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Short Cuts and Blow Ups:
Explosive Chemistry in The Affairs of Dobie Gillis (1953)

Pansy Hammer (Debbie Reynolds) loves chemistry despite the explosions that occur every time
she does an experiment in chemistry lab in the The Affairs of Dobie Gillis 1953). Even though the
characters never describe her chemical reaction, viewers can use the information written on the
blackboard in the chemical laboratory to infer what it might be—the reaction of zinc metal with sulfuric
acid to produce hydrogen gas and zinc sulfate. Since hydrogen gas is highly flammable, we infer in our
book ReAction! Chemistry in the Movies (2009) that Hammer’s explosions are due to the reaction of this
hydrogen gas with atmospheric oxygen.

In the hopes that we might learn something more about Hammer’s chemical reactions, we
examined the relevant materials in the Turner/MGM Script Collection at Margaret Herrick library, run by
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in Los Angeles. The script was revised numerous times
and appears to have been under development even while the movie was being shot. With regard to Pansy
Hammer’s laboratory scenes, the scripts differ in three significant ways from the movie: 1) the chemical
reaction is mentioned by the characters in the scripts; 2) Hammer’s explosion montage gets shorter and
shorter; and 3) the blackboard contents are not described in the script.

1) Pansy Hammer’s Chemical Reaction. The chemical reaction changes from the thermal
decomposition of mercuric oxide in the earliest script to the thermal decomposition of potassium chlorate
in one of the revisions. The earliest script titled “Original Vault Copy” is dated June 11, 1952. On page
58, we learn that the chemistry professor’s name is Professor Obispo and that he is “a tough, hard-bitten
man in a white lab smock”. He tells the students that their test tubes contain three grams of mercuric
oxide. The students study their Bunsen burners and eventually Hammer exclaims “It’s changing color and
bubbles!”  This is all chemically correct since mercuric oxide is red and does change color when heated
because it releases oxygen to leave liquid mercury metal. A mimeographed page inserted into the
“Original Vault Copy” is dated six months later as January 22, 1953. The mercuric oxide is crossed out in
pencil and replaced with potassium chlorate. Hammer’s exclamation is similarly crossed out and replaced
with “It’s starting to bubble!” Once again, this is chemically correct since heating white potassium
chlorate salt causes its separation into molten colorless potassium chloride salt and dissolved oxygen gas.
Alas, it is not clear why the script change was made, or why the movie omits any mention of chemical
names at all. It seems reasonable to suggest that too much chemical reality would weigh heavily on this
song-and-dance campus comedy.
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2) Hammer’s explosion montage. In all scripts and the movie, Hammer’s first explosion occurs on
the first day of lab and is followed by a montage of explosions. In the “Original Vault Copy” version, her
first explosion is followed by a series of quick dissolves between English class and Chemistry lab. Each
lab scene is supposed to end in an explosion and the other students are supposed to move further and
further away from her. In the December 12, 1952 script, the montage consists of the lab explosions alone.
In the movie, the camera’s point of view is from outside the college as a very quick series of three
explosions cause smoke to emanate from the building.

3) The blackboard chemistry. Even though the chemical reactions on the blackboard provide
plausible justification for the explosions (the creation of flammable hydrogen gas), the blackboard
equations are not described in any of the scripts. The material may have been written by one of the set
designers or by the scriptwriter Max Schulman since it is clear that he was chemically literate.


