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         The Storyteller's Story

     I came across him not far from the main railroad station in Copenhagen. There is a large monument to Hans Christian Andersen, erected in Andersen's lifetime, depicting him reading to a small child. The man I

am referring to sat at the base of the monument and told stories to a circle of small children gathered about him on the sidewalk. He wore a costume very much as did the metal Andersen behind him: a black frock coat, a black tie and a tall black stovepipe hat. The effect of black on black was somber, but the children were laughing and so were the parents who stood back and formed an outer circle.        

     I came close and placed myself among the parents and I watched the performance. I could not understand Danish. After about ten minutes, the storyteller stopped, and laid his hat on the sidewalk with its rim up. Some parents threw in coins. The crowd dispersed and the man emptied the coins in his hat into his pocket and lit a cigarette. 

     I am not certain what possessed me at that moment, for I have great difficulty in dealing with beggars and buskers, but I went up to the man and spoke to him. 


"Do you speak English?" I asked. 

     "Oh, yes," he replied, "many Danes speak English."

     He spoke English very well indeed. 

     "I don't understand Danish. I didn't understand a word you were saying." 

     I paused and then said  "I would like to give you a dollar."

     I offered him a bill. He took it and put it in his pocket. He flicked the ash off his cigarette.    


     "Why are you giving me money when you didn't understand my performance?"

     "Well, that's a bit of a story. Would you like to hear it? "

     "Why not? Stories are my business."


I could simply have given the story teller the dollar and walked off, but something, as I said, possessed me and prevented me from walking off. There was something strange about the encounter. I wanted to engage the storyteller a bit more. 

     "Do you have time for a glass of beer ?" I asked him.

     "Why not?" he answered me. He opened a black case he had with him, he folded up his frock coat, flattened his hat, and placed them inside the case. We walked off towards City Hall Square, minutes away, where there was an outdoor café that I knew. 

     When we were settled, and he had lit up again, I told him my name, and asked him his. 

     "Andersen."

     "Really? Not Hans Christian, I would hope."

     "No. Viggo Andersen. Andersen is a very common name here."

     "But you have adopted the persona of the famous storyteller. You're tall, you have an angular face, and you dress up like him."

     "Of course. One creates an illusion with whatever resources one has."   

     "I take it that you're not employed by the City of Copenhagen or the Park Department or by Tivoli to tell stories to children. You put out your hat for money."

     "No. There are such jobs, but I'm on my own. In business for myself. Now tell me why you gave me a dollar. Obviously you had a special reason." 

     "I'll tell you. It won't take long. It wasn't I that gave it to you, it was my wife. When she was small and when she went away on a trip, her grandfather would take a dollar out of his pocket and say to her: `when you get to where you're going, find a poor man and give him this.' And she would do it. 

     And after her grandfather died, her father kept up the tradition. He would give her a dollar and tell her to give it to a poor man. And now that her father is gone, she does it on her own. But more than that, she does it with her children and with me. That's why I said the dollar I gave you was from my wife."

     "Then when you get back home, thank her for me. Evidently you think I'm a poor man." 

     "I didn't give the matter much thought, really. It was more of an instinctive action. It seemed appropriate. Are you a poor man?"

     "There are men who are poorer than I am. Occasionally, I give money to them."

     "You do? Why is that? Are you a saint? I suspect that my wife's father and grandfather, my wife even, maintained their tradition out of religious impulse." 

     "No, I'm not a saint. Perhaps the reverse. I'll tell you: it makes me feel good, feel superior; it keeps me human to give money to someone else. To a poorer beggar, if you like. And there are times when I say to myself that I do it to pick up stories I can use in my work."

     "To tell children?"

     "No. To tell old people. The Andersen statue is just one of the places I work. I go to places like Old People's Homes and tell stories. The old people there like it. It's a relief from watching television."

     "And you find it's easy to pick up stories?"

     "Very easy. People will tell a stranger things they won't tell their wife, or their priest. Or their psychotherapist." 

