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Abstract: This article analyzes the nightingale motif in Swedish author
Astrid Lindgren’s short story “Spelar min lind, sjunger min niktergal”
(“My Nightingale is Singing”), first published in her collection
Sunnandng (The Red Bird, 1959). The lineage of the motifis traced back to
ancient Greek folklore, where the nightingale’s lament symbolizes maternal
grief over the loss of a child. It is arqued that Lindgren’s story can be
interpreted as a modern reimagining of a specific strand in the mythological
tradition surrounding the rape of Philomela and the infanticide committed
by Procne to avenge her sister. Lindgren alludes to a version of the story
found in fable collections, which centers on the reunion of the two sisters
after their metamorphosis into birds. In the Greek myth, especially as it was
interpreted by Romantic writers, a bereaved mother is transformed into the
nightingale, eternally lamenting her loss and thereby transfiguring human
suffering into beauty. In Lindgren’s story, Malin longs to bring beauty to
the bleak world of the orphanage, first miraculously causing a linden tree
to grow in its yard, but ultimately giving her spirit to the tree, where it is
heard in the song of a nightingale among its branches. “Spelar min lind,
sjunger min niktergal” thus represents Lindgren’s innovative culmination
of a long fable tradition with pre-classical origins, where the child becomes
the agent of transformation.
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Astrid Lindgren’s short story “Spelar min lind, sjunger min
niktergal” (“My Nightingale is Singing”), from her fairy-tale col-
lection Sunnaning (The Red Bird, 1959), is often recognized as her
most lyrical and darkest tale." The four stories in the collection in-
corporate elements of fantasy in their tragic portrayal of childhood
in impoverished nineteenth-century Sweden. Initially, Sunnanding
struggled to find a broad audience, partly due to its departure from
the more light-hearted mood of books such as Pippi Lingstrump
(Pippi Longstocking, 1945) and Barnen i Bullerbyn (The Children of Noisy
Village, 1947).2 Critics at the time found the stories overly sentimental
and bourgeois (Edstrom, Astrid Lindgren 160-163, Kvillsdoppet 20-25;
Wistrand 163-164; Andersen 283). Today, however, the collection is
recognized for its role in revitalizing the Swedish fairy-tale tradition
while reflecting Lindgren’s more melancholic sensibility and mo-
ments of subtle metatextual self-commentary (Holmberg 69-70; Bak
23; Edstrom, Astrid Lindgren, Kvdllsdoppet; Nauwerck).

“Spelar min lind, sjunger min néktergal” recounts the story of
Malin (Maria in the English translation), who is orphaned at age
eight as her parents succumb to tuberculosis. She finds herself
disheartened in the Norka parish poorhouse, where “vackert och
roligt” (“beauty and fun”; Lindgren, Sunnaning 32; Crampton 6) are
completely lacking.> One day, while seeking alms at the parsonage,
Malin overhears a story being read to the family’s young children.
She is struck by the beauty and rhythm of the words: “Spelar min
lind, sjunger min niktergal” (“My linden plays, my nightingale is sing-
ing”; 37; 14). The story that Malin overhears is the Swedish wonder
tale “Lilla Rosa och Lédnga Leda” (Little Rose and Long Leda):* The
beauty of the princess Lilla Rosa stirs jealousy in her stepmother who
plots to have her killed. After surviving an attempt on her life at sea,
she finds herself on an island where the song of a nightingale in a
linden tree eases her solitude. She marries a prince and they have
children, but the stepmother learns of her survival and transforms
her into a goose. Upon being found by fishermen she asks:

Spelar min lind?

Sjunger min naktergal?

Grater min lille son?

Gor min herre sig ndgonsin glad?
(Geijerstam 31)

(Does my linden play?

Does my nightingale sing?
Does my little son weep?
Does my lord ever rejoice?) °
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Lilla Rosa is rescued and reunited with husband and child; the lin-
den plays and the nightingale sings again.

