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Act I
In the Marsovian Embassy in Paris, a great ball is being held in honor 

of the Grand Duke’s birthday. Valencienne, the beautiful wife of Baron Zeta, 
the elderly ambassador, is flirting with a young American officer, Camille de 
Rosillon, but her husband at the moment has a more serious problem. How 
can he save his country from impending bankruptcy? Hanna Glawari, the 
widow of a Marsovian banker, who has left her 50 billion, has just arrived in 
Paris. If she marries a Frenchman, her millions will be lost to the Fatherland. 
The ambassador is determined that Hanna, the Merry Widow, shall marry a  
Marsovian husband, and has selected the first secretary of the embassy, Count 
Danilo Danilovitvisch, as the ideal bridegroom.

But the ambassador is worried. Danilo has not yet appeared at the party. 
Hanna Glawari arrives, escorted by a galaxy of hopefuls. The Merry Widow 
sweeps in and reflects that she might be loved for her millions rather than for 
herself. 

Hanna appears and greets Danilo. The two meet -- again. Years ago Danilo 
had wanted to marry Hanna, but she was the daughter of a small farmer, and 
his aristocratic family would not consent; thus Hanna married the rich banker, 
Glawari. She reminds him of their old affair, but Danilo tells her that for all 
her money he will never say, “I love you”. When ladies’ choice is announced, 
all the men hope to dance with the widow, but she chooses Danilo.
Act II

The following evening, Hanna gives a real Marsovian garden party at 
her house. She sings the famous “Vilia,” about an alluring forest sprite. After 
various complications, including the misappropriation of Valencienne’s fan 
on which Camille has written “I love you,” Hanna announces her engagement 
to Camille. Danilo, unable to disguise his grief, storms off to Maxim’s, and 
Hanna realizes at last that he still loves her.
Act III

Everyone meets at Maxim’s, where the grisettes perform their famous 
can-can. Nietsch sings of his Marsovian roots, encumbered. By now, the 
ambassador, convinced that his wife is having an affair with Camille, decides 
to divorce her, and in the name of the Fatherland ask for Hanna’s hand. She 
tells him that unfortunately, by the will of her late husband, she loses all her 
money if she remarries. Danilo interrupts her: if she loses everything, he can 
now declare his love. And she, triumphant, explains to him that when she 
loses the money, it becomes the sole property of her husband. All rejoice! 
 
 - San Francisco Opera



production noteS

 
To the audience in Vienna, Franz Lehár’s The Merry Widow (1905) was 

much the same as a revue would be to theatergoers in New York City of the 
1920s, or a musical comedy in the 1930s, or even a romantic comedy to 
today’s film audiences. Operetta, like all these other entertainments, depended 
on popular styles of music and dance, dealt with contemporary society and 
politics, featured no shortage of feminine pulchritude, and occasionally opened 
new fronts in the battle of the sexes. Following Henri Meilhac’s L’attaché 
d’ambassade (1861), librettists Victor Léon and Leo Stein set the stage for 
the escapades of Hanna Glawari in the glittering atmosphere of Paris’s belle 
époque, full of intoxicating distractions from the ominous political undertow. 
In the original production, the widow and several members of her coterie hail 
from Pontevedro, a stage name for Montenegro, one of the Balkan territories 
that would shortly tear Austria-Hungary apart and send all of Europe spiraling 
headlong into World War I. This production uses a later translated libretto, 
which names the country “Marsovia” instead, a decision that may also have 
been politically motivated.
 

Lehár takes his cue from the Parisian setting, vaulting from the waltz to 
the cancan and sampling a bit of everything in between. For local color, and 
a political reminder, there is the Balkan kolo danced at Hanna’s party in Act 
II, complete in the original staging with traditional costume. You will still 
hear the distinctive rhythms in the orchestra. The folk-tale aria that follows, 
Hanna’s “Vilja,” recounts the story of a maiden and a huntsman—a sly twist 
given that this maiden is herself a hunter. She executes her seduction in the 
most modern fashion, feigning interest here and there, and in the Act III finale, 
converting her palais into a cabaret for the benefit of the object of her hunt, 
Count Danilovitsch. Although the men protest that “the study of women is 
difficult!” the lesson is actually quite simple: what the woman wants, the 
woman gets. This production revives the spirit of the revue, another theatrical 
format in which women commanded the stage. Like Ziegfeld’s Follies, which 
often took inspiration for song and dance numbers straight from the headlines 
of the 1920s, this Merry Widow revels in contemporary style and movement 
rather than seeking to contain or control—as if she would let us anyway. 
 
 - Dr. Katherine Baber
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