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“The 
Nightingale’s 
song brought 
joy to the 
forlorn, 
peace to the 
troubled, and 
hope to the 
desperate 
and 
destitute.” 
~Min Kahng 

Townhalltheatre.com

Hans Christian Andersen’s Inspiration for The Nightingale 

Andersen fell in love with Jenny Lind, a Swedish opera singer, 
who is said to have been Andersen's model for the 
nightingale in his story. Andersen first met Lind in 1840 and 
developed an unrequited love for her. Andersen was very 
shy and found it difficult to propose to Lind, but finally 
managed to propose through a letter he handed to her 
while she was boarding a train to an opera concert. Lind 
did not return his affections and often wrote to Andersen 
that she wished him well, as a sister to a brother.  

Lind, after Andersen published The Nightingale, it was given 
the title of "Swedish Nightingale." Her voice, like the nightingale, is said to sing 
so sweetly about good and evil that even death was affected by her voice. 
So, given the power of Lind's vocal ability, it has become a common belief 
that Andersen based the nightingale in his story on Lind and that the love of 
the Emperor for the bird speaks of his feelings for Lind. While Lind did not 
romantically love Andersen, she did write to him throughout the years and 
maintained a close friendship with him.       2 
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“He’s The 
Emperor with 
his free and 
easy scene. 
He could 
scarcely 
know what a 
hard-earned 
living means.” 
~Min Kahng 

Townhalltheatre.com

Artistic Director, Susan E. Evans 
Personal Thoughts about Hans Christian Andersen - 
  
I confess as a child I was not really a fan of Hans Christian 
Andersen. When asked to write a piece about his life for this 
reading packet for The Song of the Nightingale, all I really recalled 
was one story about a sad little neglected Christmas tree left up in 

the attic.  But after poking around, I realized I actually did know 
more of his stories than I thought I did - The Ugly Duckling, The Princess and the Pea, 
The Emperor’s New Clothes and, yes, The Fir Tree. I was amazed at how many stories, 

now firmly ingrained in our culture, came from this man. 
  
A Few of The Facts Out of The Way - 

Hans Christian Andersen was born in the town of Odense, 
Denmark, on April 2, 1805. His father was a poor cobbler 
and his mother a washerwoman. Odense had a theatre 
where the young Andersen saw traveling players from the 
Royal Theatre in Copenhagen. At the age of 14, he left 

Odense for Copenhagen to try his hand at theatre. After 
attempting to find work as a ballet dancer, an actor and a singer, and failing, he tried 
playwriting. Although his plays were rejected, the theatre management decided to 
send him to school. Andersen passed his examination at Copenhagen University in 
1828; he was poor, but ambitious, and he continued writing.   
  
At the age of 30 he wrote his first novel and his first fairy-tale collection. In 1836 
“The Little Mermaid” was published in Denmark, and then across Europe. He 
became celebrated in Denmark, and over the next decade his literary fame 
spread throughout Europe as he continued to write novels, plays and stories. 
He traveled widely in Europe and Asia and published essays about his travels. 
By the mid-1840s his reputation had spread also to England and the United 
States.  During his travels, Andersen met the composers Franz Liszt and Felix 
Mendelssohn, and Charles Dickens. (Apparently, the relationship with Dickens 
was based on mutual respect and admiration – until Andersen overstayed his 
welcome at Dickens’ home on his second visit, stretching a fortnight’s stay into 
five weeks!) Andersen went on a total of 29 trips abroad and spent over nine 
years of his life outside Denmark. 

Hans Christian Andersen published 156 tales and stories. The Nightingale, first 
published in 1843, is number 64 in the University of Southern Denmark Hans 
Christian Andersen Center’s register of Andersen's literary works. In 1872 Hans 
Christian Andersen published his last fairy-tales. In 1874 he was awarded a title 

by the Danish government. He died the following year, 1875, 
after being ill for several years. A famous bronze statue of the 
Little Mermaid was unveiled in 1913 in Copenhagen's harbor, 
and is a major tourist attraction. 

