist theorists of the uncanny than he would like to admit.1 These dynamics 

of flows and dams play out elegantly as Frederic escapes from the Italian court martial by 

diving into a cold river—snatched from the flow of refugees and plunged into the flow of 

the river, which Theweleit links so suggestively with the feminine.  After he is “irrigated” 

as a foreign body and flushed from the military, the river brings him “home to 

Catherine.”  Dislodged from the chaotic unregulated body of the people, Frederic 

embodies Julia Kristeva’s words: “The foreigner is within me, hence we are all 

foreigners.  If I am a foreigner, there are no foreigners” (192).  Frederic has become like 

other citizens dislocated by the war, whose national affiliations have become unclear or 

contaminated.  He takes flight from the nation-state; from this point on in the narrative 

Frederic is a fugitive from the nation-state and seeks to retreat into private life.   
 
1 While linking his theories to Freud’s work on the uncanny, Theweleit also writes that “It is obviously 
inadequate to conceptualize these processes in the triangular terms of Oedipus, the mamma-papa 
relationship” (38).  Theweleit along with Deleuze is in dialogue with Freud even in the attempt to argue 
against Freud’s conception of desire as lack.  See II, 35-39. 
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His first acts as an escapee are to cut the stripes and stars off his jacket, and to 

stow away on a train by hiding on a gun car, communicating his true value in the eyes of 

the nation state as a weapon, rather than an individual human being (229).  Yet as a 

former subject in the system of military medicine, Frederic no longer owns his own body 

and must fight to reclaim it.  As the military doctors have worked on him, they have 

taken possession of his reconstructed parts.  Frederic imagines himself as a composite 

man, whose body parts have been claimed by the military:  “Valentini had done a fine 

job.  I had done half the retreat on foot and swum part of the Tagliamento with his knee.  

It was his knee all right.  The other knee was mine.  Doctors did things to you and then it 

was not your body any more” (231).   

While the military has claimed parts of his body through medicine, the uniform 

offers its own skin-like containment.  Theweleit writes of uniforms as a form of “body 

armor” that forms a masculine boundary against the threatening flows represented by 

women, the masses, and the chaos within the soldier-male (I: 434).  As an important part 

of the soldier-male’s periphery, the uniform contains the body-ego: “The soldier carries a 

boundary with him, in the shape of the uniform.  [H]is body experiences the constant 

sensation of something ‘holding it together’” (II: 223).  Like Theweleit’s soldier-male, 

Frederic discovers that he is vulnerable without his uniform:  “In civilian clothes I felt a 

masquerader.  I had been in uniform a long time and I missed the feeling of being held by 

your clothes.  The trousers felt very floppy” (243).  The military uniform is a rigid 

boundary, a shell, a form of body armor that disciplines the human form and holds it in a 

certain form and posture.  This claim exerted by the military over Frederic’s body and his 
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skin, like the military identity that Frederic had assumed, leaves an imprint of habit and 

ritual:   “I realized it was over for me.  But I did not have the feeling that it was really 

over.  I had the feeling of a boy who thinks of what is happening at a certain hour at the 

schoolhouse from which he has played truant” (245).  Although Frederic has formally 

exited the war, this recognition of the deep claims exerted by the nation over foreign 

bodies implies that he will take the war with him wherever he goes.   

The rowboat that Frederic and Catherine use to cross the lake to get to 

Switzerland, literally so much like the “shell” or armor used by Theweleit’s soldier-male 

to dam the flow, signals that Frederic is still engaged in this war against the uncanny 

forces submerged within himself.  The irrigation procedure that flushed him from the 

military as a foreign body deposits him with Catherine in Switzerland where they, in 

Carlos Baker’s view, construct a home together in the mountains.  However, soon after 

they arrive, uncanny doubling and food metaphors signal that all is not as it appears; for 

instance, Catherine become preoccupied with her appearance and her desire to be thin 

again, cut her hair, and look exactly like Frederic (305).  This twinning of Catherine and 

Frederic, as her belly swells with pregnancy, is accompanied by a resurgence of the food 

metaphors seen earlier in the novel, along with the confusion of animal/human 

boundaries that culminate in the stillborn delivery.  For instance, when the onset of labor 

returns them to the hospital, Catherine sends Frederic out to eat breakfast in the first of a 

series of meals (315).  Frederic’s reaction to the appearance of his newborn son 

transgresses the boundaries separating human and animal.  For instance, he compares the 
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baby to a skinned rabbit and admits that “He didn’t seem to have anything to do with me. 

I felt no feeling of fatherhood” (325).   

This transgression of boundaries between human and animal continues in his 

reaction to the incision made by the doctors during Catherine’s caesarian operation:  

Down below, under the light, the doctor was sewing up the great long, forcep-
spread, thick-edged wound … It looked like a drawing of the Inquisition… I do 
not think I could have watched them cut, but I watched the wound closed into a 
high welted ridge with quick skilful-looking stitches like a cobbler’s, and was 
glad (325).  
 

The sewing up of the wound suggests a certain foreclosure of past trauma and ambiguity 

– the legacy of pain which initially drew him to Catherine and which he has given over to 

Catherine.  After finding out that the baby has died he, oddly enough, goes out for dinner 

(328).  Some of the foods that are mentioned invoke the failed operation in an uncanny 

way; for instance, the waiter says that the plate of the day is veal stew, but it is gone, and 

Frederic orders ham and eggs and a demi-blonde beer (329).  Without becoming too 

macabre, the idea of veal stew may invoke afterbirth, eggs may invoke the fetus growing 

into the stillborn child, and the blonde beer Frederic drinks, Catherine herself (The 

waiter: “I remembered…you took a demi-blonde this afternoon”).   

Catherine’s death completes this unconscious structuring of this novel in terms of 

the uncanny foreign body that does not survive the war.  Metaphorical parallels between 

Frederic’s leg and Catherine’s vaginal wounds, and the hospital operations undergone by 

both characters, beg the comparison between enemy shrapnel and the male fetus.  

Shrapnel is a fragment of inanimate matter that has penetrated the boundaries of 

Frederic’s body.  A body penetrated by foreign bodies can survive only with difficulty; 
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the foreign bodies must be removed.  Frederic penetrates Catherine’s body and implants a 

foreign body, described at the birth as a “something that looked like a freshly skinned 

rabbit” (324).  The fetus suggests a parallel between the public sphere of wartime and the 

private sphere of sex.  Frederic cannot escape from one sphere to another; his “partial 

articulation” of the trauma of his leg injury manifests itself within the figure of Catherine 

Barkley, whose death becomes an uncanny experience of the pain submerged underneath 

everyday experience and the history of the past. 

 

The Uncanny Old World: 1932’s A Farewell to Arms

In his work Film Adaptation, James Naremore calls for studies of adaptation which 

include in their analysis the economic, cultural and political issues surrounding texts and 

their re-interpretations, the recycling, remaking, and other forms of retelling (10-14). 

Since 1932, the many adaptations of A Farewell to Arms have rehearsed and 

reinterpreted Hemingway’s soldier-nurse romance.  Each reinterpretation reflects 

evolving social attitudes concerning the various military conflicts in which America has 

engaged, as well as the changing role of American women in those conflicts.   For 

instance, the 1932 version of A Farewell to Arms indexes the social upheaval of the Great 

Depression and the changing position of cinema in relation to that upheaval.  Force of 

Arms (1951), directed by Michael Curtiz, engages American views of World War II as a 

just war, and the heroics of women in the European theater.  David Selznick’s 1957 A 

Farewell to Arms betrays the public’s much more ambivalent response to the unpopular 

Korean War.  These political and social attitudes are projected onto the figure of 
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Catherine Barkley, who in each adaptation is reshaped to personify the public image of 

woman during that period in American history.  Finally the 1996 filmic adaptation In 

Love and War re-interprets the Hemingway novel in the light of James Nagel’s 1989 

publication of Hemingway in Love and War. Nagel’s text reassesses the figure of Agnes 

von Kurowsky, the nurse with whom Hemingway became romantically involved during 

his World War I hospital convalescence.  The book also publishes, for the first time, von 

Kurowsky’s diary and letters to Hemingway.  I will trace how these cinematic 

adaptations re-balance the novel’s portrait of the uncanny through the themes of domestic 

space, doubling and ocular mastery.  I argue for a cinematic fascination with the Agnes 

von Kurowsky as an uncanny figure, expressed through complex visual aesthetics of 

mise-en-scene, cinematography and film sound.  

The 1932 version of A Farewell to Arms, directed by Frank Borzage and starring 

Helen Hayes and Gary Cooper, works to control Hemingway’s uncanny Catherine 

Barkley by dramatizing Frederic’s drive to ocular mastery, and chronicling the frustration 

of this drive over the course of the film.  Beginning with Laura Mulvey’s essay “Visual 

Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” film critics have analyzed the gendered dynamics of the 

scopic régime which all too often align the cinematic spectator with the male gaze.  In A 

Farewell to Arms, Frederic’s gaze is continually blocked; this frustration of his ocular 

mastery takes form through the reconstruction of the character of Rinaldi as a double.  

Rinaldi is not only Frederic’s friend but is also a military doctor, and Frederic Henry’s 

superior officer.  Using this power he institutes military censorship which separates 

Frederic and Catherine from each other until she is hospitalized in Switzerland.  This 
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hospital is one of a chain of uncanny spaces in which Frederic’s vision is compromised.  

Frederic’s subsequent failure to save Catherine reflects the disruption of traditional 

gender roles sustained during the Great Depression.  As Robert McElvaine argues, 

“Unemployment upset the traditional roles of father, mother, and children” (130).  When 

married men often left their families to search for work, wives were behind to shoulder 

the burden of providing for children.  “For many ‘forgotten women’ of the thirties, the 

questions of intercourse, birth control, and having children were among the most gnawing 

of the Depression years” (179).  The economic pattern described by McElvaine is 

replicated in the 1932 version of A Farewell To Arms, in which the pregnant Catherine 

lives in poverty, abandoned by Frederic.  Director Frank Borzage filmed two different 

endings for the film – one in which Catherine dies after being abandoned by Frederic, and 

the other in which she lives to face the future with Frederic (Lawrence 45). 

From the first, the hospital space is a space of shame that mimics authoritarian 

family-style relationships.  Upon Frederic Henry’s arrival at the hospital, he opens large 

wooden doors and his figure is engulfed by the echoing space of the great hall, in a 

tracking shot which emphasizes the vastness of the space and his smallness in relation to 

it.  Then in a scene added by Borzage, Catherine watches a military commander and the 

head nurse chastise and dismiss a fellow nurse for becoming romantically involved with a 

patient.  Although the door is closed, Catherine is able to see the scene by standing on a 

ladder from which she watches Molly’s scene of shame, which is framed by the transom 

above the door like a film within a film.  When Frederic walks past this scene and into 

the nurse’s station, he observes Catherine watching the scene and wags his finger at her.  
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In front of Frederic in the nurse’s station, Catherine updates the other nurses on what is 

happening to Molly, and ultimately rises to Molly’s defense.  The first time that Frederic 

sees Catherine, she has an ocular advantage—an advantage that will be systematically 

dismantled over the course of the film.  When the head nurse and the major enter the 

room with Molly, the nurses continue their standard tasks, afraid to express their 

dissatisfaction with the rules that govern their existence.  When the nursing supervisor 

admonishes the group, saying, “I’m sorry Miss Barkley seems to sympathize with one 

who has disgraced the uniform that we all wear,” one of the nurses loudly pulls a strip of 

tape from a roll as a form of unverbalized dissent.  From here on, the hospital becomes a 

house of censorship in which the nurses, clad in white uniforms, hide their true emotions 

behind placid doll-like exteriors.  As an exemplar of censorship, the scene also serves as 

a model for the strictures of the Production Code, demonstrating how in order to meet 

censorship requirements the filmmaker tamed the character of Catherine Barkley and 

blunted the aura of pain that surrounds her character in the novel. 

While the nurses are housed in the hospital residence where they are under the 

supervision of the head nurse and the commanding officer, Frederic and his friend 

Rinaldi have free rein over a number of masculine spaces that serve as fraternal homes in 

war.  Prominent among these spaces is a local bar close to the hospital, where Frederic 

regales Rinaldi and a prostitute with a drunken monologue.  This added scene 

differentiates Catherine from the prostitutes who frequent masculine spaces during 

wartime.  As Frederic rambles on about the ancient art of “arch-i-tecture,” the shapely 

legs of a woman who is vaguely identified as a prostitute extend into the frame – they are 



55 

 

all we see of her.  “Arch-i-tecture” not only refers to Frederic’s identity as a student of 

architecture, but also is a play on the visual motif of the arch which is important in this 

film.  Interrupting Frederic’s drunken monologue, the bar/restaurant is shelled and its 

occupants flee.  Borzage plants a still camera outside the bar framing its structure, as 

people jump from every window and balcony.  Exterior space is safer than built 

structures; all “homes” are rendered distinctly un-homelike by the possibility of these air 

raids at night.  While hiding in a bomb shelter to wait for the bombing raid to end, 

Frederic mistakes Catherine for the prostitute whom he had seduced in the bar.  Again 

Frederic’s gaze is mistaken; he does not have an accurate ocular perspective.  Once he 

hears Catherine’s voice, he realizes that he has made a mistake and is not still speaking to 

the prostitute.  Although her long hair sways and she wears a long gown, Catherine is 

presented as a middle-class woman who is most comfortable in the residence hall with 

the other nurses, rather than where she is, interacting with Frederic, the drunken 

lieutenant. 

Helen Hayes’ Catherine Barkley is characterized by an aura of maturity and 

responsibility which make it possible for the film to conform to the Production Code.  For 

instance, the scene in which Catherine slaps Frederic is given a morally redeeming 

motive in that it suggests that Catherine will not grant Frederic any sexual favors before 

marriage.  This bow to middle-class morality is a marked change in tone from the novel 

and, as we will see, differs substantially from later portrayals of the Catherine Barkley 

character.  As in the novel, the morning after they begin their relationship, Frederic is 

ordered to the front, and he seeks her out to say goodbye.  Gary Cooper’s hesitant stance 
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as he enters the female space of the hospital emphasizes how much of an outsider he is to 

this world of restrained, graceful middle-class women nurses.  His gaze is again 

frustrated by the plethora of uniformed nurses who move through the hospital with 

restrained gaits and downcast eyes.  They look uncannily like each other, and Gary 

Cooper’s performance emphasizes the unsettling nature of the hospital world—a world in 

which Catherine has a clearly-defined role but in which he is out of place.  Frederic 

cannot distinguish the nurses from each other, and it is Catherine who first sees him.  As 

the ambulance pulls away from the hospital, it passes underneath an arch, one of 

countless examples of Frank Borzage’s usage of the arch motif to emphasize Frederic’s 

passage from the world of women (the hospital) to the world of men (the front), and back. 

In Borzage’s film, Frederic Henry is injured while he and his fellow ambulance 

drivers are eating pasta and drinking wine, but the foods, rather than bearing the symbolic 

weight they do in the novel, reveal Frederic’s ability to fraternize with the Italian 

ambulance drivers.  As they eat their meal, the men squat in a shabby tent, surrounded by 

the sounds of shells that they cannot see from the vantage point of the male space of 

fraternity.  Once Frederic is transported to the field hospital, we hear the disembodied 

voice of the doctor droning on, listing the facts for Frederic’s chart.  While at the field 

hospital, Frederic closes his eyes while his many wounds are impersonally described, 

dramatizing his total disempowerment. Frederic is able to transcend cultural boundaries 

and become part of the Italian army he serves.   

However, of his Italian friends, Rinaldi cannot be trusted; while he has been at the 

front, Rinaldi has sent Catherine to Milan to keep Frederic from “losing his head over a 



57 

 

woman.”  As in the novel, as an experienced doctor Rinaldi intercepts Frederic after his 

initial experience of the field hospital.  Rinaldi is filmed using chiaroscuro lighting and 

an inordinately close physical proximity to Frederic as he tenderly promises, “Only 

Rinaldi can take you and never hurt you.” We have already seen that Rinaldi gives 

Catherine and takes her away at will.  Once Frederic is wounded, Rinaldi relents and 

decides to send Frederic to Milan to join Catherine.  While Lawrence argues that Borzage 

re-invents Rinaldi because “the screenplay needs him to be a villain” (58), Rinaldi’s 

sinister quality also reflects public prejudice against Italian-Americans during the 1930s; 

after all, Hawk’s Scarface was released in 1932. Borzage’s Rinaldi rescues Frederic by 

using his expertise to save his wounded leg, but also betrays him by seeking to destroy 

his relationship with Catherine.  

Frederic, who is blind to Rinaldi’s duality, arrives in Milan and his entrance to the 

hospital is filmed entirely from his own limited ocular point of view.  Wheeled into the 

hospital, Frederic is restrained by his injury and able to only look straight up at the 

ceiling, where a circular pattern of stained glass frames his dramatic return to the female 

space of the hospital.  Attendants and nurses stick their heads into this circular frame in 

order to communicate with him.   Because we are seeing everything from Frederic’s point 

of view, his voice engulfs the bodies of Fergie, the porter, and finally Catherine’s body as 

she bends down to kiss him.  Borzage wanted Helen Hayes to “make love to the camera” 

for this shot (qtd. in Phillips, 21). 

To meet the constraints of the Production Code, the couple (unmarried in the novel) is 

married in a ceremony by the visiting priest, with rays of light suggesting the state of 
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“holy matrimony.” Catherine’s nursing uniform suddenly appears similar to a wedding 

dress.  After they are caught in their love affair and expelled from the hospital, Frederic 

and Catherine repair to a hotel room which lacks the illicit quality of the hotel room in 

the novel.  The room, such as it is, becomes a temporary sanctuary.  The novel’s house of 

ill-repute is transformed in the film into a home-like environment with middle-class 

Catherine in the center.  Frederic’s assurances that “I’ll always come home to Catherine” 

take on an entirely different meaning than in the novel, positioning her as an icon of 

middle-class domesticity.  From the blurry hotel room window Catherine cannot see 

Frederic re-enter the war.  The rain is associated with death, and Frederic and Catherine 

express their desire to build a home as a kind of permanent sanctuary once the war ends.  

Not only does the rain obscure her view from the hotel room, but at the train station, 

Catherine peers into the crowd of soldiers who all wear the same cape.  She does not see 

Frederic – he does not stand out from among the crowd.  While in the novel, Catherine 

tells Frederic before he leaves that she is pregnant, in this 1932 version of the story 

Catherine withholds that information from him, fearing that it would “only worry him.” 

At this point in the film’s plot, Borzage’s changes align the story much more with 

conventional melodrama and add scenes which would allow the studio to incorporate 

aspects of the woman’s picture.  Rinaldi, Frederic’s buddy in the novel, becomes a villain 

who betrays Frederic by censoring his letters to/from Catherine, making it nearly 

impossible for the lovers to unite.  Rather than staying with Frederic’s range of 

knowledge, the film adds scenes of Catherine in Switzerland, living in poverty and 

believing that she may have been abandoned by Frederic.  As Lawrence observes,  
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[O]ne thinks of A Farewell to Arms as being one of his [Hemingway’s] 
characteristically manly books.  When Paramount bought the book, though, they 
looked upon it as wonderful material for a woman’s movie.  The war would have 
to be pushed farther into the background, some parts of the love story brought out 
more, and more things seen from Catherine’s point of view. (51) 
 

One significant addition to the novel’s plot which offers a new perspective on Catherine’s 

point of view is a sequence of scenes that dramatize her experiences once she leaves 

nursing service.  When she is staying at a hotel in Switzerland and Frederic is at the front, 

Catherine makes up the fiction that she is staying at a nice place.  Dressed in a satin robe, 

she reads aloud her letter to Frederic describing a room that is plush and majestic.  As the 

camera moves around the room we can see that the room is squalid.  As she admits out 

load to herself, the room is “mean, cheap and horrible.” She cries and talks to his picture 

and confesses that she is frightened.  In keeping with the circumstances of the Great 

Depression, during which many women were abandoned by their husbands, Catherine is 

confronted with the stigma of poverty and abandonment.  Just before she collapses and 

must enter the hospital, Catherine has her silhouette drawn by a street artist, to send to 

Frederic.  The abstract quality of the silhouette emphasizes her link to other women of the 

Great Depression who share her fate of abandonment and public humiliation.  She is 

trapped by her lack of information and her lack of options as she discovers all her letters 

to Frederic marked “returned to sender.”   

Borzage filmed two alternative endings for the picture, one (ultimately discarded) in 

which Catherine survives and one, used as the film’s official ending, in which she dies 

(48).  The ending in which Catherine survives is more in keeping with the melodramatic 

patterns of the woman’s picture in which the protagonist, having suffered to prove her 
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worth, is allowed to survive.  Although Borzage had planned to release the happy ending, 

at the last minute he decided to go with the ending in which Catherine dies (49).  In 

Borzage’s version of the film, Rinaldi is ultimately responsible for her death, since his 

deliberate censorship of their letters leads to Catherine’s physical collapse.  Struggle as 

he might, Frederic is powerlessness against Rinaldi’s machinations, which come to 

symbolize the duplicity of and disorganization of the Italian Army as a whole.  

Dependent on the kindness of Europeans, Catherine and Frederic are doomed.  Once 

Catherine enters the hospital, she is immediately put under anesthesia.  We don’t see 

anything from her ocular perspective, although we had adopted Frederic’s perspective 

during his admission to the hospital.  When Frederic finally arrives, he has no 

understanding of what he is seeing.  He cannot tell from looking at Catherine whether she 

will survive, and mumbles incoherently as he follows the nurses and doctors around.  The 

café across from the hospital space in Switzerland becomes another possible refuge from 

Catherine’s suffering in the hospital.  Frederic eats meals there and asks the woman at the 

counter about her childbirth experiences, as if she were his mother and could comfort 

him. She replies rather harshly to him and he seems to realize that the Old World can 

never be “home.”  Europe is a place of suffering and death, of emasculation and betrayal, 

of violence and squalor, where Anglo-Saxons die, far away from “home.”  

 

Restoring Home to the World: Force of Arms (1951) 

In the 1951 adaptation of A Farewell to Arms, named Force of Arms, director 

Michael Curtiz reinterprets the events of Hemingway’s novel for the bitter fighting and 
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Allied victory of World War II (the period 1943-1944), in the Italian cities of San Pietro 

and Rome.  In Force of Arms, Lieutenant Ellie Mac Kay (as Catherine is renamed in this 

version), played by Nancy Olson, embodies American views of World War II as a just 

war, as well as American ambivalence toward the role of women in that conflict.  Ellie 

reminds the men of the mothers, sisters and wives they have left back in America.  At the 

same time, she also reveals the protagonist’s desire for a woman who can cross gender 

boundaries.  In alternate scenes, Ellie forcefully exerts her authority while in uniform, 

and plays the role of a dutiful girlfriend, at one point dressing up as an Italian peasant 

girl.  Just as Frederic is simultaneously attracted and repulsed by Catherine’s pain, Joe 

Peterson (William Holden) desires and fears Ellie in her role as an officer in the 

Women’s Army Corps (WAC).  He wryly observes that “WACs ain’t women…They’re 

officers and gentlemen, Congress says so.”  By alternating scenes in which Ellie is “all 

woman” and an “officer and a gentleman,” the film reveals that Joe loves Ellie because 

she can move between the two roles.  However, by the last scene of the film Ellie can 

look forward to leaving the military service and becoming a housewife and full-time 

mother.  Her military experience will, the film suggests, allow her to be an even better 

life partner and parent.  She looks forward to a life back in her hometown with her 

extended family and friends, as well as Joe Peterson.  In contrast to Ellie’s return to 

Hometown, U.S.A., Catherine Barkley in the original Hemingway novel is an expatriate 

who opposes the war.  In Force of Arms World War II is a just war in which Ellie 

MacKay demonstrates her courage and support for the war’s objectives.  Joe Peterson 

becomes a military hero who after being injured voluntarily returns to the front lines in 
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order to save the world from the Germans.  The war itself does not damage either Ellie or 

Joe to the extent of rendering them incapable of re-integration into the communities back 

home.  At the end of the film, both Ellie and Joe survive, she to have their baby, and he 

with a serious leg wound which will require continued medical attention. 

In the film’s initial series of combat sequences, the soldiers’ fight to survive is linked 

to their ability to gain visual advantage over the opposing side.  However, the uncanny 

space of war conspires against such predictability and perspective.  The American 

soldiers are dug into a primitive cave that has been converted to a command area, a male 

enclave surrounded by the threatening sounds of enemy bombs falling all around them.  

The American soldiers fight for ocular mastery: the enemy is framed by a circular iris 

representing the binocular point of view of the Americans.  In turn, we see the American 

soldiers advancing from the German machine gunner’s point of view.  This sudden 

glimpse of American forces through the ocular perspective of the enemy presents a 

threatening and disruptive shift in perspective. The Americans gain the upper hand 

through the use of a sound power phone, a device not invented until World War II.  By 

using this device to communicate with his commanding officer, Joe transcends his own 

limited visual point of view and learns how to counter the enemy attack.  The combat 

scenes in Force of Arms present the war as just and necessary, and Joe Peterson as a 

morally courageous military soldier and commander who will lead the Americans to 

righteous victory.  Joe, a veteran in silhouette bravely advancing uphill against enemy 

fire, is the kind of man who, in the face of danger, can get the job done. 
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Fighting these battles so heroically, however, scars Joe as it does “other Joes” in  

Hollywood war films like The Story of G.I. Joe (William Wellman, 1945) and A Guy 

Named Joe (Victor Fleming, 1943) – films emphasizing the lasting psychological trauma 

suffered by the bravest of American fighters.   This psychological trauma was all the 

more resonant in 1951 in the midst of the Korean War, the “forgotten war” which was 

both more controversial with the American public than World War II, and had a high rate 

of war causalities.  Joe Peterson’s psychological and physical wounds are more visible 

when he reaches out to women though his pain.  For instance, once back at the Fifth 

Army Rest Station, Joe is different from the rest of the soldiers, who seek rest or 

prostitutes as a means of release from psychological tension.  Joe struggles to finish a 

letter he is writing to the mother of a dead soldier; when the lights are shut off abruptly, 

he tries to finish the letter by flashlight.  As we hear what Joe has written in this letter to 

the bereaved mother, we learn of the trauma he has endured while in combat.  These 

connections between death, trauma and women become even more obvious early in the 

film when Joe meets Ellie for the first time in a cemetery.  Ellie’s representation and their 

future romance recall Nicholas Royle’s discussion of “the uncanny commingling of 

silence, woman and the desirableness of death” (87).   

An early scene in Force of Arms dramatizes this link between woman and death by 

expanding the cemetery scene in the Hemingway novel into a setting for the first 

encounter between Joe and Ellie.  Joe walks into the quiet cemetery outside the Fifth 

Army Rest Station, where he is startled by Ellie, and complains “you almost scared me to 

death.”  Then a plane drones overhead and he grabs her, startled again by something that 
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he cannot see – until she assures him that it is an American plane. A number of factors 

contribute to its uncanny nature, including the backdrop of the many rows of crucifixes 

that have become a mainstay of World War II nostalgia films like Saving Private Ryan

(Steven Spielberg, 1998).  The crucifixes communicate not only the possibility of dying a 

painful death as have the men in the cemetery, but also the way that each of these dead 

soldiers has been individually erased from history and transmogrified into a collective 

symbolized by the precise geometric patterns of the cemetery.  As one point of erasure 

within this overall pattern, the image of Ellie’s dead fiancé has been deposited in a 

memory hole that haunts Ellie and Joe.  When he learns that she is in the cemetery 

grieving for her former beau, he responds, “I thought the dead were supposed to watch 

out over the living and not the… Sorry.”  This image of the dead watching over them 

recalls Freud’s discussion of the uncanniness of the evil eye; as Freud wrote, anyone who 

possesses something precious, but fragile, is afraid of the envy of others, to the extent that 

he projects on to them he envy he would have felt in their place (146).  Joe and Ellie are 

still alive, but her former partner, like the many soldiers killed in the war, will be 

forgotten.   

The early encounters between Joe and Ellie establish uncanny motifs of home-like 

and un-homelike spaces as central elements of their relationship.  For instance, their first 

date takes place at Mamma Mia’s, a local bar in which soldiers can choose from a roster 

of perpetually-available prostitutes.  Joe’s commanding officer encourages Joe to spend 

the evening at Mamma Mia’s with one of these prostitutes, rather than with Ellie.  He 

asks Joe, “We’ve only got a few days here.  You wanta waste ‘em with her [Ellie]?  … 
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You look into that girl’s eyes, whattaya see—your mother, your sister?”   The American 

soldiers are in a war zone, and do not want to be reminded of “back home.”  As a WAC 

and not a prostitute, Ellie’s appearance and conduct are painfully nostalgic.  Explaining 

why he is interested in Ellie, Joe admits the combination of pleasure and pain he feels 

when in her presence:  “Major, did you ever have a woman look at ya and that look get 

inside of ya and kick you around in there […] and every time you saw her, the same thing 

happened? […] what do you think love is anyway?”  Ellie’s powerful gaze reminds Joe 

of their meeting in the cemetery where she was keeping watch over her deceased beau.  

This association between his attraction for Ellie and her troubling gaze is furthered by 

details that he learns about her over the course of their date.  For instance,  when he asks 

her why she joined the military, she jests, “I thought the uniform would match my eyes,” 

and when he leans over to kiss her, he jokes that he’s always wanted to be slapped by a 

girl with blue or black eyes.  And Ellie admits that before the war she was a 

schoolteacher – a profession requiring a normative gaze in order to control the children in 

the classroom.  Joe seems to want to be looked for – and at – with this kind of normative 

gaze that reminds him of the norms of home, as opposed to the loose behavioral protocols 

of a space like Mamma Mia’s.    

Ellie is like the women of the Peterson family back home, but at the same time as a 

WAC she can be seen as filling a man’s role.  Joe is finds this blurring of boundaries to 

be appealing, commenting when she pays for the bill at Mamma Mia’s, “That’s what I 

like about you…you’re such a perfect gentleman.”  While sharing a drink, Ellie 

complains about the prostitution and poverty associated with the war.  Later, they witness 
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the bombing of a church, an event which dramatizes the fragility of that which is familiar 

and home-like during wartime.  Home and the values associated with home, including 

love and community, are vulnerable to destruction in wartime.  Because they are 

vulnerable, homelike settings and relationships take on an aura through which they attract 

with their rarity and repel with their fleeting nature.  As Ellie tells Joe, “I’m not going to 

fall in love with you.  [I] can’t go through my life counting graves.”  Temporary domestic 

spaces are surrounded by cemetery spaces, engulfing family-style relationships in the 

greater context of loss. 

A series of scenes underlines the importance of this motif of war’s military 

destruction of home and the values associated with home.  The love subplot of the film 

works against this military destruction and seeks to reclaim that which is damaged in the 

war.  For instance, as commanding officer of his own squad, Joe struggles to obtain 

ocular mastery when a farmhouse on the battlefield is taken over by enemy soldiers.  

When unable to target these “foreign bodies” who have infiltrated the home, Joe orders 

the home destroyed—a destruction seen through an iris representing binocular lenses.  As 

a result of this shelling, his commanding officer is killed and he is injured.  Later in the 

film, Joe and Ellie also “infiltrate” an Italian farmhouse and use it for their own 

purposes—to celebrate their wedding.  They choose to get married in an Italian villa, the 

home of an Italian woman who works with Ellie at military headquarters.  For the 

service, Ellie wears Leah’s “Italian peasant girl” clothes, much to Joe’s pleasure and 

surprise. They get married in a traditional Italian ceremony, celebrated by local 

neighborhood residents.  The love plot of the film reclaims Italy, a foreign place that is 
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somehow strangely familiar;  Ellie can wear the foreign costume but somehow look more 

“herself” – an alternative to her “military/WAC self,” the self that Peterson has fallen in 

love with.  She wears the costume of the peasant girl and yet also remains Anglo and 

middle-class.  She adopts the appearance of the peasant girl and yet she is not the peasant 

girl.  This is the pattern of boundary transgression that Peterson finds so appealing, part 

of the film’s larger pattern of foreign bodies at war over the space of the home. 

The final scene of the film dramatizes Joe’s pivotal role in winning back the home 

space from the enemy.  Joe and Ellie have decided that he must return to active duty 

because of his love for her.  While fighting to take back an Italian village not unlike the 

one in which he married Ellie, Joe is lost in action.  Continuing her association with the 

active female gaze, and in contrast to the 1932 film in which Frederic searches until he 

finds Catherine in Switzerland, Ellie embarks on an extensive search for Joe.  The roles 

are reversed in this World War II adaptation of A Farewell to Arms; the male lead has 

been wounded and the female lead, now pregnant, must search for him.   Ellie looks in 

vain for Peterson among the many wounded or dead soldiers who were wearing the same 

uniform.  Joe is a hero who has made a sacrifice for a coherent purpose – as opposed to 

the scenario in the Hemingway novel, in which the war is unjust and purposeless, and 

heroism more evident in the small courageous acts of civilians like Catherine.  The film’s 

title Force of Arms emphasizes “force” as opposed to the tragic “farewell.” The leg injury 

is this version’s culminating event of sacrifice – a sacrifice seen and admired by the 

female lead.  In the novel sacrifice is impossible but an untimely death is suffered by the 

female lead.  In Force of Arms, this sacrifice only underlines the nostalgic efficacy of the 
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war itself – a war to restore home to the world – a war fought by the average American 

couple, like Joe and Ellie. 

 

Selznick’s A Farewell to Arms

In contrast to Helen Hayes’ stoic performance in the 1932 version of A Farewell 

to Arms, and Nancy Olson’s incarnation of Catherine Barkley as the small-town 

American girl in the 1951 Force of Arms, Jennifer Jones in David Selznick’s 1957 

version of A Farewell to Arms presents Catherine Barkley as a woman living on the edge 

of madness.   Jones’ acting, particularly her gestures and expressions, convey a pain so 

sharp as to suggest that madness lurks just underneath her crisp, dignified English 

demeanor.  She is experiencing a pain so persistent that it threatens to return even within 

the apparent safety of domestic happiness.  Jennifer Jones’ Catherine is allied with the 

forces of the uncanny and the supernatural, troubling the borders between the present, 

past and future to a greater extent than had the previous performances of the character.  

Selznick’s adaptation magnifies the significance of Catherine’s premonition that she will 

die in the rain—a premonition fulfilled even after the love of Frederic Henry (Rock 

Hudson) has given her courage to move beyond the fears of her own demise.  This 

investment of Catherine’s uncanny sensibilities with truth even after she herself ceases to 

believe in their power hearkens back to the “omnipotence of thoughts” discussed by 

Freud, the way that the uncanny is linked to the resurgence of this belief in the power of 

thoughts to control real-world events (147).  This melodramatic usage of the uncanny 
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diverges from the kind of systematic association of Catherine with the values and security 

of the homelike, as discussed by Carlos Baker in his essay “The Mountain and the Plain.”  

Selznick’s manipulation of the uncanny is not limited to his reinterpretation of the 

Catherine character, but extends to the film’s narrative structure, mise-en-scene, and 

arguably, to conscious visual references to Freud’s essay.  The film’s first scene raises the 

themes and concerns of the uncanny and is itself doubled and varied within the film.  In 

this scene, Frederic returns to military service after a brief vacation—a return to a 

wartime space in which fraternity and community persist despite the dark elements of 

death and suffering.  Upon his return, his voiceover acknowledges the continuing life of 

the community despite the impact of the war.  Rock Hudson’s “Hemingway-esque” 

narration accompanies a montage of images of the town partially destroyed, showing the 

proximity of the green mountain slopes, homes, churches and other elements of the town 

to the places that the Austrians have bombed “only a little, in a military way.”  The home 

away from home to which he is returning has been partially destroyed.  At the same time 

the music and the scenes of children playing in the street suggest that the life of the town 

continues despite this destruction.  Prostitutes dressed in bright colors call “Frederico” 

from their window balcony on the second floor, like the women in the “painted women 

anecdote” of Freud’s famous essay.  While in Freud’s painted women anecdote, the 

women uncannily stare at him from their balconies, surrounding him from all sides, 

Selznick’s painted women are on familiar terms with the protagonist, and greet him as a 

long lost friend returning from a journey.  He returns to his unit as a dashing figure, 

passing underneath an arch which in this film (as in the 1932 Borzage adaptation) 
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signifies the passage from love to war.  After reporting to the Italian officer in charge, he 

shares a drink with his friend Rinaldi and Father Galli, who play chess in the drawing-

room, a comfortable domestic space of military men. 

Later in the film, upon Frederic’s return from the front, the scene’s basic elements 

are uncannily repeated, but with a disturbing difference.  They now convey war’s ability 

to destroy the village/home/community of soldiers.  He descends from the train. Whereas 

in the earlier scene, Frederic passes children playing, now he sees an impoverished 

peasant woman dragging a young boy away by the ear, ignoring his tears.  The 

prostitutes, who were previously so vivacious, look apprehensively out their window at 

the bombs dropping in the mountains on the horizon.  Again, he passes underneath an 

arch.  Frederic is coming home, but to a home which is no longer a home.  While in the 

previous scene, Frederic was greeted amiably by his commanding officer, now his 

commanding officer is clearly apprehensive, delivering the grim news that the 

approaching Germans will be all but invincible.  Surrounding the military encampment is 

the grimness of death and defeat, which destroys anything remotely home-like and turns 

it into the unheimlich space of suffering and death. He arrives to see Rinaldi and the 

priest, and they again share a drink but their former lightheartedness has been replaced by 

grief and exhaustion.  Rinaldi refers to alcohol as “the fifth horseman of the apocalypse” 

as he grimly describes the bloody lessons he has learned as a war surgeon who must work 

around the clock to compensate for his own lack of medical expertise.  After his earlier 

homecoming, Frederic went to sleep happy, dreaming of his latest romantic conquest in 
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Milan, but here he cares for Rinaldi when Rinaldi collapses from exhaustion, muttering to 

himself. 

Jennifer Jones’ performance communicates and magnifies the pain which in the 

novel draws Frederic to Catherine.  While once again all the other nurses look alike, 

during the scene in which Frederic Henry first meets Catherine Barkley, Jennifer Jones is 

distinguished by the rattan stick she carries as a prop, symbolizing the great pain she 

suffers because her fiancé has been killed in the Battle of the Somme.  As noted above, 

Jones’ performance communicates this pain through her cool, crisp exterior.  She seems 

strangely intimate and willing to tell Frederic what happened to her former beau, but she 

never breaks down in tears or breaks her cutting demeanor as she delivers lines from the 

novel such as “No he didn’t have a saber cut; they blew him all to bits.”  As she 

articulates the worst fears associated with the war – for instance, wondering whether the 

war will continue on a permanent basis – she folds linen and stashes it in the closet; the 

glass doors of the closet reflect her image so that she is a “doubled” uncanny figure.  

After she excuses herself, Frederic looks after her, clearly troubled.  Frederic and Rinaldi 

use alcohol, prostitutes and humor to distract themselves from the war, but Catherine, 

clearly consumed with the pain of the war, is a walking reminder of that which they 

would rather not openly acknowledge.  Her symbolic role becomes clear as Rinaldi, 

Frederic and the other soldiers play pool.  Rinaldi warns Frederic not to pursue Miss 

Barkley: “She has beauty and mystery, but she is not for us.  Miss Barkley is not only a 

woman, she is a problem.  It is not a good mixture.”  As Rinaldi predicts that Miss 
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Barkley will bring disaster upon his friend, a portrait of a woman on the wall comes 

between the two men in deep focus. 

 During Frederic’s first visit alone with Catherine, mise-en-scene is used to create 

an association between Miss Barkley and the well of wartime suffering that exists just 

below the surface of daily life.  For instance, as he sits waiting for Catherine, Frederic 

remarks that the busts in the nursing office make it look like a mausoleum.  A large 

painting of a woman and child foreshadow Catherine’s future death in childbirth.  As 

Frederic tries to seduce Catherine, he says, “Let’s drop the war.”  She replies, “It’s very 

hard; there’s no place to drop it.” After she slaps him, the lighting emphasizes the glint of 

tears in his eye, mixed with an admiration for her.  Just as in their initial meeting, he is 

attracted by her hard edge and her direct acknowledgement of the pain of the war.  This 

foreshadowing and articulation of trauma continues in the greenhouse into which they run 

when it begins raining.  This house of glass is constructed of windowed arches, again 

playing on the film’s arch motif which marks the transgression of the boundary 

separating the love and war subplots.  Other elements of mise-en-scene contribute to this 

morbid foreshadowing; for instance, a Red Cross box is shaped like a coffin, and a 

headless marble statue of a woman sits atop a fountain.  In this greenhouse of death, 

Catherine admits that she sees herself dead in the rain, and this premonition of her own 

death is also uncanny, as is her deliberate address to her dead fiancé through Frederic.  

By breaking down the boundaries between past, present and future, and personifying the 

pain of the war, Catherine, as played by Jennifer Jones, transgresses the boundaries 

separating this life and the next. 
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However, at the same time that Catherine seems to be able to see the future, 

Frederic’s attempts to gain perspective on the war are frustrated.  For instance, at the 

front, Frederic is wounded while he attempts to witness a battle, refuting his naïve belief 

that one can be in war and “have a look around” from a safe vantage point without 

sustaining any risk.  Selznick changes the story so that Frederic is injured while 

attempting to see the war in a panoramic sense, rather then while eating a meal in a tent, 

as in the novel.  While being transported back to the hospital in an ambulance, his vision 

is further compromised by blood dripping from the man on the stretcher above him.  In 

subsequent scenes his ability to “see the war” continues to be compromised in a series of 

comic gags.  For instance, hospital attendants drive so erratically on the way to the 

hospital that he is knocked to the floor of the ambulance.  The attendants bend his sore 

leg to push him into the tiny elevator.  We hear his cries of pain but do not see the interior 

of the elevator.  They roll him onto the hospital bed so forcefully that he is knocked to the 

ground.  Culminating this series of gags, after he spits the thermometer out of his mouth, 

a nurse threatens to take his temperature anally.  Such gags recall director Mark 

Rappaport’s Rock Hudson’s Home Movies (1992), which explores how gossip about 

Rock Hudson’s queerness may have influenced the kind of roles he was offered, and the 

way those roles were written and rewritten once he accepted them.  This homosexual 

subtext appears in subtle details of performance and mise-en-scene.  For instance, when 

Catherine arrives at the Milan hospital she agrees to have sex with him in his hospital 

room.  As she shuts out the lights of the room and shuts the door, a close-up of her face 

reveals her worried expression.  While Catherine’s worried expression is ostensibly a 
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reaction to breaking hospital rules by having sex with a patient, through the lens of Mark 

Rappaport’s film it may also reflect and acknowledge the open secret of Rock Hudson’s 

homosexuality.  The queer subtext of Rock Hudson’s star image also recasts the film’s 

portrayal of domestic space and many of the familiar plot points from the novel.  

 Catherine personifies the haunting fears that surround the construction of 

domestic space—fears I have already touched upon in the discussion of the repetition and 

variation of Frederic’s homecoming scene.  This troubling of domestic space occurs 

during Frederic and Catherine’s love affair in the hospital, the space that shelters their 

relationship for a very brief period.  Even as it shelters their burgeoning relationship, the 

hospital surrounds it with pain, death and the war.  For instance, in one hospital scene, 

while Catherine gives Frederic a backrub, tensions begin to elevate as they discuss his 

desire to get married, weighed against her desire not to be sent back home (she will be 

dismissed from service if she gets married).   At the end of the scene, Catherine cries 

when it begins to rain; this uncanny foreshadowing is emphasized through editing cuts 

emphasizing not only the rain but the gothic cathedrals outside the hospital, where a bell 

ominously sounds.  Finally, the couple is caught in an intimate moment by the head 

nurse.  What had been, a moment before, intimate domestic space, returns to its brightly-

lit, meticulously ordered medical function.  The seedy hotel room that they get just before 

Frederic returns to the front is the ultimate uncanny space.   Like the hospital space, it is a 

temporary respite in which they can pursue their liaison.  The room is set up as the mirror 

room, emphasizing shots of the couple uncannily doubled in the mirrors surrounding 

them, self-reflexively repeating their cycle of temporary and interrupted domesticity. 
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Catherine’s symbolism of the repressed pain of the war is also projected onto the 

film’s portrait of other civilian women during the retreat from Caporetto.  During the 

retreat sequence, a soldier offers his seat to a woman with children, and fights off another 

man who would take the woman’s spot.  After the woman takes the seat, she passes out 

from exhaustion, as her crying baby falls out of her arms.  The loss of this baby, crosscut 

with the fighting soldiers, draws upon mother/child iconography to depict war as the loss 

of innocence and a descent into the depths of human nature.  The prostitutes with whom 

Rinaldi spent much time epitomize wartime depravity by riding comfortably in a vehicle 

while Rinaldi laboriously plods ahead on foot.  Rinaldi laments, “My only loves are 

untrue to me.”  As the refugees walk in the rain, we see a woman on the ground, dead 

with a child at her breast.  Another woman desperately calls for her child amidst the mass 

of refugees.  Such female characters in distress telegraph the massive social disruption of 

communities and families caused by the retreat.  This disruption culminates in the court 

martial of Rinaldi and Rinaldi’s execution by a kangaroo court of automaton-like Italian 

officers.  When, after his desertion, Frederic again encounters the head nurse from the 

Milan hospital, she – like the Italian officers – remains efficient and unemotional in the 

midst of social chaos.  Dressed immaculately in her white uniform, the head nurse is yet 

another instance of the film’s deft use the figure of woman to condense political ideas. 

