
21International Musician

Keyboardist Opens Doors to the Arts and  
Broadens Representation in the Union
Angela Chan started training in classical piano at age four. She 
discovered the intricacies of jazz in high school, but as a college 
sophomore she realized her true passion: musical theater. She 
found that musical theater allowed for a perfect blend of musical 
and emotional expression, forcing her to branch out as a musician.
Part of the joy of musical theater for Chan is expanding her knowl-
edge and musical style. “I didn’t know anything about keyboards 
when I started touring and I kind of had a crash course in it—at 
the gig!” She learned how to arrange music while helping a friend 
assemble a cabaret. !at cabaret eventually became a full-"edged 
original musical, Legacy of the Tiger Mother—and the experience 
turned into a kind of master class for the young pianist.
“It was a learn-as-you-go experience because I had never com-
posed or written, or written any lyrics, and I’d never produced a 
show,” she says. “But I found myself wearing all of those hats out 
of necessity.” Because of that experience, Chan has become a Jill 
of all trades. When she is not playing piano, she is working as a 
composer, lyricist, arranger, or music director. 
“With theater shows, especially, everything works in tandem so 
the music always has to support where the storyline is and vice 
versa,” Chan says. “So when you’re putting on the di#erent hats, 
you have to be conscious of all the moving pieces.”
She discovered that the work is not just about writing a song, it’s 
about writing a song that $ts into the story. “In theater, everything 
that happens is a reaction to something else,” she says. “And so, if 
there is no impetus for this to happen at some point or another 
in the storyline, you have to ask yourself, ‘Is this the direction you 
should be going with the composition?’”
Musical theater also gives Chan the chance to embrace her funny 
side. “I either write really funny or really deep stu#. I feel like there’s 
not even a middle ground for me,” She says. “I have a irreverent 
sense of humor to begin with, so that stu# kind of shows up a little 
bit more in my music than the deeper, darker stu#.”
Chan sometimes employs humor with a higher purpose, like 
deconstructing anti-Asian prejudices, but then dives into other 
projects that are downright comedic. For example, her YouTube 
video “Jurassic Lakmé” featuring people dressed as dinosaurs, is 
an absurd parody of the classic “Flower Duet” from Léo Delibes’ 
opera Lakmé. “It’s hard to be serious all the time, you know, and 
I think that we all need to be able to laugh at ourselves in some 
ways,” Chan says.
She credits musical theater for cultivating her sense of humor and 
an understanding of human emotions—each a driving force in 
her music. “What I love about theater is that it is so collaborative. 
I love working with other people,” Chan said. “!ere is a perfect 
marriage of drama, dance, and music.” 
!is same passion for collaboration led Chan to join the AFM and 
run for a leadership position at Local 369 (Las Vegas, NV). She $rst 
joined the union a%er college to perform on a tour of South Paci!c, 
in 2002. When the show ended, she moved to Dallas and joined 
Local 72-147 (Dallas-Ft. Worth, TX). Four years later, Chan landed 
in Las Vegas to take advantage of musical theater opportunities. 
In 2015, she won a seat on the local’s board of trustees. !e local 
prioritized reaching out to a broader membership. Chan explains, 
“!ere are so many gigs around town. You have people on the 
strip, you have people doing jazz gigs, people doing restaurant 
gigs, people doing community theater. !ere are a lot of di#erent 

communities and pockets of musicians everywhere that don’t 
always mesh in one place.” 
Chan, who has learned a lot about the power of collective bar-
gaining, relies on members like Jack Gaughan, president of Local 
369, for advice, assistance—and friendship. “It’s just nice to have 
that fellowship of people in the union,” she says.
!e bene$ts a#orded by union membership are vital. “Unions 
exist so that you can have fair wages, and fair and safe working 
conditions,” Chan says. “A lot of times, especially for musicians, 
we want to play so badly that we forget we should be treated as 
professionals.”

Last year, Chan founded !e Cre8sian Project, which aims to 
increase Asian women in the arts world by creating a cast of di-
verse superheroes for children. Chan, who had few role models 
for such prospects growing up, writes a blog featuring women in 
the industry, including writers and $lmmakers. For a long time, 
she says, she felt as if she were one of only $ve Asian women in 
the entire musical theater industry. “If we band together, we can 
make ourselves more visible. We can create our own opportunities 
and we can get ourselves out there so that we’re not ‘those $ve 
Asians,’” says Chan.
Through its partnership with Positively Arts Las Vegas, The 
Cre8sian Project o#ers art scholarships to Asian women. “Arts 
education is a gi%, and I just hate seeing those opportunities being 
taken away from schools,” Chan continues. “A lot of what we do 
is help make connections between professionals and youth, to 
try to show them that we can open doors, we can create our own 
opportunities, and we don’t need to let roadblocks stop us from 
achieving what we want to do.”

TOOLS OF THE TRADE

union gig was for the circus. A guy actually 
came around to check for union cards,” he 
laughs. “Old-school!” Joking aside, Smith 
acknowledges that historically, musicians 
were o%en badly taken advantage of by 
unscrupulous bar and club owners. !e 
union has largely put a stop to that. “We 
can thank the collective strength of the 
union for protecting us and providing safe 
working environments.” 
!ese days, Smith’s union involvement 
goes deeper: he currently serves on the 
Local 66 board of directors, which boasts 
notable minority representation through 
Smith and several other board members. 
He believes the union has an unshakable 
place in shaping the future of music in 
the US. Right now, with COVID-19 still a 
threat, Smith sees an important role for the 
AFM in helping ensure safety protocols, as 
well as determining rights for streamed 
music going forward. 
“It’s going to be a long road on the other 
side of this pandemic,” he says. “Musicians 
everywhere are just starting to get back 
to work and $gure out how the industry 
should move forward. And without the 
union, none of this will be possible.”
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Angela Chan is on the board of trustees for Local 369 (Las Vegas, 
NV). She is founder of The Cre8sian Project, which is dedicated to 
helping promote Asian women in the arts. 
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