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PREFACE: 

"The Island of the Blue Dolphins" written by newspaperman Scott 
O'Dell, has become one of the most honored hooks in the three short 
years since its first publication by Houghton Mifflin in 1960 It has 
received the Newbery Medal Award of the American Library Association, 
as "the most distinguished contribution to American literature for 
children"; the William Allen White Award; and awards from the Hans 
Christian Andersen Foundation, the Southern California Council on 
Children's Literature; and, from abroad, an award from the German 
Juvenile Book Council. Well on its way to becoming a modern classic, it 
is required reading in the elementary classes of numerous public school 
systems in the United States. 

The film version of "The Island of the Blue Dolphins" was produced 
by Robert B. Radnitz and released through Universal Pictures in 1964. 
It has received the endorsement of the American Library Association 
and commendation and praise from many organizations and individu-
als concerned with film both as entertainment and as a stimulating 
intellectual experience for children and young people; such commen-
dations have come from Justice William 0. Douglas, of the U.S. Supreme 
Court; Senator Maurine Neuberger, (Oregon); Lyle W. Ashby, Deputy 
Executive Secretary of the National Education Association; Janet Isbell, 
of the Dept. of Audio-Visual and Broadcast Education of the National 
Council of Churches; Rev. C. Albert Koob, Associate Secretary of the 
National Catholic Education Association; and many others. 
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TO THE TEACHER: 

"The Island of the Blue Dolphins" is a hook which can he under-
stood and appreciated on many levels from approximately age seven 
through adulthood. The adaptation of this work for the screen offers 
teachers a unique opportunity for guiding young people into a lively 
experience of learning to evaluate creative material. Motion pictures 
-movies-are a normal and pleasurable habit for most children, hut 
no real body of text exists which can help teachers to develop in young 
children the critical awareness, ability to discriminate, and the tools 
with which to articulate their reactions to films. This study guide is 
intended as a bridge between seeing and appreciating. 

Children can learn something about the enormous task facing an 
author by writing short essays ancl stories themselves. There is no way 
in which they can experiment with film-making on anything near the 
scale of a professional feature film. But through an understanding 
of some of the creative processes involved in making a movie, it is pos· 
sible to begin to apply critical standards to the final product. We hope 
that this study guide will open the first doors to many young movie-
goers who, by their increasing understanding and discernment, will 
demand ever-higher standards from films in the future. 

Universal Pictures, Inc. 

Note: Un familiar terms are italicized throughout the text, and de fined in a glos-
sary at the end of the Study Guide. Discussion questions based on the infor-
mation in the Guide can be assigned as research problems or used in ad-lib 

"think" sessions with the full class participating. 
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TO THE STUDENT: 
We know you like reading a good hook, and we know you like going 

to a good movie, too. They are two different experiences, hut have you 
ever stopped to think how different? Sometimes, especially when a film 
is based on a familiar story, it is tempting to compare the movie with 
the hook. But we should he aware of the differences! 

When you read a hook, it is like someone telling you a story. But 
when you go to a movie, you and the other people in the audience share 
the experience of SEEING the story actually happening. 

There are many ways of showing a story on film. If the film-makers 
are successful, you will believe in the story when you watcb it, and it 
will he a valuable memory to you for a long time. Making a film requires 
the cooperation of hundreds of creative people working together. It 
is a very new art, belonging to the 20th century. Some of the people 
who work on films are technicians, who are highly skilled in operating 
complicated cameras, sound equipment, lighting effects, editing ma· 
chines and laboratory processes. Others are experts in the difficult job 
of creating ideas and knowing how to put those ideas on film so that 
they communicate to the audience-the director, actors, writers, musi· 
cians, film editors, artists. There are people in charge of costumes and 
makeup and props and sets. And over it all is the producer, whose job 
it is to hold the whole idea together and make sure it comes out just 
exactly right. 

We can't tell you here how to make a movie. But we hope you will 
get some idea of the way in which movie makers bring a hook to the 
screen. 
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'.'.:i"I' ,, ( .. ' . ,. .... . \. . ' . 
, •• .,, :· ... - 1.' .-_ ·•..t ' 

8nce a real girl lived all alone on a real island. To tell 
her story on film took hundreds of people working to-
gether. Some of the people you see here are: the director, 
cameramen, lighting experts, sound engineers, producer, 
makeup artists, wardrobe women, script girl, technical 
director, and producer. After the film is in the can, another 
phase of the production is just beginning. That is the 
editing, and the addition of music, and the technical proc-
essing of the film to make a finished motion picture·. 
Shooting the picture is only the start of the creation! 

