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Abstract: 

This script is dedicated to the memory of Susanne Chauvel-Carlsson, and was 
inspired by a chapter in Elsa Chauvel’s book, My Life With Charles (1973). This is 
the story of the making of a dream, a dream to capture the essence of a narrative set in 
the South Seas, a story of a mutiny of the soul when The Bounty sailed into Matavai 
Bay in 1789. In 1932, the young Australian filmmakers Elsa and Charles Chauvel set 
sail with their cameraman Tasman Higgins to travel 15,000 miles by steamer to 
Papeete and Pitcairn. Leaving their toddler daughter Susanne with grandparents back 
in Stanthorpe, the trio set out on a journey that would take six months to complete, to 
gather film footage never before seen, of Tahitian dancers on location in Tahiti for 
their film, In the Wake of the Bounty. 
 

Biographical Note: 

Debra Beattie is an Australian filmmaker, scholar, writer and teacher. She has 
produced and directed documentaries in Australia for over thirty years with a diverse 
group of communities, indigenous, Indonesian, and Melanesian. Most recently she 
was the associate producer on Fairweather Man (2008) an ABC television 
documentary on the life and times of an artist who lived on Bribie Island in the 
sixties.  Beattie is an innovative creator, a scholar of new media documentary and 
social engagement. In 2001, she directed The Wrong Crowd a pioneering web-based 
documentary for ABC Online; and in 2004 developed design best practice for online 
counselling as Chief Investigator on ARC Discovery with Kidshelpline. Since 2006, 
she has engaged in delivery of documentary in public places such as galleries, 
museums and libraries. 
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THE CHARACTERS 

ELSA - Elegant, stylish, talented, intelligent, actress and 
film collaborator, mother 

CHARLES - Debonair and dynamic young man in his late 
thirties, suave, good looking with a fierce pride in his 
country and its stories 

TASMAN - Hardworking, talented, committed, gentleman and 
scholar, and loving husband to Gladys in Sydney 

PITCAIRN ISLANDER 

BILLE - ELOCUTION STUDENT 

FIVE FEMALE DANCE STUDENTS 

BABY SUSANNE(S) 

RUTH CURTIS 

HERC McINTYRE 

CIGAR SMOKING STUDIO EXECUTIVE 

TARO 

RA’IHAU 

RA’IMERE 

COMMANDANT 

TAHITIAN DANCERS 
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THE BOUNTY 

1. EXT. PITCAIRN ISLAND HARBOUR, ESTABLISHING - DAY 

The story opens with a cyclone at sea.  The orchestra begins 
with a crescendo. The sequence needs to convey the 
extraordinary intensity of a cyclone on an island harbor in 
the South Seas. A beautifully dressed woman in an early 1930s 
business suit is being lowered, in a rope chair, from the 
rafters. She is straining to see her rescuers arriving in an 
open boat.  

ELSA (V.O.) 
Through driving rain, as our vessel 
hove-to off Pitcairn Island, my 
straining eyes picked up two open 
boats striving valiantly to reach 
us. Soon, I was slipped into a rope 
chair and flung out into space. 
Then down, down, the sea rising to 
meet me, till I was caught and 
swung into place, in a tossing 
boat, by the tawny arms of a 
Pitcairn seaman. 

A storm is whipping up ocean waves. The place is revealed 
through the rain and wind. With its plunging cliffs, sharp 
crags and hostile coastline, this was not a safe anchorage.  

ELSA 
But it was in this place that 
Fletcher Christian and his 
mutineers had unloaded their meagre 
provisions, determined to start 
their new life. They burnt ‘The 
Bounty’ and vowed never to leave. 

ELSA, her husband CHARLES, and their cameraman, TASMAN Higgins 
are all lowered into the waiting small boat. 

CUT TO: 

1A. NEWSPAPER HEADLINES MONTAGE 

The front pages of various newspapers swirl across the screen. 
The papers are all from 1933. The following headlines spin 
into focus: 
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LOST IN STORM  

THREE HOURS’ TERROR 

PRODUCER’S EXPERIENCE 

CUT TO: 

1B. EXT. ON THE SEA, OFFSHORE PITCAIRN ISLAND - DAY 

ELSA is lowered into the arms of a Pitcairn seaman. She looks 
back through the rain to the steamer ship, and Elsa and her 
rescuers row towards the shoreline. 

