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Italy, towards the end of World War II. The dust has
not yet settled over Europe: there are corpses still unburied. Here and
there, fanatics unwilling to surrender their dreams still resist crazily,
preferring the chance bullet to the deliberate. For Giuseppe Gargaglia,
the Undersecretary of the Interior, it is too late for speculations of this
nature. He had his chance, and he missed it. Captured ignominiously in
the clothes of an old woman, he now sits in a cell with nothing but his
thoughts for company. To make matters worse, his jailers are Italian,
therefore compassionate. They make endless little gestures hoping that
he would feel at home. One of them, Arnaldo, even asks him for his au-
tograph. Twenty-four hours after his arrest, Gargaglia receives two of-
fers. The first comes from Quattrospille, the local leader of the parti-
sans, and Gargaglia dismisses it without hesitation. However, he is not
in a position to refuse the second offer made by Guido Manasse, a bril-
liant Jewish forensic orator and lawyer, but it shakes him to his soul. Sir
Peter Ustinov’s finely drawn characters are vividly brought to life in
this dramatic adaptation of his short story. Ustinov’s compassionate in-
sight into human behaviour observes emotions ranging from childish
spite to soul-crushing vengeance in the struggle to cope with the after-
math of war.
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*** NO TICE ***

The am a teur and stock act ing rights to this work are con trolled ex clu -
sively by THE DRA MATIC PUB LISHING COM PANY with out whose
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“Life is of ten more bru tal than death, for it is rich in time,
death rich only in si lence.”

— Sir Pe ter Ustinov
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IM POR TANT BILLING AND CREDIT RE QUIRE MENTS

All pro duc ers of THE SILKEN DAGGER must give credit to Sir Pe ter
Ustinov as au thor of the story and Jill Pem ber ton as au thor of the play in
all pro grams dis trib uted in con nec tion with per for mances of the play and
in all in stances in which the ti tle of the play ap pears for pur poses of ad -
ver tis ing, pub li ciz ing or oth er wise ex ploit ing the play and/or a pro duc -
tion. The names of Sir Pe ter Ustinov and Jill Pem ber ton must also ap pear 
on sep a rate lines, on which no other name ap pears, im me di ately fol low -
ing the ti tle, and must ap pear in size of type not less than fifty per cent
(50%) the size of the ti tle type. Bio graph i cal in for ma tion on the au thors if 
in cluded in the playbook, may be used in all pro grams. In all pro grams
this no tice must ap pear:

“Pro duced by spe cial ar range ment with
“THE DRA MATIC PUB LISHING COM PANY of Woodstock, Il li nois”
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DI REC TOR’S NOTES

LIGHTING
The cell should have a shabby, ne glected feel. Dimly lit
cor ners could achieve this ef fect, with clear but slightly
sub dued light ing fo cused on the ac tors.

THE SET
There is no scene change.

AC TION
GARGAGLIA re mains stage right through out the per for -
mance, ex cept for the oc ca sions when he is pac ing the
cell. The other char ac ters work op po site him, stage left.
At cer tain times in the ac tion, GARGAGLIA thinks
aloud for the ben e fit of the au di ence. The char ac ters on
stage are not aware of his thoughts. I sug gest that the
char ac ters “freeze” mo men tarily at these points.

QUATTROSPILLE’s fi nal exit
QUATTROSPILLE and GARGAGLIA look up at the
barred win dow on sep a rate oc ca sions, and the au di ence
needs to see the char ac ters’ ex pres sions. This could be
achieved by plac ing an imag i nary cell win dow on the
“fourth wall” of the set, and sug gest ing its pres ence by
light ing on the floor. Al ter na tively, the win dow could be 
placed high up on the back wall, stage right. It is more
im por tant for GARGAGLIA’s fear to be seen—QUAT -
TROSPILLE’s vin dic tive ness is ex pressed in his voice
as well as on his face.
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THE SILKEN DAGGER

A Play in One Act
For 4 Men

CHAR AC TERS

ARNALDO: Jailer. Fair-haired, pug-nosed youth. Po lite,
def er en tial, com pletely un moved by the fact that his
pris oner could once dis pense death at the stroke of a
pen.

