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EXPLORING THE DEPTHS OF THE
SOUTH PACIFIC MUSICAL SCRIPT

When the  curtain  first  rose  on  Rodgers
and  Hammerstein’s  South  Pacific  in
1949, audiences were swept away by its
lush  melodies  and  exotic  setting.  Yet,
what  truly  anchored the  show was its
brave and unflinching script.  The South
Pacific  musical  script  is  more  than  a
col lection  of  dialogue  and  stage
directions; it is a landmark document in

American theater history. It  seamlessly
weaves  romance,  war,  and  racial
prejudice into a narrative that remains
profoundly  moving  more  than  seven
decades later.
For  theater  enthusiasts,  students,  and
directors, understanding the nuances of
the  South  Pacific  musical  script
unlocks the genius  behind the Pulitzer
Prize-winning work. It reveals how James
Michener’s  episodic  short  stories  were
transformed into a cohesive, emotionally
charged production that dared to tackle
societal taboos on the Broadway stage.
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This  exploration  will  delve  into  the
script’s  structure,  its  key  themes,  and
why it continues to inspire contemporary
productions.

THE GENESIS OF A MASTERPIECE:
FROM BOOK TO STAGE

The  journey  of  the  South  Pacific
musical  script  began  with  James  A.
Michener’s  Pulitzer  Prize-winning
collection of stories, Tales of the South
Pacific.  Richard  Rodgers  and  Oscar
Hammerstein II  saw the potential for a
musical  that captured the spirit  of  the
stories while focusing on two central love
stories.  Hammerstein,  the  lyricist  and
librettist, faced the monumental task of
condensing  Michener’s  sprawling
narrative  into  a  tight,  compelling  book.
The  resulting  South  Pacific  musical

script is a testament to Hammerstein’s
skill. He focused on the intersecting lives
of  Nellie  Forbush,  an  Arkansas  nurse,
and Emile de Becque, a French planter,
alongside  the  tragic  romance  between
Lieutenant Joe Cable and Liat, a young
Tonkinese  girl.  By  centering  on  these
four  characters,  the  script  creates
intimate stakes against the backdrop of
the  Pacific  Island  conflict.  Every  scene,
every line of dialogue, and every musical
number serves a purpose, propelling the
narrative  forward  while  allowing
moments  of  profound  reflection.

The
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Controversial
Core: Tackling

Racism Head-On
Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of
the South Pacific musical script  is its
direct confrontation of racism. In 1949,
a t  the  dawn  o f  the  C iv i l  R ights
Movement, a Broadway musical openly
criticizing  racial  prejudice  was  radical.
Hammerstein  did  not  shy  away.  He
placed  the  issue  at  the  heart  of  the
story. Nellie Forbush, the wholesome girl
from  Arkansas,  realizes  she  cannot
overcome  her  deep-seated  prejudice
against  Emile’s  mixed-race  children.
Lieutenant Cable, too, acknowledges his

own  bigotry,  singing  the  haunting
"You’ve  Got  to  Be  Carefully  Taught."
The  script  does  not  offer  easy
resolutions.  Nellie  and  Cable’s  internal
struggles  are  raw  and  uncomfortable.
The dialogue and stage directions in the
South Pacific musical script force the
audience  to  sit  with  this  discomfort.
Cable’s pivotal line, "It’s not something
you’re  born with,"  delivered before  he
breaks  into  song,  i s  a  powerfu l
indictment  of  inherited  prejudice.  This
bold storytelling made the script  more
than entertainment; it became a cultural
statement  that  sti l l  resonates  in
discussions  about  bias  and  tolerance
today.