When Malin hears these lines in the parish kitchen, she is filled
with an intense desire for a playing linden tree and a singing night-
ingale. She discovers a pea under a resident’s bed and plants it in the
poorhouse’s potato field. Miraculously, the seed grows into a lin-
den tree and yet it makes no sound: “Den stod i potatislandet vacker
och tyst och var dod” (“There it stood in the potato field, beautiful,
silent and dead”; Lindgren, Sunnaning 44; Crampton 24). Disheart-
ened and confronted with the looming threat of the silent linden
being cut down to make way for the potatoes, Malin contemplates
sacrificing her life for the cause. The next morning, the inhabitants
of the poorhouse awaken to melodies streaming from the linden’s
branches, harmonizing with the song of a nightingale. Malin is
nowhere to be found, but one of the residents, Jocke Kis - a man
tormented by voices in his head - hears Malin’s voice whispering
among the notes: “Det &r jag ... Malin!” (“This is Maria!”; 46; 29).

The scene where Malin overhears a story in the parsonage paral-
lels an autobiographical memory of Astrid Lindgren. Lindgren once
recalled being deeply captivated when she overheard a fairy tale
recounted by the daughter of a local cowherd (Lindgren, “Det bor-
jade”; Edstrom, Astrid Lindgren 38-50). Accordingly, Vivi Edstrom
reads “Spelar min lind, sjunger min niktergal” as metafiction about
the power of imagination and the conditions of artistry. Krzysztof
Bak situates this and other instances of intricate textual interweaving
in Sunnandng within this specific phase of Lindgren’s development,
marking her progression from emulating folk tales to incorporating
more complex formal elements characteristic of literary fairy tales.®
Malin Nauwerck highlights the magical interplay between listening
and creative imagination in Sunnaning, as well as the depiction of
childhood as a paradisiacal state (205-206).

As for the specific use of “Lilla Rosa och Langa Leda,” Monika
Osberghaus has argued that Lindgren’s omission of the two last
questions in the original text - “Does my little son weep? / Does my
lord ever rejoice?” - carries autobiographical significance, alluding
to the author’s personal experience of giving up her newborn child
as an unwed mother in rural Sweden in 1926. Even though Lindgren
herself never mentioned this in interviews about “Spelar min lind,
sjunger min naktergal,” Osberghaus suggests that the truncated
quotation epitomizes the tragic intensity that permeates numerous
works of the author.

Be that as it may, there is a clear contrast between the happy end-
ing of the fairy tale and Lindgren’s short story, between Malin’s
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self-sacrificing metamorphosis and Lilla Rosa’s restoration. Edstrom
draws parallels between Malin’s transformation and metamor-
phoses as images of escape and liberation in Classical mythology and
folk tales, referencing Ovid’s tale of Daphne and Swedish folklore
adaptations of the dryad motif (Astrid Lindgren 49, 130-135; Kuviills-
doppet 26). Sten Wistrand connects Malin's self-sacrifice to Christian
martyrdom, reading the story as a romantic tale of the artist’s sacri-
fice for the sake of art and beauty (185-186). Yet an unexplored and
central intertext to Malin’s metamorphosis is the tale of Procne and
Philomela, which evolved from the archaic Greek tale of the night-
ingale. What is the meaning of the nightingale in Lindgren’s short
story, and can a comparison with the earliest written reference to
this myth offer new insights in respect to the story? To explore this, I
will examine a selection of fable texts rooted in the archaic myth that
share key elements with Lindgren’s use of the motif.

Theoretically, this article draws on anthropological concepts of
myth as a dynamic and evolving process, a view shaped by anthro-
pologist Claude Lévi-Strauss. For long, early renditions of myths
were seen as their most authentic forms, while later versions were
regarded as reinterpretations or adaptations. Lévi-Strauss chal-
lenged this notion by emphasizing the functions played by myths
in human cultures, viewing them not as static narratives but as liv-
ing entities - dynamic processes that actively organize and commu-
nicate human experience. From this perspective, every iteration of
a myth contributes to its unfolding narrative fabric.

