



[image: ]







The critics on Jostein Gaarder’s international bestseller
SOPHIE’S WORLD


‘A marvellously rich book. Its success boils down to something quite simple – Gaarder’s gift for communicating ideas’


Guardian


‘An Alice in Wonderland for the 90s . . . already Sophie’s World is being talked up as philosophy’s answer to Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time . . . this is a simply wonderful, irresistible book’


Daily Telegraph


‘Remarkable . . . what Jostein Gaarder has managed to do is condense 3000 years of thought into 400 pages; to simplify some extremely complicated arguments without trivialising them . . . Sophie’s World is an extraordinary achievement’


Sunday Times


‘Challenging, informative and packed with easily grasped, and imitable, ways of thinking about difficult ideas’


Independent on Sunday


‘Sophie’s World is a whimsical and ingenious mystery novel that also happens to be a history of philosophy . . . What is admirable in the novel is the utter unpretentiousness of the philosophical lessons . . . which manages to deliver Western philosophy in accounts that are crystal clear’


Washington Post


‘A terrifically entertaining and imaginative story wrapped round its tough, thought-provoking philosophical heart’


Daily Mail


‘Seductive and original . . . Sophie’s World is, as it dares to congratulate itself, “a strange and wonderful book”’


TLS




Jostein Gaarder was born in Oslo in 1952. He is the author of the international phenomenon, Sophie’s World, which has been translated into 55 languages and sold over 30 million copies worldwide.
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WHEN I VISITED the book fair in Buenos Aires in the spring of 1995 I was urged to set aside a morning for the renowned flea market in San Telmo. After a few hectic hours in front of all the stalls on streets and market-places I ended up taking refuge in a small antiquarian bookshop. Among a modest selection of old manuscripts my eyes were drawn to a red box file labelled ‘Codex Floriae.’ Something must have aroused my interest, for I opened the box carefully and looked down at a bundle of handwritten sheets. They were certainly old, extremely old, and moreover I quickly realised that the text was in Latin.


An introductory greeting was written in large letters on a single line: ‘Floria Aemilia Aurelio Augustino Episcopo Hipponiensi Salutem.’ Greetings from Floria Aemilia to Aurelius Augustine, Bishop of Hippo … So it must be a letter. But could it really be written to the theologian and church father who spent most of his life in North Africa from the middle of the fourth century onwards? From someone who called herself Floria?


I was already well acquainted with Augustine’s biography. No other single figure shows more clearly the dramatic change of culture through the transition from the old Greco-Roman to the universal Christian culture which was to characterise Europe right up to our own time. The best source of Augustine’s life is naturally Augustine himself. Through his Confessions (Confessiones, c. 400 AD) he provides a unique insight into both the turbulent fourth century in general and into his own spiritual conflicts relating to faith and doubt. Augustine is probably the pre-Renaissance individual who is closest to ourselves.


Who was the woman who could have written a long letter to him? For the box held at least 70 or 80 sheets. I had never heard of any such document.


I tried to translate another sentence. ‘As a matter of fact, it seems odd to address you in this way. Once, long, long ago, I would merely have written to “My playful little Aurel.”’ I couldn’t be quite certain about the translation, but that the letter was in a highly personal tone I was left in no doubt.


Then something struck me. Could the letter in the red box file possibly be from Augustine’s concubine of many years’ standing, and therefore from the woman he had had to renounce, as he himself writes, because he had elected to spend the rest of his life abstaining from all sensual love? A shudder ran down my back, for I knew well that the Augustinian tradition knows no more either about the unfortunate woman or about her many years of cohabiting with Augustine other than the account of it he himself gives in the Confessions.


Soon the proprietor of the bookshop was beside me; he pointed down at the box file. I was still spellbound by the significance of the manuscript I had been trying to assess.


‘Really something,’ he said.


‘Yes, I guess so …’


There had already been some interviews with me in newspapers and on television in connection with the book fair, and now he recognised me:


‘El Mundo de Sofia?’


I nodded, then he bent over the box, closed it and placed it tidily on top of a small pile of other manuscripts, as if to emphasise that he was not exactly burning to sell this one. Maybe he was slightly more doubtful since he now knew who I was.


‘A letter to Saint Augustine?’ I asked.


I thought he smiled uneasily.


‘And you believe it’s genuine?’


He said:


‘It’s not impossible. But I’ve only had it for a few hours, and if I’d known that this document is what it purports to be it wouldn’t be lying here.’


‘How did you get hold of it?’


He laughed:


‘I wouldn’t have lasted in this line very long if I hadn’t learned to protect my clients.’


I was beginning to feel on tenterhooks. I asked:


‘How much are you asking for it?’


‘Fifteen thousand pesos.’


Fifteen thousand, that was like a punch in the side. For a manuscript that could certainly be several hundred years old, but which professed to be a letter from Augustine’s concubine. At best we could be talking about a transcript of a hitherto unknown letter to the church father, or more likely a copy of an even older transcript.


