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SO llib Pacific given the big screen l re:.tlmenl in its 1958 publicity I>oster - b ut its the m es ha d depth th e im age hardly hin ts at. 
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SOUTH PACIFIC 
W ,cn the musical -comedy 

Soul" Pacific was released by 
lwcntlet 1 Century Fox in 

March 1958, Variety predicted the 
film would 'mop up ', The movie had , 
after all , almost a decade of pre-pub­
liCity in [he form of the highly suc­
cessful Broadway production which 
first opened in April 1949. Apart from 
Sou lh Pacific's entertainment valu e. 
though , it provides a window on 
some American preoccupations in the 
mid-t'\ventieth century. First l it reneCl­
cd on the American presence in the 
Pacific during the Second World War. 
South Pacific's underlying themes of 
racia l and cultural to lerance also 
came a{ a crllcia l juncture in Amcri-

Michael Sturma looks 
beyond grass skirts and 

sarongs to discover 
racial and political 
subtexts in a 50s 

American d~pictLon of 
wartime romance. 

can race re la tions . It is in these con­
texts t h at the fil m deserves so me 
exploration . 

Ame ri ca n in terests econom ic , 
s t ra teg'i'c an cul tu ra l) in the Pa!,;ific 
were lo ng standing. By the e nd of the 
n ineteenth cen tury the Uni ted States 
held territory st retching from the 
Hawaiian is lands to the Philipp ines. 
In Hawaii the US acquired exclusive 
rights to Pearl Harbor as a naval base 
fro lll 1887, followed by annexallon of 
the islands in 1898. America 's im­
perial involvement, however, tended 
to be overs h adowed in t h e pop u ­
lar mind by exotic a nd romantic 
images of the Pacific is lands . 

Although tou ri sm did not replace 
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sugar as Hawaii 's main industry until 
after the Seco nd World War , the 
islands were marketed as a tourist 
destinatio n long before this. By the 
1890s postcards of Hawai ian Inda 
dancers were widely sold . From the 
1930s America experienced a Hawai­
ian music craze with songs such as 
'My Little Grass Shack·. The Hawai­
ians were typically represenled as a 
happy-go-lu cky people , desp ite th e ir 
loss of sovereignty and inlegration 
into the economy as wage labourers. 

A succession o f Hollywood I1Ims in 
the 1930s in pa rti cular represented 
the South Pacific as a sensual para­
dise . Perhaps more tha n anything 
else, the South Sea setting allowed a 
level of voyeurism not normally per­
missible at the tim e. Actress Dorothy 
l amour made farnous the scanty and 
gracefully drap e d ' sa rong ' in her 
roles as an island maiden. A former 
New Orl eans beauty queen, lamour 
appeared in a succession of films 
such as Th e Hurrica.ne (1937) and 
Aloma oj lbe Soulb Seas (194 1) . A 
similar formula was adopted in other 
movies. Maria Montez, for example , 
portrayed the island girl Melahi, again 
wearing a sa.rong. in Soulb of Tabiti 
released in 19 4 1. While genuine 
Hawaiians often found work as extras 
in such ti lms, the stars were typically 
European or Mexican. 

O nce the Japanese attac ked Pearl 
Harhnr in December 194 1 pop ular 
images of the Pacitk islands as a trop­
ica l paradise seemed incongruous. 

American forces su ffered subsequent 
defeats in rhe Philippines at Bataan 
ancl Co rregido f , on Guam and at 
Wake l s la nd . T h e Paci fic islands 
became the site of a bitter war of 
attri tion. Nevertheless, South Pacific 
stereotypes were tenacious. So n.g oj 
tbe Islallds s tar ri ng Betty Grahle and 
released in 1942. for example, contin­
ued [ 0 portray Hawaii as a romantic 
paradise. In some ways the perpetua­
tion of the South Seas myth was 
believed good for mor:tle. 

Feom one perspective SOlllb PaciJic 
may be viewed as an attempt [ 0 rec­
oncile the role of the islands as a war 
zone witntheirrraoTtionafromantic 
mystique . Tlleidea fo r the film came 
originally from Jar-nes Michener 'S 
Pulitzer Prize-winning novel Tales oj 
lbe Soulb Pacific puh lished in 1947. 
I-lavi ng studied at S\.varthmore Col­
lege and the Co lo rad o State College 
of Educati on, Michener worked as an 
educator and later as an editor with 
Macmillan publishe rs . During 1944 
and 194; he served with the US Navy 
in the So uth Pacific. It was his 
wartime experience, especially in the 
New Hebrides and New Caledo nia , 
which provided materia] for his book. 
Michener wrote most of Tales oj lbe 
SOlilb Pacific while s tatio ned on th e 
Vanuatu island of Espiritu Santo. 

