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ABSTRACT

This study explores a film entitled Anna and the King (1999) through the

concept of Orientalism and film discourse analysis. The film reproduction presents
ambivalent attitudes and images of Siam, which are portrayed as belonging to an
Oriental land, a wild and risky place which needs to be “civilized” by the Occident.
Yet, the film itself is a subversive attempt to demystify the notion of Orientalism.
Though an attempt to deconstruct or reinterpret the notion of Orientalism is perceived,
the filmmaker predominantly embodies an Oriental Siam echoing and reinforcing the
concept of Orientalism.

Anna Leonowens, the main character, is represented as the ideal American
heroine, who is brave and confident traveling to Siam to provide the King’s heirs
education, to save the kingdom from being invaded by the West, and to modernize it.
Anna’s portrayal as the ideal American heroine tends to satisfy American audiences

as it reinforces positive traits of American as being a brave savior.
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Through a thorough analysis of verbal and visual components of the film, the
portrayal of Anna and the King is explained through the concept of Orientalism, a
style of thought that West and East are culturally different. Anna applies her Western
logic when she encounters the Siamese culture. She sets the wholly new world in
Siam and gains acceptance from the King. The depiction of Anna as having a
domineering role reinforces the Western concept that the West knows what is best for
Siam and other Eastern nations.

Through the analysis of the verbal part, the binary opposition between the
West and the East exists. The film presents a dichotomy between the two cultures in a
sense that the West is rational, civilized, wealthy, powerful, and superior whereas the
East is irrational, uncivilized, impoverished, powerless, and inferior. Through the
analysis of the visual component, Siam is portrayed as an exotic Oriental land as rich
colors such as red, gold, and yellow were used in almost all of the scenes, suggesting
the sexual pleasure. On the contrary, the West, Anna’s costume, for example, is
represented by white and black colors showing the Western formality.

Interestingly enough, certain scenes of the film are presented in ways to
subvert the concept of Orientalism and thereby suggest that the Siamese culture runs
contrary to the notion of Orientalism. The King’ s characterization is changed from
those of his predecessors. The 1999 King is portrayed as a righteous king with vision
as well as a family man. In some parts of the film, the King and Anna exchange
knowledge and learn from each other, which implies an attempt to present the equality
in terms of culture. When the King learns about Western thinking from her, Anna
gradually absorbs and accepts certain aspects of the Siamese culture suggesting the
possibility that the Western and Eastern cultures can coexist.

And yet on the deepest level, we can see that the film production itself still
serves the concept of Orientalism as it was produced by the West, telling what being
“the Orient” and the “Oriental” is all about. Clearly, the power relation exists in that
the West is still more powerful in constructing images and meanings of the East, be it
Orientalism or anti-Orientalism. It is therefore reasonable to state that whoever has
the



language and media has the power to construct the social meaning and “reality” in the

world.