STRUCTURAL BRILLIANCE: HOW
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THE SCRIPT BALANCES ROMANCE
AND WAR

A  close  reading  of  the  South  Pacific
musical script reveals a masterclass in
pacing  and  structure.  The  first  act  is
largely  dedicated  to  establishing  the
idyllic atmosphere of Bali  Ha’i  and the
blossoming romance between Nellie and
Emile.  The  dialogue  is  l ight  and
charming,  filled  with  Nellie’s  bubbly
optimism  and  Emile’s  world-weary
sophistication.  However,  Hammerstein
plants  seeds  of  tension—Nellie’s
discomfort  with  Emile’s  past  and  the
shadow of the war.
The second act pivots sharply. The war
becomes imminent. The script integrates
the  dangerous  mission  behind  enemy
lines as a physical manifestation of the

internal  conflicts  the  characters  face.
The  structure  of  the  South  Pacific
musical  script  mirrors  this  shift,
moving  from  intimate  scenes  on  the
plantation to tense planning sessions at
the  base.  This  structural  evolution
ensures  that  the  stakes  are  always
rising.  The  audience  understands  that
the  characters’  personal  growth  is
intrinsically  linked  to  the  larger  fight
against tyranny, both abroad and within
themselves.

Key Scenes and
Their Impact
Several  scenes  in  the  South  Pacific
musical script are particularly notable
for their emotional power and structural
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function:

The "Some Enchanted
Evening" Scene: This iconic
moment is not just a song cue. The
dialogue leading up to it, where
Nellie and Emile share their first
tentative conversation, establishes
their chemistry. The script uses
the moonlight and the tranquil
setting to create a sense of
magical possibility, making Emile’s
invitation to the dance feel
inevitable.
The "Younger Than
Springtime" Scene: Lieutenant
Cable’s meeting with Liat on Bali
Ha’i is handled with tenderness.
The script’s stage directions
emphasize the exotic beauty of

the location, mirroring Cable’s
enchantment. The dialogue is
minimal but potent, relying on
gesture and look, before the song
encapsulates his overwhelming
emotion.
The Revelation of Emile’s
Children: This is the dramatic
turning point. The script’s pacing
here is flawless. The cheerful
atmosphere of the party collapses
as Nellie sees the children. The
stage directions describe her
physical recoil. The dialogue
breaks down into fragmented
sentences before she flees. It is a
gut-wrenching moment that
redefines the entire love story.
The "You’ve Got to Be
Carefully Taught" Scene:
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Lieutenant Cable’s debate with
Luther Billis and the other Seabees
is a short but powerful scene. The
script uses this moment to
articulate the theme directly. The
dialogue is confrontational, with
Cable’s anger cutting through the
casual bigotry around him.

THE ROLE OF DIALOGUE AND
STAGE DIRECTIONS

The  South  Pacific  musical  script  is
distinguished by its naturalistic dialogue
and  evocative  stage  direct ions.
Hammerstein  avoided  the  stylized,
bookish  language  common  in  earlier
musicals. Instead, the characters speak
in a manner that feels authentic to their
backgrounds.  Nel l ie’s  slang  and
enthusiasm  contrast  beautifully  with

Emile’s formal, French-accented English.
The Seabees speak in a rough, colloquial
tone that grounds the story in reality.
The  stage  directions  in  the  South
Pacific  musical  script  are  also  vital.
They describe the setting in lush detail,
from the view from Emile’s plantation to
the mystical allure of Bali Ha’i. They also
guide the actors’ physical and emotional
states.  For  example,  stage  directions
during  the  "Twin  Soliloquies"  scene
instruct  Nellie  and  Emile  to  sing  their
private  thoughts  while  occupying  the
same stage space, creating a powerful
image  of  two  people  in  love  yet
separated  by  doubt  and  insecurity.
These  directions  are  essential  for  any
director or actor looking to capture the
intended mood and subtext.
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WHY THE SOUTH PACIFIC
MUSICAL SCRIPT REMAINS
ESSENTIAL FOR STUDY

For  students  of  musical  theater,  the
South  Pacific  musical  script  is  a
cornerstone  text.  It  exemplifies  the
"integrated  musical,"  where  every
e lement—song ,  d ia logue ,  and
dance—serves  the story  and character
development.  The  script  demonstrates
how a musical  can be both a  popular
entertainment and a vehicle for serious
social  commentary.  It  is  frequently
studied in drama schools and university
courses  to  illustrate  how  librettos
manage tone, theme, and character arc.
Moreover,  the  South  Pacific  musical
script  offers  invaluable  lessons  in
adaptation.  By  comparing  Michener’s

stories  with  Hammerstein’s  script,  one
can see the alchemy of adaptation: what
was kept, what was changed, and what
was invented. The addition of characters
like  Bloody  Mary  and  the  refined
dialogue for Emile de Becque show how
a talented  librettist  can  make  a  story
more dramatic and emotionally cohesive
for the stage.

