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OPERA AT RIDERWOOD          
NOTES & NEWS

The Film Sufi is authored by Martin Purvis, an emeritus 
professor, with experience in physics, filmmaking, software 
engineering, and information science and a lifelong interest in 
philosophy, particularly phenomenology and existential 
philosophy. I’ll have some comments on why I chose this review; 
first, however, his review, edited for brevity and relevance to this 
use of his comments and views.    -Gene 

“Musical theater has a long and varied history, but for many 
people its surge in the US after WWII  seemed to suggest 
almost a new art form.  This was largely due to the 
unparalleled creative collaboration of Richard Rodgers 
(music) and Oscar Hammerstein II (book and lyrics), who 
produced a string of unforgettable musicals during this 
period.  These included the Broadway hit shows Oklahoma! 
(1943), Carousel (1945), South Pacific (1949), The King and I 
(1951), and The Sound of Music (1959).  Filmed versions of 
these shows, which reached much wider worldwide 
audiences, were released over an even shorter time span – 
Oklahoma! (1955), Carousel (1956), The King and I (1956), 
South Pacific (1958), and The Sound of Music (1965) – and they 
collectively had the effect of establishing a new, indelible 
genre.  Expectations were established back then that there 
would always be a new and wonderful musical film coming 
just around the corner. But Rodgers and Hammerstein were 
unique, and their “golden age” of musicals has never since 
been matched.”
[For Steve and me, these musicals are a genre of opera, an English 
language parallel in the development of American opera to the 
early European songspiele.  - Gene]
“Of that string of hit musical films, The King and I (1956), 
with its exotic setting and eccentric leading character, was a 
particularly memorable Rodgers & Hammerstein creation 

Encore Opera • Every Friday • 1 PM • Encore Theater

for June 10 
MASKS REQUIRED

THIS WEEK’S NEWS 
June 28 Live Opera In The Chapel. 

————————————————-——— 

DONATIONS 
The little brown box on the table at the 
door is a weekly request for a donation to 
offset some of what it costs me to present 
Encore Opera, specifically the printing for 
Opera at Riderwood, new recordings, and 
some etceteras.This year’s costs have also 
included half of the storage cabinet for 
our DVDs and Blu-rays (the other half 
was a very generous contribution from 
David and Leanne Knutson.) I print 
upwards of 140 copies of this newsletter 
every week, mostly for delivery to 115 
residents who do not have email. I also 
print the Schedule, programs for Purple 
Lady and advertising materials for O@R. 
Supplies include recycled paper, toner 
and printer drum replacements, address 
labels, and disc cleaning and repair 
materials. I have never come anywhere 
close to breaking even but I am willing to 
continue underwriting what Steve started. 
As we make our operations more formal 
we will most likely have a treasurer and 
membership fees. For now, I greatly 
appreciate your contributions. 

————————————————-——— 

OUR  OWN  OPERA  QUIZ  
Q: It has often been said that it takes a 
different kind of soprano to sing each act 
of La Traviata; a coloratura soprano for Act 
I, a dramatic soprano for Act II. What kind 
of soprano voice is needed for Act III??? 
A: A lyric soprano. The winner, a second 
time, was Joan Kugler. Congratulations Joan! 

————————————————-——— 

Some Opera Notes From The Film Sufi 

The King And I 
Rodgers and Hammerstein

English Subtitles • 118 Minutes - :01:58

“NOTES” Continued Page 2

NEXT WEEK IN ENCORE 
On June 17th, we lighten the mood, even 
becoming festive with “The Barber of 
Seville” featuring Hermann Prey as Figaro, 
Teresa Berganza as Rosina, and Luigi Alva 
as the Count Almaviva in the production 
directed by Jean-Pierre. Ponnelle with 
Claudio Abbado conducting at the Theatro 
alla Scala. A marvellous cast performs a 
masterpiece of happy opera!!!          — Gene