After he deserts the Italian army, Frederic comes “home” to Catherine as a 

welcoming/Madonna figure—a refuge from war and death.  No longer unhappy and upset 

about the war, Catherine seems transformed by Frederic’s love and freed from her former 

fear of death.  When it begins to rain during the rowboat journey over the lake in 
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Switzerland, Catherine, instead of expressing her former fears that she will die in the rain, 

now expresses a more optimistic outlook:  “A little rain is not going to hurt me or the 

baby.  [Y]ou know something?  I don’t think this rain is going to last.  You know 

something else? I don’t care if it does.”  Frederic’s love has set her free from her fears, 

and blocked the internalized pain that had made her such an uncanny figure.  Selznick 

changes the emphasis of the Hemingway scene – focused primarily on Frederic’s 

difficulty with the strenuous rowing – into a dramatic tableau of the romantic couple as a 

unit that is stronger than two single individuals.  Their love apparently neutralizes the 

forces of uncanny foreshadowing which had previously been central to Jennifer Jones’ 

portrayal of Catherine as a woman seized by powerful forebodings.  Catherine can now 

transcend the pain that had so powerfully attracted Frederic. 

In Switzerland the couple seeks a permanent home in which they can find healing 

from their wartime experiences.  Carlos Baker writes that in the novel, Catherine serves 

as a completing agent for Frederic by personifying the image of life and home:  

Because she can make a ‘home’ of any room she occupies—and Henry 
several times alludes to this power of hers—Catherine naturally moves 
into association with ideas of home, love and happiness.  She does not 
really reach the center of the mountain-image until […] the lovers move to 
Switzerland.  Catherine is the first to go, and Henry follows her there as if 
she were the genius of the mountains, beckoning him on.  Soon they are 
settled into a supremely happy life in the winterland on the mountainside 
above Montreaux. (104) 

 
As Baker argues, Catherine is at the center of what makes the mountain homelike as 

contrasted against the plain.  However, with reference to Freud’s essay, the homelike 

contains and leads into its opposite; it is this relationship of containment and sudden 
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emergence which contributes to the rise of the uncanny as a mode.  Selzick’s adaptation 

in particular positions Catherine’s subjective experience and mood at the center of this 

movement between the homelike and the unhomelike.  She is made to disrupt Frederic’s 

previous imperviousness to the forces of pain and war, and also to disrupt an apparently 

uncanny image with assurances of love and security.  Consequently the spectators, many 

of whom have either read the book or seen the Borzage adaptation, may find false the 

Switzerland scenes and the couple’s new domestic tranquility.  Again this is in keeping 

with the patterns explored by Mark Rappaport in Rock Hudson’s Home Movies – the 

sense of closeted queerness underlying the 1950’s sheen of Rock Hudson’s famous 

performances with Doris Day, for instance.  So even though Switzerland serves as a 

refuge for the couple, where the reassuring doctor predicts a totally normal birth, a 

possible discordant note is struck for some viewers who know the end of the story as 

presented in the novel.  Before the birth, staying at a Swiss lodge, they can be happy 

tourists, taking carriage rides, yodeling in matching sweaters.  If one has read the 

Hemingway novel and realizes what is going to occur at the end of the story, these 

images of the little heimlich family certainly become uncanny.  This dual sense of the 

heimlich and the unheimlich culminates in Selznick’s portrayal of New Years Eve, during 

which children dance around a bonfire with a snowman in the center.  On the snowman is 

hung a sign that reads “1917.”  In the film, fire is often used as part of the battle and 

bombing scenes, so this use of fire in the midst of so much family happiness invokes the 

war and all the pain formerly embodied by Jennifer Jones. 
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Selznick again turns to the arch metaphor to dramatize the couple’s movement from 

the homelike to the unhomelike, as they pass underneath a stone arch and pull up to the 

hospital in a horse-drawn carriage.  With this passage underneath the arch, Catherine is 

again rendered uncanny, and Jones’ performance emphasizes suffering and pain.  The 

return of the repressed fears of how she “always knew she was going to die” in the rain is 

confirmed by a tracking shot in which Frederic walks out into the hallway and he sees 

that it is raining.  Even though Catherine herself no longer is so consumed by the 

emotional pain of the war, and she has seemingly overcome her fear of the rain, the 

premonition that she had spoken of before her transformation persists and is apparently 

confirmed by the narrative.  Not only is this uncanny sense confirmed by the narrative, 

but Jones is made up to look wan and pale, like a living ghost.   In another case of 

uncanny foreshadowing, in the restaurant Frederic begins to fear that she might die, and 

sure enough, once he runs back, the nurse tells him that Mrs. Henry has had a 

hemorrhage and is in grave danger.  Frederic here is subject to the kind of premonition or 

sixth sense that Catherine used to have before their relationship.  During the C-section, 

FH watches along with two nurses, doubled in appearance as if to mark this re-emergence 

of the uncanny. 

During her deathbed scene, Catherine lingers on the border separating life and death, 

again intuiting the baby’s fate and her own impending death.  The dialogue recreated 

from the novel in which she fears Frederic’s sharing their private sexuality with “another 

girl,” and her promise that “I’ll come stay with you nights,” invokes the erasure of her 

person and her own transition into ghostlike status.  Once she dies this erasure is 
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confirmed by Frederic’s recoiling from the coldness of her body:  “Cold; cold – you’re so 

cold Cat, like a statue.”  Like the mausoleum statue that marked their first encounter, and 

like a lifeless doll, Catherine is a washed-out version of herself – her, but not her.   This 

final refutation of the power of Frederic’s gaze brings full circle Frederic’s desire to get 

“a look” at the war.  Frederic’s gaze cannot influence or prevent Catherine’s suffering 

and death.  Selznick grants Frederic the ability to see, but the privilege of the gaze 

doesn’t provide ocular mastery or a sense of power. After Catherine’s death, aural/visual 

flashbacks of her return unbidden, underlining the extent to which he is not in control 

over what he sees.  After her death, Catherine is dead and doll-like; she looks like a 

washed out version of herself.  Frederic is haunted by Catherine in a montage of visual 

and aural flashbacks:  “Darling, you will be good to me, won’t you? You will won’t you.  

Because we’re going to have a strange life, but it’s the only life I want.”  The ghostly 

Catherine has the last word, and her premonitions have finally been validated in the form 

of her uncanny ability to foretell the future in Frederic’s memory which he re-sees from 

the perspective of the present, haunted by the audio/visual double of his lost beloved. 

 

A ghost of a breast: In Love and War

The character of Catherine Barkley is loosely based upon Hemingway’s short-

lived relationship with Agnes von Kurowsky, the nurse with whom Hemingway became 

romantically involved at the American military hospital in Milan.  Von Kurowsky’s diary 

and journal were published for the first time in James Nagle’s Hemingway in Love and 

War (1996), which was adapted by Richard Attenborough as the fiction film In Love and 
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War (1996).  As Nagle notes, despite recent critical interest in Hemingway’s romantic 

relationships, nothing was known of Agnes von Kurowsky’s identity until Leicester 

Hemingway identified her in My Brother, Ernest Hemingway in 1961.  Since then 

relatively little scholarship has focused on von Kurowsky (233).  Hemingway in Love 

and War collects her previously unpublished letters and diary, along with biographical 

and critical essays by Henry Villard (another American ambulance driver laid up in the 

Milan hospital) and James Nagle.  Here I will examine how the film In Love and War

draws upon von Kurowsky’s diary and letters to reshape the character of Catherine 

Barkley as the historical figure of Agnes von Kurowsky.   

This new film is clearly influenced by recent feminist reclamations of the 

narratives of American women in World War I, and feminist literary criticism reassessing 

the significance of gender in Hemingway’s literary style.  While In Love and War claims 

to retell the love story between Hemingway and von Kurowsky from von Kurowsky’s 

point of view, the film also takes interpretive license with regard to the historical record.  

In Love and War offers a portrait of Agnes von Kurowsky that is as redemptive as it is 

damning.  In Attenborough’s hands, von Kurowsky’s fear of committing to the 

relationship with Hemingway prevents her from being honest about her true feelings.  

Consequently, she bruises Hemingway for life and he never recovers from this first 

rejection.  The film’s portrait of Agnes von Kurowsky is offered as a historical 

explanation for Hemingway’s inability to remain in a committed relationship as well as 

his eventual suicide.   
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Von Kurowsky was one of many American nurses who volunteered to serve 

during the first World War, despite the hazardous wartime conditions, lack of military 

status (they were given “relative rank”), and culture shock (Schneider 109-117).  Like 

many other New Women, naiveté, curiosity, and compassion drew her to the front.  As 

von Kurowsky’s journal and diaries were published, World War I nursing memoirs such 

as those by Ellen La Motte and Mary Borden were also being offered to the public for the 

first time.2 These works—some like Mary Borden’s were censored by the U.S. 

government during the Red Scare—represent women and war much differently than do 

modernist works like A Farewell to Arms. While some modernist works represent war 

from the perspective of the individual soldier who has been wounded, the writings by 

nurses provide a perspective constructed from within the military medical system—a 

system that could be profoundly challenging to one’s sense of sanity and gender identity.  

Nurses like Ellen La Motte treated an endless array of wounds from within a Tayloristic 

system in which injuries are sorted by type and severity, outcome is realized in sets, and 

determined by the availability of medicines, equipment, and personnel.  The narrative of 

an individual life—such as that of Frederic Henry—becomes one spoke in the wheel of 

the military medical system as a whole. 

The Catherine Barkley nurse character in A Farewell to Arms differs significantly  

from the Agnes von Kurowsky who emerges in her private diary, her letters to Ernest 

Hemingway, eyewitness accounts such as that of Henry Villard, and the testimony that 

 
2 See excerpts from “The Backwash of War” by Ellen La Motte and “The Forbidden Zone” by Mary 
Borden in Nurses at the Front: Writing the Wounds of the Great War, edited by Margaret Higgonet.  
Boston: Northeastern University Press, 2001. 
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she gave when interviewed near the end of her own life.  Von Kurowsky’s dedication to 

the nursing profession—in contrast to Catherine Barkley’s willingness to sacrifice her 

nursing ambition – as well as her penchant for travel and adventure, provide a window 

into how Hemingway reshaped what he knew of Kurowsky.  Where Catherine Barkley 

gives up her job as a V.A.D., Von Kurowsky’s diary suggests that she chose nursing over 

a continuing romantic relationship with Hemingway.  Von Kurowsky was six years older 

than Hemingway and by the time of their romance had already worked at Bellevue in 

New York; when she graduated as a nurse in 1917 from the prestigious Johns Hopkins 

program, she had already nursed alcoholics, psychopaths, pregnant women and patients 

with contagious diseases (Kert 51).  In contrast, we do not come to know Catherine 

Barkley as an especially gifted or medically proficient nurse.  While the British Catherine 

Barkley speaks only English, the American-born von Kurowsky could speak German and 

French and was the daughter of a German émigré who worked as a civil service language 

instructor assigned to the U.S. Army, and an Polish-American debutante.  Where 

Catherine Barkley completes Frederic Henry as an embodiment of Frederic’s complex 

longing for home, von Kurowsky had a taste for travel, developed when her family 

moved several times for her father’s career, to locations including Alaska and Vancouver, 

Washington (50).  While Catherine Barkley does not want to marry Frederic because it 

will mean their separation from each other, during her brief involvement with 

Hemingway in fall 1918, von Kurowsky’s restless spirit drove her to decline his offer of 

marriage.  In a letter to Hemingway in November 1918, von Kurowsky wrote: “I thank 

my stars’ wish every day that I came over, & won’t be one of those who will say after it 
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is all over—“Well, I didn’t get a chance to do what I wanted, & thought I’d never be able 

to stand foreign service, so I just stayed home, & did private nursing” (124, Nov. 3, 

1918).  She desired to continue working as a nurse and traveling in foreign countries, and 

she realized that she did not want to return to the states with Hemingway.  She wrote of 

her ambivalence:  “The future is a puzzle to me, & I’m sure I don’t know how to solve it.  

Whether to go home, or apply for more foreign service is the question just now.  Of 

course, you understand this is all merely for the near future, as you will help me plan in 

the next period, I guess” (159, Feb. 3, 1919).  The film In Love and War dramatizes her 

ambivalence about her future role as Hemingway’s wife in reaction to Hemingway’s 

sexist comments such as: “Just imagine, you’ll be making the whole place spic and span, 

and I’ll be writing great works.”   

Once Hemingway returned to the United States in order to find a job so that they 

could be married, von Kurowsky was shipped to the front, where she witnessed the pain 

and suffering of war in a way that Hemingway did not until much later in his writing 

career.  Von Kurowsky constantly refers to the widespread injuries suffered by 

combatants and non-combatants alike in her letters – a thread which is missing from her 

diary entries.  In the letters, Agnes seeks to minimize the trauma of treating injured 

civilians and soldiers, but as she begins to mention them more often from December 

through February 1918, her feelings for Hemingway also seem to shift under the duress 

of her wartime experiences.  Her reaction to witnessing the trauma of war is echoed in 

memoirs by other World War I nurses including Ellen La Motte and Mary Borden.  Von 

Kurowsky, though characterized by Nagle as a “coquette” (247), actually saw much more 
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of the war than did Hemingway, whose relative naiveté made him an unsuitable partner 

for her.  Von Kurowsky’s strong sense of self contrasts with the selflessness of the 

Catherine Barkley character, who claims “There isn’t any me anymore.”  Throughout her 

letters and diary, Kurowsky weighs competing sets of interests and desires, eventually 

rejecting Hemingway in order to pursue a doomed romance with an Italian officer and 

opportunities for career advancement in Bucharest, Vienna and Prague.  Nagle argues 

that A Farewell to Arms reflects Hemingway’s lifelong grief about the abrupt ending of 

his relationship with von Kurowsky:  “The implications of the retrospective narration for 

Frederic are that he has been a decade in mourning for Catherine, that he has not replaced 

her in his life, and that he is still coming to terms with the loss he has suffered” (268).   

The uncanniness of the recent emergence of Agnes von Kurowsky’s story comes 

into full relief when examined in the light of Anthony Vidler’s discussion of the ruins at 

Pompeii.  Dug up in the mid-eighteenth century, the ruins at Pompeii displayed, side by 

side, the homeliness of everyday life alongside terrible destruction and unexpected 

catastrophe (47).  The ruins transgress the boundaries separating the homely and the 

unhomely, the present and past, the banal and the extraordinary, the brilliance of sunshine 

and the darkness of black volcanic sand, the modern railway station and the antique city, 

the banality of tourist and guide while describing the horror and death all around them 

(48).  In one grisly archaeological relic, the breast impression of a young woman is still 

visible in the earth, “a ghost of a breast” (49).  Like this “ghost of a breast,” Agnes von 

Kurowsky’s diary and letters are buried artifacts – artifacts that provide gendered 

commentary on the contexts of Hemingway criticism, the history of literary modernism, 
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and the history of women and war.   An element of uncertainty surrounds the breast 

impressed in the earth, preventing us from ever establishing the identity of the female 

victim.  Such uncertainty also surrounds von Kurowsky’s the diaries and letters and what 

these sources reveal about her.  How do these sources speak to the shaping of Catherine 

Barkley’s character in A Farewell to Arms, and how do they intervene in the ongoing 

relationship between the representation of war and the use of gender as a container for the 

uncanniness of war? 

In Love and War begins with Catherine Barkley (Sandra Bullock) in voice-over, 

as Selznick’s 1957 version of A Farewell to Arms began with Rock Hudson’s voiceover.  

The voice-over signals the privileging of the point of view of the typically-overlooked 

female character.  As the nurses arrive, we see smiling Italian faces in the background, 

and one Italian peasant praises the nurses as “angels from heaven.”  As they enter the 

Milan hospital, one nurse comments that the building looks like a nunnery, referring 

again to David Selznick’s film in which the hospital where Catherine works is said to 

look like a mausoleum.  In the 1996 version of the film, the nurses are wearing long 

uniforms but because their hairstyles differ and their uniforms are not identical, each 

nurse looks like an individual; they do not form a uniform mass as in the previous 

versions of A Farewell to Arms. The nurses have individual strides, patterns of speech 

and behavior.  While in the 1932 and 1957 versions of A Farewell to Arms, the nurses 

look and behave so similarly that they seem like uncanny automatons; this film, as an 

ostensibly feminist reworking of the original, works immediately to present each nurse as 

an individual woman.  This work to present the nurses as individuals rather than an 
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undifferentiated group is thrown into relief as the Italian soldiers – who all seem to look 

alike – jog past. 

The historical Ernest Hemingway is introduced in a sequence of scenes which 

establish him as a unique individual who is both an authentic person and at the same 

time, extremely conscious of his own self-representation.  In the first scene, Hemingway 

rides a bicycle and whistles a musical motif, “Over there – over there – can we hit the 

dusty trail,” which then becomes part off the film’s extra-diegetic music.  A shot of 

Hemingway bicycling toward the camera, sticking his arms out like a bird, emphasizes 

his solitary nature and sets him apart from groups like the American nurses and the 

Italian soldier.  In the next scene, Hemingway asks his superior officer for reassignment 

so that he can see the fighting at close range:  “If I don’t see action right now it will be 

too late. This is my last chance.”  In volunteering to serve so close to the front, 

Hemingway is positioned with a long line of Hollywood military volunteers such as those 

played by Van Johnson in 30 Seconds Over Tokyo (1944) or even, more recently, Ben 

Affleck in Pearl Harbor (2001).  At the same time, this portrayal of Hemingway, while 

reflecting a tendency to make him into a Hollywood hero, also positions him as a bit of a 

fool.  As with Frederic Henry (Rock Hudson) in the 1957 version of the film, this 

fictional Hemingway (Chris O’Donnell) is driven by a desire for ocular mastery, but by 

trying to get a close-up of the war he loses ocular perspective and is injured.  Our initial 

introduction to Hemingway’s character emphasizes the theme of the adventurous quest 

for ocular mastery and both the naiveté and the continual frustration of that desire.  The 

1996 version of the film articulates this frustration of ocular perspective while also 
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celebrating the lure of Hemingway’s biographical legend as a war correspondent.  Not to 

be merely bombed while eating cheese, Hemingway staggers across No Man’s Land with 

a wounded Italian soldier on his back as machine gun fire hits him in the knee.  James 

Nagle, in analyzing the objections of many critics who have questioned this version of 

events, concludes: “This evidence would strongly suggest that Hemingway did not invent 

the machine-gun story to appear heroic and, indeed, with respect to his foot injury, his 

wounds were even more severe than he reported” (219).  By dramatizing a contested 

scene in Hemingway’s World War I experiences, In Love and War maximizes 

Hemingway’s credibility and presents him as a war hero—a pattern of representation 

very much at odds with A Farewell to Arms’ anti-war tone. 

While Hemingway is represented as a war hero, von Kurowsky’s honesty and 

forthrightness is continually called into question throughout the film, to an extent not 

seen in any other adaptation of A Farewell to Arms. This motif of dishonesty is 

introduced when Hemingway reaches the hospital and asks Agnes von Kurowsky 

whether he is dying.  After she replies in the negative, Hemingway accuses her of lying to 

him—the kind of accusation never leveled at Catherine Barkley by Frederic Henry.   

However, throughout the film In Love and War, von Kurowsky repeatedly withholds her 

emotions and misleads Hemingway.  How ironic that a fiction film with historic 

pretensions which is supposedly written to reclaim the historical memory of an all-but-

forgotten feminist icon calls its own feminist icon’s character into question.  

Von Kurowsky’s duplicity permeates her medical and romantic dealings with 

Hemingway. In the developing medical subplot of Hemingway’s war wounds, von 
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Kurowsky discovers gangrene developing in Hemingway’s wound but disguises her 

reaction of disgust at the smell of the wound.  She withholds any information about his 

true medical prognosis from Hemingway – a lie of omission which he soon figures out.  

She withholds from Hemingway the medical possibility that he will lose his leg, instead 

sharing this news with another nurse and the Italian doctor who is Hemingway’s  

romantic rival.  While in the novel, Frederic Henry could view the “foreign bodies” in his 

leg, in this film von Kurowsky denies Hemingway that level of ocular mastery.  This is 

especially interesting since von Kurowsky is German-American and the “foreign bodies” 

embedded in Hemingway’s leg are from the German enemy.  She reviews the X-Ray of 

Hemingway’s leg with the Italian doctor, with whom she fights in order to save 

Hemingway’s leg.   This film elevates Agnes’ level of medical skill, giving her primary 

credit for saving Hemingway’s leg from gangrene.  During her training at Johns Hopkins 

University she has learned how to irrigate wounds with saline solution; this irrigation is 

quite painful but saves his leg from amputation.  The film invents this aspect of von 

Kurowsky’s medical treatment of Hemingway.  There is no historical record that she 

saved his life, administered an experimental medical treatment, or fought with an Italian 

doctor to save Hemingway’s leg.  However these additions transform von Kurowsky into  

a feminist icon.  Her medical expertise differentiates her from former portraits of the  

Catherine Barkley character, in which she had little medical knowledge.  At the same 

time the depiction of von Kurowsky flushing Hemingway’s wounds with saline solution 

allows us to see not only her expertise but also Hemingway’s heroic ability to tolerate 

pain.  In terms of foreshadowing their future relationship, the scene depicts Agnes hurting 
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Hemingway and his ability to bear this pain stoically—a dynamic borne out by the rest of 

their relationship, the film suggests.   

Von Kurowsky’s repeated denials that she is falling in love with Hemingway are 

contradicted by close-up shots of her obviously withholding the truth of her developing 

feelings for him.  We can see that he must earn her trust; the film juxtaposes several 

scenes in which Hemingway also appears to lie but each lie contains a grain of the truth.  

A subplot concerning another ambulance driver, Jimmy, who is seriously injured by a 

bomb provides ample opportunity to establish the base truth of Hemingway’s lies.  When 

Jimmy dies, for instance, Hemingway assists von Kurowsky in rewriting Jimmy’s final 

letter to his parents.  We see Hemingway’s cast shadow against the wall, signifying his 

duplicity but also his future stature as a literary persona, as he dictates a great and loving 

letter.  As with his fiction, in telling a lie he tells the truth that otherwise he cannot 

verbalize: 

Dear Mom and Dad:  The thing this war has taught me is that it’s 
important to get things said before it’s too late.  First, you’re the very best 
parents a son could ask for.  When I was a kid, and I used to get scared of 
the dark; it was the thought that you were there that got me through it.  I 
think about that a lot because I guess I’m scared now.  I don’t know if I 
can make it, and if I don’t please understand that sometimes I have to go 
to places alone. But whatever happens, always know that I will be your 
loving son, Jimmy.  
 

While Kurowsky’s withholding and lying is shown to cause Hemingway great pain, 

Hemingway’s duplicity is here presented as the fiction-writer’s approach to living in the 

world.  Through his lies, Hemingway articulates the greater truth – truth which applies in 

the broadest way to not only his personal situation but to the lost generation as a whole.  
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This double standard is suggested in the mise-en-scene of a military photo they take just 

after Ernest is awarded his Italian medal for bravery.  In this photo Hemingway stands 

with Kurowsky.  A blinded soldier stands in between them in the background, suggesting 

the way that the loss of von Kurowsky will permanently castrate Hemingway.  Von 

Kurowsky casts a shadow against the wall, suggesting a certain duality or hidden aspect 

of her character. 

 This duality is evident in the way in which she returns Hemingway’s love.  She 

refuses to turn away the attentions of his rivals, and remains secretive about their 

relationship.  A series of representative scenes dramatize the theme of his jealousy, 

culminating in a public confrontation and fight between Hemingway and one rival.  Thus 

In Love and War continually reworks the basic plot points of A Farewell to Arms, and 

attempts to reposition them within the historical record developed in Nagel’s book.  

Nagel doubts that von Kurowsky and Hemingway were ever romantically involved – 

based on her diary, her letters and the testimonies of eyewitnesses (262).  However, 

contradicting Nagel, In Love and War brings Hemingway and von Kurowsky together in 

a modern-day sex scene at the front.  The film spares no degree of realism in its portrayal 

of the harsh conditions in the field operating tent, where the dead bodies of civilians and 

combatants fill mass graves.  Despite the trauma that she has witnesses and her 

exhaustion after working for twenty-four hours straight, von Kurowsky consents to meet 

Hemingway when he appears unexpectedly.  She tells him: “You are such a child.  This 

[coming to the front] was a stupid thing to do.”  He appears blind to the tragedy 

surrounding them.  Intent upon consummating their relationship, he brings her to a house 
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of prostitution (as Frederic Henry does in the novel).  Surprised by the squalor of the 

house of ill-repute, he apologizes, “I’m sorry, I didn’t think it would be this bad.”  Von 

Kurowsky is clearly the adult in this situation; her love for him is shown to transcend his 

youth and the limitations of his romanticism.  However, she is unable to admit this love 

openly and repeats it in a voice too low for him to hear. 

 Her inability to profess openly her love for Hemingway is conveyed when, in her 

romance with the Italian doctor who eventually proposes, she sees some porcelain masks 

at the outdoor market and chooses one.  The oblique and fixed expression of the mask 

renders her inability to be honest with others or to fully know herself.  The film cross cuts 

between the developing romance between von Kurowsky and the Italian doctor, which 

culminates in his proposal of marriage, and Hemingway back at home making plans to 

marry her.  Von Kurowsky’s ill-fated decision to marry the Italian doctor is justified by 

the promise that she will be able to keep working if she marries him, while Hemingway 

expects her to be a stay-at-home wife and mother.  The other nurses, swayed by the 

Italian doctor’s charm and medical authority, consider him to be a more attractive suitor 

than the young Hemingway.  She sends Hemingway the by-now famous letter that ends 

their relationship.  Hemingway cries in his bed, giving free rein to the grief that the film 

implies plants the seed of his literary greatness.  Von Kurowsky belatedly realizes the 

mistake she has made, and is haunted by a flashback of the seedy hotel room.   

In a scene with no basis in any of the von Kurowsky or Hemingway materials, 

von Kurowsky approaches Hemingway eight months later at his Michigan cabin, where 

he rebuffs her attempt to reveal her love for him.  Attesting that he has changed and that 
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their relationship couldn’t work in the present, this is the Nick Adams character from In 

Our Time breaking off with Marjorie.  The film ends with her voiceover: 

I never saw Ernie again after Waloon Lake.  I often wonder what would 
have happened if he had taken me in his arms, but I guess his pride meant 
he wasn’t able to forgive me.  Some say he lived with the pain of it all his 
life.  The hurt boy become the angry man, a brilliant tough adventurer who 
was the most famous writer of his generation.  And the kid he had been, 
eager, idealistic and tender, lived on only in my heart.   
 

This is a remarkable fictionalization of von Kurowsky’s voice.  Von Kurowski never 

went to Waloon Lake.  According to all accounts, she never questioned her decision to 

end her romantic relationship with Hemingway.  In one scene in the film, von Kurowsky 

meets years later with Henry Villard, an American ambulance driver and one of 

Hemingway’s romantic rivals.  She confesses that she has made a terrible mistake in 

rejecting Hemingway, and that she wishes to rekindle their relationship.  However, in 

Villard’s actual account of this meeting in Nagle’s book, von Kurowsky told him that 

Hemingway was too young for her, and that she resented the character of Catherine 

Barkley in Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms (41).  Von Kurowsky argued that an affair 

like that between Frederic and Catherine could never have taken place in a military 

hospital, and criticized the novel’s love story between the macho protagonist and his sexy 

nurse (42).   She criticized Hemingway’s personal character, claiming that he was spoiled 

and thought of himself in heroic terms (43). 

 The film In Love and War contradicts Nagle’s well-researched and insightful 

reconstruction of the relationship between von Kurowsky and Hemingway.  Von 

Kurowsky’s relationship with Hemingway is changed to conform to Hollywood’s basic 
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pattern of representing soldier-nurse relationships.  This pattern has been established by 

World War II films such as They Were Expendable (Ford, 1945), So Proudly We Hail

(Sandrich, 1945), Cry Havoc (Thorpe, 1943), The Story of Dr. Wassel (De Mille, 1944), 

The Notebook (Cassavetes, 2004), Pearl Harbor (Bay, 2001), and Band of Brothers

(Frankel/Hanks, 2001).  Whatever their variations in plot, all these films do not hesitate 

to present the soldier-male as a worthy partner for the romantically-alluring nurse.   

In Love and War, which promises to be “based on a true story,” rebalances the 

soldier-nurse romance to make Hemingway a war hero who is rejected by a nurse who 

then repents of her arrogance.  While it claims to retell the story of Agnes von Kurowsky, 

the film alters that story to make Hemingway, not Agnes von Kurowsky, the 

melodramatic hero of the story.  Hemingway’s suffering at the hands of von Kurowsky 

only adds to his allure as a celebrity author.  This new adaptation of the soldier-nurse 

love affair is the post-feminist culmination of a century of imagining Catherine Barkley.  

Catherine Barkley is re-imagined as Agnes von Kurowsky, a career woman whose love 

for her work purportedly interferes with her ability to be frank about, or even in touch 

with, her own romantic feelings.  In Love and War recalls Susan Linville’s discussion of 

“gender’s function as the ‘glossy fetish’ par excellence through which history is 

jettisoned [w]ithin narrative trajectories that deracinate and derealize them as historical 

entities” (3).  Billed as a contribution to women’s history, In Love and War misses the 

chance to tell the story of Agnes von Kurowsky – a narrative available within the non-

fictional book on which the film is based.   
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2. HOME AT WAR: THE WRITINGS OF MARY BORDEN, ELLEN LA MOTTE 

AND HELEN DORE BOYLSTON 

Introduction 

 Like Hemingway in A Farewell to Arms, American nurses in World War I – the 

real-world contemporaries of the Catherine Barkley figure – utilize, in their memoirs, 

metaphors of insects, animals and food to embody the uncanny.  Mary Borden’s The 

Forbidden Zone, Ellen La Motte’s The Backwash of War, and Helen Dore Boylston’s 

Sister, written at the same time as A Farewell to Arms, portray the war through the eyes 

of American nurses who served in World War I.  These relatively unstudied nursing 

memoirs present an important alternative to works like Hemingway’s A Farewell to

Arms, a prominent text within the modernist canon (Higgonet 92, Freedman 110).  Rather 

than positioning the body of the nurse as the ultimate container for the horror of war, 

these memoirs locate the uncanny in elements of war marginalized by male writers.  Like 

Hemingway, they use insect and animal metaphors, literary minimalism, swift changes in 

point of view, and narrations of alternative domestic arrangements sustained in the chaos 

of war.  However, in these works the war has an uncanny ability to destroy sexuality and 

to break down any romantic attraction between soldier and nurse as well as the 

romanticized bonds between mother and son – attractions and bonds which have served 

as a key plot points of in the canon of war novels and films. 

 Mary Borden’s The Forbidden Zone and Ellen La Motte’s The Backwash of War

are the best-known memoirs written by American women serving as nurses in World War 

I.  The daughter of a Chicago millionaire, Borden (1886-1968) published ten other books 
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about the world wars, including Journey Down a Blind Alley (1946) and Action for 

Slander (1937), which was made into a film released by United Artists (Freedman 109, 

122 n. 5).  A familiar face in avant-garde London circles, Borden signed up with the 

French Red Cross, although she had never nursed before (Higgonet, “Introduction” viii).  

In 1914 she funded a fully-equipped hundred-bed hospital under French military 

command (Freedman 109; Higgonet, “Introduction” ix).  When Ellen La Motte (1873-

1961) joined the staff of Borden’s hospital unit, she brought with her expertise not only in 

nursing but in administrative work, organizing, and writing.  She graduated in 1902 from 

the nursing school of Johns Hopkins Hospital and worked for a number of years as the 

superintendent of the tuberculosis division of the Baltimore Health Department 

(Higgonet, Lines of Fire 345).  Besides The Backwash of War, La Motte published seven 

other books including The Tuberculosis Nurse (1915), Tales of the Orient (1919), and 

The Opium Monopoly (1920) (Higgonet, Lines of Fire 345-6). Like Mary Borden, La 

Motte published her writing in journals like the Atlantic Monthly, Harper’s, the Nation,

and The Masses.

Both The Forbidden Zone and The Backwash of War were censored and remained 

out of print for much of the twentieth century, thus forming a hidden counterpoint to 

published narratives about the war.  This censorship was both governmental and 

informal.  Borden claimed that the U.S. government prevented The Forbidden Zone from 

being published in 1918 and also inked out advertisements for the book in the Liberator

(Higgonet, “Introduction” xxvi, xiv).    The book was finally published in 1929, the same 

year as Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms. Portions of La Motte’s The Backwash of War
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were published in Harper’s and the Nation; as a full-length collection the book was 

published in 1916.  The book went into a second printing, then was unpublished until 

1934, when it appeared with a preface about La Motte’s experience of censorship.  Critics 

from major publications like the New York Times considered The Forbidden Zone and 

The Backwash of War to be “revolting” and “ghoulish” (Higgonet, “Introduction” xxv-

xxvii).  After their initial publication, both works remained out of print until they were 

republished in 2001 in Higgonet’s collection Nurses at the Front: Writing the Wounds of 

the Great War.

“The War is the World”: Borden’s Forbidden Zone

In The Forbidden Zone, Borden’s modernist technique problematizes the 

boundaries separating the present from the past, the living from the dead, the human from 

the animal, and food from flesh.  As Maureen Molloy writes, the power of the uncanny 

lies in precisely this kind of boundary transgression:  “The uncanny is fearful, in part, 

because it evokes a lack of clear boundaries, a doubling, dividing, and interchanging of 

past and present, imagination and reality, self and other” (155).  Borden’s portrait of the 

wartime landscape blurs the boundaries between the bodies of the soldiers in the hospital 

and the body of the nation state, establishing a topography in which the skin of the earth 

has been ruptured and mud, like blood, runs over everything.  The land has been 

wounded, and the mud has “scraps of iron lying in it” like the foreign bodies inside the 

wounds of the patients in the hospital (3).  The nation state itself has become a foreign 

body floating within the bloody wound of the valley:  “There is nothing but mud all 
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about, and a soft fine rain coming down to make more mud – mud with a broken 

fragment of a nation lolling in it” (6).  Belgium has been disempowered and the trenches 

remain as “the bleeding edge” left when the enemy has taken his bite with iron teeth (3).  

Borden personifies the military enemy as a giant with iron teeth who can bite off large 

sections of land, driving the Belgians back until they can retreat no farther (4).   

The hospital – no center of healing – is located in the center of a muddy plain that 

has been submerged in a flood: 

[T]his desert is wet as if a great wave had just receded, leaving the muddy 
bottom of the earth uncovered.  A bare sea bottom, strewn with bits of 
iron, coils of wire, stones.  No sign of life, no fish fossils, or rotting sea-
weed, no plant of any kind, not a blade of green; a dead sea must have lain 
here. (116) 
 

Within this altered landscape, the hospital is made strange, seen from a distant 

perspective as an operation in which tiny, insect-like workers cart body bags, “survivors 

from that other world that was here before the flood passed this way, washed up against 

the shore of this world again by the great backwash” (122).  This portrayal of the 

devastation wreaked by the war as a great flood invokes the story of the great flood found 

in the biblical book of Genesis.  However, Borden’s use of the metaphor portrays the 

flood as a form of retribution heaped upon modern civilization, leaving no means for the 

virtuous to escape.  As a resurgence of an ancient story, Borden’s great flood exemplifies 

Freud’s insight that  

an uncanny effect often arises when the boundary between fantasy and 
reality is blurred, when we are faced with the reality of something that we 
have until now considered imaginary, when a symbol takes on the full 
function and significance of what it symbolizes… (150) 
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Borden’s flood metaphor takes on the full function of its reference point in the Old 

Testament, and the factors of coincidence such as the mud, destruction, and other 

similarities to the great flood take on an eerie half life in the imagination of the reader. 

As in the biblical story of the great flood, in The Forbidden Zone Mary Borden 

uses natural metaphors to displace the centrality of human actions, motivations and 

identities from the narrative.  Critic Ariela Freedman insightfully comments that in The 

Forbidden Zone, the “dislocation of the landscape […] prefigures and prepares us for the 

dislocation of the human” (114).  Indeed, Borden writes that the war has dislocated the 

earth itself:  “The earth is a greased slide, tilted up and shaking” (117).  It is as if the 

“greased slide” of the tilted earth also upsets our notions of the rightful relations between 

the human, animal, insect, and inanimate objects.  In Borden’s vision, humans are 

powerless to alter the course of the war, which is simultaneously carried out by angry 

insects and animals against inanimate buildings and the natural landscape.  One key 

example of this diminution of human agency occurs in Borden’s use of insect metaphors 

in the sketch “Bombardment,” in which an unsuspecting village is bombarded by a plane 

personified as an angry mosquito.  The sketch is notable for its complete reversal of 

positions of power in the world: while the buildings of the town can scream like people, 

the people scurry away like ants.  Once the bombardment begins, this personification 

offers an uncanny transgression of boundaries between the human and animal.  For 

instance, “Suddenly a scream burst from the throat of the church tower.  For an instant 

the sky seemed to shiver with the stab of that wail of terror rising from the great stone 

throat” (8).   In this quotation, the church is alive, its tower capable of emitting a “wail of 
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terror” – an aural image that describes the sound of the impact of a bomb falling on the 

structure.  The passage displaces human agency from the center of warfare, portraying 

the war as a condition perpetuated by insects and inanimate objects.   

“Bombardment” transforms war into a state of existence in which animals and 

inanimate objects act out in ways that, as children, we may have believed that they could.  

The sketch violates the basic categories through which our life-world is constructed.  

While humans scurry about like unfortunate insects or animals caught in the crossfire, the 

animals and insects manifest the aggression and violence of soldiers and fighters.  While 

in the sketch “Belgium,” the angry god has punished modern civilization with a flood that 

wipes out both human and animal life, in “Bombardment” the animals themselves are 

agents of war, along with the natural world and inanimate buildings.  The church is alive 

and can scream – the scream itself can “stab” the sky.  The airplane is a “mosquito” (9)—

more troubling of the boundaries between inanimate and animate objects—and it 

“watched the buildings below as if waiting for some strange thing to happen; and 

presently, as if exorcised by the magic eye of that insect, a cluster of houses collapsed, 

while a roar burst from the wounded earth” (9).  The powerful mosquito has a “magic” 

eye, the shelling is like a sting administered by a power greater than mankind, the earth is 

wounded by the sting and will cry out in pain.  Borden uses the term “human ant hill” to 

describe the swarms of townspeople who hide from the bombs in holes in the ground, as 

“swift armoured beetles [military vehicles] rushed through the streets” (10).  The 

townspeople in “Bombardment” are not only ants but an array of other insects: “The 
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white beach was crawling now with vermin; the human hive swarmed out on the sands” 

(10).   

The uncanniness of this collapse of the boundaries separating animal, inanimate 

object and insects is made even more complex by the looming figure of disease:    

The face of the city had begun to show a curious change.  Scars appeared 
on it like the marks of smallpox and as these thickened on its trim surface, 
it seemed as if it were being attacked by an invisible and gigantic beast, 
who was tearing and gnawing it with claws and teeth. (11)    
 

Like so much else of Borden’s war writing, this passage demolishes the boundaries 

separating the animal, the human, and the inanimate – the airplane is a gigantic and 

uncontrollable insect (the “gigantic beast” in the passage), and the insect is malicious and 

nearly unstoppable (as unstoppable as the smallpox virus).  At the same time, the 

malicious beast of war mars the face of the city; the bombing damage is described as 

smallpox lesions.  As medical historian David Koplow writes, smallpox is a disease 

historically associated with armies at war (11).  For instance, in American history 

wartime smallpox epidemics marked the invasion of the New World by the Spanish 

conquistadors in the sixteenth century, the Revolutionary War, and the Civil War (11-16).  

By the time of World War I, the disease was still present as a “global scourge” (20).  

Russia, Spain and Italy lost hundreds of thousands of people to the disease in the period 

of 1900-1910, and the United States lost 330,000 to epidemics in 1901-1902 and 1920-

21.  The comparison between the damage inflicted on buildings by bombardment to the 

pockmarks inflicted upon the human face by smallpox is also uncanny in the most basic 

Freudian sense.  Freud links the uncanny to the threat of castration and “the idea of being 
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robbed of one’s eyes” (138). Smallpox most often targeted the outer extremities of the 

body but most significantly, the face, where it would target the eyes and could blind the 

victim (Koplow 15). 

 Along with this reference to smallpox, a disease which destroys the sight and 

appearance of its victims, the animal metaphors used by Borden allow her to depict the 

soldiers’ uncanny uniformity.  For instance, marching into a town personified as a “proud 

old body,” the soldiers in “The Regiment” “looked like the shadow of a snake” (25), “a 

column of hunchbacks” (25), and a “herd of deformed creatures driven on together” (26).  

The regiment soldiers are “all misshapen in the same way” by “the same machine” (27).  

They are automatons, exiled from home, described by means of animal metaphors that 

stress their lack of individual agency and their status as uncanny hybrids.  However, in 

another sketch the use of animal metaphors paradoxically allows Borden to describe the 

humanity of one of these soldiers.  “Rosa,” who has attempted suicide, is a bull, a farm 

animal – and yet paradoxically by describing him as an animal, the nurse narrator is 

empowered to transcend the social judgments foisted upon him as a soldier who has 

attempted to commit suicide.   The nurse narrator describes Rosa as a peasant whose 

sensibilities are closer to the natural world: “A peasant, probably—very stupid—an ox of 

a man” (102).  For instance, “He lay on the ground like a felled ox, a bull mortally 

wounded, breathing noisily” (99).  The military authorities decide to operate and remove 

the bullet, heal him so that he can be court-martialed and shot again (103).  The nurse 

narrator is “appalled” by the military authority’s lack of respect for Rosa’s individuality.  

The interior monologue of the nurse stresses the helplessness she feels in the face of 
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Rosa’s suffering:  “Who are you? I wondered, and who is Rosa?  And what can I do?  

How can I help you?  And I stood there waiting, miserably spellbound by the patient 

brute who at last turned on me from his cavernous eyes a look of complete understanding, 

and then looked heavily away again” (106).  Although she describes this peasant using 

animal metaphors, in this case the animal metaphors allow her to respect the humanity of 

the patient, to treat him not as a foreign body but as a person with thoughts and feelings 

very much like her own.   

Animal metaphors are also used to communicate, in the sketch “Enfant de 

Malheur” another aspect of the uncanny – the resurgence of childhood beliefs in the 

supernatural.  In “The Uncanny,” Freud describes the persistence of ancient beliefs in the 

omnipotence of thoughts, instantaneous wish-fulfillment, secret harmful forces and the 

return of the dead.    Although we have apparently “surmounted” these primitive 

beliefs/animistic convictions, when reality seems to uphold them, we experience a sense 

of the uncanny (154).  As Nicolas Royle writes: “Like junk, beliefs are discarded but 

hang around; belief is cryptic, the experience of a foreign body within ourselves (179-

180).”  In “Enfant de Malheur,” Borden’s animal metaphors allows her to encode the 

Enfant’s racial and class identity, but also convey the uncanny belief that the hospital is 

the site of an elemental battle between good and evil which only the priest can win.  In 

this battle of good versus evil, racial and animal imagery are conflated with the dark 

image of evil as blackness.  “Enfant” is an apache caught shoplifting and punished by 

being sent to military service with the Bataillons d’Afrique (71-2).  Animal metaphors 

convey Enfant’s racialized outlaw identity, which Borden eventually links to the presence 
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of evil in the ward.  For instance, she writes that Enfant has the “savage grace of a 

panther” (71), and describes the apaches serving with the Bataillons d’Afrique as “young 

leopards” who fought “like wolf-hounds suddenly unleashed” (72).  Enfant’s racially 

marked body is a foreign body in more ways than one – not only is his body classed and 

raced, but he is also possessed by an evil force, “another presence that seemed to be 

attacking him as an octopus attacks with many arms” (86).  A priest helps Enfant to 

conquer this evil presence by reciting Catholic prayers all night until the Enfant dies and 

is finally “safe” (97).  The influence of Catholicism in this text that otherwise remains so 

sensitive to the plight of those caught in the “forbidden zone” of war is, as Nicolas Royle 

suggests, the resurgence of a “foreign body” that otherwise remains hidden. 

Domestic metaphors used by Borden extend the uncanniness of the war to the 

hospital and, specifically to the nurse narrator’s role within the ward.  As with 

Hemingway, the gendered and domestic uncanny is intertwined with, and grows out of, 

the blurring of the boundaries between animal, food, and human which are so marked an 

aspect of Borden’s literary technique.  Homi Bahba’s discussion of the uncanniness of 

domestic space can be marshaled in discussing the importance of this theme in the 

writing of World War I memoirists whose work was threatening enough to American 

readers to be censored until quite recently.  Bahba writes that  

The recesses of the domestic space become sites for history’s most intricate 
invasions.  In that displacement, the borders between home and world become 
confused; and, uncannily, the private and the public become part of each other, 
forcing upon us a vision that is as divided as it is disorienting. (9) 
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Nowhere is this confusion of the boundaries between public space and private space as 

thorough as in the war hospital and in the nurse’s home at war.  The nurse is perpetually 

frustrated by the futile quest to bring domestic order to the wartime hospital, but even the 

most meager domestic arrangement in her private quarters can make the war seem like 

home.  The domesticity of the nurse is at once required for the continuance of war, and at 

the same time a rebellion against the destruction of war.  Abject fluids such as pus and 

feces stain the apron of the nurse as emblems of otherness.   