CUT TO: 

2. EXT. BOATSIDE, SYDNEY WHARF - DAY 

TITLE UP: SYDNEY HARBOUR,MARCH 1932 

At the bottom of the stairs leading to the steamer-ship, there 
is a selection of brown leather hard suitcases and large 
camera Cases and the largest is a long rectangular suitcase 
containing the tripod which is emblazoned EXPEDITIONARY FILMS. 

TASMAN HIGGINS and CHARLES CHAUVEL wait for ELSA so that all 
three can board together.  

TASMAN 
15,000 miles Charles! And at what a 
colossal speed! These average 15 
knots I hear. So we should be there 
in six weeks - all going well. 

CHARLES 
Indeed Tasman.  And when we get 
there, what will we find? No 
Australian has set foot there – 
certainly not one with a movie 
camera! 

TASMAN 
It is a big gamble Charles but with 
Universal studios backing us, well, 
I really think you’ve got a story 
and a location here that will knock 
the socks off any audience. 
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CHARLES 
Thanks for the vote of confidence. 
Let’s hope it’s not too 
inhospitable. 

ELSA arrives in a taxi and the driver unloads her cases. 

CHARLES 
Ready Partner? 

ELSA nods and the three of them climb the stairs. 

TASMAN carries most of the luggage. 

CUT TO: 

3. EXT. CLIFFTOP OVERLOOKING PITCAIRN HARBOUR – DAY – MONTHS 
LATER 

TASMAN CHARLES and ELSA are standing together, TASMAN on 
camera and ELSA with clipboard. They are on the clifftop 
overlooking the same harbour off Pitcairn Island. They are 
looking out to yet another storm much like the one that 
brought them there.  

ELSA 
(wistfully))That 
steamer-ship is so, 
so close and yet so 
far. 

TASMAN 
That boat isn’t going to be able to 
get into the harbor tonight not 
with this weather.  They won’t 
wait. It’ll sail for Tahiti tonight 
without us. They’ll be wanting to 
get away and ahead of this, before 
it gets any worse. 
  

(Sound FX: Waves breaking, Thunder, lightning flashing) 

CHARLES 
Well, it’s going to be another 
month before the next one arrives. 
Pray to God the weather is good 
that day. The locals are bunkering 
down. I guess we better pack up 
too. Think you’ve got what we need 
Tas? 
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TASMAN 
Sure thing. We’ve got some great 
film footage here Charles old man. 
And let’s pray to God that these 
amazing film reels we’ve shot stays 
safe and dry for another month. 

CHARLES 
It really is an island fortress. 

ELSA 
And a fortress against cyclones and 
tropical storms  

ELSA moves in closer to her husband CHARLES. 

ELSA 
It’s already been two months since 
we left Australia. I miss Susanne 
so much. 

TASMAN has packed up the tripod and the camera and is ready to 
walk back to the hut. Charles offers to carry the camera 

CHARLES 
If we can keep it at a steady 
temperature, it should be fine, eh? 

As the two men walk together, ELSA looks out at the building 
storm. 

CUT TO: 

4. EXT. QUEENSLAND VERANDAH – DAY  

TITLE UP: THREE MONTHS EARLIER 

A cottage called “MISTY MOUTAINS” a classic “Queenslander” 
house, nestled below Mt Marley in Stanthorpe. On the verandah, 
there are now four young girls leaving in a tumble of teenage 
laughter down the front stairs. The girls are all dressed in 
dancing costumes. 

ELSA is leaning on the verandah railing, dressed in a 
sleeveless dress, of lemon and pale orange, with the skirt cut 
on the bias, in a chiffon print of abstract floral with a 
fresh sprig of mimosa at her waist.  
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ELSA 
(singing as she walks along the 
verandah)I can see a jacaranda just 
outside my back verandah. I can see 
it when I stand up in my cot. 

