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Original design and direction by Robert Lepage

Musical direction by Martin Bélanger
Assisted by Steve Normandin

CAST

Kevin McCoy, dramaturge

Music composed, arranged and performed by Frédérike Bédard, Martin Bélanger, Julie Fainer, Claire 
Gignac, Frédéric Lebrasseur, Véronika Makdissi-Warren, Kevin McCoy, Steve Normandin, Marco 

Poulin and Jean René
Contribution to the musical arrangements by Jacques Leblanc

Text by John Gay
Adaptation by Kevin McCoy and Robert Lepage

This performance has been made possible in part by the Friends of Cal Performances.
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Frédéric Lebrasseur, The Busker
Kevin McCoy, Samuel J. Peachum, a talent agent

Frédérike Bédard, Cécile Peachum, his wife
Julie Fainer, Polly Peachum, his daughter

Marco Poulin, Macheath, lead singer of The Highwaymen
Martin Bélanger, Jimmy Twitcher, guitarist of The Highwaymen

Claire Gignac, Jenny Diver, prostitute and Macheath’s ex
Steve Normandin, The Pimp

Julie Fainer, The Whore
Jean René, Rashid Lockit, Governor of New York

Véronika Makdissi-Warren, Lucy Lockit, his daughter
Frédérike Bédard, Diana Von Trapes, a musical copyright specialist

Kevin McCoy, Colonel Finias Flanders, New Orleans County Sheriff
Claire Gignac, A Voodoo Woman

The Cast, Doo-Wop Killer Burger Employees
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PROGRAM

1 – London

Macheath, lead singer and bassist for The Highwaymen (a ska group in the process of making a 
comeback), hires a new drummer on the recommendation of his agent, Samuel Peachum.  Some time 

later, Macheath is caught fornicating with Peachum’s young daughter, Polly. He is picked up by the 
police for having sex with a minor, but charges are dropped when Macheath agrees to marry Polly and 

sign over the rights to his musical catalogue.

2 – New York City

Not long after, Macheath takes flight to New York City in search of his ex-lover, Jenny. He does not 
know, however, that she has been enlisted by the Peachums to set him up; thus, Macheath is once again 
arrested and this time charged with possession of heroin. Awaiting trial in prison, Macheath retains the 
services of a well-known defense lawyer, Rashid Lockit. Time passes until one day the unhappy jailbird 

receives a visit from Lucy, his lawyer’s daughter, and learns that he is the father of her unborn child.  
Tensions mount as Polly shows up to reclaim her husband; Polly’s parents and Lucy’s father are also on 
the scene, bringing the two families’ hostility to a peak. Soon after, Mr. Lockit arranges for Macheath’s 
release from prison on the condition that he get out of town and sever all contact with his daughter.

3 – Las Vegas

Macheath flees to the city of last chances, but his pursuers are hot on his heels. Agreeing to a 50–50 
split, Mr. Peachum and Mr. Lockit make amends and concoct a plan to take control of Macheath’s 

musical rights once and for all. The two fathers procure the services of a musical copyright specialist, 
Diana Von Trapes. With little effort, she seduces Macheath, and in the blink of an eye he is 

apprehended again, then tried and convicted on false charges of rape.

4 – New Orleans

Having escaped from his Nevada prison cell, Macheath takes refuge in New Orleans. Following rumors 
of his whereabouts, the Peachums and the Lockits continue in determined pursuit of their man and 

the rights to his musical catalogue. At a local bar in the bayou, Lucy attempts to kill the competition, 
offering Polly a poisonous cocktail as the two partake in a “friendly drink.” But before Polly has time 
to imbibe, Lucy goes into labor, and she gives birth to a child which is obviously not the offspring of 
Macheath.  Ruined and distraught, Mr. Lockit begins drinking to forget his woes, but he accidentally 
gulps down the poison prepared by his daughter and dies. Macheath is not far off, and he is promptly 

taken into custody once again, this time for murder.

5 – Huntsville, Texas

Macheath is transferred to a prison in Texas, where he will be executed. Polly, Lucy and Jenny are there 
to mourn the death of their man; Mr. and Mrs. Peachum are there to make sure that all goes smoothly 

and to collect their due.