Borden’s exploration of uncanny domesticity in the sketch “Moonlight” begins by 

noting the supernatural qualities of the nurse’s equipment and private quarters.  The 

uniforms hanging on pegs, white aprons, rubber boots, typewriter, scissors on the table: 

“all these familiar things are touched with magic and make me uneasy” (55).  The 

magical qualities of the nurses’ everyday tools, uniform, and surroundings are linked to 

the domestic elements of her work as a nurse.  The nurse’s house, situated in the midst of 

war, strengthens her and gives her the power to function under stressful conditions:   

The war is the world, and this cardboard house, eight by nine, behind the 
trenches, with a roof that leaks and windows that rattle, and an iron stove 
in the corner, is my home in it.  I have lived here ever since I can 
remember.  It had no beginning, it will have no end.  War, the Alpha and 
the Omega, world without end – I don’t mind it.  I am used to it.  I fit into 
it. (57)   
 

In this setting, the bombings and the lack of comfort are merely “part of the routine” (58).  

This uncanny home of the nurse is the textbook example of Freud’s location of the 

heimlich within the unheimlich, and vice-versa; the nurse’s home is at once the domestic 

within horror and the horror within the domestic.  As an expression of this horror within 
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the domestic, the nurse narrator uses gendered animal metaphors to embody the forces of 

life and death within the hospital.  For instance, Pain is embodied as a female sexual 

beast that attempts to overpower Life, a sick animal:  

[B]ut Pain is the stronger.  She is the greater.  She is insatiable, greedy, 
vilely amorous, lustful, obscene—she lusts for the broken bodies we have 
here.  Wherever I go I find her possessing the men in their beds, lying in 
bed with them, and Life, the sick animal, mews and whimpers, snarls and 
barks at her, till Death comes—the Angel, the peace-maker, the healer, 
whom we wait for, pray for—comes silently, drives Pain away, and horrid, 
snarling Life, and leaves the man in peace. (58)  
 

While Life is an animal like a dog or a cat, Pain is a “monstrous mistress” who has taken 

the sick animal to bed (60), his “monstrous paramour” (62) “this she-devil, this 

Elemental, this Diva” (63), and “this harlot in the pay of war” (66).  Pain disrupts the 

domestic relations that the men remember:  

When they dream of their women and little children, of their mothers and 
sweethearts; when they dream that they are again clean, normal, real men, 
filled with a tender and lovely love for women, then she wakes them.  In 
the dark she wakes them and tightens her arms round their shriveled 
bodies.  She strangles their cries.  She pours her poisoned breath into their 
panting mouths.  (67) 
 

By personifying Pain as a “monstrous mistress,” Borden suffuses the hospital with its 

unremitting presence.  Like Pain, the nurses also engage in a monstrous domesticity.   For 

instance, they enjoy a nightly drink of cocoa on a table in the operating room, sometimes 

over soiled bandages and amputated limbs.  Nothing could be more homelike than a cup 

of cocoa, but nothing could be more un-homelike than sharing a cup of cocoa over body 

parts and bloody rags.  The theoretical lens of the uncanny helps us to understand this 
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monstrous domesticity as a way of expressing express the horror of this war-scape even 

when the nurse narrator seems unaware of its true nature. 

The narrator of Borden’s “Moonlight” is her own double, inhabiting a 

netherworld in which Pain is embodied through a jagged sexuality, and domestic 

practices are practiced ritualistically over severed body parts and bloody rags.  Caught 

between sorority and severed limbs, she lives in a netherworld, in which “I am drowsy 

and drugged with heavy narcotics, with ether and iodoform and other strong odors” (61).  

In this netherworld, life before the war seems like a dream (62).  That which reminds her 

of civil community – such as the cut hay which has been tossed by peasants – disturbs her 

and gives her nightmares, while the “great guns” bring her relief (61).  The “great gun” is 

personified as a “giant’s voice” and “another familiar, monstrous friend” (61).  As an 

extension of this dissociation from her pre-war identity, the narrator describes her current 

self as a person she barely knows: “She is no longer a woman.  She is dead already, just 

as I am—really dead, past resurrection.  Her heart is dead.  She killed it” (63).  Since the 

nurse has killed her own sexuality and sacrificed her gender identity, she is even more of 

a stranger to herself: “There are no men here, so why should I be a woman?” (64).  Her 

male patients are no longer men, she believes, but merely body parts such as eyes, chests 

with holes, and stumps.  “It is impossible to be a woman here.  One must be dead.  

Certainly they were men once.  But now they are no longer men” (65).  In this war-scape, 

the nurse narrator calls herself a “ghost-woman” engaged in a battle with Pain, the 

“monster bedfellow” of the patients (65).   
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Borden’s domestic metaphors demonstrate how the nurse’s war work, despite her 

best intentions, allows the war to continue.  In its complicity with the aims and objectives 

of the war, the nurse’s work involves her even more deeply with the uncanny dream 

world to which she belongs, and from which she longs to escape.  For instance, in her 

best-known sketch, “Conspiracy,” the domestic metaphor of laundry conveys the nurse’s 

complicity in the carnage of war.  The sketch begins with the assertion that, “It is all 

carefully arranged.  Everything is arranged.  It is arranged that men should be broken and 

that they should be mended” (124).  The use of the passive voice (“It is arranged”) 

implies that war is a mundane element of domestic routine, like doing laundry.  As we 

send socks and shirts to the laundry, so “we send our men to the war again and again” 

(124).  By describing men as socks and shirts, Borden also continues her pattern of 

blurring the boundaries between inanimate objects, animals and humans.  She notes that 

the hospital is conveniently located close to the battlefield and that “we have all the 

things here for mending” (125).  But “mending” does not return the soldier to health, just 

to the battlefield.  While the laundry metaphor may suggest a certain domestic intimacy 

and comfort, in Borden’s hands this domestic metaphor is “made strange” in order to 

emphasize how the men are treated like identical pieces of laundry devoid of 

individuality or agency.  Once they are brought to the hospital for “mending,” the soldiers 

are disrobed and conferred over in clinical language that they do not understand (126).  

The nurses and doctors invade the body: “We dig into the yawning mouths of his 

wounds.  Helpless openings, they let us into the secret places of his body.  We plunge 

deep into his body” (127).  Borden contrasts such invasive factory-like procedures 
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against domestic comfort, writing of how the soldier “awakes [after sleeping] bewildered 

as children do, expecting, perhaps, to find himself at home with his mother leaning over 

him, and he moans a little and then lies still again” (127).  The hospital is the uncanny 

double of the home and at the same time, its nightmare inverse.  The nurses and doctors 

are temporary custodians of the body – but on behalf of the state.  They fatten and clean 

him up to return him to the front.  The military medical teams – especially the nurses – 

are complicit in the system, in the “conspiracy.” 

Borden’s use of domestic metaphors to set the nightmarish scene of the ward of 

the war hospital culminates in the sketch “Blind,” in which the nurse narrator describes 

her medical role in purely domestic terms that supply a sense of order within chaos.  In 

the hospital building, men sleep on stretchers on the floor near her kitchen.  The kitchen 

becomes a refuge from this overcrowding. The description of her kitchen is suffused with 

a similarly eerie pride and appreciation: 

My own kitchen was an arrangement of shelves for saucepans and 
syringes and needles of different sizes, and cardboard boxes full of 
ampoules of camphor oil and strychnine and caffeine and morphine, and 
large ampoules of sterilized salt and water, and dozens of beautiful sharp 
shining needles were always on the boil. (157). 
 

This narrator describes her gleaming hospital equipment in terms which hardly reflect the 

chaotic conditions that surround her.  The description of the “beautiful sharp shining 

needles” elides any admission of the painful circumstances of their use.  However, in her 

voice of domestic pride the nurse narrator reflects that: “I was happy.  It seemed to me 

that the crazy crowded bright hot shelter was a beautiful place” (155).  Her proud 

description of the ordered kitchen becomes grotesque when she describes the brick ovens 
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and iron cauldrons where they steam water, posts for hanging up red water bottles, and “a 

light bed, a rough wooden frame lined with electric light bulbs, where a man could be 

cooked back to life again” (157).  The image of “cooking” a man back to life again truly 

conveys a nightmarish domesticity.  In another passage, one of the surgeons leaves a 

human knee, boiled, in a saucepan on the window ledge. One of the orderlies takes it, 

thinking it is a ragout of mouton, and nearly eats it for dinner (162).  The narration thus 

alternates between the nurse’s tone of domestic pride, and unwitting descriptions of the 

horrific domesticity that characterizes this kitchen of war.    

This alternation between the illusion of comfortable domesticity and the more 

horrific elements of wartime nursing creates a gulf between the narrative voice which 

conveys the nurse’s feelings of happiness and security in the midst of chaos and the 

writerly voice reflecting on that strange state of affairs.  The nurse cannot reconcile her 

former feelings with the horrific nature of war’s everyday reality:  “Looking back, I do 

not understand that woman—myself—standing in that confused goods yard filled with 

bundles of broken human flesh” (158).   The nurse narrator compares her domestic 

contentment with a “trance” or “horrible spell,” emphasizing its uncanny nature:   

I think that woman, myself, must have been in a trance, or under some 
horrid spell.  Her feet are lumps of fire, her face is clammy, her apron is 
splashed with blood; but she moves ceaselessly about with bright burning 
eyes and handles the dreadful wreckage of men as if in a dream. (160).  
 

This dream state is a state of clinical judgment in which her hands “could instantly tell 

the difference between the cold of the harsh bitter night and the stealthy cold of death” 

(153).  It is the nurse’s job “to sort out the nearly dying from the dying” through the 
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process of triage (151).  Triage has become automatic to her, she can sense whether 

someone will live or die – and she is not altogether even conscious of that line separating 

the living from the dead: “I had been doing this for two years, and had learned to read the 

signs” (154).  She fulfills her duties as in a dream state – a dream state in which the 

illusion of domesticity provides her with the ability to see the field hospital as a home.  

As she writes, “It is a scene in eternity, in some strange dream-hell where I am glad to be 

employed, where I belong, where I am happy” (164).   

 

“Thus the Science of Healing Stood Baffled”: La Motte’s Backwash of War

The more the nurse in The Forbidden Zone works to establish healing domestic 

rituals, the more she becomes a deft instrument of the military medical system which 

returns soldiers to the battlefield.  In The Backwash of War, Ellen La Motte also 

questions the nurse’s complicity with the medical system whose purpose is to return men 

to the front in the most expeditious manner.  However, as compared to Borden’s, La 

Motte’s memoir presents a starker dehumanization of the soldiers through the military 

medical system, and the nurse figure is actively engaged in trying to figure out her proper 

relationship to this dehumanization.  Like Borden’s laundress who works in the field 

hospital on a plain which has been deluged by flood, La Motte’s nurse narrator is caught 

in the “slime in the shadows” – a backwash containing “many little lives” (3):   

There are many little lives foaming up in the backwash.  They are 
loosened by the sweeping current, and float to the surface, detached from 
their environment, and one glimpses them, weak, hideous, repellent.  After 
the war, they will consolidate again into the condition called Peace. (3) 
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As one of the “little lives” caught in the backwash of war, La Motte’s nurse narrator 

records her struggle not to drown in the clinical discourse and dehumanizing practices of 

military medicine.  La Motte’s sketches tend to take a good deal of reflective distance 

from these pressures and stresses.  From within the nurse’s perspective, La Motte 

chronicles the way that the nurse psychologically copes with the daily suffering that 

surrounds her.   

 Sketches written by Borden and La Motte about the same subject material reveal 

each author’s representational strategies and techniques.  For instance, both nurses wrote 

vignettes about one soldier who attempted suicide and was admitted to their ward with a 

gunshot wound to the head.  Borden’s “Rosa” works extensively with animal metaphors 

to establish the humanity of this “great ox of a man.” Out of respect for his humanity, 

Borden’s nurse allows him to escape from his impending court martial by committing 

suicide.  La Motte’s “Heroes” focuses not on the soldier’s continued attempts to kill 

himself in the ward, but rather on the nurse’s speculations over whether this soldier is less 

courageous than the other soldiers.  As La Motte writes, “The night nurse was given to 

reflection” (8).  Where Borden’s vignette explores the paradoxical humanity of this man 

who is so animalistic, La Motte sets the suicidal patient in the background and presents 

her nurse narrator as the primary character in the vignette.  We lose track of whether the 

suicidal soldier lives or dies, and are immersed in the night nurse’s comparison between 

the selfish conduct of the patients who have reputations for being brave on the battlefield, 

and the supposed cowardice of the suicidal soldier (9).  She asks herself, “… One had no 
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ideals.  The others had ideals, and fought for them.  Yet had they?” (9). She realizes that 

the ideals the soldiers fight for are imposed from above.  The soldiers are:  

Base metal, gilded.  And they were all harnessed to a great car, a 
Juggernaut, ponderous and crushing, upon which was enthroned 
Mammon, or the Goddess of Liberty, or Reason, as you like.  Nothing 
further was demanded of them than their collective physical strength. (10)   
 

This image of the mass of soldiers strapped to a car pulling it presents the soldiers as 

primitive fuel for the war machine.  However, in La Motte’s writing the nurse is also 

harnessed to the machine of military medicine – but not unconsciously so, and she 

actively struggles against these bonds.  Borden immerses the reader in a discourse – in 

the case of Rosa, the discourse of patriotism which labels him a coward – and then 

positions the nurse in such a way as to rebel against the discourse that she, as a 

participant in the military medical system, is expected to perpetuate.  

 For instance, in her sketch “The Interval,” La Motte utilizes the nurse’s narration 

to describe the admitted soldiers through the clinical discourse of the ward.  She writes 

about the work on the “bad days” when men are brought in by the ambulance-load, using 

graphic descriptions of the men stacked up in the ambulance, their bloody clothes 

removed:   

The beds in the Salle d’Attente, where the ambulances unload, are filled 
with heaps under blankets.  Coarse, hobnailed boots stick out from the 
blankets, and sometimes the heaps, which are men, moan or are silent.  On 
the floor lie piles of clothing, filthy, muddy, blood-soaked, torn or cut 
from the silent bodies on the beds.  The stretcher bearers step over these 
piles of dirty clothing, or kick them aside, as they lift the shrinking bodies 
to the brown stretchers, and carry them across one by one, to the operating 
room. (32) 
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In treating these large numbers of wounded soldiers, the ward’s personnel use language 

which labels the patients as if they were inanimate objects.  They are called “heaps under 

blankets,” “silent bodies” and “shrinking bodies” to be operated upon in the frantic 

medical wards.  La Motte adopts the parlance of the working staff, who must contend 

with “loads” and “fresh lots” of patients:  “…as fast as the stretchers are emptied, the 

stretcher-bearers hurry back to the Salle d’Attente, where the ambulances dump their 

loads, and come over to the operating room again, with fresh lots” (32).  Under these 

demands and pressures the doctors, nurses and stretcher-bearers handle the workload 

using efficient factory-like procedures, including triage.  La Motte immerses the reader in 

this clinical discourse but then questions its meaning.  As she reflects about the way that 

the patients are treated she realizes that the soldiers exist in a nebulous state that is hard 

to define:  “We see them in this awful interval, between life and death.  This interval 

when they are gross, absurd, fantastic.  Life is clean and death is clean, but this interval 

between the two is gross, absurd, fantastic” (34).  She realizes that these wounded 

soldiers are more than uncanny objects, and she pulls back from that view to meditate on 

their damaged humanity.   She describes the suffering of one such soldier, who, although 

near death, does not want to die (35).  This attention to the intervals between life and 

death humanizes the wounded by showing that they are not foreign bodies although they 

transgress our conceptions of life and death. 

 La Motte foregrounds this desire to humanize soldiers who have been objectified 

by clinical discourse in the sketch “Alone,” a clinical morality tale in which La Motte 

uncomfortably immerses the reader in a clinical description of one soldier’s death from 
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gas gangrene.  Her restrained narration outlines the facts of Richard’s case and how his 

damaged body is used as a teaching example in the hospital:   

It was all torn away, the flesh from that right thigh, from knee to buttock, 
down to the bone, and the stench was awful.  The various students came 
forward and timidly pressed the upper part of the thigh, the remaining part, 
all that remained of it, with their fingers, and little cracking noises came 
forth, like bubbles.  Gas gangrene.  Very easy to diagnose […] the 
Médicin Chef had already taught the students that gas gangrene may be 
recognized by the crackling and the smell, and the fact that the patient, as 
a rule, dies pretty soon. (14) 
 

La Motte provides an objective description of this teaching session, which uses Richard 

as the subject of study without regard for his pain.   As she explains, the condition of gas 

gangrene is “very easy to diagnose” and Richard’s leg is a textbook case.  That he will 

die “pretty soon” is an understatement, however.  The standard treatment for gas 

gangrene calls for the wound to be packed with gauze soaked in carbolic acid.  The 

clinical textbook does not explain that there is no way to alleviate the pain suffered by the 

patient as a result of the carbolic acid treatment.  Indeed, the next day the night nurse 

reports that Richard has “passed a night of agony” crying out that the wound hurts and 

burns.  At that point it becomes clear that Richard is not only a teaching specimen but 

also a human being who suffers a pain so severe that even morphine cannot dull its 

effects.  As she wonders why Richard, who will die anyway, has been subjected to such 

pain, La Motte admits that: “Thus the science of healing stood baffled before the science 

of destroying” (16).  Richard dies alone in the ward, stinking of gas gangrene, among 

strangers.  As the restrained narration implies, although he has been given the best 

treatments available, he has not been treated with dignity and respect.   
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In several other sketches, La Motte presents this figure of the dehumanized 

soldier who is shunned as an uncanny reminder of the failure of the medical 

establishment.  For instance, in “A Surgical Triumph,” surgeons are only able to save a 

severely wounded and blinded soldier through artificial prostheses for each limb (63).  

But when the young man finally arrives home, he is a blind armless, legless stump:  

“…the wreck, not appreciating that he was a surgical triumph, kept sobbing, kept 

weeping out of his sightless eyes, kept jerking his four stumps in supplication, kept 

begging in agony: ‘Kill me, Papa!’…” (63). This sketch prefigures Dalton Trumbo’s 

Johnny Got His Gun by two decades, holding up the science of healing as the science of 

destruction.  Similarly, in “A Belgian Civilian,” a young Belgian boy is deposited to die 

at the field hospital (21).  He has been shot through the stomach with a German shell, and 

the French surgeon decides to operate, although he realizes that the operation is hopeless 

(23).  La Motte renders the complete lack of sentiment felt by the surgeon and by the 

patients, who complain about the boy’s continual crying.  When sent for, his mother 

regards the boy as a distraction from her family and most importantly, the barroom that 

she runs in Ypres (26).  Willing to value commercial gain over the welfare of her son, the 

mother is a mercenary.  She is no better or worse than the surgeon, the ambulance driver, 

and others who use the clinical procedures and discourses which transform wounded 

patients into uncanny objects of fear.   

In the sketch “Pour la Patrie,” the nurse herself—no savior—is implicated in these 

dehumanizing clinical procedures and discourses.  When a soldier is shot “as usual” in 

the abdomen, the nurse is aware of how many times she has seen this injury, and the 
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weariness she feels in unsuccessfully treating it time after time.  Although the soldier 

insists that he wants to live in order to see his wife and children, the nurse and the doctor 

have the uncanny realization that despite his will to live, he will die in three days.  The 

soldier is thus one of the living dead who transgress the boundaries between life and 

death.  After he receives the Médaille Militaire, he realizes that he will die (52).  He 

becomes bitter and angry; the treatments are very painful and he begins to vomit black 

fluid into the white enamel basin (52).  “We gave him morphia, but it did not help.  So he 

continued to cry to us for mercy, he cried to us and to God.  Between us, we let him 

suffer eight hours more like that, us and God” (53). The priest gives him the rites of 

extreme unction, which ask him to repeat the words: “’I give you my life freely for my 

country’” (54).  He finally does so, although the nurse knows that he resents bitterly 

having to die.  This sketch implicates the nurse in the man’s pain; as in Borden’s sketch 

she is part of the conspiracy.   

Part of the “backwash of war” is that it sweeps up everyone in its path, exposing 

the illusory nature of all romantic notions of motherhood, nursing, military medicine, and 

heroism.  La Motte’s strategy of having her nurse narrator invoke and question the norms 

structuring life in the military hospital uses the domestic to draw attention to the socially-

constructed nature of gender identities during wartime.  This use of the domestic uncanny 

diverges from Hemingway’s positioning of the nurse and domestic space as receptacles 

for the trauma of war.  Rather, La Motte’s inversion of uncanny representation which 

positions women close to the source of the uncanny reverses Hemingway’s pattern and 

allows the uncanny to encode, as Susan Linville suggests that it can, a degree of cultural 
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critique (3).  La Motte is particularly attentive to the way that the soldiers idealize the 

wives, mothers and sweethearts they have left behind, and the hypocrisy that often leads 

them to misrepresent and betray these women.  In the sketch entitled “Women and 

Wives,” one rainy afternoon after the stove is lit to heat the ward.  The humidity of the 

small space accentuates the smells of soldiers’ wounds (41).  In this fetid environment, 

the patients share, atypically, photographs of their wives.   The nurse narrator discusses 

the significance of these photographs to the patients: “…always the little, ugly wives, the 

stupid, ordinary wives, represented home.  And the words home and wife were 

interchangeable and stood for the same thing” (41).  The nurse views the patients as 

hypocritical when it comes to their dealings with women.  While the military bans wives 

from the front, it looks the other way when the men frequent prostitutes, but then views 

these women as tainted, unfit to become respectable wives.  For La Motte, this perversion 

of gender relationships exemplifies the destructiveness of war and the ugliness 

underlying war’s supposed heroism:   

There is a dirty sediment at the bottom of most souls.  War, superb as it is, 
is not necessarily a filtering process, by which men and nations must be 
purified.  Well, there are many people to write you of the noble side, the 
heroic side, the exalted side of war.  I must write you of what I have seen, 
the other side, the backwash. (44)  
 

These perverse gender relationships and idealizations are the exact expression of war’s 

perversity, which breaks down the bonds between people and sweeps them away in a 

flood of inhumanity.  This backwash of war dredges up the “dirty sentiment” at the 

bottom of the human soul.  Many of the soldiers react to the trauma of war by raping 

women and forcing them into prostitution – heinous acts that, La Motte goes on to note, 
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transgress ethnic and racial lines in the war between the sexes that encompasses all 

political battles. 

 
Helen Dore Boylston: “It’s frightfully important to be kind” 

Like Borden and La Motte, in the nursing memoir Sister (1927), Helen Dore 

Boylston (1895-1984) constructs a discourse of domesticity about the home that Troub 

(Boylston’s nickname) has created in the middle of the war.  In the naïve voice of a 

twenty-three year old nurse, Sister captures the narrator’s complex relation to the 

domestic uncanny.  Boylston’s biographical relationship to domesticity and the home 

sphere were fraught with tensions and contradiction, leading her to cross the Atlantic in 

search of a lifestyle that satisfied her desire for adventure and creativity.  A graduate of 

the Massachusetts General Nursing School in 1915, Boylston served as an 

anesthesiologist with the Harvard Medical Unit of the British Expeditionary Force in 

France during World War I (Ashenburg 140).  She returned to the Boston and briefly 

worked as a nurse before traveling to Albania with the Red Cross to do reconstruction 

work in Albania during 1920 and 1921.3 Again she returned to her nursing career only to 

leave it again.  In an article published in the Atlantic Monthly in 1925 just after she has 

quit her job at Massachusetts General Hospital, Boylston writes that the war has given 

her an insatiable appetite for languages and travel.  What she desires most is “leisure” to 

study languages, garden, read, and enjoy the companionship of others.  Her medical 

ambition has tapered off and been replaced by a strong desire to write:  “Stupidly enough, 

 
3 Boylston published an account of her Albanian nursing experiences, and her return to the Boston area, in 
“Coming of Age,” Atlantic Monthly 136 (Sept.-Nov. 1925): 638-647. 
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it seems infinitely more worth while to catch in words the mood of the river than to be 

head etherizer somewhere” (647).  She is clear that somehow, if she didn’t have a taste 

for traveling and independence, she might have married “as the final Great Adventure – 

which now seems to me a terrifying and impossible thing to do” (647).  This penchant for 

adventure led her to drive a Model T Ford across Europe in 1926 and to create a record of 

that trip in journals later published in Travels with Zenobia: Paris to Albania by Model T. 

Ford: a Journal (1983).  She made the trip with her close friend Rose Wilder Lane, 

daughter of Laura Ingalls Wilder.  William Holz, the editor of Travels with Zenobia,

describes Troub as “a lively and congenial companion whose friends always remembered 

her good spirits; and she had the knack in times of crisis of always landing on her feet” 

(9).    Boylston and Lane returned from Albania to a refurbished farmhouse in Missouri 

in 1928; when the stock market crashed in 1929, Boylston’s declining fortunes forced her 

to obtain employment as a psychiatric nurse in New York City.  With the 1936 

publication of the first book in the immensely popular Sue Barton series, she finally 

achieved enough financial security to leave nursing and become a writer (Holtz 113-115).  

Although she wrote the Sue Barton series, which spanned seven books over a twenty-year 

period and sold hundreds of thousands of copies, Boylston left no collection of papers or 

manuscripts (Ashenburg 140).   

Sister previews Dore Boylston’s lifelong preference for foreign travel in the 

company of women, and her complex relationship to marriage and domesticity – complex 

a relationship which would also be evident in the Sue Barton nursing series.  In Sister,

Troub recreates family relationships among the many people involved in the hospital – 
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patients, commanding officers and fellow nurses.  For instance, when she is ill with flu 

and trench fever at the beginning of the memoir, she begs the major, a father figure, to 

allow her to return “home” to the military hospital.  The major protects her during air 

raids, and she looks to him “with an almost childlike confidence” (101).  One of the 

soldiers, nicknamed “Dad” – a patient in the bone ward – also serves as a father figure.  

She notes that the patients in the bone ward have been there a long time, since injuries to 

the bone take longer to heal, lending the ward more of a home-like atmosphere (33).  

While “dad” looks out for her, the rest of the men call her “sister” with great affection 

(33-35).  In addition to these family-style nicknames, the descriptions of the work take on 

a domestic cast: “My back is busted in two tonight.  Slowly, down the ward, doing the 

dressings and making the beds.  But every time I straightened up, there was old Dad 

beaming” (35).  Later, when most of the bone ward patients are sent back to England, she 

writes that:  “All my femurs have gone.  It was like breaking up a happy home” (71). 

In every way in Sister, the front becomes so much of a home for Troub that at one 

point she exclaims, “Home at last!” upon returning to the field hospital after recovering 

from trench fever.  As we have seen through the memoirs of Borden and of La Motte, 

domesticity can serve as a powerful tool, if ambivalent, as nurses cope with the trauma of 

war.  As Traub is driven back to the hospital in an ambulance, she drives over “familiar 

roads […] past the machine-gun training camp and the hospitals, dim and dripping in the 

rain” (11).  Only Traub can wax sentimental about a machine gun training camp, and 

when the sentries wave hello to her she writes that “my heart leaped at the old, old 

slogging of army boots in mud” (11).  Sister repeats this pattern of representing the most 



121 

 

dismal features of the wartime hospital as reassuring and familiar.  For instance, in “my 

room in the hut” the little stove is “hot and glowing” (which in Troub’s description 

sounds inviting) and “the wind sings the same tune through the cracks in the wall” (the 

wind sounds melodious rather than ice cold and damp) (11).  Similarly, rather than 

complaining about cramped quarters, Traub notes that a roommate ensures that “When 

you come home from somewhere the room always looks lived in” (12). 

As the nurses treat harrowing injuries in larger numbers, Troub works to make the 

nurses’ quarters more home-like.  For instance, Traub constructs a pulley system with 

cords to close a window in their quarters, showing off her Yankee ingenuity (12).   To 

make her room more comfortable, she uses the carpentry skills that her father taught her – 

and some boards, box covers, and a fence-rail – to build an armchair out of wood.  She 

brags that: “Not for nothing did Daddy teach me how to use carpenter’s tools” (81).  The 

chair is clearly a domestic accoutrement designed for use in the female home, as opposed 

to the expensive and formal period furniture of their commanding officer’s office.  

Within this space the nurses form an alternative and female community:  

I’m writing this curled up in a chair.  Our few lumps of coal are burning 
merrily, Pye’s teakettle is beginning to sing, and the rain is beating on the 
roof and streaming down the windows.  Pye is asleep on my bed, and Kitty 
is reading in the coal-box.  How comfortable they look; Pye’s curling head 
boring into the pillow, and Kitten half out of sight in the coal-box.  
[T]hey’d be fussed if they knew I was thinking about them; glad that they 
are here, grateful for their friendship, loving their notions and their ways 
and their moods.  (84)   
 

Traub envisions a self-sufficient community of women who are comfortable in each 

other’s company, and this conception of an alternative to heterosexual marriage and 
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children persists in Boylston’s later writing.  This vision of female community is manifest 

during the frequent bombing raids sustained by the camp, during which the nurses escape 

by clustering together on the surrounding hills.  From the beginning the raids and the 

retreats are described in domestic terms: “Then Fritz, apparently scared by something, 

dropped all his bombs at once, as one would drop an apronful of eggs” (105).  Adding to 

the sexual innuendo, Troub locates an abandoned mineshaft to use as a shelter during 

bomb raids (126).  “It was a nice place, but wet” (127).  

Troub and her best friend Kit – modeled on Helen Dore Boylston’s friend Rose 

Wilder Lane – are given leave to go to London, where they shop and socialize.  Troub 

realizes that she doesn’t enjoy the company of the men that she meets:  

Those men sat there paying us all the little attentions that women are 
supposed to like—compliments; anecdotes, told in words of one syllable 
so that our feeble feminine minds could grasp the point; little courtesies, 
all very beautifully done, etc.  Not one, except Jerry, gave us credit for 
having any real mentality.  Yet we aren’t fools by any means, and if they 
had talked to us about the real things, I don’t think they would have found 
us very stupid.  (119)   
 

Troub disdains the company of men who she believes view women as “a means of 

amusement and relaxation” and is happy when she returns to the camp, where women sit 

up talking until all hours of the night (122).  She perceives the community of female 

nurses as a reversal of normative domestic arrangements in which the home is centered 

on the lifestyle of the married heterosexual couple.  In the nurse’s quarters, Troub and Kit 

have a close relationship, and enjoy other close relationships with their roommates, 

including Pye:   
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Kit is back.  The room seems like home once more.  We have slipped back 
into our old ways as though she hadn’t been gone.  We have the same old 
pillow fights, during which Pye pounds on the wall and demands to know 
what we think we are trying to do.  And in the middle of the night we 
wake up and start an animated conversation, which Pye endures patiently 
for a while and then raps sharply and says that other people in the hut want 
to sleep, even if we don’t. (159) 
 

In this picture of female domesticity, the sexuality of the women remains ambiguous.  

Though innuendo (such as the “mineshaft” bomb shelter) suggests a lesbian relationship, 

this possibility is never made explicit in the text.  The friendship between Troub and Kit 

is continually presented as a “Boston friendship,” as in the following quotation:  “Kitten 

and I walked to the beach tonight and had a long talk.  We’ve been rather drifting apart, 

owing to Kit’s having one set of friends and I another.  But the old feeling is still there, 

and when the war is over—if it ever is—we will be back on the old footing” (132).  As 

readers we are given to assume that the relationship is just that of two female friends, 

even though a close reading suggests the possibility of another type of involvement. 

Boylston’s use of food imagery constitutes an important tool for the establishment 

of this alternative vision of female-centered domesticity.  For instance, Troub calls the 

men that she dates “war rations,” implying that they are as forgettable and identical as 

one daily serving of military food rations.  Like so many other soldiers, the men Troub 

dates may be killed; they are needy and their affections, so long deprived, sprout out of 

loneliness.   This depiction of potential romantic partners as “war rations” echoes Ellen 

La Motte’s insights about war’s ability to break down close personal ties.  It also recalls 

Mary Borden’s minimalistic sketches of how war breaks down the boundaries separating 

people from animals, insects and inanimate objects.  At the same time, the “war rations” 
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idea suggests that unlike the fictional character Catherine Barkley, who is willing to leave 

the nursing service for a relationship with a soldier, Troub is mistrustful of men and 

prizes the company of her fellow nurses.  And yet, within the parameter of familial 

relationships, as for Hemingway food constitutes a way for Traub to explore her 

relationships with the soldiers.  The bone unit soldiers make her a symbolic offering of a 

breakfast which she realizes is a token of how highly they value her: “They fried me 

eggs, which they served to me on a not too clean tin plate.  But it didn’t matter.  I would 

have eaten the eggs if they’d been served on a coal shovel” (19).  Traub eats her breakfast 

made by the men and listens to their stories of war, pleased that she has been accepted as 

“sister” by the soldiers in the ward (20).   

In the face of impending bombing raids and soldiers coming into the ward with 

critical injuries, sharing food allows the nurses to come together in a form of domesticity 

based in female companionship.  For instance, one of the nurses receives a pound-cake 

from home and Troub reflects:  

There is something so satisfying about these evenings, with their long 
companionable discussions and their atmosphere of affectionate raillery.  
Men are always clamoring that women don’t understand friendship, are 
incapable of it, meaning that only they, our lords, have this capacity.  I 
wonder what was the origin of this superstition that men have superior 
minds? It’s curious.  And how they do cling to it! I suppose they have to, 
poor dears. (27) 
 

Such female friendship distracts Troub from the painful evidence of war’s injustice – as 

when dying soldiers by the hundreds must sleep on the floor because the ward lacks beds 

(29).  Under such circumstances, the nurses ultimately cannot shield the men from pain, 

discomfort or even the elements (30).  Food represents an important distraction from such 
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everyday tragedy, and Troub can sequester herself with sweet chocolate or go into the 

town with another nurse to enjoy a lavish tea before an open fire (31-2).   When trying to 

reconnect with a sense of peace and security, Troub also invokes food metaphors to make 

the wartime landscape seem less hostile:  “A little half-moon was just slipping up over 

the sand-dunes, and in its faint light our little village looked like a dainty little 

gingerbread town” (140).  This brings us back full circle, to the little town lying 

underneath Mary Borden’s angry mosquito of a bomber, demonstrating how within 

Sister, Boylston’s food metaphors induce a violation of realistic scale and category just as 

persistent as that within Borden or La Motte’s memoirs. 

The seven-part Sue Barton series, published between 1936 and 1952, consciously 

redirects Boylston’s writing career away from her memories of World War I, or even a 

simple acknowledgement of World War II as it is taking place.  The series follows the 

training, career path, and the eventual marriage and motherhood of Sue Barton within the 

New England region of the United States.  There are no wounded soldiers, journeys 

abroad to serve with the Red Cross, or bombings.  Still, trace memories betray the trauma 

of the Great War, in scenes that reproduce specific incidents and images of Sister. In 

Sister, the nurses set up their female community in the primitive nursing encampment on 

the front.  In the Sue Barton series Sue and her fellow nurses establish a community of 

women that offers the emotional support they cannot find within marriage.  Sue’s sense 

of anxiety about being married, and her desire to forestall marriage until she has 

sufficiently explored her career and independence, reveal the persistence of Boylston’s 

sense of heterosexual domesticity as a state in which the heimlich and the unheimlich are 
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thoroughly intertwined.  Ultimately Boylston’s thorough aversion to war expresses itself 

as a persistent concern for the persistence of social injustice within American life.  By 

modeling ways in which women can alleviate the injustice that pervades local community 

life, Boylston draws attention to the links between foreign wars and continuing problems 

of poverty and racial injustice on the home front.  In the Sue Barton series, trained nurses 

are on the front lines of this battle against social injustice. 

From the first book in the series, nurses are trained for this battle in a large home.  

In Sue Barton, Student Nurse, the hospital is this home – a home for the student nurses, a 

home with an old and distinguished history, and a home on the edge of society’s class 

structure.  On her first approach to the hospital, Sue appreciates its “quiet harmony of age 

and beauty” as it rests at the edge of the city’s slums (5).  Upon her entrance she is 

greeted by an immediate manifestation of uncanny doubling: “four nurses in white 

uniforms” (6).  Making her way to her room, she realizes that “all the corridors were 

repetitions of all the other corridors” and describes the place as a “great silent labyrinth” 

(7).  Sue gets lost on her first day in these repetitious and maze-like corridors, and ends 

up wandering around the hospital basement.  Reflecting Boylston’s own buried history of 

combat nursing, the shadowed and mysterious basement contains a historically resonant 

sight:  “Once, looking through the doorway, she saw a tangled heap of wooden legs piled 

against a wall, and she began to laugh hysterically” (13).  So many wooden legs piled up 

against a wall in a hospital basement in 1936, apparently unused, would be remnants of 

the past war and possibly a stockpile for a future war.   
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Dr. Bill Barry, an intern at the hospital, explains that even the old, abandoned 

parts of the hospital are part of the common tradition that Sue is joining as a nursing 

student: 

Up there [under the blue dome of the hospital] one has a strange feeling of 
being in another world – standing in the silence, watching the moonlight 
travel along the blue walls, touching the ancient surgical instruments, 
lying in pools on the worn floor where great doctors used to stand to 
operate a hundred years ago.  All that the hospital means is somehow 
concentrated in that old dome – at night – in the moonlight.  I – it – gets 
you, you know. (16) 
 

This phrase “it gets you” echoes a phrase used often in Sister to describe the moment 

when the nurse can no longer protect herself from the impact of war’s massive 

destruction.  At one point in Sister, Troub learns that large numbers of untrained troops 

are being rushed up the line (67).  This information forces her to face the reality of the 

war, and she cries herself to sleep.  The nurses regard this kind of emotional release as a 

necessity “When the war gets you” (68).  When a similar phrase is used in the passage 

above from Sue Barton, Student Nurse, it invokes not the overwhelming emotional 

tragedy of war trauma, but the hope of being able to remedy such pain.  This indirect 

linkage of uncontrolled pain to the promise of healing culminates in the admission of a 

former soldier in the Crimean War who lost his leg and was tended by Florence 

Nightingale (223).  Nurses have a tradition as real as the hospital’s. 

Nursing training is an immersion in a rigorous medical training process that 

surrounds the scientific precision of the hospital wards with symbols and personalities 

that are as home-like as un-homelike.  Their instructor Miss Cameron enforces classroom 

procedures with a ready temper and authoritarian formality.  Her “military precision” 
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infuses even so domestic a procedure as making a bed correctly with threat of expulsion 

(36).  Additionally, each medical procedure is rehearsed in class using Mary Chase, a 

“spooky” rubber doll with “painted eyes” that stare at the ceiling (34).  In another course, 

there is a large skeleton in the corner off the classroom (45).  In comparison to the rigors 

of this medical training, the hospital wards seem full of comforting domesticity:  

White beds stood against the walls all around the room, and the sunlight 
slanted across them, lying in golden squares on the brown floor, gleaming 
dully on chair arms and table tops.  The ward was hushed in spite of a low 
murmur of voices.  There was a strong smell of soapsuds. (47)   
 

The daily ward work is, paradoxically, a chance for the student nurses to participate in 

the communal and comforting side of hospital life.  This domesticity comes to a 

crescendo during the holidays, when the nursing students, like most of the staff, spend 

Christmas in the hospital.    Although Sue has dreaded spending the holiday away from 

her family, Christmas on the ward becomes a home-like place, filled with holly wreaths 

and Christmas trees (115).  The holiday talent show is the highlight of the Christmas 

experience for hospital staff, a time when the student nurses experience a break from 

medical discipline.  For instance, as the hospital staff collects for the show, Sue realizes 

the helpful spirit motivating Miss Cameron’s austere classroom practice: “They take us 

in, all young and foolish, hundreds and hundreds of us through the years, and they send 

us out again with their brave mark upon us, and their strength behind us, always” (119).  

In her initiation into the nursing community, Sue accepts military discipline and fear as 

the price of joining the nursing profession.  During the Christmas talent show, the interns 

perform a sketch in which Miss Cameron teaches a student nurse how to make a bed – 



129 

 

ending with the student’s mock collapse as she is carried out on a stretcher (125).  Just as 

the audience laughs at the seemingly-harsh discipline of nursing training, the tone shifts.  

With eerie music playing in the background, Dr. Barry comes out on stage dressed like a 

cockroach wearing items salvaged from World War I: 

[S]uddenly a face – a fantastic and incredible face – came into the 
spotlight. [A]fter her fist shocked gulp Sue realized that she was looking at 
a gas mask.  The pointed nose turned this way and that.  The great glassy 
eyes were alive and watching.  Long feelers waved from the forehead. 
(128) 
 

In this sketch, the cockroach is the lone repository of the “stories of forgotten years” and 

“the voice of tradition echoing through the corridors” (128).  This cockroach, outfitted in 

discarded wartime equipment, incarnates Boylston’s past experiences as a World War I 

nurse, as well as the transgression of the boundaries between insects, animals and humans 

that mark the wartime nurse memoirs.  The cockroach’s speech inspires commitment to 

medicine’s devotion to healing, a mission all the more persuasive when delivered within  

oblique reference to memories of wartime’s senseless suffering.  Recall, for example, the 

scene from Sister in which Troub cries herself to sleep after not being able to relieve the 

suffering of the gassed soldiers who die on the hospital floor. 

The memory of the Great War also becomes activated when Sue comes into 

contact with patients whose ethnically marked bodies violate the white orderliness of the 

ward.  One such Italian patient speaks in a “violent Italian voice” and glares at Sue with 

“black eyes” that “glittered with malice” and “followed her whenever she was in sight” 

(53, 55).  As a fellow patient advises her, “Them foreigners is always a queer lot” (55).  
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In the process of hiding from this Italian patient, Sue steps into a closet and falls into 

“bottomless space”: 

Warm darkness and rushing air engulfed her.  Down and down she fell, 
too shocked to think or feel, conscious only of smooth walls shooting past 
her.  Then she struck bottom – soft and yielding bottom which received 
her gently. (58) 
 

This description of Sue’s descent into the laundry chute echoes the description of her 

discovery of the mineshaft which became a refuge for Troub and her fellow nurses during 

the bombing raids in Sister. In Sister the shaft was a place that offered the nurses privacy 

and safety.  The laundry chute in Sue Barton, Student Nurse is a shaft that Sue is 

powerless to exit; she is trapped there until released by the head nurse.  This enforced 

confinement in the memories of the past suggests the crucial role that the Sue Barton 

series played in allowing Boylston to move her writing beyond the war.  As if from a 

space of years, Sue looks up the laundry chute to see the Italian patient’s face peering 

down at her; in the domestic context this face is as threatening as the bombs lobbied 

during the Great War. 

Sue’s difficulties with working night duty are also a repetition from an important 

sequence from Sister. During night duty the familiar and comforting aspects of the ward 

are suddenly made strange and cast into their unheimlich dimensions.  Sue finds night 

duty intolerable.  Without daytime activity and sunshine, she finds it impossible to stay 

awake.  In one scene, she falls asleep while on duty, and awakes to find that she is being 

watched by the night supervisor (137).  This is another direct echo of a scene in Sister in 

which Troub falls asleep on night duty, standing up, in the middle of an operation.  
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However, while the author herself and the fictional Troub enjoy night duty, Sue Barton – 

prim and proper –is not at home in the nighttime ward: “She no longer dared to sit down 

at the desk after midnight for fear that the treacherous sleepiness would steal upon her, 

and she spent long hours wandering about the ward, looking at the sleeping patients in an 

agony of envy” (139). Sue has failed to succeed as a nursing student, and is dismissed 

from the night shift.   

In the series a number of false ghosts haunt the nurses, dramatizing Sue’s 

anxieties about homelike spaces and family relationships.  In a representative example, in 

Sue Barton Visiting Nurse (1938), a ghost haunts the home of Sue and Kit as they study 

at the Henry Street Nursing Service in New York City.  One night they hear the stairs 

creak and “a low wailing moan that rose higher and higher to a fearful scream, and then 

died away to a hideous, whispering sigh” (25).  This “ghost” is eventually discovered to 

be a runaway teenager named Marianna, who is adopted by Sue and Kit.  For the rest of 

the series, Marianna seems to personify many of Sue’s anxieties relating to persistent 

social inequalities, motherhood, and female friendship.  Sue comments, “[W]e seem to 

have taken a Henry Street problem right into our hearth and home” (99).  Marianna, a 

dishwasher in a local bar, is their Eliza Doolittle, and they gradually provide her with 

clothes and find her a new job.  Later in the series she runs away from them and haunts 

the hospital.  Through Marianna Sue is forced to wonder whether she can really 

implement her nursing ideals; whether she can really “mother” a child; whether through 

nursing she can address social patterns of abuse and violence; and whether her marriage 

can leave room for her close ties to female friends.  Marianna becomes a ghost at those 
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points in the series when Sue and Kit are most close, providing a distraction from the 

queer subtext referenced earlier in my discussion of Sister. These anxieties infuse Sue’s 

experience of home until no home can remain completely home-like; each of the homes 

she frequents at each point in the series is troubled – just as Boylston’s nickname 

“Troub” stands for “Troubles.” 