http://www.filmsufi.com/2016/01/oklahoma-fred-zinnemann-1955.html
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and remains a favorite to this day [1].  Directed 
by Walter Lang and choreographed by Jerome 
Robbins, the film  was nominated for 9 Oscars 
and won 5 of them, mostly associated with its 
lavish production values.  Perhaps the most 
significant contributor to that production, 
though, was the actor Yul Brynner, who played 
the role of the King of Siam.  With his shaved 
head (in those days a rarity) and emphatic 
gestures, Brynner stamped the entire production 
with his own unique stage personality.  Brynner 
had been the star of the original Broadway 
production, too, and throughout his career he 
replayed the role in revived versions of the 
musical play, so that by the end of his life, he 
had played the role on stage more than 4,600 
times.
“The story of The King and I is based on the 
autobiographically recounted experiences of an 
English schoolteacher, Anna Leonowens, who 
went to Bangkok, Siam (now Thailand), in 1862 
to teach the children of the monarch, King 
Mongtuk.  The evolution of this account has had 
its own interesting path.  Leonowens’s memoirs 
were published in the 1870s – The English 
Governess at the Siamese Court (1870) and 
Romance of the Harem (1872).  These later served 
as the basis for Margaret Landon’s semi-
fictionalized novel, Anna and the King of Siam 
(1944). The novel was then made into a dramatic 
film directed by John Cromwell, Anna and the 
King of Siam (1946).  Hammerstein was 
influenced by both Landon’s novel and 
Cromwell’s film when the lyricist constructed 
the script for the musical play, The King and I 
(1951) [2].  Thus we have the following sequence 
of narrative development: “reality” –> memoirs 
–> book –> dramatic film  –> stage musical –> 
musical film.
“However, all along the way, including even 
with Leonowens’s’ original memoirs, there were 
considerable liberties taken with respect to 
historical accuracy.  So by the time we get to the 

film, some significant deviations from the 
historically true account had crept into the 
story.  Indeed this may partly account for why 
both the stage musical and the film were banned 
from being shown in Thailand, where draconian 
lèse majesté laws prohibit any depictions of the 
royal family that might be construed as 
disrespectful [3].  Anyway, those issues of 
historical accuracy are not my concern here; the 
film’s narrative is a fascinating and entertaining 
tale, irrespective of its historical precision.
“We should remember, as I mentioned in my 
review of Oklahoma!, that the songs and dances 
shown in musical films reflect the emotive states 
of the characters, and … we cannot really expect 
them to present an “objective” account of the 
events depicted.  But they still may offer and 
reflect some inner truth worth holding onto.
“Note that with most Rodgers and 
Hammerstein musicals, the emotive 
expressionism is not just restricted to romantic 
feelings; there are also significant social concerns 
covered, as well.  In the case of The King and I, 
there are three overlapping themes of interest.  
Two of them can be related to King Mongkut’s 
passionate interest and measures in introducing 
and spreading Western “scientific” modernism 
across his tradition-bound kingdom.  Mongkut 
wanted to usher Siam into the modern world, 
and he contracted Anna Leonowens to come 
over from England and instruct his numerous 
children in Western ways.  But modernism 
included some Enlightenment-inspired 
humanistic notions about the social fabric which 
Mongkut was not prepared to accept.  
Nevertheless, autocratic regimes have often 
exploited modernism’s fruits for their own 
exploitative ends, and the third social theme 
concerns a crucial counterweight that is 
complementary to the modernistic mind.  The 
three themes were
• “Human Rights.  Along with modern 

scientific thinking came notions of basic 

http://www.filmsufi.com/2017/04/walter-lang.html
http://www.filmsufi.com/2017/04/jerome-robbins.html
http://www.filmsufi.com/2017/04/jerome-robbins.html
http://www.filmsufi.com/2016/01/oklahoma-fred-zinnemann-1955.html
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human rights.  Siam was still saturated 
with slavery, and obeisance to the king 
was always mandatory.  These backward 
restrictions are still reflected today in the 
country’s lèse majesté prohibitions.

• “Equality of Women.  The idea that 
women could be equal to men was 
shocking to the Siam of 1862.  This is a 
recurring theme in the film. 

• “Love.  Associated with Modernism is a 
reductive, “Objectivist” way of looking at 
the world that increasingly impoverishes 
and threatens our existence.  Love opens 
the door to another way of being, and this, 
too, is alluded to in the film. By love, here, 
I am not referring to simple ego-thrilling 
romance or sexual attraction.  I am talking 
instead about the world-altering 
experience of feeling true, selfless love. 

“The story of The King and I is set in the 
traditional theatrical arrangement of two acts 
separated by an intermission.  Like Oklahoma!, 
the first act has most of the songs in it and sets 
the overall mood, while the second act is shorter 
and contains a dramatic turn of events that leads 
to a crisis.