Well, naturally it could just as well have been written in a Latin-American monastery some time during the seventeenth or eighteenth century. True enough, even that could be quite something to take back to Europe. I thought I’d heard that in certain religious communities this kind of apocryphal letter was written to or from Catholic saints now and again.


He began to shut up shop, and I passed him my Visa card.


‘Twelve thousand pesos,’ I said.


It was almost a hundred thousand kroner – for something that might not have any antiquarian value whatsoever. But I was curious, and I wasn’t the first person to pay dear for his curiosity. Even when I first read Augustine’s Confessions many years earlier I had tried to put myself in the place of this concubine. And Augustine’s view of the love between man and woman has left extraordinarily clear traces behind it.


The bookseller accepted the offer. He said:


‘I think we’d be wisest to regard this transaction as a kind of risk-spreading.’


I shook my head, for I couldn’t grasp what he meant. Then he explained:


‘Either I’m making an extremely good bargain or you’re making an even better one.’


He printed off the details of my card and said sorrowfully:


‘I haven’t even managed to read the manuscript myself. In a few days the price would either have doubled or I would have chucked the box into that basket you see over there.’


I cast a glance at the basket he indicated; it was full of old paperbacks. On a sticker fixed to the basket I read: ‘2 pesos.’


It was I who had the best of the bargain. The ‘Codex Floriae’ has now been dated to the end of the sixteenth century, and was most probably penned in Argentina. The big question is merely whether an old parchment from which the ‘Codex Floriae’ was transcribed really did exist.


I myself am no longer in any doubt about the authenticity of the letter, and about whether in fact it must be attributed to Augustine’s lover of many years. I feel it is almost impossible to imagine that it could have been fabricated in Argentina towards the end of the sixteenth century. So in spite of everything, it is simpler to assume that it really does originate from Augustine’s time. Both the syntax and vocabulary of the manuscript are as if carved out of late antiquity, as also is Floria’s blend of sensuality and an almost desperate religious reflection.


In the autumn of 1995 I took the manuscript to the Vatican Library in Rome for a more accurate analysis. But I was given scant help there. On the contrary: the Vatican maintained persistently that they have never received any ‘Codex Floriae’. That doesn’t surprise me, although I can’t just out of hand accept that Floria’s letter belongs to the Catholic Church.


I had naturally taken care to make a photocopy of the manuscript, and during the spring of 1996 I attempted to garb the letter in Norwegian dress. Where the letter cites Augustine’s Confessions, though, I chose to resort to Oddmund Hjelde’s outstanding Norwegian translation of the first ten books.


The work of translation has been a jigsaw puzzle without parallel, not least because the manuscript has no pagination. At the same time it has been immensely stimulating to have this opportunity to brush up on my old facility in Latin – acquired long ago at Oslo Cathedral School (1968–71). Many a time I had to send a grateful thought to my old Latin teacher, Oskar Fjeld.


It is fascinating how old conjugations and declinations remain as if nailed to the memory. Nevertheless, without the benevolent assistance of Øivind Andersen this translation would not have been possible. Thanks also for encouraging words and good advice to Trond Berg Eriksen, Egil Kraggerud, Øyvind Norderval and Kari Vogt.


Nothing would please me more than if this edition of the ‘Codex Floriae’ should be rewarded by a renewal of interest in the Latin language and in classical culture as a whole.





I
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GREETINGS FROM
FLORIA AEMILIA,
TO AURELIUS AUGUSTINE,
BISHOP OF HIPPO.


AS A MATTER of fact it seems odd to address you in this way. Once, long, long ago, I would merely have written to ‘My playful little Aurel.’ But now more than ten years have passed since you put your arms around me, and much has changed.


I write because the priest of Carthage has allowed me to read your confessions. He thought your books might be edifying reading for a woman like me. As a catechumen1 I’ve belonged in a way to the congregation here for many years already, but I shall not allow myself to be baptised, Aurel. It is not the Nazarene who stands in my way, neither is it the four gospels, but I shall not be baptised.


In Book Six you write: ‘The woman I lived with was not permitted to stay at my side. They took her away because she was a hindrance to my marriage. My heart, which was deeply attached to her, was pierced, and wounded so that it bled. She returned to Africa and promised you2 she would never live with another man. She left with me our natural son.’3


It is good to see you can still remember how closely we two were once bound together. You know our union was something more than the kind of fleeting cohabitation customary before the man marries. We lived faithfully together for more than twelve years and had a son together. Quite often it happened that people we met took us to be man and wife according to the law. And you liked that, Aurel, I think it made you a little proud, for many men are ashamed of their wives. Can you remember when we walked together across the River Arno? Just suddenly you stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. Then you said something to me. Can you remember it?
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