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La Veuve Joyeuse (The Merry Widow)  
By Franz Lehár 

Tuesday, December 5, 2006 

May 29, June 3, 5, 7, 9, and 12, 2004 / Salle Wilfrid-Pelletier, Place des Arts 

Montreal, Monday, May 3, 2004 – The Opéra de 

Montréal’s season comes to a close with an intoxicating 

whirl that’s as sparkling as champagne in Franz Lehár’s 

irresistible Viennese operetta The Merry Widow 

(presented in its French version, La Veuve joyeuse). A 

flurry of amorous misunderstandings that’s enough to 

make one lose one’s head, featuring an almost entirely 

Canadian cast of wonderful lyric artists! In the lead roles, 

soprano Frédérique Vézina singing Missia Palmieri, and 

tenor John Tessier who portrays French officer Camille de 

Coutançon, are both making their company debuts. 

Soprano Nathalie Paulin, a magnificent Mélisande at the 

company in 2001, sings the role of Nadia, wife of Baron 

Popoff, the Marsovian ambassador in Paris, a spoken role 

played by Normand Lévesque. Baritone Jean-François 

Lapointe appears as Prince Danilo, a role he also 

performed at the company in the 1991 production. The Orchestre Métropolitain du Grand Montréal and 

34 members of the Chœur de l’Opéra de Montréal will be led by Bernard Labadie. Choreography for ten 

danseurs and the seven “grisettes” is by Jean Léger; stage direction is by Jacques Leblanc. 

A waltz for the millions… 

The story takes place at the beginning of the 20th century in the palace of the Parisian delegation of the 

small principality of Marsovia. Set at the time of the inevitable decline of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 

the story depicts an engagingly provocative era, peppered with high society parties and amorous goings-

on amongst beautiful, frivolous women and gallant fortune-hunters. The embassy attaché Danilo, a 

seductive diplomat with loose morals, loves Missia, an elegant commoner. He wants to marry her but 

his family is against the idea, threatening to disinherit him. To console himself, he leads a life of  
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pleasure, while Missia, out of spite, marries Palmieri, the principality’s old and extremely rich banker 

who has the good sense to die a short time later, leaving his millions to his widow… 

Franz Lehár’s operetta sets the stage for the remarkable adventure of Missia Palmieri, the merry widow, 

whose fortune sits safely in the coffers of the principality of Marsovia (a reference to Warsaw). She is 

the target of all manner of young suitors, such as Camille and Danilo, eager to get their hands on a huge 

dowry. But the ambassador Baron Popoff and his wife Nadia, are also keeping watch, for fear of being 

ruined: Missia Palmieri must marry a Marsovian in order to ensure that her money remains in the 

principality, thereby saving Marsovia from insolvency. However, Missia wants to be sure that she is 

coveted for love rather than for her riches… From the palace of the Marsovian embassy to Missia’s 

garden to the famous Chez Maxim’s in Paris, the plot is in turn adorned with exquisite songs and 

Viennese waltzes. And after many about-turns, jealous squabbling, diplomatic plotting, and an array of 

pretence, Missia once again finds her past love and gives her heart… along with her millions… to Danilo! 

Exquisite operetta! 

A whirlwind of Viennese waltzes, new rhythms and dances tinged with Slavic folklore, “Belle Époque”-

era languor… and hours of exquisite music that to enchant all audiences! 

The Merry Widow is the most sensual of operettas, as the heroine sings “Heure exquise qui nous grise…” 

Franz Lehár’s refrains are familiar to all and make this score one of the greatest successes in the history 

of Viennese operetta. In the scene taking place at Chez Maxim’s in the third act, Lehár gave a nod to 

Jacques Offenbach – the first to sprinkle his operettas with waltzes – by in turn integrating this dance in 

three-four time that captivated both nobility and commoners alike. It is no surprise, for that matter, that 

this is the operetta most often performed on all of the world’s great opera stages. 

The great melodist Franz Lehár carried on Puccini’s, Debussy’s and Richard Strauss’s harmonic and 

instrumental innovations, which were unfamiliar to the Viennese public, all the while respecting the 

traditional model of operetta established by, among others, Franz von Suppé and Johan Strauss. 

Reconciling music and vaudeville, dream and parody, The Merry Widow brought unprecedented glory to 

Franz Léhar. Audiences made a triumph of this masterpiece which was performed more than 18,000 

times in Europe before its Parisian premiere, four years after its first performance in Vienna. Soon 

approaching its 100th anniversary, The Merry Widow is a major Viennese operetta that today is 

unanimously appreciated by fans of the genre. 
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The Merry Widow (Die lustige Witwe) 

operetta in three acts by Franz Lehár (1870-1948). 

Libretto by Victor Léon and Leo Stein 

after Henri Meilhac’s comedy L’Attaché d’ambassade (1861); 

French adaptation by Gaston de Caillavet and Robert de Flers. 

Premiere at the Theater an der Wien, Vienna, December 30, 1905. 

First performance in France at the Théâtre Apollo, Paris, April 28, 1909. 

In French with English and French supertitles. 

Last production at the Opéra de Montréal in May-June 1991. 

 


