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 On September 29th, I watched Song of the Nightingale, my first show at Town Hall 
Theatre. My initial – and then lasting – impression of the show was that it was engaging and 
exciting, due to its energetic actors and the lively music (I want to give a special shout-out to 
director and choreographer, Michael Mohammed, who did a terrific job enhancing the actors’ 
already impressive skills, and had me smiling at every single dance.) However, over the course 
of the show I found myself writing many notes, mainly surrounding a feminist critique. When 
the show ended, and I spoke with others about how fun this show was, I was simultaneously 
asking myself the question: can fun really be experienced without paying attention to the 
social issues at hand? 
  I’d like to begin answering that question by pointing to Artistic Director Susan E. Evans 
program note saying we must “cast off all that post-modern cynicism as you watch [the 
show.]” As a millennial attending a liberal arts college, along with belonging to a ‘minority’ 
group as a woman of colour, I don’t really have the privilege of abandoning my “cynicism,” or 
as I would prefer to call it, a more analytical, socially minded approach. I believe that 
theatre is meant to take us beyond our typical accessibilities to empathy through a 
transcendence of time, character, and circumstance. In theatre, we are experiencing and 
absorbing what is happening before us, much like real life unfolding. If it is a family show, 
then that means many children will take in the messages of the story. And that is why we have 
to think about the messages we send. 
  The show appears to feature strong females. We see this immediately through Mei Lin, 
Madame Wu, The Nightingale, and even the Head Fisher. However, the story finds ways to 
subordinate each woman, in one way or another. The clearest example to me was that 
Madame Wu, though capable and intelligent, was still of lower status than her brother – 
forced to comply with his outlandish commands. One might argue that this has been solved by 
the end, in which they become co-emperors, but note that this was after the song in which 
she claimed she would be “no more the weaker gender,” and pave her own, independent 
lifestyle.  Another example would the Head Fisher being sent to prison after she says, “I take 
full responsibility for [Xiao’s] foolish behaviour.” I found this event to perpetuate the fact 
that women must constantly take the burden and clean up the mess of men’s behaviour. I 
have many additional examples, but I think one can understand the critical approach I took to 
even the smallest pieces of dialogue or action. 
  Of course, there are positive events that signify the strength of the women, such as 
Mei Lin being able to save the day in the end, or through the Nightingale literally defeating 
Death. But I believe that, as Mei Lin says to the Emperor, one should “listen to the concerns 
of the people.” Theatre has the power to teach us what problems exist in our social sphere, 
and feminism is one of them. We must pay attention and listen to concerns at hand. The 
Nightingale is known as the “Song of the People,” and shows us how art connects others. Just 
as the characters in the show, we too can use art to find our voices in justice –  through 
witnessing theatre.


