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Abstract: This article examines the ways in which the stage adaptation of Hugo’s novel reconfigures the 
narrative structure, character construction, and central thematic concerns of the original work. Employing 
a comparative analytical framework, the study investigates the relationship between the novel and its 
musical adaptation, emphasizing how the theatrical and musical medium facilitates a reinterpretation of 
the source text. Particular attention is given to the transformative impact of a canonical literary work on 
one of the longest-running musical productions worldwide, highlighting the dynamics of adaptation across 
genres and artistic forms. 
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Introduction 
 

The context underlying this research is the adaptation of the literary work Les Misérables 
into the renowned musical, which has become one of the longest-running productions in the West 
End. With music by Claude-Michel Schönberg and a libretto by Alain Boublil, the performance 
represents one of the most well-known reinterpretations of the novel. 

The lyrics of Les Misérables, in its internationally established version, were written by 
Herbert Kretzmer, who adapted and expanded the original French libretto by Alain Boublil, set to 
the music composed by Claude-Michel Schönberg. The original French lyrics were written by 
Jean-Marc Natel; however, Kretzmer’s English version is the one that established the musical on 
the international stage, playing a decisive role in its global success and impact. 

The adaptation transforms the extensive and complex narrative of the novel into an intense 
theatrical and musical experience, focused on the moral conflicts of the characters and on the 
emotional dimension of the story. Victor Hugo’s novel Les Misérables, published in 1862, is one 
of the most important works of 19th-century European literature. Through its narrative scope and 
thematic complexity, the novel explores fundamental issues of modern society, such as poverty, 
justice, morality, and the possibility of individual redemption. At the center of the narrative lies 
the destiny of the former convict Jean Valjean, whose moral transformation becomes a symbol of 
human regeneration. 
 
1.1. Cultural Context and the Literary Work 
 
Through its epic scope and its complex analysis of the social, political, and moral issues of post-
revolutionary France, the novel offers a profound exploration of themes such as justice, 
redemption, and social inequality. The novel was published in 1862, within a specific political and 
social context. „A Bonapartist regime could survive only if, alongside the satisfaction of material 
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interests, it ensured France prestige abroad. This remained the case until 1859, which marked the 
year of its first failures”2. Hugo’s novel is highly extensive and includes, alongside the story and 
the detailed characterization of its characters, historical, philosophical, and social digressions. 
Rather than focusing extensively on the narrative details of the novel, it is important to emphasize 
that Hugo constructs a multi-layered text, intertwining individual destinies with historical, 
political, and philosophical reflections. The novel combines: social critique (poverty, inequality, 
justice); psychological development (Jean Valjean, Javert, Fantine); historical context (Waterloo, 
the 1832 uprising).  

In the first part entitled by the author Fantine, the novel introduces the central moral and social 
framework through figures such as Bishop Myriel, Jean Valjean, Fantine, Javert, and the 
Thenardiers. Bishop Myriel represents Christian charity and moral transformation, described as: 
„this man allowed himself to be guided by his heart. His wisdom was made from the light it 
spread.” 3 Jean Valjean is introduced as a former convict, rejected by society. His transformation 
begins when the bishop forgives him after he steals the silver, symbolically buying his soul. 
Fantine’s story reveals the harsh reality of poverty and social injustice: abandoned, exploited, and 
forced into prostitution to support her daughter Cosette. The Thenardiers are introduced as morally 
corrupt figures: „The woman had something of a brute in her soul, and the man something of a 
rogue. Both were inclined to walk with great strides toward evil.” 4 Valjean becomes a respected 
mayor but must reveal his identity to save an innocent man, sacrificing his position. Fantine dies 
after entrusting Cosette to him, while Valjean is pursued again by Javert. 

In the second part, Cosette, Hugo expands the historical dimension of the novel, particularly 
through the Battle of Waterloo: „The great nation, for so long victorious over the coalition of 
Europe, now has no aspiration other than peace. It is an entirely new situation. And the agitation 
stirred by this state of affairs in the depths of French public opinion will not soon subside, but will 
occupy the entire history of the French in the nineteenth century”5 The part highlights Hugo’s 
political vision, presenting historical conflict as a stage of social progress. Cosette is shown living 
in misery under the Thenardiers’ abuse until Valjean rescues her and takes her to Paris. Valjean 
fakes his death and lives under a new identity, constantly pursued by Javert. Together, they take 
refuge in a convent, where Hugo reflects critically on religion and institutions. 

