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Through flattering diction, sound, syntactic flair, and irony, the speaker in this essay reveals his admiration for Florence Nightingale because of her almost inhuman devotion to the sick.

The speaker alternates between short and long sentences in the first paragraph to emphasize his characterization of Florence Nightingale as a superhuman figure.  He gives a lengthy description of Florence as “consecrating with [her] radiance” (l. 6) dying soldiers; he says that she spent most of her time “under the stress of an impetus” (ll. 10-11); to each of these statements he follows up with a short, powerful statement: “But the truth was different” (l. 8); then “A Demon possessed her” (l. 12).  He uses this syntactic flair to emphasize his argument that she was not the described legendary woman.  She is much more impressive.

Through alliteration such as “saintly, self-sacrificing” (l. 2) and “facile fancy” (l. 9), the speaker emphasizes the contrast between Florence Nightingale’s appearance and actual self.


By debasing different, though healthy desires in Florence, the speaker creates an ironic second paragraph.  The speaker calls into question Florence’s “morbid [pleasure] in sewing up” (l. 22) the dolls that her sister had torn “to pieces” (l. 21); he even refers to her sister’s tendencies as “healthy” (l. 21).  This pattern of ironic diction emphasizes how different from most girls the speaker believes Florence was.


He drives in the uniqueness of Florence with a long series of rhetorical questions asked to draw attention to her exemplary desires.  The speaker asks why Florence’s heaven was “filled with suffering patients” (ll. 29-30) whom she could tend to, and why she “put her dog’s wounded paw into elaborate splints” (ll. 24-25) to help him.  The speaker’s questions highlight his lack of understanding about the almost super human intentions of Florence Nightingale, a lack which provides a basis for his admiration.


The speaker says that a “weaker spirit” would have “snapped” (ll. 33-34) in response to “such distresses” (l. 34) as Florence was subject to.  The speaker continues this pattern of flattering diction by calling Florence an “extraordinary young woman” (l. 35) with “an amazing persistency” (l. 36).  The “distresses” (l. 34) that Florence suffered are emphasized by the parallelism in the statement “she struggled and worked and planned” (l. 38)—the lack of punctuation suggests that she had a large amount of work without a break.

The speaker gives three facts about Florence: she led the life of a “brilliant girl in high society” (ll. 39-40), she was prey to “tortures of regret and remorse” (ll. 40-41), and she “possessed the energy” (l. 41) “to do what she determined to do in the end” (ll. 43-44); however, he gives an extra emphasis syntactically to the third statement by subordinating the other two.  She is not a girl in high society or a tortured girl; she is a girl who achieved her lofty goals.


The speaker’s admiration finds its culmination in the final line.  Using parallel, contrasting statements, the speaker suggests that Florence Nightingale was not merely a “swan” (l. 62) born among ducks; she “was an eagle” (l. 63).  Eagles are perceived as the noblest of all animals; the association of Florence with an eagle suggests that Florence bears the same nobility as an eagle.

The speaker utilizes complimentary diction, syntactic flair, sound, and irony to give life to his argument: Florence Nightingale was a mortal superhero. 563