Act 1: Anna Arrives and 
Begins as the King’s Governess

“The film’s [primary] focus, the widowed 
Englishwoman Anna Leonowens (played by 
Deborah Kerr), arrives in Bangkok and is 
introduced to King Mongkut (Yul Brynner).  She 
is to be the teacher of fifteen children of the 
King’s many wives – there are sixty-seven other 
children of the King’s less favored wives who 
are not included.  Right away there is conflict 
between Anna and Mongkut over whether the 
imperious king will live up to his promise to 
give Anna and her young son their own house.
“Also introduced is Tuptim (Rita Moreno), a 
young woman who has been presented to 

Mongkut as a gift from the Prince of Burma.  It 
is immediately evident that Tuptim is in love 
with the man who has been ordered to deliver 
this gift, Lun Tha (Carlos Rivas).
“The King tries to show off his “scientific” mind 
to Anna, but their relationship is mostly testy, 
primarily because of the King’s pompous and, 
what seems to us, adolescent behavior. 
“This included the King’s prideful demand that 
all his subjects’, including Anna’s, heads should 
be at an elevation below his. (The almost equal 
heights of Yul Brynner (5' 8“) and Deborah Kerr 
(5' 7“) make this an even more amusing issue.)
“After one of their arguments, Anna finally 
decides to return to England.  However, the 
King’s senior wife, Lady Thiang (Terry 
Saunders), comes to Anna’s room and beseeches 
her in a beautiful song, “Something Wonderful”, 
to stay.  Anna relents and learns that the King is 
worried that British imperialists see him only as 
a “barbarian” in need of protective takeover.  
Anna convinces the King to invite the British 
diplomats to a “Westernized” banquet to show 
how civilized he is.
“Act 1 features a string of great songs – “I 
Whistle a Happy Tune” (Anna), “The March of 
the Siamese Children” (orchestral), “Hello, 
Young Lovers” (Anna), “A Puzzlement” (King 
Mongkut), “Getting to Know You” (Anna), “We 
Kiss in a Shadow” (Tuptim and Lun Tha), and 
“Something Wonderful” (Lady Thiang).  For the 
songs sung by Anna, Deborah Kerr’s voice was 
dubbed by Marni Nixon, who also sang the 
songs for Maria in West Side Story (1961).  The 
voices of Rita Moreno (Tuptim) and Carlos Rivas 
(Lun Tha) were also dubbed, by Leona Gordon 
and Reuben Fuentes, respectively.  However, Yul 
Brynner (King Mongtuk) and Terry Saunders 
(Lady Thiang) performed their own vocals.

Act 2 – The Banquet and its Aftermath  
“In Act 2 the banquet is held, and with Anna’s 

http://www.filmsufi.com/2017/04/west-side-story-robert-wise-and-jerome.html
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coaching, King Mongkut impresses his foreign 
guests as an enlightened monarch.  The after 
dinner entertainment for the hosted guests is a 
balletic play composed by Tuptim that is based 
on Harriet Beecher Stowe’s famous anti-slavery 
novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852).
“This 14-minute dance scene, unlike similar 
lengthy Act 2 dance scenes in Oklahoma! and 
Carousel, is brilliant.  Those dance numbers in 
Oklahoma! and Carousel are tedious interruptions 
that don’t integrate well with the rest of their 
films, whereas this piece in The King and I 
significantly contributes to the narrative.  Credit 
is due to Jerome Robbins’s choreography and 
the colorful staging of this entrancing piece.
“Tuptim’s anti-slavery theatrical diatribe doesn’t 
go down well with King Mongtuk, since she is 
his slave and is demanding her freedom.  But 
the King is elated over his banquet success and 
doesn’t notice that Tuptim disappears after the 
balletic play comes to an end.  
“In fact the King is so satisfied at this point that 
he speaks to Anna alone afterwards and gives 
her a precious ring that he takes off his own 
hand.  Then they talk about how men and 
women socialize in the West. He exuberantly 
sings a little rhetorical song to her about 
honeybees and blossoms that reflect his view of 
the naturally marked inequality between men 
and women – an attitude that is in striking 
contrast with Anna’s Western egalitarian views.  
Then when Anna reminisces about what it was 
like to go to a dance by singing the song “Shall 
We Dance?”, the King enthusiastically takes 
Anna in his arms and waltzes around the room 