The third part of the novel, Marius, begins with a description of Paris and its beauty. The focus 
shifts to Parisian society, introducing: Gavroche (street child); Marius (young idealist); the 
bourgeois and revolutionary environments. Marius undergoes political transformation, rejecting 
his royalist upbringing and joining the revolutionary group ABC. He falls in love with Cosette, 
linking the personal story with the larger social narrative. The political background intensifies, 
showing instability after the Revolution, „The French theatre was the last bastion of neoclassicism 
in Europe. Far from removing the traditional style, the French Revolution and the Napoleonic 
regime supported it.”6 The bourgeoisie, in defending its own interests, placed Louis-Philippe on 
the throne. The Revolution had sought absolute justice, but this cry vanished into darkness. The 
king is portrayed by the author in a positive light – balanced, yet with certain flaws: „he admits 
cunning and does not despise baseness.”7 He was accepted by those in power, but not necessarily 
by the people. The growing unrest leads to the June uprising, where personal and political destinies 

 
2 Jacques Madaule. 1973. Istoria Franței [History of France], vol. 2. București: Editura Politică, p. 329. 
3 Victor Hugo. 2025. Mizerabilii [Les Misérables], Vol.1. București: Editura Litera, p. 75.  
4 Ibidem. p. 189. 
5 Jacques Madaule. 1973. Istoria Franței [History of France], vol. 2. București: Editura Politică, p. 243. 
6 John Gassner. 1972. Form and idea in modern theatre [Formă și idee în teatrul modern]. București: Editura Meridiane, p. 27. 
7 Victor Hugo. 2025. Les Misérables [Mizerabilii], Vol. 2. București: Editura Litera, p. 406. 
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converge. Javert faces a moral dilemma when confronted with Valjean’s goodness: „A more 
dreadful situation could not be imagined. There were only two ways out. One was to go straight to 
Jean Valjean, to return the convict to prison. The other…”8 Unable to reconcile law and justice, 
Javert commits suicide. The novel ends with reconciliation and closure: Valjean reveals his truth, 
Cosette and Marius unite, and Valjean dies peacefully. 

 
1.2. Narrative adaptation 

 
This structural complexity presents a major challenge for adaptation. The novel’s extensive 

digressions—on topics such as the Battle of Waterloo, the Parisian sewer system, or monastic 
life—are not easily transferable to the stage, where narrative economy and dramatic clarity are 
essential. „In the name of nature and truth (which also led him to value the use of local colour), 
Hugo formulated the principle of the freedom of dramatic art, which occupies a central place in 
the evolution of modern theatre.”9 The initiative to transform Les Misérables into a musical 
originated with Alain Boublil, who collaborated with Claude-Michel Schönberg to develop both 
the libretto and the score within a relatively short period. Premiering in 1980, the musical achieved 
international recognition, particularly through its productions in London’s West End and on 
Broadway. Act I establishes the central narrative and moral conflicts, beginning with the prisoners’ 
chorus, which introduces Jean Valjean (24601) and Inspector Javert, and highlights the theme of 
social condemnation. After his release, Valjean faces rejection from society until the bishop’s act 
of mercy transforms him, leading him to begin a new life. The action then moves to Montreuil-
sur-Mer, where Valjean, under the name Madeleine, becomes mayor and becomes involved in 
Fantine’s tragic story. Her suffering is condensed into a single emotional moment through the song 
ending with: „Now life has killed the dream I dreamed.”10 Valjean’s internal moral struggle 
becomes central when he must decide whether to reveal his identity in order to save an innocent 
man, expressed in the line: „If I speak they are condemned, if I stay silent, I am damned.”11 
Following Fantine’s death, Valjean rescues Cosette from the Thenardiers and takes her to Paris, 
establishing the emotional foundation of the narrative.  