The Henry Street Nursing Service shows her a way to put her nursing skills to 

work within home spaces and family contexts.  The service has a tradition of working for 

the betterment of conditions in the slums.  Its founding nurse, Lillian Wald, became a 

community activist to better the lives of people living in the impoverished Henry Street 

district of New York City.  Wald and her nurses worked to change Hester Street from “a 

street of dark tenements behind tenements” into a healthier community with more 

resources at its disposal (39).  This community nursing expands the nurse’s hospital-

centered medical practice to urban homes and families:  

So far, Sue’s nursing had been limited to hospital work.  Families, as such, 
rarely intruded into that world of silent corridors and white rooms.  [B]ut 
here, it seemed, the family was almost more important than the patient, 
and Sue was surprised and interested to learn that when a Henry Street 
nurse went into a home she was required to keep a record of every 
member of the family, and to help with all their problems, physical, 
emotional, or financial.  (21) 
 

As a Henry Street nurse, Sue is empowered to work to banish the unheimlich aspects of 

tenement homes, using unconventional equipment and social work techniques.  For 

instance, when a Henry Street nurse enters a family’s home, she immediately requests a 

newspaper upon which she places her medical bag and sterile instruments, in order to 

avoid spreading germs from one home to the next (34-35).  Boylston compares nursing in 
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the slums to nursing during World War I: “This was the way the nurses in the Great War 

had had to work, making the best of what meager equipment they had – and that best 

could be very good, if one had ability” (36).  However, while in the Great War, Troub 

was often paralyzed by the injustice she witnessed, and retreated into an idealized 

conception of female community.  As a visiting nurse, Sue is empowered to solve 

problems, dispensing expensive medicines to unemployed immigrants, locating free baby 

layettes for tenement mothers, offering solace to the aged and alone. During Sue’s 

encounter with Wald she expresses faith that “if it were possible for Henry Street to 

expand – I mean, over the whole world – after a while there wouldn’t be any more 

poverty”  (117).   This idealism causes her to postpone her wedding to Dr. Barry because 

she wants to “‘do things’ first.”  When Bill presses to marry her sooner rather than later, 

she tells Kit: “I don’t want to leave [Henry Street] now.  I’m marrying Bill for life – and 

this is my only chance to be on my own” (126).  The possibility of becoming a rural 

nurse who practices Henry Street principles eventually lures her away from her life in 

New York City to share Bill’s New Hampshire practice. 

In Springdale, New Hampshire, where there is one nurse to every three thousand 

residents, the charming hamlet is plagued by a typhoid epidemic. The outbreak of typhoid 

in the town illustrates that although the community is close-knit, it is also cleft by 

disparities of class and ethnicity that alienate people from each other in times of 

uncertainty.  The history of Typhoid Mary, an immigrant woman who was a carrier for 

the disease and died in 1938, links outbreaks of the disease to unchecked poverty, women 

and immigrants, and the lack of medical facilities. In Sue Barton, Rural Nurse (1939), 
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Bill is accused of being a silent carrier of the disease, casting yet another uncanny pall 

over Sue’s new home.  In one scene Sue and Bill drive home from the day’s medical 

practice, and the landscape, typically a mirror for Sue’s optimism, reflects this dark 

possibility:  “The road spun backward beneath them, white in the glare of the headlights, 

and the valley dropped away, a trough of darkness in the shadow of the mountains” 

(118).  In these dark mountains Sue goes about her daily work in a state of nervous 

suspense:  “She was sleeping badly most of the time now, and it seemed to her she did 

nothing these days except watch faces which told her nothing” (122).  Surrounded by a 

community which is idyllic on the surface but hostile underneath, Sue eventually pieces 

together the facts of the outbreak.  When the true carrier is located – an alcoholic 

mountain man living on the outskirts of town – the townspeople scapegoat the carrier and 

rally again around the doctor, demonstrating their own fickle nature.  One rumor about 

the homeless man who is eventually located as the typhoid carrier illustrates – perhaps 

unwittingly – Boylston’s own background as a war nurse: “Old Jud was in the pay of a 

foreign country and strange winking lights had been seen in the vicinity of his shanty on 

the night of the church supper” (175-76).  This connection between the community’s 

scapegoating and political mythmaking epitomizes Boylston’s perception of the dual 

nature of small-town life – and the idea of home itself.  As if in fantastic retribution, 

Boylston has a Florida hurricane sweep through Springdale, bursting the dam.  Water 

flows over the town, washing it clean of divisiveness, forcing residents to work together 

in order to survive, and demonstrating the necessity of Sue’s medical skills.    
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In subsequent books, after Sue marries Bill Barry, her apprehension of the dual 

nature of home – both loving and threatening – becomes the central subject of the series.  

These troubles are foreshadowed in Sue Barton, Superintendent of Nurses (1940) when 

Mr. Barton predicts that “the success of your marriage will depend upon the feeling that 

the things you do like in one another have greater value than the things you don’t like” 

(38).  These things that she doesn’t like about her husband begin to accumulate until one 

evening when she returns home she “felt no conscious thrill at opening her own door” 

(51).  Their growing tendency to argue brings out the reality that the joking manner and 

“mock formality” that Sue and her best friend Kit had used to resolve disagreement won’t 

work with her husband (61).  For Bill, “her innocent habit of flippancy became a growing 

irritant” (62).  In turn, Bill grows jealous of her preoccupation with Marianna; when she 

attempts to speak of Marianna to Bill, he complains, “I don’t know […] why women 

always have to run a topic into the ground, and then dig it up and start all over again” 

(96).  Note the reference to the buried uncanny in this complaint.  When he apologizes for 

this remark, her reply invokes an English phrase that seems quite out of context in rural 

New Hampshire:  “‘I know,’ she said, trying to speak naturally.  ‘You ‘came over all 

funny,’ as the English say.  Never mind. I did too.’”  This brief reference to English 

speech is reminiscent of Sister, in which Troub tends a ward full of English soldiers.   

During these anxious scenes of marital conflict, written in 1939 with World War 

II already raging in Europe, many other minor references to the Great War can be traced 

to Sister. For instance, one night a cold fog blankets the region and Sue banters with her 

husband Bill, “It’s going to be a beautiful night for a drive – just like the Fall of the 
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House of Usher. [G]o on and get out the Death Car!  Nobody shall say I didn’t stick with 

you to the end” (110).  This reference to the “Death Car” invokes one scene in Sister in 

which Troub, riding back to the wartime hospital in an ambulance, must drive through a 

bomb attack.   In another scene, one of the hospital’s nursing students contracts 

pneumonia – as did Troub in Sister – to the consternation of the small community.  Such 

events are generally expressive of the undercurrent of anxiety which runs under the 

current in Sue Barton, Superintendent Nurse. In the face of such anxiety, Sue gives a 

young nursing student brief but significant advice:  “[I]t’s frightfully important to be 

kind.  [N]one of us are kind enough” (130).  She extends this advice to the nursing 

supervisors, one of whom she advises: “The students aren’t a company of militia – 

they’re individuals with problems” (152).  The rift with her husband serves as a painful 

reminder of the easy camaraderie she once shared with Kit.  Sue realizes one night that 

she is reluctant to open the front door to her home, and ask Bill to talk.  There is a 

“breach” between them – a term used in the Great War – and Sue and Bill have “kept up 

a front” in public.  Even the New Hampshire woods remind her of the winter landscape 

described in Sister: “The dreary reaches of snow and ice, the black skeletons of trees 

against heavy skies, all seemed a projection of her own spirit” (191).  Until she resolves 

her argument with her husband, her friendship with Kit is her only available solace.   

Boylston did not write any more Sue Barton books during World War II, and the 

next book in the series is Sue Barton, Neighborhood Nurse (1949), which immediately 

picks up the theme of the present’s relationship to the buried past.  The novel begins with 

Sue (who has become a stay-at-home mother) and Kit revisiting the hospital where they 
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did their training.  “Funny how the place gets you” (10), Sue muses, looking at the 

hospital where they spent so many years as student nurses.  This of course repeats the 

saying first introduced in Sister: “When the war gets you.”  Sue and Kit are confronted at 

every turn by the uncanny reemergence of buried memories and they “felt increasingly 

torn between their feeling of strangeness and their sense of belonging.  Memories met 

them at every turn” (13).  Sue is caught by the problem of how she can fulfill her 

responsibilities as a parent while also satisfying her desire to return to the nursing 

profession.  This conflict is made worse by her husband’s desire that she remain a stay-at-

home mother.  He says, “[I]f you ask me – all nurses ought to be mothers and all mothers 

ought to be nurses” (29).  This conventional attitude is supported by action sequences in 

which the home becomes the ideal venue for Sue’s nursing experience.  For instance, in 

one scene Sue’s daughter cuts herself and is treated by Sue using a combination of World 

War I and World War II medical techniques, including ether cones and sulfa powder (96).   

 However, the final book of the series, Sue Barton, Staff Nurse (1952), affords Sue 

the opportunity, finally, to return to work as a staff nurse while she raises her four 

children.  When her husband Bill is stricken with pneumonia, she is glad for the 

opportunity to work as a relief nurse at the hospital: “Sue’s eyes shone at the idea of 

being back in the thick of things once more” (36).  The novel is not entirely at peace with 

this decision, though, and it describes the hospital in uncanny terms:  “At nine o’clock the 

overhead lights in the corridor were put out and the only illumination came from the open 

doorways of rooms and from dimmed bulbs set into the corridor walls, so that the relief 

staff became hurrying white ghosts” (63).  Despite her aching feet and ghost-like 
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appearance, Sue tells her fellow nurse: “‘there’s nothing like staff work.  It’s like coming 

home again’” (64).  This passage implies that although Sue has been home all these 

years, she has not been fully at home.  Perhaps this is because her competency as a nurse 

gives her a degree of professional authority in the ward that she doesn’t have at home, 

where her husband has the final word.  In the ward, where events require an immediate 

response, her reflexes must be quick and she must keep her cool.  For instance, in one 

scene Sue must stop the blood from hemorrhaging in a tonsillectomy patient’s throat: 

Once glance at the basin full of bright blood was enough.  [H]e sat up, 
opened his mouth obediently, though with an effort, and Sue turned the 
flashlight on the hot, swollen tunnel of his throat.  She was aware that Pat 
was behind her now and seeing with her the rhythmic, pumping spurt from 
a tiny artery on the let side of the throat.  Taste salt? She asked and the 
man nodded.  “I’m afraid,” Sue told him, “that I’m going to have to hurt 
you for a minute, Mr. St. John.  I’m sorry.”  He made an unintelligible 
sound of acquiescence and Sue, as gently as she could, placed the gauze 
sponge against the pumping artery – and pressed hard.  There was agony 
in the man’s eyes but he neither flinched nor made a sound.  [A]fter a full 
minute she removed the sponge and looked in.  The throat was dry and 
clean. (134-135) 
 

In situations such as this, Sue can use her professional authority to realize control over 

male bodies and voices.  The flow of blood from this patient’s throat is like the flow of 

directives emanating from her husband’s throat – the same directives that delayed her 

return to hospital work.  This scene is reminiscent of a similar scene in Sister, in which a 

flu epidemic hits the military camp, infecting the soldiers and the nurses.  Troub becomes 

very ill with throat pain, and a fellow nurse must burst the abscess in her throat: 

Last night she came over to the ward to visit, and found me nearly frantic 
from the pain in my throat.  She took a look down it, grabbed a probe and 
some iodine, and before I had time to do any protesting she had jammed 
the point of the probe against the abscess.  It broke instantly, and mercy, 
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how it drained!  I felt as if a large red-hot potato had been removed from 
my throat, and I certainly blessed Ruth, after I had done cursing her.  And 
now I can eat and talk and breathe, and all the ache is gone. (89)   
 

Boylston describes the treatment she administers to the male patient as damming a flow.  

All it takes for Troub to speak again is for a fellow nurse to lance the abscess, removing 

the buildup of toxins from the system in order for healing to take place.  As a nurse, Sue 

Barton’s authority comes from controlling her speech and acting in the ward with 

medical authority.  Troub’s relief comes from removing impediments to her own free 

speech and removing the “ache” of the “red hot potato” jammed into her throat.  While 

Sue liberates the man to speak, Troub liberates her own voice. 

 

Cherry Ames: The Military in the Medical 

 Helen Dore Boylston’s works explore the uncanny nature of the home – from the 

nursing quarters shared by World War I nurses to the Springdale, New Hampshire home 

she shares with her husband and children.  There is a ten year gap in Boylston’s series 

between 1939 and 1949, allowing Boylston to avoid setting Sue Barton in a wartime 

environment.  Helen Wells’ Cherry Ames series begins in 1943 with Cherry Ames, 

Student Nurse and continues through the early 1960s, bringing Cherry through World 

War II and beyond.   The Sue Barton nursing series locates the uncanny within medical 

discipline and anxieties about marriage and motherhood.  As the series explores these 

anxieties, as I have shown, it invokes Boylston’s own buried history of the Great War.  

By contrast, Helen Wells locates the nurse’s role directly in relation to the military.  Each 

mystery renders the familiar landscape of nursing suddenly unfamiliar.  The series 
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explores how the secrecy of military operations complicates the nurse’s work within the 

field of medicine and troubles the nurse’s status within the military.  

 Beginning with Cherry’s early nursing training, the Cherry Ames series 

demonstrates close connections between the nursing profession and the military.  No 

wonder, since by World War II nurses had become a very important part of the military 

apparatus.  In earlier wars, nurses were often volunteers or paid by the Red Cross.  Even 

from the opening scene from the first book Cherry Ames, Student Nurse, Cherry is told 

by a neighbor that, “A nurse is a soldier” (14).  This neighbor describes the field of 

medicine itself using military rhetoric:  “We are fighting another war, we in medicine – 

the long, slow war on needless suffering and needless death” (14).  Cherry responds: “I 

feel like I’m off to the wars myself!” (14). When she arrives at the hospital where she 

will do her nursing training, it appears to be “a modern fortress” (18).  Dr. Wylie, the 

head of this training hospital, is described by one of the nurses as an “Old Man” who is 

“in battle formation” (33-34).  These and many other examples demonstrate the military 

tone of Cherry’s introduction to the nursing profession. 

The war also looms large in the student nurses’ personal accounts of why they 

have chosen the nursing profession—individual narratives which attest to each woman’s 

desire to play a role in Allied victory (45-47).  Before long, Cherry also finds her own 

reason to join the military as an Army nurse.  Her growing sense of commitment is 

triggered by outrage at the plight of a young British patient whose parents have died in 

the London bombings:  “Cherry had read of children and wounded people being 

evacuated from the Allied countries.  But the reality of what she saw before her now was 
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so cruel it was almost unbearable.  [S]he was angry – fighting mad at the bitter evidence 

she saw before her” (68).  Then, as if to offer a substitute for the girl’s lost mother, 

Cherry brings the girl Miss Sally Chase, the human-sized, rubber doll used to train 

student nurses.  This doll had previously been described by the probationers as a “corpse” 

(43) and its uncanny significance is increased by the lengths to which Cherry must go in 

order to steal it from the darkened classroom.  The doll is uncanny precisely because it is 

intended to replace actual human patients during nursing classes.  This “Mystery Doll” 

(75) is connected to the repressed awareness of the dead body of the child-patient’s 

mother, as well as the many other war casualties sustained in the war.  The doll, 

associated with unspeakable corpses and the figure of the automaton, bears uncanny 

witness to the magnitude of wartime suffering even as it is being presented to the little 

girl as a form of consolation.  It is as if Helen Wells is offering the child, and hence her 

child-readers, Cherry Ames as a sort of Miss Sally Chase figure who promises the return 

of solidarity with the lost mother.  As the little war victim whispers to Miss Sally Chase 

her impossible desire to see her mother, Cherry comes to believe that there is something 

she can do to assuage the great loss associated with wartime:  

Cherry had known there was a war raging on the other side of the world, 
but she had not thought much about it.  Now it occurred to her that it was 
very much her business – her personal business and her business as a 
nurse-to-be. (76)   
 

Cherry’s desire to become a military nurse grows from her desire to restore the lost 

mother, and even to offer her own love as a substitute for this lost maternal love (81). 



142 

 

During Cherry’s nursing training, uncanny military secrets create an environment 

of illicit activities within the hospital.  While on night duty Cherry notices as men in 

business suits and military uniforms admit a patient to a broom closet (170).  She puzzles 

over the “masculine voices” that she hears in the room while working the night shift.  

“Secret night visitors” wander the hospital as if they are lost (177). Cherry helps to treat 

the mystery patient, who she later learns is a military commander, at her own risk:  “This 

was a secret which was too dangerous to know” (185).  The hospital has changed in her 

eyes from a benevolent institution into a vault containing military secrets, as evidenced 

by the secret hospital room.  With wide eyes, Cherry sees, in this hybrid military/medical 

room, medical equipment along with maps of unknown territories, a short-wave radio, a 

pair of earphones, and a revolver (185).  When she assists in the operation that saves the 

life of the military commander, Cherry is thrilled to realize that she has, in her own small 

way, contributed to the military effort.  After the general is saved, the military/medical 

room has been restored to a broom closet: “The bed, the maps, the mystery general were 

gone.  Cherry blinked.  Maybe she had dreamed the whole thing” (206).  This connection 

between the medical establishment and the military is swathed in mystery. 

Several uncanny images transgress the boundaries between the battlefield and the 

home front.  Cherry’s twin brother Charlie is an Army Air Force pilot, and his enlistment 

is yet another inducement for her to become an army nurse:  “It would be funny if some 

day the Ames twins were to bump into each other professionally as nurse and flyer” 

(Student Nurse 159).  With both son and daughter working for Allied victory, the 

stereotypically American family stands in full support of the Allied cause.  To emphasize 
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this total involvement, as Cherry’s mother drives her to the Army base to enlist, they see 

a poster in which a young soldier who looks like Charlie is lying on the ground wounded.  

After seeing this poster, Mrs. Ames comes to believe that Cherry is taking her place, and 

the place of all mothers, at the front (17).  Here the theme of the maternal nature of 

military nursing, first introduced in the person of the rubber doll Miss Sally Chase, again 

rises to the surface of the text, creating even more parallels between the hospital and 

home.  Back at Spencer awaiting her military assignment, Cherry takes “a deep sniff of 

soap-and-medicines smell” and realizes that she is home (19).  This sense of being home 

is violated during army boot camp, when Cherry is assigned to a difficult sergeant “who 

loved the Army as a male hide-out from women, who regarded all women here as 

intruders, nuisances, and nitwits” (53).  Cherry answers his continual abuse during boot 

camp by distributing a picture of him “in the midst of an anti-female rage, arms upheld, 

mouth open, his cap crooked” (59).  As a joke, each nurse places a copy of the photo on 

her bureau for the sergeant to see as he inspects their quarters, foreshadowing the 

omnipresence of military personnel who resist the presence of military nurses.  Like the 

sergeant, in each Cherry Ames nursing mystery a chauvinistic and insecure military man 

attempts to interfere with the progression of Cherry’s career.   

Military nursing will involve, as Cherry soon learns, the ability to create a home 

under less-than-favorable conditions.   As the Chief Nurse warns: “the natives will want 

your lieutenant’s bars for souvenirs, and you’ll discover yourself in mud up to your knees 

sometimes, or facing a real emergency of no bobby pins and no cold cream!” (120).  For 

so much of Cherry Ames, Army Nurse, she is in limbo, waiting at temporary waiting 
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stations to travel to unknown destinations, boarding trains or large ships in the middle of 

the night.  These military missions send her into regions of the world that contain jungles 

and swamps, which are associated in the series with both the omnipresent threat of 

malaria and the military enemy.  For instance, in Cherry Ames, Army Nurse, before the 

ship’s occupants are allowed to disembark in Panama, the “G-men of health safety” must 

clear this remote “American border” of the threat of medical infection (129).  At first, 

Panama City is an exotic locale, a vacation destination with “cathedrals of white marble” 

and “picturesque markets” (130).  But then it becomes clear that the military base is 

surrounded, not only by charming Latin American architecture but also by swamps that 

contain the threat of malaria:    

It was a U.S. Army base, but it was carved out of the jungle.  No woman 
had ever been there, and the only men there were our soldiers and Indians.  
[O]ur soldiers are hard pressed to keep alive in the jungle with its 
treacherous swamps, its poisonous undergrowth, its dense wilderness, its 
deadly creatures – that’s where the Indians help – and with its intense wet 
heat, mosquitoes and the steady threat of malaria – that’s where the U.S. 
Public Health Service comes in, waging a never-relenting war against all 
carriers and sources of tropical fevers. (141)   
 

The war on malaria is both medical and military, echoing Dr. Joe’s earlier insights about 

the intimate connections between medicine and war.  The war is not only against the 

military enemy but also against infection, breeding in the tropical climate and carried by 

the racialized other.   

Cherry Ames becomes the Army’s best weapon against malaria, a weapon as 

powerful as the new vaccines against malaria that are being developed in the military.  

She studies malarial fevers during her free time and the reader gets a brief lesson in the 
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many varieties of malaria and their treatments (147-8).  Malaria – like the Axis powers – 

represents a continuing threat to the Allied nations:  “several special forms of malaria are 

stamped out in civilized countries.  But these fevers are still present in South and Central 

America.  They can come back to civilized countries easily” (147).  Such fears of racial 

and medical contamination are bound up with the uncanny when Cherry explores a 

haunted house and finds an Indian infected with blackwater fever, a particularly virulent 

form of malaria.  Note how the name of the disease, “blackwater fever,” reminds the 

reader of the threat posed by swamplands which are in turn linked to the dangers faced by 

the U.S. military in the South Pacific, an arena to which Cherry is soon deployed.  As in 

Sue Barton when ghosts encode Sue’s anxieties about home, this ghost of an Indian, 

found in a haunted house, embodies the threat of the foreign body.  Malaria is the perfect 

metaphor for such fears which have transformed from the kind of foreign bodies linked to 

shrapnel, infection and maternity in A Farewell to Arms. Here, medical metaphors of 

metaphors of circulation, infestation and contagion present themselves in the person of 

the racialized other.  Cherry deduces that the Indian must have caught malaria while 

working in his “swampy garden” full of mosquitoes, linking the disease to the uncanny 

home—a foreign home where disease-spreading mosquitoes are allowed to breed 

unchecked by the Indians who live there.  Cherry surmises that “‘This house is used as a 

way station, as a place to sleep, by wandering Indians!  [I]t’s Indians, not ghosts!’ ‘This 

is worse than any ghost […] ‘this is death on the loose.’” (165). The Indians who frequent 

this home have – unlike Cherry – lax housekeeping methods, which spread disease and 

can lead indirectly to military defeat. 
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These fears of the swamp and the foreign bodies who inhabit such swamps also 

proliferate in the South Pacific, where Cherry is sent in Cherry Ames, Chief Nurse

(1944).  Cherry is assigned to work in a mobile hospital stationed near the fighting in the 

jungle.  As the nurses soon learn when they must pass through the jungle, it is an uncanny 

place where there are countless animals and possibly even enemies watching: 

It was almost dark in here, damp and sweetish, with tropical trees and 
vines so thickly overgrown that the sun never penetrated.  [T]hey moved 
down a narrow trail, advancing with painful slowness, pushing aside huge 
fantastic leaves, clinging to tough roots while they slid down the bank of a 
stream, crouching to avoid a bush which turned out to be only a strange 
pattern of shadows.  There was a deathly hush.  It was a relief to know that 
at least there were no Jap snipers in these palms.  But birds and animals 
and snakes hid in this undergrowth, watching, listening. (23) 
 

In this quote, the descent to war is a descent into a zone in which nothing can be seen 

clearly, and all distinctions are obscured by the fantastic leaves and tough roots.  

Overlapping shadows create optical illusions.  Anything or anyone could be hiding and 

plotting to attack.  The nurses don’t know much about their location, only that they are 

headed to Pacific Island 14.  During another trek through the jungle, we are told that 

“Cherry hoped all this had been sprayed with anti-insect spray” (151).  The nurses and 

soldiers even have to sleep with all their clothes on in order to prevent any infection with 

malaria (135). 

In the face of this uncertainty the nurses put up a brave front and focus on making 

the evacuation hospital as home-like as possible, and cheering up the soldiers who are 

suffering from exhaustion.  Although Cherry is again persecuted by her unfair 

commanding officer, she persists in trying to make the men’s experience of war less 
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threatening, indulging her “overwhelming desire to make this bare place livable and 

homelike” (49).  Like Troub in Boylston’s Sister, Cherry makes the barebones nursing 

hut into “the Ritz Stables,” complete with decorations and black-out curtains (51).  This 

desire to make war as homelike as possible contributes to the soldiers’ morale and is an 

asset to the Allies’ war effort: “[C]herry’s homemaking impulse had spread, and 

everyone wanted to make the island as livable as possible” (53).  They make street signs 

for dirt paths and build a makeshift baseball field, garden, and other amenities.  Cherry 

declares that “Pacific Island 14 is home!” (59).  These preparations make the war like a 

home, reducing everyone’s homesickness and making letters from American seem 

distant: “Home sounded reassuringly normal, but very far away, very remote now” (140).  

The events that her family describes seem of a different world—one which is confining 

even in its comfortingly familiar nature. 

Even the new type of shrapnel wound discovered by Cherry and Charlie on 

Pacific Island 14 is peculiarly like a malarial infection and as such, linked to the swampy 

terrain of the islands.  Cherry and Charlie work together to solve the mystery of the 

combat wound sustained by one of Charlie’s flyer friends (207).  Upon examining the 

shrapnel fragments, they deduce that the Japanese have secretly taken over islands 20 and 

21, and with a new weapon and smokeless shells which do not emit flak, have been able 

to shoot at American planes from their unknown vantage point.  The Ames twins 

determine that “both the shell case and the shrapnel balls are made of some new 

explosive alloy that leaves almost no residue after it explodes” and that the Japanese 

mount these shells from a new kind of plane and gun (161-3).  The shrapnel balls are so 
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tiny that when they penetrate a body they leave very small points on entering the flesh, 

and travel long distances at exceptionally high speeds (207-8). Like a viral infection, the 

shrapnel balls enter the body of the victim nearly invisibly.  As Cherry thinks to herself:  

“[A] strange wound, plus strange fragments, plus Gene’s uncanny silence – it all begins 

to add up” (113).  The Japanese are the worst invisible threat; they are at once nowhere 

and everywhere.  Unseen, the Americans must engage in hand-to-hand fighting in order 

to get them out of the jungle; the medical team travels into the jungle to save American 

wounded.  On the way, Cherry marvels at the landscape made uncanny by the possible 

presence of the threatening Japanese: 

[T]hey gained sight, now, of the embattled island.  It looked unreal, 
encased in the thin blue shadows of before dawn.  Then suddenly every 
tree, every leaf, every billow of smoke, was lighted up from underneath.  
The sun was climbing up over the curve of the world.  It was so eerie, so 
primitive, Cherry thought the earth must have looked like this at the 
beginning of time. (195) 
 

The possible presence of the Japanese inflects the landscape with the possibility not only 

of injury but also of infection.  After this battle, and despite these dangers, the nurses play 

a game called “going home” in which they imagine what they are going to do when they 

return to the states, affirming that “You couldn’t pry us out of the Nurse Corps with a 

billion dollars” and “now they were almost like one big family” (200). 
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3.  UNCANNY SPACE, FILM SOUND, AND THE WORLD WAR II NURSE 

Introduction 

During World War II approximately 77,000 nurses enlisted, and 230 of these 

women were killed in action (Jackson xvii).  Recruitment campaigns evoked “every 

patriotic and guilt-evoking ploy” (2) in newspapers, magazines and newsreels, special 

public exhibits and displays.  The great demand for military nurses attracted more 

funding for nursing training, and caused the age limit on military nurses to be raised to 45 

from 40 (4).  Nurses, classified as civilians until 1920, had “relative rank” in which they 

had insignia and military titles but not the authority, privileges or pay of commissioned 

officers (Jackson 248).  It was not until after the war, in 1948, that the Army and Navy 

Nursing Corps were permanently established and nurses were granted permanent officer 

status with the same pay as male officers (Jackson 156).   

Nurses were stationed in combat zones that were closed to other American 

military women, and served on Bataan and Corregidor during the Japanese invasion of 

the Philippines (248).  This reality that women were sent into harm’s way was 

controversial in the States, and a slander campaign charged that nurses derived sexual 

pleasure from caring for wounded soldiers (de Pauw 251).  As de Pauw writes, “[W]hen 

large numbers of uniformed women became visible in American cities in 1943, many 

people were ready to believe the worst about them” (252).  Alternatively, as Cynthia 

Enloe hypothesizes, romance also became a way of imaginatively curtailing the 

independence of the nurse: “The idea of women as military nurses can be coped with – by 
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civilian and military officials alike – if such women can be convincingly portrayed as 

experiencing not warfare, the preserve of men, but romance, the natural arena of women” 

(105).  This concept of the “de-militarized, romanticized military nurse” offers a “mixture 

of upward mobility via paid training on the one hand, and social life and adventure on the 

other,” an image which minimizes the nurse’s proximity to actual combat (105-6).  As 

Jean Bethke Elshtain writes, “Compatible with noncombatant status, field nursing places 

women near the arena of danger but not in the thick of things, locating them figuratively 

in a familiar (family) way in relation to the dead and dying: women succor, soothe, heal, 

tend, offer solace.  They promise a ‘woman’s touch,’ a remembrance of home, a dream of 

surcease and comfort.  War nurses were ‘angels of mercy’” (183).   

The popular films I analyze in this chapter, So Proudly We Hail (1943), Cry 

Havoc (1943), They Were Expendable (1945) and South Pacific (1958), offer glimpses of 

the social controversy surrounding the nurse figure during World War II.  Although there 

are many other films which feature American women serving as nurses in World War II, 

from Since You Went Away (1944) to The Story of Dr. Wassell (1945), these four films 

captured my imagination because they situate nurses in the jungle surrounded by the 

Japanese enemy and continue to expand my understanding of how the uncanny depicts 

female characters in relation to domestic space at war.  Over and over again, we see the 

figure of woman trapped within the home, vulnerable to a foreign enemy who is heard 

but not seen, part of the wild space that surrounds the home.  The nurse is placed in the 

line of fire in such a way that preserving or losing the home space comes to mean victory 

or defeat.  In So Proudly We Hail, Cry Havoc, They Were Expendable and South Pacific,
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editing, film sound, mise-en-scene, and cinematography work together to position the 

nurse on the political boundary separating the American military from the enemy.  These 

films return the nurse to the safe space of the domestic, or imprison her within the extra-

diegetic space controlled by the Japanese.   

These four films in particular reward close analysis not only through their 

variation of melodramatic formulas and their innovative employment of uncanny 

domestic space at war, but also through their use of military medical motifs such as 

amputation, malaria and blood infection.  As in the nursing mysteries, the nurse 

characters in these films face capture by the Japanese, infection with the malaria virus, 

and the loss and injury of loved ones in battle.  Just as in the Cherry Ames nursing 

mysteries, in these films the military threat posed by the enemy is contained by complex 

military medical metaphors, through which the “foreign bodies” of enemy ammunition 

and blood parasites infect the bodies of American soldiers and nurses.  Uncanny elements 

of domesticity and medicine intertwine to afflict the body of the white military nurse and 

the soldiers under her care.  Filmmakers used the genre conventions of the woman’s film 

and the musical in order to dramatize such dangers of illness and capture.  To an extent 

not seen in the combat film, the nurse’s uncanny home of the hospital is a house of 

suffering and death, foregrounding the pain of war.  In World War II films like Cry 

Havoc and They Were Expendable, the nurse who remains in captivity is an additional 

reason “why we fight.” 

 



152 

 

Genre Trouble: Melodrama and the World War II film 

By focusing on the melodrama of the female nurse at war, the films that I will 

analyze in this chapter diverge from the model of the combat film, which has been 

critically received as the model for the World War II film.  The standard study of the 

World War II combat film, Jeanine Basinger’s The World War II Combat Film: Anatomy 

of a Genre, begins by identifying the combat film as the dominant tradition of the World 

War II film: “war during World War II means the combat film” (13).  However, by all 

counts a majority of World War II films blend the combat film with other genres 

including the woman’s film, the family melodrama, the musical, and comedy.  The 

problem of how to classify “hybrid” films from A Guy Named Joe (1943) to Mrs. 

Miniver (1942) haunts efforts to place the combat film in relation to the enormous and 

diverse output of war-themed films during this period.  In Basinger’s view, “one sees the 

problem of [genre] definition in full flower” in the “hybrid” film which combines the 

conventions of the combat film with other film genres (13).  This problem of defining 

film genre is complicated by the relative paucity of “pure” combat films in comparison 

with wartime melodramas, comedies and musicals.  Basinger writes that “it is striking 

how few actual combat films were released” – only five “pure combat films” during the 

time period from December 7, 1941 and January 1, 1944 (24).  Stretching the definition 

to allow for films which “contain combat only as part of a larger, somewhat unrelated 

story” there are still only about twenty A-budget features (24).   

Basinger’s admission that “the hard-core movies which are either pure combat or 

mostly combat are remarkably few” speaks directly to my interest in the ways that 
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representations of women at war are relegated to the sidelines of critical analysis.  While 

works that present war as a province of masculinity obviously deserve critical attention, 

films from Tender Comrade (1943) to Since You Went Away (1944) that do not conform 

to the combat-centered model constitute a gap in scholarship.  Melodramas that 

incorporate scenes of combat but do not otherwise conform to Basinger’s detailed 

description of the features of the combat film trouble her analysis of the pure combat 

film.  The combat film as seen in its purest manifestation, according to Basinger, in the 

film Bataan, represents a masculine universe of war: “The World War II combat film in 

its pure form usually has no women, or presents them as ‘memories’ in a flashback form” 

(90).  The World War II combat film represents the war in relation to a masculine image 

of combat, but such masculine images did not reflect the wartime experiences of female 

audiences.  As Basinger acknowledges, classifying “hybrid” films that combine the 

conventions of the combat film with the conventions of the woman’s film and family 

melodrama is a difficult project:  

So finally, one has to decide how much combat needs to be present to 
constitute a combat film.  Initially, this can be decided by a simple 
running-time estimate.  This is not a mindless factual formula – sixty 
minutes of combat means a combat film, five minutes does not – even 
though one can almost use such a formula as a guideline. (41)   
 

As this quote suggests, the process of determining exactly which films incorporate 

enough combat to be considered combat films remains arbitrary.  As Basinger tries to 

tease out such problems of genre definition, she seems impatient with “hybrid” films that 

combine genre forms.  As she writes, “One could spend a lifetime sorting this out, and 

making stacks in which one scene is labeled ‘woman’s film’ and one scene labeled 
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‘combat film’” (97).  She argues that although these “hybrid” films combine the 

conventions of the combat film with the woman’s film, they do not constitute an 

independent genre with its own “coherent historical evolution” (223).   

Basinger’s discussion of the relationship between the woman’s film and the 

combat film underestimates the power of the woman’s film and, most broadly, 

melodrama to suggest political commentary.  Basinger’s discussion of the woman’s film 

stresses its passivity, its individuality and its limiting focus on love and romance (224).  

As critics of melodrama have noted, melodrama utilizes such subject positions of 

passivity and romantic engagement to condense and symbolize larger social problems, 

and hence the surface plot may have much deeper significance than it initially appears. 

As Peter Brooks noted in The Melodramatic Imagination, melodrama’s “moral occult” – 

“the domain of operative spiritual values which is both indicated within and masked by 

the surface of reality” – means that “social signification is only the merest starting point 

for an immense construction of connotation” (5, 10).  The apparent conflicts which 

structure the surface text are layered through style, thematic structuring, modulations of 

tone and rhythm and voice, musical patterning, gesture, setting, acting style, tableau, and 

other features to render the underlying connotations of the text (14, 46-48).   For Brooks, 

“the drama of the sign is played out across a whole scale, or staff, of codes […] a set of 

different registers of the sign, which can reinforce and also relay one another” (46).  As a 

dramatic form which translates “traditional imperatives of truth and ethics” into terms for 

a “post-sacred era,” melodrama is of particular interest in analyzing the Good War, a time 

period very much marked by constructions of moral superiority and inferiority.   
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Basinger’s analysis of the “passive” woman’s film underestimates the potential of 

“hybrid” films to use melodramatic convention to subtly provoke anti-war commentary 

and to represent the cost of war in a way that goes beyond the capacity of the pure 

combat film.  Writing before the advent of feminist critical debates about the political 

significance of the women’s film, she foregrounds the entrapment which is part of the 

woman’s film, without paying equal attention to the way this entrapment can form a 

commentary on the social world that surrounds the film:  

No matter where a woman goes [in the woman’s film], she takes her 
restrictive condition of femininity with her.  She is trapped in a situation 
which has been forced on her by a restrictive society and a series of 
limited choices/bad decisions.  She undergoes events of a psychological, 
emotional, or social nature.  She is acted upon, and even if she becomes a 
murderer, or takes some kind of action, she has generally been forced into 
it [H]er problem is external (society presses down on her and limits her), 
and internal (she must figure out what she can do about it. (225) 
 

Thinking back over the most important woman’s films of the 1930s and 40s, Basinger’s 

classification of female characters in the woman’s film as fully disempowered cannot 

address the broader social significance of the melodramatic protagonist’s struggles to 

escape her social entrapment.  The protagonists of Mildred Pierce (1945), Imitation of 

Life (1934, 1959) or Stella Dallas (1925, 1937) are indeed trapped by a restrictive 

society, but as Peter Brooks argues, their apparent passivity encodes a “text of muteness” 

in which the “inarticulate cry and gesture” “convey a full freight of emotional meaning” 

and “suggests expression of needs, desires, states, occulted imperatives below the level of 

consciousness” (67, 80).   
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Like Mildred Pierce, Bea Pullman, and Stella Dallas, the protagonists of So

Proudly We Hail, Cry Havoc, They Were Expendable, and South Pacific rail against their 

entrapment and in the process throw light upon the larger social structures which have set 

the war itself into motion.  Critic Thomas Elsaesser, like Peter Brooks, also stresses the 

potential of the female protagonist’s entrapment to critique the conditions of capitalism 

and other modern institutions.  Elsaesser argues that while the actions of the 

melodramatic protagonist are often strictly circumscribed, “the tellingly impotent gesture, 

the social gaffe, the hysterical outburst replaces any more directly liberating or self-

annihilating action” (56).  These gestures, gaffes and outbursts work as part of 

melodrama’s larger patterns “by a displaced emphasis, by substitute acts, by parallel 

situations and metaphoric connections” (59).  In his words,  

Melodramas often use middle-class American society, its iconography and 
family experience in just this way as their manifest ‘material,’ but 
‘displace’ it into quite different patterns, juxtaposing stereotyped 
situations in strange configurations, provoking clashes and ruptures which 
not only open new associations but also redistribute the emotional energies 
which suspense and tensions have accumulated in disturbingly different 
directions. (60)   
 

For Elsaesser, in the hands of a skilled director, melodrama’s apparently-banal focus on 

everyday domestic situations can encode a larger commentary on social injustice – a 

commentary offered through the aesthetics of music, editing, mise-en-scene and other 

techniques of melodramatic representation.  While the western or the thriller – or, to add, 

the combat film – relies on “the linear organization of the plot and the action” for its 

suspense, in melodramatic representation the elements of the everyday and the domestic 

come “under pressure” through “the function of the décor and the symbolization of 
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objects” (61).  Elsaesser considers the scene from Since You Went Away (1944) in which 

Claudette Colbert must return to her empty home after she has put her husband on a train 

for the front.  Although Basinger would view this scene as the epitome of how a 

melodramatic protagonist can become mired in passivity, Elsaesser notes the powerful 

social significance of elements of setting, mise-en-scene:   

The more the setting fills with objects to which the plot gives symbolic 
significance, the more the characters are enclosed in seemingly ineluctable 
situations.  Pressure is generated by things crowding in on them and life 
becomes increasingly complicated because cluttered with obstacles and 
objects that invade their personalities, take them over, stand for them, 
become more real than the human relations or emotions they were 
intended to symbolize.  (62)   
 

Elsaesser’s insightful analysis of this scene from Since You Went Away demonstrates 

that as Ann Hilbert (Claudette Colbert) deals with her private emotions, the director’s 

staging of the situation in which she is trapped – dealing with her husband’s wartime 

absence – could tap into the larger social significance of this situation as it was 

experienced by female audiences.  Even as we see victims like Ann Hilbert “helplessly 

struggling inside their emotional prisons with no hope of realizing to what degree they 

are the victims of their society,” sophisticated melodramas like Since You Went Away

render this dilemma through a “‘liberal’ mise-en-scene which balances different points of 

view, so that the spectator is in a position of seeing and evaluating contrasting attitudes 

within a given thematic framework” (67).  In my reading of nursing melodramas set in 

the Pacific theater, I demonstrate the different levels of melodramatic signification 

working through representations of domestic space at war, the mobilization of the 

uncanny, and the use of military motifs.   
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The dismissal of melodramatic protagonists as passive victims has sparked critical 

debates among feminist film scholars who write about the woman’s film. Lea Jacobs 

calls for “a reconsideration of the grounds on which characters are classed as passive or 

active” in the woman’s picture (141).  She argues that the distinction active/passive can 

be “a function of the critic’s own assumptions about character and its relation to narrative 

action” (141).  If we identify the combat film as the model genre form for the World War 

II film, what assumptions about character and narrative action are we bringing to our 

perception of the World War II film?  Since military women were legally prohibited from 

bearing arms, one wonders whether, excluded from combat as if was formally defined, 

women took up arms in other ways.  Of course, the films most likely to represent these 

alternative forms of combat would not, in Basinger’s view, be “combat” films but 

“hybrid” films.  If the “hybrid” World War II film represents characters who transgress 

normative gender roles, but then funnels these characters into normative subject positions 

through conversion experiences, does that make the film’s rebelliousness any less 

significant?  Pam Cook notes that the woman’s picture offers an outlet for female desire 

while cruelly containing that desire.  As she argues, “in order to appeal to a female 

spectator, melodrama must first posit the possibility of female desire, and a female point-

of-view, thus posing problems for itself which it can scarcely contain” (251).  This 

attempt to contain the female point-of-view can produce an “excess” which is then 

channeled into acceptable modes of expression (255-56).  Linda Williams notes that 

female audiences can identify with the affirmation of female subjectivity while decoding 
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the techniques used to contain and restrict it.  As Williams argues in her discussion of 

Stella Dallas,

It is a terrible underestimation of the female viewer to presume that she is 
wholly seduced by a naïve belief in these masochistic images, that she has 
allowed these images to put her in her place the way the films themselves 
put their women characters in their place.  [R]ather than raging against a 
fate that the audience has learned to accept, the female hero often accepts 
a fate that the audience at least partially questions. (320)   
 

This capacity for female audiences to “read” conflicting levels and forms of 

melodramatic symbolism in sophisticated ways makes hybrid war films central, not 

peripheral, to the understanding of the World War II film.   

Basinger’s contrast between the “passive” woman’s film and the “active” combat 

film ignores the underlying similarities between the combat film and the woman’s film.  

Both genres present the desire of the protagonist to work toward the health of a social 

group, whether this group is the family or the nation.  Both genres balance depictions of 

social entrapment against ideals of good womanhood and acceptable masculinity.  Both 

genres represent powerful symbols of evil, from the Japanese who are barely visible 

hiding in the jungle with their sniper’s guns, to war itself which wreaks such havoc on 

structures of civilization.  Consider how the following quote from Basinger’s study 

describing the “active” nature of the combat film drastically overstates the ability of the 

male characters to change their situations in any way: 

In the combat film, there is the opposite situation.  Even though they are in 
a war environment, the men in war are free to move about or, if trapped, to 
make plans of active resistance.  The war itself is open-ended, with the 
possibility of victory and thus, control.  These films are filled with action, 
and in some cases, are almost totally action.  The men move horizontally 
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through a geography as they take charge of events across a temporal and 
spatial framework. (225) 
 

How can this description represent the desperate situation of the soldiers in Bataan

(1943), Sands of Iwo Jima (1949), or The Story of G.I. Joe (1945)?  As melodramas, 

these combat films portray the defeat of these groups of men by powerful, often unseen 

enemies.  Though from our current vantage point these films rehearse the narratives of 

American victory in World War II, as social documents they foreground the male 

sacrifices demanded for the preservation of family and nation.   

The combat film positions its male characters as protectors of the women whom 

they remember through flashbacks – women who come to represent the body politic.  

Though they are not writing specifically about the combat film, feminist critics including 

Jean Bethke Elshtain, Cynthia Enloe, and Linda Grant De Pauw call attention to the many 

ways that the figure of woman is used to justify and propagandize war.  Jean Bethke 

Elshtain identifies cultural perceptions that “wars are men’s to which women are 

conjoined by the humble, overused particle and” – a perception that constructs a central 

opposition between “male life takers and woman life givers” (164-5).  Bethke argues that 

“this reduction is a rhetorical amputation that excises many alternatives, male and 

female” from Joan of Arc to male pacifists (171).  The nursing films that I discuss in this 

chapter imagine female characters who wield military medicine as a weapon of sorts – a 

weapon of both war and peace.  By drawing strict lines between the combat film and the 

domestic melodrama of World War II, we rehearse the artificial distinction between the 

masculine world of war in which women are not present, but remembered, and the female 
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world of the home front, ever-mindful of the sacrifices made by male soldiers in the war 

zone.  As Bethke suggests, this distinction between the home front and the war zone 

perpetuates the notion that war is something that happens far away, to men: “The very 

presumption of an absolute schism between war and social life is an essential feature of 

bourgeois society” (181).  These films, which present women at war, transgress the 

boundaries that separate war and social life as distinctly gendered categories in the 1940s 

and 50s.  As Cynthia Enloe argues, female roles in the battle zones and on the domestic 

scene support the growth of American military power.  She examines the centrality of 

gender stereotypes to the history of militarism:  

The processes of military manpower are gendered processes.  Military 
forces past and present have not been able to get, keep and reproduce the 
sorts of soldiers they imagine they need without drawing on ideological 
beliefs concerning the different and stratified roles of women and men. 
(212) 
 

The war narrative articulated solely from the perspective of the male soldier, then, tells 

only part of the story of war.  Critical accounts of the war story as masculine exploit need 

to be counterbalanced by other critical accounts that take into consideration other 

experiences and perspectives on war.  In American mythology, war is construed as “an 

exclusively male activity” – but as historian Linda Grant De Pauw points out, this myth is 

seldom substantiated in modern conflict which mobilizes women in support of war and 

often fails to distinguish between combatant and noncombatant casualties of war (248-

249).   Nowhere can these tensions and reworkings of the gender of war be seen more 

clearly than the genre of the World War II combat film, which draws clear lines between 

what men and women do in wartime.  This discussion of nurses in the World War II film 
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seeks to examine the representation of the most significant presence of women on the 

lines of fire.   