Myths are often intuitively grasped within their respective
cultures, a phenomenon that Lévi-Strauss attributed to their
construction around core relational clusters, which he termed
“mythemes.” These mythemes convey specific meanings in rela-
tion to a particular myth while preserving its essence (Lévi-Strauss
233-236). For example, the Nightingale myth involves such
mythemes as a mother’s infanticide, her transformation into a
nightingale, and her ensuing melancholic song. These elements
make the myth recognizable across various genres, media, histori-
cal periods, and cultural contexts, allowing it to continually renew
itself through each individual manifestation of these core elements.
Structural analysis, as a methodology, recognizes and examines
these diverse versions (Lévi-Strauss 240). From this perspective,
Lindgren’s short story is as important for understanding the Night-
ingale myth as an ancient Greek folktale. The article explores these
topics through a historical and comparative approach, focusing on
intertextual connections and the evolution of motifs.
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The Nightingale Mother

In Archaic Greek traditions, the nightingale’s song symbolizes a
mother’s grief and regret for her lost child, forming the founda-
tional mythemes of the Nightingale myth (Fontenrose; Mihailov).
The earliest version of this myth appears in the nineteenth song of
Homer’s Odyssey (c. 7th century). After two decades of war and
wandering the seas, Odysseus finally returns to Ithaca, where his
wife Penelope has endured relentless hardship. Hundreds of suitors
have invaded the royal palace, plotting to kill her son Telemachus.
Disguised as a beggar, Odysseus listens as Penelope shares of her
longing for her husband’s return, and growing fears for her son’s
future. Lying awake throughout the night, her restless thoughts
seem to follow the mournful strains of the nightingale’s lament:

o¢ & 6te [Mavdapéov kovpn, YAopnic dndov,
KoAOV deidno £0pog véov ioTapévolo

devdpémv év metdAoiot kabelopévn mukvoioty,

1} T Qapd TpOT®OCa YEEL TOASEVKEN POVAV
s’ Ohopupopévn Trvdov eilov, Gv mote oAk
Ktelve oL appadiog, kodpov Znoto Gvaktog,

¢ kol £pot diya Bupog opodpetat EvOa Kol EvOa.
(Odyssey 19.520-527, transl. in Wilson)

(As when the daughter of Pandareus,

the pale gray nightingale, sings beautifully

when spring has come, and sits among the leaves

that crowd the trees, and warbles up and down

a symphony of sound, in mourning for

her son by Zethus, darling Itylus,

whom she herself had killed in ignorance,

with bronze. Just so, my mind pulls in two directions —)

Penelope’s emotional dilemma - whether to continue to endure
her current plight or remarry to secure the welfare of her son and
household - mirrors the fluctuating melodies of the nightingale. An
ancient commentary, citing a fragment from the historian Phere-
cydes, traces the myth’s origins to Aédon, the daughter of King
Pandareos of Lydia. Consumed by jealousy over her sister-in-law
Niobe’s many children, Aédon attempts to kill one of Niobe’s sons
but, in the dim light, mistakenly kills her own son, Itylos. Overcome
by grief, Aédon begs the gods to transform her into a bird, giving rise
to the nightingale’s sorrowful song.’
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The earliest written renditions of the Nightingale myth explore
themes of motherhood, fertility, envy, jealousy, errant violence,
and the tragic loss of a child. In this form, the motif appears in
Aeschylus’s tragedy Agamemmnon (c. 460 BCE), where the chorus
interprets the nightingale’s song as an elegy for Itys (1140-1145). The
myth was most fully developed during the height of the Athenian
Empire in Sophocles’ tragedy Tereus (c. 420 BCE), which transformed
the Nightingale myth - or perhaps a specific otherwise unknown
Athenian reiteration of it - into the story of Procne and Philomela’s
revenge on King Tereus (Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta 581-95b).
Here, the nightingale’s song, once an expression of maternal sorrow
for a lost child, becomes intertwined with themes of Athenian geo-
political conflicts with Thrace, with hubris, justice, power, and the
dynamics of male dominance and female suffering. While Sopho-
cles’ play is known primarily through scattered quotations and allu-
sions, and recently also from papyrus fragments (Sommerstein et al.
160-173; Finglass), the story is more widely known through Ovid’s
extensive retelling of the myth in the Metamorphoses (6.424-674),
published in 8 CE. Ovid’s narrative, although similar to what can be
reconstructed from Sophocles’ play, also contains alterations, which
appear to be his own. Instead of emphasizing Procne’s sacrifice, the
Roman poet focuses on the prelude of the story and on elements that
wouldhaveoccurred off-stagein the Greek tragedy: Procne’srapeand
mutilation, and her indictment of Tereus against all odds through
her weaving. In ancient Greece, the nightingale was associated with
the mournful songs of Aédon, whose lamentation for the loss of her
son is heard in its languid melodies, while the swallow’s chirping
was linked to sexual violence and the silencing of Philomela af-
ter her rape and mutilation (Sommerstein;, Mancuso, Der Prokne-
Mythos; Schottenius Cullhed). However, in the Roman tradition,
the bird identities became interchangeable and were eventually
reversed.” This shift marks a significant evolution in the myth,
where the nightingale no longer mourns a child but embodies Philo-
mela’s suffering after Tereus’ rape, which has influenced the myth’s
legacy and cultural impact.

