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SYNOPSIS 

 
Act One:  Pontevedrian Embassy 
 A party is in progress to mark the birthday of the ruling prince of the 
Balkan state. Vicomte Cascada, an aristocratic French guest, proposes a vote of 
thanks and a toast to which the envoy, Baron Mirko Zeta, replies. The Baron is 
delighted to see his young wife, Valencienne, acting the perfect hostess to 
another French aristocrat Camille de Rosillon, never suspecting that Camille is 
expressing his love for her. Valencienne seeks to rebuff Camille with the 
assurance that she is a respectable wife.  
 Njegus announces the arrival of the young Pontevedrian widow, Hanna 
Glawari, whose ex-banker husband has just left her a considerable fortune. The 
baron is determined that her millions shall not be lost to the impoverished 
Pontevedrian nation by her remarrying. All the French noblemen swoon over 
her as she sweeps in glamorously. Hanna responds to the Baron’s welcome by 
inviting everyone to a Pontevedrian party at her home the following day. 
Meanwhile Zeta sees the savior of the Glawari millions in an eligible bachelor 
named Danilo, whom Njegus has tracked down at his favorite nightspot, 
Maxim’s. Danilo arrives protesting that he does enough for the Fatherland by 
day without having to give up his nocturnal pleasures with the girls.  
 It transpires that Hanna and Danilo are former lovers, but he swears that 
he will never now utter the words “I love you,” since it will class him with all 
the other men after her money. When Baron Zeta catches up with Danilo and 
explains his plan for Danilo to marry Hanna and save her millions for the state, 
Danilo recoils. “Never!” he exclaims.  
 In the ballroom a ladies’ choice is announced, and the men clamor to be 
Hanna’s chosen partner. Danilo seeks to get them away by arriving with a bevy 
of girls. However, the pressure on Hanna is complicated further when 
Valencienne promotes the charms of Camille. Hanna seeks to resolve her 
problem by choosing the one man who ignores her, namely Danilo. Perversely 
he declines, adding that if the dance belongs to him, he will offer it for ten 
thousand francs for charity. The other men immediately lose interest, leaving 
Hanna and Danilo to sweep into the dance together.    
 
Act Two:  Garden of Hanna Glawari’s Palace 
 At her party the following day Hanna is an attentive hostess. To entertain 
her guests, a company of singers and dancers in Pontevedrian costume perform 
the national dance, a kolo. Then Hanna tells a national folk tale of a maid of the 



woods and a huntsman’s unrequited love. Njegus reports that Camille is known 
to be in love with a married woman. Hanna meanwhile accuses Danilo of 
avoiding her, but he explains that he is merely reconnoitering like the true 
former cavalry officer he is. Cascada and St. Brioche continue to clamor after 
Hanna, and Danilo mischievously stirs things up. With Zeta, they join in an 
animated discussion on how to handle women.  
 Camille is still reluctant to take “no” for an answer from Valencienne, and 
she consents to give him her fan as a souvenir, on which she writes the words “I 
am a respectable wife”. She tells him to be sensible. He merely reiterates the 
passion that blossoms in his heart like a rosebud in May and persuades 
Valencienne to join him in the pavilion. The two are spotted by Njegus and, 
when Baron Zeta approaches the pavilion, he hurriedly reports that it is already 
occupied by Camille and a lady. Anxious to discover the lady’s identity, the 
Baron resorts to looking through the keyhole. To his horror he spies his wife, 
but in the ensuing confusion Njegus manages to enter the pavilion by a 
backdoor and substitute Hanna for Valencienne. Camille and Hanna step out, 
asking what all the fuss is about. Zeta is persuaded that he was mistaken over 
the identity of the lady, and Camille repeats his passionate declaration of love – 
this time to Hanna.  
 Hanna seeks to explain events by announcing her engagement to Camille, 
and Danilo cannot disguise his disgust. Hanna provokes him by vowing to live 
in the liveliest Parisian style. Furious, Danilo tells a parable about a prince who 
kept silent about his love for a princess, only for her to repay him by giving her 
hand to another. Then he turns on him heel and storms off to the place where 
he really feels at home – Maxim’s. Hanna is now sure that he loves her.  
 
Act Three:  Interior of Hanna Glawari’s Palace 
 For Danilo’s benefit the inside of Hanna’s residence has been decked out 
like Maxim’s. Valencienne appears and performs a can-can with Lolo, Dodo, 
Jou-Jou, Frou-Frou, Clo-Clo, and Margot, the grisettes from Maxim’s. Danilo 
seeks to forbid Hanna to marry Camille and is relieved when she tells him that 
she never did have a rendezvous with Camille in the pavilion. Now they can no 
longer disguise their love for each other. To the Baron’s consternation, 
Valencienne’s fan is found in the pavilion, but she pacifies her husband by 
pointing to the words “I am a respectable wife” written on it. Everyone reflects 
afresh on the difficulty of understanding women.  
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