Act II shifts toward the revolutionary and collective dimension of the story, focusing on Paris 
in 1832 and the uprising led by Enjolras and the students. The ideals of resistance and unity are 
expressed through collective musical numbers such as Do You Hear the People Sing? The 
relationship between performance and dramatic meaning is emphasized through the idea that: 
„Reflection at the level of the actor is based on another reflection, that of dramatic literature, and 
not directly on objective reality. The musician finds himself in the same aesthetic position as the 
actor.”12 Personal destinies intersect with political conflict at the barricade, where love, sacrifice, 
and revolution converge. The narrative reaches its climax through the deaths of key characters and 
Jean Valjean’s continued acts of redemption. Javert, confronted with Valjean’s moral example, 
experiences an internal crisis. Act II concludes with resolution and reconciliation, as the musical 
transforms Hugo’s complex narrative into a sequence of emotionally intensified moments, 
culminating in Valjean’s final redemption. A comparative approach between the novel and the 

 
8 Victor Hugo. 2025. Mizerabilii [Les Misérables], Vol. 3. București: Editura Litera, p. 394. 
9 John Gassner. 1972. Form and idea in modern theatre [Formă și idee în teatrul modern]. București: Editura Meridiane, p. 29. 
10 Les Miserables lyrics (n.d.). Retrieved April 23, 2026 from 
https://www.allmusicals.com/lyrics/lesmiserables/idreamedadream.htm. 
11 Les Miserables lyrics (n.d.). Retrieved April 23, 2026 from https://www.allmusicals.com/lyrics/lesmiserables/whoami.htm. 
12 Mihaela Tonitza-Iordache. 1980. Despre joc [On acting]. Iași: Editura Junimea, p. 89. 
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musical thus becomes essential for analyzing the strategies of adaptation and the transformation 
of narrative material into theatrical form. 

 
Novel (Victor Hugo) Musical (West End production) 
Extensive narrative (over 1000 pages) with 
multiple digressions (Waterloo, monasticism, 
social systems) 

Highly condensed narrative focused on main 
plot and central characters 

Psychological analysis developed through 
narration and internal reflection 

Emotions expressed through songs and 
musical performance 

Complex structure with frequent interruptions 
and philosophical commentary 

Linear, fast-paced dramatic structure 
organized in musical numbers 

Large number of characters and subplots Reduced cast and simplified character 
functions 

Gavroche delivers Marius’s letter Éponine replaces Gavroche (functional 
character shift) 

Mabeuf as symbolic martyr figure Éponine assumes symbolic role (dies first in 
the musical) 

Thenardier does not recognize Valjean in the 
sewers 

Thenardier recognizes him (dramatic 
intensification) 

Javert’s internal conflict described narratively Javert’s dilemma expressed through solo song 
(e.g. existential crisis) 

Political context developed in detail (1832 
uprising explained) 

Revolution presented symbolically through 
collective songs 

Narrative meaning conveyed through language 
and description 

Meaning created through music, staging, and 
visual performance 

 

The most evident transformation in the adaptation process is the condensation of narrative 
material. Hugo’s novel is characterized by digressions that interrupt the storyline in order to 
explore social and historical contexts. These elements are largely eliminated in the musical in order 
to maintain dramatic coherence and rhythm. The story is reorganized around key emotional and 
narrative moments, each expressed through musical numbers. This reflects a shift from narrative 
development to dramatic articulation, in which the structure resembles a sequence of intensities 
rather than a continuous narration. 

1.2.1 From Narrative to Musical Form: Adaptation, Intermediality, and Musical Construction 

The transformation of Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables into a West End musical can be 
understood within the broader theoretical framework of adaptation as a process of reinterpretation 
and reconstruction rather than reproduction. As Linda Hutcheon argues, adaptation is not a 
derivative act, but a creative one. „The act of adaptation always involves both (re-)interpretation 
and then (re-)creation […] adapters are first interpreters and then creators”13. This perspective 
shifts the focus away from fidelity to the source text and instead emphasizes the productive nature 
of transformation. Similarly, Julie Sanders highlights the intertextual dimension of adaptation, 
noting that: „adaptation can also be a transpositional practice, moving a text from one genre into 