The Fable of the Swallow and the Nightingale

Alongside the canonical versions by Sophocles and Ovid, the ancient
nightingale tale was also preserved in the Aesopian fable tradition.
The earliest written fable about the swallow and the nightingale
was composed by the Syrian poet Babrius and included in his work
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Mythiamboi Aisopeioi (c. AD 100). In the preface, Babrius claims
to have adorned Aesop’s fables with the blossoms of his Muses,
offering them to his readers as “sugared, poetic honeycomb” (qtd.
in Adrados 103). A concise prose version of Babrius’ fable has also
survived, written in the 2nd century by a young student in Palmyra
(112-114). Originally inscribed on a wax tablet, this student’s
abridged version was later published as an Aesopian fable. Babri-
us” Mythiamboi quickly secured a place in the Hellenistic educational
system with the poems widely used in school curricula throughout
Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages (Adrados 112-114; Easterling
142-143; Laes; Lerer 35-56).

In Babrius’ fable, a dialogue unfolds between a swallow and a
nightingale. The swallow, having departed from her agricultural
community, finds the nightingale deep in the forest, lamenting her
son Itys and the cruel fate that ended his life prematurely. When
the swallow urges her to return to the city, the nightingale refuses,
expressing her preference for solitude:

€0l e TETPOLG EUPEVELY GLOKNTOLS,

Koi pn 1 0pewvilg 0pyadog o xmpicong.
peta tag Adnvog dvopo Koi TOAY PeLY®*
oikog 8¢ pot mig kamipuéig avopd TV
AOTNV TOAOIDY GUUEOPADV Ava&aivet.
(Babrius 12.20-24, transl. in Perry)

(Let me stay on amid these desert rocks, nor take me from this moun-
tain grove away. Since Athens, I shun my husband and the city. Every
house I see of men and every human contact harrows and renews the
painful wounds of fortune long ago)

The moral in Babrius’ fable reminds the reader of how individuals
scarred by severe injustices, be they victims or perpetrators, often
seek solace in isolation. An appended epimythium, a four-line mor-
al conclusion, emphasizes that wisdom, song, and solitude offer
some relief for those who have suffered humiliation, while facing
those who remind them of their former prosperity can be unbearable
(Vaio 36). While the swallow is eager to restore the bond with her
sister, the nightingale finds it impossible. Babrius’ poem accentuates
the musical aspect of the myth; the nightingale yearns for nothing
but solitude and song.

Babrius’ fable was revitalized in the modern era, when Jean de
La Fontaine reinterpreted it in his poem “Philomele et Procné,” part
of his twelve-book anthology published between 1668 and 1694."°
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This fable follows the structural framework of Babrius’ narrative but
incorporates character names from the classical versions of the myth
by Sophocles and Ovid and adapts the post-classical role reversal
where Philomela becomes the nightingale and Procne the swallow.
The poem begins with the swallow finding her sister, Philomela,
encouraging her to leave her solitary refuge, arguing that her beauti-
ful song should not be wasted on the wilderness. Procne warns that
the woods might revive memories of Tereus, given the similarity of
the setting to where he assaulted Philomela:

Aussi bien, en voyant les bois,

Sans cesse il vous souvient que Térée autrefois
Parmi des demeures pareilles

Exerca sa fureur sur vos divins appas;
(Collinet, La Fontaine, fable 3.15)

(Indeed, upon seeing the woods, you are constantly reminded that
Tereus, once, in such a dwelling as these, unleashed his fury on your
divine charms)"

However, Philomela insists that it is precisely the memory of his hei-
nous act - “un si cruel outrage” (such a cruel outrage) - that prevents
her from rejoining society, as the sight of people only intensifies her
bitter memories. While Procne’s life continues, time has come to a
halt for Philomela. La Fontaine adapts the conventional reading of
the nightingale’s seclusion and self-imposed solitude as signs of
inconsolable grief to being instead symptomatic of trauma
(Gutwirth 111-114; Chatelain 119-134; Avian)."