GIUSEPPE GARGAGLIA: Under sec re tary of the In te rior
There is no def i nite de scrip tion of this char ac ter’s ap -
pear ance, apart from him be ing bald. He was ruth less
and un feel ing at the height of his power. He is a great
or a tor. He would never con sider the or ders he gave as
be ing cruel. He did not even think about the ef fect they
had on peo ple’s lives. His pres ent sit u a tion has left him
con fused and un easy. He cov ers these feel ings with blus -
ter ing, shout ing and an ger. If he is ex e cuted, he wants to 
be re mem bered as a pow er ful man, and also a brave one.

QUATTROSPILLE: Lo cal com mander of the par ti sans. A
chain-smok ing in tel lec tual with a per pet ual frown and
eyes that seem to be look ing into the dis tance. He is ex -
tremely ca sual, slow mov ing, slow talk ing. He an noys
Gargaglia. Quattrospille knows the po si tion of power has 
re versed and he has ab so lutely no fear of his pris oner.
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GUIDO MANASSE: One of It aly’s great fo ren sic or a tors
and law yers. It is es sen tial for the au di ence to know im -
me di ately that this char ac ter is Jew ish. He is fairly tall,
looks as though he should have been plump, but he is
thin and white. His neck is smaller than his col lar, his
skin hangs in folds un der his jaw. His ges tures are stiff,
pain ful. His two rows of teeth can not de cide which
should go in front of the other. He wears glasses that
make his eyes seem to part com pany and gaze in dif fer -
ent di rec tions, or make him ap pear to have two pairs of
tiny eyes. He is so berly dressed, clasp ing a hard-
brimmed hat and lean ing on an eb ony stick.

8
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THE SILKEN DAGGER

SETTING: A dimly lit, dusty prison cell, cell door stage
left. A box and stool cen tre stage, box left, stool right.
The cell con tains a small, barred win dow high up on the 
back wall. Al ter na tively, an imag i nary win dow could be
placed on the “fourth wall” of the set, its pres ence sug -
gested by barred light ing on the floor. Ad di tional light -
ing fo cuses mainly on the ac tors.

AT RISE: GARGAGLIA is sit ting on the stool star ing in -
cred u lously at his jailer, ARNALDO. ARNALDO is
stand ing just in front of the cell door, of fer ing GAR -
GAGLIA a pen.

GARGAGLIA. My au to graph?
ARNALDO (shrug ging). Eh, you never know which way

his tory will turn. Some day I may be able to give my son 
your sig na ture and say that it was ded i cated to him by
Eccelenza Gargaglia, the Under sec re tary of the In te rior
dur ing the last days of the Fas cist era.

GARGAGLIA (smil ing grimly). All right. Give me a pen
and pa per.

ARNALDO (grin ning). I have some thing more suit able
than pa per. (He takes a soiled news pa per clip ping from
his top pocket.) See, there you are at the front of the bal -

9
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cony, be side the Duce. Look how he lis tens to your ev -
ery word. What a man you were! Your clenched fist
high in the air, your face, so de ter mined, so sure, so
fright en ing—so dif fer ent from now…

GARGAGLIA. For God’s sake! Where did you get that?
ARNALDO. There are plenty of old mag a zines knock ing

around.
GARGAGLIA (qui etly). Are you a Fas cist?
ARNALDO. No. Never have been. Nat u rally, we had to

pre tend.
GARGAGLIA (writ ing his name with a flour ish). What’s

the boy’s name?
ARNALDO. Benito.
GARGAGLIA. Af ter the Duce?
ARNALDO. Af ter his mother’s fa ther—a mar tyr to the

cause.
GARGAGLIA. The cause?
ARNALDO. We are Com mu nists.
GARGAGLIA. If you hold con vic tions of that na ture, why

the hell did you ask for my au to graph?
ARNALDO (pleas antly). Oh, as I said, you never know.

