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It’s impossible to miss the Disney influence on Min Kahng’s Song of the Nightingale, 
Town Hall Theatre’s opening production to kick off the season. This colourful, high-
energy musical borrows heavily from the spirit of such 90s-era animated classics as 
Mulan and The Little Mermaid, complete with a collection of eccentric characters 
with a spunky heroine at its heart.  

Based on a Hans Christian Andersen fairy tale, the story is set in Imperial China, 
where our heroine, Mei Lin (Isabel Anne To), is a fisherwoman driven to rise above her 
station and serve in the royal court.  Her fortunes skyrocket when she introduces to 
the Emperor the modest but inspirational Nightingale – performed expressively 
through wordless dance by Pauli N. Amonkul.  The Nightingale’s captivity under the 
benevolent, if self-absorbed Emperor (DC Scarpelli) sets in motion a series of 
confluent storylines, in which the characters’ preconceived notions of beauty, 
aspiration, and duty are challenged. 

To’s portrayal of Mei Lin captures an ambition that is earnest, not aggressive; her 
spirited drive is tempered with a sense of wonder and growing comprehension of the 
world she has ached to join, and the one she left behind.   She carries her scenes 
consistently, and like Mei Lin, holds her own against Scarpelli’s Emperor – though his 
performance is in a class unto itself.  With his playful take on the role, he manages to 
create a portrait of a narcissistic, indulgent despot that is somehow sympathetic – no 
mean feat in today’s climate.  This is helped in large part by Scarpelli’s commanding 
presence and expert facial expressions, as well as a convincing arc of humanity and 
self-awareness in the second act. 

Despite its period setting, the dialogue, characterization and sensibilities are 
decidedly modern, a device that lands with mixed results.  Though Disney films have 
conditioned us to this sort of juxtaposition, it is stretched beyond the limits with the 
boy-band-inspired appearance of the “Fake Nightingale”, whose vogueing 
choreography and accompanying synth music are merely jarring. (It’s worth noting, 
however, that my 10-year-old theater companion giggled through the entire number - 
replete with well-executed physical comedy - and declared it her favourite.)   

The show gains more depth and gravitas through the second act, which makes the 
exceedingly contemporary elements seem all the more discordant.  Kahng’s 
songwriting can be distractingly uneven – where some numbers suffer from clumsy 
rhyming and heavy exposition, others soar – in particular “Honest” and “Regret”, 
which both feature Scarpelli and To.  The ensemble numbers are lively and exuberant, 
if a bit crammed within the limited stage; it’s evident that these tight quarters have 
spawned a familial, close-knit cast. 

Despite the lack of real estate, the set design is distinctly evocative, making effective 
use of bright, simple elements to project the setting of each scene.  Similarly, Hope 



Birdwell’s innovative, minimalist costumes are especially successful in conveying a 
wide range of characters and moods.  Though spare in design, Town Hall’s production 
is rich in energy and high jinks – a real-life “animated” story for a family night out.