PROGRAM 
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busk·er (plural busk·ers), noun, U.K. street 
musician or entertainer: somebody who entertains 
in the street or a public place in the hope of 
receiving money from passers-by

The Beggar’s Opera was first performed in 
London on January 29, 1728, and it took the 
city by storm, becoming an overnight sensation. 
At once a satire of government corruption and 
a parody of then fashionable Italian opera, John 
Gay’s comic play with songs touched a deep chord 
in his audience. The characters were drawn from 
the hierarchy of the criminal underworld: highway 
robbers, cutthroats, fencers, jailers and prostitutes; 
and Gay’s new lyrics were set to existing melodies 
taken from popular songs of the day. For nearly 
300 years The Beggar’s Opera has enjoyed enduring 
success with its public, and it has inspired many 
adaptations and interpretations, perhaps most 
notably, The Three Penny Opera, written by Bertolt 
Brecht with music by Kurt Weill. It’s no wonder, 
then, that its characters have become such an 
important part of our modern theater mythology.

Freely adapted from John Gay’s 18th century 
masterpiece, The Busker’s Opera is a new musical 
work for the theatre – or perhaps it is more aptly 
called a songspiel, as the Germans would say, since 
its story is told almost entirely in song. The show 
was initially created in 2003 at Ex Machina in 
Quebec City by director Robert Lepage and a 
group of 10 performing artists comprised of 
actors, musicians, singers and a DJ. Together they 
have composed more than 30 new songs as well as 
reinvented Gay’s classic story for today’s audience. 
Fans of the original will recognize the characters of 

Macheath and his jealous lovers, Polly and Lucy; 
the prostitute, Jenny; as well as the ruthless Mr. 
and Mrs. Peachum and the corrupt Mr. Lockit. In 
The Busker’s Opera, however, the characters do not 
belong to the criminal underworld, but rather to 
the underworld of the music industry, counting 
among themselves musicians and aspiring 
celebrities, groupies, agents and entertainment 
lawyers, foundation representatives…and 
prostitutes (yes, some professions are timeless).

Like its source, The Busker’s Opera begins in 
London, but the show quickly changes gears and 
embarks on a trans-Atlantic journey, first landing 
in New York and then traveling to Las Vegas and 
New Orleans before arriving at its final destination, 
Huntsville, Texas. (Huntsville, by the way, is 
home to one of the principal capital punishment 
centers in the US, not to mention the infamous 
Killer Burger, which is served only on days when 
the death penalty is imposed.)  Throughout this 
satirical and often playful journey, many musical 
styles are explored: ska, jazz, the Broadway/West 
End show tune, rock, the blues, country, rap 
and more. Irreverent and eclectic, the show also 
includes some of the classical melodies arranged 
by Dr. John Christopher Pepusch for the 1728 
production of The Beggar’s Opera.

Somewhere between road trip and rock show, 
classical concert and the zydeco of the bayou, The 
Busker’s Opera concerns itself with the artistic 
freedom that remains after the power-hungry and 
money-seeking sharks of the so-called cultural 
industry have eaten their fill. 

—Ex Machina

PROGRAM NOTES

ABOUT THE ARTISTS

Robert Lepage. Québécois visionary and one of 
Canada’s foremost cultural ambassadors, Robert 
Lepage has established himself as an internationally 
acclaimed director (stage and film), designer, 
playwright and performer. His dynamic and 
original approach constantly pushes the boundaries 
of theatrical performance, most notably with the 
use of new technologies. Drawing inspiration 
from contemporary life, his work has influenced a 
generation of artists and practitioners.

Born in Quebec in 1957, Robert Lepage had a 
profound interest in geography from an early age, 
so much so that he even dreamed of becoming a 

professor. However, it was his interest in art that 
led him to what would become his greatest passion, 
theatre. In 1975, at the age of 17, he began his 
training at the Conservatoire d’Art Dramatique 
de Québec. On returning from an internship in 
Paris (1978), he spent two years acting, writing 
and directing various productions before joining 
Théâtre Repère.

In 1984 he created Circulations, which was 
presented across Canada and won an award as 
Best Canadian Production during La Quinzaine 
Internationale de Théâtre de Québec.  The 
following year, with The Dragon’s Trilogy, his work 
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first received international recognition. This was 
followed by Vinci (1986), Polygraph (1987-1990) 
and Tectonic Plates (1988-1990).

From 1989 to 1993 he was the artistic director 
at the National Arts Center’s French Theatre 
in Ottawa. At the same time he continued his 
innovative stage-directing with Needles and 
Opium (1991-93/1994-96), Coriolan, Macbeth et 
La Tempête (1992-94) and A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream (1992), for which he became the first 
North American ever to direct a Shakespeare play 
at London’s Royal National Theatre.