Very few men can con trol his tory even for a lit tle while. 
I may be a Com mu nist, but I’m cer tainly not one of
them. I’ve no tal ent; that’s why I’m a jailer and not an
of fi cer, a man to make de ci sions, even small ones. But
my son likes au to graphs. He’s got sev eral film stars al -
ready and one or two ce leb ri ties in other walks of life.
Now, I love my son. He’s young, but through no fault of 
mine he has n’t seen much of his youth yet. If he wants
au to graphs, the least I can do is to get them for him, and 

10

THE SILKEN DAGGER

© The Dramatic Publishing Company, Woodstock, Illinois



they’re cheaper than toys. I mean, I don’t ap prove of
Hit ler, but if there was a chance to get his au to graph, I’d 
leap at it, you un der stand. I don’t know what they’ll say
about you in years to come. You may be con sid ered a
trai tor or a man who did It aly a lot of good or else just
for got ten. There’s no tell ing with his tory. So I thought to 
my self, better be on the safe side, for Benito’s sake.
That’s why I asked you for your au to graph.

GARGAGLIA (wea rily). It’s log i cal.

(There is a brief pause while ARNALDO folds the au to -
graphed clip ping care fully and puts it away in his
pocket.)

ARNALDO. A cup of wa ter?

(GARGAGLIA nods briefly. Exit ARNALDO.)

GARGAGLIA (de spon dently). I hope young Benito will
one day have the re spect to value my au to graph. (An -
grily, jump ing to his feet.) I should n’t be here! Ar rested
tot ter ing down the street wear ing the clothes of an old
woman! The fools could n’t be lieve it when they saw the 
enor mity of their prize. And now I am trapped in here,
wait ing for id i ots to de cide my fate. It was the same
with the doc tors when I was in hos pi tal. They stood by
my bed dis cuss ing my con di tion, inanely cheer ful, of fer -
ing me kind glances ev ery now and then, tell ing me
noth ing. I lay there, star ing at the in ter mi na ble fans re -
volv ing in the ceil ing, while the nuns glided by with
their eyes fixed firmly on Heaven! I went un der the
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knife plac ing my life in the hands of mo rons. I was
help less then, and I am help less now! At any mo ment,
one of their half-wit guards could come through that
door and tell me it is time for my ex e cu tion. What can I
do? Once again, my life is in the hands of in com pe tents. 
(Stand ing a lit tle straighter, his mood chang ing slightly.)
But why should I be afraid? Af ter all, what is death but
an op er a tion from which a man does not re cover?

(At this point in GARGAGLIA’s mono logue, the light ing
at the cell win dow should fade grad u ally to noth ing,
mak ing the stage a time less place, al low ing GAR -
GAGLIA’s thoughts to wan der.)

I must re mem ber to re fuse the hand ker chief when it is
of fered, that will make them re spect me! It will be use -
less to pro test my in no cence; a quiet res ig na tion will
give the oc ca sion dig nity. I must have the com po sure
and good man ners to lis ten to the con so la tions of the
priest, and con vince him that he is a com fort to me. It
would be in tol er a ble to let him know that his dronings
were fall ing on deaf ears! I will hold my head high and
lis ten un flinch ingly as the com mander of the fir ing
squad reads out my sen tence as pro nounced by the peo -
ple’s court. Per haps I will al low my self a slight smile;
per haps the curl of my lips will con vey my low opin ion
of the peo ple’s court. The priest will be gin to speak
faster. So many sa cred words to rush through in such a
short time. They will tie me to the post. They will of fer
me the hand ker chief. “NO!” I will say in a loud clear
voice. (He pauses, think ing.) Per haps on sec ond thoughts 
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it would be better to say noth ing, just shake my head.
So, they will tie me to the post. They will of fer me the
hand ker chief. I will shake my head. The com mander
will take cour age from my ex am ple and stare at me for a 
mo ment in si lent ad mi ra tion. He will raise the sword.
This is it! (He closes his eyes to pic ture the scene. He
opens them sud denly.) No, no, be fore this, I must re -
mem ber to thank the priest. He will be amazed at my
pres ence of mind, and it will re in force his faith as he
sees the magic of his words at work. OK, the com -
mander will raise the sword. The front row of sol diers
will drop to their knees. I will look over their heads at
the blue Ital ian sky and re flect on this hon our. I will
close my eyes. Per haps I will hear a shout, a long way
off. The mid day sun will be warm, red be hind my eye -
lids, then red will be come black… When I have gone,
the sol diers will look at each other and mur mur, “There
was a brave man.” (He closes his eyes briefly, be fore re -
sum ing his mono logue.) Per haps when they of fer me the
hand ker chief, I could look deep into the com mander’s
eyes…

(En ter ARNALDO. The light ing at the cell win dow re -
turns im me di ately, break ing the mood in stantly.)

