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The history of nursing, as Carol Helmstadter and Judith Godden point out in their preface, has
followed several different narrative lines, the first andmostpersistentonebeing that the transform-
ation of nurses from “callous, dirty and immoral” to “idealistic and professional” was the result
of the influence of one woman, Florence Nightingale (xi). This narrative has not held sway for
many years, as the authors of Nursing before Nightingale acknowledge. Their objective is to
“go beyond traditional and revisionist interpretations of the older ‘pre-Nightingale’ nurses” to
look at nursing “in the context of the pre-industrial nature of the early nineteenth-century work-
force and the rough realities of that society” (xiii). The overall argument goes beyond the issues of
early hospitals’ preindustrial organization—or lack thereof—and far beyond nursing before
Nightingale, who figures prominently in this history. The larger argument is about advances
in medical practice that produced a demand for more skilled nursing and about the leadership
of Protestant nursing sisterhoods in reforming hospital nursing, implementing reforms that
did indeed begin before Florence Nightingale became a household name in Britain and beyond
and that continued long after she inspired a nation to be concerned about nursing care.

Helmstadter and Godden begin by presenting a detailed picture of the state of hospitals,
their patients, and their employees in the early years of the nineteenth century. In this
section of the book, there is a particularly skillful integration of the social and cultural
history of the working class, the history of nursing, and insights and information gleaned
from careful archival research. In this context, the specificity of reports of often riotous behav-
ior on the part of patients, nurses, and other hospital employees, as recorded in hospital
records, convincingly demonstrates that life in hospitals did indeed reflect the “rough realities”
of working-class life (xiii). The menials who cared for the sick poor and who followed the
imprecise “pre-industrial sense of time” (34) were unable to adjust to the growing demands
of increasingly scientific and sophisticated medical practice, leading to various attempts to
develop workable new systems of nursing. The most influential and lasting of these were
the “doctor-driven” (47) ward system and the training system developed by the nursing sister-
hoods. While analyzing the pros and cons of both approaches, Helmstadter and Godden credit
the sisterhoods with introducing the most radical and important reforms in hospital nursing.
Both systems strove to attract a more respectable class of women, an innovation that was in
part dependent on providing acceptable housing for nurses.

It was the sisterhoods, and in particular St. John’s House, that provided the essential
impetus to producing more professionalized, reliable, and efficient nursing care in hospitals
that was also a systemized and comprehensive form of nursing education. The contracts to
provide the nursing services in several London teaching hospitals enabled sisterhoods to
provide probationary nurses with both education and practical experience in the care of
acute patients. In the sisterhoods’ success were the seeds of their demise, however; their
more skilled nursing care, Helmstadter and Godden posit, made it possible for doctors to
treat more patients more effectively. The number of patient beds increased and that in turn
increased the costs of nursing services. The sisterhoods, which had always subsidized these
costs as “a charitable contribution . . . to the sick poor” (173), finally could not sustain them-
selves financially. In attempts to renegotiate nursing service contracts, hospital administrators
were unwilling to meet the financial demands of the sisterhoods’ nursing and, more crucially in
the view of Helmstadter and Godden, unwilling to grant the sisterhoods the authority to
control the nurses and the services they provided.

While the overall argument about the influence of advances in medical practice and the work
of nursing sisterhoods is not new, the careful and detailed presentation of that argument makes
this treatment of an old story particularly valuable. This contextualization of early nursing
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practice and hospital organization within the history of the culture at large is the greatest
strength of this fine treatment of nursing history. Helmstadter and Godden’s scholarship,
moreover, is comprehensive and meticulous, their archival research exhaustive, covering the
collections of more than twenty hospitals and nursing institutions. Their revision of the
history of nursing is in many ways still an affirmation of the overpowering presence of Night-
ingale, who dominates the two chapters on nursing in the Crimean War and whose influence
over public and professional perceptions of nursing and nurses is apparent throughout. The
book ends with a detailed analysis of why the Nightingale School was ultimately able “to
emerge as the front runner in nursing reform” (193). Rather than a history of nursing
before Nightingale, this is a history running parallel to Nightingale’s story—a history that
demonstrates that it was in fact the sisterhoods, not the Nightingale School, that developed
an effective formal system of training and nursing education. That the sisterhoods “failed to
establish their system as the model for the new nurse,” Helmstadter and Godden argue,
“was in large part because they were in advance of their time” (189). The sisterhoods never-
theless “left a significant legacy”—the development of professionalism in nursing and, most
crucially, “the recognition of nursing as a specific body of knowledge” (188, 189).

Arlene Young, University of Manitoba
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In his new book, Martin Hipsky makes an important contribution to recent scholarship, exam-
ining best-selling romances written by women authors such asMaryWard, Marie Corelli, and a
number of other lesser-known writers during the transition from late Victorian realism to the
emergence of modernism. Hipsky argues, persuasively and insightfully, not only that the
investment in psychology and emotion expressed by these narratives marks them as early
examples of the soon-to-be ubiquitous popular romance novel but also that they “offer rep-
resentations of interiority paralleling the more self-conscious forms of psychic intensity
explored in the works of certain Anglophone modernists” (xv). Such an argument departs
from traditional understandings of the literary canon, using the concept of “low” or
“popular” modernism to explore the ways in which “high modernism and popular romance
fiction may have actually served similar psychic functions for readers” (xx). Although such a
speculative claim regarding the reading audience would benefit from a fuller historical ground-
ing, Hipsky’s implication that modernist and popular texts are fundamentally linked, more so
than their authors would have perhaps acknowledged, is at once the logical conclusion of scho-
larly trends and a groundbreaking new perspective on the period.

In six chapters, Hipsky places the popular romance in the context of historical and literary
developments in the late Victorian, Edwardian, and post–World War I periods and more
broadly reads this genre through the lens of Pierre Bourdieu’s “literary field,” a perspective
on cultural production, distribution, and reception that “constellate[s] the dominant works,
authors, and genres of a given historical moment” (22). This perspective not only enables
Hipsky to bridge, or perhaps to sidestep, the gap separating Victorian frommodern, and nine-
teenth from twentieth century, but also facilitates a broad and deep analysis of the cultural
moment in which the genre of the mass-market women’s romance came into being. After a
useful chapter tracing the history of the romance from medieval chivalric tales to the domi-
nance of Mills and Boon, Harlequin, and their descendants in the twentieth century, Hipsky
turns to a surprising figure: Mary Ward, author of the best-selling religious romance Robert
Elsmere (1888) and the “realist-romance hybrid” (46) Lady Rose’s Daughter (1903). Although
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