© U
niv

ers
al 

Pict
ure

s C
om

pa
ny

, In
c. 

an
d R

ob
ert

 B
. R

ad
nit

z P
rod

uc
tio

ns
, In

c. 



7 

© U
niv

ers
al 

Pict
ure

s C
om

pa
ny

, In
c. 

an
d R

ob
ert

 B
. R

ad
nit

z P
rod

uc
tio

ns
, In

c. 



CLhe actual "Island of the Blue Dolphins" (San Nicholas Island not 
far from Santa Bar hara off the California Coast) is different now than 
it was in the early 1800's when the true story on which the novel is 
based took place: today it is a United States Navy Base and jet planes fly 
overhead all day. A new location had to he found for filming the picture, 
and it took many months before the perfect "Island" was found. The 
producer of the film and his production manager drove along the 
Pacific coastline all the way north from Mexico, stopping to explore 
every possible location. Finally when they had almost reached Anchor 
Bay, they discovered their "Island"! It was an isolated section of the 
coast, 150 miles north of San Francisco, where Indians still live. The 
inhabitants were very helpful to the film-makers, pointing out rock 
formations, pools and inlets, hills and flat places which were perfect for 
the different sections of the "Island" where Karana and Rontu lived. 
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gding the right actress to play the role of Karana was a special 
problem. She is on camera in almost every moment of the film, and 
usually all alone. This is very difficult job! The producer and casting 
director looked for a young girl with proven acting ability-but one 
whose face had not been seen by movie audiences many times before. 
She had to he the kind of girl who could change before our eyes from 
a dependent child into a self-reliant young girl able to take care of 
herself alone on the island. After Celia Kaye had been selected to play 
the role of the young Indian girl, it was discovered that her grandmother 
was a full-blooded Cherokee Indian! 
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Celia was part Indian, she had been horn and brought up 
in the city. She had to learn how to scramble around the rocks of the 
island barefoot, as if she had done it all her life. Although some clays 
were cold during the shooting of the picture and the other members of 
the production unit wore heavy sweaters and jackets, Celia wanted to 
feel as much like the real Karana as she could, and she usually went 
through every day in just her authentic native dress. But after the scene 
in which she had to swim in 40° ocean water, she was glad to he wrapped 
in towels and blankets when the cameras stopped grinding. 
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dogs who acted in the film were accomplished pros, who were 
able to follow their trainer's unspoken directions no matter how many 
other things were going on at the same time. "Playing dead" is not 
easy when there are cameras and lights and microphones hearing down 
on you for a closeup, and a girl with a how and arrow about to finish 
you off! 
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CZ::e role of Karana's little brother, Ramo, was played by Larry 
Domasin, who had already acted in two other movies. He had a wonder· 
ful time on the location and enjoyed playing "Indian" very much. He 
is a good actor who took direction quickly and understood the im· 
portance of what he was supposed to do. 

12 
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ITTsitors to the location were occasionally startled to see a primitive 
Indian boy sailing modern glider planes, hut that was Larry's favorite 
pastime when he wasn't needed on the set. lncid.entally, the law says 
that actors under the age of 18 must keep up with their schoolwork 
even when they are working on a film in a distant location. When Larry 
wasn't rehearsing or working in front of the cameras or studying with 
his tutor, he was sure to be sailing his glider plane. 

\ 

I 
\ ( ,,. 

I 
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cYn the story, Karana and Rontu are mortal enemies at the beginning, 
hut slowly they learn to trust and to love each other. But in real life, 
Celia and Rontu were friends right from the start. Sometimes Rontu 
got carried away with his great love for his "enemy", and ruined her 
makeup with his kisses! Even though Celia's role as the Indian girl, 
Karana, required a very natural look, it is always necessary to use make-
up to counteract the strong lights and the harsh quality of the film. 
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c{j(ontu's profestJional train· 
er used hand signals to direct 
him during the takes, because 
spoken commands would he 
picked up by the microphones. 
Usually the trainer would work ' 
with the dog for about fifteen 
minutes before each scene, go· 
ing over and over the action ... 