 
13 Linda Hutcheon. 2006. A Theory of Adaptation. New York: Routledge, pp. 8–18. 
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another […] while offering a commentary on the source text”14. From this point of view, the 
musical Les Misérables does not merely condense Hugo’s novel but reinterprets it through a new 
artistic language, selecting and reshaping narrative elements according to the demands of musical 
theatre. The relationship between the novel and its musical adaptation can also be understood 
through Gérard Genette’s concept of hypertextuality. According to Genette: „ By hypertextuality 
I mean any relationship uniting a text B (which I shall call the hypertext) to an earlier text A (I 
shall, of course, call it the hypotext) upon which it is grafted in a manner that is not that of 
commentary”15. This definition is essential for understanding Les Misérables as a hypertextual 
construction, where the musical (hypertext) is built upon Hugo’s novel (hypotext). Moreover, 
Genette emphasizes the inevitability of rewriting: „ What I call hypertext, then, is any text derived 
from a previous text either through simple transformation, which I shall simply call from now on 
transformation, or through indirect transformation, which I shall label imitation.”16. Thus, the 
musical version participates in a broader cultural process of rewriting and reinterpretation, 
transforming Hugo’s narrative into a performative and musical form.  
The adaptation of a novel into a musical necessarily involves a shift between artistic media. Calvin 
S. Brown emphasizes the importance of studying the relationship between literature and music as 
part of a broader comparative approach, highlighting the interaction between different artistic 
forms. „ […] music and literature have many points in common, and that they also have essential 
differences between them […]”17. This relationship is further elaborated by Steven Paul Scher, 
who identifies forms such as music and literature as hybrid artistic configurations: „ […] verbal 
music is a literary phenomenon. Its texture consists of artistically organized words which relate to 
music only inasmuch as they strive to suggest the experience or effects of music, while necessarily 
remaining within the boundaries of the medium of literature.”18. In the case of Les Misérables, the 
musical represents precisely this intersection, combining narrative with musical structures to 
produce a multimodal artistic experience. Werner Wolf’s concept of musicalization provides a 
crucial framework for understanding how narrative is reorganized in adaptation. He writes that 
musicalization refers to the use of principles usually associated with music—such as repetition, 
variation and rhythm—in the structuring of narrative discourse. This process becomes fully 
realized in musical theatre, where such principles are no longer metaphorical but actual. The 
novel’s narrative linearity is replaced by a structure based on recurrence, thematic variation, and 
emotional motifs, transforming storytelling into a musical progression. The transformation of 
narrative into musical form also raises fundamental questions about the nature of meaning. The 
relationship between language and music is problematized in theoretical discourse, as: „We have 
already seen that in most vocal music the text gives the external situation or idea, and the music 
reinforces the implications of the words.”19. This idea is complemented by reflections presented 
in Musique et littérature, where music is defined as a form of expression beyond language: „ What 
interests Mallarmé is not so much music in itself as its effect, its metaphysical meaning: it is the 
Ineffable or the Pure, poetry without words. Returning once again to etymology, Mallarmé 
conceives Music not as performance, but as an idea (musiké).”20. In Les Misérables, this shift is 

 
14 Julie Sanders. 2016. Adaptation and Appropriation. 2nd ed. London: Routledge, pp. 36–38. 
15 Gérard Genette. 1997. Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, p. 5. 
16 Idem. p. 7.  
17 Calvin S. Brown. 1948. Music and Literature: A Comparison of the Arts. Athens: University of Georgia Press, p. 3. 
18 Steven Paul Scher. 1992. Word and Music Studies: Essays on the Song Cycle and On Defining the Field. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 
p. 26. 
19 Calvin S. Brown. Music and Literature: A Comparison of the Arts. Ibidem, p. 85. 
20 Aude Locatelli. 2011. Musique et littérature. Aix-en-Provence: Presses Universitaires de Provence, p. 24. 
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evident in the replacement of narrative exposition with musical expression, where meaning is not 
explained but experienced. Emotions that are extensively described in the novel are transformed 
into songs that communicate directly through sound and performance. 

 
1.3. Characters and Characterization. Novel vs. Performance 

The theatrical adaptation also involves significant changes in the representation of 
characters. In the novel, Jean Valjean is characterized through a complex psychological evolution, 
presented through inner monologues and moral reflections. Hugo analyzes in detail the character’s 
internal conflict, as well as the gradual process of his moral transformation. In the musical, this 
evolution is expressed through musical means. Songs such as Who Am I? cu versurile „Can I 
condemn this man to slavery/ Pretend I do not feel his agony/ This innocent who wears my face/ 
Who goes to judgement in my place/ Who am I?/ Can I conceal myself for evermore?/ Pretend I'm 
not the man I was before?/ And must my name until I die/ Be no more than an alibi?/ Must I lie?/ 
How can I ever face my fellow men?/ How can I ever face myself again?/ My soul belongs to God, 
I know/ I made that bargain long ago/ He gave me hope when hope was gone/ He gave me strength 
to journey on.”21 transmit the character’s moral dilemma in a direct and dramatic manner. Instead 
of narrative introspection, the audience experiences Valjean’s inner conflict through vocal 
performance and the intensity of the stage moment. 