with her.
“Their waltzing is interrupted by an 
announcement that Tuptim has been captured 
trying to flee the royal palace.  The King’s 
authoritarian instincts tell him to whip the poor 
girl, but when he looks at Anna’s horrified face, 
he feels a conflicting passion and cannot go 
through with it. He immediately becomes 
despondent and isolates himself from 
everybody.
“The closing scenes are sad, as the King’s 
despondency evidently leads to his 
deteriorating health and imminent death [4].  
Before he dies, Anna promises to him that she 
will stay in Bangkok and provide guidance for 
the King’s crown prince son and future king.
“The great popularity of The King and I is of 
course largely attributable to the music of 
Rodgers and Hammerstein.  But just as 
important was the onscreen chemistry between 
Deborah Kerr and Yul Brynner.  Kerr perfectly 
embodies the essence of Western feminine 
civility (seen through a 19th century British 
lens); while Brynner energizes the male side of 
the relationship with his infectious and 
rambunctious personality.  Most of the 
memorable dramatic scenes in the film, apart 
from the songs, involve their various encounters 
and efforts to bridge the enormous gap between 
them.
“When near the end of the film King Mongtuk, 
full of angry resentment, is about to whip poor 
Tuptim for trying to escape, he glances at Anna’s 
horrified face.   His vengeful Buddhi mind has 
been telling him that he must administer the 
punishment – these are the rules.   But now 
another feeling, from another quarter of his 
consciousness, has intervened.   This is his 
feeling of hitherto unacknowledged love for 
Anna.   At the end of the film, Anna confesses to 
her young son that she, too, felt a love for the 
King. 

LIVE OPERA CONCERT ON JUNE 28:  
BE AN INSIDER, LEND A HAND 

At 7:30 in the Chapel, Opera At Riderwood’s Purple 
Lady Productions will present a concert of favorite 
arias. (Yes, the program will be released soon.) Plans 
are quickening and we need a few hardy stage hands 
as well as ticket sellers. Be a Volunteer and join us: 
call Leah Solat:  443-994.33270
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“However, beyond the evolving and tentatively 
romantic relationship of [Anna and the King], 
there are those three overlying (and, I will 
argue, overlapping) social issues that I 
mentioned earlier – Human Rights, Women’s 
Inequality, and Love.   These are not much 
explicitly articulated in the film, but they are 
worth our further consideration.
“This is what we all need in order to help our 
increasingly interconnected and threatened 
world survive – a full implementation of Human 
Rights, Women’s Equality, and Love principles 
and a readiness to respond to the call of love.  
This was perhaps best expressed in my favorite 
song of the film, Lady Thiang’s heartfelt 
invocation of “Something Wonderful”.” 

 - Martin Purvis

A Few More Comments from Gene
Martin Purvis’s review is a philosophical paper 
that I have impoverished to obtain an opera 
review. It is worth consideration in its full form 
which you can find here:
 http://www.filmsufi.com/2017/03/the-king-
and-i-walter-lang-1956.html

His review hit two positive notes with me. 
First, I think the author provides a factual 
context for the film and is reasonably clear 
about distinguishing between generally 
accepted fact and his individual opinion. 
Second, IMHO, he appreciates the difference 
between illustrating a social issue versus taking 
a position on it. The King and I touches on many 
issues such as the King’s legitimate concern 
about how his foreign relations are influenced 
by Western views of his modernity, for 

example. Many reviewers I read (from the BBC 
and in the British press) get stuck, in my 
opinion, with thinking that if Anna is shown 
advising the king on Western ways, the film is 
endorsing Western hegemony or (British) 
cultural imperialism. Both were potent forces 
impinging on the musical’s basic story. Like me, 
I think, this reviewer sees it as beneficial simply 
to raise such issues rather than condemning it 
for not becoming an explicit morality play. -gm

MAJOR CAST
Deborah Kerr ...Anna Leonowens
 Yul Brynner ...King Mongkut of Siam
 Rita Moreno ...Tuptim
 Martin Benson ...Kralahome
 Terry Saunders ...Lady Thiang
 Rex Thompson ...Louis Leonowens
 Carlos Rivas ...Lun Tha
 Patrick Adiarte ...Prince Chulalongkorn
 Alan Mowbray ...Sir John Hay
 Geoffrey Toone ...Sir Edward Ramsay

PRODUCTION NOTES
Runtime: 157 minutes • Filmed by 20th Century 

Fox at Stages 6 and 16 and LA locations  • Movie 
released  in 1956 • The 3 BD & DVD set is 

distributed by FoxMovies  • MPAA rated G 
ASIN: B00MHIKMQK

“A well-researched book that corrects 
the many myths of Anna's stated story is 
"Masked: The Life of Anna Leonowens, 
Schoolmistress at the Court of Siam," by 
Alfred Habegger.” (IMDb) 

Friends tell friends to join the 
Notes&News list to learn of  

musicals yet to come!

