





Back on the streets, several women mourn the deaths of the young
students (“Turning”). Marius also mourns for his friends (“Empty Chairs
at Empty Tables”). As he wonders who saved him from the barricades,
Cosette comforts Marius by telling him that she will never go away (“Every
Day”) and they reaffirm their love (“A Heart Full of Love, Reprise”). Valjean
then confesses to Marius that he is an escaped convict and tells him he
must go away because his presence puts Cosette in danger (“Valjean’s
Confession”). Valjean makes Marius promise never to tell Cosette, and
Marius makes only a half-hearted attempt to hold him back.

Marius and Cosette are married (“Wedding Chorale”). The Thénardiers
then crash the wedding reception and tell Marius that Valjean is a murder-
er, saying they saw him carrying a corpse in the sewers after the barricades
fell. When Thénardier shows him the ring he took from the corpse, Marius
realizes that the “corpse” was he, and that Valjean saved his life that night.
After Marius punches Thénardier and the newlyweds leave, the Thénar-
diers enjoy the party and celebrate their survival (“Beggars at the Feast”).

Meanwhile, Valjean prepares for his death, having nothing left to live for.
Just as the ghosts of Fantine and Eponine arrive to take him to heaven,
Cosette and Marius rush in, just in time to bid farewell to Valjean and for
Marius to thank him for saving his life (“Epilogue”). Valjean gives Cosette
his confession to read just before he dies, and the souls of Eponine and
Fantine guide him to paradise with a last reprise of “Do You Hear the
People Sing?” (“Finale”).
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ABOUT VICTOR HUGO

Although best known in the English-speaking world for his two major
novels, Notre-Dame de Paris (1831; translated as The Hunchback of Notre
Dame, 1833) and Les Misérables (1862; English translation 1862), Victor
Marie Hugo was also the outstanding French lyric poet of the 19th century.
Born in Besangon, France, in 1802, Hugo was the preeminent French man
of letters of the 19th century and the leading exponent and champion of
romanticism. A conservative in youth, Hugo later became deeply involved
in republican politics, and his work touched upon many of the major cur-
rents of artistic and political thought of his time.

Until age 10, Hugo traveled with his father, a general under Napoleon. He
then settled (1812) in Paris with his mother, whose strong royalist sym-
pathies young Hugo shared. He had early success as a poet and novelist
and in 1822 married his childhood sweetheart, Adele Foucher. The home
of the young couple became a meeting place of romantic writers, among
them Alfred de Vigny and the critic Charles Augustin Sainte-Beuve, whose
search for freedom in art is exemplified in Hugo's epic play Cromwell
(1827). The play’s preface was the most widely read and influential mani-
festo of romantic literary theory. In it, Hugo spoke of freeing art from the
formal constraints of classicism so that it might reflect the full extent of
human nature. Many of Hugo'’s novels, like his dramas, use historical set-
tings. The Hunchback of Notre Dame is a powerfully melodramatic story
of medieval Paris that deals with a deformed bell ringer’s devotion to a
wild gypsy girl. Les Misérables centers on the life of Jean Valjean, a victim
of social injustice, but includes a multitude of scenes and incidents that
offer a panoramic view of post-Napoleonic France and the early years of
the 19th century.

The publication of Hugo's third collection of poems, Odes and Ballads
(1826), marked the beginning of a period of intense creativity. During the
next 17 years Hugo published essays, three novels, five volumes of poems,
and the major part of his dramatic works. In 1843, however, the failure of
his verse drama Les Burgraves, followed by the death of his beloved daugh-
ter Leopoldine, interrupted his prodigious creativity. In 1845 he accepted

a political post in the constitutional government of King Louis Philippe
and in 1848 became a representative of the people after Louis Napoleon
Bonaparte became president of the Second Republic. When Napoleon
seized complete power in 1851, Hugo's republican beliefs drove him into
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exile, first to Brussels and then to the Channel Islands, where he continued
to write savage denunciations of the French government.

In exile, accompanied by his devoted mistress Juliette Drouet, Hugo
reached maturity as a writer, producing the first volumes of his visionary
epic poem Legend of the Centuries (1859-83), Les Misérables, and
Contemplations (1856), often considered his finest collection of poems. He
returned to Paris after the fall of the Second Empire (1870) to find himself
a national hero. He was elected a member of the National Assembly, then
a senator of the Third Republic.

