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Praise for 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 immitable, 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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Joy is a butterfly


Fluttering low over the earth,


But sorrow is a bird


With big, strong, black wings.


They lift you high above life


Flowing below in sunlight and growth.


The bird of sorrow flies high


To where the angels of grief keep watch


Over death’s lair.


Edith Södergran (1892-1923)


(A poem from her notebook written
when she was sixteen years old)






THEY had left the bedroom door open. Cecilia could smell the Christmas smells wafting up from the floor below. She tried to count them. One was the sweet-sour smell of spicy cabbage. Another must be the incense Father had put on the hearth before they went to church. And could that be the fresh scent of the Christmas tree?


Cecilia breathed in again. She thought she recognised even the smell of the presents under the tree, of red and shiny gold Christmas wrapping paper, gift labels and ribbons. But there was yet another – a vague scent of something enchanting and magical. Christmas itself!


As she smelt all these things she played with the doors in the Advent calendar above her bed. All twenty-four doors were ajar. She had opened the biggest one today. Yet again she looked at the angel leaning over the crib with the baby Jesus. Mary and Joseph stood in the background, but they seemed to be taking no notice of the angel.


Could it be that the angel was invisible to Mary and Joseph?


She looked round the room. Cecilia had looked so often at the red lampshade hanging from the ceiling, the white curtains with blue forget-me-nots and the bookshelf with her books and dolls, crystals and precious stones, it had all become a part of herself. On the desk in front of the window lay the travel guide from Crete beside the old Children’s Bible and Snorre’s tales of the Norse gods. On the wall between her and her parents’ bedroom hung the Greek calendar with the sweet little cats. On the same hook she had hung the old pearl necklace Grandma had given her.


However many times had she counted the twenty-seven rings on the curtain rod? Why were there thirteen rings on the one side and fourteen on the other? How often had she tried to count the copies of Science Illustrated lying in a big pile under the desk? She had had to give up every time. She had stopped trying to count the flowers on the curtains. There were always a few forget-me-nots hidden in the folds.


Under the bed lay her Chinese diary. Cecilia felt for it with her hand . . . Yes, her pen was there too.


The Chinese diary was a small notebook covered with material that she had been given by the doctor at the hospital. When she held it up to the light the black, red and green silk threads glittered.


She hadn’t had the strength to write very much in the diary, nor had she very much to write about, but she had decided to make notes of all the ideas that came to her while she lay in bed. She had promised herself never to cross anything out; every single word was to stay there till the Day of Judgement. It would be strange to read her diary when she was grown up. Over the whole of the first page she had written: CECILIA SKOTBU’S PERSONAL NOTES.


She flopped back on to her pillow again, and tried to hear what was going on downstairs. Now and then Mother picked up some cutlery, otherwise the house was completely silent . . .


The others would be arriving home from church any minute. Just before – or just after – the bells would ring Christmas in. You could hardly hear the church bells from Skotbu. They always went out on to the doorstep to hear them better.


This year Cecilia couldn’t stand on the doorstep listening to the bells ringing in Christmas. She was ill, and she wasn’t just mildly ill, as she had been in October and November. Now Cecilia was so ill that Christmas was like a handful of sand that only trickled through her fingers while she slept or was half-awake. At least she didn’t have to be in hospital. There they had put up the Christmas decorations at the beginning of December.


It was a good thing she had known Christmas before. Cecilia thought the only thing in the whole world that didn’t change was Christmas at Skotbu. For a few days people did the same things they had done year after year, without having to think about why. ‘It’s the tradition,’ they said. That was reason enough.


During the past few days she had tried to follow what was going on downstairs. The sounds of baking and decorating had come up from below like small bubbles of noise. Sometimes Cecilia had imagined that the ground floor was the earth and that she was in heaven.


Yesterday evening they had brought in the Christmas tree; then Father had decorated it after Little Lars had gone to bed. Cecilia hadn’t seen it yet. She hadn’t seen the Christmas tree!


It was a good thing she had a little brother who was a chatterbox. He talked about everything that the others merely saw or thought about. So he had chattered on about all the preparations and the Christmas decorations. He had been Cecilia’s secret reporter from the underworld.


She had been given a bell for the bedside table. She rang it when she wanted to go to the loo or needed something. Usually it was Lars who answered it first. Sometimes Cecilia had rung the bell just so he could tell her what they had been baking or decorating.


Father had promised to carry Cecilia downstairs to the living room when it was time to open the presents. She wanted new skis. The old ones barely reached up to her chin. Mother had suggested that she should wait until she was well again, but Cecilia had protested. She wanted skis for Christmas, and that was that!


‘You may not be able to go skiing this winter, Cecilia.’


She had thrown a vase of flowers on to the floor.


