
history of les miserables musical

history of les miserables musical traces the remarkable journey of one of the
most enduring and beloved theatrical productions in modern history. Adapted
from Victor Hugo's monumental 1862 novel, Les Misérables has evolved from a
classic piece of French literature into a global musical phenomenon. This
article explores the origins of the musical, its development through various
adaptations, and its cultural impact worldwide. The transformation of the
novel into a stage production involved innovative collaboration, creative
vision, and a profound understanding of the source material’s themes of
justice, redemption, and human struggle. From its initial French production
to its sweeping success in London's West End and eventually Broadway, the
musical has captivated audiences with its powerful score and compelling
narrative. This comprehensive overview will delve into the creative forces
behind the musical, its historical context, and its legacy in theater
history.
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Origins and Inspiration
The history of Les Misérables musical begins with Victor Hugo’s epic novel
published in 1862. The novel’s profound exploration of poverty, justice, and
revolution in 19th-century France provided a rich narrative foundation for
adaptation. The story follows ex-convict Jean Valjean as he seeks redemption
while being pursued by Inspector Javert. Its themes of love, sacrifice, and
social injustice have resonated through generations, making it an ideal
candidate for theatrical interpretation.

Victor Hugo’s Novel
Les Misérables was originally written as a sweeping novel that addressed the
social and political issues of post-revolutionary France. Hugo’s vivid
characters and detailed depictions of Parisian society created a timeless
story with universal appeal. The novel’s length and complexity initially
posed challenges for adaptation, but its core themes lent themselves well to



a musical format.

Early Adaptations
Before the musical’s creation, Les Misérables had been adapted into various
forms, including films, plays, and operas. However, none captured the full
emotional depth and narrative scope of the original work until the idea of a
musical adaptation took shape in the late 20th century. These earlier
attempts laid the groundwork for future producers and composers to envision a
stage production.

Development and Early Productions
The musical adaptation of Les Misérables was first conceptualized in the
1970s by French composer Claude-Michel Schönberg and lyricist Alain Boublil.
Their vision was to transform Hugo’s novel into a sung-through musical that
emphasized emotional storytelling through music and lyrics. The development
process involved significant collaboration with English lyricist Herbert
Kretzmer, who adapted Boublil’s original French lyrics into English.

French Origins
Les Misérables premiered as a French-language concept album in 1980, which
served as the foundation for the stage musical. This recording helped gauge
audience interest and refine the score before production. The album’s success
led to the first stage production in Paris in 1980, which received favorable
reviews but limited international exposure.

London’s West End Debut
In 1985, after significant adaptation and translation, Les Misérables opened
in London’s West End at the Barbican Theatre. Directed by Trevor Nunn and
John Caird, the production featured groundbreaking set design and a powerful
cast. The West End debut marked a turning point, as the musical garnered
critical acclaim and commercial success, quickly becoming one of the longest-
running shows in British theater history.

West End and Broadway Success
The history of Les Misérables musical is marked by its extraordinary success
on two major theatrical stages: London’s West End and New York’s Broadway.
Its powerful narrative and unforgettable score captured the hearts of
audiences worldwide, setting new standards for musical theater.



Broadway Premiere
Les Misérables made its Broadway debut in 1987, following its triumph in
London. The American production closely mirrored the West End version,
maintaining the same creative team and much of the original cast. The musical
won numerous Tony Awards, including Best Musical, solidifying its status as a
theatrical landmark in the United States.

Global Productions
Following its success in the English-speaking world, Les Misérables expanded
internationally. It has been translated into multiple languages and staged in
over 40 countries. Notable productions have been mounted in cities such as
Tokyo, Sydney, and Paris, each adapting the musical to local audiences while
preserving its core themes and music.

Musical Structure and Score
The musical composition and structure of Les Misérables play a fundamental
role in its enduring popularity. The sung-through format, where dialogue is
minimal and nearly all content is delivered through song, creates an
immersive and emotionally intense experience.

Key Musical Numbers
The score, composed by Claude-Michel Schönberg with lyrics by Alain Boublil
and Herbert Kretzmer, features several iconic songs that have become
standards in musical theater. These include:

I Dreamed a Dream – Fantine’s poignant lament

On My Own – Éponine’s heartfelt solo

Do You Hear the People Sing? – A rousing anthem of revolution

One Day More – A powerful ensemble number

Bring Him Home – Jean Valjean’s prayerful ballad

Innovations in Staging and Orchestration
Les Misérables introduced innovative staging techniques, including rotating
stages and dynamic lighting, to enhance storytelling. The orchestration



blends classical and contemporary musical styles, underscoring the emotional
and dramatic arcs of the story. These elements contribute to the musical’s
immersive atmosphere and emotional resonance.