Similarly, the character of Javert is defined in the musical through the clear opposition between 
law and compassion. The aria Stars, through the lyrics:„And so it has been, and so it is written/ 
On the doorway to paradise/ That those who falter and those who fall/ Must pay the price!/ Lord, 
let me find him/ That I may see him/ Safe behind bars/ I will never rest/ Till then/ This I swear/ 
This I swear by the stars!”22 expresses his rigid belief in the moral order of the universe, 
transforming his inner conflict into a memorable musical moment. The moment in which he is no 
longer certain of the blind faith in the law he has upheld throughout his life is the moment when 
his entire being is shaken to its core, and his only escape becomes death itself. The kindness he 
finally recognizes in Jean Valjean serves as the counterpoint that both readers and spectators 
anticipate, and his suicide becomes a cry of despair. „I should have perished by his hand/ It was 
his right/ I was my right to die as well/ Instead I live -- but live in hell. (…) As I stare into the void/ 
Of a world that cannot hold/ I'll escape now from that world/ From the world of Jean Valjean/ 
There is nowhere I can turn/ There is now way to go on…”23. 

Fantine’s destiny represents one of the most powerful social critiques in Hugo’s novel. The 
author describes in detail how poverty and social stigmatization lead to the character’s progressive 
degradation. In the musical, this evolution is condensed into a rapid succession of dramatic scenes, 
culminating in the song I Dreamed a Dream. This moment expresses the loss of hope and the 
character’s profound disillusionment, transforming the novel’s social analysis into a moment of 
great emotional intensity. „I had a dream my life would be/ So different from this hell I'm living,/ 
So different now from what it seemed.../ Now life has killed the dream I dreamed…”24. Thus, the 
musical reduces the social complexity of Fantine’s story, but amplifies the emotional impact of 
her tragedy. 

 
21 Les Miserables lyrics (n.d.). Retrieved April 23, 2026 from https://www.allmusicals.com/lyrics/lesmiserables/whoami.htm.   
22 Les Miserables lyrics (n.d.). Retrieved April 23, 2026 from https://www.allmusicals.com/lyrics/lesmiserables/stars.htm.  
23 Les Miserables lyrics (n.d.). Retrieved April 23, 2026 from https://www.allmusicals.com/lyrics/lesmiserables/javertssuicide.htm 
24 Les Miserables lyrics (n.d.). Retrieved April 23, 2026 from 
https://www.allmusicals.com/lyrics/lesmiserables/idreamedadream.htm. 
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Éponine is perhaps the character most effectively developed in the musical compared to the 
novel. From the very beginning, we understand that she is in love with Marius and is willing to 
sacrifice herself for his safety. Éponine becomes a character with a strong emotional role, a symbol 
of the revolt through her death; in the musical, she gains greater empathy and popularity both from 
the other characters and from the audience. While in the novel the predominant feeling toward her 
is one of pity, due to the harsh conditions in which she was raised by the Thenardiers, in the 
performance we are presented with her full humanity – her hopes, her desires, and the depth of the 
love she has to offer. „He was never mine to lose/ Why regret what cannot be?/ These are words 
he'll never say/ Not to me.../ Not to me.../ Not to me.../ His heart full of love/ He will never feel 
this way…”25. 

 
1.4. Main themes 

 
Several major themes can be identified, present in both the novel and the musical, albeit to 

different extents and of great significance. First and foremost is social inequality. We observe what 
happens to Fantine – how she is treated after having a child and how all the sacrifices she makes 
fail to lead her toward a better life. The mistake she makes by falling in love ultimately costs her 
her life, as she finds understanding only when it is too late to save herself. Another important 
theme is that of justice versus mercy. The character of Javert lacks the ability to see beyond a 
person’s wrongdoing, regardless of any mitigating circumstances. Mercy is entirely absent both in 
the case of Jean Valjean, who steals a loaf of bread for his sister’s starving children, and in that of 
Fantine, who is forced to sell her body in order to send money for her daughter’s upbringing. In 
contrast, Gavroche displays compassion on several occasions, even though he himself is a 
character deserving of such sympathy. He helps two lost children by offering them shelter and 
food, feeds a stray dog, assists a man trapped under a fallen horse, and, from the money he manages 
to steal from Montparnasse, he keeps nothing for himself, instead giving it to Mabeuf, a stranger 
to him at that moment, after learning that he was about to be evicted for failing to pay his rent. The 
theme of redemption is the one that transforms Jean Valjean from a former thief into a virtuous 
man. 