ARNALDO. Sorry I’ve been so long, but there’s a lot of
ex cite ment at head quar ters. They’ve caught Gen eral
Zaleschi and bank pres i dent Mora. Also Gozzi-Parella,
the ed i tor of the Fas cist youth mag a zine.

GARGAGLIA. What have they done with them?
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ARNALDO. I don’t know. Noth ing yet. Zaleschi and Mora 
were dressed as peas ants—but as men. (GARGAGALIA
flinches.) Gozzi-Parella just walked into head quar ters
and said that it’d save ev ery one a great deal of trou ble if 
he just gave him self up. There’s no doubt about it, that
fel low has guts, even if he has been cor rupt ing our
youth.

GARGAGLIA. I sup pose they’ll shoot the lot of us.
ARNALDO. Could n’t say. You’d have to ask some one

with more au thor ity. Up to yes ter day, we were shoot ing
with out so much as a trial, but they seem to be hang ing
back to day.

GARGAGLIA. What hap pened to Col o nel Gasparone?
ARNALDO. Oh, he came up be fore the tri bu nal—the peo -

ple’s court, or what ever they call it—yes ter day morn ing. 
The trial was very short; ten min utes, no more. Then
they took him out and shot him. 

GARGAGLIA. How do they per form those lit tle cer e mo -
nies?

ARNALDO (em bar rassed). Oh. Are you sure you want to
talk about it?

GARGAGLIA (snap ping). Of course!
ARNALDO. Well, they take the vic tim out, they bind his

eyes…
GARGAGLIA. There will be no need of that.
ARNALDO. Then they sit him down in a chair, tie his

hands be hind his back, and shoot him.
GARGAGLIA (in cred u lously). A chair? It is fac ing the fir -

ing squad, of course.
ARNALDO. Oh, no. The ex e cu tions I’ve seen, they al ways 

shoot them in the back.

14

THE SILKEN DAGGER

© The Dramatic Publishing Company, Woodstock, Illinois



GARGAGLIA (out raged). That’s re volt ing!
ARNALDO. You may be able to change it in your case, if

it co mes to that. I mean, there’s no harm in ask ing; they
can only say no.

GARGAGLIA (blus ter ing). No harm in ask ing? No harm
in ask ing? There is no harm in ask ing them if you can
change your guard duty! We are talk ing about end ing a
man’s life with his back to the fir ing squad! Bound up in 
a chair, for God’s sake! (He pauses, lost for words.) But, 
tell me, there will be a priest in at ten dance?

ARNALDO. Not in Col o nel Gasparone’s case. There was
no time to find one. You’ve got to re al ize, we’re not or -
ga nized like a reg u lar army. We’re just par ti sans. Our
jus tice is meted out ac cord ing to cir cum stances…

GARGAGLIA (his rage al most un con trol la ble). What cir -
cum stances? There are no cir cum stances on this earth
that should deny a man the right to die with dig nity,
with…with cour age. He should be al lowed to hold his
head high! He should be given the chance to re fuse the
hand ker chief and look his ex e cu tion ers in the eye! A
man should die in a way that com mands re spect, ad mi ra -
tion, per haps even re morse at his pass ing! Shot in the
back? Cow ards are shot in the back when they are run -
ning away! Slumped in a com mon kitchen chair, like…
like some vic tim of a bur glar? What sort of a me mo rial
is that? And no priest! No one with the in tel lect to ap -
pre ci ate the qual ity of my si lence! Your de sire for re -
venge and your black ha tred is al most blas phe mous!

ARNALDO (com pletely un moved by GARGAGLIA’s ti -
rade). I don’t think we’d re fuse you a priest if there was 
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one avail able, but if there was n’t one avail able, we’d
hardly stay the ex e cu tion un til they could find one.