In the fable tradition following La Fontaine, the Romantic philo-
sopher and author Johann Gottfried Herder reinterprets the fable
in Briefe zur Beforderung der Humanitdt (Letters for the Advancement of
Humanity, 1792/1793-1797). Herder adds a dimension by reflect-
ing not only on the nightingale’s song but also on its audience. He
suggests that the words behind the nightingale’s tune can be heard
only by a select few with sensitive souls, and that its melody has
the power to soften the hearts of those willing to listen (Herder in
Schrimpf 129.5

In the fable tradition represented by Babrius, La Fontaine, and
Herder, the nightingale rejects reconciliation with its past, and its
song becomes an expression of sublimated suffering.
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Lindgren’s Tale and the Nightingale Tradition

In “Spelar min lind, sjunger min nidktergal,” Astrid Lindgren rein-
terprets the ancient Nightingale myth, weaving together elements
of Greek folklore and Romantic symbolism. While the original
myth centers on a grieving mother transformed into a nightingale
after losing her child, Romantic interpretations later recast this
metamorphosis as a symbol of human suffering redeemed through
art and beauty. Lindgren draws on this tradition but shifts the
focus to the child, Malin, whose sacrifice brings beauty to the poor-
house’s inhabitants and embodies unconditional devotion to the
transcendental ideal of beauty. In the glory of the poetic words she
overhears, “forsvann fattigstugans hela armod och eldnde” (“all
the want and misery of the poorhouse vanished”; Lindgren 37;
Crampton 15). As Herder’s nightingale sings only for tender hearts,
only Malin hears the calling of aesthetic values in the bleak world of
poverty and understands that the sacrifice is necessary:

Och da kom det for henne, att om hon kunde ge sin ande at det doda
tradet, sa skulle liv stromma in i de grona sma bladen och de fina
sma grenarna, och da skulle linden i ett jubel borja spela, s att alla
néiktergalar horde det i alla lunder och skogar pé jorden. (Lindgren
44; Crampton 26)

(It came to her that if she could give her breath to the dead tree,
life would stream into the little green leaves and the delicate green
branches and the linden tree would begin to play for sheer joy so
that all the nightingales would hear it in all the woods and groves
on earth.)

After her transformation, only Jocke Kis senses her presence in the
linden tree’s song: “Det &r jag ... Malin!” (“This is Maria!”; 29; 46).
The nightingale’s song becomes both a lament for a lost child and the
child’s ode to her own sacrifice for beauty.

Biographical information: Sigrid Schottenius Cullhed is an Associate
Professor and Senior Lecturer in Literature at Uppsala University, Sweden.
Her research focuses on gender history, ancient Greek and Roman literature,
and the reception of antiquity in later literature. Her most recent publication
is Filomelas forvandlingar: Myten om det outsédgliga (2024).
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Noter

1 This article was written with funding from the Swedish
Research Council, project 2019-02584. It has also received
funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research
and innovation programme under grant agreement No
952366.

2 Vivi Edstrom discusses how Astrid Lindgren wrote against the grain and
against the expectations of what children’s books should look like: “Nér
Sunnaning kom ut hordes liknande kommentarer [som efter Mio, min Mio]
‘Vilka morka sagor! Star barn ut?”” (When Southern Meadow was released,
it received similar comments [as after Mio, My Son] like “What dark tales!
Can children handle them?”; Edstrom, Kvillsdoppet 21, my translation). In
an interview with Eva von Zweigbergk, Astrid Lindgren was asked why
she wrote such dark stories and her reply was: “Ddden och kérleken ar
det stora méanniskan upplever, det intresserar alla dldrar. Man ska inte
skramma barn till &ngest, men de behover likavil som en vuxen upproras
av konst” (Death and love are the great experiences of life, interesting to
all ages. One should not scare children to anxiety, but they, as much as
adults, need to be stirred by art; Dagens Nyheter, 8 september, 1959, qtd. in
Edstrom, Astrid Lindgren 162, my translation).

