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FEATURE STORY

FromMISERY 
toMASTERY

BEHIND THE SCENES OF 
COMMUNITY THEATRE

 BY THELMA FAYLE

F YOU TELL PEOPLE what to do, they will 
remember it for a short time,” Matthew Howe says, 
“but they are likely to forget quickly because they 
did not have a hand in creating the moment.” 

Four months prior to Victoria Operatic Society’s 
monumental community theatre production of Les 
Misérables in Victoria last May, esteemed director Howe 
gathers 39 actors — selected from a pool of 170 auditions — 
to begin work on Victor Hugo’s 153-year-old story. 

Howe and the actors band together for the first time in a 
cavernous warehouse in Esquimalt. Rehearsals for the 
next four months, from 6:30 until 9:30, three nights a 
week, will be the demanding regimen for the volunteer 
actors who have jobs and families and responsibilities. 
A production crew will also use the space to build a 
functioning bridge that will be dismantled and moved to 
the Macpherson Playhouse, where it will be reassembled 
for the show. 

“I

 Matthew Howe, 
director, and Heather 
Burns, music 
director, transform 
individual talents 
into a mesmerizing 
collective in Victoria 
Operatic Society’s 
Les Misérables. 

 P
H

O
T

O
 B

Y
 D

O
N

 D
E

N
T

O
N



21

“Everything happens here, until a week before opening 
night,” explains Patrick Heath, co-producer and 22-year 
VOS volunteer. 

At one of the early rehearsals, music director Heather 
Burn mentors a group of 12 men on their first take of the 
song: “Do You Hear the People Sing.”

“Focus on maintaining a connection as an ensemble as 
opposed to individual voices,” Burns calls out as she plays 
the piano and shouts instructions for each vocal group. 
“Sing from your core, not your limbs.” 

Actors straggle out to the costume designer to get 
measured as Burns carries on. With a Masters degree 
in piano performance and accompaniment, she quickly 
breaks down the musical number, doles out advice 
and then asks all to stand for a rendition. In less than 
30 minutes, the song is transformed from discordant 
beginnings.   

Janet Hender, stage manager, and her assistant, Rob 
McDonald, observe all rehearsals, take notes and calculate 
the timing for every physical movement that shapes the 
production. They add 400 directional cues to the pages of 
script dialogue. 

 cutline goes here

Scene from the triumphant  and dramatic VOS production of  
Les Misérables.
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THREE MONTHS TO OPENING NIGHT
Howe has the actors read the script aloud and together. 

The exercise forces the actors to step back from their 
usual roles as accomplished singers and begin to feel the 
heartbeat of the characters.  

As the group speaks the lyrics, “ join in the right to be 
free,” Howe stops to ask if they feel inspired by the words.  
“No,” someone says of the reading that is becoming rote after 
10 minutes. The question and the answer shift the actors’ 
focus to think about how “a right to be free” might feel.  

“To bring audiences to their feet,” Howe explains, “they 
must be moved by how the actors create the horror of 
battles and the despair of the characters’ dramatic losses. 
An audience can easily see the difference between actors 
who are feeling joy and actors who are simply smiling.” 

One night, after a practice of the song “I Dreamed a 
Dream,” Howe asks all present to think of a personal loss 
while the actor is singing. 

“Think of a lost child, family member, or friend,” he says.  
With the strengthened support around her, the actor sings 
with a stronger presence.  

With the perceptible intensity of an alpha timber wolf, 

 In last spring’s VOS production, Marius survives the violence of the 
barricades to reap “a heart full of love” with his beloved Cosette.  
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Howe never takes his eyes from the actions of the actors. 
He continuously prods with comments and questions, and 
announces that he wants the audience to be “stunned by 
the end of Act One.” 

“As a director, you have to make strategic decisions about 
where you get on and off the stage or where the scenery flies 
in,” explains Howe. “But that takes less time than people 
think. And it is less important in the overall storytelling of 
the piece. The process of investigating the truth of the story 
will always work, regardless of style of show.”

TWO MONTHS TO OPENING NIGHT
Chris Stusek good-naturedly promises that “the costumes 

will be completed on time, and no one will be naked 
onstage.” Stusek is volunteering on her fourth show and 
appreciates a dozen helpers who stitch under her guidance.

Albert Gillespie, one of the cast members, is a physics 
teacher at Stelly’s Secondary School. Gillespie’s daughter 
Emma persuaded him to audition with her for two of the 
ensemble roles. It is his first theatre experience since long-
ago high school days. They are one of several parent-child 
combinations in the cast.  

Burns and Howe maintain intensity and keep the cast 
present through every line and scene. 
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Says Burns: “The challenge with four months of 
rehearsals can be in keeping volunteers engaged in the 
process, “unlike working with professionals for four weeks 
to cover the same material.” 

ONE MONTH TO OPENING NIGHT
“I see wandering eyes and little risk-taking, ” Howe 

cautions after a two-hour rehearsal of the wedding dance.  
Like a demanding metronome, Howe maintains pressure 

and a fast pace with all steps to brusque counts of six. The 
actors have the dance moves fixed in their muscle memory 
but they are tired. Shoulders sag. Howe acknowledges their 
hard work and continues to push.  

John Britt, Guy Chester, and a crew of carpenters have 
built the stunning set designed by Bill Adams. Britt, with 
45 years of experience building sets for the VOS, wordlessly 
discloses his love of wood in a workshop tour. 

With only days to go, co-producers anxiously sort over 
logistics of a challenging plan to share 28 house mics 
with 39 actors.  

 Actors sing with passion 
in Les Misérables. 
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And at the end of a long, last rehearsal, Burns 
announces, “Musically we are in good shape, please 
continue to give 100 per cent.”

 PREVIEW NIGHT
The theatre is full with media and guests of cast and crew. 

Costumes, lighting, and orchestra transform the ambience 
from the warehouse setting to full-out theatre mode.

At the end of the production, the audience gives a long, 
standing-ovation. After two rehearsed bows, the actors 
remain on stage. They stare at the audience and look 
puzzled. They have been focused on their task for four 
months and do not know what their work looks like from 
the outside. They perform with a brilliant, coalesced 
integrity.

“I always had the feeling I was supposed to do this kind 
of work,” Howe says after the performance. “It is amazing 
to watch actors find their roles.” 

After decades of hard work, Howe is still nourished by 
the practice of his craft. 

Island Dream Kitchens was formed with 
skilled craftsmen and expert installers having 
extensive experience in the Victoria market. 
The commitment to excellence and quality 

workmanship is of paramount importance to 
the entire team. They strive to complete each 
project with the care their customers expect 

and deliver on their promises. 
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