On the end of the verandah, there is a white wicker bassinet 
and a jacaranda tree flowering beautifully nearby. A year old 
toddler can be heard to call ‘Mama’. 

ELSA 
(now standing near to the cot) 
Shhhhh. My darling. Almost done. 

BILLE  
(arriving from inside the house) 
I don’t mind finishing early today 
Mrs Chauvel, if you need to tend to 
baby Susanne. 

ELSA 
No, Bille – best we finish the 
lesson properly.  
Susanne will be fine for another 
five minutes. 

CUT TO: 

5. INT. QUEENSLANDER HOUSE – DAY - CONTINUOUS 

INTERIOR of the “Misty Mountains” house with the view from the 
back verandah of the beautiful Mt Marley in the distance. 

CHARLES is seated in a large leather chair, beside a large 
wooden desk and a large plaque is emblazoned with gold 
“EXPEDITIONARY FILMS”. He is reading intently and with great 
excitement. 

RUTH CURTIS is seated in an elegant office-chair reading 
through a pile of books at her feet. 

CHARLES 
Ruthie, read this! I found it over 
at the Nuttall’s, our neighbours’ 
place,just in the next valley. It’s 
from one of Bligh’s own hand-
written logbooks.  I thought I 
remembered reading it there, when I 
was a boy, and sure enough, there 
it was! 
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RUTH CURTIS 
(Los Angeles accent)  

Charles, I think we are on a winner 
here for sure. 

CHARLES  
(humming)  

Blue skies, calling to me, nothing 
but blue skies do I see. 

ELSA takes up the tune with increasing conviction, on the 
front verandah, to a bonny baby Susanne. 

CUT TO: 

6. INT. LOS ANGELES – SUNSET 

INTERIOR of office with window looking over the studio at 
Universal Pictures, Los Angeles 

At a long table are seated ‘EXPEDITIONARY FILMS’ represented 
by Charles Chauvel and Tasman Higgins. 

CHARLES is pitching the storyline for “In the Wake of the 
Bounty” to the American financial backers at Universal.  

HERC MCINTYRE, Universal’s man in Australia, is at the table.  

CHARLES walks backward and forwards as provides the pros and 
cons of the project. The scene is replete with cigar smoking 
studio executives a la Preston Sturgess’s 1941 Classic 
“Sullivan’s Travels”. The agreed-to funding to start filming 
is very tight. 

CUT TO: 

7. EXT. RAILING OF STEAMERSHIP IN AUCKLAND HARBOUR 

CHARLES and ELSA stand arm-in-arm looking out to sea. ELSA is 
impeccably dressed in a travelling suit, and a debonair and 
well-dressed CHARLES suggests that they return to their ship’s 
cabin. They are leaving Auckland Harbour. 

A close-up of a cascade of letters and cards addressed to the 
Chauvels, which are scattered across one of the beds. There 
are also a number of Kodak snapshots of a toddler digging in a 
garden. 
ELSA sits on the bed looking at the photographs and the 
letters for a second time. 
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CHARLES strides in, intently studying the travel brochure he 
is holding. 

CHARLES 
Tahiti! Finally! We sail for Tahiti 
at first light darling!  

ELSA is drawn to his warmth and energy. They embrace and gaze 
at the ocean outside their cabin-window. 

 ELSA 
Yes my darling that very same 
Tahiti that once cast her magic 
spell around those rough, hard-
fisted English sailors from The 
Bounty…. 

FADE TO BLACK: 

8. EXT. WHARF, PAPEETE 

Montage of white Tiare flowers, the blue lagoons, the pale 
blue faa, the green mountains, the white beaches as bird’s eye 
view of the island, and then landing at the wharf in downtown 
Papeete.  

ELSA, CHARLES and TASMAN are standing with their luggage. 

ELSA 
It is the Perfume of Tahiti that 
greets you … long before we fully 
pulled into the wharf even, there 
it was .. sweet and strong .. 

CHARLES 
(breathing deeply) 

Aaaahhhhhh! 