The last two decades of his life were saddened by the deaths of his sons,
wife, and mistress, but he continued to write poetry and remained active
in politics until 1878, when his health began to fail. His death on

May 22, 1885, was an occasion of national mourning and he received

a state funeral.

FROM PAGE TO STAGE TO SCREEN:
ADAPTATIONS OF LES MISERABLES

Les Misérables, first published in 1862 in French, was almost immediately
translated into English, beginning a long history of adaptations and inter-
pretations for the lengthy novel. Although Hugo’s novel was a huge com-
mercial success, the critics were not kind. French novelist Gustav Flaubert
could find within it “neither truth nor greatness.” Baudelaire reviewed the
work glowingly in newspapers, but in private castigated it as “tasteless
and inept.” Nevertheless, the sprawling novel has spawned countless
translations, adaptations, sequels, and films.

Currently, there are at least six English translations of Les Misérables. In
Hugo’s original French version, which weighs in at well over 1200 pages,
there are numerous diversions and digressions that will mean little to
contemporary readers. (For example, there is a long digression about the
evolution of language and dialects that goes on for many pages.) General
readers will enjoy an abridged version more than an unabridged one,
which has more use to scholars of Hugo and French literature.

Since the birth of the medium, Les Misérables has proven a fertile source
for filmmakers. The first was released in 1907, by Alice Guy Blaché, and
was entitled On the Barricade. It adapted the uprising scenes from the
novel for a short film. In 1909, American director . Stuart Blackton
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released a silent version, which unleashed the flood of versions that are
still being made to this day. There are more than 45 films inspired by or
adapted from Les Misérables, including versions in Japanese (Aa Mujo,
1929), Hindi (Kundan, 1955), and Turkish (Sefiler, 1967). The most recent
(1998) Hollywood take on the book starred Liam Neeson as Jean Valjean,
Uma Thurman as Fantine, Geoffrey Rush as Javert, and Claire Daines

as Cosette.

Aside from film, Les Misérables has inspired a short English-language
children’s adaptation titled Jean Val Jean; a seven-part series for radio by
Orson Welles (1937); a 2001 BBC 25-part radio dramatization; and a sequel
entitled Cosette, or the Time of Illusions by Francois Cérésa that Victor
Hugo's descendants succeeded in suppressing after a lengthy trial and
appeal. In January 2007, Nippon Animation released a Les Misérables
anime series (consisting of 52 episodes) under the title Les Misérables:
Shoujo Cosette. As well, Jean Valjean’s prisoner number (24601) has ap-
peared in countless television shows and popular culture outlets, includ-
ing twice in The Simpsons, South Park, Arrested Development, and Twin
Peaks. Although mentioned only twice in the novel, this number is the
one that captured the popular imagination, probably because it features
prominently in the musical. The musical itself has been parodied on such
TV shows as South Park, Family Guy, Scrubs, Animaniacs, Saturday Night
Live, and Seinfeld.

SOCIAL CONDITIONS IN 19TH-CENTURY FRANCE

In 1815 France was still largely a land of peasantry. Urbanization of the
largest cities was under way, and Paris was a leading world capital already.
Smaller French towns and the country’s many small villages, however,
were impoverished and industrially backward.

The Revolution and Republic had failed to address the terrible social con-
ditions in which many French citizens languished. Les Misérables became
an expression of and an inspiration for that attempt. Hugo initially entitled
his work Le Misére (“the poverty”), but changed it to Les Misérables, which,
in Hugo's time, denoted everyone from the poor to the outcasts and insur-
rectionists. The gulf between the “haves” and “have-nots” of the world

of Les Misérables was vast; an unbalanced economy made jobs scarce for
those who earned their living by work. This was an era without a welfare
system, unemployment benefits, or worker’s compensation. The closest
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thing to a homeless shelter was prison, a macabre dungeon where in-
mates slept on bare planks and ate rancid food. To this place the disabled,
insane, hungry, or desperate citizens of France eventually found their way.
The one hope of the poor for relief was charity from those who were, if not
indifferent to their plight, outright hostile to it.

