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| Whistle a Happy Tune

In the Rodgers and Hammerstein musical 74e
King and I, the female protagonist Anna packs up
her life and moves to Siam to teach English. A recent
widow, she and her son Louis who is filled with
trepidation arrive in Siam at the musical’s start. Only
a boy about an elementary school student’s age, Louis
worries what their new life in a foreign country will
hold. In order to allay his fears, Anna uses the first
song “I Whistle a Happy Tune” as her first lesson
in this more didactic musical. She imparts with her
son that “Whenever I feel afraid, I hold my head
erect and whistle a happy tune so no one will
suspect I'm afraid.” This song is also Anna’s last
lesson to the king of Siam and his many children.
After working for several months, Anna decides to
take Louis and return to England. As the king of
Siam lays dying on his bed, he sends for Anna and
asks her to teach his children this lesson, which she
whistles to the room.

Ultimately, this song also causes Anna to have
a change of heart and stay in Siam. Despite all
of the cultural walls she scaled and her struggles
to acclimate to things from kowtowing to gender
inequality, this song mitigates the negative feelings
she’s had up to this point and any unresolved
conflicts she has had with the king. Thus, it is
through music and the resonance that surpasses
linguistic differences that reconnects Anna and the
King. Even if the words in Thai would have differed
vastly, Anna’s whistling is still understood and
fosters repair. In light of this, music to me serves as a
universal language that touches all in different ways
but has the potential to strengthen bonds beyond

words.
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