Critical studies of the World War II film published since Basinger’s 

groundbreaking study have begun to consider, in a limited way, the war film in relation to 

problems of gender.  Thomas Doherty’s Projections of War: Hollywood, American 

Culture, and World War II begins its discussion of women in the World War II film by 

noting that although “war is traditionally an all-male club,” modern warfare renders such 

gendered distinctions between combatant and noncombatants a “chivalric anachronism” 

(149).  While the wide-scale mobilization of women in the military and on the home front 

in support of the war effort presented a model of female agency, Doherty notes that this 

model was tempered in Hollywood productions “with the reassurance of a basic 

continuity in the sexual hierarchy” (150).  Hollywood appealed to the female audience 

who constituted 70-80 % of the movie audience, attending theaters both in couples as 

well as by themselves in greater and greater numbers (150-153).   Combat films could not 

appeal to female viewers, many of whom were not eager to remember the risks that their 

loved ones faced on the battlefield (153-4).  So Proudly We Hail (1943) and Since You 

Went Away (1944) were two films that sought to honor “women’s work” on the home 

front and on the front lines (154).  As Doherty argues, 

To reconcile feminist aspirations and chauvinist shibboleths, the gender-
specific work called for dexterous manhandling.  So potentially 
discombobulating were the new projections that women-minded wartime 
cinema made certain to channel and constrain whatever revolutionary 
spirit it unleashed.  Directing female energy and keeping the lid on sexual 
equity, the genre work functioned as a kind of cultural safety valve, albeit 
one that vented as much pent-up emotion as it shut off (155). 
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To manage this “cultural safety valve,” Doherty argues, some Hollywood films of the 

period, such as Tender Comrade (1943), struck a “calibrated equipoise” that affirmed 

both women’s new war-related roles such as that of nurse and factory worker, as well as 

traditional roles in the home (155).  Nurse films such as So Proudly We Hail (1943), Cry 

Havoc (1943), and They Were Expendable (1945) manage tensions between female 

agency and traditional gender roles as they “expose underbellies of feminine vulnerability 

and romantic yearning” (161-2). 

However, Doherty resorts to disparaging terms such as “machinations” (167), 

“ham-handedness” (170), and “sentimental regulations” (171) to describe the ways in 

which the melodramatic war film telegraphs national mourning during the war.  His 

otherwise-useful analysis of the era’s popular films that do not conform to the definition 

of the combat film breaks down in the face of his own derision for this female-targeted 

medium.  His argument that many departed dead in Hollywood war melodramas are 

“resurrected in cinematic space—in dissolves, in scenes of paradise, in double exposures 

as hovering guardian angels, in heaven-bent curtain bows for the closing credits” does not 

adequately address the absences and captivity of the nurses in films such as Cry Havoc or 

They Were Expendable. Such cinematic resurrections trigger public memory of the 

captivity of nurses on Bataan and Corregidor.  The retelling of these events draws upon a 

clear set of melodramatic conventions in order to log these events as part of the reason 

“why we fight.”   Doherty’s analysis acknowledges that, responding to demand for more 
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“escapist movies,” after 1943 Hollywood produced “war-themed films” with “expanded 

introspective moments of melodramatic register” (183). 

As Thomas Schatz argues, during World War II Hollywood satisfied the demands 

of various constituencies including the Hays Office and the Production Code 

Administration, the military, the War Department and the Office of Wartime Information 

(OWI) “with films designed to entertain as well as to mobilize and inform” (90).   From 

1939 through 1941, only three of the fifty Hollywood features that dealt with World War 

II depicted soldiers in actual combat (97).  As Schatz writes, Hollywood obviously did 

not restrict itself to the combat film in depicting war: “What Hollywood termed war 

themes were likely to show up in any number of genres, while the term war film took on 

steadily narrower connotations as Hollywood refined specific war-related formulas” 

(103).  While 400 war-related films were released between 1942 and 1944, most of these 

films were musicals, comedies, dramas, home-front dramas, and espionage films (102-3).  

As Schatz argues, “the musical and the woman’s picture were especially amenable for 

reformulation as war pictures” (111).  As Hollywood’s production adapted to the war 

effort, its former emphasis on “the individual goal-oriented protagonist” changed into a 

concern with participation in collective units such as the combat unit, the community, and 

the nation.  At the same time, “the formation of the couple” was deferred and postponed 

to celebrate “the lovers’ dutiful separation and commitment to a larger cause” (109-10).  

These themes, always important to the woman’s film, can be traced through such wartime 

melodramas as Mrs. Miniver, Since You Went Away, Tender Comrade, and The White 

Cliffs of Dover (1944).  Schatz raises the issue of how prevalent these hybrid 
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melodramatic war films were during the 1940s, and writes that “Though Basinger 

provides an insightful analysis of one crucial strain of the combat film, her relatively 

inflexible schema tends to downplay or dismiss the rich variations in the war film’s 

development” (116).   

By tracing the representation of the war nurse, this chapter will cross multiple 

genre lines.  Cry Havoc and So Proudly We Hail were hybrid films released in 1943.  

They utilize narrative voice-overs and ambient noise to surround the space of the nurse’s 

home-at-war with the sounds of the Japanese enemy.  In the process, they also draw upon 

melodramatic conventions to mount powerful critiques of militarism even as they enfold 

the nurse into the larger project of military victory.  They Were Expendable (1945) very 

deliberately uses choreography and repetitive musical motifs to position the nurse as a 

threatening, but also a healing and nurturing figure, who is eventually captured by the 

Japanese.  The film uses military medical motifs to depict the disempowerment of the 

male lead, played by John Wayne, as he is treated by the nurse protagonist.   South 

Pacific is a musical that reverses these portrayals of the jungle landscape and turns it into 

a symbol that contains the hope that racial hatred can be overcome.  More recently, the 

film Pearl Harbor reworks these iconic images of the World War II nurse as a threatening 

figure who also promises the possibility of national healing. 

So Proudly We Hail: Healing the Nurse through the Narration of Domestic Space 

So Proudly We Hail (1943) is a hybrid woman’s film/combat film narrated by a 

group of nurses who reconstruct, through voice-over narration, the events of their escape 
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from Corregidor.  They reconstruct the narrative of their escape in order to help their 

commanding officer, Lt. Janet 'Davy' Davidson (Claudette Colbert), overcome shell 

shock.  Colbert’s character “Davy” is stricken mute by the emotional duress of leaving 

her husband Lt. John Summers (George Reeves), missing in action in the South Pacific.  

This muting of the speaking woman in the film is tantamount to an “aural blackout” that, 

as Kaja Silverman explains, is a “defensive reaction against the migratory potential of the 

voice” (84).  Davy is eventually enclosed within the male disembodied voiceovers of her 

husband and military doctor.  This progression rehearses well-studied patterns of classical 

Hollywood cinema in which the female voice is contained within the recessed interior of 

the diegesis, while the male voice-over occupies the transcendental elements of the story 

which seem to frame that recessed space (53). As in Silverman’s analysis, in So Proudly 

We Hail the male voice assumes a Godlike and transcendent status, in contrast to the 

relegation of the female voice to physical confinement to the body, claustral spaces, and 

pathologized interiority (45-54).   

As the voice of the nurse-protagonist is contained within male voice-overs, the 

nurses who narrate the film assume cultural authority as they represent the unsuccessful 

campaign to defend Bataan and Corregidor.  Michael Chion utilizes the term 

“acousmêtre” to describe the voice-over that has been uncoupled from the image of the 

body and hence develops powers of “ubiquity, panopticism, omniscience, and 

omnipotence”—the ability to be everywhere, to see all, to know all, and to have complete 

power (Voice 24; Audio-Vision 129-30). The use of such disembodied female voice-

overs, along with the muting of the main character, creates a tension in the film’s 
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soundtrack that is only partially resolved at the end of the film. Such tension recalls Amy 

Lawrence’s analysis of how, within the mainstream film soundtrack, there are means of 

resistance available to the female voice.  Lawrence observes that Silverman’s framework 

tends to replicate a hegemonic silencing of characters by limiting its focus to the 

discursive impotence of women in mainstream films.  Rather, the female voice is 

perpetually struggling to emerge within mainstream Hollywood film, in an eternal crux of 

repression and resistance which marks women’s voice as a “problem.”  Mainstream 

Hollywood cinema is therefore a nuanced hegemonic field of repression and resistance, 

between continuity editing and disjuncture, ripe for excavation (10).  Film sound can 

function subversively even when the main female character is “reduced to silence” “or 

gives up and echoes the words provided for her (145).   

The film plays out this tension between the hegemonic silencing of the voice of 

the main character and the cultural authority of the various nurses whose narration 

condenses melodramatic symbols of personal loss and cultural mourning.  As the film 

progresses, Davy’s voice is progressively relegated to her body and in military spaces 

which are overtly coded as domestic.  After resisting John’s overtures for much of the 

film, Davy and John marry in the military camp bakery and celebrate their honeymoon 

underneath a large cannon.  Davy’s discovery of a home at war makes her return to 

America, where she will have no chance of building a home without John, even more 

traumatic, and her medical condition continues to decline.  As the ship’s military doctor 

observes, “The closer we get to home, the worse she gets.”  To help Davy, the nurses 

retell the events of their tour, to help the doctor determine their “place in the pattern.”  
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The disembodied voices of the nurses narrate each new geographic military defeat and 

private loss, but Davy is only brought back to consciousness when she imagines her 

missing husband reading her a letter.  Her husband’s ghostly image promises that he – 

like the many spouses, fathers, and sons who were lost in the war – will always be 

present in some way.  The women say goodbye to their families when they join the army, 

regain “home” by falling in love during the war, and then return to America with no 

semblance of this home-at-war.  In the face of this worsening loss and defeat, one nurse’s 

disembodied voice comments: “We called ourselves the battling orphans of Bataan, no 

father, no mother, no Uncle Sam, as we wondered where the reinforcements were.”  As 

political losses are figured through the family and domestic space, the romantic subplots 

of the film end with death and mourning.  This degree of private and political loss points 

to the difficulty the nurses will have in re-integrating into American life and their 

continued grief and frustration.  The superficial consolation offered by George Reeves’ 

assurance of the return of the beloved in ghostly time speaks to each of the nurses who 

has lost a man she loves during the war. 

Even as the Davy’s voice is constrained within the powerful container of male 

voice-over narration, the voice of Lt. Joan O'Doul (Paulette Goddard) evokes the 

pleasures and limitations of female sexuality.  Joan is a chronically flirtatious 

Midwesterner who falls in love with an-ex football player, Kansas (Sonny Tufts).  

Kansas’ propensity for weeping – a habit that expresses his extreme anger and refusal to 

quit – and his bad luck – make him an iconic representation of American soldiers taken 

prisoner by the Japanese at Bataan and Corregidor.  In one scene Joan explains how she 



169 

 

wore her “snaky” black nightgown to the Christmas Party in order to “make a good 

impression” on Kansas.  Joan dons the same nightgown throughout the film as an 

alternative to the men’s pantsuits usually worn by the nurses.  When a supervisor notices 

the nightgown, Joan explains facetiously, “Oh this, keeps up my morale.”  In the face of 

the losses happening all around her, Joan finds that she no longer needs the nightgown, 

and it comes to symbolize a pathetic vanity that seems ridiculous in the context of death, 

destruction and loss.  As she discards her attachment to the nightgown and everything it 

represents, she begins to work so hard that in one scene she passes out:  “I don’t want to 

feel when this is over that I could have done more.  [I] solemnly promised before God 

that I would devote myself to all those in my care, I didn’t say how many or how much.”  

While on one level this is a purely nationalistic representation, Joan’s words are also 

reminiscent of the asexual will-to-exhaustion I analyzed in Chapter Two with reference to 

the World War I memoirists Mary Borden, Ellen La Motte, and Helen Dore Boylston.  

Seen from one perspective, the discarding of the black nightgown works to contain 

female sexuality in a sort of altruistic Nightingalism.  However, in the context of the 

nursing memoirs I have examined that portray some nurse’s inability to experience sexual 

feelings in the face of combat, Joan’s gradual loss of interest in sex is a stance of relative 

empowerment.  As she becomes less interested in makeup, jewelry and snaky black 

nightgowns, she turns to physical force as a way of surviving on the front.  For instance, 

during the retreat to Corregidor, she promises to kiss Kansas if he closes his eyes.  When 

he closes his eyes she wallops him with a rock to knock him out, and get him to retreat 

with the rest of the troops.  This complex work with melodramatic visual motifs such as 
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the black nightgown positions Joan as a paradoxically normative and at the same time 

liberated character.   

Careful use of mise-en-scene in conjunction with ambient sound enfolds Lt. 

Olivia D'Arcy (Veronica Lake) in the polemics of hate and forgiveness for the Japanese 

enemy.  Like Davy and Joan, Olivia is also transformed by love to function as a part of 

the collective mission to win the war and to overcome her hatred of the foreign body of 

the Japanese soldier.  However, Olivia is not transformed by the love of a man, but rather 

the patience and understanding of her fellow nurses as she comes to terms with her 

feelings of hatred for the enemy.  Lighting, editing and sets work together to relegate her 

to the fringes of the community of soldiers and nurses who are not yet prepared to 

understand the depths of her suffering.  As the convoy of American navy ships moves 

closer to their destination in the South Pacific, Olivia is monosyllabic and distant.  The 

film juxtaposes the dulcet tones of a choir singing “Silent Night” on the upper deck of the 

boat with Olivia pacing in her dark room after a fight with the nurses in her unit.  As Joan 

complains, Olivia is “scary,” and rooming with her “is like sleeping in a graveyard” since 

“she’s just naturally a frozen-faced ghoul.”  Described in such uncanny terms, Olivia 

embodies the pain, anger, and fear felt by all the nurses.  This pain comes to the surface 

in a scene in which Olivia confesses her desire: “I’m going to kill Japs, every blood-

stained one I can get my hands on.”  Veronica Lake’s forceful performance encodes 

melodrama’s penchant for using the surface story to point to wider social and political 

phenomena.  Veronica Lake’s small frame is like a funnel giving force to her emphatic 

admission that she wants to punish the Japanese, feelings probably shared by many 
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female viewers at the time.  Olivia’s anger over the death of her fiancé in the war is 

eventually assuaged by the sense of belonging to the unit of nurses, enfolding the desire 

for revenge within the more acceptable nursing narrative of helping others regardless of 

their political allegiance or creed.   

When the nurses arrive in Mai Lai, Olivia repudiates this desire for revenge.  In a 

long tracking shot, Olivia is the iconic image of a nurse.  She wears a traditional nurse’s 

uniform and holds a lantern to see her way into the medical hut that contains the wounded 

Japanese prisoners.  Noir lighting and shadows emphasize Olivia’s formidable presence 

as an “angel of mercy” who has come to kill the Japanese.  Davy later finds Olivia 

sobbing that she couldn’t even kill “a wounded rat.”  After this conversion to nursing 

values takes place, she seizes the opportunity to kill Japanese not to avenge her dead 

fiancé, but rather to save the nurses.  As the nurses are surrounded by the Japanese, and 

faced with the possibility of being taken into a kind of sexual slavery, Olivia attracts the 

Japanese with her long blonde hair.  The Japanese in silhouette surround her slim blonde 

figure, and the grenade explodes, providing an opportunity for the nurses to escape.  

Olivia sacrifices herself in order to allow the rest of the nurses to return home. 

By contrast, the character Lt. Rosalie Larson (Barbara Britton) ventures forth 

from the safe space of home to a romantic union with a Filipino doctor which brings her 

closer than any of the other nurses to the “foreign body” of the ethnic other.  Their deaths 

during a bombing raid prevent their love from full realization.  At the beginning of the 

film, Rosalie is accompanied to the Army ship by her parents.  Her mother gives her a 

cake and makes Davy, her commanding officer, promise to “take care of my baby.”  
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Rosalie constantly misses home and must bunk with Davy because she is so homesick.  

This character who serves as an emblem of the home that the nurses have left behind also 

comes closest to the boundaries separating the nurses from the ethnic and racial “other” 

of the enemy.  In serving as the operating room assistant for Filipino doctor Jose Bardia 

(Ted Hecht), Rosalie must confront the effect of the war on civilians – foreign bodies – 

who come to be sympathetic characters.  In the first such scene, for instance, Dr. Bardia 

performs a C-section on a woman who dies during the operation but whose son is “born 

to live in freedom.”  Reaction shots to Rosalie and the rest of the nurses establish this 

child as a “foreign body” who like Dr. Bardia, is compatible with the American vision of 

the “good” war.  Her proximity to the foreign body of war marks her:  she is hurt during a 

battle and bears a scar on her forehead.  During one bombing raid, this scar is visible as 

she assures Jose that “I’m not frightened any longer.”  During that raid, both Jose and 

Rosalie are killed.  Although Davies has tried to fulfill her promise to the young woman’s 

mother, she could not guarantee that Rosalie will survive the war.  As the character who 

strays furthest from home, Rosalie’s death keeps her from marrying Dr. Bardia and 

thereby transgressing racial barriers. 

In the context of these political and personal losses which impact the nurses’ 

ability to return to the American home as part of a nuclear family structure, John’s letter 

to Davy has the dramatic effect of redressing the finality of the impact of the war.  From 

the beginning of the film, John, a medical technician, speaks in a manner which 

foreshadows his eventual ability to transcend the limitations of human embodiment.  

Davy resists becoming involved with him, arguing that “There’s no time.  No time for 
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anything personal. [I] won’t love you.  I won’t permit myself.”  John argues that even if 

they are both killed in the war, they might see each other in the “hereafter.”  John 

transgresses human physical reality and through the soundtrack achieves a transcendent 

presence.  His character pushes the limits of physical endurance, voicing his desire to 

overcome the fear of death.   

As John approaches the uncanny boundary between life and death, Davie is drawn 

more fully into her embodied role as lover and wife.  For instance, just after John 

describes the fearlessness of the Japanese and Filipino scouts, he and Davies are forced to 

take shelter in a foxhole to avoid a bombing raid.  As she tells him, “I can’t get you out of 

my mind,” we see above them a sign that ironically reads “This foxhole approved by 

Good Housekeeping.”  John leaves early in the morning for a bombing mission while she 

sleeps in the foxhole all night.  To emphasize John’s uncanny transcendence of bodily 

injury, he is doubled with another soldier, the son of “Ma,” the nursing supervisor, who is 

critically wounded.  Ma’s monologue affirms an uncanny vision in which an anti-war 

ethos can be clearly distinguished: 

What can you say, what can I say.  I bore a son, he’s dead.  I bore a son, a 
healthy muscular child who was a good son.  It used to break my heart just 
to look at him, he was so beautiful, the handsomest son in the world.  Now 
I have no heart to break.  And like his father he did what he knew was 
right.  He was right, my son, and his father, and this time if we don’t make 
it right my son, his father and all our dead will rise up and destroy us. 
 

This vision of dead soldiers rising up from the dead renders the wartime grief of female 

audiences.  It easily parlays into an anti-war sentiment that works against the dominant 

message of the film that emphasizes the hope that the good war can liberate people 
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around the globe. In addition, Davy questions the way that the campaign has been 

conducted, and wonders aloud whether American ignorance of the foreign body has 

played a role in their defeat at the hands of the Japanese: 

Why.  Why isn’t there any quinine?  Why isn’t there any food?  Why 
aren’t there any supplies?  Why are we waiting her like rats in the cage 
waiting for the man to come and pour scalding water over us?  Why was 
nothing done?  Why?  I’ll tell you why, it’s our own fault. […] Because 
we believed we were the world, that the United States of America was the 
whole world.  Those outlandish places, Bataan, Corregidor, Mindonawa.  
Those aren’t American names.  No they’re just American graveyards. 
 

Although later she dismisses her outburst, her words criticize American imperialism and 

the inept running of the Pacific theater – a critique which will later be enfolded in the 

film’s narrative of military progress.   

In violation of the military prohibition against nurses being married while in the 

military, Davy marries John before he is sent on his final mission.  During their eight-

hour honeymoon, he fantasizes about “my place in the country,” a home where 

“everything’s simple, just you and me and the kids.”  Their parting, in which she wakes 

him up for “work” and gives him “breakfast” mimics that of the normative domestic 

space they will never literally share.  When the nursing narration concludes with Davy’s 

forced evacuation from Corregidor as John remains missing, the military doctor reads 

John’s letter to her.  As we see a close-up of Davy’s face, the upper left-hand space of the 

screen is filled with lines moving back and forth, like a dream space or a representation 

of an apparition.  The doctor reads John’s letter: 

There is good in this war, much as I hate it.  [T]here’s something new in 
this war, something good.  You could see it, this new thing even in their 
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tired hungry faces even as they took courage from one another.  This is not 
a people’s war, because civilians also got killed… 

 
Then John’s voice is superimposed over the doctor’s and takes it over: 

This is a people’s war because they’ve taken it over and are going to end it 
with a purpose, to live like men with dignity and freedom.  This is the 
good I’ve found.  There’s a small voice whispering around the earth, and 
the people are beginning to talk across their boundaries  

 
Now John’s face comes into focus in the upper left hand corner of the screen, as he 

predicts that “This voice will grow in volume until it thunders all over the world.”  We 

see John in the upper-left hand side of the screen as he tells Davy of his pride in their 

marriage and his sacrifice.  Although he cannot be with her, “I’m enclosing a deed to that 

little farmhouse I told you about.  It’s now in your name.  I’ll wait for you there, or if 

you’re there first, wait for me.”  As he signs the letter, “your devoted husband,” she cries 

his name, and the film ends with her view of the sunbeams emanating from a cloud – a 

figuration of his transcendent voice.  She will go to the farm where they will have some 

kind of life together.  Although he no longer has his body, she can hear his voice. 

 
Cry Havoc: Surrounding Domestic Space with Uncanny Sound 
 

In Cry Havoc, film sound – music, the disembodied voice, and ambient music 

such as bombs – dramatizes the way that nurses are positioned in relation to the uncanny 

aural threat of the Japanese, which surrounds the nurses’ dugout, their home-at-war.  In 

the dugout, the nurses sleep on rudimentary bunks and cluster for meager meals around a 

makeshift table.  At first these meals of corned beef seem to be merely occasions for the 

nurses to spar, rendering the home space a site of uncomfortable conflict.  The conflicts 
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among the volunteers – most notably the class conflicts between the working-class Pat 

Conlin (Ann Southern) and wealthy Constance Booth (Ella Raines) – emerge most 

clearly during these “family” meals. These meals are also a chance to remember family 

life before the war.  Grace Lambert (Joan Blondell) remembers how her father always 

insisted that “roast beef, brown gravy, potatoes, and peas” be served for Sunday dinners.  

Around these memories of domestic space fall the sounds of Japanese bombs, recalling 

Michel Chion’s “acousmachine,” which describes threatening machine noises that cannot 

be located in the visual field (Voice 37).   The acousmachine – like the acousmêtre – 

promotes anxiety because it disrupts the viewer’s ability to connect a sound to its on-

screen source.   In each scene where the nurses share a meal, the encroaching enemy is 

audible but not yet visible; the “heard” is at war against the “seen” in “active off-screen 

sound” that prompts fear and curiosity (Chion, Audio-Vision 85).   

In addition to the use of ambient sound to depict the encroachment of the 

Japanese, food and animal motifs spoken through dialogue represent the uncanny 

transgression of the boundaries between food, female sexuality, and the body in wartime.  

For instance, Grace Lambert tells the others of her former profession as a brothel dancer:  

“you know what you do to a banana before you eat it; well, I do it to music.”  The women 

describe their hunger using animal metaphors like “I’m so hungry I can eat a horse.”  Pat 

describes her fear of being captured by the Japanese using another food metaphor:  

“They’ve taken half of Bataan in the past four days.  Guess they’re gonna have us for 

dessert.”  When one of the female nurses is caught in a bombing raid and trapped for days 

with a number of dead bodies, Grace remarks: “They say she was screaming like a run-
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over dog.”  Pat and Helen find a rabbit’s foot in a pile of soldiers’ effects and remark: 

“Lot of luck it brought him.”  Grace says of the soldiers in the military hospital, cut off 

from medical care: “They’re dying like flies.”  Victory or defeat is conceptualized in the 

form of food; as Constance admits: “There’s no chance of reinforcements for us.  Just 

stay here and starve or be killed.”  When Smitty loses her husband, she goes into his 

office and expresses her grief by replacing his spoon in his empty coffee cup.  Finally, the 

approach of the Japanese who will take the women prisoner is described by Lydia, 

“Sounds like a lot of bees.”  This routine use of animal and food metaphors is reminiscent 

of the extensive use of such metaphors in the memoirs of World War II nurses Mary 

Borden and Ellen La Motte, and signifies the uncanny transversal of the boundaries 

between animal and human, and flesh and food, in the war context. 

In Cry Havoc, the military medical motif of malaria encodes complex dynamics 

of gender, sexuality and the enemy other.  The malaria parasite Plasmodium, first 

identified by European scientists in 1886, was first controlled in 1900 through a 

comprehensive program including draining swamps, prescribing quinine, using netting 

while sleeping, and other measures.  Unable to immunize troops against malaria, malaria 

took an enormous toll for the American campaigns during World War II: 

It was not unusual for cases of malaria to be as numerous as battlefield 
casualties. From the South Pacific to the China-Burma-India theater to 
Sicily, malaria extracted a heavy toll. Three days after the attack on Pearl 
Harbor in December 1941, the Japanese seized control of the Philippines, 
forcing Gen Douglas MacArthur and 100,000 soldiers to retreat to the 
Bataan peninsula.  In a matter of weeks, encamped in the hot, humid, 
mosquito-filled jungle, 500 to 700 men per day suffered the ravages of 
fever and delirium, resulting in 24,000 malaria casualties.  From 1943 to 
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1945, the number of cases of malaria increased each year, eventually 
totaling more than 572,000.  (Ockenhouse 2) 
 

Quinine was in short supply since the Japanese had overrun quinine-producing Philippine 

plantations and much of the rest of the world’s quinine supplies were controlled by 

German pharmaceutical companies (2).  Malignant malaria occurs when a mosquito 

injects a human with malarial sporozoites, instigating a cycle of growth, reproduction and 

infection: “In the red cells, they either grow and divide and, after rupturing the cells, 

infect new red cells (asexual cycle) or grow into gametocytes (sexual cycle), which may 

be taken up by and infect a mosquito […] at any one time all the organisms are in the 

same stage of development, and when they periodically break out of red cells, they give 

rise in man and monkeys to characteristic periodic symptoms of chills and fever” 

(Taliaferro, 679).  The disease is characterized by infrequent but severe attacks which 

culminate, if left untreated, in the death of the host organism. 

 In Cry Havoc, the malaria motif works conservatively, to represent the illicit 

nature of military love and the problem of female military authority.  Lt. Mary “Smitty” 

Smith (Margaret Sullavan), who has malignant malaria, is the nurse in charge of the 

hospital as well as the only married woman on the base.   She has frequent attacks of 

malignant malaria, which must remain untreated at their remote jungle hospital.  The 

disease is part of what is to be feared if the Japanese capture the camp; in the words of 

Captain Marsh (Fay Bainter), “a hell worse than you can imagine will break loose.”  

Smitty’s malaria attacks occur after expressions of her love for her secret husband, Lt. 

Holt, the commanding officer on the base.  The attacks also occur when she must 
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verbally exert her authority over the other nurses on the base.  For instance, when Smitty 

operates on Grace Lambert (Joan Blondell) without anesthesia, Grace is overcome with 

pain and insinuates that Lt. Holt doesn’t love Smitty.  After this, Smitty calls Lt. Holt and 

speaks with him for a moment: “I guess I’m just tired.  Terribly tired.  It was pretty 

awful.  Do you darling? Yes, with all my heart.” She then swoons with a malaria attack.  

This apparent link between malaria and secret military love is supported by a scene in 

which she admonishes one of the other nurses to stop flirting with Lt. Holt, and then 

swoons with another malaria attack.  During the worst throes of the attack, Smitty insists, 

“I’m going to stay here.  I won’t leave him, I won’t.”  Lt. Holt doesn’t know that she has 

malignant malaria.  In order to stay near him, Smitty keeps her malignant malaria secret 

from him.  As Pat Conlin (Ann Sothern) later observes wryly, as the Japanese close in on 

their camp, “Sure, who cares about a little malignant malaria?”  The malaria motif calls 

attention to Smitty’s willingness to sacrifice her own health on behalf of both her 

marriage and the military.  A commander of great ability, she nevertheless comes up 

against the resistance of the nursing volunteers who resent “having to take orders from a 

dame.”  Still, Smitty never gives into the pressure, and deals with repeated malaria 

attacks after her confrontations with the nursing volunteers.  Sadie the cook (Connie 

Gilchrist) asks her, “What’s the big idea, Lieutenant, trying to fight a one-man war?”  

Infested with a rapidly-reproducing parasite, Smitty is the only one of the nurses to hold 

an officer’s commission, belong to the military, and have an active romantic connection 

with a man.  Her malaria attacks occur in the film when each of these tugs of loyalty and 

military authority cause conflict with the nursing volunteers. 
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As in so many other nursing stories, familial relationships are reconstituted 

between the nurses and the other women who work on the base.   Smitty describes the 

nurse volunteers as “a bunch of wetnose kids with ten thumbs,” as she tells Captain 

Marsh.  The cook Sadie functions as a comforting maternal figure for all the different 

nurse characters.  Two sisters, Sue and Audra West (Dorothy Morris and Heather Angel) 

illustrate the importance of female family ties in the film when Sue is caught in a 

bombing raid, and Audra is left behind to pine away for news of her rescue.  Returned 

from her ceaseless search for her sister, Audra tells the others how she had to pick up 

“pieces of flesh” after the bombing and wonders if these pieces of flesh belonged to her 

missing sister.   But Sue is not dead.  Buried for four days in a shelter with half a dozen 

dead bodies, Sue goes insane, reverting to a childlike state, and is sequestered in the 

kitchen until the nurses can figure out what to do with her.  In one scene, as the women 

sit around the table in their dugout, Sue comes out from the kitchen to inquire whether 

she can join their “nice party.”  Sporting braids she confesses in a childlike voice that the 

soldiers killed in the bombing “visit me, all the time […] and I can’t help them.”  Sue is 

in a liminal position halfway between the living and dead, trapped on the line between 

madness and sanity, like Nathanael in E.T.A. Hoffman’s story “The Sandman.”  Freud 

writes of the uncanny nature of madness, “a manifestation of forces” unsuspected in 

another human being, but vaguely sensed as present in the self (150).  In Freud’s view, 

being buried alive can invoke the idea of the womb in an uncanny sense:  “A jocular 

saying has it that ‘love is a longing for home,’ and if someone dreams of a certain place 

or a certain landscape and, while dreaming, thinks to himself, ‘I know this place, I’ve 
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been here before,’ this place can be interpreted as representing his mother’s genitals or 

her womb” (151).  Sue is literally trapped in a crypt, and this is uncanny not only because 

of the proximity of dead bodies but also because she is trapped in a space surrounded by 

the acousmachine.   

In fact, the nurses are often trapped in the womb-like space of the dugout and 

surrounded by the sounds of falling Japanese bombs.  As they share their first meal, the 

air raid sirens go off and Flo (Marsha Hunt) tells them, “You don’t have to worry until 

that lamp starts doing a rumba.”  As the sounds of the bombs get closer, the lamp over the 

table shakes and dirt falls from the ceiling.  Constance asks, “If we were stuck in here 

we’d never get out would we?”  Like Sue, trapped in a bombed space, the characters 

begin to unravel as the sounds of the bombs increase in volume.  This pattern repeats 

itself in the film, positioning the nurses in confined spaces bombarded with the sounds of 

Japanese bombs.  In these scenes, the nurses emerge from their sequestered space 

accompanied by a montage of images of hospital devastation.  Aural sounds of 

devastation are matched to their medical aftereffects.  As the women continue to meet in 

the domestic space of their dugout, it is continually surrounded by different kinds of guns 

and the audience learns, with the nurses, how to distinguish the sounds of Japanese 

bombs dropping, machine gun strafing, and anti-aircraft guns.   

This pattern escalates until we are allowed to pinpoint and visualize the Japanese 

threat as three nurses swim in a lagoon outside the camp.  One of them hears a bomber, 

which has approached from on high and cut its engines to swoop down on the nurses.  

The airplane strafes Constance as she attempts to rejoin the other nurses, and with the 



182 

 

sound of strafing we understand that Constance has been machine-gunned.  We only see 

her dead body floating up against the shore in an extreme long shot that emphasizes her 

small figure sweeping up against the water’s edge.  The ultimate approach of the 

Japanese is conveyed through a number of aural cues.  The sound of the bombing stops.  

The switchboard operators continue to work the phone lines and note that the phone has 

gone dead.  The women wait in the dugout and hear a number of rifle shots.  They realize 

that none of the American soldiers use rifles.  They hear a new rumbling sound that they 

realize is the sound of tanks.  At this point, a heavily-accented Japanese voice can be 

heard coming down the stairway: “How many of you is down there?  [I]f you do not 

speak we will brow you up.”  This is when they surrender to the disembodied threat of 

the Japanese, who remain unseen.  In the face of this evident threat, the nurses, who have 

long since resolved their differences with each other, leave the domestic space of the 

dugout, formally to enter the war as prisoners. 

 
They Were Expendable: “Dear Old Girl” is Left Behind 
 

In John Ford’s They Were Expendable the figure of Sandy the nurse, played by 

Donna Reed, links the use of military medical motifs with the melodrama of the taking of 

Bataan and Corregidor by the Japanese.  The story combines two melodramatic subplots: 

the story of nurses at war as in So Proudly We Hail and Cry Havoc, and the masculine 

military tale of the unexpected importance of the PT boats of World War II in the South 

Pacific war effort.  Sandy the nurse is an uncanny figure in two ways.  As she treats 

soldiers like Rusty for their injuries, she demonstrates a degree of assertiveness and 
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independence which Ford dramatizes through noir-like shots which emphasize her 

unpredictability.  Alternatively, Sandy is represented as the woman who most reminds 

Rusty and the other soldiers of home and the women back home.  When she is captured at 

the end of the war, these homelike and unhomelike qualities combine into a powerful call 

to rescue her from the hands of the Japanese.  She draws on both these qualities – 

nurturer and commander – to heal the injured.  For instance, Sandy exerts herself 

forcefully to treat Rusty’s injured finger and to heal his spirit through her feminine 

romantic attentions.  At the same time these injuries and modes of healing work as motifs 

in not only the romantic plot of the film but also its military plot.    

The film’s military plot foregrounds the battle of the PT boats for military 

recognition as a fighting craft, and the losing battle of American military forces for 

superiority in the Bataan peninsula.  PT boats are light, maneuverable crafts that appear 

trifling in relation to the large destroyers and cruisers they will eventually sink.  The 

Admiral initially views the PT boats as ideal vehicles for delivering messages across the 

bay.  In the face of the admiral’s skepticism, a close-up of the face of Brickly (Robert 

Montgomery) with his eyes lit up with passion, foreshadows the hidden potential of the 

PT boats to turn the tide of the war, despite the skepticism of the brass. Before long, the 

Admiral will turn to the PT boats as an important resource in sinking the Japanese vessels 

that have the Bataan peninsula cut off from food and medical supplies. By the end of the 

film, Rusty and Brickly will be sent back to American to train more sailors in the use of 

the PT boats to turn the tide of the war. 
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The figure of the Filipino woman is used in complex ways by Ford to foreshadow 

Sandy’s role as the woman for whom the war is fought.  The setting of the Silver Dollar 

Bar is identified through a shot of the silver dollar with the profile of Lady Liberty on the 

face of the coin.  The sailors sing a song with highly sexualized lyrics to mark their 

departure from Subic Bay:  “Oh we’ll hoist the job and spank her.  And we’ll pipe, all 

hands up anchor.”  This suggestive use of the female figure as national allegory suggests 

film music’s power to materialize a sense of national, political, and cultural collective 

identity (Flinn 22; Kassabian 258).  Throughout this scene, women emerge from the aural 

and visual background to influence the meaning of the unfolding narrative.  As the grim 

news of the Pearl Harbor attack is delivered at the Silver Dollar Bar, the sailors must 

excuse themselves from dancing with their slim young partners and report immediately to 

duty.  The importance of the Pearl Harbor attack is not lost on the Filipino singer, who is 

singing in another language when the announcement is made.  Another Filipino woman 

sits at a table knitting, obviously upset by the news.  Against the blank wall behind her, 

cast shadows express the darkness of the emotions, and her vulnerability as a Filipino 

woman who loyal to the American side of the conflict.  As the men leave the club for 

military action, the Filipino singer, elaborately decked out in a sequined gown, chokes 

back tears and sings, “My Country, Tis of Thee,” beginning with the verse “Land where 

my fathers died…”  This use of the Filipino woman to vocalize American nationalism 

corroborates with Caryl Flinn’s discussion of how film music can create a “generalized 

sense of nostalgia” for a utopian past (110).  As Flinn argues, melodramatic soundtracks 

work to bridge the modes of realistic everyday life and utopian fantasy (141).  In doing 
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so, the musical elements of melodrama interact with the visual elements to produce a 

film’s “ideological operations” and “utopian sensibility” (137).  Though she does not 

look like an American, the singer voices the American mythology of revolution which 

inscribes the battle for the Pacific Theater as just.  The apparent contradiction between 

the Filipino identity of the female singer and her American nationalism brings up what 

Claudia Gorbman calls music’s “bath or gel effect” on narrative – it masks 

discontinuities, contradictions, and rough edges (59).  As Gorbman writes, music has 

been used “functionally” since World War II, “inserted into every public place where it is 

economically advantageous to alleviate consumer anxiety” (57).  This is only the first 

instance in which a female character and music are used to involve female characters in 

the military plot of the film. 

After the first Japanese attack, when the PT Boats successfully down three 

Japanese planes, another Filipino woman is filmed standing at the dock waving goodbye 

to the American soldiers, crying into a handkerchief.  This shot of the Filipino woman 

signifies the importance of the PT boats in protecting not only American women but also 

the women and civilians of Bataan and Corregidor.  However, the Admiral has forbidden 

the PT boats to fight the Japanese, limiting the boats’ power.  In taking evasive action, 

Rusty is hit by a stray bullet.  A bit of shrapnel lodges in his finger, and the wheel of the 

PT boat spins out of control.  The doctor bandages Rusty’s finger at the kitchen table of 

the hut at military headquarters, and the men lament their low supplies of ammunition.  

Their stock was diminished when the Japanese bombed the storehouse.   Rusty’s injured 

finger, a phallic reference, signals the lost torpedoes and more broadly, the Navy’s 
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curtailed ability to fight the Japanese.  The Japanese continue to attack the Bataan 

peninsula full-force, but the PT boat crews chafe at their messenger duty.  Then, when a 

Japanese destroyer threatens the entire Bataan peninsula, the admiral gives them their 

orders: “sink her.”  After singing about the sadness of leaving Subic Bay, the PT boat 

crews are ordered to sink a formidable Japanese destroyer at that very spot.  Rusty, just 

when he wins the chance to see some action, is sent to sick bay for treatment of his 

lacerated finger.   

Once he arrives at the sick bay, Rusty’s protestations that “It’s just a little cut 

along the finger” and “It doesn’t hurt” are contradicted by his 103 temperature and blood 

poisoning symptoms.  In the words of the doctor, “If you had been a few hours later, I’d 

have had to take that arm off.”  Sandy towers above him on the bed, making wisecracks.  

He challenges her, “I’m a JG so watch your language!”  She is filmed from a low angle 

with dark shadows in the background as she asserts her rank, “Second Lieutenant.”  

Sandy’s statement of her rank and her refusal to buckle under the pressure of Rusty’s 

complaints position her as not only a strong military woman but also a woman whose 

strength can save Rusty.  As she asserts, “Despite your gold braid, you don’t tell us.  We 

tell you.  So lie down.  Unfasten your pants.”  By pushing him down on the bed, covering 

him with a blanket, and pulling off his trousers, she makes it impossible for him to escape 

from the hospital.   

As Rusty is put to bed, crosscutting establishes that the mission is successful in 

his absence.  However, the #31 boat, which replaced Rusty’s #34 boat, has been 

sabotaged, and the possibility that Rusty sabotaged the boat is left as a possibility in the 
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film.  Despite the loss of this boat, the PT officers are able to sink the Japanese destroyer.  

Rusty, still undergoing treatment for blood poisoning, misses the chance to launch his 

torpedoes against the enemy.  His arm has been infiltrated and even poisoned by his own 

failure to launch his torpedoes in time.  Back in the hospital, Sandy is the person who 

shows the most bravery in the face of the acousmachine.  As we hear the sound of 

approaching Japanese planes, we see Sandy in medium close-up underneath a large lamp, 

assisting the doctor in an operation.   A blanket held in place by one of the nurses hides 

the severity of the wounds from the audience’s view.  Sandy does not betray any emotion 

and continues to assist the doctor with the operation as the bombing begins, the light 

flickers on and off, and the faces of frightened soldiers and civilians fade to black.  She 

finds a flashlight and uses it to provide light to the operation, remaining calm and 

collected as the sounds of the bombing increase in volume and the lamp sways wildly.  

Cutaway shots establish the admiration of bystanders Rusty and Captain “Ohio” Carter 

(Louis Jean Heydt).  Later Rusty comments, “That’s a nice kind of gal to have around in 

wartime.  [S]he’s kind of cute too.”  As the women walk down the tunnel toward their 

bunks, the nationalistic theme emphasizes their value although they are underappreciated 

by the men they serve at times. As the three women walk down the tunnel, cast shadows 

trail them, suggesting the presence of the many other nurses who also sacrifice for the 

soldiers. 

The caregiving relationship between Sandy and Rusty transforms into a romantic 

relationship which has political significance in the war narrative.  At a local dance, a 

series of eyeline matches between Rusty and Sandy establish their developing romantic 
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feelings for each other.  Sandy wears a nurse’s uniform which has been decorated with an 

ink pattern.  The white from the collar accentuates the flower in her hair and the 

whiteness of her eyes and teeth. The violin theme is sentimental, and their conversation 

turns back to America once they sit on a hammock on the back porch.  As she says, “It’s 

rather like back home, isn’t it?  Porch, hammock, fireflies.”  She is from Iowa (“You 

know, tall corn”) and he is from New York State (“You know, apples”).  Their joyful 

connection is interrupted by the sound of gunfire in the distance.  Upon hearing this 

sound, Rusty stops rocking the hammock back and forth.  Whereas in the earlier scene 

Sandy showed no fear of the bombing, now their facial expressions reveal their fear of 

the Japanese bombs.  Sandy worries, “Every night they come a little closer.”  Rusty 

comments that the gun flashes to be seen in the distance “look like fireflies” but his facial 

expression of distress belies his apparent assurance.  As if on cue, Brickly shows up to 

return Rusty to active service.  From Sandy’s aural perspective we pick up snippets of 

their conversation about their next mission.  Before Rusty and Brickly leave for battle, 

Sandy tells Brickly that “the finger is open to the bone and there’s still infection there.”  

While this comment obviously alludes to Rusty’s finger wound, it also refers to the 

Japanese infiltration of the waters surrounding the Bataan peninsula. 

Now that Rusty is returned to active duty, Sandy visits him at the front in a dinner 

party in which she attracts the men’s admiration for her roles both as a healer who has 

treated members of their unit and as a placeholder for the memories of other women from 

their past.  The complexity of this portrait of female agency at war is signaled by the 

opening of the scene, shot from a high angle, in which a jeep with a red cross painted on 
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its hood drives over a muddy road. As the jeep drives away, an ominous bass motif 

sounds, metonymically linked to a medium close-up of a pair of military shoes and pant 

legs (below the knee).  As she steps more fully into the center of the shot, we see that 

these pant legs belong to Sandy, who wears a nurse’s cape and hat.  As soon as we can 

recognize her and Rusty, the extra-diegetic theme music becomes brighter.  This is the 

first scene in which Sandy wears the formal uniform of a nurse.  As she enters the hut we 

can see there is a table in the center of the room which has been set with place settings.  

The soldiers stand around the table watching her appreciatively.   Sandy excuses herself 

for a moment and in the next shot we look into a mirror in which she carefully grooms 

her hair and fastens a string of pearls around her neck.  A cutaway shot captures Rusty’s 

appreciative gaze.  Rusty then looks at the other officers who are lined up in a row and 

return his gaze, appreciating Sandy’s good looks.  This is like the earlier scene during the 

bombing in which Rusty and Ohio appreciate Sandy’s calm and collected presence of 

mind during the bombing raid.  In that scene, cutaways to a number of other injured 

soldiers establish their terror during the bombing raid.  Here the cutaways establish the 

other men’s appreciation of Sandy.  In this situation the men appreciate the ways in 

which Sandy’s behavior reminds them of women back home.   