. . . and then the even-tempered Rontu would turn in a perfect 
performance. 
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CZ::e birds whom Karana befriends in the film were actually care· 
fully trained pets who were accompanied at all times by their skilled 
handler. Celia had to learn to work with the birds for their scenes to· 

The trainer stayed just out of camera range during the actual 
filming. 
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®nee you get all the people needed to shoot a movie together on 
an isolated location, somebody has to make arrangements for them to 
get their meals. Feeding the cast and crew is the job of the production 
unit manager. Above is the cast of the film on location at Anchor Bay. 
Hal Jon Norman, Alex Montoya, Julie Payne, Carlos Romero, Celia 
Kaye and Martin Garralaga. * In the picture below cast and crew are 
having lunch on location at Anchor Bay. 
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C}IJ1 any things can be told in a book which must be shown on film. 
One example: in the book, after the villagers have gone, Karana remem· 
hers that the women of her tribe must never make weapons because it 
is taboo. In the film, there is a scene before the villagers leave in which 
Karana's father tells her about this strong taboo. Later, when she 
is alone and she remembers the story, the audience shares the same 
memory with her. We do not need to be told what she is thinking, be· 
cause we are thinking the same thing. 
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OOhen the Aleut hunters return to the island, a girl is with them, 
and she finds Karana.. They become friends, although they cannot 
understand each other's language. But Karana is not yet ready to trust 
strangers, and she does not leave the island with her new friend. This 
is another scene which was especially written for the film, because in the 
book the Aleut girl goes away without saying goodbye. But it is im-
portant for us to know that Karana has begun to trust again, and to 
understand her terrible loneliness. In the movie, we actually see and 
feel Karana's fears changing to trust. Later, she will decide to trust 
people again and to live in the world with them. This, too, is shown 
through her actions. 
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A NOTE FROM THE PRODUCER: 
"The Island of the Blue Dolphins" is a story about trust. A young 

girl is taught by her father that one must believe in people in order to 
live in this world; hut, thru the cruelty and treachery of others-the 
visiting otter hunters, the wild dogs-she is cruelly disillusioned; and 
then slowly, painfully thru the years and all alone on the island-she 
learns to trust aga.in. 

The fact that she is all alone presented special problems for a movie. 
How do you go about making a film with just one main character-
a young girl-all alone through most of the story? 

We started with an outline, which looked like this: 

I. LEARNING TO TRUST 
A. Show the peaceful life of the Indian tribe on the island before 

the Aleutian otter hunters come. 
B. Show Karana's face while her father talks with the other men 

of the tribe about the need to believe in the good will of 
others. 

II. LOSS OF TRUST 
A. The cruelty of the hunters 
B. Failure of the rescuers to return for her 
C. Ramo's death 

III. FEELINGS OF PAIN, ANGER, REVENGE 
A. Burning the village 
B. Making weapons 
C. Stalking the killer dog 

IV. REALIZATION THAT SHE CANNOT LIVE THIS WAY 
A. The dog does not die; she helps him to live 
B. Gradual trust between the girl and the wild dog 

V. LOVE FOR NATURE AND ANIMALS AND BIRDS 
A. Ron tu rejoins the dog pack; then returns to her 
B. Training the birds to call her by name 
C. The lost seal 
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VI. THE STRANGERS RETURN 

A. Fear giving way to trust of the Aleutian girl, Tutok 
B. Friendship and love for Tutok 

C. Decision not to go away with Tutok and the strangers 
1. Karana is more lonely than before 
2. Rontu's death of olcl age; his puppy takes his place 

VII. LEARNING TO TRUST AGAIN 

A. The Spanish strangers come again 
B. Karana's fear changing to trust 

As you see, this outline breaks clown the story into emotions, or 
ideas, rather than actions. Our problem was to write a screenplay which 
would tell this story of emotions (with only one main character!) in 
a way which would he exciting and interesting and entertaining to our 
audiences. And, most important of all-helievable. 

The people in this film behave like real people, good and bad. The 
Indians have their own language-they don't speak in "ughs" and 
"hows", because real Indians don't speak that way. The Aleut hunters 
in the film speak the authentic Aleut language, and the Spaniards speak 
their own language, too. The animals in the film do not act like people 
or like cartoons, but like real animals. 

There are sad things and violent things in this film-just as there 
are in life, and just as there were on the Island of the Blue Dolphins. 
There are happy things, too, and funny things. I believe that a really 
good story or book or movie tells us something true about life. It allows 
us to see beyond our own experiences into other worlds of other people. 
I hope that is what "The Island of the Blue Dolphins" will do when 
you see it. 