Accessing and
Using the Script
for Production
If  you  are  interested  in  staging  or
studying this work, accessing the South
Pacific  musical  script  is



8

8 South Pacific Musical Script 2024-08-24

straightforward. The script is  published
in several editions, including as part of
the Rodgers and Hammerstein: Six Plays
collection  and  as  a  standalone  acting
edition.  The  South  Pacific  musical
script  is  also  avai lable  through
authorized  licensing  agencies  like  The
Rodgers and Hammerstein Organization.
When you secure the rights, you receive
a full script, a vocal score, and detailed
stage directions.
For  a  production  team,  the  South
Pacific  musical  script  is  a
comprehensive  guide.  It  provides  not
only dialogue but also musical cues and
choreographic  suggestions.  Directors
often  use  the  script  to  identify  key
thematic  moments that  require special
attention.  For  example,  the  script’s
treatment  of  the  islanders  versus  the

military personnel can guide casting and
d i rec to r i a l  cho i ces  regard ing
representation and cultural sensitivity.

BRINGING THE SCRIPT TO LIFE:
DIRECTORIAL CONSIDERATIONS

Directing  a  production  based  on  the
South  Pacific  musical  script  requires
a  thoughtful  approach.  The  script’s
themes are powerful but require careful
handling to avoid melodrama or dated
stereotypes.  A  modern  director  must
interpret the material with sensitivity.

Thematic Clarity: The director1.
must ensure that the anti-racist
message of the script is clear
without becoming didactic. The
South Pacific musical script
provides the foundation, but the
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staging and acting choices should
emphasize the internal struggle of
the characters.
Character Depth: The script2.
offers rich psychological material
for actors. Nellie’s journey from
naive optimism to confronting her
prejudice is a complex arc. Emile’s
stoicism hides deep pain. Cable’s
cynicism masks his own
insecurities. The director must
work with actors to mine these
depths.
Pacing and Rhythm: The South3.
Pacific musical script has a
distinct rhythm, alternating
between romantic scenes and
comedic ones with the Seabees.
The director must maintain this
balance, knowing when to let a

quiet moment breathe and when
to push forward with action.
Historical Context: The script is4.
a product of its time. While its core
message remains relevant, some
language and cultural references
may feel dated. A director should
consider whether to present the
piece as a period piece or to find
ways to connect its themes to
contemporary issues without
altering the text.

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF THE
SCRIPT IN POPULAR CULTURE

The  influence  of  the  South  Pacific
musical script extends far beyond the
stage.  The  script  was  adapted  into  a
successful  film  in  1958,  and  its  songs
have become standards. More recently,
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major  revivals,  including  the  2008
Lincoln Center Theater production, have
brought  the  scr ipt  back  into  the
spotlight.  These  revivals  have  been
praised  for  honoring  the  original  text
while  finding  new  resonance  in  its
themes.
The  South Pacific musical  script  also
continues to spark academic discussion.
Scholars  analyze  its  language,  its
portrayal of racial and gender dynamics,
and its  place in  the American cultural
landscape.  It  is  a  script  that  rewards
repeated readings, revealing new layers
of meaning each time.

Common

Misconceptions
About the Script
One common misconception is that the
South  Pacific  musical  script  is  dated
or  too  sentimental.  While  it  certainly
contains romantic idealism, the script is
surprisingly  unsentimental  in  its
appraisal  of  human  flaws.  It  does  not
pretend that love conquers all; instead, it
shows  love  struggling  against  deeply
ingrained biases. Another misconception
is that the script