From the moment Bishop Bienvenu buys his soul in order to offer it to God, everything 
Jean Valjean does is an attempt to atone for his past mistakes. He supports an entire community 
by creating jobs, establishing schools and hospital beds, helping the poor, and praying for them, 
thereby repaying the kindness with which he was treated, even when he did not deserve it. In the 
musical, the character of the bishop has a relatively minor role, which makes this theme easier to 
overlook; therefore, greater attention must be paid to the rapid unfolding of the scenes between the 
two. The final major theme to be addressed is that of revolution and idealism. It is important to 
note that the novel focuses on the social and political analysis of 19th-century France, whereas the 
musical emphasizes the emotional experience and the universality of suffering. „There is no 
revolutionary upheaval that does not have unforeseen consequences, regardless of the caution 
taken to limit its effects”26. Nineteenth-century France is defined by political instability, major 
social transformations, class conflict, and rapid economic development. It is a society in transition, 
where the tensions between past and modernity generate some of the most important works and 
ideas of the modern world. In the musical, the revolution becomes a central element, condensed 

 
25 Les Miserables lyrics (n.d.). Retrieved April 23, 2026 from 
https://www.allmusicals.com/lyrics/lesmiserables/aheartfulloflove.htm. 
26 Jacques Madaule. 1973. Istoria Franței [History of France], vol. 2. București: Editura Politică, p. 265. 
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and intensified through choral moments such as Do You Hear the People Sing?, which transforms 
political protest into a universal symbol of collective resistance. 

 
1.5. The Role of Music and the Visual Stage Dimension 

 
Scott McMillin’s theory of musical theatre provides insight into the structural differences 

between drama and musical performance. He argues that musical theatre operates through a 
tension between narrative and lyrical expression: „a return from repetitive time to progressive time, 
from lyric to dialectic. Lyric time can be well paced, book time can be well paced, but what matters 
most is the alternation between the two. That is what gives the musical its lift, its energy, its 
elation.”27 This distinction is particularly relevant for Les Misérables, where: the story progresses 
through scenes (book time) and emotional intensity is developed through songs (lyric time). The 
result is a dual structure in which narrative progression is repeatedly interrupted and amplified by 
musical expression. One of the most important strategies used in the West End musical Les 
Misérables is the systematic use of leitmotifs, which function as both musical and narrative tools. 
These recurring musical themes replace the descriptive continuity of the novel and create 
coherence across the performance. From a theoretical perspective, this technique can be related to 
Werner Wolf’s concept of musicalization, according to which narrative can be organized through 
repetition and variation. „[...] the theatre as a classical multimedial artefact (a mixture of verbal 
literature with visual elements in the staging of the text and, optionally, music) [...]”28  

Music is a key element in the construction of the performance, perfectly combining the 
emotions and feelings conveyed by Hugo in his novel with the attention that Alain Boublil devotes 
to the libretto. „When it comes to a feeling, passion always contains an idea, and through this it 
belongs to the arts of the word. Although, in essence, it is upheaval, agitation, heartbeat, 
movement. From this perspective, it belongs to music”29. The lyrics of Les Misérables function as 
a complex semiotic system, integrated into the dramaturgical structure of the performance. From 
this perspective, lyrical discourse does not merely accompany the action but actively participates 
in the dramatic construction, operating as a vector of narrativity, of conflict configuration, and of 
the shaping of character identity, within an aesthetic specific to musical theatre. The musical 
adaptation of the novel is distinguished by a complex synthesis between music and scenography, 
elements that decisively contribute to the construction of dramatic meaning and to the transmission 
of the work’s social and political message. Within this performance, music and the visual 
dimension do not serve merely decorative purposes, but become structural components of the stage 
discourse. Music functions as an autonomous narrative language, capable of replacing or 
complementing traditional dialogue. The structure of the performance, built almost entirely on 
recitative and aria, allows for a fluid dramatic continuity and an intensification of emotional 
tension. Each character is defined not only through action but also through a distinct musical 
profile. For example, the melodic lines associated with Jean Valjean express his inner evolution, 
from despair to redemption, while Javert’s musical themes reflect moral rigidity and inner conflict. 
Thus, music becomes an essential tool of characterization. At the same time, choral moments serve 
a dual function: on the one hand, they amplify the collective dimension of the action, and on the 