GARGAGLIA (qui etly, with deep sad ness). My God, you
leave a man with noth ing.

ARNALDO. I told you we should n’t have talked about it.
It does n’t make for good con ver sa tion at the best of
times.

GARGAGLIA (shout ing fu ri ously again). Si lence! If I’m
ac corded a last wish, it will be your si lence. (Clenching
and un clench ing his fists, his face flushed with help less
rage.)

ARNALDO (softly). You have n’t drunk your wa ter. Did n’t
you want it?

(En ter QUATTROSPILLE, lo cal com mander of the par ti -
sans. He knows he is in full con trol of the sit u a tion, and
his body lan guage re flects this knowl edge. He leans ca -
su ally against the cell wall smok ing a cig a rette, watch -
ing GARGAGLIA.)

GARGAGLIA (shout ing, still very an gry). Well?
QUATTROSPILLE. Al low me to in tro duce my self. I am

Quattrospille, lo cal com mander of the par ti sans. Per haps 
you al ready have that in for ma tion? (He lights a new cig -
a rette from the stub of his old one, and waits for
GARGAGLIA to re spond. GARGAGLIA still looks fu ri -
ous, but says noth ing.) What’s the mat ter with you? You 
have no prob lems ex cept to wait.

GARGAGLIA. Wait, wait. For what?
QUATTROSPILLE (sigh ing). Ah. I wish I knew. If I had

my way, I’d have shot you on sight, im me di ately when
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we had those women’s clothes off you. It would have
saved me a head ache, and I’m sure you’d have been
much hap pier that way.

GARGAGLIA (with a gasp). Are you try ing to be amus -
ing?

QUATTROSPILLE. No. I’m say ing what I feel. Af ter all,
these are tu mul tu ous days, each one of which seems to
last a week. We are de stroy ing with one hand and try ing 
pain fully to be gin re build ing with the other. It’s tough.
The prob lems are so easy dur ing bat tle; then with the
com ing of peace, all the prob lems start again.

GARGAGLIA. Did you come in here to tell me some thing, 
or are you just whil ing away the time at the ex pense of
my nerves?

QUATTROSPILLE. Me? I’m putt ing my cards on the ta -
ble. I’m tell ing you my prob lems, the prob lems of ad -
min is tra tion, be cause you your self were once an ad min -
is tra tor and might there fore be able to grasp them.

GARGAGLIA. I al ways in sisted on plain speak ing.
QUATTROSPILLE (smil ing pleas antly, then yawn ing).

Really? Well, what could be plainer than my tell ing you
that, if I had my way, you’d have been shot on sight?

GARGAGLIA (ex as per ated). But what are you tell ing me
now? That you will have your way and I will be shot, or 
that you won’t have your way and I won’t be shot?

QUATTROSPILLE (in hal ing deeply on his cig a rette and
watch ing the smoke spread in the cell). The sit u a tion is
not yet clear.

GARGAGLIA (aside, im pa tiently). Am a teurs! When
they’re in power, noth ing will func tion—trains, elec tric
light, ju ris dic tion. Noth ing.
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QUATTROSPILLE. You see, for the first few days we
were on our own. The crim i nals we cap tured were shot,
and no ques tions asked. That en abled us to work fast
and well. Now the main body of the Allied forces has
ar rived, not just sol diers but ad min is tra tors, and not just
An glo-Amer i cans but Ital ians as well. This in ev i ta bly
com pli cated the is sue. If I shoot you now, they will want 
to know why you were not handed over to the pon der -
ous jus tice of some higher court. I could al ways say that 
you were killed while try ing to es cape, but then there’s
the risk that some id iot will tes tify the op po site and I’ll
be in the soup. (Glancing at ARNALDO and light ing an -
other cig a rette.)

GARGAGLIA. I am not in a po si tion to be in ter ested in
your prob lems. I can only be in ter ested in your de ci sion. 
I would be grate ful to know what it is.

QUATTROSPILLE (laugh ing softly, with out hu mour).
Arnaldo, please wait out side. I will call when I need
you.

(Exit ARNALDO.)

QUATTROSPILLE. You’re quite wrong. I came here to
seek your co-op er a tion, to make you an of fer, if you
will...
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