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THEATER |  CHECKING BACK

‘The King and I,’ With Hoon Lee as a
More Tragic Monarch
Rodgers and Hammerstein's The King and I  NYT Critics’ Pick Broadway, Musical

2 hrs. and 55 min. Open Run Lincoln Center - Vivian Beaumont Theatre, W 65th St. 212-239-6200

By BEN BRANTLEY DEC. 22, 2015

New, pyrotechnic sparks are flying from the friction between the title characters of
“The King and I” at the Vivian Beaumont Theater at Lincoln Center. It’s as if the
spirits of Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn have entered the royal palace in

19th-century Siam, where Bartlett Sher’s Tony-winning revival of Rodgers and
Hammerstein’s 1951 musical is set.

Does this sound highly unlikely to you? Tracy and Hepburn were, of course,
the American cinema’s reigning advocates of adversarial romance, in which fierce
arguments and opposed temperaments were the stuff of potent chemistry. And
while this production from Mr. Sher (whose acclaimed “Fiddler on the Roof”
opened this week) possessed many virtues when it debuted last spring, a lightly
bantering current of sexual attraction was not among them.

But what a difference a king makes. The role of His Majesty, originated in this
revival by the imposing Japanese film star Ken Watanabe, has been taken on by the
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American actor Hoon Lee, who provides his character with both a tickling wit and a
flickering self-awareness that balances on the brink of tragedy.

These assets, in turn, bring out the flirt as well as the fighter in the British
schoolteacher of the King’s (many, many) children, Anna Leonowens, who I am
happy to report is still portrayed by Kelli O’Hara. She’s as marvelous as ever in the
part for which she received a Tony. No, she’s not. She’s better.

I hadn’t intended to revisit “The King and I” this year. But I kept receiving
emails from theatergoers (who appeared to be neither attached to the show’s press
department nor relatives of Mr. Lee), who insisted that something exciting was
going on at the Vivian Beaumont, that a richly reimagined classic had assumed
even fuller dimensions.

It’s true. There is now a thrust-and-parry dynamic between Anna and the King
that suggests equally matched sparring partners. That such a balance was less
evident when this revival opened had much to do with Mr. Watanabe’s imperfect
command of English. The impression that he was groping for unfamiliar words
could be defended as appropriate to a monarch who was only beginning to master
a language not his own.

But this show takes place not only in Siam but also in the enchanted land of
the American musical, where carefully composed lyrics are meant to be heard. In
this world, performers who are incomprehensible are usually terminally
disadvantaged.

Mr. Watanabe had charisma to burn. But there was no way his King was going
to get the best of Ms. O’Hara’s Anna except by royal willpower. The communication
gap between them often felt unbridgeable.

Mr. Lee, who joined the cast in September (succeeding Jose Llana, whom I
didn’t see in the part), is smaller in stature than Mr. Watanabe and easily fluent in
the vernacular of musicals. He endows the King with Napoleonic aspirations and
the sense of an anointed god struggling with a dim perception that he just may,
after all, be human.
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His soliloquy song, “A Puzzlement,” now registers as a Hamlet-tinged cry of a
sense of self and purpose under siege. That we can understand every word he
speaks and sings, as he frets about the identity of a nation challenged by changing
times, means we now grasp startling parallels with American politicians today. (He
even speaks of building a wall around Siam to keep out foreign influences.)

Most important, though, the King and Anna come across as unlikely but
undeniable kindred spirits — quick-witted, obdurate souls who need to have the
last word, yet are smart and sensitive enough to wonder if last words are ever
definitive. They palpably enjoy their verbal jousting matches, which sometimes
have the comfortable prickliness associated with long-married couples.

This man and woman understand each other on an instinctual level, and it
both warms them and drives them crazy. They have so much to teach each other
but are just different enough that they can’t ever connect fully. “Getting to Know
You,” which Anna sings to the King’s children, has become the show’s true anthem.
And it resonates with the poignancy of hopes that might, after all, have been
fulfilled.
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