Women had it the worst. Even the “respectable” jobs that were open to
lower-class women (maid, seamstress) were difficult and tiring. But for
many women, these jobs did not provide enough income to support fami-
lies. Once lost, respectable jobs were difficult to regain; it was assumed
that the woman had lost her job through her own fault. For many women,
like Fantine, there was no alternative but prostitution. Commonly called
streetwalkers, the women who sold themselves probably had the hardest
life in Paris. Once known as a prostitute, a woman was considered unfit
for society forever; even menial jobs such as seamstress or waitress were
out of reach for a prostitute. Many streetwalkers started out at ages 14 to
18, when their youth and beauty were at their prime. Once these women
aged, there were not many other options save begging.

It was at the barriéres, the outskirts of the city, close to the poorest dis-
tricts in Paris, that violence was most frequent and most intense. Crime
in the barriéres was also predestined by their proximity to the faubourgs
(suburbs). The southern barriéres were highlighted in Les Misérables, the
point most strongly made about them being their association with crime.
The bandits that made up Thénardier’s gang did their dirty work there. It
was also the location of the Gorbeau tenement, where Jean Valjean and
Cosette briefly stayed upon arrival in Paris as well as where Marius lived
along with the Thénardier family. Hugo described the Gorbeau tenement
as “admirably chosen for the scene of a violent and sombre deed and the
setting for crime.”

Despite the deplorable conditions that many characters must live in, Les
Misérables vindicates those members of society forced by unemployment
and starvation to commit crimes—in Jean Valjean’s case, the theft of a
loaf of bread, in Fantine’s, prostitution—who are thereafter outcast from
society. It is fairly common today to suggest that prison creates more
hardened criminals than it reforms, but the idea was radical to Hugo’s
contemporaries. The poor and the disenfranchised understood Hugo’s
message, accepted the affirmation he gave them, and worshipped him as
their spokesman. Workers pooled their money to buy the book not one
of them could afford on their own. The struggling people of France had
found an articulate illustration of the unjust forces arrayed against them.
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COMING NEXT TO THE GRANVILLE ISLAND STAGE:
ALTAR BOYZ

ORIGIAL CAST OF ALTAR BOYZ. PHOTO BY DAVID COOPER

It seems fitting that the Granville Island Stage began the season burst-
ing with energy and testosterone in Alan Bennett’s The History Boys and
wraps up the season with another stage packed with talented young men
in the highly entertaining tongue-in-cheek musical Altar Boyz. In History
Boys the young men are taught that literature can enrich their world and
save them from a common life; in Altar Boyz our charismatic boy band

is on a mission to save our souls—through Christian pop rock. A hilari-
ous parody of the boy-band craze, Altar Boyz takes aim at bands like The
Backstreet Boys and the packaging of young talent, while giving audiences
slick, entertaining performances filled with memorable music.

The show is staged as a rock concert and the timing of our production
couldn’t be better. Through our Capital Campaign Committee led by Stan
Hamilton, with initial support from the Department of Canadian Heritage,
we're raising money for renovations to our Granville Island Stage and one
step in this process is to upgrade our lighting equipment. A significant
purchase of new lighting equipment was recently made. What'’s a concert
without great lighting?! Lighting designer Marsha Sibthorpe, whose work
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here you've enjoyed in many musicals, as well as other plays, will be the
first designer to use the new lighting for Altar Boyz. She had this to say
about our new equipment:

“The first musical at the Granville Island Stage was Pippin and | remember
very well how exciting it was to have all this brand-new equipment to work
with. For the next 30 years that equipment has been in almost constant
use and it is time to give those instruments a well-earned retirement. The
new lighting equipment is also “earth friendly,” consuming % of the elec-
tricity that the instruments they are replacing. Things could not be better.”

Lighting musicals requires a designer to have a sense of timing and style
singular to the genre. When you watch the show look for the ways in which
the lighting effects add flourish and a snappy end to the musical numbers,
and how it subtly facilitates the play’s transitions between story and song.
The truly impressive talent in the cast, and the sense of humour and style
promise to make Altar Boyz a highlight of the Granville Island season.

MY NOTES
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