Hollywood exec lltive Kenneth 
McKenna showed some initial inter­
est in Michener's book, but his studio 
rejected it as unsuitable for a film . 
Through McKenna 's stage designer 
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brother, however, the book came to 
the attention of composer Richard 
Rodgers and lyricist Oscar Hammer­
stein. The pair already had a highly 
successful Broadway musical collabo­
ration with Oklabol11a/ Togerher with 
director Joshua logan. they adapted 
Michene r 'S Story to the s tagc . Logan 
later directed the film version as well. 

Those reading Michener's Tales of 
lbe SOUlb Pa.cific may be surp rised at 
how little of th e book was actually 
translated on to the stage and screen. 
As a loosely connected collectio n of 
vignettes, Michener admitted Tales of 
the SOUl/] Pacific largely lacked a drd­
matic story-line. The rnusical version 
basical1y interweaves twO of Michen­
er's eighteen chap ters into parallel 
love stories set on a South Seas island 
during the Second World War. I none 
story American nurse Nellie Forbush 
becomes romantically involved with a 
Fren ch planter nam ed Emile De 
Bccque, wh o lives on the island 
where she is stationed . 1n the film ·s 
parallel love story, US marine Joe 
Cable becomes involved with a local 
'Tonkinese' girl named Liar. 

I n part Michener's stories reflect 
the disillusionment of many US sel"· 
vicemen whose expectations of {h e 
South Pacific were shaped largely by 
Hollywood films. In fact suc h disap­
poi ntment was popularly referred to 
as th e 'Dorothy t amour Syndrome' 
by American service personnel. In 
one sce ne in Michener 's book a 
group of marines discuss the discrep­
ancy between film versions of {h e 
Pacific and their own experience. A 
character named Eddie quotes a letter 
from his girlfriend back in Minnea-



polis , ' 1 certainly hope yo u ar e not 
dating o ne of those luscio us South 
Sea beauties we see so mu ch in the 
movies'. The marine plans to send a 
very unflatteri ng photo of a Melane­
sian woman back to Minneapolis, and 
questions 'how Hollywood dares to 
cook up the tripe it does' . 

Also, in the film South Pacific, the 
gap between the expectations o f 
American servicemen and realiry is 
satir ised . America n sa il o r s and 
seabees bide their rim e on the island 
while wait ing to go into combat 
agai nst the Japanese. Th e Dorothy 
Lamour type 'native ' is conspicuous 
by her absence o n the island where 
the Am erica ns are based . All th e 
young women have been sent (0 the 
neighbouring island of Bali Ha ' j for 
fear th at they might fa ll prey to the 
lust of US troops. The o nly loca l 
woman is the shrewd but sexuaHy 
unappeali ng Bloody Mary, who is 
more interested in making money 
lhan love. As were many islanders in 
real life , Mary is happy to suppl y th e 
Americans wi th souvenir grass ski rts 
which became an icon of the South 
Seas , mainl y through H o llywood 
images. 

At the same tim~ , the film South 
Pacific manages to juggl e the co n­
flicting images of the Pacific..as b"th 
theatre or war and sensual paradise . 
It does this largely by juxtaposing the 
neighbouring islands of Bali H a'i and 
Maria-Louise . The lush and mys tica l 
island of Bali Ha'i promises all th e 
sensual delights of the myth ical South 
Seas. Th e island is brimming with 
young women , and it is here that Joe 
Cable has his romantic rendezvous 
with Liat. The island of Maria-Louise, 
on Lhe o ther hand . offe rs danger and 
the pmspect of death . It is infested 
wi th Japanese, and the reality of war 
is forcefully bro ught ho m e when 
Cabl e is killed durlng a reconnais­
sance mission on the island . 

The historical significance oLthe 
musical, however, arguably relates not 
so much to war as civil rights. Embed­
ded in th e plot are themes of bigotry 
and racial intolerance, themes c J"eve l­
o ped still mo re explic itly in Mich­
ener's original book. Indeed, the need 
to overcome racial prejudice might be 
identified as the common theme in all 
of James Michener's writings. 