As they take their seats at the table, this male appreciation is dramatized by the 

placement of the camera behind Sandy, focusing on the proud and beaming faces of the 

men who look at her.  As the camera is repositioned at the foot of the table, we then see 

Sandy’s reaction to the men’s questions about why she is stationed at Bataan.  She 

explains, “Well I asked for it.  You see here I can talk to Rusty once in a while on the 
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telephone.”  A candle illuminates her face and brings out her warmth when she looks at 

Rusty.  Again we see the cutaway shot of Rusty, followed by cutaway shots of the rest of 

the officers, who are beaming with this exposure to a real American woman.  As the men 

stare at her, an unnatural pause in the conversation lengthens, and she breaks it by 

acknowledging, “This is a lovely party.  Swell.  Thanks.”  She jokes that: “Now all we 

need is an orchestra and a floor show.”  As sailors on the ground below the hut sing, 

“Dear old girl,” a close-up captures Sandy’s face, which looks remarkably like her 

emotionally controlled reaction to the Japanese bombings.  The men sing lyrics which 

communicate their feelings for not only Sandy but for the women they remember from 

back home: 

Dear old girl/The robin sings above you/Dear old girl/It speaks of how I 
love you/The blinding tears are falling/As I think of my lost pearl/And my 
broken heart is calling/Calling for you/Dear old girl. 

 
Ford alternates medium close-ups of the three Irish tenors, wider shots of the other men 

surrounding the singers, and shots that show Sandy’s emotional appreciation for the 

singers and the men’s emotional appreciation of her reaction.  Again using the shot which 

emphasizes the men’s reaction by being positioned behind Sandy, the men excuse 

themselves one by one, leaving Sandy and Rusty sitting at the table.  The cook clears 

away the remaining dishes and blows out the candle, and the musical motif starts – the 

same one that they danced to earlier in the film.  The camera stays positioned in the same 

way, capturing Sandy from the back, and we understand that she has been moved by the 

experience of being so important to these soldiers.  Rusty and Sandy stand looking out at 
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the doorway.  When he asks her if she is crying she denies it and exclaims, “It’s just that 

they’re such nice guys!”  

The last time we see Sandy in the film is when, called to duty, Rusty is ordered 

off Bataan and he and Sandy talk over the telephone.  In a brief cutaway shot we register 

her disappointment at the news that Rusty will be leaving, although he cannot tell her 

where he’ll be going.  After this conversation is cut off by the operator, Rusty and the PT 

boat crews go into combat against the Japanese.  In these battles the PT boats win public 

recognition as the best way to attack the Japanese presence in the region.  John Ford’s 

direction is memorable, using tracking shots that capture the American torpedoes moving 

rapidly underwater and hitting the Japanese cruisers.  All the PT boats are lost at sea.  

The Americans, down but not ultimately defeated, will return to the Philippines. Rusty 

and Brickly are airlifted out of the region to train other PT crews.  As he waits for his 

plane, Rusty runs into Ohio, who surmises that Sandy “might be out in the hills, or 

prisoner somewhere.”  Rusty remembers, “Last time I talked to her it was on the 

telephone from Bataan.  Her voice sounded swell.  Clear, brave and far away.”  As if the 

memory of her voice is too much for him, he attempts to get off the plane and must be 

restrained by Brickly, who reminds him, “Look son, we’re going home to do a job.  And 

that job is to get ready to come back.  Check?”  With this Rusty reluctantly agrees to 

leave her in the South Pacific, but only because it is a sacrifice demanded of him by his 

commanding officer. 
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South Pacific: The Uncanny Space of Race 
 

In South Pacific, film sound works from the very beginning of the film to 

establish places of racial solidarity and otherness, and to inscribe the gendered nature of 

these spaces in relation to Nurse Nellie Forbush (Mitzi Gaynor).  For instance, in the 

opening musical number of the film, a group of sailors at a military camp sing the Rogers 

and Hammerstein tune, “What have we got, we ain’t got dames.” Out of nowhere, a 

group of nurses jogs by on Nurse’s Beach, the head nurse crying, “Hut two three four” in 

a refrain which interrupts the ongoing musical number.  When the nurses come into view, 

they are wearing short shorts and halter tops.  The sailors are gratified to see these 

“dames” to give them some relief from their all-male fraternity.  And yet, as one of the 

soldiers explains, “some of those nurses, the officers can have them.”  The American 

nurses do not match the exoticism and sexuality of the native women who are just out of 

reach, on an island called Bali-h’ai.  In South Pacific, the representation of Bali-h’ai 

brings to mind Ella Shohat’s discussion of the mapping of colonial discourse:  “The road 

to utopia involves the deciphering of the map, of comprehending the female body; [T]he 

geology and topography of the land, then, are explicitly sexualized to resemble the 

physiology of a woman” (29).  The sacred island Bali-h’ai, formed in the shape of a 

female breast, is initially glimpsed through a mist of longing.   

Through its musical theme the island is presented as a place of uncanny 

significance, a magical realm of unconscious desire: “Most people live on a lonely island, 

lost in the middle of the foggy sea.  Most people long for another island.  One where they 

know they would like to be.  Bali-h’ai may call you, any night and any day.”  The Rogers 
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and Hammerstein refrain, in which a chorus of women hauntingly sing “Bali-h’ai,” 

establishes its elusive and unreal nature.   As one critic writes: “No one can locate this 

elusive Bali-h’ai on a map.  [I]ndeed, Bali-h’ai and “South Pacific” are unstable concepts. 

[B]ali-h’ai is an empty sign that needs to be filled up with meaning.  In short, South 

Pacific is not a simple reflection of a place; the film was directed to produce a new 

space” (Callahan and Olive 268).  As Delia Konzett argues, in the World War II era a 

new multicultural form of Orientalism flexibly and strategically distinguishes the Oriental 

enemy from Oriental allies from China, Korea, and the U.S. territories of the Philippines 

and Hawaii (328).  Like each of the films I have discussed in this chapter, South Pacific

places the nurse as a mediator between these ethnic groups – friendly allies and hostile 

enemies.  At the same time, through sophisticated doubling devices and geographical 

metaphors the nurse functions as part of the film’s mechanism of longing and prohibition.  

For instance, sailors express their longing to sail to the island although only officers have 

been given permission to do so.  Homi Bhaba writes about the uncanny significance of 

such everyday prohibitions:  “[I]t is precisely in these banalities that the unhomely stirs, 

as the violence of a racialized society falls most enduringly on the details of life: where 

you can sit, or not; how you can live, or not; what you can learn, or not; who you can 

love, or not.  Between the banal act of freedom and its historic denial rises the silence” 

(15).  South Pacific’s uncanny qualities rest in the film’s sudden unveiling of the silence 

that has surrounded these racist prohibitions as they are expressed in the formal and 

unwritten codes of the military.   
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Thus, while the music and use of gels and color tinting construct Bali-h’ai as a 

place of freedom from racial prohibition, the island is also implicated in colonialist 

discourses which capture the gazes and bodies of all the characters in the film.  Complex 

connections are created between the gaze of the white male military officer, the native 

woman, the white nurse, and the non-white man on multiple levels.  As a motif the island 

works on a level that goes far beyond the simple geography at play and the love story 

between Lt. Joe Cable (John Kerr) and Liat (France Nuyen), the young Polynesian girl 

with whom he falls in love.  The island becomes a fantasy site where the force of racial 

prohibition has fallen away, leaving the exhilaration of connecting with the other.  As 

Shohat writes, the female Other, “as a metaphor for her land, becomes available for 

Western penetration and knowledge” (33).  On the island, Joe Cable can access an 

eroticized state of being in which romantic love can cross boundaries of transgression.   

In this sense, Bali-h’ai recalls Shohat’s discussion of fantasies of the Orient as the “locus 

of irrational primitivism and uncontrollable instincts” (32).  In this sense, Joe Cable is 

like Nathanael in the ETA Hoffman story “The Sandman,” and Liat is like Olimpia from 

that story.  In the Hoffman story, the traveling spectacle salesman Coppola sells the 

young student Nathanael a special pair of spectacles through which his neighbor Olimpia 

appears especially ravishing.  Through Coppola’s spyglass “he perceived that she was 

gazing at him yearningly, and that every note she uttered found its full expression in the 

amorous look that pierced his heart and set it afire.  [H]e felt as though red-hot arms had 

suddenly seized him; unable to restrain himself, he shrieked out in agony and rapture: 

‘Olimpia!’” (108). Despite Nathanael’s passion for Olimpia, his friends feel 
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uncomfortable around her because she is different.  As his friend Siegmund tells him, 

“‘Olimpia gave us a very weird feeling; we wanted nothing to do with her; we felt that 

she was only pretending to be a living being, and that there was something very strange 

about her’” (111).   

While in the Hoffman story, Olimpia is described as a “wax doll” who moves and 

speaks with the “perfect, soulless timing of a machine,” Liat also moves and speaks 

differently.  In his first encounter with Liat, Joe Cable is initially taken aback and at the 

same time passionately inflamed by what he perceives as her exotic sexuality.  He 

follows a native woman named Bloody Mary (Juanita Hall) past native men dancing on 

hot coals in a boar’s tooth extraction ceremony.  There, in a bamboo and grass furnished 

native castle of sorts, Mary introduces him to Liat by saying, “make nice wife, yes?”  

Without any of the formalities that would have accompanied his introduction to an 

American woman, he and Liat kiss and her hair tumbles down, suggesting that she is 

immediately prepared to engage in sexual relations with him.  After an editing cut, both 

characters are on the floor in disarray, suggesting that they have had sexual relations 

which have been encouraged by Mary, Liat’s mother, a medicine woman from the island.  

As the Bali-h’ai musical theme plays, we see a close-up on the face of Liat, fixed in 

eternal Tonkanese youth.  Joe Cable sings, “I touch your hand and my arms grow strong.  

[Y]ounger than springtime am I.”   

Like Joe Cable, Nurse Nellie Forbush begins a romantic relationship that is idyllic 

and at the same time, fraught with cultural conflict and the uncovering of unburied 

secrets.  When we first see Nellie with the Frenchman Emile de Becque (Rossano 



196 

 

Brazzi), they are drinking cognac on the veranda outside of his house.  They have a 

seemingly telepathic conversation in which they sing their romantic feelings to each 

other.  These telepathic thoughts lead into the romantic theme:  “Some enchanted 

evening, you may see a stranger you may see a stranger across a crowded room, and 

somehow you know, you know even then, that someday you’ll see her again and again.”  

Even this banal romantic moment presents their union, framed by the beautiful sunset as 

glimpsed from his palatial residence, as greater than coincidence.  Freud links this  

“omnipotence of thoughts” to an animistic view of the universe in which thoughts are 

able to control real-world events (147).  Nellie’s uncanny ability to “know” Emile reflects 

the patterns discussed by Ella Shohat in which the Western woman “exists in a relation of 

subordination to Western man and in a relation of domination toward ‘non-Western’ men 

and women” (40).  This power of hers is constantly tested by his revelation of hidden 

secrets.  After each revelation, we wonder if she will accept or reject him.  For instance, 

after he confesses that he has killed a man, she assures him, “You just told me that you 

killed a man, and it’s alright.  I hardly know you, and yet I know it’s alright.”  This 

movement from the domestic – the veranda scene in which the happy couple 

contemplates marriage – to the uncovering of previously unknown information about 

Emile, places their union in the realm of the uncanny.  As Freud writes, “Starting from 

the homely and the domestic, there is a further development towards the notion of 

something removed from the eyes of strangers, hidden, secret” (133). Soon after learning 

about this first secret, another secret comes to light:  that Emile was previously married to 

a Polynesian woman and had two children with her.  Asked by military officials to learn 
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more about Emile to determine his suitability for an undercover mission, Nellie puts 

Emile under surveillance.  As she admits to the military officers, “I don’t know very 

much about him, do I?”  However, when he tells her the truth about his previous marriage 

and children, she leaves, looking at her watch and announcing, “Oh just look at the time.” 

 This emphasis on time that has passed before something previously unknown has 

been uncovered about the beloved can also be seen in the breakup of Liat and Joe Cable.  

However, where Nellie consults her watch after learning of Emile’s previous marriage to 

a Polynesian woman, in the Liat/Joe subplot Joe gives Liat his grandfather’s stopwatch as 

a token of his affection.  When he will not marry Liat, Mary – previously placid and 

pleasant – turns into a hostile “foreigner,” dragging Liat away from him.  As a motif the 

clock works on several levels.  Not only does it signify the relative youth of both Liat and 

Nellie in relation to their male partners, but it also comes to represent the impending 

outbreak of the war.  When he gives the stopwatch to Liat, he admits, “My dad carried it 

through the last war.”  The impending war makes it all the more necessary to scrutinize 

Emile the foreigner, and for Joe Cable to avoid committing to Liat since he might be sent 

away on a mission at any time.  At the same time, the stopwatch motif forecasts how 

Emile and Joe Cable will together brave death on a mission that ultimately turns the tide 

of the war in that region.   

The breakup of both romantic subplots paves the way for this union of the male 

characters and foregrounds the racial dimension of Nellie and Joe Cable’s geographic and 

social excursions.  In one important scene Nellie and Joe bond as Americans.  Nellie has 

had the chance to get to know Joe and as a nurse treated him while he was in the hospital 
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with malaria.  As in Cry Havoc, malaria comes to represent illicit or secret love that 

breaks rules.  As an illness, malaria expresses Joe’s guilt that he left Liat not, as he 

claimed, because of military necessity but because he feared marrying across racial lines.  

While suffering from malaria he is overcome with regret and “unable to see anything but 

her face.”  He muses: “I love her and yet I said I couldn’t marry her.  I don’t understand 

myself.”  Whereas in the nursing mysteries, malaria is a symptom of coming in too-close 

contact with the South Pacific racial other, and in Cry Havoc malaria depicts the malaise 

of a military woman in authority.  Here the main character suffers from malaria after 

acting out his racist tendencies. Nellie advises him that he has strayed too far from home, 

like her: “I guess people like us, well, we just have to go home where we belong.  What 

about that girl of yours back in Philadelphia?”  However, just as the racial bonding 

between Nellie and Joe Cable seems complete, Nellie takes it a step too far and rejects 

Emile because of his former alliance with a Polynesian woman.  In this sense she is 

characterized very differently from Rosalie in So Proudly We Hail, who is attracted to the 

Filipino doctor Jose Bardia and pursues that attraction.  Nellie gives Emile the best 

reason she can for her feelings: “It isn’t as if I can give you a good reason.  There is no 

good reason.  This is emotional.  This is born in me.”  Once she leaves the set, Joe and 

Emile bond over the anachronistic tenor of her racism.  Joe sings, by way of explanation: 

“You’ve got to be taught to hate and fear.  You’ve got to be taught from year to year.  It’s 

got to be drummed in your dear little ear.  You’ve got to be carefully taught.     You’ve 

got to be taught to be afraid of people whose eyes are oddly made and people whose skin 

is a different shade.  You’ve got to be carefully taught.”  Through the military mission 
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that Joe and Emile then decide to begin, the characters are challenged to overcome their 

racism, characterizing World War II as a democratic war.  Joe explains that at times 

violence can be a useful way of overcoming confusion:  “Back home whenever I got into 

a jam, I used to go hunting.  I think that’s what I’ll do now.”   

When Joe is killed during the mission, conveniently sidelining any questions 

about his future with Liat, Nellie has a conversion experience.  Now able to get beyond 

the racism which has hindered her till this point, she walks out to the lookout point and 

again telepathically communicates to Emile:  “Emile, come back so I can tell you 

something.  I know what counts, just you.  The woman you had before, her color, what a 

pinhead I was.  Oh don’t die before I can tell you.  All that matters is us being together.  

If you think of what you said to me that day, you can stay alive, Emile.”  As she utters 

these words she gazes out to sea, and in a shot which rhymes with the early shots of Bali-

h’ai she prays for Emile’s return.  This repetition is additionally manifest in a scene 

which is set on Emile’s veranda, in which, as he returns, she is singing with his children.  

As they are reunited, she pushes toward him a pot of soup, a food in which all the 

different contents are mixed together, a melting pot in which – like the mystical state of 

Bali-h’ai – racial and gender differences are magically erased in an imaginary state of 

freedom made possible by the nurse figure. 

 

Pearl Harbor (2001): Nursing Nostalgia 

More recently, the film Pearl Harbor draws upon the iconic images of the nurse 

that can be seen in So Proudly We Hail, Cry Havoc, They Were Expendable, and South 
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Pacific. Though one might assume that a contemporary representation of nurses would 

be more libratory than these representations from the 40s and 50s, the opposite is true.  

The wartime nurse emerges in Pearl Harbor (2001) as a pop image which melodramatic 

film music, aural distortion, and voice-over representation align the nurse with the 

Japanese, in a pattern of sacrifice and threat which must be contained.  Earlier 

representations of the nurse positioned her at the hands of the Japanese, narrowly 

escaping or even being taken captive by them.  In Pearl Harbor, a reworking of these 

earlier narratives, the nurse becomes an unfaithful lover whose unpredictability makes 

her a threat as formidable as the Japanese.  Pearl Harbor portrays the war wound and the 

military nurse through silence, re-description and propaganda.  Musical motifs rather than 

dialogue convey the melodramatic dilemma of Nurse Lt. Evelyn Johnson (Kate 

Beckinsale), involved in a romantic triangle with  Capt. Rafe McCawley (Ben Affleck) 

and Capt. Danny Walker (Josh Hartnett).   Aural distortion and out-of-focus shots filter 

the viewer’s perception of Nurse Johnson’s ability to take charge in the aftermath of the 

Pearl Harbor attack, when the carnage is at its worst.   

A Hans Zimmer musical motif suggests the impending threat of Japanese pilots 

running to their planes and preparing to attack Pearl Harbor in the early morning of 

December 7.  One Japanese soldier says a prayer in English:  “Revered father.  I go now 

to fulfill my mission and my destiny.  I hope it is a destiny that will bring honor to our 

family, and if it requires my life I will sacrifice it gladly to be a good servant of our 

nation.” Although we hear the sacrificial prayer in English, throughout the rest of the film 

the Japanese speak in Japanese with English subtitles, as in the film Tora! Tora! Tora!
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(Fleischer and Fukasaku, U.S.A., 1970). Before and after the prayer, the juxtaposition of 

intelligible prayer and murderous tones fits with the American pattern of representing 

Japanese soldiers in World War II through “massacre violence” and/or “sacrifice 

violence” (Nornes 153-55).   These elements of massacre and sacrifice were again put 

into play in the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, only four months after the release of 

Pearl Harbor. Using Pearl Harbor as a model through which to understand the September 

11, 2001 attacks has created a false “sense of divine mission” and downplayed more 

cautionary military tales, such as the conflicts in Vietnam or the Persian Gulf (Landy 83-

86).  As a nostalgia film, Pearl Harbor is “condemned to seek the historical past through 

our own pop images and stereotypes about that past” (Jameson, “Anti-Aesthetic” 118).   

Aural surveillance of the Japanese and Nurse Johnson establishes parallels 

between the Japanese Pearl Harbor attack and Nurse Johnson’s romantic betrayal of Capt. 

McCawley’s affections.  As the Japanese prepare to attack Pearl Harbor, Captain 

Thurman (Dan Ackroyd) works in Naval Intelligence to decode Japanese radio 

transmissions.  As in Tora! Tora! Tora!, the code breakers know that “something is up,” 

but cannot produce the necessary evidence to convince the authorities to act.  Thurman 

predicts that the Japanese will attack Pearl Harbor, based on his “interpretation” of 

intercepted radio transmissions. As Naval Intelligence decodes Japanese radio 

transmissions, the viewer/auditor decodes aural signals of a transformation in Nurse 

Johnson.   

This changing portrayal of Nurse Johnson can be understood through the lens of 

Klaus Theweleit’s Male Fantasies. Male Fantasies explores how, for German officers 
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during World War II, the nurse condensed complex political and psychological drives 

inspiring authoritarian military fixations.   Hence the image of the nurse figure is 

bifurcated as mother (white) and whore (red).  The white nurse is the “mother, sister (-of 

mercy, nurse) and countess all in one person”—the good woman who protects (95).   She 

is made to appear strong but at the same time must be protected from outside enemies 

(99).  The red nurse is a proletarian woman and a prostitute—a castrating woman 

(Theweleit, 85, 91).  The character of Nurse Johnson swings between white and red nurse 

representational patterns, in a shift accomplished largely through the aural dimension of 

representation.  As white nurse, Nurse Johnson has remarkably few lines of dialogue but 

exists in a “text of muteness”—a melodramatic work in which tensions and emotions are 

rarely spoken aloud but rather expressed by mise-en-scène and music (Brooks 48).  She 

dances with Capt. McCawley to swing music, as their relationship quickly unfolds in one 

evening before he leaves to join the Royal Air Force in England.  A melodramatic 

musical motif dramatizes how, as white nurse, Nurse Johnson pines away for the pilots as 

they save the free world.  Nurse Johnson silently parses a few letters from Captain 

McCawley—letters that Capt. McCawley’s reads in voice-over, as she sits on the beach.  

His voice intrudes over hers, reinforcing her aural blackout.   

 As the Pearl Harbor attack begins, changing patterns of aural representation 

reflect backlash against the presence of Nurse Johnson’s voice in the sound-scape of the 

film.  In a departure from the muteness of her white nurse persona, Nurse Johnson 

assumes the castrating authority of the “red nurse.” As if to mark this character transition, 

Nurse Johnson realizes that a fellow nurse—who was engaged to be married—has been 
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killed.  As red nurse, Nurse Johnson grabs her red lipstick to mark soldiers for admission 

to the hospital, after the debilitating attack on Pearl Harbor.  Ordered to take command of 

the chaotic scene in front of the hospital, she directs the movement of bodies and 

resources.  Vertical bars cross the visual field, screening out the trauma of the wounded 

patients, and she adopts a tone of professional command.  She orders and directs, at one 

point even telling a doctor how to save a wounded patient.  Aural disassociation funnels 

diegetic sound to the background, and brings music to the forefront, stressing her mastery 

of voice and action.   As she sorts treatable patients from those who will die, she pretends 

to be trustworthy but then uses her red lipstick to write a big “F” on the forehead of 

soldiers who will be denied hospital treatment.  As red nurse, Nurse Johnson rediscovers 

her voice.  In a confrontation with Capt. McCawley she reveals that she is pregnant with 

Capt. Walker’s child and will marry him.  After this scene, Captain McCawley burns her 

letters; as flames destroy the letters her voice-over is abruptly silenced and the film 

returns Nurse Johnson to the “white nurse” representational pattern.   

During the Doolittle bombing raid on Tokyo, Nurse Johnson’s voice is gradually 

drowned out and she is again enveloped in silence.  As Capt. McCawley and Capt. 

Walker fly over Tokyo, Nurse Johnson wants to listen to their radio transmissions.  While 

she is allowed to sit outside the door to the command post, she is “seen but not heard.”  

The command post is a small room in the center of a much larger space, and the 

commanding officers (all male) within the small interior room can hear the Doolittle Raid 

radio transmissions.  The door is opened for a moment, leaking the sounds of the attack, 

but then shut again, leaving Nurse Johnson in suspense.  This deliberate use of “point of 
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audition”—the suturing representation of what a particular character can and cannot hear 

(Chion, Audio-Vision 90-91)—allows us to share briefly Nurse Johnson’s sense of 

frustration at hitting the glass door of admittance into the film soundtrack.  We leave 

Nurse Johnson’s restricted point of audition, and are invited to fix Japanese targets in the 

crosshairs of the visual apparatus.  As the American pilots bomb Japanese factories in 

Tokyo, Nurse Johnson is being “punished” for her betrayal of Capt. McCawley.  Her 

lover Captain Walker is also punished, bound to a mule harness and shot by Japanese 

soldiers.  This sacrifice frees Capt. McCawley to return from the mission whole and 

physically unscarred, a hero with his movie star smile and both legs still intact.   

Now married to Capt. McCawley, and mother of Captain Walker’s child, Nurse 

Johnson begins to narrate the last scene of the film:  “When the action is over and we 

look back, we understand . . .”   However, since this is the only line of her voice-over 

narration, exactly what “we” understand is left to conjecture, as her voice trails off.  What 

seems most clear is the way that Pearl Harbor, like the other films I have discussed in this 

chapter, represents the nurse as a nostalgic figure who inscribes the space of war with 

comforting domesticity and heals injuries that come to symbolize the possibility of 

defeat.  As part of its recreation of 1940s America, the World War II nostalgia film 

celebrates memories of female domestic space – “a fantastical space that is utterly bereft 

of the complexities, ambivalences, and incoherence of daily U.S. life both in those war-

torn years and today” (Biesecker 397).  This nostalgia for – and transgression against – 

the sanctity of home is central to the World War II melodrama, perhaps the most popular 

and yet understudied type of World War II film. And, as this chapter has shown, the 
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cinematic sound-scape contains and manipulates the uncanny figure of the nurse, 

reproducing historically conflicted attitudes toward the involvement of women in war as 

well as the enterprise of war itself. 
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4. VIETNAM-ERA NURSES: “HOTLIPS” TO HANOI JANE 

Introduction 

This chapter analyzes how memoirs and films featuring Vietnam nurses form a 

counter-discourse to mainstream representations of Vietnam such as M*A*S*H. The 

problem of post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), reflected in each of these texts in a 

different way, forms the unifying military medical metaphor for this investigation, 

drawing on other discourses involving chemical toxicity and Agent Orange poisoning, the 

invention of kidney dialysis, and arterial transplantation.  In these Vietnam 

representations, the foreign body surfaces in a number of different ways.   As a literal 

token of the enemy, it appears as shrapnel, bullets, and in a host of other container-like 

objects that circulate across and mediate between different sides of the war – and the 

sports games played by American military personnel while at war.  In this sense the 

mediating function of these objects are very much like those seen in World War I, in 

narratives like A Farewell to Arms. However, the foreign body is also present as a 

contaminant to be found in blood and bodies of water such as rivers and streams, 

reminiscent of the way that the malaria parasite is depicted as a racial entity in World 

War II narratives from the Cherry Ames series to Cry Havoc. Additionally, in Vietnam-

era narratives characters are placed in much closer proximity to the foreign bodies of 

Vietnamese nationals than in past wars.  These different manifestations of the foreign 

body circulate through the Vietnam-era narratives I will examine in this chapter.   

The nurse’s encounter with the foreign body of Vietnam takes place most 

significantly through the disorder of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  As a military 
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medical paradigm, PTSD organizes the many different aspects of the uncanny that have 

been central to my examination of nursing narratives throughout this dissertation: the 

rhetorical figure of the nurse’s home-at-war and the domestic uncanny, the treatment of 

wounds in which the foreign body is implanted into the body of the American soldier, the 

proximity of corpses and body parts which trouble the boundaries between life and death, 

the factory-like conditions of military medicine in which the rows of soldiers who are 

treated like objects demand that the nurse become an automaton, and finally the 

persistence of a dream-like unreality state in which buried memories of the war resurface 

with a vengeance decades after the nurse has unsuccessfully attempted to integrate back 

into the world.    

The chapter begins with a discussion of Susan Jeffords’ The Remasculinization of 

America, still the dominant theoretical text in the field of the study of wartime texts.  

While showing how many of Jeffords’ claims hold true in the subset of Vietnam-era 

combat films that she examines, I also seek to complicate her conclusions by testing them 

against texts, films, and television programs that feature nurses.  I discuss M*A*S*H as a 

novel adapted for film and television that manages the problems of the foreign body, 

women’s relationship to war, and PTSD.  M*A*S*H, I argue, uses its portrayal of 

Korean War era military medicine as the basis for its stance against the Vietnam War.  I 

pick up the thread in 1983, the year of M*A*S*H’s last episode and the publication of 

Lynda Van Devanter’s controversial Vietnam era memoir Home Before Morning. How 

do understudied texts by female nurse memoirists of Vietnam demonstrate the Vietnam 

War is a highly contested area of representation?  How is the paradigm of the uncanny – 



208 

 

such a staple of the war film – used differently by female memoirists to engage the 

unique nature of PTSD, especially as it afflicts female veterans?  I seek to explore the 

links between M*A*S*H, Home Before Morning, and Winnie Smith’s response to Home 

Before Morning, her memoir, American Daughter Gone to War. How do subsequent 

narratives, from Coming Home (Hal Ashby, 1978) to In Country (Norman Jewison, 

1989) link with these little-known memoirs and oral accounts of nurses’ experiences 

during the Vietnam War to form a counter-narrative that takes thirty years to come to the 

attention of a wider audience? 

 

The Problem of Genre and Gender in the Vietnam War Film 

In her book The Remasculinization of America: Gender and the Vietnam War,

Susan Jeffords writes that, “Vietnam representation in general speaks, not to the 

situations of nurses or even of the Vietnamese (the numbers of narratives that actually 

include Vietnamese people as other than stereotypes is extremely small), but to the men 

who fought there, in particular to white men.  [M]ost media and film attention has 

focused on the white male” (126).  Repeatedly, Jeffords refers to Vietnam-era combat 

films such as the Rambo (1982-88) and Missing in Action (1984-85) series, or 

Uncommon Valor (1985) and Platoon (1986) to illustrate her arguments about “Vietnam 

representation” (135, 138), “popular texts” (170), and “U.S. dominant culture” (180).  By 

focusing on little-known cultural products that feature nurses, this chapter tests Jeffords’ 

model of the “remasculinization of America.”  How do the concerns that are unique to 

nursing narratives – the close encounter with the foreign body, the nostalgia for and 
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recreation of the domestic uncanny, and the knowledge of military medicine – offer an 

alternative to the gendered relationships established in mainstream war films and 

television programs?   

 In her book, Jeffords argues that, in the central pattern which is repeated over and 

over in representations of war, American men of different classes and ethnic groups unite 

over the body of woman.  Jeffords writes that in the Vietnam War film, the “masculine 

bond” is strengthened as it passes through women as “mediators,” “bearers of love,” or 

“passages, means through which men reach each other” (39).  After they have thus served 

their function, the female characters are “effectively and finally eliminated from the 

masculine realm” (xiii).  This basic pattern takes many different forms.  Female 

characters who display “feminized” qualities such as emotion, weakness, inaction, and 

the willingness to compromise are blamed for the loss of the war (45).  Male characters 

co-opt the reproductive functions of women through technology, rendering biological 

reproduction irrelevant (47, 91).  By taking control of the reproductive process, the male 

defeats the power of death and assures his own place in human continuity (107).  

Through rape and sexist imagery, male characters overcome ethnic and class difference 

to confirm masculine bonds (69).  Male characters “occupy” the social roles and qualities 

of female characters and then the female characters drop out of the narrative: “the 

masculine can move into the ‘female position’ by occupying that position, not altering its 

own” (105).  Adopting a tone of “universal victimization,” male characters blame the 

women’s movement and feminism for the Vietnam veteran’s failure to reintegrate into 

American society (126, 134).  Women then become “the repositories of discarded traits 
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that do not fit the character of the ‘new man’ being reborn in Vietnam” (134).  Female 

characters, represented as shifting, unpredictable, and contaminated, are vanquished by 

masculine bonds which express a “unified purity” (161, 163). 

Jeffords claims that the paradigm of “remasculinization” structures war memoirs, 

novels, and films written by both male and female authors.  “The defining feature of 

American war narratives,” she argues, “is that they are a ‘man’s story’ from which 

women are generally excluded [while] women’s narratives of Vietnam, a numerically 

smaller category of Vietnam representation, are equally dependent on an assumed 

structuration of gender that determines the genre” (49).  At only one place in her study, 

Jeffords cites one oral history collection of American women in Vietnam, as evidence 

that the paradigm of “remasculinization” is broadly applicable across the tremendous 

variety of works that represent the Vietnam War.  She concludes that such “collections of 

women’s narratives” “still present women’s narratives as if they were compensatory and 

marginal, having already been excluded” (49).  Well, if collections of women’s Vietnam 

War oral histories do present female narratives as “compensatory and marginal,” indeed 

this is because they were relegated to the sidelines of representation.  Female veterans 

were excluded from major veteran-organized war protests and not recognized as veterans 

when the Vietnam War Memorial was constructed.  Moreover, Jeffords’ claim that 

Vietnam-era narratives fail to examine “the extent to which constructions of gender 

affected the production of the war” is tenuous (49).  Several nursing narratives I will 

discuss in the chapter meditate on the links between gender and militarism.  Undoubtedly 

nurses, whose roles were part medical caretaker, part military officer, and in many ways, 
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part cultural voyeur, wrote from a unique vantage point about war, gender, and race.  As 

we will be seeing in my discussion of Nurse Margaret Houlihan from M*A*S*H, the 

figure of the nurse must be handled carefully in film and television because of the 

oppositional possibilities opened up by the figure of woman at war.   

Jeffords makes the claim that representations of the Vietnam War present female 

characters in a range of fixed identities from Playboy bunny to ineffectual bureaucrats 

who “divert attention from the constructions of gender by drawing attention to the sexual 

characteristics of their images” (50).  “By eliding (hetero)sexuality with gender,” Jeffords 

argues, “these representations suggest that gender is being addressed at the same time that 

they dismiss the need for its discussion” (50).  This pattern is part of the way that, “In 

Vietnam representation, blurring becomes its own spectacle, drawing attention to itself as

confusion, as indeterminacy, as undecidability” (50).  The example Jeffords adduces in 

this context is the scene in Apocalypse Now (Francis Ford Coppola, 1979) in which the 

Playboy bunnies land and attempt to perform for the troops, provoking a riot.  One can 

see how, as Jeffords would claim, constructions of gender are eclipsed by the (hetero) 

spectacle of the ensuing riot, which is the epitome of confusion and interdeterminacy.  

The way that the Playboy bunnies flee from the rioting male soldiers perfectly illustrates 

Jefford’s main thesis that Vietnam era narratives and films dramatize what she calls the 

“remasculinization of America” – “a regeneration of the concepts, constructions and 

definitions of masculinity in American culture and a restablization of the gender system 

within and for which it is formulated” (51).  However other works such as Home Before 

Morning and American Daughter Gone to War connect the sexuality of the female nurse 
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to the problem of gender training in the American home and demonstrate that gender 

training is powerfully responsible for our involvement in war.   

 While Jeffords’ argument illuminates much how many Vietnam War narratives 

marginalize female characters and female-centered narratives to a greater extent than 

other wars – effecting major changes in American culture – her argument does not fully 

account for the challenges that have always faced women in relation to war 

representation.  My dissertation has explored problems of gender and genre affecting the 

way that women’s narratives of each war take decades to come to public awareness, in 

many instances appearing much later than mainstream novels, memoirs and films.  In this 

sense, the female narratives I have explored in this dissertation “haunt” the major claims 

of Jeffords’ book, creating counter-examples that complicate her analysis of both how the 

Vietnam war is different from other wars and also how her arguments, based on a 

sampling of mainstream American films, may not represent the entire cultural sphere.  

Like Jeanne Basinger’s analysis of World War II combat films, Jefford’s analysis draws 

conclusions about the representation of the war as a whole from the dominant patterns of 

representation – dominant patterns that nurse memoirs and films test and violate by 

positioning the nurse as a figure of mediation between the enemy and the American 

soldier.  Mainstream films from each war – such as A Farewell to Arms, From Here to 

Eternity, Sands of Iwo Jima, The Manchurian Candidate – also relegate the feminine to 

the margins of representation, suggesting that the kinds of masculine bonding she 

describes has an enduring history.  Indeed as she writes – discussing the work of a 

number of feminist theorists and political scientists – “war is the spectacle of the 
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masculine bond.  It is the optimal display of masculine collectivity in America, since 

battle, as defined by American culture, is an exclusively male activity” (73).  And yet, as 

many feminist theorists who study war have written, while war is represented as an 

exclusively male activity, women are intimately involved with war making and the rise of 

militarism.  It is the culture’s efforts to obfuscate and disguise this reality which allows 

the gendered myths of war to continue.   

Ironically, the stories and films written by women at war, and especially nurses, 

allow for a counter-narrative in which the masculine dramas outlined by Jeffords fall into 

the background, replaced with other images, stories and sounds that raise explicit 

questions about military masculinities and how those masculinities shape the narratives 

we tell about war itself.  And these accounts bring to consciousness what are, for most 

Americans, concepts and images that have been repressed.  Such repressed concepts and 

images, transformed through the process of mediation, form an uncanny underpinning of 

most Americans’ everyday life.  Images and narratives that represent the medical effects 

of war in which bodies are shattered and foreign countries invaded articulate a reality 

which is only implicit in the lives of many Americans: the experience of living within an 

imperial power and the effects of that imperialism on the everyday lives of people in 

other cultures.  Military medicine is the unheimlich, the “other” of the private lives of 

Americans, and many nursing narratives draw race and gender into the story of military 

conflict.  While these stories are related to historical tensions of race, gender, class and 

ethnicity in American culture, because they are placed in the theater of war, on foreign 

soil in the political sphere, they do not merely represent “an eruption of systems already 
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at work in patriarchal structures” of American society (182).  These are also, perhaps 

most importantly, figures of human beings – “foreigners” – who are caught in the throes 

of historical change.  In the representation of the near encounter with the foreign body, 

the wounds caused by new forms of weaponry, and the symbolic operations that manage 

racial and gender difference, nurse stories provide an anti-war perspective that comments 

upon the military construction of masculinity.   For instance, while the different versions 

of MASH – novel, film, and television program – in many ways conform to Jeffords’ 

analysis of the “remasculinization of America,” they also trouble Jeffords’ paradigm and 

set into motion a sequence of nursing representations that position the nurse very 

differently in relation to the uncanny power of war.   

 

“The Mermaid Trap”: MASH – the novel 

 Richard Hooker’s 1968 novel MASH: A Novel About Three Army Doctors

funnels the nurse figure into a complex system of circulating objects which move back 

and forth between the sides engaged in the game of war.  These circulating objects – 

projectiles which take forms as diverse as golf balls, olives, shrapnel, the male penis and 

ultimately the nurse – move between opposing teams in metaphorical games that include 

golf, romance, and the war itself.  As foreign bodies these circulating objects (which 

function sometimes as “transitional objects” in the psychiatric sense) create the 

possibility of victory for the surgical team of the MASH 4077.  The different games in 

which the foreign bodies circulate are ways of interpreting the war, and always function 

as the central metaphor in the text.  The question is not always of winning the game; as 
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MASH shows, victory is not always possible or even desirable.  To survive the game the 

team needs a strategy, and a strategy demands a team that works together closely.  The 

bonds between the surgeons rely on shared values which are negotiated around the 

circulating object, whether this object is a piece of shrapnel removed from the heart of a 

young soldier or the football which is passed on the fly to the unguarded corpsman. 

The novel’s two main characters, Hawkeye Pierce and Duke Forrest, formulate a 

strategy immediately to manage their stint in the MASH 4077 operating unit.  They plan 

to “work like hell when there’s work and try to outclass the other talent [i]n order to 

“give us enough leverage to write our own tickets the rest of the way” (15).  As a 

calculated response, theirs is a strategy of survival calculated to help them weather the 

unit’s internal politics and to gain the maximum amount of freedom while working 

within the military.  Their commanding officer, Col. Henry Blake, affirms that their 

strategy has been wisely chosen when he welcomes them: “[I]f you work well I’ll hold 

still for a lot and if you don’t it’s gonna be your asses” (16).  As a team, the MASH unit 

is internally divided, composed of two different groups that compete for resources and 

respect: the Swampmen (Hawkeye, Duke, and Trapper John) versus the Majors (Frank 

Burns and Margaret Houlihan).  As military majors, Burns and Houlihan represent a 

hypocritical intersection of cold war ideology and Christianity which, in the text, is 

scorned.   

A racist discourse about the foreign bodies of the North Koreans forms a key 

element in the tension between the two wings of the MASH unit.  The majors refer to the 

opposing team – the military enemy – in racially-loaded terms, as “gooks.” The narrator 
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also loads the text with racist terminology, for instance writing that “The gooks had 

indeed hit Kelly Hill, and the casualties were rolling in” (18).  By contrast, the 

Swampmen are willing to operate on wounded enemy soldiers and, rather than assuming 

that the enemy is always responsible for American casualties, often blame friendly fire.  

Unlike the majors, the Swampmen do not view the war as a game with clear sides and 

clear rules or even the possibility of victory.  The narrator’s description of the operating 

room describes each patient in terms of specific injuries and leaves out his racial identity.  

For instance, during one twelve-hour shift they “did two bowel resections, which means 

removing a piece of bowel damaged by such foreign bodies as fragments of shells and 

mines [T]hen they did a thoracotomy for control of hemorrhage, which means they 

opened a chest to stop the bleeding caused by the entrance of a similar body” (18).  The 

foreign body serves as an object that the men can work together to extract in a 

formulation of masculine bonding taking place in the context of the Korean War.   

 Like the bullets and shrapnel lodged within the bodies of injured soldiers, other 

kinds of spherical objects are passed between men to solidify the bonds of the group.  Dr. 

Trapper John is described as turtle-like in appearance with a head “disappeared into the 

parka like a turtle’s into its shell” (29).  Trapper reaches into his shell and brings out 

olives that he shares with Hawkeye and Duke as they sip their homemade gin martinis 

(29-30).  The olives signal Trapper’s suitability to join the Swampman lifestyle in the 

4077 MASH unit.  The olive-shaped football also circulates between the men, offering 

the men their means of bonding.  When Trapper passes him a football, Hawkeye 

remembers that years ago he had played football with Trapper while in college, when 
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Trapper “intercepted that pass” (34).  Just as Trapper is adept as catching football passes, 

as a chest cutter he is particularly adept at intercepting foreign bodies from the arteries, 

veins and muscles of wounded patients.  Their tent’s nickname “The Swamp,” scrawled 

in blood-red letters, refers to just such a configuration of solid objects surrounded by 

fluid.  Within the swamp, the surgeons drink martinis in a free flow which begins after 

their shift is ended.   

 Frequently, the Swampmen’s mock-religious rituals become a routine strategy of 

coping with the war, one which also revolves around objects of exchange and has the 

additional benefit of mocking the majors’ rampant Christianity.  For instance, the 

surgeons conduct a mock-Last Supper which culminates in the distribution of a “black 

capsule” to the suicidal company dentist, who wishes to commit suicide (47).  

Nicknamed “The Painless Pole,” Captain Walter Koskiusko wishes to kill himself 

because his very large penis will no longer become erect when he wishes to have sex with 

a nurse (47).  At the end of the ritualistic “last supper” planned by the Swampmen, Father 

Mulcahey administers “last rites” and the Painless Pole gets into his coffin and swallows 

the “black capsule” which he believes will end his life.  As a substitute for the 

communion wafer, the “black capsule” is filled with sedatives and is a wicked 

commentary on the Christian ritual.  The body and blood of Christ becomes the foreign 

body exchanged by men in order to solidify their bonds.   

Major Margaret Houlihan, the only female character in the novel, is another 

circulating object which allows the Swampmen to unite in opposition to Major Frank 

Burns and to the confluence of cold war ideology and Christianity – both shown to be 
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losing strategies – that he represents.  Burns, from an affluent family, expresses a peculiar 

reverence for military authority and a pious Christianity that turns a blind eye to true 

injustice.  However, Houlihan is “quite impressed” by Captain Burns and rebuffs 

Hawkeye’s suggestion that Frank Burns is a “jerk” (61). He warns her, “[O]bviously 

you’re a female version of the routine Regular Army Clown.  Stay away from me and my 

gang, and we’ll get alone fine” (62).  Houlihan, a target for the Swampmen’s mockery of 

military authority and Christianity, casts her disapproval in religious terms: “[S]he was 

completely convinced that the Swampmen, Pierce in particular, exerted an evil influence 

upon the Colonel and upon the whole outfit” (62).  By brutally teasing Frank about 

having sex with Margaret, the Swampmen drive Frank crazy and get him reassigned to a 

stateside hospital (65).  After being used as a means to destroy Frank’s sanity, Houlihan’s 

character fades into the background of the novel. 

 The Swampmen also team up to remove a shrapnel fragment from the body of a 

Korean soldier, a process over which they work together to Americanize him.  Ho-Jon, 

their “Swampboy,” is seen to be intelligent and worthy of friendship.  Despite their best 

efforts to help him avoid being drafted into the South Korean army, he is drafted and is 

subsequently brought to the MASH unit with a mortar fragment lodged deep in his chest 

(67).  During surgery the fragment becomes lodged in the left pulmonary artery, a 

delicate operation handled by Trapper (70).  As they take out the foreign body from Ho-

Jon, they work together to help him to lose his Korean accent:  “Soon Ho-Jon was up and 

around, back at his job as Swampboy, his English improving.  He was losing the Korean 

habit of putting an ‘s’ at the end of every word.  He eagerly read all that the Swampmen 
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provided for him” (71).  To complete Ho-Jon’s Americanization, Hawkeye sends him to 

study at Androscoggin College, his own alma mater.  They finance this plan by taking 

photographs of Trapper John dressed to look like Christ (73).  They sell seven thousand 

autographed copies of the “Trapper J. Jesus Christ McIntyre” photograph (74).  Like the 

Swampmen’s mock Last Supper, these photographs subvert the meaning of the “body of 

Christ” and turn it into a spectacle ultimately designed to do a humanitarian service. 

 In their busiest periods in the MASH 4077 operating room, the doctors conduct 

pranks in which women are conceived as foreign bodies immersed in water, like the 

foreign bodies they remove from the bodies of wounded soldiers.  As the doctors are 

tested to their limits by the rush of patients in the operating tent, they lose a number of 

patients on the operating room table and vent their frustrations onto Margaret Houlihan.  