TASMAN 
I’ll get us a taxi to the hotel. 

Tahitian girls with flamboyant flowers tucked rakishly behind 
brown ears under cartwheel-pandanus hats stroll by, and 
Tahitian men wearing the starched white linen of the French 
gendarme stand in quiet conversation. 

9. INT. TAXI ON WAY TO MATAVAI BAY 

The trio is now travelling in a 1930s Peugeot (or Citroen) and 
the driver takes them over rustic bridges, past bamboo huts, 
running streams, and the most beautiful lagoons.  
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CHARLES 
How could we make a film about the 
Bounty and not film it on location 
right here in Tahiti? This place is 
magical. 

TASMAN 
You can see why those boys from Old 
Blighty might decide to mutiny 
against our Captain William Bligh. 
It makes a lot more sense when you 
experience just what it was they 
were being tempted by. 

CHARLES  
An Australian story destined for 
the cinema! And if we are going to 
do it, we must make sure we pull 
back every veil in every scene. 

10. EXT. TAXI ARRIVING AT F’AA 

The drums begin to sound as they emerge from the taxi, just as 
a welcoming ceremony is in process. The dancers stamp their 
feet and sway their hips in time to the beat of the drum, as 
CHARLES and ELSA and TASMAN walk along a wooden pontoon to 
their lagoon room. 

11. EXT. VERANDAH OF LAGOON ROOM - MORNING 

On the verandah of a thatched room on stilts over a lagoon and 
there is an exquisite breakfast of tropical fruits on the 
table.  

ELSA is humming ‘Blue Skies’. She is looking elegant in a Coco 
Chanel inspired ‘beach pyjama’ outfit embroidered with 
frangipani motifs. She is wearing a pandanus hat.  

CHARLES is wearing a cabana suit popular with men as beach-
wear in the 1930s. 

They are relaxed, having been here for a few days, and the 
discussion is on how they will source the extras for the 
dancing scenes. 

Their new friend, the charismatic entrepreneur Taro arrives 
and he is smiling hugely.  

He is accompanied by two beautiful Tahitian women. 
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TARO 
Bonjour Madame, Bonjour Monsieur.  
Je vous prenons rencontrer les 
danseuses, Ra’ihau and Ra’imere! 

CHARLES 
Elsa, I think we have found just 
the right talent scout. 

ELSA 
(grabs her hat)  

Taro, lead the way. 

12. EXT. DOWNTOWN STREET - SUNSET 

CHARLES, ELSA, TASMAN, TARO and his friends Ra’ihau and 
Ra’imere, are all walking together slowly in the late 
afternoon sunshine. 

They arrive at the corner of Quai de Subsistances and the Rue 
de Rivoli as it is only place on the boulevard still open to 
with seats and a table. 

But a tattered hula skirt has been placed across a window 
outside the café. 

Charles reads a notice pinned to the skirt. 

CHARLES 
Please, for local and transient 
clients protection against 
molestation and insult – permit the 
management to repeat, for certain 
class of intruder, drunks, near 
drunks, and acting drunks, strictly 
not tolerated – and absolutely 
forbidden to bring street girls 
here, this is a respectable place. 

TARO and his friends reluctantly peel off and head back to 
their lodgings. 

The plucky trio bolsters their spirits with a night at this 
local bar. There is a Parisian chanteuse of 1930s Jazz tunes –
like ‘East of the sun, West of the moon’ 

CHARLES 
(jolts upright) 

Canoes! Thirty feet long! 



Debra	  Beattie	  	  	  	  	  The	  Bounty	  

 TEXT Special Issue: Scriptwriting as Creative Writing Research 12 
eds Dallas Baker and Debra Beattie, October 2013	  

ELSA 
With only 3,000 pounds left to 
complete the entire film, Charles, 
I really don’t think we … 

CHARLES  
But what a scene! Can’t you see it? 

13. EXT. BEACH BY LAGOON - DAY 

Dancing girls and beachcombers prepare for their scene.  

CHARLES is directing.  

ELSA is assisting. 