In 1994 Mr. Lepage took an important step 
by founding his own multidisciplinary production 
company, Ex Machina. Taking on once more the 
role of artistic director, he led his new team through 
the creative process that produced the critically 
acclaimed Seven Streams of the River Ota (1994), Le 
Songe d’une nuit d’été (1995) along with his third 
one-man show, Elsinore (1995-97). In 1994 he 
began to branch out, extending his talents into the 
world of cinema. His abilities as a scriptwriter and 
director were immediately recognized with his first 
feature film, Le Confessionnal, which was invited to 
open the Director’s Fortnight at the Cannes Film 
Festival in 1995. He later went on to direct Le 
Polygraphe (1996), Nô (1998) and his first English 
feature-film, Possible Worlds (2000).

La Caserne Dalhousie, a multi-disciplinary 
production center, opened in June of 1997 under 
Lepage’s watchful eye. In their new workspace, he 
and his team created Geometry of Miracles (1998), 
Zulu Time (1999), The Far Side of the Moon (2000), 
La Casa Azul (2001) and his latest solo piece, The 
Andersen Project (2005). The many prizes won by  
The Far Side of the Moon include four trophies at 
le Gala des Masques, a Time Out Award and the 
prestigious Evening Standard Award.

His growing reputation elicited offers from 
many different fields, thus allowing him to broaden 
his artistic experience. Presenting the double-bill 
Bluebeard’s Castle and Erwartung at the Canadian 
Opera Company, Lepage proved to be as gifted in 
opera as he was in theater. He repeated this feat 
in 1999 by presenting The Damnation of Faust in 
Japan; the production went on to play in Paris in 
2001. In addition he conceived and directed for 
the stage Peter Gabriel’s Secret World Tour in 1993, 
which was hailed by critics worldwide. He later 

ABOUT THE ARTISTS

took on the role of artistic director of Métissages 
(2000), an exhibition at Le Musée de la Civilisation 
du Québec. Later, he teamed up again with Gabriel 
to stage his 2002 tour, Growing Up Live.

Robert Lepage’s work has been recognized and 
honoured numerous times. The most recent prizes 
include the medal of l’Ordre National du Québec, 
awarded in 1999. In September 2000 he was the 
recipient of the SORIQ Award, acknowledging 
his dynamic and varied international career. In 
October 2001 he was honored to become a World 
Leader at the Harbourfront Centre, recognizing 
once more the extent of his worldwide success. 
In March 2002 the French embassy invited him 
to join the Legion of Honor. In April 2002 the 
Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce named 
him Grand Québécois. In November 2002 he 
was recipient of the Herbert Whittaker Drama 
Bench Award for his outstanding contribution to 
Canadian theater. In November 2003 he received 
the Prix Denise-Pelletier, the most prestigious 
award attributed by the government of Québec in 
the field of stage arts.

He oversaw the world tour of La Casa Azul, 
a biographical play about Mexican painter Frida 
Kahlo. He and a new cast also revived the cult-
classic Dragon’s Trilogy for the Festival de Théâtre 
des Amériques’ 10th Edition. The show has since 
been presented in Europe and worldwide. In 2003 
Robert Lepage directed his fifth feature film, 
adapted from his award-winning play The Far Side 
of the Moon.

The Busker’s Opera was presented at the 
Montreal High Lights Festival in February 2004. 
For the second time, Robert Lepage worked with 
the robotics specialist Louis-Philippe Demers. The 
resulting Jaquemart (jackdow), directed by Robert 
Lepage, was a special commission for the Lille 2004 
- European Capital of Culture jaquemart program.  
In September 2004, La Celestina was presented at 
Barcelona, starting its European tour.

He collaborated with Cirque du Soleil, which 
called on his talent to create a permanent Las 
Vegas show named KÀ at the MGM Grand Hotel. 
Along with Maestro Lorin Maazel, he worked on 
an opera based on George Orwell’s novel, 1984. 
He is also performing his one-man show based 
on Hans Christian Andersen’s life and numerous 
other projects. 
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ABOUT THE ARTISTS

Frédérike Bédard. After graduating from the 
National Theatre School of Canada in 1980, 
Frédérike Bédard also studied classical singing 
and the harpsichord at Quebec City’s Music 
Conservatory. She works as an actor, singer and 
musician, both on stage and television.

Martin Bélanger. Multi-instrumentalist and music 
lover Martin Bélanger loves to use his guitars, 
banjos, double bass and other “stringamajigs” to 
cross every possible musical line. He has been 
working regularly on theater productions, both 
as a composer and musician, and often side- by-
side with Frédéric Lebrasseur (the other half of the 
Ranch-O-Banjo duet).

Julie Fainer. A Montreal artist with a wide range 
of interests, Julie Fainer (aka DJ Killa Jewel) first 
studied classical music and then began working as 
a hip hop DJ in various locations in Canada and 
the United States. She has a particular interest in 
merging hip hop and theater. 

