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Farsa comica
in one act
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La scala di seta SYNOPSISSYNOPSIS

THE SETTING IS A VILLA NEAR PARIS

A
young woman, Giulia, lives with her guardian, 

Dormont. Dormont would like her to marry 

Blansac, unaware that she has secretly married 

her true love, Dorvil. Every night, she rolls a silk ladder 

out of her window for Dorvil to climb into her rooms. 

It is late afternoon, and Giulia is exasperatedly trying to 

usher the family’s servant, Germano, out of her rooms so 

that Dorvil can make his exit unseen. Blansac is to arrive 

at the house at any moment. Giulia has hatched a plan 

to encourage Blansac, who is a bit of a Lothario, to fall 

for her cousin Lucilla, who is already in love with him.  

When Blansac arrives, he and Giulia have an intimate 

conversation, observed by both Dorvil and Germano (the 

servant), both of whom are eavesdropping. Both men 

come away believing that Giulia has romantic feelings 

for Blansac, when in fact she is laying the groundwork 

for her cousin Lucilla. The plan works: when Blansac 

meets Lucilla, he is smitten. That night, when Giulia puts 

out the silk ladder Dorvil arrives, still upset, followed by 

Blansac, who believes he has been summoned by Giulia. 
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The love-struck Lucilla and meddling Germano are both 

hiding nearby, trying to understand what is going on. 

Finally Dormont, awakened by the commotion, arrives. 

It is left to him to sort things out. After all is explained, 

he blesses Giulia’s marriage to Dorvil, and, as a bonus, 

consents to Lucilla and Blansac’s union. In the end, 

everyone is happy.
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Gioachino Rossini

Marina Harss  is a writer, journalist, and critic based in New York City 

and Sarasota writing on all aspects of dance and the arts. Her articles have 

appeared in The New York Times, The New Yorker, The Guardian and 

other publications.

W o r l d  P r e m i e r e :W o r l d  P r e m i e r e : TEATRO SAN MOISÉ, VENICE, MAY 9, 1812
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Rossini’s most recognized musical signpost, the Rossini 

crescendo is a case in point. In music, a crescendo 

(from the Italian crescere, “to grow” or “to increase) 

typically describes an increase in volume. In the case of 

the Rossini crescendo, every available musical element 

(rhythm, instrumentation, harmonic and melodic activity, 

etc.) is increased to create an almost hysterical sense of 

heightened intensity. This compositional device is present 

in some form or another in all of Rossini’s operas, but in 

La scala di seta it is wholly present right from the start, 

in the overture. In addition to demonstrating Rossini’s 

creative maturity, the autograph manuscript of La scala 

di seta also gives us an interesting insight into the playful 

nature of Rossini’s personality. In the introduction to the 

tenor aria, Rossini writes a piacere del Sig.re Monaelli (“As 

Mr. Monaelli pleases”) which serves as both a musical 

invitation to the tenor (Ra�aelle Monelli) to improvise, 

and a play on the tenor’s name (“mona” signifying both 

“idiot” and a more vulgar term in Venetian slang). When 

the clarinet introduces the main melody of the tenor aria, 

instead of simply writing dolce (sweetly), Rossini implores 

his clarinetist to play dolce per le cinque piaghe di Cristo

(sweetly, by the five wounds of Christ!)

Perhaps Rossini’s most apt quip comes at the end of 

the famous overture (a piece that has remained a staple 

of the symphonic repertoire, almost since its inception), 

where he writes Accidenti (“Damn!”). This sentiment, 

which the audience inevitably shares, is a wonderful 

moment of self-awareness that the piece is very good 

indeed.

W
hen Rossini’s one act farce La scala di seta

(“The Silken Ladder”) premiered at Venice’s 

Teatro San Moisé on May 9, 1812, he already 

had five operas under his belt. Besides the farces he 

wrote for Venice, the twenty-year-old composer had 

written works for Ferrara and Bologna, and before the 

end of 1812 he would make important debuts in Milan 

and Rome.

Based on François-Antoine-Eugène de Planard‘s 

French text for the “opéra-comique” L’Échelle de soie

(which text librettist Giuseppe Foppa sometimes 

translated word-for-word into Italian), the opera relies 

on stock comic plot devices like dramatic irony, mix-ups, 

characters hiding and spying, etc. What distinguishes La 

scala di seta from his previous e�orts, however, is that 

it is the first Rossini opera where we possess an entire 

autograph in the composer’s own hand.

At first glance, this may seem an unimportant 

distinction, but it is hard to stress just how much tinkering 

scholars, and even composers themselves, sometimes 

do to make earlier works seem more advanced than 

they are. Charles Ives reworked many of his youthful 

compositions later in life to make them more avant-garde, 

and Mozart’s first compositions were in fact written down 

by his father, who may or may not have done the bulk of 

the creative heavy lifting. In Rossini’s case, his first five 

operas sound to our ears very much like Rossini in all the 

ways we know and love him, but these works rely almost 

entirely on copies (and sometimes copies of copies) of 

manuscripts whose origins we do not know.

Thus, we do not know if some of his musical 

signatures were retroactively inserted into his music 

by well-meaning copyists, or if the musical creations 

sprung forth, fully formed and mature from Rossini’s pen. 

Anthony Barrese  is a freelance composer and conductor. He has led 

several productions with Sarasota Opera and with Opera Southwest where 

he is Artistic Director and Principal Conductor.
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Tosca, 2015 Sarasota Opera production. Photo by Rod Millington 



LA SCALA DI SETA 23

Sarasota Orchestra FALL 2021) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) )
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Daniel Jordan, concertmaster

Christopher Takeda, associate concertmaster

Jennifer Best Takeda, assistant concertmaster

Samantha Bennett, principal second

Meghan Jones, assistant principal second

Felicia Brunelle

Léna Cambis

Anne Chandra

Carlann Evans

Chung-Yon Hong

Mia Laity

Margot Zarzycka

VIOLA
Rachel Halvorson, principal 

Matthew Pegis, assistant principal

Nathan Frantz

Daniel Urbanowicz

CELLO
Natalie Helm, principal

Christopher Schnell, assistant principal

Isabelle Besançon

Cheeko Matsusaka

DOUBLE BASS
John Miller, principal

John Price, assistant principal

FLUTE
Betsy Hudson Traba, principal

Carmen Bannon

OBOE 
Jonathan Gentry, principal 
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CLARINET 
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LIBRARY
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The Musicians of the Sarasota Orchestra 
are proudly represented by the American 
Federation of Musicians, Gulf Coast Local 
427-721.   