They harass Houlihan in the shower, where she stands like one of the pieces of shrapnel 

that they seek to remove from an artery.  Similarly, in another scene, the Swampmen 

build a mermaid trap in the local river in order to capture mermaids and “screw” them 

(142). They do this in an attempt to be discharged as mentally unfit, as they continue to 

test the rules and try to find a way out of the military.  

The balls used in various sports games also take on greater meaning in the text.  

As a circulating object, the football takes the discourse on “foreign bodies” to its most 

abstract level, representing overlapping contexts and games played between the 

Swampmen, African-Americans, and military bureaucrats.  The African-American 

surgeon Spearchucker – Hawkeye’s former college roommate and a former professional 

ball player – allows the 4077 MASH to win a company football game by using a fake 
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pass to trick the other team.  The general, who coaches the other team, “doesn’t know 

anything about football” (183).  Just as the football facilitates satiric commentary on the 

American military’s losing strategy in the game of war, the golf balls also take on 

medical and military significance.  In training his replacement, Hawkeye uses a sports 

metaphor: “Our general attitude around here is that we want to play par surgery on this 

course.  Par is a live patient.  We’re not sweet swingers, and if we’ve gotta kick it in with 

our knees to get a par that’s how we do it” (195).  By this Hawkeye means that part of 

“meatball surgery” is making decisions about what to sacrifice in order to have the 

maximum number of patients survive. 

 The masculine bonding that takes place through the different kinds of foreign 

bodies and circulatory objects in the texts ultimately return the Swampmen to their wives 

and families.  Hawkeye and Duke are discharged after their year is up, and they express a 

certain degree of apprehension in leaving the MASH unit and returning home where 

games and strategies are perhaps less clear.  Hawkeye comments, “Never again, except in 

our families, will we ever be as close with anyone as we were in that goddamned tent for 

the past year” (204).  As he cautions Duke, “you and I really have been living a life that 

few of the people we’re gonna meet from here on in know anything about [W]e’d better 

act at least half civilized.  In fact, it wouldn’t hurt if, the next chance we get, we even put 

on clean uniforms” (211).  At the airport in San Francisco, the approach of the world 

begins to overtake them: “As they sat there at the bar, it all seemed unreal.  Two people 

who had been very important to each other were now almost totally preoccupied with 

thoughts of other people and their conversation had become sparse and even a little 
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stilted” (218).  With no new foreign bodies to mediate their closeness, the novel ends as 

the two doctors are met by their families. 

 

“Screw Her”: Robert Altman’s Margaret Houlihan 

 While the 1968 novel MASH configures the nurse as one among many circulating 

objects of exchange, the 1970 Robert Altman film M*A*S*H works with a number of 

sophisticated visual and aural cinematic techniques in order to place the nurse figure 

under surveillance as a foreign body.  The innovative use of sound in the film 

mechanically alters the voice of Nurse Margaret Houlihan and makes the voice available 

to “cheer” on the Swampmen.  Sound is also used to parody Frank Burns’ cold war 

ideology and his hypocritical Christianity.  The film’s use of ambient sound and visual 

detail combine to render the film’s success in representing the functional disorder of the 

operating tent.  Altman’s deep focus filmmaking style, which stresses the interplay of 

diverse voices, aural stimuli, and allusions to historical media texts, becomes an aesthetic 

manifestation of the novel’s disdain for hierarchical systems and sense for the absurdity 

of the war.  Through all these techniques, Altman’s M*A*S*H draws upon Hooker’s 

1968 novel about the Korean War as raw material for his anti-war statement on the 

Vietnam War, in which the nurse is transformed from a foreign body into an mascot of 

the male group. 

The visual imagery in Altman’s M*A*S*H blends the military medicine of the 

Korean War with that of the Vietnam War.  The Mobile Army Surgical Hospital (MASH) 

units made possible the immediate emergency surgical care of injured soldiers at nearby 
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evacuation hospitals (Gabriel and Metz 258).  However, during the Korean War most 

wounded soldiers were transported with four-patient litter jeeps, since helicopters were 

reserved to transport only the most seriously wounded cases (258).  As shown in 

Altman’s M*A*S*H, when helicopters were used they each carried two casualties in 

external pods attached to the landing skids (258).  During the Korean War, vascular 

surgeons such as Trapper John were sent to the MASH units, leading to a dramatic drop 

in the amputation rate, from 62% to 13% (259). The availability of whole blood and 

transfusions improved the management of shock.  The Vietnam War saw improvement 

on this Korean War-era system.  During the Vietnam War the difficulty of land transport 

through the jungle meant that more helicopters were used to evacuate casualties to the 

MASH units (260). In Altman’s M*A*S*H, wounded soldiers most often arrive by 

helicopter, reflecting the pervasive use of helicopter transport during the Vietnam War.  

Altman’s film does not reflect many other improvements made to the evacuation system 

during the Vietnam War: the improved design of the helicopters, the highly-trained 

corpsman available to assist patients on the helicopters, the communication devices used 

to direct the wounded to specific hospitals with better facilities, or the widespread use of 

whole blood instead of plasma (260-61).   

M*A*S*H uses the representation of the crudity of Korean War military medicine 

to make its anti-war argument.  For instance, in the title sequence, as a male chorus sings 

the M*A*S*H theme song, the arms of the wounded soldiers in the helicopter transport 

pods helplessly dangle in the air.  Once on the ground, one of the medical teams drops the 

heavy burden of the stretcher carrying one of the bloody soldiers.  The Korean-War era 
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operating room is captured in a slow tracking shot in which the different shades of blood 

compete for the attention of the viewer.  As Altman says in his commentary on the DVD 

release of the film, “We went to great trouble to get the blood the right color so it has a 

realistic look.”  The intricate composition of the blood tones reflects an appropriate 

balance between dark blood, which signifies shock, and light blood, which contains more 

oxygen.  In addition to the visual contrast between the blood and the white gowns of 

medical personnel, ambient sounds figure large in what is perhaps the most shocking 

portrayal of military medicine in a war film.  The hum of different machine sounds, the 

scrunching of plastic, the hard sound of saw moving through bone, and different 

overlapping conversations convey the relatively primitive conditions of the Korean War 

MASH units.  In later operating room scenes, we also see tight shots of the equipment, 

open wounds, and the nurses’ hands wiping off bloody equipment.  In one scene, a 

soldier who is bleeding profusely from the neck weeps loudly.  Hawkeye (Donald 

Sutherland) stops the bleeding with his finger and then uses a long-handled metal clamp 

to stop the flow of blood from the severed artery.  The jarring image of the soldier laying 

there with the metal instrument hanging off his neck demonstrates the film’s unflinching 

representation of the military medical realities of war – realities which most war films do 

not attempt to capture.   

The film’s most significant revolt against hierarchical systems of authority – a 

revolt accomplished in the novel through the interlocking system of object projectiles – 

takes place through Altman’s penchant for using deep focus and ambient sound to create 

overlap, cacophony and contradiction.  The Swampmen’s first encounter with Frank 
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Burns (Robert Duvall) unleashes the full potential of this technique to undermine 

authoritative relationships and reveal dissent.  As the Korean houseboy Ho-Jon carefully 

reads a passage from the Bible, and Frank corrects his pronunciation of the English 

words, Hawkeye and Duke (Tom Skerritt) interrupt them with background noise.  

Moments later, Frank’s solitary prayers are captured in a deep focus shot in which we see 

the incredulous reactions of Hawkeye and Duke (Tom Skerritt) in the background, 

undermining the sanctimonious tone of his ministrations.  As Frank continues to pray, the 

surgeons begin to sing “Onward Christian Soldiers” to disrupt Frank’s prayer.  Outside 

the tent, a procession of soldiers and nurses take up the refrain.  Altman uses subjective 

sound to convey Frank’s anger; the sound of a jet accompanies a close-up of his face, 

alluding to the Swampmen’s nickname for him: “sky pilot.”  In the context of the 

Vietnam War, this usage of airplane sound and the term “sky pilot” is complex.  Ten 

years later in Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979), Robert Duvall plays a 

gung-ho airborne military commander who orders an entire Vietnamese village to be 

destroyed, killing countless civilians.  As a sky pilot, Frank Burns prays not for peace but 

for American military victory and the health of the American military commander, 

provoking the scorn of his tent mates.  In one scene, Trapper (Elliot Gould) overhears 

Frank as he wrongly blames a young corpsman for the death of a patient.  Frank’s 

Christianity allows him to rationalize his own failures and justify his hypocrisy.     

Periodically, the disembodied voice of an unnamed announcer makes ridiculous 

announcements over the PA, which lampoon military ineptitude, Christian hypocrisy, and 

the studio system.  For instance, one announcement asks all residents to remove all 
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personal decorations from their tents so that the camp can look “clean and orderly.”  

Another broadcast advises MASH personnel that a complete set of hymnals has been 

donated to the camp library.  Most often, such announcements bracket scenes that parody 

Frank Burns’ hypocrisy, and link Frank to the hawkish sentiments which have led to 

American involvement in the war.  The voice of the announcer also parodies war films 

which glorify the heroism of war, especially those of Zanuck’s 20th Century Fox studio, 

including When Willie Comes Marching Home (John Ford, 1950) and Halls of 

Montezuma (Lewis Milestone, 1950).  M*A*S*H was made at 20th Century Fox while 

two other less irreverent war films were also being made – Patton (Schaffner, 1970) and 

Tora! Tora! Tora! (Fleischer and Fukasaku, 1970).  As Altman explains on the sound 

commentary for the film, the P.A. announcements became a way to mock the circulars 

and memos sent by the studio, containing official studio information and instructions.   

Through figure behavior and movement, lighting and a range of allusions to other 

media texts, the role of Nurse Margaret Houlihan (Sally Kellerman) is enhanced from the 

bare sketch in the novel to a full-fledged bargaining chip in the negotiations between the 

Swampmen and Frank Burns.  When she descends from the helicopter which brings her 

to the camp, the low-angle shot emphasizes her legs, and reveals for a moment a set of 

garter belts that hold up her nylons.  Her repetitive saluting of others, even as she stands 

erect underneath the whirring helicopter blades, indicates an inappropriate formality.  Her 

penchant for saluting indicates how much she is out of touch with the culture of the 

MASH unit.  Her enjoyment of military discipline and her insensitivity to the needs of the 

medical personnel who work together in the operating tent marks her, along with Frank 
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Burns, as a total hypocrite.  She is immediately critical of the nurses in the operating tent, 

and articulates many of Frank Burns’ complaints during a conversation with Hawkeye.  

This begins a pattern in which Margaret Houlihan repeats the words of men in the film.  

Although she prefaces each of her complaints about the operating tent team with the 

qualifier, “I have observed that,” we know that each of these complaints directs blame for 

Frank Burns’ many failings onto the rest of the medical team.   

During the conversation between Hawkeye and Margaret, an allusion to a 

historical song demonstrates how Margaret’s criticisms of others reveal her own 

standoffishness and hypocrisy.  As Hawkeye begins to defend the operating tent nurses 

from Margaret’s censure, we see a flashback to a scene in which the operating room 

lights go out and the nurses keep their cool by singing the World War II hit song, “When 

the lights go out all over the world.”  Originally written by Eddie Seller, Sol Marcus, and 

Bennie Benjamin, this song became a #1 hit in 1943, and a describes the blacking out of 

lights during a bombing raid: 

When the lights go on again all over the world 
And the boys are home again all over the world 
And rain or snow is all that may fall from the skies above 
A kiss won't mean "goodbye" but "Hello to love." 
 
When the lights go on again all over the world 
And the ships will sail again all over the world 
Then we'll have time for things like wedding rings and free hearts will sing 
When the lights go on again all over the world.  (Halsall) 
 

As they hover over wounded patients with flashlights, the nurses’ song helps everyone in 

the operating tent to remain calm and continue treating soldiers until the lights come back 

on.  Hawkeye argues that Frank utterly lacks this ability to work as part of the operating 
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tent team:  “Frank Burns does not know his way around an operating theater.  He does 

not know his way around a body.  And if you will have observed anything, you will have 

observed that Major Frank Burns is an idiot.”  This need to “know your way around” 

implies a certain intuitive understanding of the informal tone of the operating room, and 

sensitivity to the unspoken rules of the MASH unit which are gendered and political.  

Houlihan’s defense of Frank Burns is delivered with a certain high-minded zeal 

underscored by the lighting, which emphasizes her light skin and blonde hair, and makes 

them glow more brightly than anything else in the mess tent.  Margaret comes to stand 

for the particular convergence of Christian and military rhetoric that the Swampmen 

despise, and they set about to sexually conquer and thereby control her. 

The men work together to accomplish Margaret’s humiliation through aural and 

visual surveillance – a surveillance that allows the spectator to join the Swampmen as 

they make Margaret’s body the object of the camp’s humor.  For instance, in a zoom shot 

which moves through a plastic tent window, we see Frank Burns’ desire for Margaret as 

she types out a letter of complaint to the general about the MASH unit’s disregard of 

military regulations.  Her voice amplifies his unspoken desires and broadcasts his 

utterances.  For instance, she says out loud as she types, “This letter has been written in 

the interest of…” and Frank supplies the missing phrase, “army morale,” which she then 

repeats as she types it.  As she kisses him, her jacket rides up unattractively, exposing a 

roll of fat which bulges over the tight waistband of her uniform.  She replies: “As soon as 

we mail this letter, the sooner we can turn this into a tight military outfit.”  Here her own 

body manifests the unattractiveness of military regulation; if this is what a “tight military 
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outfit” fits like, we want no part of it.  They justify their sexual interlude, begun in a 

hypocritical quest for military efficiency, by invoking religious platitudes.  He tells her, 

“it isn’t just chance, I’m sure of that.  God meant us to find each other.”  She rejoins, 

“His will be done.  Oh, Frank.”  By sneaking a microphone into their tent, however, the 

Swampmen have made Margaret and Frank’s groans and intimate exchanges a 

soundtrack of their own.  Reaction shots of the listeners in the camp reveal their private 

delight in Margaret’s voice: “Oh, Frank.  Oh, Frank, my lips are hot.  Oh Frank, kiss my 

lips.”  Margaret and Frank realize that they are being listened to when they hear their own 

voices start to echo.    

Commenting upon this surveillance, an allusion to the song “My Blue Heaven” 

compares Margaret Houlihan to Betty Grable, the most popular World War II pinup 

model, and an actress in the film My Blue Heaven (Koster 1950).  Once Margaret and 

Frank realize they have been had, the men replace the record that had been playing over 

the public address system on the turntable.  The Japanese male singer now finishes up the 

familiar melody with the recognizable refrain, “My Blue Heaven.”  This jazz standard, 

originally written by George Whiting and Walter Donaldson in 1927, is the title song to 

the 1950 Betty Grable film My Blue Heaven, in which Molly and Jack Moran (Grable 

and Dailey) are a pair of highly successful radio stars (Billman 129).  Houlihan is also 

somewhat of a successful – albeit unwilling – radio star in this scene of the film.  By 

comparing her to Betty Grable through this musical allusion, Altman also foregrounds 

Margaret’s status in the camp as a kind of pin-up girl.  A star in films such as A Yank in 

the R.A.F. (1941), Pin Up Girl (1944), and Mother Wore Tights (1947), Grable’s image, 
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particularly one in which she stood with her back to the camera dressed in a white 

bathing suit became “the visual image of World War II,” millions of copies pinned up on 

the walls of American servicemen stationed overseas (13).   

By alluding to the Betty Grable film My Blue Heaven, Altman also draws 

attention to Grable’s own difficulties working within the 20th Century Fox Studio, a 

perennial target of parody for Altman in M*A*S*H. Grable becomes an instrument 

through which to poke fun in particular at Darryl Zanuck, the 20th Century Fox head who 

nearly forced Altman to re-edit his entire picture.  Unlike Altman, Grable remained under 

contract to 20th Century Fox studios for most of her career, even though the studio did not 

always look out for her interests.  For instance, 20th Century Fox refused to release a 

Grable recording of her immensely popular hit songs, instead allowing male singers to 

record her most popular songs for a hefty fee (18).  Despite her loyalty to Darryl Zanuck, 

she often disagreed with casting decisions made by the studio, and upon refusing a 

number of roles she felt would be deleterious to her career, she was repeatedly suspended 

from working in the studio in the early 1950s (19).  After being overshadowed by the 

younger Marilyn Monroe, who consciously mimicked Grable’s style, Grable “tore up her 

contract in front of Darryl Zanuck” to protest his lack of appreciation for the fortune she 

had made the studio and the loyalty she had demonstrated over the years (21).  Through 

the allusion to My Blue Heaven, Altman calls attention to the exploitative nature of the 

studios, which he attempted to circumvent through establishing his own independent 

studio, Lion’s Gate Films. 



230 

 

After Frank is driven mad and sent stateside in a straightjacket, Margaret is 

incorporated into the male group through visual surveillance, humiliation, and sexual 

conquest.  The male doctors wonder if Margaret is a real blonde, and determine that the 

only way to find this out is to see her naked.  By comparing the scene of her disrobing to 

that of The Painless Pole, one can see clearly the full extent of her humiliation.  The 

Painless Pole’s disrobing is not shown; we never see his body, only the silhouette of his 

erect penis underneath the blanket.  This penis is a source of delight and astonishment to 

a sexually-frustrated nurse who uses it as an instrument to satisfy her sexual tensions, 

accompanied by a musical crescendo of the M*A*S*H theme.   By contrast, the scene in 

which Houlihan is disrobed is marked by no sounds except for her singing in the shower, 

a military-type refrain, “Fight! Fight! Fight!”  As the men cut the ropes holding up the 

shower tent, they loudly clap and jeer as she sprawls out on the floor of the shower and 

attempts to cover her body with a towel.  Moments later, she threatens, in a voice strained 

to the breaking point: “This isn’t a hospital, it’s an insane asylum.  And it’s your fault 

because you don’t do anything to discourage them.”  Col. Blake, in bed with a nurse, 

angrily retorts: “Goddamn it Hotlips, resign your commission.”  In this way, Houlihan’s 

voice, initially so composed, is reduced to an infant’s cry, and she has lost her former 

composure and dignity.  General Hammond later echoes Blake’s dismissive tone when he 

concludes, “Screw her.” 

Indeed, all that is left to complete Margaret’s humiliation is to sexually initiate her 

into the male group, a task to which the Swampmen busily apply themselves.  As she 

sneaks out of the Swamp after having sex with Duke, the remaining Swampmen again 
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jeer and clap.  After this sexual humiliation the Swampmen mobilize her voice – along 

with the voices of the other nurses – to cheer along as they play a football game.  Their 

cheerleading refrains – Margaret leads the pack with the loudest voice – emphasize their 

misunderstanding of the elements at play in the game.  For instance, when the MASH 

4077 team drugs the other team’s best player so that he cannot continue, they yell 

exuberantly, “He’s hurt, he’s hurt, he’s leaving the game.”  At another point, when the 

pistol goes off marking the end of the quarter, Margaret yells, “My God, they’ve shot 

him,’ insinuating that the other team has shot the African-American surgeon 

Spearchucker in order to win.  Later, Margaret looks on approvingly as the team counts 

the money it has won using its questionable tactics signifying her final abandonment of 

her former notions of military efficiency.  Margaret has been integrated into the MASH 

unit in a way that foreshadows but does not fully predict her character development in the 

television series. 

 

“Married to the Army”: Margaret Houlihan’s Network Television Feminism  

At the opening of season one of M*A*S*H begins, helicopters arrive at the 4077 

MASH unit carrying wounded soldiers, and two surgeons stop their golf game to treat 

these men.  The trademark shots and images are set into motion which are later reworked 

into M*A*S*H’s easily recognizable sequence of title credits.  In one prominent close-up 

shot, Hawkeye (Alan Alda), wearing his blue and white Hawaiian shirt, peers at a 

wounded patient, assessing his wounds.  In deep focus we can also see, in the upper left 

of the frame, the face of the nurse who also looks at the soldier with concern.  When this 
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sequence is reworked into the familiar musical theme of M*A*S*H, the editors have cut 

out the image of the nurse and narrowed the scope of the frame to focus the viewer’s 

attention on Hawkeye’s medical compassion.  The series as a whole cuts out the nurse 

from the medical business of the 4077 MASH unit, redirecting the development of Nurse 

Margaret Houlihan’s character into a story of feminist reawakening that barely 

acknowledges the gender construction of wartime politics.  As her character develops 

over the course of the series, her character is doubled with male characters who express 

different political positions in relation to the foreign body of the Korean enemy.  With 

rare exceptions, Houlihan is kept isolated from the foreign body, and these doctors are the 

characters who assist – or abhor – the Koreans.  Houlihan’s “white” feminism is political 

only in the narrowest sense, and any critique of the military is made implicit.   

The M*A*S*H television program quickly establishes the two “home spaces” 

within the MASH unit: Hawkeye and Trapper’s tent, named “The Swamp,” and 

Margaret’s tent.  While the swamp is an unkempt space in which Hawkeye and Trapper 

(Wayne Rodgers) freely indulge in gin martinis and as in the novel and film, loudly 

express their freethinking, anti-military, anti-war point of view.  Frank Burns, who 

resides in the swamp, remains an outsider there, and often seeks refuge in the tent of his 

lover, Margaret Houlihan.  In her tent, which is meticulously arranged and in which she 

always seems to be coloring the roots of her hair, Margaret and Frank share a semblance 

of a domestic arrangement.  Margaret’s tent is a place where Frank can openly voice his 

particularly obnoxious brand of cold war conservatism and hypocritical Christianity.  

Ever-impressed with Frank’s percipience, Margaret offers emotional support and sexual 
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comfort.  In the process, she becomes a receptacle for Frank’s particular brand of cold 

war ideology.  Although they believe themselves to be religious people, they commit 

adultery and condemn the humanitarian and liberal values of Hawkeye and Trapper.  

Repeatedly in the program Frank express suspicion and hatred for Korean civilians and 

soldiers, describing them as “commies” and refusing them medical treatment.  In this 

sense, Frank not only makes manifest Margaret’s cold war ideology and religious 

hypocrisy, but mouths her racist views – views that she never expresses herself but with 

which she does not disagree. 

Frank’s economic and psychological exploitation of Margaret reveals the 

patriarchal underpinnings of his brand of cold war militarism.  By the end of the first 

season, tensions weaken the relationship between the “King Kong and Fay Wray of the 

4077th” (Episode 18).  For instance, in one scene Margaret uncharacteristically asks 

Frank, “What am I worth to you in cold hard reality?” and asks him if he will ever 

divorce his wife to marry her.  Frank responds, “How would that look to our minister?  

He lives right up the street from us.”  With this answer, Margaret begins to recognize that 

Frank’s militaristic and religious values are rife with hypocrisy, and that her tent is but a 

way station on Frank’s way back to his wife and children.  However, these satiric barbs 

are bracketed by many other scenes in which Margaret threatens to take her complaints 

about the way Frank is treated by the Swampmen up the military chain of command.  At 

one point Col. Henry Blake complains:  “Twenty thousand miles from home and I’m still 

aggravated by a woman.  Sometimes I think my wife operates Major Houlihan by remote 

control.”  Such sexist humor casts Margaret as an automaton whose demands upon the 
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surgeons remind them of their wives demands that they live according to rules which 

seem fixed yet arbitrary.   And yet, unexpectedly she will morph yet again into a 

competent nurse who can impress the surgeons with her medical knowledge.  For 

instance, in one scene she helps Hawkeye to save a patient by helping to locate a hidden 

piece of shrapnel, co-opting a role typically reserved for the other male surgeons: 

extracting the foreign body from the patient.   

As her character is further developed, Margaret continues this oscillation between 

being Frank’s admiring lover and his worst critic.  Through her oscillation, the series 

develops its critique of cold war conservatism while also positioning Margaret as an 

uncanny automaton who reverts to her default position of admiration for Frank no matter 

what has transpired the episode before.  In the moments of her greatest disenchantment, 

she turns to Hawkeye and Trapper for support and friendship; even after such episodes, 

however, Margaret continues to act as Frank’s greatest supporter in the camp.  Margaret 

emerges as the central character of one-third of the season’s episodes which dramatize 

the conflict caused by her frequent swings between the political wings of the camp.  For 

instance, when Frank, left temporarily in charge of the MASH unit, removes the gin still 

from the swamp, she shares her alcohol with Hawkeye and Trapper, laughing at Frank’s 

outrage (Episode 9).  In another episode, she becomes afraid during a bombing raid and 

Trapper consoles her.  An editing cut leaves it up to the viewer to construe whether they 

have sexual relations or not (Episode 15).  Near the end of the season, Margaret reveals 

more about her personal history, acknowledging that she is a product of the military 

values that she seems to share with Frank:    
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[Y]ou’re a married man. It’s practically monogrammed on your shorts. And I 
know you can’t leave your wife on account of the children. That, and the fact that 
everything is in her name. Well, I’m a married man too, Frank.  Married to the 
army. I don’t want the future you offer – meeting behind garbage cans and behind 
laundry trucks. When the war’s over – and nothing good lasts forever – you’ll go 
home, home to your wife’s bony arms.  I’ll still be in the service.  I’m an army 
brat, frank.  My father was a colonel and my mother was a nurse, and I was 
conceived on maneuvers.  The army’s in my blood.  I need its discipline, its 
traditions. I thrill to the sight of a precise parade. I could faint from looking down 
at my own brass.  That’s why I volunteered, Frank – to serve the army I love.  
(Episode 19) 
 

This comic monologue begins to differentiate Margaret’s “army brat” background from 

Frank’s hypocritical cold war conservatism, and allows the viewer to understand her 

military bearing as an expression of pride in a family tradition.  This monologue along 

with her fearless conduct as a nurse under fire further distances her from Frank’s cold 

war militarism.  Her courage brings her closer to the Swampmen, and Hawkeye tells her, 

after a particularly trying medical excursion behind enemy lines, “You are my favorite 

officer in the whole US army.”   

Margaret’s ambivalence and her swings between the different political wings of 

the camp mark the beginning of her transition from Frank’s cold-war hawkishness to 

Hawkeye’s liberal anti-war stance.  As she once accepted and to some degree came to 

represent Frank’s values, she also becomes more accepting and representative of the 

liberal humanitarianism of Hawkeye.  In season four, Margaret learns that, despite 

Frank’s amorous professions, he plans to disenfranchise her in many ways.  When Frank 

acquires hemorrhagic fever, she learns from his will that he has left his material 

possessions to his wife and children (Episode 12).  She hears him deny her existence 

while on the telephone, and when she confronts him about it he explains, “Margaret.  The 
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car and the house are in her [his wife’s] name” (Episode 14).  In season five Margaret 

suddenly breaks it off with Frank to marry a West Point officer she met while on leave 

(Episode 2).  Once she has found Donald, she becomes contemptuous of Frank’s 

expectation that they will “both cheat” and thereby continue their sexual relationship.  

Her relationship with Hawkeye deepens and on one occasion she confides to him that all 

she wants from others is “Simple respect.  I will settle for nothing less” (Episode 19).  As 

part of her movement toward Hawkeye’s liberal informality and rule-bending, she works 

to establish a relationship with her nurses that is more like the relationship between the 

surgeons in the swamp and Col. Potter – a flexible relationship in which rules are 

sometimes bent for the sake of human need (Season 6, Episode 5).  And, as her marriage 

begins to fail, she comes to regard the MASH surgeons as her true family.  As Hawkeye 

and B.J. assure her: “We’re all you’ve got.  [W]e care.”    

As she becomes closer to Hawkeye, she takes on more and more of his character’s 

qualities and abandons her former emotional reserve.  However, although she begins to 

function as Hawkeye’s uncanny double, the series carefully keeps her away from the 

Korean foreign body, which the Anglo surgeons treat.  Thus she is associated with 

Hawkeye’s medical humanism without actually having to medically treat any Korean or 

Chinese soldiers.  For instance, in one episode she begins to cry uncontrollably at the 

news that a puppy has been run over in the camp.  As Hawkeye holds her she tells him, 

“I’ve got people dying all around me.  You think I get upset about a little dog getting run 

over?” Nevertheless she admits that, “This place gets to everybody.  Sooner or later you 

can’t help but let it out.”  Although she can cry for a dead puppy, she seems incapable of 
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expressing any emotion for the plight of Korean civilians and troops.  Lost with Hawkeye 

behind enemy lines, they take refuge in an abandoned Korean residence.  Caught without 

food and supplies in a bombing raid, Margaret confides, “I don’t like the war, you know. 

[I] don’t like the destruction, the stupidity, and the waste.”  And yet, it is Hawkeye who – 

against her will – leaves the house with his medical bag to treat a North Korean soldier 

who lies just outside the hut.  After discovering that the North Korean soldier is dead, 

Hawkeye returns to the house where he and Margaret make love.  While Margaret made 

love with Frank Burns within her tent and their relationship became a domestic 

arrangement, Margaret’s lovemaking with Hawkeye takes place behind enemy lines.  In 

the series, Hawkeye is represented as a compassionate and concerned humanitarian who 

is always willing to bend military regulations to treat the foreign body of the enemy 

soldier.  Margaret and Hawkeye make love inside a home behind enemy lines, with the 

body of the dead Korean lying outside the home as a prop that demonstrates Hawkeye’s 

liberal social consciousness.  However, after this sexual initiation she learns that her 

traditional femininity – for instance, she fusses over breakfast and begins to plan their 

future together – does not meet Hawkeye’s needs.  As he tells her, “I liked you better 

when we weren’t getting along” (Episode 13).  They agree to remain friends. 

However, once initiated into the male group, Margaret undergoes a feminist 

transformation in which she begins to question her own need to get married.  As she says, 

“I feel like a new woman.  It’s all coming back – the spirit, the confidence” (Episode 2).  

Like Hawkeye, who over the eleven seasons of the program never has a serious 

relationship that lasts more than one episode, Margaret begins to feel complete without a 
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serious romantic relationship.  Rather than critiquing the Swampmen for their lack of 

military discipline, she praises them in one episode:  “Well you understand I’m regular 

army.  Most of them are not.  They’re a terrible unruly and undisciplined bunch, and I 

thank god for each and every one of them when the casualties roll in” (Episode 4).  She 

adds, “The people here at MASH, they’re like family.  No, they are family” (Episode 5).  

Incorporated into the liberal military family group, she is “liberated” from the need to 

seek another man with whom she can bond.  As she tells one would-be suitor, “Now that 

I’ve found a little freedom, I want to stay free” (Episode 9).  While in the earlier years of 

the program, Hawkeye dated nurses one after another with little regard for the future, in 

season seven Margaret criticizes his sexism and he himself is able to have something of a 

feminist epiphany through Margaret’s friendship.  In one episode she criticizes Hawkeye: 

“You’ve got a yardstick that’s three letters high – SEX – and you measure every woman 

in the camp by it” (Episode 17).  Whereas previously in the show, Margaret’s suggestions 

were typically ignored, here Hawkeye concludes that Margaret is correct and attempts to 

change.   

Margaret’s feminism also leads her to become aware of the oppressive aspects of 

military life, aligning her even further with Hawkeye’s dislike of military hierarchy.  For 

instance, now that she is no longer willing to sleep with military generals, she learns that 

it is not easy for a woman to be recognized for her talent in the army.  One general offers 

to promote her if she will have sexual relations with him: “You know how the game is 

played.  You’ll rub my back and I’ll rub yours.”  She replies, “I’m not a pushover 

anymore.  Get yourself another clay pigeon” (Season 7, Episode 20).  In another episode, 
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she is targeted by a visiting congressional aide as a “communist” until the MASH 

surgeons stand up for her (Episode 2).  The surgeons help her to lure him into her tent 

while potentially compromising photographs are taken – photographs she threatens to 

send to his wife (Episode 2).  In this way the pranks that were once directed at Margaret 

are now conducted on her behalf.   

No other man besides Hawkeye can provide the personal recognition and respect 

that he does; consequently, Margaret’s feminism also leads her to reject other would-be 

suitors and her former dreams of middle-class success.  Attempting to appeal to one 

would-be lover, she dons one of Corporal Klinger’s pink dresses only to realize that it 

represents to her a certain version of normative femininity.  “I dress myself up in this 

costume for you,” she explains, “and – and all you want is more.  No recognition that I’ve 

done anything special to please you.  You take it for granted that everything you want is 

yours.  What about what I want?”  Realizing that she is no longer willing to play such a 

deferential role within a romantic relationship, she lets him go, but expresses her regret 

that her old ideas about what she needed from a man can no longer suffice: “I think I’m 

gonna miss you more than you know.  Cooking eggs and playing house would make for a 

fine afternoon.  And a couple of months ago, that would have been enough.  But now I 

want more out of my life than an afternoon.”  This domestic imagery illustrates how, for 

Margaret, feminism has made the home and the traditional homemaker’s role appear to 

be uncanny.  This belief is also reflected in Hawkeye’s fear of marriage and domestic 

arrangements.  These fears are also dramatized by a dream Margaret has in which she 
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sees herself in a wedding gown, “married” to large numbers of injured soldiers who lie on 

her bed (Episode 22). 

Margaret’s reworking of her relationship with her father from a negative into a 

positive relationship represents an additional way in which her feminist evolution makes 

her more like Hawkeye, who has a good relationship with his father.  In season nine, her 

father, a military general, visits her at the MASH camp, and she attempts to win his 

affection.  While in the operating room, Margaret is so nervous about making a suitable 

impression that she knocks over a tray and her father leaves.  When she fusses over her 

him, he seems distant and claims to be “a little bit tired.”  Margaret confides in Potter, 

who is a father-figure to her within the MASH unit: “He’s such a wonderful man, and 

I’ve just been disappointing him my whole life.”  Potter tries to get her father to see how 

great she is, and before her father leaves he tells Margaret, “I may not have said it often 

enough, but I am proud of you” (Episode 4).  In addition to restoring her relationship with 

her father, she also gains independence from his judgment, again reflecting Hawkeye’s 

suspicion of military values.  For instance, in the final episode of M*A*S*H, she 

ultimately turns down her father’s suggestions that she accept career-building positions 

overseas, and finally decides to follow her own wishes: to return to the United States and 

to work as a nurse in a hospital there.  In doing so she again functions as Hawkeye’s 

double.  As they share one final long kiss goodbye, they both will go back to the United 

States and practice medicine. 

In conclusion, the story of MASH – through novel, film and television program – 

draws upon a number of different aesthetic strategies to manage the uncanny of war.  
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While the novel puts the figure of Nurse Margaret Houlihan into play as one of a series of 

uncanny objects such as golf balls, footballs, and olives that mediates between teams of 

games that metaphorically come to represent the war.  These objects, which often are 

signifiers from back in the United States, also bridge the heimlich home front and the 

unheimlich war zone – and reverse those terms so that the home front is made strange and 

the war zone is shown to be like a home.  In the film version of MASH, surveillance of 

the nurse figure in the spaces of Margaret Houlihan’s tent and the space of the shower 

renders those spaces unheimlich and positions Margaret as a foreign body caught in the 

“mermaid trap” set by the Swampmen in the novel.  At the same time, Altman’s use of 

Korean War-era military medicine becomes a way to wield the repressed wounds of “the 

forgotten war” as a way to inspire opposition to the Vietnam War.   Finally, within the 

television series Margaret’s character is developed so that she is doubled with a cold war 

conservative, and then, an anti-war liberal.  Her transition between these roles is yet 

another way in which, in M*A*S*H, Margaret becomes a transitional object through 

which cold war conservativism, itself defamiliarized and rendered uncanny by a new 

liberal context, is rejected in favor of a “white” form of feminism kept away from the 

foreign body of the Korean national. 

 

“Gene and Katie, May 1968”: Lynda Van Devanter’s Home Before Morning

Published in 1983 (the year of M*A*S*H’s final episode), the nursing memoir 

Home Before Morning tries to free the nurse figure from her imprisonment within the 

“mermaid trap” set by the Swampmen in M*A*S*H. To distinguish herself from Nurse 
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Margaret Houlihan, Van Devanter reworks specific images and themes from the 

M*A*S*H film and television series in order to subvert their meaning.  To represent the 

complexity of the narrator’s Vietnam experience, Van Devanter combines allusions to 

M*A*S*H and other media texts, with letters from home, operating room reports, travel 

narratives, and the witty and forceful use of dialogue.  Through these techniques, she 

traces the importance of notions of the homelike and foreign in the narrator’s perception 

of the war and her changing relationships to the culture of Vietnam.  In this process she – 

like World War I nurses Mary Borden and Ellen La Motte – makes her home-at-war and 

must cope with the continual rush of patients that fill the tents of the 71st Evacuation 

hospital, a MASH-type facility.  While working in the hospital she struggles to emerge 

from a surreal sense of trauma.  Later on, she makes the difficult transition back to the 

States, where the Vietnam War becomes a painful memory that she chooses to try and 

forget about.  Yet, as she shows, the repressed memory of the war is triggered by 

seemingly innocuous elements of daily living, and through PTSD this buried history 

erupts with the force of the uncanny. 

At the beginning of the memoir, Van Devanter is indeed “home before morning,” 

unable to sleep at 3 a.m., and faced with the reality that she has lost her husband and her 

home.  She realizes that Vietnam veterans “must face the realization that we are alone, 

that ours is a solitary pain, to be felt in hundreds of 3 a.m.’s when those around us are 

sleeping peacefully” (3).  Home, once a refuge, has become a place where acknowledging 

her Vietnam experience makes others uncomfortable (3).  Her parents’ home is full of 

happy family memories, and she was inspired there to emulate the political ideals shared 
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by her father and John F. Kennedy (25).  And yet, on her way to nursing school, she is so 

overjoyed to be away from her family that she cannot sleep.  In Home Before Morning,

the 3 a.m. hour is often a time in which Van Devanter is haunted by memories of a home 

that has been lost and cannot be recaptured. 

When nursing school is nearly completed, she enlists as a Vietnam nurse because: 

“if our boys were being blown apart, then somebody better be over there putting them 

back together again” (47).  This prospect of reconstructing the bodies of wounded 

soldiers, or bringing them back from the dead, appeals to Van Devanter as an alternative 

to the middle-class goals of her friends in nursing school, who want to “Find a decent job, 

get married, and have a house full of kids” (47).  In this way Van Devanter’s desire to 

enlist expresses an incipient feminism that seeks an alternative to her family’s notion of 

home and women’s place in the home.  Instead of getting married and having children, 

Van Devanter wishes to escape these pressures, and on the drive to basic training 

fantasizes that by enlisting she will become a “world traveler” (50).   

These illusions of glamorous world travel are shattered on the plane trip to 

Vietnam, when Van Devanter’s seatmate explains how, after an initial tour of duty, he 

returned home only to find that “there ain’t nothing back in the good old U.S. of A. for 

me.  [Y]ou’ll see for yourself, if you don’t go home in a body bag” (83).  He tells her 

that, “when I went back home, all I could think about was ’Nam.  After a while, the place 

gets to you, and then all that bullshit back in the world don’t mean nothin’” (73).  The 

words of this veteran foreshadow Van Devanter’s future experiences.  However, on the 

plane going to Vietnam she is still capable of feeling nostalgia for what will prove to be 
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an anachronistic concept of home – a nostalgia which already comes under fire.  The 

plane is shot at in Vietnamese air space and must take evasive action: “every idealistic 

thought I had ever had was gone.  To hell with ‘Ask not …’ and all those other high-

sounding phrases.  [I]’d had enough of this grand adventure.  I wanted to go home” (84).  

When she arrives at Long Binh, she “began to learn that the picture of war painted by my 

recruiter was quite a bit different from the reality” (84).   

Van Devanter is assigned to the 71st Evacuation Hospital, a MASH-type facility 

in Pleiku Province close to the Cambodian border, and many of the scenes depicting her 

work there subvert specific themes and scenes from the M*A*S*H film and television 

program.  For instance, in M*A*S*H, the nurses are most often shown handing the 

doctors their surgical tools, never using those tools themselves as surgical assistants.  

However, Van Devanter learns immediately that Vietnam nurses are expected to be able 

to serve as assistant surgeons, helping to “cut” patients (92).  One of the doctors trains her 

to this level of proficiency, and she realizes that she must unlearn much of what she 

learned in nursing school (91).  One surgeon, Carl Adams, is much like Hawkeye in the 

M*A*S*H television series, with dark hair, a roguish sense of humor, and a reputation as 

a “Miracle Man” who saves lives in the operating room.  With a penchant for quoting 

Napoleon, Lincoln, and Shakespeare, it hurts him deeply “to spend time sewing kids back 

together when he thought the reasons for them being blown apart were so foolish” (95).  

Like Nurse Margaret Houlihan, Van Devanter becomes involved with Carl – but in an 

ongoing relationship that ends when Carl leaves to return to the United States.  Like 

Hawkeye in the M*A*S*H television program, Van Devanter often writes to her parents 
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– but unlike his honest and funny letters, hers struggle to translate her Vietnam 

experience into terms that her parents can understand.  She adopts a cheerful tone 

designed to disguise her despair. 

As in M*A*S*H, the “hooches” have nicknames such as “The Swamp,” and Van 

Devanter’s shared hut is named “FUB-1” (Fucking Unbelievable Broads) (97). “The 

Bastille,” the hut of two wisecracking surgeons at the 71st Evacuation Hospital, serves – 

like “The Swamp” on the M*A*S*H television program – as a gathering place for the 

doctors and nurses.  However, while in the M*A*S*H television program the medical 

personnel take cover during rocket attacks, at the 71st the doctors and nurses are so used 

to rocket attacks that it doesn’t even disrupt their party.  They continue to dance as loud 

bombs explode outside, imparting a “surreal quality” to the festivities (100).  This 

uncanny sensation is only enhanced when Van Devanter returns to “FUB-1” and finds 

her bed shattered by one of the bombs.  She realizes that she “could have died” if she had 

returned to her hooch to get away from the carnivalesque atmosphere of the raucous party 

(101). This surreal quality is only magnified by her first exposure to a rush in the 

operating room.  As in many episodes of the M*A*S*H television series, the rush 

comprises a three-day nonstop deluge of injuries of all kinds.  However, Van Devanter is 

not bound by the censorship faced by the M*A*S*H television writers, and her imagery 

is much more graphic.  She is shocked when she finds that a soldier’s leg has been 

severed at the knee.  She is trapped in a state of cognitive dissonance, unsure what to do 

with the leg until someone advises her to “throw it in the trash” (107).  She sends it to the 

pathology lab instead, still in denial about this object that confounds her notions of the 
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boundary between life and death.  In another instance of her cognitive confusion, she 

assists with an operation on a soldier with a stomach wound, and must help the surgeon 

extract food infested with worms which has splattered throughout the chest cavity.  Carl 

advises her, “’Sometimes it’s easier […] if you tell yourself they’re not people you’re 

working on, but merely bodies.  We’re not in a hospital, Van.  This is a factory.  If you 

look at it any other way while you’re working, you might make yourself crazy” (108).  

This outlook allows Carl, like M*A*S*H’s Hawkeye, “to assess the situation in a cool, 

calm manner, starting to make order out of a mess almost immediately” (109).   

Looking at the patients as “merely bodies” allows the medical personnel to remain 

unemotional and functional in the midst of so many severe wounds.  Like Hawkeye in 

M*A*S*H, Carl relies on his “instincts” in a crisis to intuitively locate hidden fragments 

within the bodies of wounded soldiers (108).  Van Devanter flatly narrates the injuries of 

soldiers treated in the operating room and alternates these passages with witty operating 

room banter – not unlike that shared in the M*A*S*H operating tent.  In this witty banter, 

she and Carl flirt with each other, telling stories and jokes that make the long hours pass 

more quickly.  In one example, they call napalm victims “crispy critters” as they care for 

traumatic burns that cause the soldiers unspeakable pain, fusing the clothing and the skin 

together (111).  At the end of the rush, Carl and Van Devanter, their clothes saturated 

with blood, sleep together: “two bodies covered with the blood of hundreds of young 

boys” (117).   

Van Devanter’s memoir traces her efforts to recreate the comforts of home as a 

way to psychologically manage the overwhelming realities of the war.  In the parlance of 
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Vietnam memoirs, she has left “the world” for Vietnam, which is conceived as an entirely 

separate planet and state of consciousness.  This separate planet is sometimes a homelike 

place and sometimes alien – and these two planes of awareness are often intertwined.  

Her affair with Carl “reminded us that we had our own little world away from the war, a 

world filled with peace, a world where flowers grew and children played and men recited 

poetry” (124).  And yet, Carl nicknames her “Annabel Lee” and recites the ending of the 

Edgar Allen Poe poem in which the memory of the dead Annabel Lee will haunt the 

speaker of the poem.  Such a casual invocation of this gothic poem demonstrates the way 

in which their relationship exists in an altered state of time which is suffused by uncanny 

imagery of the home-at-war.   