 
27 Scott McMillin. 2006. The Musical as Drama: A Study of the Musical Theater. Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 
p. 33. 
28 Werner Wolf. 1999. The Musicalization of Fiction: A Study in the Theory and History of Intermediality. Amsterdam: Rodopi, p. 
40. 
29 Emile Faguet. 1971. Drama antică Drama modernă [Ancient drama and modern drama]. București: Editura Enciclopedică 
Română, p. 32. 
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other, they transform social conflict into a shared experience. Pieces such as Do You Hear the 
People Sing? transcend their specific historical context and acquire universal significance, 
becoming symbols of revolt and solidarity. Therefore, music does not merely support the action, 
but structures it, providing coherence and expressive force. Scenography plays a fundamental role 
in translating the universe of the novel into a dynamic and suggestive theatrical space. The large-
scale sets, designed on a rotating stage to allow for rapid transitions, ensure the fluidity of the 
unfolding action. Perhaps the most impressive set in the musical is the revolutionaries’ barricade 
– vast in scale and possessing a powerful visual impact. Special recognition must also be given to 
the hair and makeup department for the remarkable transformations undergone by characters such 
as Jean Valjean, Javert, and Fantine throughout the performance. The costumes faithfully reflect 
the harsh, impoverished atmosphere in which the action takes place, while also showcasing 
garments of great beauty worn by the characters of the bourgeoisie. Music and scenography in Les 
Misérables are not merely accompanying elements, but fundamental pillars of the performance’s 
construction. Through them, the adaptation succeeds in conveying the complexity of Hugo’s work 
in an accessible and deeply expressive form, demonstrating the capacity of musical theatre to 
transform a literary text into a complete artistic experience. 
 
2. Conclusions 
 

The present analysis has aimed to investigate the complex relationship between Victor 
Hugo’s literary work Les Misérables and its adaptation into a musical, highlighting the manner in 
which a canonical text is transposed into another artistic language. Starting from the structure and 
specificity of the literary work, the study examined the process of narrative adaptation in the 
construction of the libretto, emphasizing the mechanisms of selection, condensation, and 
reinterpretation of the epic material. Taken together, these theoretical perspectives reveal that the 
adaptation of Les Misérables into a musical is a multilayered process involving: reinterpretation 
(Hutcheon, Sanders), rewriting (Genette), intermedial transformation (Brown, Scher), musical 
structuring (Wolf) and performative reconfiguration (McMillin). Rather than a reduction of the 
novel, the musical represents a complex re-articulation of its themes through a system in which 
music, text, and performance interact. This confirms that adaptation is not a process of 
simplification, but one of creative transformation and aesthetic reorganization, shaped by the 
specific conventions of musical theatre. 

 It also explored the relationship between the characters of the novel and those of the 
performance, observing both continuities and transformations determined by the demands of the 
theatrical and musical medium. The characters are not merely transferred, but reconfigured 
through musical and scenic expressiveness, acquiring new dramatic dimensions. With regard to 
the main themes, the analysis highlighted the persistence of fundamental directions such as justice, 
morality, social inequality, and the revolutionary ideal, which are reinterpreted and amplified 
within the musical. These themes retain their relevance, being adapted into an artistic language 
capable of generating a strong emotional resonance among contemporary audiences. 

Last but not least, the analysis of the role of music and scenography demonstrated that 
these elements do not serve a secondary function, but contribute essentially to the construction of 
dramatic meaning. Music structures the stage discourse and intensifies the emotional dimension, 
while scenography provides visual and symbolic support, facilitating a complex reception of the 
performance. From a pedagogical perspective, Les Misérables represents a valuable tool in the 
training of actors and students in the performing arts, offering a complex framework for exploring 
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the relationship between text, character, and stage expression. „A literary subject contains within 
it an infinity of other possible themes and subjects, but these become realities only insofar as the 
actor reveals them through correct performance”30. Both the novel and its musical adaptation allow 
for the development of interpretative skills, an understanding of the social context, and the ability 
to construct nuanced characters by integrating vocal, emotional, and physical dimensions. „In the 
characteters and stories unfolding before their eyes, audiences recognise elements from their own 
lives and those of people around them. This is one of the reasons people choose to go to theatre”31. 
In conclusion, the musical adaptation of Les Misérables confirms the capacity of musical theatre 
to reinterpret and revitalize a canonical literary work, preserving its essence while at the same time 
offering it a new form of artistic expression that is accessible and relevant to contemporary 
audiences. 
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