Robert B. Radnitz 
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GLOSSARY OF SOME TERMS 
USED IN MAKING A MOTION PICTURE 
Cameraman: in charge of the complicated cameras and lights, and 
responsible for the actual photographs which are made on film. 
Camera range: the entire area which can be seen through the camera. 

Cast: the actors. 

Casting director: the person who chooses the right actors for each role, 
usually working with the director and producer. 
Closeup: any scene which is photographed very close to the subject; 
usually a person, showing just the face. 
Crew: the people who work on the filming, other than the actors . 

. ·. 
. . · .. 

'"..; .. ,,, .. 

In the photo above you can see a moment during actual filming on location at 
Anchor Bay: The cameras and lights are set up in position; the producer, Robert 
B. Radnitz, is checking the camera angles through the camera; Celia Kaye, the 
star who plays Karana, is waiting to be called to take her place in the scene 
of action (off left). 

23 

© U
niv

ers
al 

Pict
ure

s C
om

pa
ny

, In
c. 

an
d R

ob
ert

 B
. R

ad
nit

z P
rod

uc
tio

ns
, In

c. 



Director: the person in charge of the entire production during the film· 
ing; he is usually involved in the editing, too. 
Editing: the process by which all the individual scenes which have been 
photographed are artistically worked into a full-fledged motion picture. 
Grinding: a slang term which is applied to cameras when they are 
actually taking the photographs. 
In the can: the film which is already shot is said to be "in the can"; 
literally it is packed in air-tight cans to protect it from being damaged 
while being moved or shipped from one place to another: for example, 
from the location area-in this case from Anchor Bay-down to the 
studio where the editing takes place. 
Lighting expert: cameras do not photograph light the way the eye really 
sees it, and the lighting experts set up artificial lights to give the effect 
needed in each scene. 
Makeup artist: when a face is photographed many times life-size, the 
skin tones and every detail will he magnified. It is the job of the makeup 
man to make the actor's magnified face look normal and attractive 
under these conditions. 
On camera: actually being photographed. 
Pro: a slang term for "professional'\ usually meaning someone who 
has hacl experience working on a film. 
Producer: the person who first decided to make this film, raised the 
money to do so, hired the cast and crew, and supervised the entire 
production. 
Production manager: hired by the producer, he in turn hires other mem· 
hers of the crew and is responsible for seeing that everything goes 
smoothly. 
Production unit: the name for the entire group of people who are 
working together on each phase of the filming. 
Production unit manager: the person in charge of details involving the 
people working on the film, such as food and transportation, etc. 
Script: the outline of the story, with plans for each scene giving details 
of what the cameras will photograph and all the spoken words to he 
recorded by the microphones. 
Script girl: the person who records every change in the script made by 
the director during filming; she is in charge of making sure that each 
scene is coordinated with the details in other scenes. 
Set: the place where the filming takes place. 
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Shooting: another word for "filming". 
Sound engineer: in charge of recording the dialogue and background 
sounds during filming, and responsible for the final "sound track". 
Sound track: recorded by microphones during filming and later syn-
chronized with the picture on the same piece of film. 
Star: a principal actor or actress. 
Take: each scene is filmed several times until the right "take" is made 
in which everything goes exactly right. The director and editor later 
decide which "takes" to use in the final film. 
Technical director: responsible for all details of accuracy in the story. 
Wardrobe women: in charge of costumes. 

Another production scene from "Island of the Blue Dolphins". Here producer 
Robert B. Radnitz is rehearsing a scene with Celia Kaye and Rontu, the dog, 
prior . to actually shooting the scene. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

I. List as many reasons as you can think of why a movie takes so long 
• to make. ("The Island of the Blue Dolphins" took two years.) Why do 

movies cost so much to make? 

2. Which do you think is easier: making a movie outdoors on location 
or making it inside a studio? List several reasons. 

3. Suppose that you are a film director and want to show the audience 
that a girl is very lonely. What are five different ways that this can be, 
shown on film? 

4. If you have ever trained a dog to do tricks, how would you go about 
training him to be an actor? 

5. If you could work as a film-maker, which job would you like to 
have? Why? 

6. Movies are a way of communicating ideas and information and 
knowledge about people and places. List some things that you have 
learned from movies. 

7. Many details about life on the Island were left to the reader's imagina-
tion in the book, but in the film they had to be seen. For example, the 
kind of dress she wore, the way she prepared her food, etc. Can you 
name some other details which had to be researched by the film-makers 
for the picture? 
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