Among the dramatic changes the 
war yea rs brought to the American 
homefrollt were changes in race rela­
tions. During the war there was a 
mass migration of African-Ameri ca ns 
from the South (Q northern and west­
ern citi es . Along wit h ge nerall y 
improved w o rking conditions and 
pay cam e rising expectatio ns o f 
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equali ty and greater political power. 
The wa r a lso highlighted racial 
inequalities in other ways . While 
American rhetoric vigorously attacked 
the racial po licies of Nazism

j 
AfriGLn· 

Americans were ope nly discriminated 
aga inst in th e US armed forces . In 
1942 the Congress on Racial Equality 
(CO RE) was founded to fig ht against 
segregation, and civi l rights leade rs 
called o n the government to promote 
at home the democrac), it advocated 
overseas . At least indirectly, South 
Pacific p uts forward a si mil ar chal· 
lenge. 

TJ, e ce nlfal cQliac.te.t-..a.LS:.ou th 
Pacific is Navy nurse Nellie Forbush . 
(Mary Marrin played the r o le on 
Broadway, while in the fil m the role 
went to Mitzi Gaynor . Ironically , 
Gay n or began her s h ow business 
career performing in usa s hows for 
the armed forces .) Coming from Little 
Rock, Arkansas , Nell ie is a woma n of 
lim ited worldly experience . Although 
attracted to th e Fre n ch planter De 
Becque, s he is troubled by their dif­
ferent cu ltmal hackgrounds . What 
mOSl co mpli ca tes her feelings, how· 
ever, is the fac t that De Becqu e has 
two childre n by a PolyneSian woma n . 
Although t he woman bas s ince died, 
Ne ll ie finds it hard to accep t De 
Becqu(; 's past lia ison w ith a woma n 
of colou r. In fact in Michener's origi· 
nal story De Becque had eight daugh­
ters by four different women of var­
ied cthnicity. The musicaJ abbreviates 
his sexua l history, as well as Nel lie 's , 
who in Mkhener's tale was previously 
involved with a married man . 

A s imilar racial dilemma is depicted 
in rhe film ·s other love story. Bloody 
Mary o n h e r first meeting with US 
marine lieutenant Joe Cab le decides 
h e is the perfect mate for her daugh­
ter Liar. Cable seems to agree, fa lling 
instantly in love with Liat after meet· 
ing her on Bali Ha ' i. In a later scene 
he offers Liat his grandfather's watch 
as a to ken of his affectio n . Bu t he 
quickly rurns su lle n when Mary tells 
him , 'You h ave special good babies '. 
Cable leaves protesting that he can· 
not m arry Liat. Although he comes 
from the n o rthern city of Philadelphia 
and is an Ivy League graduate, Cable 
shares some of the same prej udices 
as small-town Nellie. 

Th e tensions involved in crossing 
racial and culfura l barriers are.. in a 
se nse reflected in the musical's show 
within a show. Nellie is responsible for 
organisi ng the 'Thanksgiving Follies' 
in o rder to raise t roop morale on the 
is la nd . The Ame ri can holiday of 
Thanksgiving itself conjures up inter· 
cu ltural images, given that the o riginal 
celcbraLion involved both Eu ropeans 
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and American Indians. In the ' Follies' 
bou ndaries are fu rth er challenged . 
Nellie appears on stage wearing an 
over·sized male sailor's uniform, while 
another character! Lut h er Billis , 
appears in drag with mop-like hair and 
coconut husk breasts. As Marjorie Gar· 
bee persuaSively argues in her book 
Vested Interests: Cross·Dressing and 
Cultural AnXiety (Routledge, 1992) , 
gender cross·dressing frequent ly 
serves to displace anxieties about 
transgresSing racial boundaries, The 
exchange of sexual identity in the 
'Thanksgiving FoUies' both mimics and 
distrllCts from the more profound chal­
lenge to categories posed by the film . 

The film's theme of racial intaler· 
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ance crystallises in Lhe musica l num· 
be r ' ou·ve v a t to be Carefully 
Taught'. The song is performed by 
the Joe Cable character (played by 
John Kerr in the film while the vocals 
were b)' Bill Lee). In the precedi ng 
scene , Nellie tells Emile De Becque 
she cannot marry him because of hi s 
children 's PolyneSian mother. She 
tells him he r decision is not so much 
based on reason , as somethi ng born 
in her. Emile, tho ugh , rejects the idea 
that such prejudice is inborn . Having 
witnessed this interchange, Joe Cable 
s ings th e song w hich begins 'You 've 
got to be taught to hate and fear'. The 
song directly challenges the notion 
that racism is something in nate , but 



argues that it is learn ed from an early 
age. 

