

[image: Cover Image]





Praise for Alessandro Baricco's

Silk


“Astonishing…. Each [chapter] has the pulse of a heartbeat.” —Los Angeles Times
“Intensely powerful and perceptive…. With its tenderness, eroticism and simplicity, it is one of the most astonishing and moving novels I have ever read. … A stunningly beautiful and haunting novel.”

— The Daily Telegraph(London)




“[Baricco] manages to imbue the tale with an extraordinary quality of passion and fatality. … Its significance soars out of the realm of the merely human to something of timeless importance…. [Silk has] the flawlessness of a tiny jewel.”

— The Commercial Appeal(Memphis)




“Masterly…. While scarcely raising its voice above a whisper, [Silk] builds to a wrenching climax.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“Weightless, seamless and translucent. … A jewel of a novella.”

—Jerusalem Post




“A stunningly beautiful and haunting novel.”

—Daily Telegraph




“Baricco's fairy tale of East and West weaves a fine, tight fabric of recurrent phrases and motifs, a novel as delicate and strong as its subject.”

— Publishers Weekly







Alessandro Baricco

Silk

Alessandro Baricco was born in Turin in 1958. The author of five novels, he has won the Prix Medicis Etranger in France and the Selezione Campiello, Viareggio, and Palazzo al Bosco prizes in Italy. He lives in Rome.
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1.

ALTHOUGH his father had imagined for him a brilliant future in the army, Hervé Joncour ended up earning his living in an unusual profession that, with singular irony, had a feature so sweet as to betray a vaguely feminine intonation.

For a living, Hervé Joncour bought and sold silkworms.

It was 1861. Flaubert was writing Salammbo, electric light was still a hypothesis and Abraham Lincoln, on the other side of the ocean, was fighting a war whose end he would not see.

Hervé Joncour was thirty-two years old.

He bought and sold.

Silkworms.


2.

To be precise, Hervé Joncour bought and sold silkworms when the silkworms consisted of tiny eggs, yellow or gray in color, motionless and apparently dead. Merely in the palm of your hand you could hold thousands of them.

“It's what is meant by having a fortune in your hand.”

In early May the eggs opened, freeing a worm that, after thirty days of frantic feeding on mulberry leaves, shut itself up again, in a cocoon, and then, two weeks later, escaped for good, leaving behind a patrimony that in silk came to a thousand yards of rough thread and in money a substantial number of French francs: assuming that everything happened according to the rules and, as in the case of Hervé Joncour, in a region of southern France.

Lavilledieu was the name of the town where Hervé Joncour lived.

Hélène that of his wife. They had no children.


3.

To avoid the devastation from the epidemics that increasingly afflicted the European stock, Hervé Joncour tried to acquire silkworm eggs beyond the Mediterranean, in Syria and Egypt. There lay the most exquisitely adventurous aspect of his work. Every year, in early January, he left. He traversed sixteen hundred miles of sea and eight hundred kilometers of land. He chose the eggs, negotiated the price, made the purchase. Then he turned around, traversed eight hundred kilometers of land and sixteen hundred miles of sea, and arrived in Lavilledieu, usually on the first Sunday in April, usually in time for High Mass.

He worked for two more weeks, packing the eggs and selling them.

For the rest of the year he relaxed.




End of sample
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