Andersen as “The Outsider” 

He was born into a poor family yet spent much of his adult life 
shunting back and forth between the upper classes. He seemed not to have 
felt at home in his native Denmark, feeling more at home temperamentally    3



“But what is 
the 
Nightingale, 
brother? And 
how does the 
Emperor of 
Japan know 
of it before 
the Emperor 
of China?” 
~Min Kahng 

Townhalltheatre.com

(Continued…) 
elsewhere in Europe, especially Italy. I discovered that Andersen may have been 
one of first victims of what became known as the Jantelov. 

This term, Jantelov, sent me down a research rabbit-hole. Janteloven (the law of 
Jante, created by a Danish-Norwegian novelist in 1933) is a behavioral model for 
all Norwegians. Given a positive spin, it’s a philosophy or mindset that puts 
societal needs ahead of the individual’s, that looks down on boasting of one’s 
accomplishments or being jealous of others. But as generally used in colloquial 
speech in the Scandinavian countries, Jantelov describes “a condescending 
attitude towards individuality and success”, referring to a state of mind placing 
all emphasis on the collective and the group, removing emphasis from individual 
effort. There’s also a component of simultaneously disparaging people who 
attempt to stand out as individual achievers. It’s not much of a stretch to 
understand that Andersen, outsider that he was, didn’t fit this ideal model. 
  
Hans Christian Andersen was only 27 years old when he wrote his first 
autobiography, which remained unpublished for almost a century. And I find 
myself asking, what sort of person is compelled to write an autobiography at 

such a young age?  Someone who feels 
misrepresented to the world … someone 
who feels he needs to set the records 
straight and create his own legacy. He rose 
from near the bottom of society to the 
bourgeois upper class, and later in life he 
became a regular guest of Danish and 
foreign nobility, kings and princes. He 
became famous for his fairy-tales but he 
bristled at being labelled a children’s writer. 

In his later collections, the label “told for 
children” disappears and becomes “stories” as he moved to a more realistic 
style primarily for adult readers. Though his fairy-tales appeal to children, they 
often contain darker “adult” themes. 
  
Andersen’s biographers conclude that the author identified with “The Ugly 
Duckling”, a creature aligned for its appearance until it transformed into a swan.  
He does appear to have been a loner, and he may never have had a physical 
relationship with any of the women or men with whom he may have been in 
love. His literary style also spanned two divergent styles, Romanticism and the 
early days of Realism. Perhaps it was his “outsider” status that enabled Andersen 
to empathize with the losers that appear in his stories.  Actors are often called 
upon to embody characters who are somehow “the other”, and to understand 
and get inside the skin of a role.  I think the best storytellers also are those who 
are able to depict even the most heinous, the most ridiculous, and the most 
absurd of characters as humans, thus preventing the readers or listeners from 
distancing themselves from the characters. Whatever Andersen’s internal 
struggles might have been, he created unforgettable stories that ask us not to 
judge but to feel. 
            4



“She’s a 
Nightingale. 
Sure, she’s 
simply brown 
it’s true. But 
perhaps the 
court could 
use a change 
of hue?” 
~Min Kahng 

Townhalltheatre.com

Literary Consultant, Katie Zeigler  
Once Upon a Time: Fairytales in History 

Fairytales, in their many iterations, are woven into the very 
fabric of our lives. One has just to hear the words “Once 
upon a time…” and, already, you are off, swept up into a 
story that will no doubt transport you from your everyday life. 

Our childhoods are steeped in them and yet, who would have thought that 
these tales of odiferous ogres, pea-sensitive princesses, and golden geese 
would not just speak to our personal history, but the history of the world?  

Dr. Jamie Tehrani, an anthropologist from the University of Durham, was 
fascinated with the origins of fairytales – how far back can we trace this 
particular form? For many years, it was widely thought that fairytales were 

borne of the 16th and 17th 
Centuries, with many 
scholars believing Hans 
Christian Anderson and the 
Brothers Grimm to be the 
true originators of this style 
of writing. But when the 
language of fairy tales was 
traced back, when the 
words themselves were 
taken as valuable artifacts 
and examined scientifically, 
something amazing 

happened. These stories, 
told for generations, were older than we ever imagined – some tracing back 
as far as the Bronze Age. One such tale, “The Smith and the Devil,” which 
recounts the plight of a blacksmith who sells his soul to the devil in exchange 
for magical abilities, has roots that are more than 6,000 years old. Think about 
that. When the Mesopotamians were developing cuneiform and the 
Egyptians were creating hieroglyphics, the tale of a power-hungry blacksmith 
and his Satanic soul swap was being told, and retold, and told again  - until it 
evolved into the underpinnings of Goethe’s Faust, Wilde’s The Picture of 
Dorian Gray, and even the botanical evil that is Audrey II in Little Shop of 
Horrors. 