The first moon landing, which becomes a symbol of the American presence in 

Vietnam, inspires anti-war sentiment in the camp but provokes only patriotic sentiments 

in the letters sent by Van Devanter parents.  As a media event the moon landing thereby 

becomes caught up in the memoir’s meditation on the complex meaning of “home” in 

relation to the representation of the political occupation of foreign places.  The medical 

personnel listen to the radio coverage of the first moon landing, for the first time feeling 

connected to “home” (124).  However, the day after the landing, the jubilation they feel 

gives way to the question, “If they can put a man on the moon, they why can’t they get us 

out of Vietnam?” (126). The landing initially inspires a feeling of solidarity with the 

American public, which is also watching the event in real time.  However, this imaginary 

connection with the American public also triggers feelings of anger.  Upset by the 

patriotic rhetoric of progress which accompanies the broadcast, the medical personnel 
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feel betrayed, as if they themselves have been abandoned on the moon.  Van Devanter 

uses the motif of the moon landing to position herself as a racial alien, stranded on 

another planet that is peopled with beings with whom she cannot communicate.   By 

contrast, in later years her father writes her a letter in which he describes the “feeling of 

ennui” that he felt while watching the moon landing – a feeling of exhaustion and 

hopelessness also shared by many viewers of the network news in relation to the ongoing 

depiction of the war.  To communicate this feeling of “ennui” he tells a joke that is 

borrowed from the M*A*S*H television program (128).  In this joke, a circus performer 

standing on his head on a 150 foot pole does tricks with both hands and legs, twirling 

horseshoes, juggling balls, and playing a clarinet solo.  While a young boy admires him, 

his uncle comments, “’A Bennie Goodman he ain’t’” (128).  Her father uses the joke to 

describe the many “wonderful things” that Americans take for granted (128).  However, 

Van Devanter’s inclusion of the anecdote strategically comments on her father’s 

understanding of the war in Vietnam.  In her view, the war is not a “wonderful thing,” 

although her parents still believe that the war was the only way to prevent the spread of 

communism in Southeast Asia.  Also, the joke’s reference to Benny Goodman, a World 

War II era clarinet player, also foregrounds the difference between “the Good War” and 

the War in Vietnam – though her father’s letters illustrate his conflating of the two 

conflicts. 

Reflexively, Van Devanter must admit that, despite her past civil rights activism, 

she has become a racist who fears and loathes the Vietnamese: “I saw the Vietnamese as 

nothing more than a group of thieves and murderers.  [R]ather than try to distinguish 
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between the friends and enemies, I learned to hate all of them” (156).  Just like Frank 

Burns of M*A*S*H, she objects to operating on wounded Vietnamese soldiers, and 

argues that the Vietnamese patients should only be treated after the Americans, regardless 

of the severity of their injuries (157).  Van Devanter’s racism is subtly offset by passages 

that work subtly to represent her inner conflicts about her attitude toward the Vietnamese 

people.  For instance, in one scene a wounded Montagnard woman has a baby with 

shrapnel in the heart, who dies on the operating table (159).  This “foreign body” is born 

wounded – he never has a chance, and Van Devanter’s flat reporter’s tone leaves out her 

own reaction to the incident.  Placed immediately after a letter from her father describing 

their home renovations, the wounded Montagnard baby’s death seems doubly unjust.  In 

the letters, she restrains herself from revealing her radical anti-war sentiments, and her 

awareness of the racism of the war.  Instead, she translates these complexities into 

realities which she knows will emotionally reach her parents:  the war’s impact on the 

white American soldier.  As she tells them, the war is “hurting our GIs, the people back 

home, and our image abroad” (161).  But the letters from her parents do not acknowledge 

that her words have affected them at all; instead they are continually obsessed with the 

minutia of home repair.   

Van Devanter’s use of the term “the world” to refer to life in the United States 

reveals the extent to which Vietnam, for Van Devanter, becomes an otherworldly place in 

which normal relations of time and human relationships are altered.  Van Devanter 

depicts this otherworldly state she has entered by alluding to a host of media images and 

celebrities which further strain her hold on reality and yet somehow seem to help her 
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describe her experiences.  For instance, the heavy monsoon rains are unlike anything she 

has ever witnessed, and turn the operating room into a scene from a horror film:  “We had 

cracks in the walls and floors of the OR.  The mud that poured down the hill would ooze 

through the cracks and mix with the blood in ways that were reminiscent of a fifties 

horror film” (180). She praises Martha Raye’s appearance and her admirable conduct 

during her performances for the troops, but laments her own lack of cosmetics and hair 

dye (182).  Like Margaret Houlihan, she must carefully color the roots of her hair, and 

when Martha Raye visits the camp, Van Devanter’s dark roots are visible, something 

about which she feels self-conscious.  The juxtaposition of the surrealistically perfect 

celebrities with the reality of women in war, who don’t even have sanitary napkins, much 

less cosmetics, is forcefully conveyed in this passage of Van Devanter’s narrative.  A 

network camera crew comes to record the medical unit’s Thanksgiving Day fast in 

opposition to the war, and she wonders what, if any, this news story will have on 

Americans (184-5).   

Unheimlich references to the horror of her work are counterbalanced by heimlich 

constructions of American home life.  As she assists a surgeon with experiments designed 

to produce a treatment for liver wounds, her morgue imagery seems to be lifted from a 

horror film: “We found hideously contorted faces, formless bags of disconnected torsos 

and limbs, and an overwhelming stench of death.  [O]nce, while walking to the table, I 

tripped over an arm and fell in between two cadavers that were already starting to 

decompose” (189).  After she runs out of the morgue, she receives a letter from her father 

in which he speaks about how peaceful it is in her old room in their family home.  He 
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makes a habit of sitting on her old bed and becoming lost in family memories – memories 

which are becoming inaccessible to Van Devanter, haunted by nightmares of wounded 

soldiers who had died on the operating table (191).  While working on one wounded 

soldier, a “bleeder” with a head injury, she is frightened by his appearance: “The lower 

portion of his jaw, teeth exposed, dangled from what was left of his face.  It dragged 

along the canvas litter and then swung in the air as he was moved […] His tongue hung 

hideously to the side with the rest of the bloody meat and exposed bone” (194).  At first, 

as she helps to pump blood into this soldier through multiple IV lines, “It was all another 

simple job where I could turn off my mind and try to forget that we were working on a 

person” (197).  This depersonalization becomes impossible when a snapshot falls out of 

his pocket, showing he and his prom date standing in front of a home that Van Devanter 

imagines belongs to her parents in a small American town.  Looking at the picture, Van 

Devanter fills in the narrative of their high school courtship, a narrative suggested by the 

caption of the picture: “Gene and Katie, May 1968” (197).  Her need to view the injured 

soldier as a depersonalized object is shattered by this evidence that “Gene” was a real 

person with a history like the one Van Devanter remembers from her own high school 

years: “This wasn’t merely another casualty, another piece of meat to throw on the table 

and try to sew back together again.  He had been real.  Gene. Someone who had gone to 

the prom in 1968 with his girlfriend, Katie” (198).  The death of Gene transforms her and 

she has a breakdown in which the bodies of all the wounded soldiers come to haunt her:  

“all I could see was Gene, the young bleeder we had lost a few nights earlier.  Gene and 

Katie, May 1968. Then, when his face was gone, I began seeing all of them – the double 
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and triple amputees, boys with brain injuries, belly wounds, and missing genitals.  I could 

see the morgue and hundreds of bodies strewn haphazardly” (201).  This new awareness 

of the personal histories of each of these men makes her feel the injustice of the world 

and she finally breaks through her reserve and writes her parents about the 

destructiveness of the war (203).  Her father, in a tape recorded letter, expresses his belief 

that she is “kind of getting into battle fatigue” and the letter includes recordings of the 

voices of all of her extended family who have gathered for Christmas.  Van Devanter is 

disturbed by what she regards as the insignificant news of their private lives, mixed with 

platitudes thanking her for her sacrifice.   

A variety of different excursions outside the base only strengthen her uncanny 

sense of disconnection from both Asian culture and American culture and her awareness 

that she no longer has a home.  For instance, she volunteers at a leper colony outside the 

67th Evac Hospital in Qui Nhon and realizes that the lepers live in unnecessary exile from 

their families.  The disease, to which most people are immune, frightens family members 

who shun the lepers and never come to visit.  Van Devanter finds a degree of personal 

peace at the leper colony.  She is inspired by those who choose to live well despite their 

family’s rejection.  She also volunteers with Medcaps (Medical Civil Action Patrols) – 

missions in which the medical staff travel to local villages to treat the injured and sick.  

However, it is not until after the war that she comes to view the people of Vietnam as 

individuals with personal histories as real as those of Gene, Katie, and her own.  During a 

vacation in Bangkok, Thailand, she finds herself in another kind of exile, as an American 

tourist unable to understand the culture except through the screens of her own judgments.  
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For instance, she observes the canal life of people who live and work on the waterways: 

“Most surprising was to find people in various stages of undress using the canal as their 

bathroom.  It was not unusual to see one man defecating in the water and, a few feet 

away, a woman washing her hair in that same water” (239).  Tourist shops proliferate 

along the sides of the canal: “Inside, each shop looked similar to millions of other tourist 

shops around the world” (239).  When visiting the Temple of Dawn on the Chao Phraya 

River, she invents a narrative of connection, as a substitute for her lack of feeling for 

Asian people: “The temple was a tribute to survival over adversity.  As I walked through 

it, I could appreciate the emotion that had gone into building the structure.  I identified 

closely with those men and women who had survived.  I, too, was a survivor” (240).  

However, as she will realize by the end of the memoir, such a fictional connection cannot 

remedy the lingering psychological effects of racial hatred in wartime.   

After she leaves Vietnam, she immediately realizes that she has become 

suspended between worlds, and is unable to acknowledge openly her Vietnam 

experiences because within American culture, the Vietnam War has been unhealthily 

repressed.   Even as she leaves the airport, her military uniform is spit on and derided by 

people in passing cars (247).  People often look through her as if she were invisible: 

“‘The look’ would start around the eyes, as if they were peering right through me.  Their 

faces would harden into stone.  I was a pariah, a nonperson so low that they believed they 

could squash me underfoot; I was as popular as a disease and as untouchable as a piece of 

shit” (248).  Van Devanter’s experiences in Vietnam disrupt her basic sense of identity, 

making it impossible for her to reintegrate into American life.  Her family censors her 



254 

 

when she talks about the war.  She packs up her slides of Vietnam and realizes that: 

“Vietnam would never be socially acceptable.  Not here, not anywhere in the world” 

(259).  She sits in her old room – where her father recorded the letters to her in Vietnam – 

and realizes that it is time to move on (261).  Like her parents, people who ask her what it 

was like in Vietnam want to hear the “surface travelogue material” (264).  The war has 

altered her sense of connection with American society: “Now it was hard to readapt to a 

world where people concerned themselves with meeting the mortgage, playing bridge 

with friends, and figuring out what they were going to watch on television that night.  

There had to be more purpose than that in life” (275).   

Van Devanter’s feelings of being suspended between “the world” and her 

memories of Vietnam are described through the medical metaphor of dialysis.  

Hemodialysis – the management of the buildup of toxic wastes in the bodies of people 

with failed kidneys – becomes her medical specialty (295).  Her commitment to saving 

patients and her expertise with the recently-invented dialysis machine become means of 

distracting herself from the nightmares and flashbacks that make it impossible for her to 

continue on with her life.  Toxicity itself serves as a medical metaphor for her increasing 

depression: she feels “empty” (307) as if “there were things happening inside me that I 

didn’t understand” (303).  Her efforts to teach the patients how to take charge of their 

own treatment and learn more about the dialysis process are met with resistance and she 

is fired from her position (309), just as her efforts to understand her own state of mental 

health are stymied by a lack of knowledge about PTSD.  Just as the toxins build up in the 

livers of her patients, she is haunted by nightmares about Gene and Katie and the bodies 
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of soldiers killed in Vietnam.  Although at this point in the memoir Van Devanter is 

married and lives in her dream home:  “[T]he emptiness was still inside me.  It floated to 

the surface and I pushed it down” (326).  Working with hemodialysis patients is a way of 

managing the toxic memories which haunt her, but this work also triggers traumatic 

flashbacks of Vietnam.  For instance, after she treats one badly burned patient, she can 

smell napalm for days (329).   

Like the dialysis machine, which extracts the toxins from the blood of patients, 

literature, film, writing, and talking about her experiences cleanse Van Devanter of the 

nightmares and flashbacks.  She finds herself writing about Vietnam “almost against” her 

will, and goes to see the Jane Fonda film Coming Home seventeen times (338).  She 

becomes involved in making a documentary film about Vietnam entitled Coming Home, 

Again (341).  A PTSD counselor also casts the issue of PTSD in a metaphor of toxicity, 

asking her: “When are you going to learn that the emptiness won’t go away until you get 

the war out of your system?” (343, 350).  The metaphor of toxicity and dialysis exists 

alongside the language of the uncanny.  For instance, the PTSD counselor helps her to 

excise “a ghost that had haunted me for a decade” (350), and other veterans who also talk 

about freeing themselves from their “ghosts” (356).  Ultimately, though, she is healed by 

returning to Vietnam:  “going back to something that had been inside me for thirteen 

years, something nebulous, untouchable, unreal, but real all the same” (362).  Meeting 

and talking with Vietnamese people and seizing “the opportunity to see each other as 

humans” (371) helps her to move beyond the various metaphors that she uses to describe 
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the resurgence of the memory of the foreign body which has infiltrated her body and 

mind.   

 

“The Ghosts of My Past”: American Daughter Gone to War

At the opening of American Daughter Gone to War (1992), the 21-year-old 

Winnie Smith steps out of her Saigon apartment to walk to the Third Field Hospital, 

where she is an army nurse.  A passing jeep raises a cloud of dust that “sticks” to her skin 

and makes her look “a shade tanner” (13).  As she continues to walk to the hospital, her 

white uniform, nylons and nurse’s shoes become splattered with mud.  This anecdote, 

written by a blonde-haired blue-eyed nurse, of becoming covered with filth while just 

walking down the streets of Saigon is the starting point, packed with racial imagery, for 

this tale of her descent into Nam.  Like Home Before Morning, American Daughter Gone 

to War is a highly-crafted memoir, told in the present tense to render the immediacy of 

her ICU experiences caring for soldiers wounded in combat.  The memoir is inspired, in 

part, by Home Before Morning. When she reads that memoir fifteen years after her 

Vietnam service it triggers flashbacks and crying jags that ultimately make it possible for 

her to live with her own PTSD.  American Daughter Gone to War covers some of the 

same ground as Home Before Morning, but offers a much more complex portrait of 

colonialism in Vietnam, and how her nursing role positions her in between the 

Vietnamese “foreign body” and the body of the American soldier.  As she writes twenty 

years after coming back from the war, “I just can’t get the Nam out of my blood” (306).   
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Unlike Van Devanter, whose sense of home life was conventional and 

uncomplicated by difficulty, Winnie Smith writes about her family background with 

mixed emotion.  Her biological father, who served in the Navy during World War II, 

suffered from battle fatigue after being discharged from the army and abandoned her and 

her mother.  Her mother abandoned her to move to New York and remarry another World 

War II veteran who had lost his leg in the war, leaving her with Southern relatives until 

she was nine years old.  Smith’s very notion of family and home is intertwined with a 

sense that she has come from a “long line of warriors”; her stepfather manages an 

artificial limb shop and other relatives also went to war (20).  She is glad to enlist as an 

army nurse partly to escape the oppressive “red shingled house in New Jersey” where she 

hides in the bathroom to escape her mother’s ministrations (22).  For Smith, never at ease 

with her family, the prospect of home is fraught from the beginning with difficulty, and 

she hopes to discover a new notion of home and family in the army. 

 Though from the plane, Vietnam appears to be “an emerald land in azure waters,” 

once she enters the city of Saigon she is surrounded by images, sounds and smells that 

signal disorder and she initially recoils from this world.  The soldier who drives her in an 

army jeep through busy, chaotic streets which smell like excrement curses at Vietnamese 

children to get out of the way.  She notices a Vietnamese woman, dressed in the black 

pajamas that are rumored to be “Vietcong uniforms” who fixes her “cold glare” on the 

soldier: “When she sees me looking at her, she lowers her head, never missing a step” 

(48).  Smith never gets over this sense that the Vietnamese have something to hide; that 

all Vietnamese are secretly V.C.  However, she also romanticizes the sidewalks riddled 
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with muddy potholes and the smells and sounds of the street.  As she writes, “It’s a new 

world, fascinatingly different from anywhere I’ve been.  Yet, I realize, I feel more as if I 

belong here than I did in New Jersey” (50).   Having entered the military in part to travel 

(22), she dons civilian clothing and sneaks past the MPs into the heart of Saigon proper, 

marveling at the different levels of the city: “the physical European influence, the 

underlying awareness of a war, and the overwhelming Asian reality of people going 

about their business” (55).  To a much greater extent than Home Before Morning,

American Daughter Gone to War is filled with descriptions of Saigon and the cultural 

world that she has entered.  The detailed descriptions of Vietnam and the Vietnamese 

people read like a travelogue written by a young woman who is genuinely curious about 

the world.  And yet, in this war zone, she is also entering a world that she is not equipped 

to understand.  In one scene, when she refuses to allow a group of Vietnamese youth to 

shine her sandals, they become like “birds of prey” surrounding her and smearing black 

shoe polish all over her dress, legs, and feet (59).  Faced with the hatred of children, she 

writes, “I’ve got to go home, I think, retreat to the safety of fellow Americans” (59).  This 

is a turning point in the narrative, and it influences the way that she walks through Saigon 

on her way to work: “By now local Vietnamese are familiar to me, and I assume they 

recognize me as well.  Yet none ever looks me in the eye […] No one has explained that 

for the Vietnamese not meeting someone’s eyes is a sign of respect.  Where I come from 

it’s cause to distrust.  In war distrust breeds fear, and fear fans anger and contempt” (59).   

In the face of this unknown city, she realizes the folly of earlier fantasies that she 

could help the people of Vietnam (41): “I came with the hope of serving them in some 
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way, not just our soldiers.  Now I pray they will leave me alone” (60). And yet she is not 

at peace living in the midst of widespread social destruction and breakdown, much of it 

inflicted by Americans.  For instance, in the hospital ward she cares for Chopper, a baby 

who has been admitted with napalm burns.  As she explains, napalm is a gelatinous 

substance that sticks to the skin of the victim, burning deep and deeper.  When she asks, 

“’How could the VC do this to their own people?” she is told that the Vietnamese don’t 

use napalm – the Americans do (60).  Though she feels it would be futile to try and help 

the many destitute Vietnamese people she encounters in the streets of Saigon, their sheer 

for assistance haunts her.  In walking by one painfully thin ten-year old little boy who 

carries his baby brother on his hips, she refuses to give him money:  “I’ve been told not 

to give in, or he’ll never let me pass in peace.  I do as I’m told, but I never do pass in 

peace” (59).   The orphanage, where Smith volunteers on her day off, is filled with 

children whose families have been killed in the war by American bombing campaigns.  

One Amerasian orphan throws herself into Smith’s arms, and Smith is moved by “the 

loneliness and despair in her small body” (67). Smith takes a special interest in the girl, 

named Le Ly, fostering a relationship with her – a relationship which gradually tapers off 

as Smith struggles to reconcile her complex feelings about the Vietnamese with Le Ly’s 

needs.  At one point she realizes that she could adopt Le Ly, but is inexplicably reluctant 

to do so.  She wonders, “[W]hat should I do about Le Ly?  [W]hat will happen to her?  

What will happen to all of them?  Most are attached to one among us, but assuredly, most 

will not be adopted” (85).  After a long period of time when she becomes too busy to go 
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and visit Le Ly, she returns to the orphanage, but the girl runs away from the orphanage 

rather than speak to her (152).    

The fear and racism that she directs at the Vietnamese is shared by many of the 

American military personnel.  As she tells her boyfriend, she is frustrated “with engineers 

who can’t even unplug a bathtub drain, pedicab drivers and conniving street urchins who 

rip us off every chance they get, all the useless, ungrateful gooks who don’t like us, just 

our money” (81).  Even when she does try to reach out, as on her first day assigned to the 

ICU, the results often backfire.  When a six-year old Vietnamese girl who has been shot 

is brought to the ICU, she feels great sympathy for her (112).  However, the young 

woman rejects her help, averting her head and pushing her away (112).  The corpsman 

comments that they have no extra time to spend on any one patient, and that the girl was 

“probably tossing a grenade at our guys when she got shot” (115).  Struggling because 

her medical vows require her to treat all patients regardless of their political affiliations, 

she concludes, “I know he’s right.  I’m an army nurse, and my first duty is to our 

casualties” (115).  Even when volunteering for a medical civil assistance program 

(Medcap) to treat Vietnamese villagers, she suspects and fears the villagers:  “Everybody 

knows that these villagers are Vietcong [a]nd that the dressings and medicines we hand 

out will wend their way to our wounded enemies” (140). These complexities lead her to 

acknowledge her own racism, and she complains to a friend that, “When I came, I had all 

kinds of ideas about helping these people.  Now I fuckin’ hate them so much that it turns 

my stomach to have to take care of them” (153).  In addition to chronicling her own 

racism, she also writes about what it is like to be aware of her own racial hatred of the 
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Vietnamese:  “From deep inside I feel shame rising.  I push it back down where I won’t 

have to look at it” (206).  Smith guilt over her own racism will recur in the form of 

PTSD, in which the reviled foreign bodies of the Vietnamese are appropriated as an alien 

but inalienable part of herself. 

 Unlike Home Before Morning and M*A*S*H, which use the protagonist’s letters 

to and from home as a plot device that reveals information about the protagonist, in 

American Daughter Goes to War we never see any letters written by Smith to her mother 

in New Jersey.  We do read snippets from letters written by her mother to her – snippets 

which are strategically placed within the running narrative to comment on events in 

present time and to communicate the gulf between Smith and her family.  Her mother’s 

letters are a blend of minutia, right-wing commentary about the war, and ridiculously off-

base advice about Smith’s state of mind: 

[W]ith the way things are going I really think it would be a pleasure to 
stay in Viet Nam for a while to get away from world problems … Our 
country is beset with a little bit of everything – beatnicks, Vietniks, taxes, 
topless waitresses, CIA problems. [S]o Winnie, if you can entertain 
yourself without news and problems from here you will be happier.  I told 
Frieda that you wanted to know what was going on in the world.  She said, 
oh, I would love to be in some place that’s old fashioned. (122). 
 

This letter is preceded by a running narrative of Smith learning to work in the ICU under 

extremely difficult conditions that are anything but “old fashioned.”  Rather, it is her 

mother who appears out of touch with current affairs: “It seems such a shame that we 

have to sacrifice so much to keep communism penned up – and I wonder if we can.  It 

seems we have an awful lot of very devout Communists in this country with the 

protection of our Supreme Court – the colleges are so infested” (68).   However, Smith 
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has already concluded that most of the Vietnamese are not communist but merely people 

trying to survive the war.  When her mother asks her in a letter whether the patients she 

treats are “for or against” the war, she mentally replies that “most are too sick to feel 

much of anything” (143).  In the context of Smith’s everyday life working in the ICU, her 

mother’s assertions show no awareness of the kinds of catastrophic conditions faced by 

her daughter everyday in the ICU: “I guess it’s well that you are in nursing, Winnie – it 

seems such a problem for teachers these days.  Honestly, the teacher strikes, the children 

today are such a breed” (160). 

 Smith’s account of the ICU is delivered in rapid-fire, present tense, minimalistic 

description in a report-like voice which presents the ICU as an uncanny place filled with 

body parts, corpses, and multiple life-threatening injuries.  When confronted with a 

soldier who has been ripped to shreds by bullets and shrapnel she realizes that he “was a 

whole person just an hour ago” and has the first of many psychological reactions to the 

trauma: “It’s as if I’m floating and everything is in slow motion.  Sounds seem shut out 

from this place, as though all of time stands still here” (96).  She wonders what the dead 

soldier’s family is doing, and whether they have “a sense about such things” or are 

“laughing with friends this very minute” (99). Periodically Smith reels from the constant 

exposure to many different forms of assault on the human body that transgress the 

boundary between life and death – body parts, corpses, dying soldiers, soldiers with 

wounds that contort the human body in strange ways, wounds that obliterate the identities 

of soldiers, and insects which have infested the human body.  Not wanting soldiers to die 

alone in a special-screened off section of the ICU ward, she steps behind the curtain and 
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experiences an “eerie silence” when she realizes one soldier isn’t breathing properly:  

“My heart is pounding; the hair on the back of my neck rises as a chill passes through me.  

Silence.  Then five rapid, deep, gasping breaths and once again silence.  Cheyne-Stokes 

respirations – terminal respirations” (121).  Later a corpsman asks her if she is all right: 

“You look like you’ve just seen a ghost” (121).    

Sometimes Smith uses the language of the uncanny to punctuate stories told with 

a wicked gallows humor, as when a soldier insists vehemently upon holding onto his 

right arm, which has been severed at the shoulder.   The arm, lying across the lap of the 

wounded soldier, attracts the attention of a corpsman who asks him “What are you?  

Some kind of ghoul?” (179). Later, when she is cleaning up the soldier, the dismembered 

arm falls to the floor:  “I hesitate a moment, repulsed by it, then pick it up.  It’s cold to 

the touch, has a doughy quality, and is already getting stiff.  I hand it back to the grunt.  

‘Thanks Lieutenant,’ he says” (180).  The soldier, so traumatized by his injury, insists 

upon holding onto his dismembered limb, and Smith is so busy that she has become 

inured to that which would have filled her with uncanny sensations even months earlier.  

The limb, a body part become foreign, even if this is unacknowledged by its “owner,” is 

no longer foreign to Smith.   

Although amputated limbs take on a certain familiarity, injuries to the human 

body that change the way that limbs can move and redirect the mobility of the human 

body may still create an uncanny sense in American Daughter Gone to War. For 

instance, a triple amputee who was also a Green Beret captain challenges her angrily, “I 

want to know, Lieutenant, what you did with my arms and legs” (135).  She tells him, “I 



264 

 

didn’t do anything to them” and that he came to the ICU after having surgery.  He sits up:  

“He loses his balance and falls over, causing the thigh to flap helplessly.  His eyes fill 

with horror at the sight, and the flapping grows to a frenzy.  We just stare, unsure how to 

help him, until he begins beating his stumps on the side rail” (135).  Here the effect of the 

stumps moving back and forth in a frenzy of activity that is unable to transport the human 

body takes the medical staff off guard and they are temporarily immobilized.  In another 

uncanny configuration of the human body, a soldier comes in with a “leg that sags like a 

rubber hose” because it has been run over by a tank: “it’s what we term squash meat, not 

a hint of intact bone, much less a knee.  [F]ascinated, the corpsman lifts the leg first with 

one hand, then with the other, undulating it like a Slinky toy.  The wounded soldier, 

propped up on his elbows, watches in horror” (130).  Like the stumps that flap in the air, 

the leg that undulates like a slinky violates our perceptions of how the human body 

moves.   

Like “squash meat,” the term “crispy critter,” which describes the soldiers who 

have been critically wounded by napalm and phosphorus, violates the boundaries 

between food, animal and human flesh.  “Crispy Critters” were a Post breakfast cereal 

popularized by the icon Crispy, a fuzzy Teddy Bear.  The commercials featured the 

refrain, "Oh here come Crispy Critters. A good, wholesome bunch! A low sugar cereal... 

With lots of crrrunch! Its indubidably, indubidably, indubidably, indubidably delicious!!" 

(Topher).  Smith’s descriptions of the “crispy critters” subvert the commercial’s depiction 

of “crispy critters” as crunchy and delicious.  She nightmarishly recasts the sounds of 

“crispy critters” being poured into a bowl: “Clack, as the forceps drop barbecued meat 
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stripped from the bone, into a silver basin” (156).  Smith is immobilized, unable to move: 

“It’s a horror show in slow motion” (156).  This uncanny transgression of human flesh, 

food, and insects, as in the writings of Van Devanter as well as the World War I nurse 

memoirists, manifests in references like the following which describes the infestation of a 

soldier’s head wound: “A maggot wriggles into view, then wriggles back under the 

gauze” (162).  In such passages, the maggots are hidden under bandages and remain 

unseen until Smith unsuspectingly pulls off the field dressing.  Despite the many uncanny 

encounters she has with such boundary violations, Smith calls the ICU “home”: “I’ve 

grown accustomed to the noise, the sickening stench, the thick, oppressive heat, the 

bloodied bodies.  This is where I belong now, no matter how much I hate it” (180).   

Like Van Devanter, Smith regards the celebrities who sometimes come to visit 

her ward as performers who infuse the ICU with surrealism.  For instance, Nancy Sinatra 

comes to visit the patients, wearing heavy makeup, a miniskirt, and high-heeled knee-

high boots.  In this getup she bends over each bed to kiss each patient.  However when 

Sinatra becomes increasingly upset at the severity of the men’s injuries – staring at an 

amputee’s stumps, trying to speak with a patient in a coma – she begins to cry and runs 

out of the ICU ward, trailed by her fawning entourage.  Smith is angry: “The last thing 

these guys need is more worry about how their mothers and sweethearts will react when 

they get home.  She drops into this stinking hellhole dressed to the hilt and chauffeured 

around in a sedan, sleeping in an air-conditioned hotel and eating at French restaurants.  

After a few days or weeks she’ll hop a jet back to the States, and everyone will say what 

a great thing she did” (149).  It’s as if Sinatra, with a romanticized view of the war, had 
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an image of a movie scene in which she could heroically make a difference in these 

men’s lives.  Smith later reflects that she also had arrived in-country with such 

romanticized notions about war: “Then it was intriguing, even exciting, despite the heat, 

dust, and Saigon Revenge.  It was the stuff of which movies are made, with tents and 

Quonset huts, Jeeps and helicopters, concertina wire and guarded gates, warriors in 

fatigues and weapons of war.  Now it’s just hot and dirty, smelly and noisy – and big” 

(191).  As her time grows near, she has less patience for the claims of celebrity, to the 

amazement of the other nurses turning down a date with Dave Nelson, the brother of Rick 

Nelson (216).  On her way to vacationing in Bangkok she stops at a beach on the China 

Sea, and realizes that “The war has not yet reached this place” (221).  To her, China 

Beach – though the title of a television series about Vietnam nurses – is a vacation spot.  

The military personnel there know very little about war; when a soldier explodes artillery 

in order to impress his girlfriends, she is infuriated, screaming “There’s a war going on!” 

(221).   

The ICU experience strengthens her and makes her unable to continue the 

deferential, accommodating behavior patterns with which she began her time in Vietnam.  

The young, innocent girl she was develops in a very short time into a woman who is 

verbally very much in command.  For instance, when a doctor thanks her for her work in 

the ICU, she replies “I didn’t do it for you.”  When he tells her that he didn’t mean it that 

way, she asks him “Then how did you mean it?” and, defeated, he leaves (229).  When an 

officer at the officer’s club tells her that she is pretty, she snaps and replies, “Every man 

over here says the same goddamned thing” (197).  At her going away party, she realizes 
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that she does not have to tell her coworkers how much she has appreciated them: “We 

don’t speak of such things.  In this land we don’t need to.  We speak our minds to people 

we don’t like and share our time with those we do” (238).  Because she is so comfortable 

with this arrangement she is not sure that she wants to leave Vietnam:  “If home is where 

the heart is, this must be my home” (238).   

This combination of learning to speak up for herself while at war and becoming 

adjusted to the discourse patterns of the medical staff renders her return home, where she 

is again silenced, an uncanny experience.  When her father comes to pick her up at the 

airport she is rendered mute, unable to converse with him: “I don’t seem able or willing, 

I’m not sure which, to make small talk” (248).  Like Van Devanter, she shows her family 

photographs of Vietnam.  Her photos depict well-known tourist destinations and 

innocuous people and places, and she leaves out a lot until her mother asks her about her 

patients.  When she gives a description of her patients in the “monotone I used in the 

nursing report” her mother interrupts her, saying, “Nobody wants to hear that stuff.  

[S]ome things are better left unsaid” (251).  She copes with their unwillingness to listen 

by telling them “humorous stories” and giving evasive answers about the war (251, 257).  

She is even censored by a reporter who interviews her for a news story about Vietnam; 

when she shows him pictures and speaks of her experiences, the reporter replies, “I don’t 

think you should mention that” (265).  As in Home Before Morning, this inability to 

speak honestly about her experiences creates a dissonance in which she realizes that she 

“doesn’t belong here” and determines to leave the “oddly familiar” house (279, 248).   
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As in Van Devanter’s memoir, the memory of Vietnam pervades Smith’s life 

when she turns on the television, when she visits relatives, and even when she is 

ostensibly not thinking about it.  For instance, “My eyes fix hypnotically on light glinting 

from the chrome of a car bumper.  The triage area at Third Field Hospital fills my mind, 

and I can feel my starched white uniform sticking to me from sweat” (283).  As in Van 

Devanter’s memoir, she sits alone in her apartment “unable to shake the strange sensation 

of not belonging here, of being unable to do anything, of nothing’s being important” 

(289).  Unlike Van Devanter, who uses sex as a way to further repress the memory of 

Vietnam, Smith stops dating, begins to study “the war on nature” through a Master’s 

program in which she studies ecology, and takes up hiking in the mountains with male 

trail buddies – activities that are reminiscent of the war in many ways.  Reading Home 

Before Morning triggers a resurgence of repressed memories.  As the “ghosts of her past” 

and “the horror films” emerge in flashbacks and nightmares, she is a “captive audience” 

in her own psychological prison (297, 306).  Through group therapy she is able to talk 

about these memories; it takes eighteen months for the worst of the nightmares and 

flashbacks to subside.  And yet, “Part of me longs to be back in that place – to have 

purpose in my life as I did then, to regain the sense of belonging and share the 

camaraderie that was so unlike anything I have found since” (314). 

 
“Being there”: Witnessing the Atrocities of War 

 
In the film In Country (Norman Jewison, 1989) Sam (Emily Lloyd), a high school 

student gets her ears pierced by a friend and yells loudly from the pain.  The next day, she 
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wears the earrings to a veteran’s dance that she attends with her uncle Emmett (Bruce 

Willis), a Vietnam Veteran who suffers from PTSD.  On this occasion she is glad to see 

Emmett, who often stays at home brooding, dancing with an old high school fling.  Pete, 

another veteran and one of Emmett’s friends, whirls Sam around the dance floor.  Later, 

in the ladies’ room, Pete’s wife Cindy admires Sam’s earrings and reflects that the 

earrings remind her of “what they [the veterans] did back there” in Vietnam.  She tells 

Sam about how Pete and the other soldiers cut off the ears of the Vietcong soldiers they 

killed, and for years displayed them proudly in glass jars.  Until recently, Cindy allowed 

Pete to keep one such glass jar full of ears in her living room, but then, as she tells Sam, 

“I made him put them in the garage, where we didn’t have to look at them.”  This 

suggested image of a glass of human ears resting on a shelf in the living suggests the 

repressed historical narrative of war and murder that constitutes the unheimlich which is 

contained within the heimlich domestic space.  This provocative image sets into motion 

Sam’s insatiable curiosity about the heinous deeds her own father, killed in Vietnam 

when she was an infant, may have committed in Vietnam.  She obtains a copy of his 

letters and his diary, and is horrified at what they contain.   

This pattern of witnessing the horror of the Vietnam War through mediated forms 

such as letters, diaries, stories whispered in ladies’ rooms, and the stories of family 

members who have returned from the war can also be seen in the film Coming Home

(Hal Ashby, 1978).  In that film, Sally (Jane Fonda) tries to console her husband Bob 

(Bruce Dern) as he tells her how the soldiers under his command decapitated Vietcong 

soldiers and displayed their heads on poles to “scare the shit out of the VC.”  During this 



270 

 

scene, we hear the Rolling Stone’s theme “Pleased to meet you…Hope you guessed my 

name,” amplifying the viewer’s sense that the war atrocities that Bob has witnessed have 

made him a virtual stranger to his wife.   

Both films use such scenes of witnessing to construct the female protagonist’s 

main conflict, derived from the problem of whether to accept or reject the narrator of 

such wartime tales and how to help this narrator – uncle, father, or husband – reintegrate 

into the world after such difficult experiences.  As Tania Modleski suggests,  

[S]ince ‘being there’ has so far been out of the question for women, who are 
prohibited from combat, their authority on any issue related to war is 
discredited from the outset and insofar as they may be inclined to question 
or oppose war (except in and on the terms granted to them by men), they 
find themselves consigned to the ranks of the always-already defeated” 
(156).   
 

As Modleski suggests, the strongest arguments and images of war often come directly 

from personal experience, which has traditionally been available to men and not women.  

Nursing memoirs allow women to participate in war without participating directly in 

combat, thus shifting the emphasis from the traumatic imagery of battle to the military 

medical nightmare of battle’s aftermath.   

Home Before Morning and American Daughter Gone to War position the female 

protagonist as a witness to the atrocities of war who is caught up in an everyday rhythm 

of caring for casualties of war.  The atrocities they struggle to accept are not the unusual 

spectacles of wartime, but the daily and perhaps banal flow of battle casualties and 

injured civilians.  Their proximity to the routine production of wounds and trauma, and 

their minute and detailed descriptions of such wounds, subvert the battleground landscape 
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of other wartime narratives.  Tania Modleski writes of the “metaphorization” which 

characterizes combat films and war novels in which the figure of woman is used to “refer 

back to and stand in for the American soldier (or veteran) and his plight” (159).  This 

“metaphorization” is precisely what shifts in Home Before Morning and American 

Daughter Gone to War. Instead of a static relationship in which the figure of woman 

symbolizes an aspect of the male combat narrative, these two nursing memoirs engage in 

an ongoing examination of the figure of woman as the pivot around which the uncanny 

doubles of the battle zone and the home front stabilize and reverse positions in endless 

oscillation.  Van Devanter and Smith, whose nursing service has dislocated from both 

realms, occupy a dream space in which the past is superimposed over the present in an 

endless stream of the foreign but familiar bodies who intrude upon their waking and 

sleeping hours. 
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AFTERWARD 

One night as I was reading Sue Barton, Superintendent of Nurses for my second 

chapter, I remembered reading that book when I was young.  I had hit upon the method of 

getting a box from the corner store, so that when I went to the library I could fill the box 

with girls’ mysteries and bring them home.  Here I was about 25 years later rereading the 

same passage that I had always remembered – the passage in which Sue, now married to 

her longtime fiancé Bill, turns the key in the lock and realizes that she no longer feels a 

thrill at entering the home she shares with her husband.  In some ways I have become like 

Sue at that moment, who has to acknowledge the uncanny elements of the thing which 

are bound to make themselves known. 

My decision to write the dissertation about combat nurses followed the shooting 

of three nurses here on campus by a disturbed man who was also a veteran of the Gulf 

War.  I can’t say I was ever conscious of that link until a few months ago, when someone 

asked me why I chose to write the dissertation about nurses.  When I checked back, the 

killings occurred in October of 2002, just before I wrote my dissertation proposal, which 

was handed in August 2003.  Originally, the project did not focus on nurses.  My decision 

to reorganize the dissertation  came months after the shootings.  If I was analyzing a 

literary text, however, I would argue that the killings were an influence on that decision. 

Another influence on the topic has been growing up acutely conscious of war in 

the background of my life, and the way that this background has always been defined as 

male.  I have early memories of hearing the body counts from the Vietnam War on the 

radio.  I grew up in a city where the refugees from Southeast Asia lived in poverty.  
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During college I protested CIA involvement in Latin America, and later, got fired from a 

job because of my activism against Gulf War I.  In my conservative home of origin, the 

topic of the war brought me into conflict with my family.  I could identify with the nurses 

whose perspective on the war focused on the bloodshed it created, a perspective that 

seemed to dislocate them from the world they had known. 

My research has been motivated by a sense of the importance of gender politics in 

the solicitation of the support of the working class for American imperialism.  It always 

astonished me that the most apparently vociferous supporters of U.S. policies abroad 

have been the working class women that I have grown up with.  Years of conversations 

with them after dinner, when the dinners were eaten and the men were in the living room 

watching NASCAR, when the glass of wine was poured and the kitchen was getting 

cleaned up, I have heard their voices – in support of the war when the men were around, 

and privately, not so sure that the war is at all a good idea. 

As in the home, the image of women in the war film and novel is calculated to 

produce the impression that women support the growth of militarism, and in many ways 

they do.  In a central irony, militaristic myths hold the protection of women and the 

family to be the primary reason for going to war, as can be seen in the immense post 9/11 

rhetoric which argued that we had to go to war in Iraq to protect the homeland.  And yet, 

like Grace Kelly in High Noon, the women have to eventually pick up the gun themselves 

and fight to protect the homeland from invaders.  Through this act they destroy the home 

which they are fighting to protect, by sending young men to war. 
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The dissertation illuminates a central contradiction of the gendered nature of not 

only working-class life, but also on the way that images and narratives by working class 

women become a central weapon in the propaganda that sends us to war.  As women of 

working-class origin, the nurses whose images I have studied in war films have 

sometimes surprised me by reflecting this double movement between public support of 

the war and their private reservations.  Even a character like the one played by Collette 

Colbert in So Proudly We Hail (discussed in Chapter 3) dissents from the official line 

before she is dumped back onto the threshold of the homeland, having lost her husband 

and her ties to her former life.  My greatest surprises have occurred when the voices of 

working class women are totally co-opted by media to support militarism, as was the case 

with Margaret Houlihan in the television series M*A*S*H. Though I desperately wanted 

to find in Nurse Houlihan an oppositional point of view, in the end I had to admit the 

ways in which her character was merely a double of the men who served the important 

functions of either supporting war or dissenting from the war. 

The memoirs I analyze in chapters two and four of the dissertation, written by 

World War I and Vietnam-era nurses, analyze the war from the point of view not only 

influenced by gender but also by social class.  The memoirs are organized to highlight the 

banality of war as it produces injured bodies, and the hopelessness of the work required 

to try and put these bodies back together.  I wrote these chapters with a certain grim 

satisfaction, as if just analyzing them had finally enabled me to arrive at what is quite 

possibly the only truth of war: Elaine Scarry’s assertion that war is about injury.  These 

memoirs offer a union of gender politics and social class in opposition to war.  However, 
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not all memoirs by nurses oppose war.  Other memoirs by women nurses, from Irene 

Britton’s Lady G.I.: A Woman’s War in the South Pacific to Bobbi Hovis’ Station 

Hospital Saigon use the icon of the military nurse to rehearse official propaganda.  

I am concerned with expanding our understanding of literary modernism to 

include women’s accounts of the war, which provide a valuable counterweight to the 

masculine accounts privileged in modernist war novels such as Hemingway’s A Farewell 

to Arms and John Dos Passos’ 1919. In those works, war is represented from the 

perspectives of soldiers whose experience of the war and rendition of female characters is 

shaped by their gendered perspective.  Because it traced the nurse figure from World War 

I to Vietnam, the dissertation moves across different genres and I was challenged to 

reconcile different memoirs, diaries and novels with the modernist canon.  Where, or 

how, can we place Ellen La Motte’s memoir, Agnes von Kurowsky’s letters, and Sue 

Barton, Student Nurse in relation to the study of literary modernism?  These subterranean 

forms of expression trouble the modernism as the most important periodizing concept of 

this early 20th century period.  How does modernism become implicated as a “reaction 

formation” which repeats and amplifies the gendered myths that uphold militarism? 

In addition to such questions about modernism, the dissertation raises questions 

about the use of melodrama in the war film.  I have sought to put censored modernist 

works written by nurses into dialogue with literary and cinematic melodrama.  The U.S. 

government has often drawn on melodramatic techniques of representation to gain 

popular support for war.  The film that stands out the most in my mind in this regard is 30 

Seconds Over Tokyo, which uses the image of Ellen to lure the injured protagonist 
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soldier back to the safe American home.  However, the original memoir raises questions 

about the way the war was fought – though its re-publication is prefaced by Ellen’s letter 

urging us all to fight the war on terrorism.  I have written about this back and forth 

movement in the use of the image of nurses in key war melodramas from They Were 

Expendable to South Pacific. The image of the nurse, as I have shown through my 

attention to uncanny film sound, is extremely unstable.  Because of her relationship to the 

medical aspect of these war films – such as Rusty’s injured finger in They Were 

Expendable and malaria in South Pacific – film sound can work to, as Amy Lawrence 

suggests, offer contradictory impulses that work both for and against official patriotic 

rhetoric.  What is the relationship of such intricate emotional symbolism that we find in 

these films to the minimalism and emotional restraint that are typical of modernist 

works?  Can Peter Nichols’ concept of “late modernism” allow us to bring reconcile these 

apparently dissonant stylistic approaches?   

Initially I was drawn to the uncanny as a way to unify the different phenomenon 

that I noted in works that represented military medicine:  the troubling of the boundaries 

between human, animal and vegetable matter; the emphasis and in some ways 

problematizing of the very notion of the home, the house, and the family; the doubling of 

the nurse and soldier figures through uniforms; the proximity of death, corpses, and body 

parts; the resurgence of the soldier through ghostly haunting.  By focusing on the 

uncanny I was able to write about the aspects of these works that seemed to me the most 

important.  Even in a recent war film like Jarhead, uncanny imagery works with images 

of race in relation to home structures and identities.  In one scene from Jarhead, the 
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soldier protagonist discovers a convoy of refugees who have been bombed by the 

Americans.  A family of Iraqi civilians has been caught in the bombing and their corpses 

remain seated on crates, apparently caught while eating a meal in front of a fire.  This 

scene relates to the many images of uncanny domesticity in war films like All Quiet on 

the Western Front, The Story of G.I. Joe, and Casualties of War. In works that feature 

nurses, the domestic uncanny is prominent, especially in relation to the foreign body.  A 

medical term often used to describe the shrapnel or disease organisms capable of 

penetrating the human body, the foreign body encodes the racial and gender hatreds 

underlying the war.  In the dissertation, the foreign body has become a mobile concept 

used in military medicine but also a placeholder for the Germans, the Japanese, women, 

and the various objects that hold symbolic properties.  The foreign body leads us back to 

the mystery of political allegiance and historical change, as we attempt to understand the 

passions and hatreds of another time than our own. 
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