Cultural Impact and Legacy
The history of Les Misérables musical is not only about theatrical success
but also about its profound cultural impact. The musical has influenced
generations of theatergoers, performers, and creators, becoming a symbol of
resilience and hope.

Critical Acclaim and Awards
Les Misérables has received numerous awards, including Tony Awards, Olivier
Awards, and Grammy Awards. Its critical reception has recognized the musical
for its ambitious storytelling, powerful music, and enduring relevance.

Film Adaptations and Revivals
The musical’s popularity led to a major motion picture adaptation released in
2012, directed by Tom Hooper. The film brought Les Misérables to a broader
audience and renewed interest in the stage production. Additionally, revivals
and anniversary performances continue to draw new audiences worldwide.

Enduring Themes and Influence
The musical’s exploration of justice, sacrifice, and redemption resonates
across cultures and eras. Its ability to inspire social and political
reflection has made it a significant cultural artifact. Les Misérables
continues to influence musical theater, inspiring new works and adaptations
that seek to combine epic storytelling with emotional depth.

Frequently Asked Questions

When was the Les Misérables musical first premiered?
Les Misérables musical first premiered in Paris, France in 1980.

Who composed the music for Les Misérables?
Claude-Michel Schönberg composed the music for Les Misérables.



What is the source material for the Les Misérables
musical?
The musical is based on the 1862 novel 'Les Misérables' by Victor Hugo.

When did Les Misérables open in London’s West End?
Les Misérables opened in London’s West End at the Barbican Centre in October
1985.

Who wrote the English lyrics for Les Misérables?
Herbert Kretzmer wrote the English lyrics for Les Misérables.

How long did the original West End production of Les
Misérables run?
The original West End production ran for over 30 years, becoming one of the
longest-running musicals in history.

Has Les Misérables been adapted into other formats?
Yes, Les Misérables has been adapted into various formats including a 2012
feature film, concert versions, and numerous international stage productions.

Additional Resources
1. Les Misérables: The History of the Musical
This book offers an in-depth exploration of the creation and evolution of the
Les Misérables musical. It covers the adaptation process from Victor Hugo’s
novel to the stage, highlighting key contributors like Alain Boublil and
Claude-Michel Schönberg. Readers gain insight into the challenges faced
during its initial productions and its rise to worldwide acclaim.

2. From Page to Stage: The Making of Les Misérables
Detailing the journey of Les Misérables from a classic French novel to a
global musical phenomenon, this book delves into the creative decisions
behind the adaptation. It includes interviews with the original production
team and explores the musical’s impact on theater and popular culture. The
narrative also discusses how the story’s themes were preserved and
transformed for modern audiences.

3. The Legacy of Les Misérables: A Musical Revolution
Focusing on the cultural and theatrical significance of Les Misérables, this
volume traces its influence on musical theater. It examines the innovations
in staging, music, and storytelling introduced by the production. The book
also reflects on how Les Misérables set new standards for large-scale
musicals and inspired future works.



4. Behind the Curtain: The Making of Les Misérables
This behind-the-scenes account reveals the creative process behind one of the
world’s longest-running musicals. Featuring anecdotes from cast members,
directors, and designers, it paints a vivid picture of the production’s
development. The book also discusses technical challenges and artistic
breakthroughs that shaped the show.

5. Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables and the Birth of the Musical
Exploring the literary roots of the musical, this book analyzes Victor Hugo’s
original novel and its themes. It investigates how these elements were
adapted into the musical format, respecting the source material while making
it accessible to theater audiences. The book provides historical context on
both the novel and the musical adaptation.

6. Les Misérables on Stage and Screen
This comprehensive study compares various adaptations of Les Misérables,
including the musical and film versions. It discusses the differences in
interpretation and presentation across media. The book offers a critique of
how each adaptation addresses the story’s core messages and characters.

7. Alain Boublil and Claude-Michel Schönberg: The Architects of Les
Misérables
A biographical look at the creators behind the musical, this book chronicles
the careers of Boublil and Schönberg. It highlights their collaboration,
creative vision, and the challenges they overcame to bring Les Misérables to
life. The narrative provides insight into their working relationship and
artistic influences.

8. Costumes and Sets: Visual Storytelling in Les Misérables
Focusing on the design aspects of the musical, this book explores how
costumes and sets contribute to the narrative. It includes interviews with
designers and showcases sketches and photographs from various productions.
The book emphasizes the importance of visual elements in immersing audiences
in 19th-century France.

9. The Global Phenomenon of Les Misérables
This book examines the worldwide success and enduring popularity of Les
Misérables. It discusses international productions, translations, and
cultural adaptations. The narrative also explores how the musical resonates
with diverse audiences and remains relevant across generations.
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