In this way, fairytales are, for lack of a better term, immortal. They live on in our 
popular culture and in the rooms of our collective childhood, read aloud or 
devoured in magical silence. That familiar phrase,    5



“Ever since 
the 
Nightingale’s  
arrival at the 
palace, I find 
myself smiling 
a lot, un- 
controllably 
even. Is there 
a word for 
that?” 
~Min Kahng 

Townhalltheatre.com

(Continued…) 
“Once upon a time…” takes on new 
meaning, indicating that the word “time” 
harkens back to the earliest development of 
language itself. We, as a species, have always 
told stories. We tell them to explain, to 
entertain, but perhaps most importantly, we 
tell these stories to ensure that the thread that 
weaves our lives together is never broken. We 
are the keepers of these rare and beautiful 
artifacts and we must protect them and their 
immortality. For, despite the popular way in 

which these stories conclude, it is up to us to ensure that we never come to The 
End.   
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“This little bird 
now sings to 
me and 
becalms the 
royal qualms 
of 
monarchy.” 
~Min Kahng 

Townhalltheatre.com

Min Kahng, Playwright/Composer  
What appealed to you and Andersen's story and 
how did it inspire you as a jumping off point for this 
musical? 

The story of The Nightingale has a special place in 
my heart. When I was in the 3rd grade, I 

performed in a children's play adaptation of the 
fairy tale, and the story stuck with me ever since. 
Andersen's Nightingale is a magical character who 
captured my imagination and also taught an easy-
to-grasp, yet deeply poignant lesson of looking 
beyond the surface for true beauty and worth. Music 
is an art form well-suited to conveying this 
combination of fantasy and emotional introspection, 
which is why I felt that this story would make an 
excellent musical. I also long to expand the roles 
available to Asian American actors in musical 
theatre. Andersen's setting of a mythical China 
provides a choice opportunity to do just that. 

What other influences did you have when working on this? 

I lovingly refer to this piece as being written in the style of 
Disney. I grew up right when the "Disney Renaissance" 
struck with hit films like The Little Mermaid and Beauty and 
the Beast. So naturally, after I performed in that 3rd grade 

play, I dreamed of adapting The Nightingale into an 
animated film (I still have the character sketches for it!). Alas, 
animation was not my calling - but as I began to think of 
turning it into a musical, the Disney storytelling quality stuck 
with me. I also view this piece as a love letter to American 
musical theatre. As a young songwriter, I was heavily 

influenced by the likes of Rodgers & Hammerstein, Stephen Sondheim, and 
Alan Menken. Throughout the score, you can hear references or homages to 
these composers.  
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“Konichiwa 
from the land 
of sunrise! 
Close your 
jaw, baby, 
why you look 
so surprised? I 
get my 
concept from 
you. We’re 
both 
Nightingales, 
that much is 
true. ” 
~Min Kahng 

Townhalltheatre.com

(Continued…) 

If you had to sum it up, what's the message of this musical?   

The primary message of this show is "true worth lies beyond the surface." Though 
I think you can take that one step deeper and say "true growth can only 
happen when you learn to look past the surface of things." All of the primary 
characters in this musical start the show with a view of the world that 
emphasizes the outer appearance. In order to grow and become better 
people, they all need to look within themselves and come to terms with what 
they find there. I believe this message will always be relevant, since there is 
always some growing that we as humans can do. You might discover you were 
wrong about someone else, or that you were blind to a flaw in yourself, or even 
that you are stronger than you thought yourself to be. Imagine what the world 
would look like if everyone took the time to pause and look within, rather than 
going by appearances alone. 

What made you want to revisit and revise for Town Hall? 

