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	'The King & I'
Huge cast presents classic musical
By BRIAN T. KEHL
CECILIA — Andy Zagar is the director and producer of the West Hardin Lakeside Singers. Each year, the group performs a spring play, and it becomes more than a production for the students.
This year’s selection is “The King and I,” the story made famous both on Broadway and the big screen with Yul Brynner as the king. March marks the 50th anniversary of the movie’s release.
Zagar picked the play namely because it coincides with middle school studies of the Civil War — the period the play occurs. He also chose the play because it takes place in Siam (now Thailand), which coincides with Asian studies. The play also includes ballet and cultural studies.
And of course it doesn’t hurt that he enjoys the play itself.
“I like the show. It’s colorful,” he said. “There are several subplots, and two different types of love stories. It’s interesting for the kids; it’s a different style than they’re used to.”
Once again, Zagar is herding a monstrous cast, including 48 students on stage and five to seven in the background from West Hardin Middle School, Central Hardin High School, Lakewood Elementary School, G.C. Burkhead Elementary School and St. James School. He also is getting some technical help from John Hardin High School. It’s a varied cast.
“Some are new, some are fairly experienced,” he said. The hardest part was coordinating the schedule between students from different schools and dealing with a flu that has been going around, Zagar said.
“The King and I” is about an English widow named Anna Leonowens, who takes a position as an English governess in 1860s Siam. Her job is to teach the king’s wives and children about the modern world. In one sense, it is a classical love story, as European and Asian cultures clash, and the governess and king learn from each other as the governess wins the hearts of the children and court.
Despite the scope of the play, the actors are prepared and enthusiastic.
Kelsey Paschetto, a 17-year-old junior at Central, plays Anna. She is a veteran of four previous plays and helped with another.
“This is my largest role,” she said. “The hardest part for me is remembering what scenes come next. I just do it over and over.”
John Mark Boes, another 17-year-old junior and veteran actor at Central, plays the king. Both Boes and Paschetto speak in accents for the play, Paschetto that of an English governess and Boes as Siamese royalty.
Boes said he enjoys the plays not just because of the chance to be on stage, but also because of the experience and the friendship of his castmates and friends. He tries to learn something from each play; this one is no different.
“The king likes to control things a lot,” he said. “It showed me I personally try to control things. I think a lot of people need to let other people make their own decisions.”
For him, singing is a challenge and something he has worked on. Other parts of the play have been challenging as well, but rewarding.
“It’s not traditional — it’s set in Siam,” he said.
Rachel Ruehling, a 17-year-old at Central, is the only senior in the cast.
“I like how it’s different,” she said. “I really don’t know much about Siam.”
Anna Huffman is a 10-year-old fourth-grader at Lakewood. This is her first play.
“My sisters have done it, and I’ve never been on stage before,” she said. Remembering the dancing has been difficult for her.
“All the steps — sometimes it’s hard to remember,” she said. “It’s kind of like studying a different culture.”
Matthew Burnett-Hulsey, Anna’s 10-year-old classmate, plays a royal child. The hardest part for him is keeping the ballet slippers on.
There are different reasons some of the characters auditioned.
Brittany Ruehling, a 15-year-old sophomore at Central who plays Tuptim, a girl from Burma, is in her fifth play. She originally auditioned because she is “shy,” she said.
For Jacob Holbrook-Elkins, a 16-year-old sophomore at Central, the role of Captain Orton is a smaller one than he is used to, but one that he has enjoyed. “I’ve never done a chorus role before,” he said. “It’s good to learn different aspects.”
Holbrook-Elkins eventually wants to be a director and said he is learning as much as he can.
Zagar also has made the play a family affair. His wife Carol formed the choreography and his son Will and daughter Alice each have roles.
Zagar said even though the play has been condensed for time, the essence remains the same and the show contains all the main points. Audience members quickly and easily will recognize familiar characters.
But the king will have hair. Zagar said he didn’t even think about shaving his lead’s head.
“Yul Brynner was bald — the King of Siam wasn’t,” he said with a laugh.
Brian T. Kehl can be reached at 769-1200, Ext. 234, or e-mail him at bkehl@thenewsenterprise.com.
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