‘Of course I can’t go skiing if I haven’t any skis.’


Mother had just brought a dustpan and brush without saying a word. That was almost the worst thing about it. As she swept up the flowers and the fragments of glass she said, ‘I thought you’d prefer something exciting that you could have with you while you’re in bed.’


There was suddenly a tight feeling in her head. ‘Have with me while I’m in bed!’ So then she had pushed a plate and a glass of juice on to the floor as well. Mother didn’t get cross then, either. She had merely swept and brushed, brushed and swept.


To be on the safe side Cecilia had added that she wanted skates and a toboggan as well . . .


Out of doors the cold weather had lasted since the beginning of December. Occasionally Cecilia had crawled out of bed and crept to the window all by herself. The snow lay like a soft quilt over the frozen landscape. Out in the garden Father had put Christmas lights in the big pine tree specially for her. The lights always used to be in the small fir tree by the front door. Between the branches of the pine she could glimpse Ravens’ Hill in the distance.


The outlines of the landscape had never been clearer than during these last days before Christmas. Once Cecilia had seen the postman coming on his bike, even though it was almost ten degrees below freezing and there were snowdrifts on the road. At first she had smiled, tapped on the window pane and waved to him. He had looked up and waved back with both arms, then his bike had overturned in the loose snow. As soon as he disappeared behind the barn she had crept back to bed and cried. It had seemed as if the whole meaning of life was a postman cycling in the snow.


There had been another time when tears came into her eyes as she stood in front of the window. She had wanted so much to run out into the magical winter weather. In front of the barn door two bullfinches had been hopping backwards and forwards in a complicated dance. Cecilia had started to laugh. She would like to have been a bullfinch herself. Then she felt tears welling up in the corners of her eyes. Finally she picked up a tear with her finger and drew an angel on the window pane. When she realised that she had drawn the angel with her own tears she had to laugh again. What was the difference between angel tears and tear angels?


She must have dozed off, for she was suddenly woken by the sound of the front door opening.


They were back from church! Cecilia could hear them stamping the snow off their boots. Couldn’t she hear the bells ringing as well?


‘Happy Christmas, Mama!’


‘Happy Christmas, little one!’


‘A Happy Christmas to you too, Toni.’ Grandad cleared his throat. ‘I can smell Christmas dinner!’


‘You take his coat, Lars.’


Cecilia could see them in her mind’s eye. Grandma smiling and hugging them all, Mama taking off her red apron as she hugged Grandad, Papa stroking Lars’s hair, Grandad lighting a cigar . . .


If Cecilia was good at anything now, it was seeing with her ears.


The excitement on the ground floor was interrupted by quiet whispers. The next moment Father was on his way up the stairs. He took them in four or five strides.


‘Happy Christmas, Cecilia!’


He put his arms round her and hugged her gently. Then he crossed the room quickly and opened the window wide.


‘Can you hear them?’


She raised her head from the pillow and nodded.


‘So it must be five o’clock.’


He closed the window and sat down on the edge of the bed.


‘Am I going to get new skis?’


It was as if she hoped he would say no. Then she’d have another chance to be angry, and that felt almost better than being sorry for herself.


Father put a finger to his lips.


‘No special favours, Cecilia. You’ll have to wait and see.’


‘If I must, then I must.’


‘Are you sure you don’t want to lie on the sofa while we’re having dinner?’


She shook her head. They had talked about that lots of times during the past few days. It was better to be rested by the time they came to the presents. She couldn’t face eating any Christmas food; it would only make her sick.


‘But leave all the doors open!’


‘Of course!’


‘And you must talk loudly . . . and make lots of noise at the table.’


‘I should think so.’


‘And when you’ve finished reading the Christmas Gospel, Grandma is to come up and read it to me.’


‘We agreed on that.’


She sank back on to the big pillow.


‘Would you give me the Walkman?’


He went to the bookcase and handed her the cassette and the player.


‘I can manage the rest myself.’


Father kissed her on the forehead.


‘I’d much prefer to sit here with you,’ he whispered. ‘But there are the others, you see. I’ll have to keep you company the rest of Christmas instead.’


‘I said you must celebrate Christmas just as usual.’


‘Just as usual, yes.’


He tiptoed out.


Cecilia put a tape of Christmas carols in the Walkman. Soon her ears had soaked up all the lovely Christmas atmosphere from the ‘music. She took off the headset, and now – yes, they were sitting at the table.


Mother was reading the Christmas Gospel. When she had finished they sang ‘Oh come, all ye faithful.’


Then Grandma was on her way upstairs. Cecilia had planned it all.


‘Here I am, Cecilia!’


‘Shh! You must just read to me . . .’