\,({hen the s tage vers io n of Soulb 
Pacific was originally produced . some 
experienced theatrical people pres­
s Ul'cd Ro dgers a nd Hamme rstcin to 
Icave o ut the song. Some fclt its sensi­
tive conte m might prevent the musical 
from achieving the success it desclved . 
Neverthe less, Rodgers and Hammer­
stein re mained adamanl that the song 
stay in the play. A numbe r of ea rly 
reviewers did in fact criticise its inclu­
s io n . but as time went on the song 
received more praise than criticism. 

\'('Iith the film versio n o f Soutb 
Pacific the song, 'You've Got to be 
Carefully Ta ught ', continued to e licit 

comment . Variety be lieved the nUl'n­
be r would ' raise discussio n ', describ· 
ing it as 'a punchy Hammcrstein lyric 
that frankly propagandizes agai nst 
racial bigotry'. Another critic , writing 
for Films in Review in AprU 1958, 
praised th e numbe r as a 'cornmend­
able plea fo r racial to lerance'. Recent 
eve nts in Amcri ca in fac t gave the 
theme of ra c ia l into leran ce. and 
th e song in partic u la.r , a specia l 
po ignancy, 

It was with sOme preSCience that 
James Miche ne r had his Nellie For­
bush character coming from Linle 
Rock , Arkan sas. Th e city was to 
exp lode o n to the American con­
sciolIsness o nly a short time before 

the sc ree n version of South Pacific 
was rdeased . From the late 1940s 
lawyers, including Thurgood Marshall 
(d estined to become th e first African­
Ame rican justice o f the Supreme 
Court) , increasi ngly chaUenged segre­
gation through the courts. Following 
a Supreme Cou rt decision in J 954 
th a t rac ial segrega ti o n in public 
schools was unconstitutio na l, federal 
attempts to desegregate schools were 
active ly resisted in many localities. It 
was at Little Rock, though , where the 
issue reach ed flash-paint. When nine 
African-American s tude nts tried to 
enroll at Little Rock Ce ntra l High 
Schoo l in Se pte mber 19 5 7, the 
Arkansas governor, Orval Faubus , 
ordered the state's national guard to 
bar their enlry. 

In a dramatic m ove , President 
Dwight Eisen hower responded by 
sending regular army paratroope rs to 
Little Rock, and placing the Arkansas 
national guard under federal control. 

Author James MichCI1C!r : his TCI/esojtbe 
So"lb Pacific were given heightened drama 
b y Rodgers and Hamnterstcin 'S adaptation 

with Joshua Log;:lJl . 

The blac k s tud e nt s were esco rted 
into the schoo l under army pro tec­
tion. The media gave wide coverage 
of the w ho le e piso de, including the 
ugly taunting o f the black children by 
some local residents . Link Rock 
became a potent symb6 1 of racial 
bigotry. 

In the years between the first pro­
duction of Soul/] Pacific o n Broadway 
and the subseque n t film ve rsion , 
o ther changes also made for a more 
receptive atmosphere. There were no 
lo nger the Co ngressio nal investiga-
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Uttle Itock , Arkansas, 1957: black s tudent Elizabeth Eckfurd lurned ;:Iway from high school by 
National Guardsmen - ,he changing conlexl in which South Pacific came 

to cinema audieoces in America. 

tions of Hollywood which discour· 
aged explicit critiques of social issues 
as in th e early 1950s. In 1956 the 
Motion Picture Production Code 
undenvent its first major modifica· 
tion since the 1930s, so that topics 
such as ;miscege nat ion ' were n o 
lo nger considered taboo. By the late 
1950s the civil rights moveme nt was 
also having an impact. Wilh the emer· 
gence of leaders including Martin 
Luther King Jr and campaigns agains t 
racial segregatio n , Congress passed 
its first civil rights legislation in over 
e igh ty years in 1957. 

Despite all th ese changes, South 
Pacific still handles the subject of 
inte r-racial ro man ce gingedy. After 
his number 'You 've Got to be Care· 
fully Taught' , Joe Cable teUs Emile De 
Bccque that hc will sray in the islands 
with Liat if he su rvives rhe war. But 
he does not survive. He is killed while 
he and Emile carry out ~Ul inre lligence 
mission o n the neighbouring island 
of Maria·Louise . The dilemma of 
inter·racial marriage and children is 
thus resolved , as indeed it was in 
other fi lms of the period such as 
Westerns which depicted romantic 
relations between white men and 
Amcrican·lndian or Chinese women. 

