
 
Epic roles  

Naples Players interpret beloved characters in ‘Les Miz’  
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"THIS WHOLE SHOW IS WOW!” SAYS Charles Fornara.  

 
“Everything about this show is wow!” 
 
He’s talking about “Les Miserables,” the musical based on 
Victor Hugo’s 1862 novel. 
 
The show celebrated its 25th anniversary in 2010. The new 
national tour played Artis—Naples (the venue formerly 
known as the Philharmonic Center for the Arts) in 2012 and 
the Barbara B. Mann Performing Arts Hall in Fort Myers 
this past March. 
 
A movie version starring Hugh Jackman, Anne Hathaway 
and Russell Crowe was released last year. And now The 
Naples Players are trying their hand at it. The production 

opens Friday, June 28, at the Sugden Community Theatre and runs through July 28. 

Mr. Fornara is music director, conducting an orchestra of 14 in the pit; his wife, Dawn Lebrecht 
Fornara, is the choreographer. Dallas Dunnagan directs. This trio has been a winning 
combination many times for The Naples Players, often with the company’s summer musicals.  

In his nine years with the community theater, 
Mr. Fornara says, this is “ the best cast I’ve ever 
had … I thought ‘All Shook Up’ was great. This 
one is better, though it has a lot of the same 
people. I’m absolutely thrilled.”  

 

 

Cast and crew of The Naples Players perform “Les 
Miserables.” VANDY MAJOR / FLORIDA WEEKLY  



It’s a musical Mr. Fornara knows well. He played both male leads — Jean Valjean and police 
inspector Javert — in the late 1990s in Germany for a little over a year. Initially, for the first six 
months, he was an alternate for both roles, a role similar to that of an understudy, except the 
actor is guaranteed stage time. Mr. Fornara would perform as Valjean in two shows and as Javert 
in another two performances each week — in German. 

“They’re enormous roles,” he says. 

Valjean, a French peasant, steals a loaf of bread for his sister’s starving child. He serves prison 
time, but when he’s released, he breaks his parole and is pursued relentlessly by Javert. So within 

the course of a week, Mr. Fornara would play 
both the man being chased and the one doing the 
chasing. 

“What’s also really funny is that they each have 
a song that starts exactly the same way,” he 
says. “When you don’t know the language that 
well, you have to be super careful. Valjean sings 
his at the beginning of the show, and Javert 
sings his at the end. You had to be very careful 
to make sure you were singing the right one.” 

Music Director Charlie Fornara with Michael 
Freshko as Javert and Dave Gibson as Valjean. 

He looks back at that time as one of the best years of his life. 

“The cast was like a family,” he says. “It’s an incredible show … so full of heart. Everything is 
so passionate and so emotional. You become emotionally 
invested with the people in the show.” 

Some 20 years later, he says, he sees that happening with The 
Naples Players cast. At the first rehearsal with orchestra and 
cast together, he saw people weeping on stage. 

Mr. Fornara recalls that when he began rehearsing for the show 
in Germany, the director told the cast that “Les Miserables” 
would change their lives. 

“And it does,” he says. “It really does. I can’t say exactly why, 
except it speaks to so many human emotions.” 

Part of the show’s appeal to actors is that it has several iconic 
roles — “topshelf roles that everyone wants to play,” he adds.  

Kellie Cullinan as Cosette and 
Dave Gibson as Valjean. 



“Valjean is the best role to play in musical theater if you’re a man. If you’re a tenor or a bari-
tenor, you dream of being Enjolras or Marius. If you’re a soprano, you dream about playing 
Cosette. And if you’re a belter, all you want to do is play Éponine. 

“And … every character actor wants to play Thénardier and Madame Thénardier. 

“It’s everyone’s bucket list role, all in one show.”  

Role of a lifetime  

For baritone Michael Freshko, playing Javert for The Naples Players is a dream come true. “I’ve 
loved it for 25 years,” he says about the role. “It’s my favorite.” 

He says he’s drawn to the police inspector in “Les Miserables” because the character is so 
complicated. 

“Some people mistakenly think he’s a bad guy, but he’s passionate ... about being the best he can 
be. He’s doing his job.” 

He and Mr. Fornara performed together in “CATS” in 1997-98 in Germany, which is where Mr. 
Freshko saw Mr. Fornara as Valjean on stage at the closing night of “Les Miserables.” 

As Mr. Freshko prepares to play Javert with The Naples Players, he says Mr. Fornara has been “a 
wealth of information” about the character … “the role, the music, the body language … how 
Javert walks, stands, holds himself. Once he (shared that) the role started coming together for 
me.” 

Dave Gipson, cast in the role of Valejan for the upcoming production, also finds Mr. Fornara’s 
first-hand experience invaluable. 

“He’s there to guide me through it; he knows it inside and out,” he says. “He’s been an 
inspiration to me, personally, and also a comfort. It’s like having someone shepherd you through 
it. He’ll give me bits of stage business I wouldn’t have thought of doing, because he has been 
through it himself. I’m very fortunate to have him there as a guide. He has incredible insight into 
the character.” 

Mr. Gipson, who in real life serves as the pastor at Legacy Church of Naples, says the character 
of Valjean is “the most Christian character in musical theater, other than Jesus himself. He 
spends his entire life sacrificing himself for others … He’s a heroic figure. Because of the pain 
he’s been though in his life, he has a tremendous amount of mercy. 

On the other end of the spectrum, Mr. Gipson adds, “Javert is a self-righteous man. Both 
characters claim to know God and be religious, but they’re completely opposite. One is self-
sacrificing and merciful, while the other is judgmental and hateful. To me, the play is a sermon.”  

‘A monster to conduct’  

It isn’t just the complexity of characters that makes “Les Miserables” a great musical, says Mr. 
Fornara, it’s “... how beautiful the music is, how strong the story.” 



(Claude-Michel Schonberg wrote the music. Alain Boublil and Jean-Marc Natel wrote the 
French lyrics, which were adapted into English by Herbert Kretzmer.) 

The original version of the musical was known for its turntable set; the new national production 
doesn’t use one, instead incorporating clever video projections to give a sense of place and 
movement. 

Nor does The Naples Players’ production have a turntable. 

“When you get the rights (to the musical), the contract specifically spells out that you’re 
forbidden to use a turntable,” Mr. Fornara says. “I think they wanted to keep the memory of the 
original production untainted. Only (producer) Cameron Mackintosh (could use the turntable 
set); that version will never be repeated.”  

Mr. Fornara won’t disclose how the Players are staging the show, allowing only that set designer 
Matt Flynn and his team, costume designer Dot Auchmoody and Ms. Dunnagan as the director 
have had “really good ideas.” 

Conducting the score will keep him on his toes throughout the month-long run, he says. “No 
matter how well I know the score — and I can sing the entire score, everyone’s part — it’s a 
monster to conduct. There are so many meter changes, so many crazy musical things … it’s 
pushing me to the limit. It’s as complicated as conducting any opera would be.” 

The musical marks the first time the Players have covers for roles — someone who can step in 
and play someone else’s role, if they need to. The show is vocally demanding, even the new 
shorter version that runs from 2 hours, 45 minutes to 3 hours long. 

“I think this is going to be the best thing we’ve ever done,” Mr. Fornara says. ¦  

“Les Miserables”  

>> When: June 28-July 28 
>> Where: The Sugden Community Theatre, Naples 
>> Tickets: $35 for adults, $10 for ages 18 and younger 
>> Info: 263-7990 or www.naplesplayers.org 