3 All English translations from Lindgren’s story are from Patricia Cramp-
ton’s version, My Nightingale is Singing (Methuen, 1985).

4 “Lilla Rosa och Langa Leda,” chronicled in the mid-eighteenth century
by Sven Sederstrom (Edstrom, Astrid Lindgren 123-135; Westin 80-88;
Asplund Ingemark).

5 My translation.

6 Bak, p. 23: “I sina tidigaste sagoberittelser imiterar hon forst och framst
folksagan. Sa sméningon borjar hon berika folksagans enkla strukturer
med konstsagans mer sofistikerade element [...] Alla hennes senare sagos-
tiliseringar med novellsamlingen Sunnaning (1959) som paradexempel
bygger pa konstsagans avancerade formregister.” (In her earliest fairy
tales, she primarily imitates the folk tale. Gradually, she begins to enrich
the simple structures of the folk tale with the more sophisticated elements
of the literary fairy tale [...] All her later fairy-tale stylizations, with the
short story collection Sunnaning (1959) as a prime example, are based on
the advanced forms of the literary fairy tale; my trans.)

7 This reading partly draws on an ancient V-scholium to 19.518 referring
to Pherekydes, Fragmente der griechischen Historiker 3 F 124. A slightly
different version is found in Helladius’ commentary on Photios” library
531; a third in Antoninus Liberalis” Metamorphoses, earlier told in Boeus’
Ornithogonia; Celoria 62-63, 135-142.

8 Pandion, the legendary king of Athens, marries his daughter Procne to
the Thracian warlord Tereus. Longing for her sister Philomela, Procne is
promised a reunion by Tereus. He brings Philomela from Athens to Thra-
ce but, along the way, he rapes her and cuts off her tongue to prevent her
from exposing the crime. Despite his attempt at concealment, Philomela,
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the crafty Athenian princess, outwits the Thracian king. She weaves a
tapestry narrating the brutal event and ensures its delivery to Procne. The
sisters secretly reunite, plotting and executing their revenge: they kill Itys,
the child of Tereus and Procne, and serve his flesh to the father. Upon
realizing the sisters” deception, Tereus pursues them in blind fury but, just
before the fatal blow, the gods take pity on this rash mortal trio and trans-
form Tereus into a hoopoe, Procne into a nightingale, and Philomela into
a swallow. The transformation of the mytheme in Sophocles’ Tereus shifts
the focus from the individual mother’s grief over an accidental infanticide
to a collective familial tragedy involving rape, mutilation, and calculated
revenge. On the Nightingale myths development from folk tale to tragedy
see Gernet; Fontenrose; Cazzaniga; Parsons; Forbes Irving; Nagy; March;
Monella; Biraud and Delbey; Mancuso, Der Prokne; Schottenius Cullhed.

9 Vergil describes the murderous mother Procne as a swallow (Verg.
Georg. 4.15), but in the same work Philomela’s complaint over her dead
children is compared with Orfeus” unhappy song, his miserabile carmen
(Verg. Georg. 4.511-515). The nightingale complains over both Tereus’ evil
deed and the death of Itys in Amores (Ovid. Am., 2.6.7-10). In Heroides, “the
Daulian bird” laments Itys death (Ovid, Heroides 15.151-156); in the third
song of Tristia the swallow builds tiny nests to undo the deeds of the evil
mother (Ovid. Tri. 3.12.5-10) and in the fifth song of Tristia, Procne
deplores the loss of children (Ovid. Tri. 5.1.59-60). In Ex Ponto, Ovid
alludes to the “impious” Procne (Ovid. 3.1.119), and in Remedia Amores,
Tereus’ rape on Philomela is mentioned (60-61). For a discussion of the
bird transformation in Greek and Roman sources, see Zaganiaris; Monella
194-214; Mancuso, “Thraces” 283, n. 8.

10 On Fontaine and the genre development of the fable, see Zillén.
11 My translation.

12 See also discussion in Schottenius Cullhed (121-122, 192).

13 See discussion in Schottenius Cullhed (122-124).
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