THE FRENCH COMMANDANT arrives with his aide-de-campe and asks 
in French and then English:  

THE FRENCH COMMANDANT  
Would Monsieur and Madame Chauvel 
kindly permit me to stay to watch 
the oh-so-lovely dancing girls? 

ELSA 
Bien sur, Commandant. S’il vous 
plait. Monsieur. As you see, we 
have indeed the cream of the 
beautiful Tahitian girls in 
Papeete, but not yet the strong 
Tahitian men. 

14. EXT. PRESIDENTIAL PALACE – DAY 

In the formal courtyard of the presidential palace, the ornate 
wrought-iron gates of the barracks compound open and a 
military bugle sounds. 

ELSA arrives, and is greeted by the COMMANDANT. 

There are lines of young soldiers marching in and assembling 
in front of her, waiting there, line upon line of handsome, 
impudent faces. 

COMMANDANT 
Madame, the pick of my Army awaits 
your choice! 

ELSA 
Oh you must choose, Commandant, 
they all look equal to me. 
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COMMANDANT 
(in Tahitian) 

I ordered each man to discard his 
shirt. 

ELSA 
Oh! 

Her reaction is at the same time embarrassed and intrigued. 

CUT TO: 

15. EXT. BEACH BY LAGOON - DAY 

There are twelve Tahitian men in traditional clothing carrying 
a large canoe across the beach leading around the lagoon. As 
they lower the large canoe from their shoulders, there are a 
dozen young Tahitian women arriving to rehearse their dancing. 
The French Commandant also arrives with his aide-de-camp.  

The female dancers perform their traditional dance with the 
beating of the drums, the swaying of the hips, the stamping of 
the feet.  

Then the male dancers join them. 

FADE SLOWLY: 

Cross-fade to footage of these scenes in the 
original film shot in 1933 on location in Matavai 
Bay, Tahiti for “In the Wake of the Bounty” 

16. EXT. STEAMERSHIP RAILING - SUNSET 

At the top of the boarding stairs of the steamer-ship, leaning 
over the railing are the passengers dressed in tuxedoes and 
satin ball-gowns. Amongst them are CHARLES and ELSA. The all-
aboard signal sounds out. 

CHARLES  
(heartfelt to ELSA) 

Thank you, partner. 

CROSS FADE: 

17. EXT. VERANDAH ‘MISTY MOUNTAINS’ – DAY  

ELSA is playing with SUSANNE, now a bonny 20 month old.  

CHARLES is reading the paper. 
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Suddenly he leaps to his feet exclaiming. 

CHARLES 
Look at this strapping young 
fellow, Elsa! Let’s call him in for 
a screen test. He’d be perfect to 
play our Mister Fletcher Christian! 

Elsa looks closely at the newspaper photograph. 

ELSA 
But he isn’t an actor darling, he’s 
just an adventurer. 

Closing images of one of Hollywood’s most successful box 
office stars of the 1940s, ERROL FLYNN, in his first cinematic 
role as Fletcher Christian. 

 

FADE TO BLACK 

END OF SCRIPT 
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Research statement 

 

Research background 

This script draws on autobiographical accounts by Elsa Chauvel (1973) and her 
daughter Susanne Chauvel-Carlsson (1989) as well as research accounts written by 
Cunningham (1991) and Molloy (1990). This script on the making of ‘In the Wake of 
the Bounty’ (1934) is a dramatised interpretation titled simply ‘The Bounty’ (2013). 

 

Research contribution 

The writer’s earlier practice-led research into ‘dramadoc’ (Paget 1998) and 
dramatised history (Lipkin 2002) was published online in 2004. The wrong crowd 
(2004) utilised the same research methodology in constructing an imagined 
explanation for well-known historical facts. 

 

Research significance 

The Bounty (2013) has been written as a contribution to the continued documentation 
of the cinematic legacy of the Chauvels. On this occasion, the screenplay recounts 
their work in the Pacific. The making of “Sons Of Matthew” (2009) documented a 
narrative set in Queensland, and screened at the Brisbane International Film Festival. 
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