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“As wives and mothers, women were expected to provide medical care for
their families. Girls learned ‘physick’ form their mothers, and women augmented

their skills from manuals of housewifery.” (Shoemaker 180)
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They put a bed for me in our sitting-room; and by keeping the door wide open,
I turned the two rooms into one, now that Ada had vacated that part of the house,

and kept them always fresh and airy. (BH 459)
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“Early Victorians believed that disease was caused by foul air, or miasma, given off by
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My little Charley, with her premature experience of illness and trouble, had

pulled off her bonnet and shawl, and now went quietly up to him with a chair,

and sat him down in it, like an old sick nurse. Except that no such attendant could
have shown him Charley’s youthful face, which seemed to engage his confidence.

(BH 451)
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... Llike being about sick and helpless people; I always feel so sorry for them;

and then I think I have the gift of a very delicate touch, which is such a comfort in

many cases. And I should try to be very watchful and patient. . . .” (Ruth 318)
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“You have not thought about this so much as I have, or you would not say so.
Any fastidiousness I shall have to get rid of, and I shall be better without; but any
true refinement I am sure I shall find of use; for don’t you think that every power
we have may be made to help us in any right work, whatever that is? Would you
not rather be nursed by a person who spoke gently and moved quietly about than

by a loud bustling woman?” (Ruth 318-19)
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“I have been thinking—but I do not know—I cannot tell—I don’t think
I should love him, if he were well and happy—but you said he was ill—and

alone—how can I help caring for him?—how can I caring for him?” (Ruth 361)
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‘And don’t you know that you are prettier than you ever were?’

I did not know that; I am not certain that I know it now. But I know that my
dearest little pets are very pretty, and that my darling is very beautiful, and that
my husband is very handsome, and that my guardian has the brightest and most

benevolent face that ever was seen; and that they can very well do without much

beauty in me—even supposing—. (BH 914)
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But, looking up, she [Mrs Mason] was struck afresh with the remarkable beauty
which Ruth possessed; such a credit to the house, with her waving outline of
figure, her striking face, with dark eyebrows and dark lashes, combined with
auburn hair and a fair complexion. No! diligent or idle, Ruth Hilton must appear

to-night. (Ruth 13)
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He [Mr Donne=Mr Bellingham] muffled himself up in his cloak, and shuddered,

while Sally reverently drew down the sheet, and showed the beautiful, calm, still

face, on which the last rapturous smile still lingered, giving and ineffable look of
bright serenity. . . .
He was awed into admiration by the wonderful beauty of that dead woman

[Ruth].

“How beautiful she is!” said he, beneath his breath. “Do all dead people look

so peaceful—so happy?” (Ruth 369)
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Abstract

Victorian Nursing and Female Influence:
A Comparative Study of Gaskell’s Ruth and Dickens’s Bleak House

Sari NISHIGAKI

This essay aims to consider, from the viewpoints of history, class, and gender, the notion
of Victorian nursing and its function in Elizabeth Gaskell’s Ruth (1853) by comparing it
with the same notion and function in Charles Dickens’s Bleak House (1852-53).

There are certain similarities between Ruth and Bleak House. First, the heroines in both
the works—Ruth Hilton and Esther Summerson—do well as nurses, with their nursing
skill highly appreciated by the clients. Yet, both of them also have to pay a steep price for
this appreciation: they both get infected by their patients’ afflictions through their nursing,
resulting in Esther’s disfiguration and Ruth’s death. Besides, both of them relate on some
level with the term “fallen woman”—Ruth herself is a fallen woman and Esther is the
illegitimate daughter of Lady Dedlock, who tries to conceal her past as a fallen woman.
Becoming a nurse is a kind of atonement for both these women.

This essay also explores the differences between these the two novels. In Ruth, the
heroine becomes a “professional” hospital nurse. Though nursing was regarded as a
shameful occupation in the early Victorian era, Ruth’s devoted nursing dispels people’s
prejudices regarding this profession. Despite the fact, she dies after nursing her former
seducer and lover Mr. Bellingham without having morally influenced him in any way.
Ruth’s virtue is never rewarded, which symbolically signifies the fact that she is unable to
escape the tag of “fallen woman” till the very end.

In Bleak House, on the other hand, Esther nurses her patients as an “amateur,” and her
nursing is a typical example of female “duty.” Like Ruth, Esther also adopts a modern
approach toward nursing and attends to her patients with care and kindness. However, her
disfigured face plays an important role not only in concealing her identity as an illicit child
but also in her realizing the value of “duty.” By fulfilling her “duty” she embodies “virtue,”

which finally enables her to fulfill her desire of becoming Allan Woodcourt’s wife.



In conclusion, the significance of both Ruth’s and Esther’s nursing lies in the
expression of their female moral influence, one of the Victorian virtues. Through the act of
nursing, both Ruth and Esther try to become virtuous toward other people, and characters
such as nurses, who are looked down upon in society, actually succeed in becoming

“heroines” in Victorian literature.