While the Altarena Playhouse production in 2013 was an enormous triumph for 
me and my career, I knew there were elements of The Song of the Nightingale 
that I wasn't happy with. I knew there were ways to make the story more 
succinct and focused. This second production has provided me a rare 
opportunity to revise my work and see it on its feet in its new form. I'm so 
grateful to Town Hall Theatre for this chance to let The Song of the Nightingale 
take wing again! 

Altarena Playhouse production photos:

  8



“The emperor 
must be quite 
the foolish 
man! To think 
that she’d 
compare to 
one that’s 
made in 
Japan! ” 
~Min Kahng 

Townhalltheatre.com

Michael Mohammed, Director 

In this wonderful tale that Min has brought 

to life for us, the Nightingale is the bringer 

of great insight, if only this kingdom would pay attention to her! 

The Emperor alienates his people by abusing their resources for 

his own pleasure.  Mei Lin believes that the way to rise above 

herself is by getting closer to the ruling class. Xiao Hai’s goal for 

societal emancipation starts with violent intent. Everyone 

makes some questionable choices in trying to construct what is 

ideal and what is real.  

Buddhism teaches that to cease craving momentary 

happiness, a person needs a contingency plan made up of 

good moral conduct, mental development, and mindfulness. In 

the search for truth and authenticity, sometimes a simple bird 

song – or dance – can transform personal outlook and our 

collective participation in that plan.   

Thank you for joining us for this performance! 
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“I see now 
that you 
meant my 
heart has one 
way to be 
freed: Let 
wisdom be 
my guide 
and not 
greed.” 
~Min Kahng 

Townhalltheatre.com

Margaret Halbig, Music Director 

In your eyes, what will people be talking about 
when they leave the theatre? 

I think people will be talking about who their 
favorite character was--it's too hard to choose 
because they all are so lovable! 

How did you approach your work on this project? 

I approached my work on this production like I do everything else I work on--
with respect to the composer. 

Why did you want to work on this project? 

I have really wanted to work with Michael Mohammed for a while since we 
have been colleagues at SF Conservatory of Music for a long time.  We grew 
up an hour from each other in the Midwest! 

What are you most excited about sharing with our audiences? 

I'm excited to share the "song" of the Nightingale--you'll be surprised what she 
sounds like! 

Instruments for the song of the Nightingale: 

Flute Clarinet

Drums
Piano/Keyboard
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“When your 
heart wants 
to hate, listen 
well, sit and 
wait! You will 
find there is a 
better way in 
her song, 
hear her 
song!” 
~Min Kang 

Townhalltheatre.com

Madison Gerringer, Education Director  
Education Corner for Teachers and Families 

The Nightingale by Hans Christian Andersen 

Synopsis: 

There lived an Emperor in China, who had a very beautiful 
kingdom. Everyone admired his palace and gardens but when they heard the 
Nightingale sing, they declared that it was the best of all. When the emperor 
heard about the Nightingale, he sent his men to bring it for him. When he heard 
it sing, tears came to his eyes. He kept the bird in his palace in a cage. 
One day, the king of Japan sent a beautiful artificial nightingale. This 
nightingale was covered with precious gems and sang wonderfully too. But it 
could sing only one song. Everyone forgot the real nightingale, and sadly it flew 
away. Then, one day, the artificial bird broke its spring and could not sing any 
longer. 

Years passed. The Emperor fell ill and was near death. No doctor could cure 
him. The real Nightingale heard this and came to sing for him. Hearing it, the 
emperor recovered. The bird promised that it would always come and sing for 
him. The end.  
  
Think!  
Why were the people in the story so drawn to the fake nightingale?  

Why would the real nightingale save the emperor in the end of the story?  
  
A little musical theatre history: 
Min Kahng was inspired by multiple, famous musical theatre composers when 
he wrote The Song of the Nightingale! Here are some of those composers and 
some popular elements of their work.  

Can you find these influences within songs in the show?  
  
Stephen Sondheim (Sweeney Todd, West Side 
Story) is known for his use of polyphony in his 
music. This is when a composer uses two 
completely different melodies on top of each 
other to create beautiful music!  

Can you hear in the show when Min used polyphony?  
            11 
  



“You are 
beautiful and 
something 
else, but 
you’re not 
the girl I 
know…” 
~Min Kahng 

Townhalltheatre.com

(Continued…) 
The writing duo Rogers and Hammerstein (Cinderella, 
Oklahoma!) were famous for writing musicals that 
combined scenes, music and dance all together to 
better help tell the story.  