     "Why is that?"

     "I don't know; people are funny that way. But there you are."

     We paused to listen to the chimes in the nearby Radhus. Its tune was complex. 

     "Since I gave you a dollar, can I buy a story from you I can take back to her? I'll give another dollar to a poor man." 

     "Of course. That's my profession."

     "Tell me."           


     "My father was a successful business man here in Copenhagen. I grew up in Humlebaek in the lap of luxury, so to speak. You know, we have a socialist welfare government here and they claim there are no rich people in Denmark and no poor people either. By and large that's true. But there are tricks one can do and pockets of luxury can be found here. 

     I went to the University. My father wanted me to take over his business. Or if not that, to go into the professions, law, medicine; that sort of thing. 

     I rebelled. I was attracted by the stage and the circus. I acted in student productions. I wanted to be a professional actor. Desperately.

     I quit the University. My father was furious. He said: Goodbye. Don't come back. I don't want to see you any more. My mother stood by helplessly.    


On the surface, a separation like this is easier in Denmark than in your country.  Young people get allotments from the government for school, for housing, for other things. They leave home early and never come back. It may be different in your country. So I said Goodbye. This was about twenty years ago, and it really turned out to be a goodbye. 

     At first things went well. I got minor parts in boat theaters, in small experimental groups set up in abandoned churches or railway stations. I got my courage up and went to London. The competition there was absolutely fierce. I did what all young stage struck people did to survive: I worked in restaurants. 

     After two years with little stage success, I returned to Copenhagen. I had no money and I had lots of pride. It occurred to me suddenly that I didn't really have what it takes to succeed on the stage. But I pulled myself together. I took stock and asked myself what talent did I have. Well, from my experience in the Children's Boat Theater, I knew I was able to make kids laugh. So I set up at the Andersen Monument. 

     The children laughed. Their parents laughed. The tourists came by, snapped my picture with their expensive cameras, and threw coins into my hat. The authorities looked the other way. In time, I became something of a landmark, a local eccentric. I thought of myself -- well, I tried to think of myself -- as an artist. I don't know how my parents regarded me if, in fact, they ever knew what I was doing. It was pretty clear that the tourists thought of me as a beggar. But the children kept laughing. That was the important thing.  


One newspaper wrote me up. I was a local landmark by that time. The reporter that did the story asked me why I didn't enlarge my scope and tell stories to adults. There were plenty of groups around, she said, where this might be possible. Hospitals; that sort of place. I took her advice, and she set up something for me. 

     That was about five years ago. I had a little more money, but I was no Prince of Arabia.         


One afternoon, I found myself in an Old Peoples' Home in Lyngby. North of here. On the S - Train, you know?  About a half dozen old people sat around in a semicircle while I told stories. Some of them fell asleep; that can't be helped. One old man kept staring at me. I avoided looking at him full in the face, but I stared back at him secretly, through the corner of my eye. I thought this man was my father. I wasn't one hundred percent certain but something inside me told me it was my father.   

     As I continued with my story telling, another part of my brain worked independently and I thought: if that man is really my father, he has had a severe falling off in life. He should be in his large home in Humlebaek surrounded by every comfort possible. And here he is in his eighties surrounded by poor people. 

     And my brain must have entered his brain, and his brain thought: if that story teller is really my son, what kind of success has he made in his life? In what theater lights, in what playbills is his name? What kind of a life has he made for himself, telling stories to poor people?  

     My performance came to an end. Some people came up and thanked me. But I did not reveal myself to my father. Nor did he to me."  

     Viggo Andersen finished his story and for a few minutes we sat watching the traffic and listening to it hum by.   

     I broke the silence.

     "Why not go back there? Why not make a reconciliation with your father? What is gained by keeping the estrangement alive? Shame? Loss of face? Whose face? " 

     And the story teller said to me:

     "It makes a better story to leave it this way, don't you think? After all, I'm the story teller and you are not a child."

              --- Philip J. Davis
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