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Short Cuts:
Character Development in It Happens Every Spring (1949)

It Happens Every Spring (1949) is distinguished among chemistry in the movies by having a
chemistry professor give a lecture about carboxylic acids. Even better is that the blackboard behind him is
in sync with his lecture. It is filled with a series of organic acid structures and their dissociation constants,
along with the Lewis dot structure for acetic acid dissociation to acetate and hydrogen ion. In the 2.5-
minute scene that begins at 10:30 in the movie, Chemistry professor Vernon Simpson (Ray Milland) tells
his students “the most striking difference between the various acids containing the carboxyl group lies in
their acidic strengths, or we might say, their ionization constants.” He demonstrates one property of acids
by placing some acetic acid in a test tube and adding a few drops of methyl orange. Even though this is a
black and white movie, he says the bright pink color proves it is an acid. Class ends before he is able to
discuss the information on the blackboard and it is never revisited again. After class, the topic changes
and he tells his girlfriend Deborah Forsythe (Jean Peters) that he has developed a biophobic, a compound
that insects avoid.

This is pretty heavy stuff for this light comedy about the discovery of a wood-avoidance
compound that Simpson uses to become a major league baseball strikeout king. Nevertheless, the quality
of Simpson’s lecture and the accuracy of the material on the blackboard intrigued me. I wanted to know
who supplied this information. The screenwriters were Shirley W. Smith and Valentine Davies. Since it is
clear from the movie’s dialog that they knew something about chemistry, Marjorie and I visited the
UCLA Art Special Collections to read the scripts for this movie. I was hoping to find a diagram for the
blackboard, or at least a description of its contents. We found that UCLA Special Arts Collection had
three scripts dated 22 April 1948, 22 September 1948, and 15 April 1949. The third script contained the
exact dialog found in the movie along with a direction that the blackboard is covered with chemical
equations. I was disappointed it didn’t describe the chemical equations but this was obviously a version
written by a staff member who was watching the final version of the movie.

In the second script dated 22 September 1948, Vernon Simpson’s character is described by saying
he served three years in the South Pacific in the Chemical Warfare Division. This is followed by the scene
direction that the blackboard should be covered in chemical formulas, and the full dialog for the
Simpson’s lecture that is very similar to the movie version. This proved the screenwriters did not describe
the blackboard contents but only that it should have some. One chemical difference is that Vernon tells
Debbie that his nitrocyclohexane compound will be optically active. He doesn’t say this in the movie. If
he had, it would certainly have become the first example of “Optical Activity in the Movies”.
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In the earliest script dated 22 April 1948, we learn about Simpson’s biophobic in a completely
different way. This script begins with a conversation between the Chair of Chemistry Forsythe and the
College Dean. Forsythe says that Vernon Simpson is developing a biophobic, a compound that will keep
living organisms away from wood. Forsythe tells the Dean that wood is mostly cellulose, a carbohydrate,
and that animals are mostly protein. Since proteins contain nitrogen, an element that is lacking in
carbohydrates, Simpson has decided to attempt the nitration of cyclopropane. When the Dean asks why it
is taking Simpson so long to complete his project, Forsythe explains that Simpson served in the Army for
three years during which his research was interrupted. It seems that this scene was replaced by Simpson’s
lecture and blackboard in the six-month period between this first script and the second.

It took one year to hone the script from a version in which two characters describe Vernon
Simpson to a version in which Vernon Simpson reveals the nature of his character by way of his lecture.
He gives real chemical facts and is supported by accurate chemical data on the blackboard. It is still
possible that the screenwriters were the ones who wrote the information on the blackboard. Unfortunately,
it is equally possible the set design team wrote the material on the blackboard. Since this question has not
been resolved, more research is in order!


