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CAST OF CHARACTERS

COURTIERS of the Chinese Court (10 in all)
EMPEROR of China
CHIEF COURTIER
KITCHEN MAID
CHIEF GARDENER




MUSICAL NUMBERS
Scene 1 — 
	#1 — LIFE IS PERFECT — Courtiers
	#2 — ENNUI — Emperor
	#3 — SOMETHING NEW — Courtiers
Scene 2 — 
	#4 — THE SONG OF THE NIGHTINGALE —  Kitchen Maid


TIME and PLACE: The era of Imperial China


he Nightingale
Act I

Scene 1– The curtains are closed. The COURTIERS of the Chinese court enter and file across the apron of the stage. They open the scene singing about how perfect their kingdom is.

MUSICAL #1  – LIFE IS PERFECT

COURTIERS:
INTRO
WE WELCOME YOU TO CHINA.
NO PLACE FINE-A THAN OUR PALACE HERE.
WE HAVE A ROYAL CHALICE HERE TO GREET YOU WITH A GRIN.
BE GOOD, BE KIND, WE’LL LET YOU IN.
BUT CAUSE A ROUT WE’LL LET YOU OUT!
V1
OUR SILKS ARE PERFECT, THEY NEVER TOUCH THE GROUND.
THEY SWIRL SO SMOOTHLY, BUT NEVER MAKE A SOUND. 
IF WE SPEAK IN WHISPERS AS YOU PASS,
PLEASE, MIND THE WALL AND HALL FOR ALL ARE MADE OF GLASS.
RELEASE
WE SWOON IN CHINA,
THE MOON IN CHINA
IS LIKE NO OTHER ORB.
ITS PERFECT LIGHT YOU CAN ABSORB; 
IT LEADS YOU ON
UNTIL THE DAWN
IN CHINA!
V2
OUR ART IS PERFECT, IT’S ON OUR PORCELAIN.
OUR FLOW’RS ARE PERFECT, JUST LIKE OUR PERFECT RAIN.
IF WE SEEM TO DANCE IT MAY SEEM ODD,
PLEASE, MIND THE WAY WE SWAY FOR IT REVEALS OUR GOD.
ENDING
HE HAS A PERFECT PALACE, OUR EMPEROR DIVINE.
WE ARE TRULY HONORED TO WORSHIP AT HIS SHRINE. 
HE’S BEEN OUR PERFECT LEADER SINCE HE WAS JUST A BOY.
HIS WORDS ARE WISE AND FILLED WITH JOY.
HIS EV’RY ACT IS PERFECT EACH HOUR OF THE DAY,
AND MAY HE ALWAYS STAY THAT WAY.

(There is the sound of a gong. The curtains open and the COURTIERS back up into a V-shaped line that points to the throne upon which the EMPEROR is seated. The EMPEROR is reading a scroll. He looks up at them all with a disinterested air.)

EMPEROR:  Tell me, Chief Courtier, what do your fellow courtiers say about me?

(The CHIEF COURTIER  steps forward, comes toward the EMPEROR, and bows.)

CHIEF COURTIER: They say you are perfect, Your Majesty.

EMPEROR: And what do they say about my palace?

CHIEF COURTIER: (He bows again.) It is perfect, Your Majesty.

EMPEROR: And what do they say about my gardens?

CHIEF COURTIER: (He bows again.) They are perfect, Your Majesty.

EMPEROR: Enough! Enough! Enough!  This fills me with ennui!

(Up and down the line of COURTIERS they whisper together, asking each other softly, “What does ennui mean?” Hearing their whispers, the EMPEROR rises sternly,  and points his scroll at the CHIEF COURTIER.)

EMPEROR:  What are you all whispering about?

CHIEF COURTIER: (bows.) Excuse us, Your Majesty, can you tell us, great Emperor, what does ennui mean?

EMPEROR: It is a French word and it means “I am bored.”

MUSICAL #2 – ENNUI 

EMPEROR:
AS EMPEROR OF CHINA
I should be feeling fine.
No place was ever finer.
Everything’s so divine. 

I always know who will come
Who will go.
Everyone’s constant aim
Is to keep everything the same.

Anyone would readily assume
That I’m carefree and gay.
My life is one long ritual
Of perfection every day.

