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Creating a Color Passport for The King and I 

 Arguably one of the most famous sequences of The King and I, both the stage musical as 

well as its 1956 film adaptation, is the musical number “Getting to Know You.” In this sequence, 

schoolteacher Anna Leonowens sings this song to her young students in the palace of the king of 

Siam as an encouragement for her to get to know those around her, and for the students and the 

king’s wives to do the same. The premise of the song, being so aligned with the premise of the 

musical as a whole, has therefore become quite iconic in the decades since its premiere. 

 This sequence, as well as several other scenes set in Anna’s classroom, is immediately 

distinct in its visual style and color palette from other locations in the palace. In scenes where 

Anna approaches the king at his throne, the colors in those sections of the palace are quite loud—

lots of gold and bronze fixtures; solid colors in walls, backdrops, and even costumes; and an 

overall contrast in its color palettes. Frankly, the color schemes of most of the king’s palace are 

as boisterous as the king himself—and to create a narrative environment accurate to its 

protagonist, this color palette is appropriate. 

    



 Anna’s classroom, however, is much more subtle in its color palette. Primary colors are 

more saturated; there are more nuances to the textures of the architecture in the room as well as 

the costumes of those inhabiting the space; and even the gold fixtures that surround the 

classroom do not come off as bright or extravagant as in the king’s throne room. The king may 

be the owner of this palace, but because of the toned-down color palette, Anna is most certainly 

the owner of this classroom. 

 

 As a narrative and character choice, this color palette makes sense for Anna. Seeing how 

she comes from Wales, England, where architecture and nature contain a very different color 

scheme than that of Siam, her culture—and arguably her own personality—would reflect this 

visual choice. Therefore, choosing a painting that could be hung on the wall of this classroom 

demands a warm or saturated color palette, creating a more peaceful image and vibe than the rest 

of the palace, as well as a nod to Anna’s own culture and upbringing. 

 Could even a painting from Wales and of Wales be an appropriate and natural choice to 

insert into this sequence? Upon research, painters such as Nathaniel Neal Solly and James Peel 

have created realistic paintings of Wales during or depicting the nineteenth century in which 

Anna lived. These paintings specifically depict farm life and hill country, with a vast color 

palette but enough saturation to maintain a warm, soothing image. 



  

 However, given Anna’s educational background, it may also be appropriate to choose a 

painting from this era and style that also depicts industry as well as farm life. Below is a more 

ideal painting, South Wales Industrial Landscape by Penry Williams. The hill country and signs 

of industry co-exist peacefully together; the color palette is vast but not contradictory; and the 

painting may even be to Anna a reminder of home, or a reminder to carry on her important task 

as a teacher to the children of Siam just as she did in Wales. As Anna sings about “getting to 

know” her students and this culture as a whole, this painting could be hung by the wall and not 

only strengthen her character, but also match the color palette of the rest of her classroom. 
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