It may be thar ar the time James 
Michener penned his stories in the 
1940s he doubtcd inter-racial mar­
riages were tenable, given society's 
attitudes. In a 1993 interview Mich· 
ene r is quoted saying that during the 
Second World War he wo uld have 
found the prospect of falling in love 
with an island woman ' unthinkable '. 
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As with Tales oj Ibe Soulh PaciJic , 
Michener ' s nove l Sayonara pub­
lished in 1954 a lso deals with the 
theme of inre r· raci al romance and 
again ends with the death of the 
lovers . It was nOt lo n g after Say­
onara's publi cation that Michener 
firs t met the Japanese·American 
wo mall Mari Voriko Sabusawa who 
told him she did not like the book's 
co nclusio ll . She maintain ed inter· 
racial liaisons did not nccessarUy have 
to end rragicall y. Midlcner married 
Sabusawa in 1955 in what proved to 
be an end uring union. 

In Sou.th Pacific the relationship or 
Emi le De Becque and Nellie Forbush 
fares bettcr th an that of Cable and 
l.iat. In their casc, thoLigh . the bar­
ri ers crossed are more culrura l than 
racial. Once Ne lli e lea rn s o f the 
Frenchman 's da ngero us mission with 
Cable , she decides she can overcome 
he r p rejudices and marry Emile if he 
lives . \Xlhen Emile returns, he is 
reunited nor o nly with his ch.ildren 
bu[ a lso with Ne llie , form ing a new 
blended family unit as the fIlm ends. 

Some c ritics were sceptical of NcI­
Li c·s co nversion ro a more liberal 
viewpoint. Her motivation ap peared 
underdeve loped . Nevertheless , she 
emerges as a mo re sym pathetic char· 
acrer than in Michener's origi nal 
story. In Tales oj Ibe SOlltb Pacific 
Nellie 's decision to marry De Becque 
cO mes after he rescues her from a 
group of America n soldie rs intent on 
raping her . Ne llie 's racia l bias does 
not appear so much changed as she 
declares in rhe book, ' I don 't care 

who he lived with, I gar me a man! ' 
In the film , Nellie's behaviour is 

rull of uns e lfco ns c ious irony . 
Altho ugh she teUs Emile shc left Little 
Rock pardy to meet different kinds of 
people, she frets about his fo reign 
background. She is reass ured when 
he tells her he believes , with the 
American Declaration of Indepen· 
d e nce , th at ' all men are crea ted 
equa l' . Yet while she can accept with 
relative equanimi ty his having left 
France because he killed a man , she 
is unable to cope with his having 
fathered children with a woman of 
differen[ race. 

Alrh o ugh often sensitive to racial 
matters, it is probably nor surprising 
(hat the film does not [ouell on mo re 
pro fo und issues such as De 8ecque 's 
right to canrc o ut his plantation on 
islanders ' land . To do so might have 
reflected o n (he ro le of American 
planters in Hawaii and US claims [ 0 

o lhcr territory in the Paofic. As it hap­
pens , most of the loca tion shots for 
Soulb Pacific were filmed o n Kauai , 
sire of the first successful sugar plan· 
ration in the Hawaiian islands. 

In many ways , l Oa , the film So uth 
Pacific perpenJa[es racial stereotypes. 
When the character Bloody Mary is 
inlfoduced, for example, she is stand­
ing nexr to a human skull. The firsr 
time she meets Joe Cable she tries to 
give him a shrunken head . When 
Cable la te r visits the island of Bali 
Ba ' i, th e locals perform a dance 
sequcnce which olle reviewer 
described as ' Hollywood·primitive of 
the most obvious kind ' . Mea nwhile J 

rhe character o f Uat, apart from some 
brief exchanges in French when she 
first meers Cable , remains effectively 
mute tbro llgh the rest o f the picture. 
She e p ito mises the exoric woman as 
passive and pliant. 

In spite of thiS , Soulh Pacific did 
represent something of a bold step 
forward . Especially when we consider 
t h a t a film lik e Stanley Kramer ' s 
G u ess Wbo 's Coming t o Dinner 
(1967) could srill inspire intense con­
troversy a decade later. Although 
oste nSibly about Americans in a far· 
away pJ ace, South Pacific served as 
comm e ntary on domesti c politics 
w hich were difficu lt to approach 
directly. It rearranged American anxi­
c ties in a Jess threatening form . In the 
co ntext of the lale 1950s, the fi lm 
assurned a relevance which was (in 
some ways) distanced from irs audi· 
e nce , yet was nevertheless sriU recog· 
nisable to them. 
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