Yet I have discovered that routine
can be mean.
I’m filled with a vague dull longing
That never goes away.

Even the sky above me
Is a gentle, perfect blue.
Then why am I unhappy?
What am I to do?

Every day I live through
Is the same as the day before.
My world is wrapped in ritual
My life is a long, dull bore.

I am tired of being perfect. 
It fills me with ennui. 
I’m tired of my perfect palace, 
My perfect garden, my perfect me. 

What am I to do? 
The aim of this tiresome game
Is to keep everything the same!
Can’t we ever do -  something new?

EMPEROR: (Speaking,) What can I do?  What I would give to see something I have never seen before!

(The COURTIERS whisper among themselves.  They then ALL bow politely and quietly together.  Then they speak.)

COURTIERS: Yes, Your Majesty.

MUSICAL #3 – SOMETHING NEW

COURTIERS:  Your Majesty, your respectful courtiers now present to you for your enjoyment and approval -- something new.  We hope this pleases you.

(This song is a dance. As the song begins, the COURTIERS scurry off stage left, then one by one they re-enter from stage right, bringing various items, as follows.  Each time a COURTIER eagerly presents an item, the EMPEROR shakes his head negatively.) 

FIRST COURTIER:  A vessel from Peru.

SECOND COURTIER:  A golden dancing shoe. 

THIRD COURTIER: A necklace from Japan.

FOURTH COURTIER: An Oriental fan.

FIFTH COURTIER:  A stylish Russian hat.

SIXTH COURTIER:  A silver plate so flat.

SEVENTH COURTIER: A braided golden rope.

EIGHTH COURTIER:  A kaleidoscope.

NINTH COURTIER:  A bell from Italy.

TENTH COURTIER:  A cup of British tea.

(The MUSIC gets faster and faster until the COURTIERS fall exhausted to the floor. Finally the EMPEROR steps over them and marches sternly forward until he solemnly stands center stage.)

EMPEROR: This is enough!  None of this is truly new.  It all fills me with ennui!

(The COURTIERS sit up startled, staring at the EMPEROR with amazement and fear.  There is an awkward silence.)
 
EMPEROR:  (Speaking sternly, he makes a very grim announcement.) No food will be served to anyone in this palace, not one morsel, not even one crumb -- until I finally see something new, something I have never seen before  -- that I like!

(Startled and stunned, everyone onstage falls to the ground in despair.  No one speaks or moves as the lights go out.)

Scene 2 – Lights up on an empty stage. An old man who is the CHIEF GARDENER enters. Following him is the KITCHEN MAID.

KITCHEN MAID: Chief Gardener, would it be wrong if I presented the Emperor with something free, something that no one owns?  Would that be “something new”?

CHIEF GARDENER: What do you mean?

KITCHEN MAID: I know of something wonderful, something delightful, something astonishing that is there for everyone to enjoy.  She has brought joy to me, and to so many others. Yet I think it is also something that  the Emperor has never seen or heard.

CHIEF GARDENER:  What is this she?  If this something is free, if everyone can enjoy it, are you certain the emperor doesn’t even know about it already? What can it be?

KITCHEN MAID: It is…(She pauses, looks stealthy all around her, then whispers in his ear.)

CHIEF GARDENER: Ah  yes!  I too have often heard her, with delight.  But she belongs to the common folk.

KITCHEN MAID: I know, but I have heard the Emperor has become very sad. Maybe she would cheer him up.

CHIEF GARDENER: It is a dangerous thing to give something so special to the rich and mighty. They might try to tame her. They might put her in a cage. She belongs to everyone. 

KITCHEN MAID: I know. But I have heard the Chief Courtier say the Emperor is not doing the business of the Empire. What will become of all of us if the Emperor just sits and sighs?

CHIEF GARDENER:  I will think about this. For now say nothing.

KITCHEN MAID: Yes, Chief Gardener.

(They exit. Then the EMPEROR and all the COURTIERS now appear on-stage together. The Emperor is on his throne.)

EMPEROR: (He sighs.) My life feels so empty, so worthless.

(The CHIEF COURTIER enters. He is carrying a book. He presents himself to the Emperor and bows.)