Which numbers in The Song of the Nightingale combine 
these three elements together?  
  

Alan Menken (Little Shop of Horrors, Aladdin) wrote many of the 
Disney musicals that we all know and love! He also has something 
in common with Min Kahng… He adapted one of Hans Christian 
Andersen’s fairytales into a musical! Can you guess which one?  

Theatre Etiquette: 

Theatre is one of the oldest traditions. And because its history is 
so long, a very specific etiquette has been developed! Etiquette 
means rules telling you how to behave. Here is some theatre 
etiquette that is still relevant today: 

1. Listen carefully and pay attention to the show. There’s so much 
to see in a theatrical production and you wouldn’t want to miss 
any of it.  

2. Turn off any technology that you have with you. In order to be 
fully immersed in the story being told on stage, you have to put 
the world on hold for a little bit.  

3. The theatre space is sacred and should be treated with 
respect. Jumping on chairs, running, shouting, etc. is disrespectful 

to the other audience members and the theatre.  

4. Laugh and applaud! If something makes you laugh, that’s 
great! When the actors finish a number, applaud! Theatre is meant 
to bring out a REACTION so these are some respectful ways to 
show that you are reacting to the story.  
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“But please 
Nightingale, 
hear my cry I 
beg you, 
before I die 
may I hear 
your song 
please, come 
and sing your 
song for me.” 
~Min Kahng 

Townhalltheatre.com

Cast of Characters 

Isabel To is Mei 
Lin: Strong-willed 
and outspoken, 
she is the only 
one with 
courage enough 
to tell the 
Emperor the truth 
about things.

Matt Ono is 
Xiao Hai: A 
fisherman in 
love with Mei 
Lin.

Kenneth 
Greenwell 
is Tai Yun: 
Xiao Hai’s 
younger 
brother.

Pauli Amornkul is 
Nightingale: She 
is the spirit of the 
show, at once 
playful and full 
of deep 
wisdom. Meek, 
yet powerful.

Miyoko 
Sakatani is 
Head 
Fisherwoman/
Ensemble.

Ji-Yun Kim is 
Fisherwoman 1/
Ensemble.

Minseob Yeom 
is Death/
Ensemble.

Chelsea Wellott 
is Messenger/
Ensemble.

Benjamin Nguyen 
is Head Chef/
Ensemble.

DC Scarpelli is The 
Emperor: Childishly 
brash and 
temperamental. 
He is not mean-
spirited, just 
obviously 
immature.

Lisa Woo is 
Madame Wu: The 
Emperor’s older 
sister who really 
runs the show, but 
is not yet able to 
stand up for 
herself.

Christopher Juan is 
Fake Nightingale a 
mechanical boy-
band-esque bird/
Ensemble.

Ted V. Bigornia is 
Bing Wen: 
Emperor’s Lord-in-
Waiting and the 
Palace 
Aesthetician. He’s 
fabulous. 
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“They think 
we should 
be 
frightened 
by his grand 
regime! But 
a line’s been 
crossed, so 
damn the 
cost, our 
peoples 
revolution 
will be 
gaining 
steam!” 
~Min Kahng 

TownHallTheatre.com 

Scenic Design by Martin Flynn 

Our set designer had to 
incorporate the three- 
piece band into the 
design so that the music 
director could see the 
actors for music cues 
and yet not distract from 
the overall aesthetic.

Our set transforms from design on paper, 
to design on a miniature model to 
construction by Henry Perkins, Justin 
Dupuis and volunteer Rod.
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“So 
Nightingale, 
please sing 
your song 
again…” 
~Min Kahng 

TownHallTheatre.com 

Costume Design by Hope Birdwell 

These are shots of 
preliminary costume 
renderings. Hope uses her 
iPad to playfully sketch 
and arrange her ideas. 
Director Michael 
Mohammed had a vision 
for the show that was 
minimal and suggestive in 
design. Hope’s challenge 
as a designer was to 
avoid literal 
representation and offer 
our show subtle concepts 
of ancient China with a 
bit of a modern twist.
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