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“Such a one as her has never been a great sinner; nor does she do her work as a penance,
but for the love of God, and of the blessed Jesus. She will be in the light of God’s
countenance when you and I will be standing afar off. I tell you, man, when my poor
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sweet breast. I could fell you,” the old man went on, lifting his shaking arm, “for

calling that woman a great sinner.” (429)
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and decent feeling. (125-26)
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More and more heavily the burden of the sorrows of her sex pressed on Mona’s heart as
the night went on; more and more she longed to carry all suffering women in her arms;
more and more she felt her unworthiness for the life-work she had chosen, till at last, half

unconsciously, she fell on her knees and her thoughts took the form of a prayer [. . .]. (355)
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He lifted her. Ah! A shrunken little body, he could feel its weakness as he touched it.
His hands were to him glorified for what they had done.

“Thank you! that is so nice. Other people hurt me when they touch me,” she said.
“Thank you!” Then after a little while she repeated humbly, “Thank you; they hurt me
$0.” (259)
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Abstract

Representations of the Healing Art and Gender Roles: From Ruth to
New Woman Novels

Chieko ICHIKAWA

This essay explores the way in which the redefinition of gender roles in the late
nineteenth century developed in tandem with the figurative use of the healing art, by
examining the representations of nursing in Ruth and The Story of an African Farm,
along with the rise of medical women in the social and cultural contexts.

Ruth’s devotional nursing offers an insignia to her saintly figure, but it also signals
different functions of the healing art. Her nursing of Bellingham, in a gesture of self-
sacrifice, is profoundly interconnected with her fulfilment of desires and contentment in
our close attention to the power-relationship between nurse and patient in the sickroom.

The women’s entry into the medical profession was a triumph in the long struggle for
the reform of higher education for women and a significant challenge to the hegemony
of the body politic. Medical women became literary icons between the 1870s and the
1890s, the period witnessed the cultural and political conflict of gender relations. In
Margaret Todd’s Mona Maclean, the heroine’s awakening of her motivation in a medical
career by nursing a fallen woman betrays the correlation of the Woman Question,
medical women’s mission for the same sex and the heroine’s aspirations to subvert
gender hierarchies in both matrimony and profession.

Male nursing in Olive Schreiner’s The Story of an African Farm, a forerunner of
New Woman novels, serves to amplify the metaphor of the healing art as an attempt to
blur and transgress the dichotomy of gender. In a theatrical sick room, Gregory Rose, in
the disguise of a female nurse, discovers his sexual identity and acquires a sense of the

sublimation of desires towards Lyndall, through his tender touch on her body.