CHIEF COURTIER: Your Majesty, this book has arrived from the King of Siam. You need to look at it and see if you like it enough that I can send the King of Siam a thank-you letter.

EMPEROR: (Sighing.) You look at it.

CHIEF COURTIER: But your Majesty, it is important for kings to acknowledge each other's gifts.  Kings and Emperors are a very exclusive group and should stick together.

EMPEROR: (He takes the book.) That is true. It is a book about birds. I know all the birds in the world. This author has nothing new to tell me. But what is this? It says at the end of the Emperor of China’s garden in a forest by the sea there lives the Nightingale and it sings more beautifully than any bird in the world. I have never heard of this bird. Have you, Chief Courtier?

CHIEF COURTIER: No, I have not, Your Majesty.

EMPEROR: (He stands and claps his hands.) Have any of my courtiers ever heard this bird sing? (They all shake their heads and say no.) Well, then, Chief Courtier, summon all the servants in the palace. Someone must have heard of this Nightingale.

(A gong is heard and the palace servants come running in urgently but politely.  They then stand together in a straight line across the stage.)

CHIEF COURTIER: The emperor has summoned you to ask if any of you have heard of a bird called the Nightingale. Have you, have you?

(The CHIEF COURTIER moves quickly down the line of courtiers asking each of them if they have heard of the Nightingale. All of them say, “No,” until The CHIEF COURTIER arrives at the KITCHEN MAID who happens to be standing by the CHIEF GARDENER.)

KITCHEN MAID: I don’t know what to say. The Chief Gardener said…

CHIEF COURTIER: (Sternly) If you have any  information about this bird it is your duty to tell your Emperor.

(The KITCHEN MAID looks at the CHIEF GARDENER and he nods in strong agreement. The EMPEROR steps down from his throne and comes over and speaks kindly to the KITCHEN MAID.)

EMPEROR: Come, come my sweet maiden. You needn’t be afraid. Tell me about this Nightingale. What color is she? Is she a vibrant blue like a peacock?

KITCHEN MAID: She is an ordinary color. An everyday brown. But when she sings all of your troubles depart and she has the most beautiful voice in the world.

EMPEROR: Do you know where to find her?  Show her to me!   I will then bring my whole court to hear her at once.

KITCHEN MAID: Oh, no, Your Majesty. Do not bring the whole court! Just you. She is very shy.

CHIEF COURTIER: You cannot go out walking around with this young maiden alone, Your Majesty. This may be a deceptive trick to capture you!  Perhaps it’s some nefarious plot to harm you!

KITCHEN MAID: Oh no!  No indeed!  Our nightingale  would never harm the Emperor. She is good. She is very, very good.  But she is also very shy.

(She speaks.)

What is the Nightingale? Where is she?
How can such a magical creature ever be?
She is shy. We seldom see her.
She hides in the forest trees
.
The Nightingale sings at night
Yet she makes our future seem bright.
She fills our world with light.
 
The Nightingale is joy.  She is love. She is truth.
She is all of the goodness that fills our hearts with youth.
And gives our world its wonder
But she is more elusive than the joy of love.
If you want to see and hear her
Listen to me!

MUSICAL #4 –  SONG OF THE NIGHTINGALE
 
(She sings,)
Imagine the old moon
That hides behind the evening clouds,
Catch a quick glimpse of dawn
Just before the sun comes on
And the night is finally gone.
 
Imagine the butterfly wings
That dance and glitter in the sun.
Then you have seen the Nightingale.
 
Imagine the sweet touch
Of a mother caressing her babe,
The strong and tender feeling of
The gentle touch of true love.
Then you have felt the Nightingale.
 
Her sweet song gives solace
To the field hand, the fisherman, the farmer.
Hearing her makes their loads seem light.
Hearing her makes their future bright.
 
To hear the song of the nightingale is
To soar on the waves of the sea,
or to climb a mountain filled with meadows and flowers
and enjoy all the vistas that you find there.
She brings you peace.
And when her love finds you
She helps you leave all your burdens behind you.
 
The nightingale makes your sorrows cease
The nightingale’s song fills your heart with peace.
The nightingale brings you home.
But to find her you must be very still, very quiet.
And when she knows you are waiting for her, she will come.