Grandma sat on a wooden chair beside the bed and read:


‘“And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus, that all the world should be taxed . . . ”’


When she looked up from the Bible, Cecilia had tears in her eyes.


‘Are you crying?’


She nodded.


‘But it’s not sad.’


Cecilia nodded again.


‘“And this shall be a sign unto you. You shall find a babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.”’


‘You think it’s beautiful?’


Cecilia nodded for the third time.


‘We cry when something’s sad,’ said Grandma after a while. ‘And we often shed a tear when something’s beautiful too.’


‘But we don’t laugh when something’s ugly?’


Grandma had to think about that.


‘We laugh at clowns because they’re funny. Sometimes I expect we laugh because they’re ugly too . . . Look!’


She screwed up her face into a dreadful grimace, which made Cecilia laugh.


Grandma continued. ‘Perhaps we’re sad when something’s beautiful because we know it won’t last for ever. Then we start to laugh when something’s ugly because we understand it’s only a joke.’


Cecilia stared up at her. Grandma was the cleverest person in the whole world.


‘Now you must go down to the other clowns,’ she said.


Grandma straightened her pillow and stroked her cheek.


‘I’m looking forward to you coming down too. Now we’re just going to eat . . . ’


When Grandma had gone, Cecilia felt for the pen and the Chinese notebook. At the very beginning she had written:


I am not standing on a strange beach in the Aegean Sea any more. But the waves are still breaking on the beach, making the stones roll forwards and backwards, changing places through all eternity.


She quickly read through everything she had written up to now. Then she wrote:


We cry when something is sad. Then we often shed a tear when something’s beautiful as well. When something’s funny or ugly, we laugh. Perhaps we are sad when something is beautiful because we know that it won’t last for ever. Then we start laughing when something is ugly because we understand that it’s only a joke.


Clowns are funny to look at because they’re so dreadfully ugly. When they take off their clown masks in front of the mirror, they become very handsome. That’s why clowns are so sad and unhappy every time they go into their circus caravans and slam the door behind them.


She dozed off again and didn’t wake up until Father came to fetch her.


‘Time for the presents!’ he announced.


He put his arms under Cecilia and lifted her up high along with her red duvet. He didn’t take the pillow, so her fair hair hung down towards the floor. It had grown very long again.


Grandad and Little Lars were standing at the foot of the stairs.


‘You look like an angel,’ said Grandad. ‘The duvet is like a rosy cloud.’


‘“The angel of the Lord came down”,’ sang Lars.


Cecilia turned her head and met their gaze.


‘What a load of rubbish!’ she protested. ‘Angels sit on top of the clouds. They don’t hang underneath them, surely?’


Grandad chuckled, and answered her by blowing out a thick cloud of cigar smoke.


Father put Cecilia down on the red sofa. They had piled it high with cushions so that she could see the Christmas tree. She examined it carefully.


‘That’s not the star we had last year.’


Mother hurried over – as if she was sorry that everything wasn’t the same as last year.


‘No, d’you know, we couldn’t find it. Father had to buy a new one.’


‘That’s strange . . . ’


Cecilia looked all round the room, and the others watched her, following the direction of her eyes and looking at all the things she saw.


There wasn’t a dark corner. Cecilia counted twenty-seven lighted candles – exactly as many as the rings on the curtain rod upstairs. Wasn’t that an odd coincidence?


Under the tree lay all the parcels. The only difference from last year was that Grandad wasn’t going to be the Christmas nisse. Cecilia had decided that too.


‘I don’t think I can be bothered with that Santa Claus nonsense, you know!’


The table was laid with plates and coffee cups, cake dishes and home-made marzipan figures in different colours.


‘Would you like anything to eat?’


‘Maybe a little lemonade. And a cookie without any strawberry whip.’


They were all standing round her, Little Lars behind the others. He seemed to find it scary that Cecilia had come downstairs to be with them when they opened their presents. At any rate he looked very solemn.


‘Happy Christmas, Lars.’


‘Happy Christmas.’


‘Now for the presents,’ said Grandad. ‘I’m the one who’s been told I may give them out.’


They sat round the tree, and Grandad began reading the labels. Cecilia noticed that none of the parcels looked like a toboggan or a pair of skis, but she would have to wait to sulk on that account. Something might come out of a hiding place somewhere else in the house. That had happened before.


‘To Cecilia from Marianne.’


Marianne was her best friend. She lived on the other side of the river Leira, but they were in the same class.


It was a tiny packet. Could it be jewellery? Maybe it was something to add to her collection of stones . . .


She tore off the paper and opened a yellow box. On a little piece of cotton wool there lay a red butterfly, a brooch. Cecilia took it out of the box, but as soon as she touched it, it changed colour from red to green. Soon it turned blue and purple too.
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