Claire Gignac. Contralto, flutist, composer and 
musical director Claire Gignac is the cofounder 
and artistic director of the New Music section of 

the Compagnie musicale La Nef. Over the last 25 
years she has touched everything from ancient to 
contemporary music.

Frédéric Lebrasseur. This natural improviser and 
self-taught musician plays with a whole number 
of musical groups (including Les Batinses) and 
regularly works with puppet theater companies. 
He also composes film soundtracks and directs 
animation and fiction shorts produced by the 
National Film Board.

Véronika Makdissi-Warren. After studying the 
violin at Quebec City’s Music Conservatory and 
graduating from the city’s Theatre Conservatory, 
Véronika Makdissi-Warren began working as an 
actor in 1996, collaborating on several new works 
created by local theater companies. She plays the 
part of Jeanne in the restaging of The Dragons’ 
Trilogy, which was shown in Quebec and abroad.

Kevin McCoy. Since 1985 Kevin McCoy has 
been very active as an actor, author and director, 
first in the United States (particularly in Chicago) 
and then in Quebec City and Montreal. His 
first collaboration on a collective project by Ex 
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From left to right: Frédéric Lebrasseur, Frédérike Bédard, Claire Gignac, Marco Poulin, Julie Fainer, Véronika Makdissi-Warren in 
“Macheath’s Last Supper” from The Buskerôs Opera.
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Technical director, Patrick Durnin
Lighting manager, Laurent Routhier
Sound manager, Frédéric Auger
Video manager, Francis Leclerc
Costumes and properties manager, Sylvie Courbron
Head stagehand, Frédéric Labelle
Stagehand, Simon Laplante

Produced by Ex Machina 
In coproduction with Cankarjev Dom, Ljubljana; 
Change Performing Arts, Milan; Festival Montréal 
en Lumière; La Filature, Scène Nationale de 
Mulhouse; Maison des Arts, Créteil; Melbourne 
International Arts Festival, Melbourne; UC 
Davis Mondavi Center; spielzeiteuropa I Berliner 
Festspiele, Berlin; Théâtre Royal de la Monnaie, 
Bruxelles
Associate producer, The Americas, Asia (except     
     Japan), Menno Plukker
Associate producer, Europe/Japan, 
     Richard Castelli
Associate producer, United Kingdom,
     Michael Morris

Producer for Ex Machina, Michel Bernatchez
Guest artist, Lucie the dog
Acknowledgements, 
     Doctor John Christopher Pepusch

Ex Machina is funded by the Canada Council for 
the Arts, The Canadian Department of Foreign 
Affairs and International Trade, Quebec’s Arts and 
Literature Council, Quebec’s Ministry of Culture 
and Communication and the City of Quebec.
http://www.exmachina.qc.ca
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Company Credits

Assistant to the director and stage manager, 
     Félix Dagenais
Assistant set designers, Marco Poulin, 
     Véronique Dumont, Paul Bourque
Assistant lighting designer, Laurent Routhier
Costume designer, Yasmina Giguère
Assistant costume designer, Isabel Poulin
Seamstresses, Janie Gagnon, Louise Guay, 
     Sophie Royer
Wigs, Rachel Tremblay
Technical designer, Tobie Horswill
Properties, Sylvie Courbron
Projection design, Jacques Collin
Image design, Lionel Arnould
Set building,  Astuce, Conception Visuelle, 
     Jean-Marc Cyr
Choreography consultant, 
     Denise Biggi (Les Sortilèges)
English coaching, Cynthia Gates
Robert Lepage’s agent, Lynda Beaulieu
Production manager, Louise Roussel
Production assistant, Marie-Pierre Gagné
Tour manager, Michel Bernatchez

Machina, Geometry of Miracles, allowed him to 
tour several continents.

Steve Normandin. A self-taught accordionist and 
pianist, Steve Normandin won the public’s award 
and the stage performance award at Petite-Vallée’s 
2001 Festival en chanson. His encyclopedic 
knowledge of French songwriting of all times 
and styles has brought him to perform in many 
different parts of the French-speaking world.

Marco Poulin. Since 1978 actor and self-taught 
musician Marco Poulin has worked with most of 
Quebec City’s theater companies. He has been 
part of several Ex Machina productions, including 
Tempest, Geometry of Miracles, Zulu Time and The 
Far Side of the Moon.

Jean René. After a long period of time working 
in Italy, and after returning to school to study 
composition and conducting, Jean René became, 
from 1991 to 2002, the associate solo violist 
with the Montreal Metropolitan Orchestra. He 
works with various chamber music ensembles 
and is particularly interested in written and 
improvisational new music.
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