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					Born in Turin in 1958

					Notable works:	Lands of Glass (1991), novel
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			Alessandro Baricco is an Italian writer, composer, producer and director, and was born in Turin in 1958. His first novel, Land of Glass (published in Italian in 1991), received France’s Prix Médicis étranger in 1995. He published Novecento, a theatrical monologue, in 1994. Two years later, with Silk, he established himself as one of the major writers of the new generation. He currently contributes to the Italian daily newspaper La Repubblica and teaches at the Scuola Holden, a school of narrative techniques which he founded with his friends.

		


		
			Silk

			A love story shrouded in mystery

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Baricco, A. (2006) Silk. Trans. Goldstein, A. Edinburgh: Canongate.

					First edition: 1996

					Themes: silkworm farming, travel, Japan, mystery, love, nostalgia

			

			Silk (Seta in Italian) is Alessandro Baricco’s third novel. When it was published in 1996 it became a bestseller in Italy, where it has sold over 300 000 copies to date. It has been translated into 27 languages and first appeared in English in 1997, with a second translation by Ann Goldstein published in 2006.

			The story immerses the reader in the heart of the silkworm trade in the 19th century: following an epidemic which infects silkworms all over Europe, Hervé Joncour undertakes four journeys to Japan to buy healthy eggs and allow his village to continue in the silk trade. These journeys lead him towards a strange romantic destiny. Baricco gives us a work that is all silence, restraint and refinement, marked by a very distinctive writing style. The book is similar to the life of its hero: a “spectacle. Light and inexplicable” (p. 136).

		


		
			Summary

			In 1861, Hervé Joncour is 32 years old and lives in Lavilledieu, in the Midi region of France, with his wife Hélène. His profession is unusual: he buys and sells silkworm eggs. To do this, he goes to Egypt and Syria for several months each year and comes back with the goods; the rest of the time, he relaxes. However, that year an epidemic of pébrine (a silkworm disease caused by a fungus) breaks out all over the world, and all the silkworm eggs are infected. Baldabiou, the man who set up the silkworm farm in Lavilledieu and built the first spinning mill, suggests a solution: going to Japan. The island has been closed to foreigners for a long time which, according to him, guarantees that the epidemic will not have reached it. The silkworm farmers therefore decide to send Hervé Joncour to Japan. He leaves on the 6 October.

			After a long journey, he arrives in the country and tries to buy silkworm eggs, but he is given fish eggs, which he notices straight away. As he is leaving, one of the residents catches him and tells him that Hara Kei, a nobleman of the village, wants to see him. Accompanied by a mysterious young girl, Hara Kei receives Hervé Joncour and asks him who he is. The Frenchman then tells him the story of his life, but is nevertheless somewhat troubled by the young girl, whose identity Hara Kei refuses to reveal to him: “what he saw, without pausing, was that those eyes did not have an Oriental shape, and that they were fixed, with a disconcerting intensity, on him” (p. 30). He still does not know that his entire life will be marked by the nostalgic memory of this unknown girl.

			Once he has finished telling his story, Hara Kei tells him that he has been sold fish eggs, but that now he can have what he wants. With the real eggs, Hervé Joncour travels back and arrives in Lavilledieu on the first day of April. The eggs he has brought back are healthy, which enables a very good output of silk that year.

			The following year, during another journey to Japan, the silkworm farmer is bathing one day when, instead of the old women who usually wash him, a young girl arrives. She blindfolds him and brushes his lips with her hand, before giving him a note which has several ideograms drawn on it in black ink. This message troubles him, especially when he returns to Lavilledieu and learns its meaning thanks to Madame Blanche, a Japanese woman living in Nîmes: “Return, or I will die” (p. 58).

			After returning to France, he tries to go back to his normal life but he cannot stop himself from thinking about the young girl he met in Japan. However, for the first time Hervé Joncour takes his wife Hélène on holiday to Nice and tells her that he will always love her.

			In spite of an imminent civil war in Japan, Baldabiou asks Hervé Joncour to go back there. Hervé Joncour therefore leaves at the start of October. When he arrives to see Hara Kei, he finds the young girl in front of the aviary. She greets him in French, while the nobleman tells him that she does not understand the language. One evening, when he is returning to his lodgings after a party, Hervé Joncour meets her, accompanied by an Oriental woman. She places his hand on the other woman’s and runs away, leaving them to share a night of passion. The next day, Hara Kei has disappeared and none of his servants know when he will return. Hervé Joncour waits another two days, then leaves the village and goes back to Lavilledieu to see his wife. Once there, he becomes ill and makes sure not to see anyone. From July to September, he and his wife leave to go to Nice.

			One year later, war has broken out in Japan. Surprisingly, Hervé Joncour goes against Baldabiou’s opinion and insists on going there in spite of everything. Baldabiou questions Hervé Joncour about his real reason for wanting to make the journey and Hervé Joncour tells him everything. He has not forgotten the young girl. It is a particular kind of suffering: he is nostalgic for something he has not experienced, since he has never heard her voice. Hélène, who understands that her husband is the one who absolutely wants to return to Japan, makes him promise to come back.

			When Hervé Joncour arrives in Hara Kei’s village, he finds the place devastated. The only person he meets is a young boy who guides him, after several wordless days of walking, to the villagers, who are fleeing in a long procession. But Hara Kei is not happy to see Hervé Joncour and orders him to leave. The Frenchman does not see the young girl, but surmises that she is in a sedan chair adorned with cages containing birds. In the morning, he finds his guide dead. Hara Kei threatens him with a gun and explains to him that the boy has been killed because he was carrying, or rather was himself a message of love, which in Japan is one of twelve crimes for which a man can be sentenced to death. He orders Hervé Joncour to never comes back. 

			Hervé Joncour manages to buy eggs, but they die before he reaches Lavilledieu. Then, to give the village work in spite of the lack of eggs and therefore of silk, he takes on all the men for four months to work on the park around his house.

			Six months later he receives a letter in Japanese which he hurries to have translated by Madame Blanche. He is evidently convinced that it was sent by the young girl he met in Japan. However, it was actually sent by his wife, who was helped by Madame Blanche to translate it into Japanese. It is a love and farewell letter. Following this, Hervé Joncour continues to live peacefully with his wife. They now go on a little journey every year. In March 1874, Hélène dies. When he visits her grave, Hervé Joncour finds a ring with blue flowers on it similar to the one worn by Madame Blanche. He goes to see her and then understands that it was Hélène who wrote him the letter.

			Hervé Joncour lives another 23 years without ever leaving Lavilledieu again, and dedicates all his time to the upkeep of his park.
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