https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000039/?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t1
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0049408/characters/nm0000039?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t1
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000989/?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t2
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0049408/characters/nm0000989?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t2
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0001549/?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t3
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0049408/characters/nm0001549?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t3
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0072578/?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t4
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0049408/characters/nm0072578?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t4
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0766975/?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t5
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0049408/characters/nm0766975?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t5
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0860627/?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t6
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0049408/characters/nm0860627?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t6
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0729032/?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t7
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0049408/characters/nm0729032?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t7
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0011975/?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t8
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0049408/characters/nm0011975?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t8
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0610253/?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t9
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0049408/characters/nm0610253?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t9
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0867555/?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t10
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0049408/characters/nm0867555?ref_=ttfc_fc_cl_t10
http://www.filmsufi.com/2017/03/the-king-and-i-walter-lang-1956.html
http://www.filmsufi.com/2017/03/the-king-and-i-walter-lang-1956.html
http://www.filmsufi.com/2017/03/the-king-and-i-walter-lang-1956.html
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT*
Mongkut, King of Siam, was about 57 years old 
in 1861. He had lived half his life as a Buddhist 
monk, was an able scholar, and founded a new 
order of Buddhism and a temple in Bangkok 
(paid for by his half-brother, King Nangklao). 
Through his decades of devotion, Mongkut 
acquired an ascetic lifestyle and a firm grasp of 
Western languages. When Nangklao died in 
1850, Mongkut became king. At that time, 
various European countries were striving for 
dominance, and American traders sought 
greater influence in Southeast Asia. He 
ultimately succeeded in keeping Siam an 
independent nation, partly by familiarizing his 
heirs and harem with Western ways.[1]

In 1861, Mongkut wrote to his Singapore agent, 
Tan Kim Ching, asking him to find a British lady 
to be governess to the royal children. At the time, 
the British community in Singapore was small, 
and the choice fell on a recent arrival there, Anna 
Leonowens (1831–1915), who was running a 
small nursery school in the colony.[2] Leonowens 
was the Anglo-Indian daughter of an Indian 
Army soldier and the widow of Thomas Owens, 
a clerk and hotel keeper. She had arrived in 
Singapore two years previously, claiming to be 
the genteel widow of an officer and explaining 
her dark complexion by stating that she was 
Welsh by birth. Her deception was not detected 
until long after her death, and had still not come 
to light when The King and I was written
Upon receiving the King's invitation, Leonowens 
sent her daughter, Avis, to school in England, to 
give Avis the social advantage of a prestigious 
British education, and traveled to Bangkok with 
her five-year-old son, Louis.[2] King Mongkut had 
sought a Briton to teach his children and wives 
after trying local missionaries, who used the 
opportunity to proselytize. Leonowens initially 
asked for $150 in Singapore currency per month. 
Her additional request, to live in or near the 

missionary community to ensure she was not 
deprived of Western company, aroused 
suspicion in Mongkut, who cautioned in a letter, 
"we need not have teacher of Christianity as 
they are abundant here".[4] King Mongkut and 
Leonowens came to an agreement: $100 per 
month and a residence near the royal palace..
In 1867, Leonowens took a six-month leave of 
absence to visit her daughter Avis in England, 
intending to deposit Louis at a school in Ireland 
and return to Siam with Avis.[5] However, due to 
unexpected delays and opportunities for further 
travel, Leonowens was still abroad in late 1868, 
when Mongkut fell ill and died. Leonowens did 
not return to Siam, although she continued to 
correspond with her former pupil, the new king 
Chulalongkorn. 

*         https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_King_and_I
Opera at Riderwood

Opera At Riderwood is a resident group 
presenting recorded operas weekly as Encore 
Opera and live operatic concerts as Purple 
Lady Productions. Notes & News is published 
every week to inform the opera community at 
Riderwood and is distributed without charge 
to the cubbies of residents without email. 
Residents are invited to join and work with O@R 
members who wear many hats and fill many 
shoes: Mike Beard, David Blackman, Paula Cook, 
Joe Davidson, Judith Dighe, Trudy Downs, Betty 
Dunkins, Irwin Goldstein, Maxine Goldstein, 
Sallie Holder, David Knutson, Luanne Knutson, 
Sally Koenig, Joan Kugler, Gene Martin, Sally 
Porter, Mina Schwartz, Mort Schwartz, Leah Solat, 
Mary Ann Stroker, John Szabo, and Millie Trimble, 
among others.
Notes & News is edited and printed by Gene Martin 
and distributed by Leah Solat, Mary Ann Stroker, 
and Judith Dighe. 
To subscribe, send your name and (cubby) 
address to Leah Solat, PV 409 or email 
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